

[image: ]




[image: ]



        
            
                THIS IS A BORZOI BOOK
PUBLISHED BY ALFRED A. KNOPF
            

            Copyright © 2012 by Andrew Preston
All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc., New York,
and in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.
www.aaknopf.com

            Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are
registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

            Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Preston, Andrew, 1973–
Sword of the spirit, shield of faith : religion in American war and diplomacy / 
by Andrew Preston.—1st ed.
p.   cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-4000-4323-1
1. United States—Foreign relations. 2. United States—Foreign relations—
Religious
                aspects. 3. Religion and international relations—United States—History. 4. United States—Military policy—Religious aspects. 5. United States—
History, Military—Religious aspects. I. Title.
E183.7.P74 2012
322.10973—dc23      2011035138

            www.randomhouse.ca
Knopf Canada and colophon are registered trademarks.
Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
Preston, Andrew, 1973–
Sword of the spirit, shield of faith : religion in American war and diplomacy / Andrew Preston
Includes bibliographical references.
Issued also in electronic format.
eISBN: 978-0-307-95760-3
1. Religion and
                international relations—United States—History. 2. Religion and politics—United States—History. 3. United States—Foreign relations—Religious aspects.   I. Title.
BL65.I55P74 2012 201.727      C2011-904068-9

            
                Cover design and calligraphy by Mary Jane Callister
            

            v3.1

        

    

To my parents, Harry and Mary,

who have given me so much




        CONTENTS

        
            
                
                    Cover
                
            

            
                
                    Other Books by This Author
                
            

            
                
                    Title Page
                
            

            
                
                    Copyright
                
            

            
                
                    Dedication
                
            

            
                
                    Preface
                
            

            
                
                    Introduction
                
            

        

        
            PART I:  In the Beginning
        

        
            CHAPTER ONE:    Defenders of the Faith
        

        
            CHAPTER TWO:   God Is an Excellent Man of War
        

        
            CHAPTER THREE: Wars of Permanent Reformation
        

        
            PART II: The American Revelation
        

        
            CHAPTER FOUR: The Harmony of the World Confounded
        

        
            CHAPTER FIVE:   Liberation Theology
        

        
            PART III: Imperial Destinies
        

        
            CHAPTER SIX:     Absolutist Apostasies
        

        
            CHAPTER SEVEN: The Benevolent Empire, at Home and Abroad
        

        
            CHAPTER EIGHT: Manifest Destiny and Its Discontents
        

        
            PART IV: America’s Mission
        

        
            CHAPTER NINE:         Abraham Lincoln and the First War of Humanitarian Intervention
        

        
            CHAPTER TEN:         Missionaries and the Imperialism of Human Rights
        

        
            CHAPTER ELEVEN:     An Also Chosen People
        

        
            CHAPTER TWELVE:    Cuba, the Philippines, and the First Crusade
        

        
            PART V: Woodrow Wilson and the Second Crusade
        

        
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN:  The Idealistic Synthesis
        

        
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN:  Onward Christian Soldiers
        

        
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN:    The Wilsonian Creed
        

        
            PART VI: Franklin Roosevelt and the Third Crusade
        

        
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN:          Princes of Peace and Prophets of Realism
        

        
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN:      The Simple Faith of Franklin Roosevelt
        

        
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN:        The Holocaust and the Moral Meaning of the War
        

        
            CHAPTER NINETEEN:        Spiritual Diplomacy
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY:          The Church Unmilitant
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE:     John Foster Dulles and the Quest for a Just and Durable Peace
        

        
            PART VII: The Cold War and the Fourth Crusade
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO:    The Faith of Harry Truman and the Theology of George Kennan
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE:  High Priests of the Cold War: Eisenhower and the Second Coming of Dulles
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR:   The Great Schism and the Myth of Consensus
        

        
            PART VIII: Reformation and Counterreformation
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE:   The Revolutionary Church in a Revolutionary Age
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX:    The Valley of the Shadow of Death
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: Get Thee Behind Me, Satan
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: A Judeo-Christian Foreign Policy
        

        
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE:   Ronald the Lionheart
        

        
            EPILOGUE: The Last Crusade?
        

        
            
                
                    Abbreviations
                
            

            
                
                    Notes
                
            

            
                
                    Bibliography
                
            

            
                
                    Acknowledgments
                
            

            
                
                    Index
                
            

            
                
                    About the Author
                
            

        

    
Preface

New Haven, Connecticut, March 2003. Along with the rest of the world, the student body at Yale University stood riveted by the confrontation between the United States and Iraq, George W. Bush and Saddam Hussein. War would start any day now—that much was certain. Whatever one’s opinion on the war, supporters and opponents alike, at Yale as elsewhere, had over a year and a vast amount of information to argue their case. Through the summer and fall of 2002 and into the new year, the Bush administration and its supporters made several arguments for war, from national security to democracy promotion and much else in between.

Including faith. From his initial response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, to the days before the Iraq War, Bush consistently framed the crisis in terms of religion. Not necessarily in terms of who America would be fighting: despite the occasional slip of the tongue, Bush was careful not to portray the war as a crusade against Islam. But according to news reports that fateful winter and spring of 2003, the president believed he was spiritually motivated by an obligation to God and that God directed his actions and protected America in its time of crisis. “The liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world,” he proclaimed in his 2003 State of the Union address, which laid out a case for war, “it is God’s gift to humanity.” In the giving of such gifts, the United States was God’s instrument on earth: “We Americans have faith in ourselves, but not in ourselves alone. We do not know—we do not claim to know all the ways of providence, yet we can trust in them, placing our confidence in the loving God behind all of life and all of history. May He guide us now.” “We’re being challenged,” Bush told an audience in Nashville a month later. “We’re meeting those challenges because of our faith.” He then justified war with Iraq as a matter of self-defense against freedom-hating fundamentalists who received support and encouragement from Saddam Hussein. “They hate the thought of the fact that in this great country, we can worship the Almighty God the way we see fit. And probably what makes them even angrier is, we’re not going to change.”1

For his part, Saddam Hussein also framed the coming war in religious terms. Unlike the decadent, infidel Americans, Iraqis belonged to a “glorious faith,” he declared. “Allah does not like weaklings.” With encouragement from the presidential palace, Iraq’s clerics also tried to rally the faithful to arms. And though he was an avowed enemy of Ba’athist, secular Iraq, Osama bin Laden struck a characteristically religious note. The Americans were “crusaders” who wanted “to occupy a former capital of Islam,” the al Qaeda leader warned in an audio message shortly before the war. “This crusade war is primarily aimed at the people of Islam” to subjugate their faith and steal their oil, and so “Muslims as a whole, and in Iraq in particular, should pull up their sleeves and carry jihad against this oppressive offensive and to make sure to stock up on ammunition and arms. This is a duty for them.” It was a message bin Laden had been propounding since 9/11, indeed, since he had first begun his jihad against the United States in the 1990s.2

I was then a young lecturer in the History Department at Yale, not far removed from finishing a doctoral dissertation on McGeorge Bundy and the origins of the Vietnam War. In the fall of 2002, I taught a large lecture class on Vietnam; in the spring semester, I led a smaller seminar on U.S. foreign policy during its most tumultuous Cold War period, from John F. Kennedy and the Bay of Pigs to Jimmy Carter and the Iran hostage crisis. It was a surreal experience, examining the Cold War while a very similar history was unfolding before us in real time. Yet despite the trauma of 9/11, the year 2003 was also very different from 1973. The United States was not vulnerable, but seemed invincible; it was not reeling from a disaster like Vietnam, but coming off a series of triumphs in the Cold War, the Gulf War, the Balkan wars, and, apparently, driving the Taliban from power in Afghanistan. While Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon had watched Indochina consume their presidencies, here was George W. Bush, seemingly as strong a president in living memory, deciding to remake the Middle East in a democratic American image. For a specialist in U.S. diplomatic history, it was a fascinating time.

My students and I debated the War on Terror, Afghanistan, and Iraq almost as much as we pored over the record on Cuba and Chile, Vietnam and Cambodia, the Iranian hostages and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. I encouraged it, so long as they avoided polemical grandstanding and grounded their arguments about the confusing present in a careful understanding of an equally complicated past. But one thing puzzled them all: the presence of religion in the normally hardheaded world of diplomacy, especially American diplomacy. Why did Bush use religious imagery and rhetoric to justify his foreign policy? Was this usual? Did other presidents of the past hundred years invoke God and Christ to explain themselves? Or was Bush a premodern aberration in a postmodern world? I told them what I knew, which was not all that much: that some presidents had deployed religion as a political tactic, that religion was often invoked as a way to explain or justify intervention, but that most of the time religion was background noise and political filler and not especially important to the study of American diplomatic history. I referred them to the usual suspects—Woodrow Wilson, John Foster Dulles, Jimmy Carter—leaders who happened to be personally religious and happened, on occasion, to use religious rhetoric. A couple of scholars had looked a little bit into the broader connections between religion and diplomacy, and I recommended their books. But otherwise, I did not give it much thought.3

I cannot say precisely when, but at some point that spring I did begin to give religion some further thought. Intrigued, I consulted bibliographic guides, library catalogues, and journal databases. To my surprise, the existing literature did not much go beyond the usual suspects I had already mentioned to my students. There were, however, some notable exceptions just then emerging. Three colleagues, Seth Jacobs, Melani McAlister, and Andrew Rotter, had recently published exciting, innovative accounts of religion’s influence on America’s Cold War diplomacy: Jacobs on Vietnam, McAlister on the Middle East, Rotter on India and Pakistan. But they seemed to be one-offs, religious exceptions to a generally secular rule. Little did I know that they were on the cutting edge of a major trend in American diplomatic history.4

I was also familiar with American religious history, and so turned there next. But when I consulted that body of literature, I discovered something very interesting: religious historians examined diplomacy just as infrequently and unsystematically as diplomatic historians examined religion. Yet their work was littered with intriguing discussions of religion in times of war and diplomatic crisis, albeit with a focus on how foreign policy affected religion rather than the other way around. And unlike diplomatic historians, historians of religion did not simply concentrate on the usual suspects.

This was an exciting but odd and unsettling discovery. It is difficult to think of two subjects that have shaped the United States more than religion and foreign affairs, and it is difficult to find two bodies of literature that are as large, diverse, or controversial; perhaps, as categories of historical analysis, only race and economics compare. The problem, at least for me, was that historians of religion were interested in religious issues; their discussions of, say, World War I did not intend to shed light on the war, but on how religion reacted to or was changed by the war. In the same way, historians of American foreign policy were not especially interested in religious issues. Sporadic references to the other abounded in each discipline, but only a rare few scholars integrated them in a sustained and meaningful fashion. Yet there were obvious historical moments when the two subjects would have had to meet in interesting and revealing ways. Armed with this insight, I set out to write a book that would answer my students’ questions—and my own.


Introduction


Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord, and in the power of his might.

Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.

For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.

Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.

Stand therefore, having your loins girt about with truth, and having on the breastplate of righteousness;

And your feet shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace;

Above all, taking the shield of faith, wherewith ye shall be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked.

And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God…

—Ephesians 6:10–17





SWORD OF THE SPIRIT, Shield of Faith was written under the assumption that religion played an important role in shaping American perceptions of the world and in contributing to domestic debates on how the United States should engage with other nations. It is an exploration not of whether religion influenced U.S. foreign relations, but how. It is a logical assumption: few would argue that religion has not played a consistently important role in American life, for better or worse.

This last qualifier—for better or worse—is important, for this book also operates under the assumption that religion is just like any other historical topic. It is not my desire, and certainly not my intention, to make a case either for or against a role for religion in public life. Readers will of course use the material in this book to support their own beliefs that religion is either a productive or a pernicious force in American foreign relations. Partisans on both sides of the acrimonious debate over religion’s place in the public square—and increasingly over the nature of religion itself—will find plenty of evidence to back up their competing claims. But such quarrels are not my concern. Religion provokes intense emotions, and no historian is free of bias. Nonetheless, I have sought to treat my subject as objectively as possible.

Doing so has meant recognizing that there was not one religious influence upon American foreign relations, but many: nationalist but also internationalist, exceptionalist but also cosmopolitan, nativist but also tolerant, militant but also pacifist. The religious influence was neither monolithic nor consensual but a product of intense dialogue, debate, and controversy. Nor did it always push U.S. foreign policy in the same direction. It is a fascinatingly complex story, but its very complexity makes its unraveling all the more important and worthwhile.

BUT WHY FOCUS on religion at all? Why does it matter to American diplomatic history? Aside from the personal faith of individual policymakers, religion has been integral to American politics and culture, and to America’s sense of itself, and thus also to the products of politics and culture, such as foreign policy. More specifically, religion has had an almost uniquely intimate relationship with American war and diplomacy. In times of war, religious liberals and conservatives, militants and pacifists, have all called upon God to sanctify their cause, and all have viewed America as God’s chosen land. As a result, U.S. foreign policy has often acquired the tenor of a moral crusade.

Moreover, the religious mindset was geographically limitless; those who possessed it were concerned not only with their community, state, or country, but the entire world. As immigrants, generations of American Christians, Jews, and Muslims thought of themselves as members of a transnational faith that transcended national boundaries. They kept in regular contact with coreligionists overseas and followed the political affairs in foreign countries that affected these spiritual kinfolk. They sought to spread the gospel to people who had never heard of Christ and endured incredible hardship in doing so. They were more likely to live and travel abroad and more likely to have a foreign correspondent. Unlike most of their fellow citizens, then, religious Americans inherently thought of themselves as citizens of the world. They paid closer attention to foreign affairs and were more likely to allow international developments to affect their political views. Thus while religious faith helped create an American nationalism, it also fostered a powerful sense of internationalism.

Since the late sixteenth century, long before the United States existed, religion has played an important role in shaping Americans’ perceptions of the wider world. In both popular debates about American engagement with the world and the foreign policies that have emerged from these debates, religion has been a major factor. The religious influence—indeed, religious faith itself—has not always been strong or consistent. But though it has ebbed and flowed, it has always been there.

This seems to be a basic point—religion matters, and always has—yet it is an important one to make because it has been so neglected in explaining the history of American war and diplomacy. Historians have emphasized a wide array of factors, from traditional concerns such as economics, national security, and military strategy, to newer theories based on race, gender, culture, and postmodernism. All are important grounds for inquiry, and all have yielded a rich understanding of the American past. Yet until very recently, religion was seen as a mystifying sideshow, an irrational impulse born of a “paranoid style” that clouded the realist assumptions of high diplomacy. Even after diplomatic history’s cultural turn—an exciting development over the past two decades that has pushed scholars to incorporate race, class, and gender into the American diplomatic tradition—and its international turn, which portrays the United States as “a nation among nations,” religion remains peripheral or nonexistent. This is true for otherwise superb overviews of U.S. foreign policy that purport to examine American “ideals,” “style,” “ideology,” “mission,” “Wilsonian idealism,” “core values,” even “why America fights”—normative topics, in other words, that are ideally suited to religious ideas and values and incomplete without them. In fact, until very recently religion was sidelined in most fields of modern American history. Be it the history of politics, immigration, or civil rights, religious faith was pushed to the margins when it made any appearance at all. It seemed that only historians of American religion took religion seriously, an absurd situation when one considers the prevalence and importance of religion in American life.1

SWORD OF THE SPIRIT, SHIELD OF FAITH aims to help fill this gap in our understanding of how Americans have engaged the wider world. It presents a new survey of the history of American foreign relations, told predominantly through a religious lens. Readers should remember that this is not a new master narrative of U.S. foreign policy but a new perspective that aims to complement and enrich existing interpretations without necessarily replacing them. I have begun my story at the onset of England’s settlement of North America in the late sixteenth century and ended it with a brief look at the presidencies of George W. Bush and Barack Obama in the early twenty-first. My chronological scope should not be taken as an argument for the essential continuity of an unchanging history, yet there has been continuity: time and again, many of the same themes appear and reappear down the years.

Many of these themes—cultural habits that informed the making of policy—originated in the colonial period and then crystallized in later years. To say that this book is an examination of U.S. foreign policy is to elide the fact that our story begins before there was a United States that could even have a foreign policy. But the colonial era was crucial, a period in which many of the premises of an American worldview were established and developed. To begin in 1776 or 1783 or 1789, then, is to join the story after it has already begun. Many other syntheses of U.S. foreign relations do precisely this, and while they have much to offer they miss much that is vital in the formative years. Ignoring the colonial period in an otherwise comprehensive overview assumes that habits and ideas began anew with the creation of the United States of America, when we know that this was impossible.

Yet while the earliest eras of American history matter greatly, they do not, in the history of American foreign policy or international relations more generally, matter nearly as much as more recent periods. Of the four centuries since Europeans crossed the Atlantic to settle the eastern shore of North America, it was only in the last hundred years that America became a great power of truly world historical importance. As late as the 1880s, the United States was little more than a minnow in the diplomatic ocean; from then on, it grew steadily to become one of the largest whales the world has ever seen. For this reason, I pay more attention to the period since the United States announced itself on the global stage by routing Spain in the war of 1898. Not coincidentally, this also marked the period when American religion became more pluralistic, more complicated, and more diffuse.2

To uncover the habits and ideas that gave shape to America’s interactions with the wider world, I focus not only on the traditional aspects of diplomatic history—elites in closed rooms conducting national security policy in secret—but also on the popular pressures brought to bear upon diplomats and policymakers. This book is a study of how religion shaped America’s engagement with the wider world, including the overseas efforts of private citizens, missionaries, and other nongovernmental organizations, in addition to the use of diplomatic and military power. It is not just about U.S. foreign policy, then, but U.S. foreign relations. The distinction is critical: the former term examines only the formulation and execution of actual government policy, while the latter includes policy but also a wider array of American interactions with the world, from missionaries to voluntarist and philanthropic initiatives to corporate and economic interests. The only way to capture the richness of the religious influence—and to find it where it would otherwise remain hidden—is to blend “high” and “low” versions of history, from the top-down perspective of policymaking elites to the bottom‑up view of religious Americans who do not make policy themselves but influence it collectively, through political pressure and activism abroad. As the historian Akira Iriye sensibly observes, “to understand American diplomacy, one must know something about American culture.”3 Thus while Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith is predominantly a work of religious and diplomatic history, it is also, where relevant, an exercise in cultural, intellectual, and social history. Similarly, this is also why I pay attention to domestic developments that at first glance may not seem to have a clear link to foreign affairs. As I explain later in this Introduction, politics is central because it formed a bridge between popular religion and elite policy.

Readers should always bear in mind that while this is a history of the influence of religion, I do not argue that religion was the only factor in the history of American foreign relations. It was but one among many. Sometimes it was a critically important factor; other times, it played a relatively minor role. I have focused on religion not because it offers a unified theory or single-cause explanation of U.S. foreign policy but because it is a missing link, a vital but unrecognized, even undiscovered, part of the story. And in discovering it, I hope, we will reach a fuller, more complete understanding of the role America has played in the world.

“CHANGE OVER TIME.” “The past is a foreign country.” These are perhaps the first rules of history, imparted as a warning to those naïve enough to search the past for lessons for our world today. But though we know that history is not linear, that it does not remain the same, and that it does not necessarily march forward to progress and enlightenment, we can also sometimes allow fear of what scholars call “presentism” to blind us to continuity over time. For as we shall see throughout this book, while the religious influence on American foreign relations changed dramatically, it also retained core features developed early on. Many of the themes that animate my narrative have been remarkably durable, not merely over decades but down through the centuries.

First and foremost, religion acted as the conscience of American foreign relations. U.S. foreign policy itself has never really been idealistic, and certainly not altruistic. But policymaking elites often had to pursue foreign policy initiatives under an idealistic banner because of popular religious pressures that were themselves idealistic. They had to merge the moralism and progressivism of religion with the normally realist mindset of international politics. Thus the U.S. government was often led to pursue a normative foreign policy—of human rights promotion, of democracy promotion, of humanitarian intervention, and so forth—by religious pressures emanating from below.4

Americans, largely but of course not exclusively acting upon a religious impulse, pushed their government not only to be a citizen of the world, but to be a model citizen. As St. Paul instructed the Ephesians, sometimes this meant brandishing the “sword of the Spirit.” In the American context, this has often meant waging war in the name of God, or at least in the name of serving him and fulfilling his will. This is familiar rhetoric in the history of American exceptionalism: the stuff of providence, manifest destiny, a New Jerusalem, and a shining city upon a hill. But St. Paul told the Ephesians they must also carry the “shield of faith.” And just as often in American history—in fact, as we shall see, probably more often—this has led to the promotion of peace: Christian pacifism, anti-interventionism, anti-imperialism, and internationalism.

The tendency to wield both the sword of the spirit and the shield of faith created an idealistic synthesis, as governments, faced with a crisis or war, found themselves buffeted by lobbying from highly moralistic, values-driven Americans. Due in part to this dynamic, when American governments have gone to war, they have felt the overwhelming need to do so in the name of protecting universal values and human rights or bringing progress to areas of the world suffering under poverty and tyranny. While historians have concentrated heavily on the “sword of the Spirit,” they have mostly ignored the less-sensationalistic “shield of faith” of pacifism and antiwar movements.

But why would policymaking elites even care? Why would they listen to the churches and synagogues, especially if they themselves were conditioned to pursue the secular national interest? There are three important reasons why it was impossible for policymakers to ignore religion. The first is intuitively straightforward: religion mattered to individuals, and many of these individuals became policymakers, either as politicians or as diplomats. This is so simple that it is easy to ignore or dismiss, and diplomatic historians have done so countless times. It has been easy—too easy—to discount the public piety of a William McKinley or a Franklin Roosevelt or a John Foster Dulles as cynical window dressing that obscures the “real” political or strategic motives behind their foreign policies. It has been easy because historians have done so without first understanding the religious biographies of policymakers and appreciating the religious context in which they developed. Their portrayals of these and other figures are not so much inaccurate as incomplete, and thus inadequate. Much of my task is therefore dedicated to recovering the lost dimensions and exposing the hidden depths of the individuals who made U.S. foreign policy.

The other two reasons why policymaking elites had to care about the religious influence are both more structural in nature. Second is the nature of American politics. Since 1783, the United States has been a democracy—an imperfect and incomplete democracy, to be sure, given the lack of voting rights for women, the monstrously immoral institution of slavery, and the genocidal treatment of Native Americans, to mention only the most obvious limitations, but a democracy nonetheless. By the 1820s, all white male Americans could vote, an unprecedented extension of the franchise. (By contrast, in Great Britain, the other leading practitioner of mass democracy, not only were most white males denied a vote, many parts of the country—including major cities such as Manchester—were not even represented in Parliament.) Mass democracy in America meant that political elites—and by extension, diplomatic elites—could not ignore the will of the people. They might not always like it, or agree with it, or even listen to it, but they could not simply ignore it. Thus even when leaders wanted to ignore popular opinion and pursue their own policy, they had to make allowances for and adjustments to sentiment from below. To do otherwise was to risk political suicide.5

For its part, religion in America has always been popular, widely adhered to in one form or another by the vast majority of its people. There is little reason to reject the conclusions of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, published in 1835 but still relevant today. Of the American people, he noted that “some profess Christian dogmas because they believe them, others because they are afraid of not looking like they believe them. Christianity therefore reigns without obstacles, on the admission of all.”6 Ever since, religion has remained an important part of the language of politics. Just as important, religion in America has also been popular in the sense that it is of the people; thanks to the First Amendment and widespread religious pluralism, the church has been disconnected from the state and thus beholden only to its members. From that basis, religion provided the source and ideas for many popular movements in American history, most obviously revivals and awakenings but also Populism, Progressivism, civil rights, and voluntarism. The political implications are so clear that they sometimes go unnoticed: religion has been vital to American politics because so many Americans have believed in it and believed further that religion should be applied to politics and policy, including international politics and foreign policy.

Where popular religion and elite diplomacy met, then, was in politics. Religious communities were highly devoted and motivated, but they themselves usually lacked political power. When they sought to influence foreign policy, they did so by pressuring their elected representatives. To apply such pressure, they used the tools at their disposal: newspapers, magazines, journals, radio and television, letters, pamphlets, and petitions. And at this, they were extremely effective. For their part, policymakers often worked the system from their end. When seeking support for a given policy, they wanted to speak to large bodies of people, such as religious communities. In addition to speeches, which were usually assured wide media coverage, elites used the same means of communication as the churches. A large number of Americans were (and still are) members of a religious grouping, be it a denomination, church, synagogue, or mosque. Like any large, cohesive grouping, they represent political power that can be mobilized to support or oppose a given policy. It was this latent power that elites wanted to tap into, and because religion had captured the hearts and minds of many if not most Americans, politicians had to pay them attention. Religious communities and elites spoke to each other in a continual effort to try to convince one another of what should be done in U.S. foreign policy. The religious influence, then, was the product of this continual dialogue. It was at heart a political process.

This leads us to our third explanation, also structural, of why religion has mattered so much to the conduct of American foreign relations: free security. Simply by America’s very position in the international system between 1815 and 1941, Americans were allowed to develop a foreign policy of almost pure choice, free from the atavistic fears of physical security that have motivated other countries. Not coincidentally, this was the period in which the United States first became a great power, and then the world’s preeminent power. To the east and west lay vast oceans, conveniently controlled by the one power, Britain, that was to some extent temperamentally and politically sympathetic to American dominance of the Western Hemisphere. To both the north and south lay relatively weak neighbors in Canada and Mexico; in the rest of the Western Hemisphere, no other nation could pose even a theoretical threat to America’s physical safety. As analysts of free security have noted, the absence of threat enabled Americans to devise foreign policies almost as they pleased. This was a truly unique condition in the history of geopolitics. For example, the foreign policies of France and Russia, Japan and China, were determined largely by what their neighbors and rivals were doing. In the case of smaller and more vulnerable nations, such as Poland, foreign policy was determined entirely by what its rivals were planning. But even the great powers had to act within the constraints imposed by others. British foreign policy was thus formulated not only in London, but also in Berlin, Paris, Istanbul, and Tokyo. These systemic constraints would soon enmesh and entangle Washington, but not until over a century of foreign policymaking habits had been formed. Echoes of its enduring influence continue to be heard today.7

In an atmosphere of almost pure choice, concerns about self-defense and fears of invasion and occupation were absent not only from the general American worldview but also from U.S. foreign policymaking. But a nation needs a foreign policy—even the most insular countries have to think about the wider world, and the United States has certainly never been insular. The freedom to choose enabled other factors, based not on physical danger but ideals and values, to influence foreign policy decisions. Americans worried little about threats from the world as it actually was, but dreamed about how the world should really be. Free security also allowed democracy—and by extension, religion—to play an inordinate role in shaping America’s response to the world, for leaders could not suppress the popular will in the name of a clear and present danger. The religious impulse—ever-present, morally driven, highly activist, indefatigable, politically connected, deeply concerned with the wider world—had little to block its path to the White House, Foggy Bottom, and Capitol Hill.

THERE ARE ALSO other continuities in the history of religion’s influence on American war and diplomacy. If religious Americans acted as the moral conscience and progressive imagination of U.S. foreign policy, which ideas gave shape to the conscience and the imagination? In turn, which ideas and values motivated religious Americans? Such questions cannot be answered easily because they did in fact greatly change over time. Still, there are some major watchwords that have persisted and interacted throughout most of American history, broad themes that the reader should bear in mind and that are thus worth introducing here: morality, liberty, progress, and nationalism.

All, to some extent, were products of America’s peculiar religious heritage. Crucially, colonial America was established as a Reformation society, founded by Protestant radicals who took refuge from the religious wars and economic crises of Europe (and came mostly from the British Isles, Holland, Germany, and France). Unlike all other Reformation societies, the American colonies never underwent a counterreformation. They never confronted a backlash, and thus never had to accommodate themselves to an alternative worldview in the name of domestic and international peace. From there, many of the American colonies developed as Reformation Protestant societies. When they came together in 1776 to become an independent nation, they did so as a Reformation Protestant nation; they did not necessarily intend to establish a religious republic, but they could not escape the cultural trappings of their Protestant inheritance. Even as the United States became more religiously and culturally pluralistic, new peoples and their faiths had to adapt to a political culture that was overwhelmingly Protestant. Not unusually for American history, this has produced something of a paradox: a nation founded and built upon religious tolerance and pluralism that has been inordinately shaped by a strongly exceptionalist Protestant identity. This milieu nurtured the themes that animate this book.8

If our first theme is religion as a source of morality, and from it, religion as a source of a moral foreign policy, our second theme is liberty. Produced by an intense combination of republicanism and Protestantism, a strong libertarian ethos pervaded U.S. foreign policy. This was expressed variously as isolationism, unilateralism, and suspicion of international organizations such as the United Nations. A large number of Americans showed a consistent aversion to centers of concentrated power, be they political or religious. Concentrated power—wielded by a monarch, despot, or small ruling clique—was by its very nature unrepresentative and undemocratic. It was assumed to be inherently hostile to American values and democracy, and thus a threat even if it could not strike directly at the United States. Here again, religion served as both a diagnosis and a cure, for it could identify hostile concentrations of power and then be wielded against them. The democratic peace—the idea that democracies go to war reluctantly, as a last resort, and do not go to war against one another—is an example of such thinking in action. Religion was vital to the democratic peace, for freedom of conscience was believed to be the foundation of democracy, and religion was assumed to be the source of conscience. A threat to freedom of religion was thus a threat to freedom of conscience—and, eventually, a threat to American democracy itself.

Crucially, the sanctity of liberty was also shaped by the separation of church and state. The establishment and free exercise clauses of the First Amendment that enshrined the legal separation of church and state produced a thriving but almost completely deregulated marketplace of faith. This allowed American religion to flourish, because it protected the church from the worldly compromises and interference of the state. While the separation of church and state was enacted to protect politics from religion, it was also deemed just as vital to protect religion from politics. By keeping the government out of religion, the First Amendment created competition among inherently equal, nonfavored denominations, which in turn pushed American religion to be innovative and entrepreneurial. This encouraged nonconformist and eccentric sects to invent and reinvent themselves, from evangelicalism to Mormonism to Pentecostalism, as they responded to the wishes of their adherents. It also allowed for the gradual and relatively peaceful absorption of Catholics and Jews in an overwhelmingly Protestant nation. The result of the separation of church and state was the growth of highly autonomous religious communities that harbored an innate hostility to government regulation. In foreign policy terms, the separationist mindset has led to suspicion and outright hostility not only toward concentrated power, but also international organizations and other forums for multilateral diplomacy. Isolationism and unilateralism, then, can in large part trace their origins and continued vibrancy to the power of religious ideas.9

Next is progress. Protestant Americans associated their faith with the hallmarks of material progress—technological innovation, industrialization, trade, commerce, finance—because they believed that free religion allowed for free economics, just as it allowed for free politics. Released from the interference of the state and an established church, Americans, it was assumed, were able to behave more or less as they thought best, within reason. This, they believed, enabled them to create economic prosperity as well as political liberty. Indeed, the two were assumed to be inseparable. (Perhaps not surprisingly, Americans also believed in Max Weber’s theory of a thrifty, industrious, and dedicated “Protestant work ethic” long before he was around to devise it.)

But to religious Americans, progress meant something more than just economic prosperity. It also meant the general improvement of society, which of course included material advancement but was not limited to it. In this view, progress meant the creation and perfection of a society that respected the dignity of the individual, that cared for its poor and indolent in addition to rewarding its creators of wealth, and that sought to improve living conditions for all. It aimed, in other words, to balance personal freedom with social obligation and individual rights with group rights. At home, this faith-based progressive mindset led to campaigns against slavery, poor working conditions, alcohol, prostitution, and other vices. Abroad, it led to a mission to reform the world—though sometimes this was actually implemented at the barrel of a gun. On matters of foreign policy, religious Americans were rarely static and conservative; most often, they were aggressively progressive, at times even radical. The progressivist impulse was complicated and could lead to the adoption of seemingly contradictory policies. Within a few decades of the nineteenth century, for example, religious Americans were at the forefront in calling for the end of white supremacy at home but the spread of it abroad: first for the abolition of slavery in the South, then for the imposition of an empire overseas. Or consider the role of missionaries, who were simultaneously some of the earliest advocates of universal human rights but also practitioners of cultural imperialism. Yet whether they were missionaries, abolitionists, or imperialists, they all sincerely believed themselves to be motivated by the purest, most progressive of motives.

Our final theme is nationalism, and its attendant civil religion. Religion has for centuries been an incubator of national pride, and not just America’s. But in American history, the relationship between faith and patriotism has been especially close and durable. Protestant exceptionalism helped breed American exceptionalism and led to a consistent belief in America as a chosen nation and in Americans as a chosen people. The implications this held for foreign relations are obvious. Under nationalism’s spell, Americans believed themselves to be responding to a higher calling, to be executing God’s plan, to be fulfilling his providence. As God’s chosen nation, the United States was bound to do right. This belief underpinned U.S. intervention and imperialism in North America and around the world, a story historians have often told and one that animates this book. But many religious Americans, including the most devout, also used national exceptionalism as a spur to charity and peace. If they elevated America onto a spiritual plane, they did it not to convert others but to hold the nation to a higher moral standard. While nationalistic exceptionalism supported wars, it also damned them in the name of a powerfully dogmatic and equally patriotic pacifism.10

Nationalism, especially the belief in America as a chosen nation, has been sustained by an American civil religion. Politics, like religion, is a ritualistic activity, and both use ritual and ceremony as a means to codify social relations. In a highly religious nation like the United States, it has been relatively easy to blend the beliefs in God and country into a single, cohesive ideology. For a long time—until the early twentieth century—this American civil religion was grounded in political institutions and civic values. Its purpose was to sanctify the virtues of American democracy by linking them to the higher virtues of Christianity. But as the nation became more pluralistic—that is, less Protestant—civil religion became more inclusive, its mission more ecumenical, its meaning grounded more in people than institutions. It ceased to be Protestant and instead became “Judeo-Christian,” a term rarely used before the twentieth century. This Judeo-Christian civil religion celebrated religious liberty not only as a source of political freedom, but also as a source of tolerance.11

There is no official hierarchy in the American civil religion, but as the nation’s head of state as well as its chief executive—and, not irrelevant for our purposes, its commander-in-chief—the president has acted as its de facto pope. Since George Washington, the president has been the interpreter of the rites, symbols, and meanings of the civil religion, with some—particularly Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and Harry Truman—significantly recasting it under the pressure of war. Moreover, presidents were instrumental in applying the civil religion to foreign policy. As such, they and their religious rhetoric feature prominently throughout our story here.

“Next to each religion is a political opinion that is joined to it by affinity,” observed Tocqueville. “Allow the human mind to follow its tendency and it will regulate political society and the divine city in a uniform manner; it will seek, if I dare say it, to harmonize the earth with Heaven.”12 This, he concluded, was precisely what had happened in America, where both free politics and free religion thrived together, in tandem. A consequence, explored in the pages that follow, was a powerfully enduring religious influence on the conduct of American war and diplomacy, enabled above all by the centrality of religion to American politics and political thought. Whether it meant wielding the sword of the spirit, the shield of faith, or both, America’s foreign relations have always been, to some extent, rooted in religion.


PART I
In the Beginning

Jamestown, Virginia, March 1622. After fifteen years of tension, open war between English colonial settlers and their Indian neighbors had finally come to Virginia. Relations had never been friendly and violent clashes were common since the English colonists had managed to establish themselves along the tidewater peninsulas of the Virginia shore. In the five years leading up to 1622, when the proprietors of the Virginia Company discovered the lucrative crop of tobacco, the colony’s population stabilized, and then tripled. With the population surge came the expansion of colonial farming, including the need for pastureland to raise pigs and cattle. Alarmed at this invasion, the Powhatan Indians who had long dominated the region decided to eliminate the threat once and for all. Catching the English settlements of Virginia by surprise on March 22, 1622, Indian attackers swiftly killed 347 colonists—roughly a third of the colony’s population—and completely destroyed several villages and farms.1

While the ensuing war, which lasted intermittently for a decade, pitted against each other two groups of people seeking to inhabit the same territory, it was much more than a competition for land. The colonists and the Powhatans were two very distinct groups of people, divided by language, custom, technology, race—and probably above all, religion. Christianity was utterly foreign to the Powhatans, incomprehensible, even nonsensical. They resented the colonists’ promises to win them to Christianity as much as they did the crowding of their space. Not only did the Indians already have their own indigenous faith, they realized that conversion to Christianity was the first step toward total assimilation and the loss of their traditional way of life. Understandably, the Powhatans feared and hated the English nation and the Protestant faith in equal measure. The famed Pocahontas, after all, had involuntarily converted to Christianity, married an Englishman, adopted an English name, and moved to England—where she died in 1617, less than a year after arriving.2

And the Powhatans had reason to fear. The Virginia Company had been established with an intense Protestantism typical of the religious hothouse that was seventeenth-century England. As God’s chosen people, their faith gave the English confidence that the land they settled in the New World was rightfully theirs. “The first objection,” the Reverend Robert Gray preached in a 1609 sermon to christen the Virginia Company’s initiative, “is by what right or warrant we can enter into the land of these Savages, take away their rightfull inheritance from them, and plant ourselves in their places, being unwronged or unprovoked by them.” Believing that only the Devil stood in their way, the English assumed that the Indians were in league with the forces of Hell. “Satan visibly and palpably raignes there, more then in any other known place of the world,” claimed one settler. Another concluded that the Indians had “great witches among them” and were “very familiar with the Devill.”3 Thus when war broke out in 1622, it promised to be a holy war, a contest over identity as well as land.

While the Indians possessed the element of surprise, the colonists had the greater advantages of superior military technology and a steady transatlantic supply of provisions and reinforcements. Because the colonists had believed they were at peace with the Indians, a deep sense of betrayal fueled their anger. The “miserable wretches,” railed one, had “despised Gods great mercies” bestowed so kindly by the Virginians. No longer. Reeling from a single-day loss of a third of their number, the colonists held little back in retaliating. They were careful not to exterminate the Indians entirely—their annual corn harvest was too valuable a source of food—but over the next ten years Virginia militiamen waged a war of societal attrition by burning Indian villages and crops and targeting Indian noncombatants as well as warriors. In one infamous episode, after inviting several hundred Powhatans to negotiate peace terms, English officials poisoned the tea drunk to celebrate the signing of a treaty. Over 250 Indians died.4

In a war fought with little regard to limits, the use of faith to outline the objectives and methods of fighting was in keeping with the religious traditions of early colonial America. Protestantism provided the colonists a mental map of the world, both Old and New, and helped them navigate the cultural and physical challenges of their transplanted society. Faith also provided a bedrock of moral support through incredibly trying times. Both before and after the 1622 war, Virginia’s authorities declared holy days—of fasting and thanksgiving—to celebrate victory, remember the dead, and praise God for deliverance. But the Indians could also use Christianity as a weapon against the colonists. The next (and last) large-scale war between Virginians and Indians came in 1644, when Powhatan warriors gained total surprise by attacking on Maundy Thursday, a holy day before Easter when they knew the colonists would be at rest and unprepared. The Indians knew just how central religion was to colonial society.5

Exemplified by Virginia’s wars with the Powhatans, the first decades of English colonization established some of the foundational principles of what would later become American foreign relations. The English who agitated for the establishment of American colonies, and especially those who actually sailed across the Atlantic to build a new society, were motivated by a set of core assumptions about the value of who they were and what they did. These assumptions, what might be called an ideology of securing liberty and prosperity through expansion, acted as an extremely powerful motor that drove the colonists’ engagement with the wider world. Most crucially, the English settlers believed, much as their American descendants would for centuries afterward, in their own exceptional virtue. They thought of themselves as more enlightened not only than the native peoples of the New World, but also their fellow Europeans, especially Roman Catholics. Just as important, this sense of innate moral superiority led the English to perceive their motives and actions as defensive, magnanimous, progressive, even benevolent. Often they were, but just as often these exceptionalist attitudes justified the expansion of empire and the most brutal means to achieve it.

Though religious faith varied widely throughout England’s American colonies, the fundamental faith-based ideology of expansion was not all that different in Boston than it was in Jamestown or Charleston. Indeed, despite its diversity in detail, a shared Christian faith was in general the only thing that tied virtually all the British colonists together. The (mostly) Protestant colonists believed themselves to be on a holy mission, blessed by God, to spread the Protestant faith through their own migration, the conversion of Indians, and the containment of Catholicism. English Protestants saw themselves as a chosen people destined to preserve their liberties by cultivating a new England overseas. The most important result of this endeavor was that it led the English to conflate the survival of a religious ideology—specifically, Protestantism—with the survival of the nation. Their own sense of physical security, in other words, became inextricably bound up with the fate of an idea. England could only be its true self if it remained Protestant, and it could only remain Protestant in a world where it was protected from the domineering ambitions of the Catholic Church. Should Catholicism prosper or Protestantism suffer, anywhere, the very security of England itself would be in danger—hence the “Protestant Cause” of solidarity between the English and their beleaguered fellow Protestants in Europe. Inhabiting the world’s one true bastion of political and religious liberty, the English had both a moral imperative and a defensive duty to spread their way of life as widely as they could. They owed themselves—and the world—no less.6

This Protestant exceptionalism would continue into the eighteenth century—the subject of Chapter 3—in a series of wars between Great Britain and its Catholic and Indian enemies that would last from 1689 to 1763. In the process of forever destroying the threat of the Catholic Antichrist and the Indian Satan, the British American colonists would begin to devise a more general theory of liberty, uniquely American in its conception and application, that married a libertarian Protestant church to a free republican government. Not coincidentally, the wars for empire unfolded within a framework of religious revivals known collectively as the Great Awakening.


CHAPTER ONE
Defenders of the Faith

LIKE THE SPANISH BEFORE them, the English who sought to colonize North America in the late sixteenth century did so in the name of God. Spreading Christianity through two means—transplanting the English and converting the Indians—helped drive these first efforts at imperialism. Upon touring the coast of California in 1579, the famed explorer Sir Francis Drake, whose father was a minister, wanted to open the “blinded eyes” of the local Indians by introducing them to “the right knowledge and obedience of the true and everliving God.” A copy of John Foxe’s The Book of Martyrs—among Protestants a book almost as sacred as the Bible itself—reportedly sailed with Drake to provide shipboard inspiration. A hardened explorer and jaded pirate, Drake was not entirely motivated by a desire to spread Christianity. But so great was the urge to enlarge the faith that even he felt the need to justify his exploits in terms of religion.1

Indeed, the very fact that the New World had been revealed to Europeans was itself thought to be an act of God. These new lands offered Europe a chance to resettle people from its growing populations, and in the process spread Christianity. But—in a development that would set England, and later America, apart—following the Reformation it was imperative that the type of Christianity be Protestant. John Jewel, the Protestant bishop of Salisbury, agreed with Catholics that the Indians lived a life of inherent sin, “going naked, having no manner sense, nor knowledge of God, but falling down either before an old tree, or before the sun, and the moon, or whatsoever thing they saw first in the morning.” But their salvation could never come from the Catholic faith. Even in their state of idolatrous ignorance, Jewel declared to a Catholic adversary in 1570, the Indians “might see both your and our religion set open before them, I doubt not, but nature herself would lead to judge, that ours is the Light, and yours Darkness.”2

England’s leading intellectual architect of colonial expansion, a man who seamlessly blended the objectives of church and state, was Richard Hakluyt, a well-connected graduate of Christ Church, Oxford, and an ordained Church of England minister. Religious faith did not solely shape Hakluyt’s considerable scholarship—classical learning and the new humanism were just as important—yet it did play an immensely significant role in the widespread propagation, promotion, and legitimation of his views on New World settlement. Like many of his contemporaries, Hakluyt was as fiercely opposed to the Catholic Church, which he feared as a source of despotism, as he was devoted to Protestantism. With his tales of foreign adventure and discovery—not only of English exploration but travels by Europeans in general—Hakluyt became his era’s most famous and authoritative chronicler of European expansion. Very much in tune with the spirit of the times, he was just as interested in geography as he was in theology. In Hakluyt’s worldview, which came to shape England’s early colonization of America, geography and theology would combine in a spiritual geopolitics of transatlantic expansion. Catholics, he believed, aimed to extinguish the passionate, reformed fires of liberty Protestantism had lit. As the leading Protestant power, England’s very fate hung in the balance of its conflict with Spain. In his twin quests to spread Protestantism and English power, Hakluyt portrayed the New World as the decisive theater of conflict between the two rival Christian faiths. Given its century-long head start, Spain held a dangerous advantage.3

Fearing that England was falling behind its Catholic European rivals in the New World, Hakluyt combined the strategic urgency of spreading England’s trade and territory with the zeal to spread its Protestant faith into a compelling argument for overseas expansion. His message was a powerful blend of territorial, ideological, and commercial ambition that many of his Elizabethan countrymen found impossible to resist. One of the most important tasks, something that would justify the imperial enterprise overall, was the conversion of the benighted savages who had lived for too long without God. It was necessary, Hakluyt wrote in his widely influential 1584 tract, Discourse of Western Planting, “for the salvation of those poore people which have sitten so longe in darkenes and in the shadowe of deathe, that preachers should be sent unto them.” The kings and queens of England, he pointed out, “have the name of Defendors of the Faithe,” which obliged them not only to protect Protestantism at home but also “to inlarge and advaunce” it beyond England’s shores. And while Hakluyt appreciated that any colony would have to be commercially successful to survive and could not rely on faith alone, he thought faith would be its most important and ultimately determining trait. “Firste seek the kingdome of God and the righteousness thereof,” he instructed, “and all other thinges shalbe mynistred unto you.” Politics and economics were thus intimately mixed with faith.4

The infamous “Black Legend,” in which English writers detailed (and exaggerated) the uncommon barbarism and cruelty of Spanish colonialism in Latin America, played a large part in creating this worldview and provided English colonial activists with a powerful ideological weapon that endured well into the eighteenth century. The Black Legend contrasted sharply with England’s supposed benevolence and concern for the welfare of the indigenous peoples. In a moral and ideological sense, it was an important rhetorical tool to justify England’s overseas expansion. The Spanish, Hakluyt charged, were “pretending in glorious words” in their missionary efforts, but “in deed and truth sought not them [the Indians], but their goods and riches.” The virtuous English, on the other hand, would educate, enlighten, and Christianize the ignorant peoples who had the good fortune to find themselves under English rule.5

The Black Legend’s power stemmed from the notion, prevalent in England’s domestic politics as well as its foreign relations, that Catholics were inherently expansionist. Abroad, Catholics threatened English liberties and security with the might of the Spanish and French militaries; at home, they did so through a fifth column of Catholic traitors. Catholicism sought power and influence, especially at the expense of those who challenged its moral authority; it could not tolerate rival religions. Fear and loathing of Catholicism fueled England’s foreign policy to such an extent that English patriotism became suffused with, even indistinguishable from, Protestantism. Sure enough, Spain’s attempted invasion of England in 1588, and then its sponsorship of the Catholic League of France afterward, simply confirmed its innate aggressiveness and rapaciousness. The English had to remain vigilant, a stance that took them to Holland, where they fought alongside their fellow Protestants, the Dutch, against Spanish rule (just as Irish Catholics went to Holland to fight with the Spanish against the Protestants).6

What seemed to make the papist conspiracy so dangerous was that all Catholic roads led to Rome. England, virtuous but isolated, was up against a worldwide conspiracy orchestrated by the Vatican. “It is most certaine and true that the king of Spaine is wholie addicted to the Pope,” the explorer Sir Humphrey Gilbert warned Elizabeth in 1577. In thrall to a despotic pope, the Spanish were duty-bound to promote the Vatican’s agenda and were “thereby an enemie to all others that not be of the same religion.” So long as the Spanish “be of that religion and we of ours there can be betwene us and them no good friendship.” Sir Humphrey’s solution was for England to go on the offensive in the Caribbean and seize the islands of Hispaniola and Cuba. This was an unfeasibly ambitious and, given the strength of the Spanish navy at the time, foolish plan that Elizabeth sensibly ignored. Yet three decades later, after a string of victories in the Atlantic and the Caribbean, the colony of Virginia fit neatly into this strategy of defensive expansionism.7

Thanks in part to Samuel Purchas, so too would New England. Purchas was Hakluyt’s successor as chief propagandist for the expansion of English power and the Protestant faith. Even more than Hakluyt, Purchas was passionately committed to the spread of the gospel. Like Hakluyt, he was a minister in the Church of England; like Hakluyt, he thought of Catholicism as a threat to England’s security, its political freedom, and its religious faith; and like Hakluyt, Purchas thought that England’s best defense was the offense of New World settlement. “[S]o little a part of the World in name Christian!” he lamented, “and so not little covered over … with Antichristian Heresie!”8

The main difference between them was timing. Hakluyt wrote in the final decades of the sixteenth century, when England was just beginning to mount its colonial enterprise. Purchas wrote in the 1620s, after the establishment of Virginia and the migration of the Pilgrims to Plymouth Colony. Thus Purchas knew, as Hakluyt could not, the difficulties that English colonists would face as they built their new lives in the New World. Accordingly, he portrayed the native peoples of North America as just as great a threat—albeit of a different kind—as Roman Catholics, branding them “Outlawes of Humanity,” “unnaturall Naturalls” who were “like Cain, both Murtherers and Vagabonds.” In a tremendously important conclusion that would justify the seizure of Indian territory for centuries to come, Purchas argued that the Indians had forfeited their claim to the land by not cultivating or taming it for permanent settlement. In the book of Genesis, God had given people the right to cultivate, and own, any vacant land they encountered, and so the wild and untamed New World, Purchas informed his audiences, was rightfully there for the taking.9

Before he became a successful author, Purchas had been renowned as a gifted storyteller. He would regale the people of his local parish in Eastwood, in the Puritan heartland of Essex, with tales of foreign adventure—though not his own, for he had had none—and exotic lands. He would tell them about the Virginia Company, whose members were trying to establish a godly Protestant community among the heathen savage. For his stories, his standing, and his piety, which was not exactly Puritan but not all that far off, he was a frequent guest at the local manor, Rochford Hall. One evening in 1606, one of his listeners was a young man by the name of John Winthrop, son-in-law of the family who lived at Rochford Hall. A few decades later, Winthrop would become the founding governor of Massachusetts, the driving force behind the English colony that most successfully blended faith and fortune. As Winthrop’s biographer Francis Bremer writes, Purchas’s riveting tales “resonated with his godly audience,” for although they emphasized the economic and strategic benefits of overseas expansion, they were first and foremost “wrapped in a call to religious service.”10

…

ENGLAND’S INITIAL ATTEMPTS at North American colonization were fitful, amateurish, and, as a result, spectacularly unsuccessful. One of the main problems was that expectations for English settlement on the North American shore had been shaped by the Spanish experience in Mexico and South America, where armies of conquistadores and Catholic missionaries were reaping untold riches in both gold and souls. Conditions further north were far different, although this was at first lost on English explorers. Hakluyt had been infuriated by the second and third expeditions of Martin Frobisher, who in the 1570s had looked for gold instead of the Northwest Passage. If “we had not been led with a preposterous desire of seeking rather gaine than God’s glorie,” Hakluyt chastised other New World adventurers, England would not be losing its imperial race with Spain. Yet at Roanoke, a lost island colony established off the North Carolina coast in 1585 and mysteriously abandoned five years later, even the godly met with a similar fate; this complete failure led to the postponement of other plans for American settlement. Still, the men who had headed the venture were devout Protestants who hoped to establish a godly realm in the name of the English crown. As one of them put it, their objectives were simple: “1. To plant Christian religion. 2. To trafficke. 3. To conquer.”11

For a brief time, war with Spain and the fate of Roanoke deterred other would-be colonists. But peace finally came in 1604 and opened the flow of money for colonial enterprise and shipping lanes for commercial sailing. In 1607, having been granted an exclusive charter to settle all the land between present-day North Carolina and New York, the Virginia Company established a permanent settlement, Jamestown, in the coastal, malarial swampland of lower Chesapeake Bay. While they again hoped to find precious metals and other riches, this time the colonists were careful to frame their enterprise as a religious mission. Expansion would bring with it spiritual as well as material wealth because it would spread properly Christian—that is, Protestant—values to the Indians. In a perfect marriage of merchant and missionary zeal the colonists, declared the Governing Council, would “buy” from the Indians “the pearles of earth, and sell to them the pearles of heaven.” Richard Hakluyt was an original charter member of the Virginia Company, while Samuel Purchas was among its most fervent supporters in England.12

Profit was important, but Virginia was in large part a missionary enterprise and the colonists, backed by sponsors in England, regarded their journey to the New World as a sacred mission. Although it would wane as the years passed, Virginia was founded in a spirit of intense religious fervor. Relative to population, the colonists enjoyed an even higher concentration of trained ministers than did the mother country, and religious observances were officially mandated and strictly enforced. Everyone involved in the project was swept along by the holiness of its mission. As the poet John Donne, a member of the Virginia Company who encouraged his son to emigrate there, instructed a group about to embark for the colony, “Your principal end is not gain, nor glory, but to gain souls to the glory of God. This seals the great seal, this justifies itself, this authorises authority, and gives power to strength itself.”13

In the eyes of the first generation of colonists, the marriage between faith and nation was bound to be a happy one, for God had already baptized Virginia as a promised land that, in the words of one settler, would “flow with milk and honey.” This was an important vision, central to the idea of expansion, for the promised land meant that the settlers of Virginia must be a chosen people. It could be no other way: only God’s chosen few could inhabit the land promised to his people. In the Bible (Luke 12:32), Jesus speaks of his followers as a “little flock,” a faithful, special minority whose mission was to spread the gospel to the rest of world; they would lead, and others would follow. Despite the trials of the first settlement efforts, Virginians perceived their colony as blessed, a refuge and repository for Christian civilization. “So then here is a place,” John Smith wrote in 1612, “a nurse for souldiers, a practise for marriners, a trade for marchants, a reward for the good, and that which is most of all, a businesse (most acceptable to God) to bring such poore infidels to the true knowledge of God and his holy Gospell.”14

But the promised land had to be free from contagion, and so containment was as important as conversion. Thus in addition to saving the souls of lost Indians, the need for geopolitical advantage over Spain drove English expansion forward. Just as it had shaped the initial push for colonization among Hakluyt and his contemporaries, anti-Catholicism added necessity, not to mention a great deal of urgency, to the settling of Virginia. In making this point, many of Virginia’s advocates invoked the Black Legend; others played upon England’s own schismatic sectarian turmoil. William Symonds, for example, combined patriotism with Protestantism when he admonished Virginia’s leaders “to carry thither no Traitors, nor Papists that depend on the Great Whore.”15

Toward the end of his life, Hakluyt reflected on Virginia with evident pride. The settlers had founded a free, patriotic, and faithful Protestant society where the “Preachers shall be reverenced and cherished, the valiant and forward soldiour respected, the diligent rewarded, the coward emboldened, the weake and sick relieved, the mutinous suppressed, the reputation of the Christians among the Savages preserved, our most holy faith exalted, all Paganisme and Idolatrie by little and little utterly extinguished”—in short, a promised land. The establishment of Virginia had been an enormously difficult enterprise, and its survival would not be assured for several decades. Hakluyt would have been forgiven had he despaired, but his faith in an English, Protestant Virginia never wavered. This was the nature of his ideological commitment and religious zeal, traits that helped cast in iron an emerging colonial self-perception that America was a different and special place.16

IF VIRGINIANS THOUGHT THEMSELVES EXCEPTIONAL, the intensity of their self-confidence was nothing compared to the unshakeable selfrighteousness of their English neighbors further north. Everything that had helped to form the worldview of Virginia was magnified several times in the godly colonies of New England. A key difference was their brand of Protestantism: instead of the establishment Anglicanism of Virginia, the people who founded and settled New England were reformed Calvinists—mostly Puritan Congregationalists—who believed that the Church of England had become almost as corrupt as the Roman Catholic Church. Theirs was a purer form of worship that relied only on the word and spirit of God, not a decadent, liturgically driven hierarchy. Puritans who rejected Anglican ways were more passionate, rigorous, and dogmatic than their fellow Protestants. The Puritans of New England, observed an astonished Dutch trader and fellow Calvinist, had established a moral code of “stringent laws” that they “maintain and enforce very strictly indeed.” It was this uncompromising theological rigor that drove them across the Atlantic in 1630.17

Few addresses in American history have been as exhaustively quoted as John Winthrop’s sermon, delivered on the deck of his ship Arbella while en route to Massachusetts, that invoked the image of a Puritan “city on a hill” to instill unity and purpose. The Puritans thought of themselves as exceptional. They believed they were different from, and better than, not only Catholics and Indians, but also Anglicans and even other Protestants, such as Quakers and Baptists. They were, Winthrop reminded them, God’s chosen people who sought a freer life. Using the favorite Puritan trope of the covenant, Winthrop told his fellow migrants that they had formed a pact with God: he would deliver them safely to the New World, while they had to build and maintain a properly Christian community. So long as they upheld their end of the covenant, Winthrop promised,


the Lord will be our God and delight to dwell among us, as his own people and will commaund a blessing upon us in all our wayes … wee shall finde that the God of Israell is among us, when tenn of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies, when hee shall make us a prayse and glory, that men shall say of succeeding plantacions: the lord make it like that of New England: for wee must Consider that wee shall be as a Citty upon a Hill, the eies of all people are upon us…18



Should they betray God, Winthrop warned that the Puritans would be cast out and made a terrible example of dealing falsely with the Lord. An embattled minority of a spiritual elite, the Puritans saw themselves as conductors of a noble experiment that must be defended at all costs. They were God’s chosen ones; now they must live like it.

As historians have pointed out, Winthrop’s sermon, so famous today, generated little comment at the time because its themes and allusions were so commonplace among Calvinist Puritans. Chosenness provided an extremely powerful motivation for the move to New England, and subsequent expansion within it, precisely because it was so commonplace. Massachusetts would of course have its own dissenters and nonconformists—competing “orthodoxies,” in Janice Knight’s telling, as opposed to Winthrop’s illusion of consensus—but for the most part the notion that the Puritans had embarked upon a mission from God went unquestioned.19

The Puritans left England, their home, reluctantly. Suffering the persecutions of Bishop William Laud’s Church of England, they felt they had little choice but to go into exile; and like all exiles, they hoped one day to return to their homeland. However, though they did not always enjoy it, once in exile they sought to establish a truer, purified style of worship, modeled on the early Christians, that would eventually reform the mother church itself. The allure of erecting a reformed church in New England was strong, and it played a significant factor in drawing the Puritans across the Atlantic. Many began to perceive New England as a haven of religious liberty. It was the exile’s refuge, a sacred space to wait while the fury of religious tyranny exhausted itself back home—“a refuge,” Winthrop believed, “for many whom [God] meanes to save out of the general callamity.” Or as Thomas Hooker, the founder of Connecticut, remarked after the first wave of Puritans had sailed from England, “God begins to ship away his Noahs. God makes account that New England shall be a refuge for his Noahs … a rock and a shelter for his righteous ones to run unto.”20

While Hakluyt, Purchas, and others argued that God had anointed England as a chosen nation, the Puritans gave this familiar conceit a new twist. Instead of looking solely to the book of Genesis for inspiration, they saw their own plight as a sequel to the book of Exodus. New England was their promised land. In this idea lay the seeds of permanent settlement, of the transition from exile to migration, and of the idea that America, not England, was the land of the chosen people. If the Puritans obeyed the terms of their covenant with God, their new home would be the site of a New Israel. While the topography and climate of New England were physically daunting, the land itself could also be spiritually liberating. Sheltered from the evils of a fallen Europe plagued by Turks and Catholics, and from an England that had been corrupted by an Anglican church that had lost its way, New England was not only vacant but untainted, waiting to be used by a pious and hardworking people. It was a promised land that quickly became the promised land. Massachusetts, described by one of the first settlers as “our new paradise,”21 was just such a place, and would provide all of the Puritans’ spiritual and material needs. Only America could provide refuge for the godly.

The Puritans knew this because God had revealed it to them. Providential thinking played a large part in the everyday life of early modern England. People from all ranks of society invested ordinary occurrences with sacred meaning about God’s intentions for the future, and acted accordingly. But while providence was taken seriously by most English people, nobody invested it with as much significance as the Puritans. As strict Calvinists who believed in predestination and a God who was an active participant in the daily life of earthly matters, the Puritans thought they could determine God’s will and guidance when he chose to reveal it to them through miraculous signs in everyday life. Thus the offer of a religious refuge across the ocean, the fact that it was to be a community peopled entirely by the godly (at least, that was the intention), and the colony’s early success were all signs, in Edward Johnson’s timeless phrase, of God’s “wonder-working providence.” As John Cotton preached in his 1630 sermon “God’s Promise to His Plantations” to those who were about to sail for New England, “God assigned out such a land for such a posterity, and for such a time.” Or as he later explained to a skeptical colleague who did not see the need to move, God had “shutt a dore” in England while “openinge a dore to us” in Massachusetts.22

OVER A CENTURY had passed between the European discovery of the Americas and the Puritan migration to Massachusetts, and so by the 1620s the question of native peoples was nothing new. It would, however, prove to be no less perplexing. The first generation of migrants to New England believed much of their effort would be focused on converting Indians to the gospel. The founding charter of the Massachusetts Bay Company stated that its primary goal was “to incite the natives … to the knowledge and obedience of the onlie true God and Saviour of mankinde.” Tellingly, instead of a scriptural quotation or other biblical injunction, the official seal of the Massachusetts Bay Colony pictured an Indian pleading, “Come Over and Help Us,” an allusion to an episode in the Book of Acts (16:9) when Paul has a vision of the Macedonians crying out to him with these same words. (Not coincidentally, the Puritans gave the Wampanoag chief Metacom the name of Philip, half-brother to the Macedonian ruler Alexander the Great.) Converting the Indians, moreover, would have the additional effect—perhaps more important than conversion itself—of checking Catholic advances in the New World, by Spain to the south and, increasingly as the century wore on, France to the north. As Winthrop recorded, by converting the native population New England would act as a “bullwarke” against the “kingdom of Antichrist which the Jesuites laboure to rear.”23 Hakluyt and Purchas could not have put it any better.

But as the decades passed, it became clear that succeeding generations of colonists lacked the fervor of their founding ancestors. In the words of the historian Jon Butler, the middle decades of the seventeenth century marked a “starving time” for institutional Christianity in the colonies. In Virginia, greater numbers of immigrants arrived with trade and agriculture instead of religion on their minds. Fewer people attended church and observed religious occasions, the ratio of ministers to the general population fell, and those ministers who did continue to preach were often just as profane as their impious congregants. Christian belief endured, but the colonists’ fealty to institutional religion was altogether much more fragile. Even in the “Bible Commonwealth” of Massachusetts, church membership plummeted sharply: in 1650, for example, only a third of Boston’s residents were members of the church; by 1677, only 15 percent of Northampton residents claimed church membership.24

In both Virginia and Massachusetts, the conversion of Indians to Christianity was a major casualty of the ebb of organized religion. Henrico College, established solely to convert and educate Virginia’s Indians, closed in 1619 even before it could open. By the 1640s, the numbers of colonists engaged in farming and trade had long passed those involved in missionary work. The evangelists of New England fared better than their counterparts in Virginia, but not by much: while the Indian College at Harvard actually opened its doors to Indians, only five were educated there, and the college was quickly closed. Thanks to the ravages of war and disease, actual missionary endeavors did not really get under way in Massachusetts until the 1640s. True, the indefatigable John Eliot, famed for his painstaking translations of the Bible into Algonquin languages and his establishment of several “praying towns” inhabited by converted Indians, had some success in bringing the gospel to the native peoples of Massachusetts. There was also Thomas Mayhew, who converted hundreds of Indians on Martha’s Vineyard. But in both instances, and despite some evidence of genuine, faithful conversions, Indians often converted for their own, largely secular reasons—usually for material or political gain—and blended Christianity with local religious beliefs and customs to create a syncretic faith that bore little relation to Christianity and no resemblance at all to the rigid, doctrinaire Protestantism practiced by the Puritans. So while Indians were converting to a kind of Christianity, it was not the Puritans’ kind.25

As a result of unconverted Indians, converted but insincere Indians, cultural segregation, and war, the colonists’ attitudes toward native peoples steadily hardened. Once perceived as essential goals of colonization itself, by the late seventeenth century conversion and assimilation were no longer considered possible and all but disappeared as colonial priorities. Inauspiciously for the Indians, this repeated a pattern established by the English conquest of Ireland in the latter half of the sixteenth century. Like the Irish, the Indians came to be considered too barbaric to undergo complete conversion to Protestant Christianity and adhere to civilized codes of conduct. Both the Irish and the native peoples of North America were considered recalcitrant savages too ignorant to even realize the benefits they were spurning. First impressions of innocence thus gave way to the notion that the New World must be conquered, its wild, unknown evils tamed and defeated.26

Negative stereotypes about the Indians thrived in such an atmosphere. Native Americans provided English colonists with a “social mirror” that reflected the English religious, social, and political ideals with their complete, ghastly opposites. And to early modern Europeans, the main thing that distinguished them from the Indians was not race, but religion, from which conceptions about racial, ethnic, and cultural difference flowed. While English Protestants were enlightened by a Christian God and the Protestant faith, the Indians worshipped inauthentic pagan gods of dubious morality; while English families and communities were harmonious, organic models of charitable order and Christian virtue, Indian society was disordered, chaotic, and oppressive; while the English cultivated God’s land, the Indians allowed it to lie fallow, untamed and unproductive; while the English inhabited bodies—with fair skin and fine hair—that were assumed to be a reflection of God’s image, Indians and African slaves had dark skin that was further blemished by tattoos and other markings of the devil; and while the English enjoyed knowledge and certain natural rights that went with it, the Indians lived a life of ignorance and enslavement. The Indians were barbaric, and barbarians could be easily distinguished from the English, and dealt with accordingly.27

The notion of the promised land, then, could be read in two ways, as both promising and perilous. After the colonists had lived in the New World for a few years, they could see for themselves that it had not necessarily been given to them through God’s grace—or, if it had, that God was intent on making them earn it. Indeed, the haunted “wilderness,” an inverted image of the “land of milk and honey,” dominated the thoughts and stoked the fears of the colonists across English North America. The land was potentially a promised land, but first it must be cleansed of the evil influences that already lurked there. To the people of Massachusetts Bay, the woods that surrounded their towns and villages provided a home for dark forces, both Indian and French, that were committed to their destruction. The wilderness, threatening and malevolent, must be tamed if the Puritan experiment was to survive. “So Sathan may stir up and combyne many of his Instruments against the Churches of Christ,” declared the New England Confederation in 1645, but “the Lord of Hostes, the mighty one in battaile,” will defend his people and bring about their salvation.28


CHAPTER TWO
God Is an Excellent Man of War

RELIGIOUS FAITH WAS CENTRAL to the colonial way of warfare. It provided ideological glue in times of tremendous social stress, gave its adherents a set of beliefs and assumptions that allowed them to fight for legitimate and worthy causes, and freed them to use methods that would otherwise have been deemed immoral. Here the concept of holy war, grounded paradoxically in the theory of the just war, played a decisive role. Convinced of their own righteousness and their enemy’s evil, in two major Puritan-Indian wars—the Pequot War of 1636–37 and King Philip’s War of 1675–76—the colonists’ bloody tactics rivaled the atrocities found on the early modern battlefields of Europe. For their part, the Indians also fought for their values, beliefs, and religion, and they too waged war without restraint. This was the process that the historian J. H. Elliott aptly describes as war “for the sacralization of American space.”1

War, both literally and as metaphor, was central to the Puritan mind, just as military establishments were central to Puritan society (despite the wary ambivalence some Puritans, such as John Winthrop, felt toward a standing militia). The church and the militia were not competitors, but partners. As John Cotton explained to his congregation during the Pequot War, “the rulers of the people should consult with the ministers of the churches upon occasion of any war to be undertaken.” Although the Puritans’ politics were radical, their instincts were at the same time conservative. They cherished an ordered society and, at the individual level, admired discipline. Above all, they sought devotional rigor and an orderly church, so it is not especially surprising that they viewed the military regiment as a secular counterpart to the church. The English Puritan Richard Sibbes, one of the most influential spiritual mentors to the New Englanders, saw something divine in the strict discipline of the military. “The people of God,” he wrote of his fellow Puritans, “are beautiful, for order is beautiful …. An army is a beautiful thing, because of the order and the well-disposed ranks that are within it. In this regard the church is beautiful.” When it came time to establish a colonial militia, the Massachusetts authorities initially decreed that soldiers must also be members of the Congregational Church.2

But militias were common everywhere in colonial America; the Puritans’ true innovation was to legitimize their use. Whether it was resisting Catholicism in Europe, subduing unruly subjects in Ireland, waging civil war in England, or fighting various Indian tribes in New England, the Puritans legitimized the practice of warfare and broadened its acceptability. True to their educated and disciplined traditions, they justified the expansion of war through their biblically inspired revision of the European just war tradition.

Just war theory covers the two primary stages of warfare: cause (jus ad bellum) and conduct (jus in bello). To satisfy the requirements of jus ad bellum, a nation’s reasons for going to war must be legitimate; and to be legitimate, they must be sanctioned by a duly recognized authority, pursued for a just and righteous purpose, and intended to secure a noble and lasting peace. To satisfy the requirements of jus in bello, a nation must fight with proportionate and discriminate force and must not deliberately target civilians. By the early modern period, just war theory aimed to place limitations, by way of explicit moral boundaries, on why and how people wage war. It is, and has been for centuries, an attempt to impose rules and order on an inherently chaotic and disorderly practice.3

Despite its familiarity to the modern sensibility, just war theory is by no means a recent development. Nor is it necessarily Western or Christian, let alone Puritan: attempts to codify the rules of war were hallmarks of ancient Chinese and Greek philosophy and Hindu spirituality. In the European tradition, just war theory emerged in the fifth-century theology of St. Augustine and was later refined in the medieval writings of St. Thomas Aquinas. In the centuries that followed, the concept of the just war developed into a sophisticated school of thought that outlined when, why, and how it was morally acceptable for nations to wage war. The Puritans’ contemporaries in early modern Europe, most famously Hugo Grotius, the Dutch legal philosopher and founder of international law, tested and adapted the just war concept along such lines. Many others were Spaniards, such as Bartolomé de Las Casas and Francisco de Vitoria, who were appalled by their own country’s brutal conquest of the New World. When English Puritans turned their attention to just war theory in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, efforts to limit the scope of warfare, perhaps leading to the end of war itself, had been present in European philosophy, politics, and theology for a thousand years and prominent for at least a hundred.4

Indeed, the Puritans formed their own ideas on warfare at the precise historical moment when the just war tradition that had descended from Augustine to Thomas Aquinas through precedent, custom, scripture, and Christian doctrine was forming into a fairly cohesive body of international law and acknowledged if not always accepted practice. Yet while the Puritans were aware of this development—just war theory was debated avidly by English clergy of all denominations, and Grotius was closely read by New England’s churchmen—they chose a characteristically different, self-righteous path. They decided to use just war theory to expand rather than limit the scope of war, and in doing so turned just war theory on its head: if the cause be just, the methods did not matter.5

While this was quite a departure from the just war tradition, the Puritans did not invent offensive war. In fact, for all its intentions to limit the scope of war, at the heart of just war theory lies a paradox: Augustine first devised it in order to legitimate warfare. After all, Christianity is an innately pacifistic religion, and so establishing acceptable rules of making war would enable Christians to fight when their religious beliefs otherwise forbade them from doing so. After Emperor Constantine’s conversion, the newly Christian Roman Empire was not secure enough to allow it to abandon the use of force, and so theology had to find a way to accommodate reality. Several centuries later, the Vatican issued a series of elaborate doctrinal justifications to support the Crusaders’ campaigns to seize the Holy Land from the heathen Muslim. This, for the first time, was the just war as holy war, which justified war without mercy if the enemy proved beyond the outer limits of civilization, and thus redemption. Nonetheless, despite its aggressive uses during the late Roman Empire and the Crusades, by the early seventeenth century just war theorists were attempting to limit the spread of war and constrain methods of fighting. This was certainly the prevailing view, eventually solidified and secularized as the “rule of law” by Grotius toward the end of the Thirty Years’ War. By 1648, the just war had effectively begun to replace the holy war.6

But not among the Puritans. Following the Crusaders’ example, Puritan divines resurrected the idea of holy war against the unfaithful. Belligerent in the name of spreading the sacred and eradicating the profane, holy warriors explicitly called for offensive war. A nation could—indeed, should—initiate war in the pursuit of its mission. For the first time since the Crusades, prominent European thinkers, led by English Puritans, used the concept of the just war to expand, rather than limit, the boundaries of jus ad bellum. War was evil, they acknowledged, but a necessary evil—though as the sixteenth century gave way to the seventeenth, the Puritans began to think of war less frequently as evil and more fervently as necessary. In doing so, they relied on the fire-and-brimstone bellicosity of the Old Testament and ignored Christ’s pacifist teachings in the New. They even began to think of war as a glorious endeavor and of God as the ultimate warlord. “God is an excellent Man of War,” preached Alexander Leighton, and the Bible was “the best handbook on war.” For Puritans, scripture provided literal guidance on all earthly matters, and warfare was no different. There was, Leighton explained, “No better Philosophy, Logick, or Metaphysick, then in the book of God. No better counsel or direction for war or peace … there is to be found.” Unwilling to let their militaristic fervor be diluted by their religious contemporaries, they rejected the antiwar arguments of their fellow Protestants, particularly Anabaptists, Baptists, and Quakers; in the 1640s, the Massachusetts General Court felt it necessary to pass a law directed against Baptists for denying “the lawfulness of making war.”7

But the Puritans did not simply argue that war was lawful; they viewed it as a sacred duty to campaign against the enemies of God, with whom there could be no neutrality or lenience. In the European context, this meant extending Protestantism at the expense of the satanic Catholic conspiracy, both internal (recalcitrant Catholics in the British Isles) and external (France, and especially Spain). Leading Puritan ministers in England, such as Leighton and William Gouge, argued the case for waging war in the name of God, which in the 1620s meant intervening in the Thirty Years’ War. God, according to the Puritan minister Thomas Sutton, was closest to those who would wage war in his name. “Above all creatures,” Sutton preached, God “loves souldiers; above all exercises, commends fighting; above all actions, he honors warlike and martiall designes.” Even Christ was a warrior, and the angels his army. Evil was a fact of life, a daily presence, but this did not mean one should simply accept its existence. Indeed, it was the Puritan’s duty to identify evil and eradicate it ruthlessly.8

The extreme turn in the Puritans’ views on war had as much to do with the polarization of political and religious life in England, a dynamic that by the 1640s would explode in the incendiary violence of the English Civil War. In particular, the first decades of the seventeenth century witnessed the renewal of English Catholicism, the refusal of the Church of England to reform, and the increasing persecution of the Puritans themselves, especially after the rise of Bishop Laud in the 1620s. Against this backdrop, Puritan justifications for offensive holy war reached a crescendo in England at precisely the moment Winthrop and his colleagues were planning to set sail for America. Had they not emigrated when they did—say, several decades earlier, or after the Stuart Restoration in 1660—it is doubtful they would have carried with them such an intensely radical worldview.9

Just as the Puritans’ expansion of just war theory made it easier for them to condone and initiate war, so too did it allow them to widen the scope of what was acceptable on the battlefield, or jus in bello. Michael Walzer, a leading just war theorist, has observed that the component parts of just war theory are not necessarily complementary—a nation can launch a just war and yet wage it unjustly, and vice versa. The Puritans simplified matters by expanding what was permissible according to both. In other words, they removed many of the constraints that tended to limit the intensity and violence of warfare. Because their wars would be fought over nonnegotiable religious principles, the Puritans did not, at least in theory, recognize or protect civilian noncombatants. This was not an inconsistency—quite the opposite, for if a Christian saw fit to wage holy war in the name of God, why should he restrain himself when fighting the enemies of God? Though Puritans rejected realism, and claimed that it “is a shame for a Christian” to heed the teachings of Machiavelli, they did believe that achieving a holy end often required the use of unholy means—and even that a holy end legitimated normally unholy means. Accordingly, as England’s warring factions demonized and delegitimized each other, the most brutal, grisly acts of holy war violence intensified the fighting of the Civil War.10

This extremism easily crossed the Atlantic, in both directions—radicals who had migrated to New England in the 1630s rushed to return home to rally sentiment against Charles I a decade later—and it pushed the ideas of many over the edge of civilized discourse. Referring to the Indians and Catholics who already inhabited the New World, John Cotton, one of the most respected and beloved of New England’s ministers, declared that God “would drive out the Heathen before them.” This “course of warring against others, & driving them out without provocation,” he told a group of Puritans departing for Massachusetts, “depends upon speciall Commission from God, or else it is not imitable.” Needless to say, the Puritans felt they had been given such a commission. Later, Cotton defended his English brethren against the shocking and previously unthinkable crime of regicide, telling his Boston congregation that the beheading of King Charles I in 1649 was gruesome but necessary, perhaps even deserved.11

Given the close intellectual and political ties between Puritans on both sides of the Atlantic, and given its easy applicability to conflicts with the supposedly savage, godless Indians of the New World, it is easy to see why the concept of holy war found a receptive audience in New England. The Puritans of New England must “take, kill, burn, sink, destroy all sin and Corruption which are professed enemies to Christ Jesus,” the Reverend Joshua Moodey preached in 1674 on the eve of King Philip’s War with the Wampanoag Indians, “and not to pity or spare any of them.”12 As we shall see, the colonists proved themselves adept at appealing to God to justify unremitting, unsparing acts of war against their heathen enemies.

WITHIN A FEW years of migrating to America in 1630, the Puritans of Massachusetts had already expanded into Connecticut, in two separate colonies at Hartford and New Haven, and by the outbreak of war in 1636 several new Puritan settlements dotted the shores of the Connecticut River between Hartford and the open water of Long Island Sound. The Pequots, feared even by the other Indian tribes along the Atlantic coast—their name means “destroyers of men”—presented a particular challenge that was military and political as well as economic. After desultory negotiations, which included a 1634 treaty of mutual assistance that went largely unobserved by both sides, the colonists moved to reinforce their settlements by building a fort at the mouth of the Connecticut River at what is today the town of Old Saybrook and on land the Pequots considered rightfully theirs. They besieged the fort in the summer of 1636 but could not overrun it. As the siege continued, the Indians of nearby Block Island, allied to the Pequots, murdered John Oldham, an English trader. This had not been the first such killing; indeed, one of the terms of the 1634 treaty was that the Pequots would relinquish the perpetrators of past murders, though they never did.13

Although the actual circumstances of the murder were unclear, this further provocation convinced the authorities in Boston that they had to react. Winthrop claimed that Puritan forces would seek the Pequots “not to make war upon them, but to do justice.” Yet it was a funny sort of justice, purely punitive in nature and in response for the most uncertain of crimes. Motivated as much by revenge as by concerns for safety and security, a raiding party under the command of John Endecott sailed from Boston in August 1636. Endecott was ideally suited to the task. Violent by nature and exceedingly zealous in his Puritanism, he represented the worst of Massachusetts’s moral and ideological absolutism. But his attempts to put it into action failed miserably. Although the Indians had anticipated an attack and hid themselves, Endecott’s men obliterated the Block Island community, razing its crops and burning its houses to the ground. They then sailed to the main Pequot village on the Connecticut shore, with the same result. Dispirited and discouraged, they returned to Boston. All Endecott and his men had done, complained Lion Gardiner, the commander of the Saybrook fort, was rouse the Pequots for an escalation of the conflict.14

Knowing they could not defeat the English colonists alone but realizing that the Connecticut River settlements were vulnerable, the Pequots approached their neighbors to the north, the Narragansett tribe in what is today Rhode Island, to form an alliance. The Puritans learned of the negotiations and sent Roger Williams, the Baptist exile from Puritan orthodoxy who was on fairly good terms with the Narragansetts, to prevent the alliance from happening. Not only did Williams succeed in splitting the Pequots from the Narragansetts, he secured an alliance between the Puritans and the Narragansetts against the Pequots. Puritan observers credited divine intervention with this turn of events. John Mason, the commander of Connecticut’s forces, said that God, “by a more than ordinary providence,” had kept the Indians divided at a moment of colonial vulnerability.15

The alliance waited until the following spring to assault the Pequot settlements. As they prepared, the Puritans turned to God’s grace for protection and the tenets of holy war for instruction. One minister assured Mason’s troops that they were acting on the will of the Lord and thus had every right “to execute those who God, the righteous judge of all the world, hath condemned for blaspheming his sacred majesty, and murthering his servants.” They should, he preached, “execute vengeance upon the heathen [and] binde their Kings in chaines, and Nobles in fetters of Iron [and] make their multitudes fall under your warlike weapons.” The normal restraints of civilized warfare, in other words, were now removed. The Pequots had proven themselves capable of evil that lay beyond what a Christian could rightfully accept; they were nothing but servants of the devil and could be treated as such. Thomas Hooker, the spiritually stalwart minister who had founded Hartford, urged Winthrop and his colleagues in Boston “to hasten execution” of war against the Pequots and “not to do this work of the Lords revenge slackly.” In sermons, he exhorted the soldiers of Connecticut to do the same.16

With hearts thus hardened, and with the Pequots isolated thanks to the diplomatic heroics of Roger Williams, the Puritans taught the Pequots, and all other Indian tribes in the region, a harsh lesson in divine justice. The colonial authorities in Massachusetts and Connecticut raised small but sufficient armies totaling 250 men. In the spring of 1637, they marched under the guidance of their Narragansett allies toward the Pequot village of Fort Mystic on the Connecticut shore. Though outnumbered, the Puritans had the element of surprise, and they quickly breached the village’s fortified walls. After wreaking havoc, they lit the settlement ablaze and withdrew from the walls of the village where they could kill anyone fleeing the inferno. It was a grisly scene, the first time that fighting in North America matched the brutality of European warfare. It was, in fact, uncommonly savage even for the supposed savage Indians, and the Narragansetts, bitter enemies of the Pequots and now allied to the Puritans, begged the English to stop. Many Pequots, from Fort Mystic and neighboring settlements, fled further west along the shore, away from the Puritan fighters and the Narragansetts’ home territory in Rhode Island. But the Puritans tracked them down outside New Haven, where hundreds of Pequots were hiding in an impenetrable swamp. The Puritans offered safe passage for any noncombatants who left the swamp voluntarily; about two hundred did so, mostly women and children who were later sold into slavery. Unable to escape and unwilling to surrender, the recalcitrant warriors who remained were annihilated by the musket fire of the surrounding Puritans, whose advanced military technology proved too much for the Indians. A handful of the Pequot leadership fled during the tumult, but they could not escape the fact that, as a people, the Pequots had effectively been eradicated. It was, exulted the Reverend Thomas Shepard, a “divine slaughter.”17

The Pequot War was undoubtedly a conflict over land and resources, a clash between two peoples who distrusted each other but wanted to occupy the same geographical space. Yet as Shepard acknowledged, from the Puritans’ standpoint it was also a religious conflict, a holy war for control of spiritual space that the Puritans believed to be divinely sanctioned and, despite its violence, eminently just. Captain John Underhill of Massachusetts, who had previously fought with the English volunteers defending Protestantism against Spanish Catholic forces in the Netherlands, later reflected on the conflict’s ferocity. Underhill acknowledged that “it may be demanded” of the Puritans: “Why should you be so furious … should not Christians have more mercy and compassion?” They should—but only if their enemy was similarly inspired by the word of God. “I would referre you to Davids warre,” he argued, “when a people is grown to such a height of bloud, and sinne against God and man” that they lose all claim to honorable treatment. The Pequots had behaved not as men but like evil spirits (“wicked imps”) and animals (“roaring lions, compassing all corners of the country for their prey”). By contrast the Puritans, brutal as they had been, had acted honorably and righteously. Claimed Underhill: “We had sufficient light from the word of God for our proceedings.”18

The Puritans knew this to be true because, time and again, God had clearly favored his chosen people. Just as providence had ensured the survival of the Puritan settlements in the howling wilderness of New England, so too would he protect them against their savage, satanic enemies. A few pious malcontents, such as the free grace, antinomian heretic Anne Hutchinson, opposed the war as unnecessary and therefore unjust. But though these antiwar activists triggered a short-term enlistment crisis, they were very much rare exceptions to the general rule. Armed with God’s righteousness and intent on establishing their unquestioned dominance over all the Indian tribes of New England, the Puritans negotiated the Treaty of Hartford in 1638 with the few surviving Pequots. Their terms were harsh, even by the standards of the time: the Pequot tribe was disbanded forever (even the very name “Pequot” was to be purged from human discourse); all Pequot settlements left standing after the war were razed; women and children were either sold into slavery in the Caribbean or given to other tribes in New England, such as the Mohegans and Narragansetts; and the heads of any Pequot warriors who had killed English soldiers had to be turned over to the colonial authorities.19

In both war and peace, the Puritans had ensured the total destruction of the Pequot nation. But the war’s historical importance goes beyond questions of whether it amounted to an early instance of what we would today call genocide. The Puritans had settled Massachusetts and Connecticut under the sway of powerful myths, centered on faith, about their role in the world. They saw themselves as God’s specially anointed people who had been chosen for their virtue, their faith, and their righteousness. Through its violence but, more important, through its themes of a holy war justly prosecuted, the Pequot War corroborated, even sanctified, these Puritan myths. Rather than wage war indiscriminately, so the Puritans thought, they had done so against a clear threat and according to the clearly defined laws of war. If Puritan exceptionalism had been strong before the war, it emerged stronger afterward.20

IN THE 1640S, another war, this time on English soil, gripped the colonial imagination. It was natural for the English Civil War to command the attentions of English colonists in America, for its central issues, particularly its religious core, were those that had brought them to the New World in the first place. For one thing, the conflict pitted Puritans and other dissenting sects against the Anglican Church; for another, its central cause pivoted upon the issue of political liberty, and whether sovereignty derived from the king’s divine right to rule or from the people. The Pilgrims of Plymouth and the Puritans of Massachusetts and Connecticut had been most concerned with such questions that were at once both religious and political. Though the violence of the Civil War was not exported to the colonies—even dogmatic New England Puritans maintained a cautious neutrality knowing that their very existence depended upon London’s prerogative, no matter who was in charge—many colonists took an active interest in its unfolding. The people of New England generally favored Parliament, while largely Anglican Virginia openly expressed its Royalist sympathies. Others, such as Roger Williams, criticized the dictatorial aspirations of both Royalists and Parliamentarians, Anglicans and Puritans. One way of cutting through the distracting calculations of political expediency to measure the colonies’ true loyalties is to trace where the war’s participants took refuge when their side was out of favor: between the regicide of Charles I in 1649 and the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660, Royalist Cavaliers sought asylum in Virginia; after the Restoration, Puritans and Parliamentarians fled to New Haven, where the revolutionary presence of John Dixwell, William Goffe, and Edward Whalley, who had signed Charles I’s death warrant, endures in the names of three of the city’s major thoroughfares.21

Authorities in New England strove to enforce neutrality, but they could do little to disguise the overwhelming sympathy of their people for Oliver Cromwell’s Parliamentarians. Cromwell himself was a Puritan of the same theological and ideological stock as Winthrop and the other founders of Massachusetts. Although many prominent New Englanders refused Parliament’s call to arms despite sympathizing with its cause, others returned to England to support Cromwell and the Puritan cause. In fact, the 1640s and ’50s witnessed more emigration from than immigration into New England, with most leaving for England. Galvanized by the outbreak of war, politically motivated ministers such as Hugh Peter, Samuel Eaton, and Thomas Weld hurried from their pulpits in Massachusetts and Connecticut to sail back across the Atlantic. As one of Cromwell’s closest advisers and the New Model Army’s main chaplain, Peter became the most senior participant from the colonies. He was also something of a one-man Puritan revolution, having fought in Holland against the Spanish, preached in Massachusetts, and marched as a Roundhead alongside Cromwell in England.22

Faith-based arguments about political liberty found a receptive audience among New Englanders. One of the most radical arguments in nonconformist politics was that no earthly power had the right to come between God and his people. Owing their ultimate allegiance to God alone, only the people could impose government on earth. Anything else was artificial interference, and contrary to the will of God. Here we find an early expression of American republicanism, with its emphasis on government by the consent of the governed, that would later have a deep impact on the conduct of U.S. foreign policy. A radical, subversive group called the Fifth Monarchists, named for the reign of Christ that would follow the overthrow of the Antichrist’s corrupt Fourth Monarchy under the Churches of Rome and England, advanced this argument further than most others dared. Among their leaders were Thomas Venner and William Aspinwall, Massachusetts Puritans who also returned to serve God’s cause in England. By imbibing the heady Fifth Monarchist millennialism that flourished in New England, Venner and Aspinwall’s time in the colonies had been vital in the formation of their religious and political radicalism. Especially important were the sermons and writings of John Cotton, who had written a 1636 legal code for Massachusetts that based the law on the teachings of the church rather than the interests of the state. The Fifth Monarchists’ unorthodox theology would cost them support in Massachusetts (they were unabashed antinomians), but their arguments about the true sources of political legitimacy were an important precursor to the ideas of the American Revolution.23

New Englanders’ revolutionary fervor ebbed as it became clear that Cromwell and the dream of godly reform had failed. Under a new king, Charles II, they did not dare challenge the monarchical rule that could end their very existence. Yet sympathy lingered still. As he passed through Boston on inspection a few years into the Restoration, Edward Randolph, a royal customs official, reported back to the Lords of Trade in London that New Englanders may have reconciled themselves to Charles II’s rule, yet they nonetheless “held fast to the anti-monarchical principles spread among them.” Religious and political liberty had already been intertwined together in the English colonial imagination, but if Randolph’s testimony is reliable, the English Civil War entrenched the ideology of faith-based republicanism deeper still. Though it would lie dormant for years, Christian republicanism would again burst forth a century later to help shape the politics and foreign policy of a new nation.24

WITH THE COLONISTS’ attention turned to events in the British Isles, an uneasy peace descended upon Puritan-Indian relations following the Pequot War. The colonists had demonstrated strength and ruthlessness in battle and the destructive power of their advanced weaponry. But just as important, they felt confident they had proved to the remaining tribes the superiority of their religion and way of life. Although it would take another four decades for open warfare to erupt again, the Puritans moved to take advantage of their newfound preeminence by expanding their settlements and, not coincidentally, playing various other tribes off against one another. Yet when war broke out again, in 1675, it surpassed the Pequot War for its violence, duration, and size.25

The year 1675 began with a single death that would ultimately lead to thousands more. John Sassamon, an Indian who had converted to Christianity and had even fought alongside the Puritans against the Pequots, was an aide to the Wampanoag chief, Metacom, better known to the English colonists as King Philip. Metacom had let it be known that he felt Sassamon had betrayed him, once in the drafting of a will—Sassamon wrote it for the illiterate Metacom and had apparently included himself as a beneficiary—and again by telling the authorities of Plymouth Colony that the Wampanoags were planning an attack. When Sassamon was found under the ice of Assawampsett Pond in January, suspicion naturally fell upon Metacom. With no direct evidence to implicate him, the Wampanoag chief was absolved of any wrongdoing. But several months later, a witness emerged to claim he had seen three of the chief’s closest advisers haul Sassamon away and kill him. Solely upon this flimsy evidence, the advisers were tried, convicted, and executed at Plymouth. On June 24, Metacom’s forces responded with an assault on the Plymouth town of Swansea. King Philip’s War had begun.26

During the sanguinary battles of the summer and fall of 1675, Metacom’s warriors devastated town after town throughout Plymouth; neighboring tribes in Massachusetts soon suffered the same fate. In all, allied Indian tribes attacked fifty out of ninety English towns in Plymouth, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island, utterly laying waste to twelve of them. (Though it sent troops, Connecticut escaped the fighting, much to the chagrin of the authorities in Boston.) Colonists were at first stunned by the breadth of the offensive; they were then shocked at the devastation wrought on their godly communities. Into the autumn of 1675, they appeared to be in danger of total destruction.

True to form, the colonists turned to religion for guidance, comfort, resolve—and above all, answers. As they did in their daily lives, they looked for providential signs of God’s will in unfolding events. And for reasons unknown, it became clear they had strayed from the path of righteousness and provoked God’s wrath. As the Massachusetts government, reeling from one defeat after another, declared in proclaiming a “Day of publick Humiliation, with Fasting and Prayer,” the war had been caused by “the Apostacy of many from the Truth unto Heresies.” Another government proclamation lamented the colonists’ “Backsliding” from godly ways, reflected most depressingly in the continually sagging rates of church attendance. “Why should we suppose that God is not offended with us,” asked Increase Mather, a prominent minister and writer who informally served as the war’s chief propagandist and apologist, “when his displeasure is written, in such visible and bloody Characters?” Thus the war did not trigger widespread soul-searching of a more reflective kind: land policies were not reexamined, treatment of the Indians went unquestioned. On the contrary, in August the Christian Indians of Massachusetts were ordered confined to the praying towns; in October, those who had not been sold into slavery or hanged were forcibly removed to Deer Island in Boston Harbor, where they waited out the war in the most miserable, diseased conditions. In arch-Calvinist fashion, the war was instead perceived as a divine test of the Puritans’ own commitment: to God, and to the survival of their godly enterprise. Along with the Puritans’ lives, the fate of their New Jerusalem was at stake.27

To the Puritans, the Indians served a dark purpose as God’s unlikely messengers. But as displeased as he might be with his chosen people, in the end the Puritans were confident that God would not let them perish. He would teach them a lesson, a harsh lesson to be sure, but one they would survive to learn. The colonists believed they were experiencing their very own “Passions” of suffering, and ultimately redemption, that Jesus himself had endured. Puritan survivors accordingly praised “Gods marsi” in sparing them. “The Lord hath a great Interest in this Land which he will not easily part with,” Mather declared confidently. It “hath pleased the Lord to make us his people.” Despite their suffering, God would not forsake his people.28

The Puritans had sacrificed plenty; now, in the fall of 1675, the tide of battle would slowly begin to turn in their favor. A small success in October, the repulsion of a Nipmuck attack on Hatfield in western Massachusetts, was followed by a major offensive against the powerful Narragansetts of Rhode Island, accused of aiding and abetting Metacom’s Wampanoags, in December. While the charges of Narragansett perfidy were thin, Narragansett provisions were not. To colonists who had lost nearly everything in war and were facing the approach of a harsh winter, the Narragansetts presented a target of opportunity that was simply too good to pass up. A joint force from the colonies moved into Narragansett territory and, aided by a traitorous scout, marched to the Great Swamp near Rhode Island’s southern shore. Inside the secreted, virtually impassable swamp was a large island; on it was an emergency Narragansett village, housing mostly noncombatant refugees fleeing the conflict. The scout was able to guide the English army directly to the island village, connected to the boggy mainland by a single felled log. The colonists penetrated the village, withdrew, set fire to it, and shot all who tried to escape the flames. This strategy ensured a rout—a massacre, really—but it also meant that the objectives of the attack, the food and supplies, were lost. Beset by freezing temperatures and intermittent blizzards, several English soldiers died on the journey home.29

It was a pyrrhic victory, but a victory nonetheless. Yet the brutality of the war continued, with several more English towns coming under attack in the spring of 1676; among other towns, Providence was completely destroyed. By the early spring, the war had become a stalemate. Yet Indian losses, coming from a much smaller population and weaker economic base compared to the colonists’, were becoming unsustainable. Puritan thrusts into Indian territory in western Massachusetts and up from Connecticut into Rhode Island and Plymouth deepened the Indians’ plight. By the summer, it was but a matter of time before the Puritans would prevail. The war finally came to an end in August, when an Indian fighting for the English shot and killed Metacom himself. A grisly war had come to a grisly end.

The savagery of the war astonished observers at the time and has continued to do so ever since. Indian warriors scalped many of their victims alive, while English troops disemboweled and drew and quartered theirs. Both sides adopted a scorched-earth strategy of retributive, total war. Few colonists considered their own brutality to be unnecessarily brutal: their enemies, after all, were servants of the devil and behaved accordingly. In February, a Nipmuck assault on Lancaster, Massachusetts, resulted not only in the deaths of several townspeople but also the capture of Mary Rowlandson. Her captivity, which she later recounted in a bestselling memoir, lasted three months and gave her an unprecedented glimpse into life among the Indians. Her “bloody heathen” attackers were little more than “hell-hounds” and “ravenous beasts” who “went without any scruple” and “acted as if the devil had told them that they should gain the victory.” The Indians committed unspeakably cruel atrocities, such as scalping and skinning their captives alive. To the English, who believed they were the very embodiment of God with faces “wherein the glory and Image of God doth shine forth,” the mutilation of bodies, heads, and faces were acts of blasphemy. The Indians even tortured livestock, the Puritans observed incredulously, on one occasion mutilating a cow by cutting off its horns and cutting out its tongue. It was the fiery Increase Mather who best expressed the Puritans’ view of the malevolent evil of the “vile Indians” that contrasted with their own virtue:


That the Heathen People amongst whom we live, and whose Land the Lord God of our Fathers hath given to us for a rightfull Possession, have at sundry times been plotting mischievous devices against that part of the English Israel which is seated in these goings down of the Sun, no man that is an Inhabitant of any considerable standing, can be ignorant.



What was more, the devilish Indians taunted the Puritans with deliberate blasphemies, such as when a party of Nipmucks taunted a group of besieged colonists to “Come and pray, & sing Psalmes,” or when another attack ended in the Indians disemboweling a Puritan and carefully placing his “Bible in his Belly.”30

Against such an enemy, the Puritans unleashed their righteous fury. The carnage of the Great Swamp was followed by further atrocities, against warriors and noncombatants alike, for the duration of the war. If “God is with us, and fights for us, and will deliver us out of the hands of these Heathen,” as one English captain cried, then anything was justified. But although King Philip’s War was deemed necessary and just, it was not exactly popular; support was broad, but not quite unanimous, and an important minority of ministers and writers raised troubling questions. Their numbers were small, and so they did not exactly constitute an antiwar movement. Moreover, many of them raised initial objections only to rally to the cause once fighting had broken out. Yet some were critical not only of the need for war, but of the Puritan authorities. Quakers, who had suffered under the stern rule of the Puritans, obviously had an interest in pointing out the shortcomings of officials in Massachusetts. (Puritan officials responded in kind by blaming their plight on the heresy of the Quakers.) John Easton, the deputy governor of Rhode Island, and Edward Wharton, a resident of Salem who had been exiled to London, accused the people of Massachusetts and Plymouth, and their intolerant ambition, for bringing the crisis upon themselves. But some Puritans also questioned the need for war at all. John Eliot and others complained that the true aggressor was Plymouth due to its rough justice in dealing with Metacom and the Wampanoags. Critiques such as these came closest to undermining the Puritans’ rationale that theirs was a defensive war. Yet despite such reservations the scale of fighting, and the atrocities committed against the English people and their towns, mobilized all but the most hardened skeptics behind the war effort. And in the end, the image of a just, necessary, and righteous war prevailed.31

The war had been the biggest conflict yet in colonial North America. Approximately 1,250 members of the allied Indian tribes died in the fighting, 625 died later from battle wounds, and another 3,000 died of disease. All told, almost half of the prewar Indian population of 11,600 died during the war; the rest either became refugees or were sold into permanent slavery elsewhere in the English colonies. According to Nathaniel Saltonstall, a Puritan who lived through the war, over 800 English colonists, out of a total population of approximately 50,000—a mere 1.6 percent—died in the fighting. Whether or not the war was necessary and just, it was hardly proportionate.32

In addition to its personal and geographical scars, King Philip’s War left a permanent imprint upon colonial American identity. A vivid and romanticized memory of the conflict would linger well into the late nineteenth century, its legacy shaping an American view of warfare that was grounded in the noble cause and the selfless spread of freedom. In this sense, perhaps the most important legacy of England’s Protestant divines and holy warriors was to supply the raw material for an ideology of American exceptionalism that would emerge much later.33

God’s specially chosen people did not behave as the tyrannical Spanish or the barbaric Indians. Instead, they were permitted to act without virtue under extreme circumstances, so long as they had no choice and fought for righteousness. Ideals and interests—the mix between the two has driven American war and diplomacy since. Christians—that is, proper Christians: Protestants—had been embattled for over a century, first by the Catholic conspiracy in Europe and then the heathen onslaughts in America. But now, in 1676, it appeared that the Protestant New Jerusalem had survived its ultimate trial. Thus tested, it would spend the next century pushing back Catholics and Indians, and all others who would deny them their sacred errand.34


CHAPTER THREE
Wars of Permanent Reformation

BRITISH IMPERIAL WARS were also American colonial wars, with local origins, local grudges, local ways of warfare, and local consequences. They were European great power wars but in the colonies remained quintessentially North American in character. Nothing better reflected the local character of imperial wars than the names the colonists gave them. From 1689 to 1763, Britain fought a series of wars, often global in scale and reach, against varying combinations of French-led alliances. Conflicts of European origin and byzantine European causes had European names—except in colonial British America, where they were known for the reigning British monarch. Thus the War of the League of Augsburg (1689–1697) was familiar to British colonists as King William’s War; the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1713) as Queen Anne’s War; and the North American phase of the War of the Austrian Succession (1744–1748) as King George’s War. Names such as these reflected another ambivalence among the colonists: proud as they were of being royal subjects of a mighty empire, they also at times resented the mother country’s imperial pretensions and impositions. And as the eighteenth century aged, colonial sensibilities matured. Though the colonists continued to fight as Britons, for Britain, and for the promotion of British liberties, they increasingly came to believe that Britain’s interests were not always the same as their own. Naming wars for their rulers was the colonists’ way of paying monarchical tribute, but it was also a way of reminding themselves that the costs of war had been forced upon them. Yet the battles they fought for William, Anne, and George were not the colonists’ only wars. If the great imperial wars had a North American component, the colonists ensured that their own interests—especially their insatiable appetite for land—were addressed. And they sometimes even sparked their own wars, with Indian and European rivals, on the contested margins of their domain.1

Though religion did not always determine animosity at the great power level—the English fought three wars against their Protestant brethren the Dutch, which resulted in the elimination of Dutch influence from North America and the renaming of New Netherland to New York, and France and Spain continued to be fierce imperial rivals, especially in North America, despite their shared Catholicism—all of colonial America’s wars had an important religious coloring. Thus while their causes were often distant and secular, the colonists’ wars were in large part shaped by faith. For example, though the fact that British North America’s great rival was New France was not determined by religion, the battles the colonists fought were driven by anti-Catholic fear and an intense Protestant patriotism. And though England occasionally allied with Spain against France, as it did during King William’s War, this did nothing to dilute the colonists’ hatred of the Spanish they faced in the disputed borderlands of the southern territories. Overall, the series of wars with the French and Indians, beginning with King William’s War in 1689 and culminating in the Seven Years’ War of 1756–1763 (to the colonists, the French and Indian War), sanctified colonial America’s mission of promoting Protestant liberty.

Protestantism stood at the very heart of what it meant to be British. But religion was central to the colonial American view of the world in other ways besides Protestant exceptionalism and anti-Catholicism. Most important was a series of intense religious revivals known collectively as the Great Awakening, which gripped the colonies in the midst of imperial warfare. Religion was also at the heart of the first sustained antiwar movement in American history, as Quakers and other peace churches opposed warfare and territorial expansion on grounds of Christian pacifism.

Unsurprisingly, then, in the colonies imperial wars were as much contests over the “correct” or “true” definition of nonnegotiable values such as liberty and identity as they were about territorial expansion. In such an ideologically heated climate, fighting often assumed an intensity that mirrored that of earlier Indian conflicts. In all the imperial wars, the churches rallied people to the cause; chaplains accompanied the troops into battle, steeled their nerve, and urged them forward; and colonial soldiers uncharacteristically ransacked Catholic churches and smashed Catholic icons. These would be wars to purify the soul of humanity. They would be wars of permanent reformation.2

FEARS OF CATHOLICISM resonated so powerfully because a threat to British America’s very identity—political and religious—seemed to accompany the physical threat of the French army and navy. Protestants alleged that Catholicism’s earthly powers were tightly centralized, inherently autocratic, expansionist, and aggressive. Yet there was little here that was new. Indeed, with the colonies increasingly prosperous and populous, the era’s virulent anti-Catholicism should have become irrelevant, a curious echo of insecurity from a fading Puritan past.

What gave it potency and brought it to life was a series of events that seemed to corroborate anti-Catholic theories and ideas. Beginning in the 1680s, Louis XIV of France, whose extreme centralization of state power was unusually worrying even by the standards of Europe’s monarchs, sought to bring both the European and colonial worlds under French influence. This bid for dominance was alarming enough, but in 1685 Louis infuriated and frightened Protestants everywhere by revoking the Edict of Nantes, a century-old law that had protected the rights of French Protestants by guaranteeing religious freedom. The termination of the edict led to a severe repression of a Protestant sect called the Huguenots. These French Calvinists, whose persecution made them heroes to Protestants everywhere, became refugees seeking shelter from Catholic persecution. They found it in the great Protestant capitals of Europe, such as London and Amsterdam, but also in the American colonies, especially in Massachusetts, New York, and Carolina, where the locals admired what the historian Jon Butler has aptly called the Huguenots’ “piety of suffering”: faith, courage, and steadfast resistance to Catholic tyranny. During an official day of fasting for the Huguenots, Increase Mather proclaimed that France’s “great Persecution” was an ominous “token” of Protestant “destruction,” while his precocious son, Cotton, warned that the fate of the Huguenots in France could easily portend the fate of Protestants everywhere—especially in the American colonies.3

Almost simultaneously, England and its American colonies were convulsed from within by their own Catholic bids for power, both real and imagined. In England, James II ascended the throne on the death of his brother, Charles II, in 1685. The problem was that James was a Catholic who wanted to restore the official power, prerogatives, and prestige of English Catholicism. During the English Civil War, James spent his exile in France, admiring in equal measure the Catholic faith and absolutist rule of Louis XIV. By the time he became king, England had already been gripped by sporadic bouts of anti-Catholic paranoia, including the fantastically bizarre—and entirely fictional—Popish Plot of 1678, in which Jesuits and their allies were said to have conspired to murder Charles II and restore Catholicism as the official religion.4

Just as Louis XIV had radically centralized monarchical authority in France, James moved to consolidate his own power at home. And just as Louis had torn up the tolerant edict that had protected the Huguenots, James declared null and void the colonial charters that had ensured local governance and political autonomy since the founding of the first colonies eight decades before. In their place, he created the Dominion of New England, a supercolony cobbled together through the forced union of Massachusetts, Plymouth, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Jersey, and New York. Worse still, this vast territory, nearly twice the size of England itself, came under the rule of a single powerful royal appointee, Governor Sir Edmund Andros. Determined to bring the colonists to heel, Andros prohibited much of the political culture, such as local town meetings, that New Englanders held so dear. Despite Andros’s support for the Church of England, the colonists conflated his rule, and the Dominion of New England, with a Catholic plot emanating from London. In justifying their right to rebel, the people of Boston recalled the Popish Plot and claimed that the “bloody Devotees of Rome had in their Design and Prospect no less than the extinction of the Protestant Religion.” Andros, they charged, was actually “a branch of the Plot to bring us low” and was setting up New England and New York to be “attaqu’d by the French,” who of course would then treat “the English with worse than Turkish Cruelties.”5

True or not, the ambitions of James and his colonial agents triggered revolutionary upheavals on both sides of the Atlantic. The mother country led the way with the Glorious Revolution of 1688 by ousting an English Catholic, James, and allowing a Dutch Protestant, William, to mount a cross-channel invasion virtually unopposed. Here, faith was powerful enough to trump nation because it promised to deliver what politics could not: freedom. As one historian has put it, instead of the “poverty and slavery” of Catholicism, William gave the English “the priceless gifts of true religion, liberty, and prosperity.” Increase Mather had said something similar in his sermon upon the death of William in 1702. When “God made him our King,” Mather eulogized, “he was the great Instrument delivering us from popery and Slavery.”6

Inspired by the Glorious Revolution, the colonies followed suit with their own rebellions the following year. In Boston, where according to a bystander the people “did this day rise as one man,” Andros was ignominiously bundled up, imprisoned, and put on a boat back to England. In Maryland, long governed as a Catholic haven in America, Protestants—actually the majority—ousted their Catholic governors. And in New York, where many of the ruling elite were Catholic but the bulk of the population was Reformed or Anglican Protestant, Jacob Leisler—a fiery, ultraorthodox Calvinist who had recently helped resettle French Huguenots in the colony—mobilized widespread resentment of Catholics in New York and shaped it into an uprising that swept out the “Popish affected” authorities in the name of those “who would defend and Establish the true Religion.”7

KING WILLIAM’S WAR, a ragged, pointless affair, pitted the English and the Iroquois against the French and their own Indian allies, the Abenakis of present-day Maine. While brutal, the fighting was intermittent: long periods of uneasy calm would suddenly be punctuated by bursts of spectacular violence. Though they both scored notable victories, neither side acquitted itself particularly well. The French captured the colony of Newfoundland, constantly besieged the Maine coast, and destroyed the towns of Albany and Schenectady in New York and Salmon Falls in New Hampshire. For their part, the English successfully captured Port Royal, the main French base in Acadia (now Nova Scotia), and launched assaults on the main French towns of Montreal and Quebec. While the French fought their battles with regular troops sent from France, London left the colonies to fend—and fund—for themselves. The war was so damaging to the finances of Massachusetts that the colony became the first in North America to issue paper money, bills of credit that would be reimbursed after the imposition of higher taxes could make up for the shortfall.8

For the American colonists, King William’s War was first and foremost a struggle to resist the domination of Catholic New France. They accused the French not only of territorial ambition but also religious persecution. Giving the ancient anti-Semitic “Christ-killer” myth a New World twist, French Jesuit missionaries taught their aboriginal converts that the Virgin Mary was French and that Jesus had been crucified by the English. French troops paid special attention to symbols of religious authority, desecrating a Dutch Protestant church in their sack of Schenectady; assassinating the Protestant minister of York, Maine, on his own doorstep; and justifying their attack on another Maine town—which included the butchering of nearly a hundred noncombatants, children among them, as they tried to surrender—as a legitimate response to the Glorious Revolution. The French could not even be trusted to be French: Cotton Mather, for one, was disgusted that the attack on Salmon Falls, New Hampshire, was led by a profane, mongrel army of “half Indianized French and … half Frenchified Indians.” This was a terrible English nightmare come to life. But perhaps most startlingly, English soldiers and other men taken captive were brought north to Montreal, where Catholic nuns purchased them as indentured servants and prospective converts. Thus riled at these deliberate erasures of gendered norms and religious identity, colonial American soldiers purged their ranks of suspected Catholics and lashed out at symbols of French Catholicism. When they came upon the Roman Catholic church in Port Royal, for example, they embarked on the kind of iconoclastic spree not seen in England since the Civil War.9

These passions spun even more out of control and led to the war’s greatest tragedy. Even in the context of the times, the Salem witch trials of 1692 were an irrational, unjustified bout of social paranoia that resulted in the executions of twenty-one innocent people. Decades of sporadic but grisly fighting with Indians had induced something of a collective psychosis among New Englanders. The outbreak of King William’s War, which brought the scalping, torturing, and killing of entire villages, merely heightened these internal tensions. As the historian David Lovejoy has observed, by the early 1690s “it was time for some kind of reckoning between New Englanders and their God.” And unfortunately for the eccentrics of Salem, mostly women, the reckoning took the form of a ferocious witch-hunt. Witch-hunters pointed to the supposed partnership of witches with French Catholics and Indian devil-worshipers—not coincidentally, many of the accusers had been traumatized residents of villages destroyed by Indian attacks during King Philip’s and King William’s wars before they had moved to the relative safety of Salem.10

By 1697, with England and France and their respective allies exhausted in Europe, fighting in the desultory North American theater had ground to a halt. The resultant Treaty of Ryswick restored everything in North America—all territorial gains and losses—to their prewar status. England had prevailed from a European standpoint, but the terms of its victory—official French recognition of William III’s reign and the checking of Louis XIV’s bid for hegemony—were hardly adequate compensation for eight years of war.

Still, New Englanders took solace in the fact that their godly errand had been tested and confirmed. Ever eager to control the image of America, Cotton Mather used the horrific ordeal of Hannah Dustin to confirm English virtue and French and Indian blasphemies—and thus to sanctify an emerging national identity based on the twin pillars of Protestantism and liberty. Hannah Dustin had been captured by a raiding party of Abenakis in one of the war’s final acts, a 1697 raid on Haverhill, Massachusetts. While the rest of her family managed to flee to safety, Dustin and the midwife to her newborn baby were seized and taken 150 miles into the New England woods. Worried that the newborn’s cries would alert English rescue parties to their presence, the Abenakis—Catholic converts, no less—killed it on the spot by bashing its head against a tree. Dustin exacted her revenge one night at camp by stealing an Indian hatchet and killing—and scalping—ten of the twelve members of her host Abenaki family in their sleep. When she finally made it back to Massachusetts, the government not only paid her a bounty of £5 per scalp, it celebrated her as a true colonial heroine. Relying, by Mather’s account, on “the singular providence of God” and “nothing but fervent prayers to make their lives comfortable or tolerable,” and enduring the Abenakis’ religious taunting of her Puritan faith, Dustin’s escape was interpreted as a deliverance straight from God. In their attempts to desecrate Hannah Dustin’s virtue, the French Catholic Abenakis—whom Mather described variously as “raging dragons,” “idolaters,” and “savages”—had only confirmed it. Despite all its problems, God still smiled down upon the chosen people of New England.11

BRITAIN AND ITS American colonies had only a few years of respite before war with France, this time allied with Spain, broke out again. While the causes of Queen Anne’s War in Europe and North America were different, British aims were identical: preventing French dominance and ensuring British commercial expansion by preserving a balance of power. Waged between 1702 and 1713, Queen Anne’s War would prove to be even more frustrating, inconclusive, and unproductive than King William’s War. In a recurring pattern that would escalate and eventually spark a rebellion in 1775, London for the most part took its American colonies for granted. Only slowly did the priorities of British foreign policy become imperial as well as European—and even then, American objectives were often sacrificed in the name of European ambitions.12

Queen Anne’s War expanded the geographical scale of imperial warfare, engulfing New England and Canada in the north and Florida and Carolina in the south. Religion was not a cause but a condition that shaped the war’s contours and meaning; faith did not provide the spark that set war alight but the wood that fueled its burning. Foremost among the advocates for a robust colonial defense was the Reverend Solomon Stoddard, who feared another round of God’s tests at the hands of the heretical Catholic Antichrist. Through their actions, the French fanned the hysteria. They used Indian allies, of course, but more galling to Puritan sensibilities in New England was their high proportion of Catholic converts: to take one example, a combined force attacking Haverhill, Massachusetts, had three times as many Catholic Indians as Frenchmen. After the fall of Port Royal in 1710, Jesuit missionaries encouraged their Indian converts to live under British rule but sabotage it from within. And male British captives were once again humiliatingly paraded in the markets of Montreal, often purchased by nunneries and other Catholic holy orders. New Englanders railed at such apostasy and hoped this war, finally, would bring an end to the Catholic threat in New France. “There are terrible troubles and calamities hastening upon the World,” Samuel Clough declared in his wartime almanac, “which may be a means to bring on those Happy Times promised to the people of God, and to the Destruction of their Enemies.” The war with France, he believed, would “make way for the downfall of Popery.”13

Combatants in the south waged an especially intense holy war. Carolinian forces wreaked “horrifying carnage,” in the words of one historian, in targeting Franciscan missions in Spanish Florida. After having his eyes and tongue cut out and his ears cut off, one priest was burned alive while tied to the foot of a cross. Against such ferocity, many Indians fled their mission villages and defected to the marauding invaders from the British colony. Some tried to save themselves by renouncing Catholic baptism, the only Christianity they knew and a marker of their fealty to the Spanish, by crying, “Go away water! I am no Christian!” Though a Franciscan missionary presence would cling desperately to the Floridian swamps, Spanish Catholicism had nearly been wiped out.14

But as in King Philip’s and King William’s wars, to British sensibilities it was the Indians who committed the worst atrocities, particularly in their custom of carrying away captives, for ransom, slavery, or—worse still—assimilation. In Hannah Dustin’s ordeal, the Puritans had found a tale of courage and redemption. But in Queen Anne’s War, a 1704 raid on Deerfield, Massachusetts, undermined basic notions of good and evil, right and wrong. A redemption of sorts would come, but it would be spoiled by a maddening ambiguity. As the historian John Demos notes, the most important thing about Deerfield was that it resulted in an “unredeemed captive”—one who did not wish to return, who freely chose barbarism over civilization.15

Long a site of Indian attacks—it had been the scene of vicious fighting in King Philip’s War—the village of Deerfield was strategically located as the northernmost English settlement in the Connecticut River Valley. Close to the present-day border between Massachusetts and Vermont, in the early eighteenth century it sat alongside an unmarked frontier, perennially contested by English and French, Iroquois and Abenaki. As the home of the venerable Reverend John Williams, a noted divine in his own right but also related by marriage to the Mather clan, it was also one of the more famous of the Puritan villages. As such, Deerfield symbolized a blend of Protestant piety and territorial expansionism that represented to the French and Indians a particularly obnoxious English challenge—and a particularly enticing target. If their ultimate goal was to push the English back from the frontier, perhaps one day even off the continent itself, Deerfield was an excellent place to start. For these reasons, Reverend Williams had joined Reverend Stoddard in prodding the colonial authorities in Boston to strengthen the defenses of the Connecticut River Valley settlements.16

With these goals in mind, a war party of fifty French troops and two hundred Abenakis—most of them Catholic converts—crept into Deerfield on a cold, clear night toward the end of February 1704. Using the towering snowbanks that had imprudently been allowed to gather alongside the village’s fortified walls, a smaller party of French and Indian raiders climbed into Deerfield and opened the main gate to let the rest inside. The night watchman had fallen asleep and did not awake until the gate had been opened. The villagers had little chance against such a perfect surprise attack, and the invaders had little trouble in utterly destroying Deerfield. Fifty-three villagers died; another 111 were force-marched into the wilderness, destined for sale in Montreal or a new life among the Indians. Either way, they faced the pressures of conversion from Jesuit priests. Among the captives were several members of the Williams family, including the Reverend John, his wife, and those children not already killed in the raid. Mrs. Williams died shortly afterward.17

After Massachusetts paid a ransom, the Reverend Williams returned from his Indian captivity in November 1706, nearly three years after being seized. As Mary Rowlandson had done following her captivity during King Philip’s War, Williams wrote a captivity narrative—colonial America’s singular contribution to the genres of Western literature—about his ordeal. As would be expected from a Puritan divine, Williams’s account was heavily informed by Calvinist notions of piety, grace, suffering, and ultimate redemption. It was also predictably infused with fear and loathing for the French and Indians, who had not only destroyed his home, his church, and his village, but who had also, in the isolated wilderness, tried to steal his faith. Even worse than the Indians, who could not really be expected to know any better, was the power behind them: Catholic Quebec. The French represented the worst sort of threat to the New England soul—autocratic, superstitious, corrupt, venal—and intended to conquer Protestant, English America. Williams’s account of his family’s ordeal, entitled The Redeemed Captive, sounded the alarm.18

Though Williams and dozens of other Deerfielders were freed, one of the captives chose to remain: Reverend Williams’s daughter, Eunice. For her, life was no longer Puritan, or even English: she had assimilated fully to Abenaki ways, would take an Abenaki husband, and bear Abenaki children. She would even renounce her godly ways and embrace instead the Catholic faith. She was the “unredeemed captive,” a living embodiment of Cotton Mather’s nightmare of assimilation and miscegenation. If little Eunice Williams, who from both her parents was made of the very flesh and blood of New England Puritanism, could lose her way, what did that say of the Puritan errand into the wilderness? Of its ability to resist Indian paganism? Or of its strength against Catholic heresy and tyranny? Such agonizing questions bedeviled the New England mind and elicited a redoubled resolve. After his release, Reverend Williams delivered a sermon to the Massachusetts General Assembly exhorting the politicians to mount a new offensive against the French. Little would actually come of Queen Anne’s War, but not for a want of effort among the Protestant British colonists.19

WHILE THE TREATY of Utrecht brought the War of the Spanish Succession and its colonial theater to an end in 1713, true peace eluded the people of North America. In fact, over the next fifteen years the British colonists would fight several wars with the French, Spanish, and their Indian allies, wars that were fueled by religious fear, difference, and grievance. While religious strife was waning in Europe, the continuation of sectarian violence in North America reflected its more pervasive and permissive colonial condition.

War continued to set the southern hinterland alight, with British Protestants fighting Catholic Spanish and their pagan Indian allies, the Yamasees. War continued in the north, too, with the usual sites playing host to the usual contests. French and Abenakis fought the British from western Massachusetts to the coast of Maine. Among British colonists, the war was known by two different names, both for the regional villain and alleged instigator of the war: in the west, colonists called it Grey Lock’s War, named for an enemy Indian chief; in the east, where much more fighting occurred, it was known as Father Rale’s War, after a Jesuit missionary who lived among the Abenakis and stirred them to resist British encroachments.20

There was some truth to this. Rale was a true believer “steeped,” a sympathetic historian notes, “equally in French nationalism, personal piety, and deep interest in the spiritual foundations of apostolic work.” So steeped was Rale in his role as apostle to the Indians that he assimilated to Abenaki life—to the British colonists, an unthinkable act of cultural treason. “We must indeed conform to their manners and customs,” Rale once wrote, “so as to deserve their confidence and win them to Christ.” Fears of Indians partnering the French to wipe out the British rushed back to the surface of colonial America’s fervid imagination. Sporadic Indian raids culminated in several major attacks through the summer of 1723 to the following spring; one celebrated incident saw the Reverend Joseph Willard, a product of Yale, killed in an ambush near Rutland, in central Massachusetts. Further west, Grey Lock led a series of bloody raids against the towns of the Connecticut River Valley. Besieged on two fronts, Massachusetts decided once and for all to rid itself of the Catholic threat in its midst. In the west, the colonists built a series of fortifications to keep Grey Lock and his warriors at bay. In the east, a group of over two hundred militiamen sailed up the Atlantic coast to the Abenaki village of Norridgewock, in Maine. Easily overcoming its meager defenses, the New Englanders cleared the village, set upon the Catholic church and destroyed its altar and icons, and then killed and scalped Father Rale himself. In this, as on most occasions, Cotton Mather had the last word: “The Barbarous and Perfidious Indians in our Eastern Country, being Moved by the Instigation of the Devil and Father Rallee; have begun Hostilities upon us. They did it, when the French Hopes of a Fatal Revolution on the British Empire, deceived them. And it was not long before the Hairy Scalp of that Head in the House of the Wicked, paid for what Hand he had in the Rebellion, into which he Infuriated his Proselytes.”21

WARS WOULD UNFOLD, and as they did the colonists would interpret their meaning largely through a lens crafted by two remarkable Protestant ministers who together brought about a series of intercolonial revivals in the 1730s and ’40s that historians have since called the Great Awakening. The era’s key religious figures, the intellectual theologian Jonathan Edwards and the emotional evangelist George Whitefield, were both revivalists and anti-Catholic activists. Their anti-Catholicism led them to champion the cause of what the historian Thomas Kidd calls “the Protestant interest,” an international endeavor, with global connections and worldwide implications, to advance the cause of Protestantism. The Great Awakening, their awesome religious mass movement that would have tremendous political and social consequences, was part of this campaign to advance the cause of the Protestant interest.22

Edwards, a descendant of a venerable Puritan family in the Connecticut River Valley who could trace their roots to the Winthrop, Mather, and Hooker families, was a complex man and an unlikely pioneer of evangelical revivalism. Although emotive, he was not a “noisy” preacher, a contemporary noted, but “grave, sentimental, searching, and pungent.” He was a strict Calvinist who sought to reinvest the ritualistic doctrine of predestination with meaning. He was also a staunch defender of hierarchy, tradition, and experience—a most unlikely disposition for a revivalist whose followers imbibed, quite understandably, a more informal, individualistic, and accessible faith. Above all, he was an intellectual, a serious theologian who also based his biblical exegeses upon the rigorous scientific logic of Isaac Newton and John Locke. Yet he also prioritized emotion, especially the importance of the conversion experience—what we would today refer to as being “born again”—although he still held fast to the traditional Puritan beliefs in the elect and a covenant of grace. He had his own conversion experience as a student at Yale, recalling that “there came into my soul, and was as it were diffused through it, a sense of the glory of the divine being.” He emphasized morality and piety in equal measure. He warned of eternal damnation for those who rejected God’s law on earth but stressed that salvation was possible for all. Edwards, then, spoke to the heart as well as the head. And in him, American religion had its first great innovator of evangelicalism.23

From childhood, Edwards learned other core values that he would maintain for the rest of his life. As a Calvinist and English Protestant, he learned that the world played host to a struggle between God’s chosen people and their enemies, Catholics and pagans. The Vatican, he believed, was nothing more than a base for the Antichrist. Though he was a great proponent of missions to convert the Indians to Christianity and believed that individually they were as capable of receiving God’s grace as anyone else, he also distrusted the political intentions of Indian tribes. The wars that would devastate the colonial frontier on which Edwards was raised—especially the Indian raid on Deerfield that tore apart his extended family—impressed upon him the fragility and resilience of Protestant colonial society and the untrustworthiness of Indians. And with a father who had served as a chaplain to troops in Queen Anne’s War and an uncle who was a career military officer and commander of New England’s frontier defenses in King George’s War, he also learned the value of patriotism, military preparedness, and the importance of armed strength. For Edwards, everything, war included, was part of God’s plan; politicians and the military were but servants to God’s will. “ ’Tis God, and he only, that determines the event of war and gives the victory,” Edwards later preached during King George’s War. On another occasion, he proclaimed that the “affair of war is one of the most important of all the affairs of the universe: the state of the world of mankind principally depends on it.” As his biographer George Marsden puts it, Edwards believed that “Christ used human military forces as (sometimes unwitting) agents of his justice.”24

Whitefield could not have been more different. Though their theology was similar, Edwards and Whitefield differed remarkably in preaching style and tone. Unlike Edwards—indeed, unlike most other ministers—Whitefield spoke without notes. And unlike Edwards, Whitefield’s delivery was very emotional, even melodramatic. He would often weep during his sermons, and just as often he would move his audience to weep with him. He would adopt a tone of voice that suited the moment, and even do dramatic impressions of Satan and Jesus. While Edwards was most comfortable behind a pulpit and in front of a church congregation, Whitefield preferred to speak to thousands—sometimes tens of thousands—in the open air. He was, in other words, not just a preacher, but an actor; not necessarily insincere, but a showman whose theatrics were as much a part of God’s message as the words themselves. While the intense Edwards produced emotion from logical argumentation, Whitefield used ostentatious displays of emotion, making him an equally important pioneer of American evangelicalism.25

Whitefield was also a believer in the international Protestant interest. He had, in fact, little choice: as an Englishman who launched several wildly popular tours of the American colonies, Whitefield was the Protestant interest. Perhaps even more than Edwards, Whitefield was motivated by a defensive mentality that saw Roman Catholicism as the root of all evil. Whereas Catholicism was authoritarian, Protestantism was decentralized, libertarian, run mostly by the people themselves, and thus the source of Britain’s unique political and religious freedom. “I hope I shall always think it my bounded duty,” Whitefield declared in one sermon, “to exhort my hearers to exert themselves against the first approaches of Popish tyranny and arbitrary power.”26

Edwards and Whitefield’s preaching touched off the Great Awakening. Usually led by emotional preachers loudly, extravagantly, and theatrically proclaiming that everyone was a sinner at heart and that only Jesus could save one’s soul from the torments of eternal damnation, religious revivals often grew out of one particular church to spread across a region and gather souls into the denomination leading the revival. People whose faith had lapsed, or who had never had any to begin with, were brought into the church with enthusiastic joy. They had, truly for the first time in their lives, been brought to Christ. Such awakenings, as revivals were often called, were nothing new on the American religious landscape, and had with some regularity consumed the colonies, especially parts of New England, since the middle of the seventeenth century. But the Great Awakening represented something different altogether. If revivals themselves were nothing new, a series of overlapping, concurrent revivals, across the colonies from New England to Georgia, was. Newer still was the unprecedented interdependence of the revivals—no longer parochial affairs that affected the life of part of a single colony, the revivals of the Great Awakening were coordinated using the emerging phenomenon of the religious celebrity and the innovative use of printed media. Rather than a spontaneous surge of widespread piety, the Great Awakening was crafted, nurtured—“invented,” in the words of one historian—into the first intercolonial mass movement. All this was novel, and it helped create a newly emerging colonial identity—“American” for lack of a better word, though the colonists still very much thought of themselves as British subjects—and sense of colonial solidarity. Moreover, the Great Awakening was not simply a colonial affair: it was transatlantic, international, and bound the Protestant interest closer together than ever before.27

Yet politically, from the 1740s on the Great Awakening would also have a tremendously divisive effect. Its main theological innovation was to spread the notion of individual salvation to a wide audience. Established churches shook to their very foundations at such an individualistic—some would say democratic—spirituality, for it threatened to put them out of touch with churchgoing people. The doctrinal divisions within denominations between New Lights and Old Lights—or New Sides and Old Sides to Presbyterians—pitted radicals who supported the awakenings and their mass rallies promoting a doctrine of easily accessible faith, against conservatives who cherished the stately traditions of the established church. Edwards, with his deference to traditional conduct and elite authority, was thus a most unlikely revivalist. Official, government-supported churches, such as the Anglicans of Virginia or the Congregationalists of Connecticut, were especially critical of the Great Awakening’s disruptive revivalism because it sapped the stately, established churches of their power as well as their congregants, and more informal denominations, such as the Baptists, benefited at their expense.

For the time being, the implications of the new egalitarianism were as fleeting as they were unsettling. Revivalism undermined traditional sources of social authority even as the broad scope of the awakenings kindled a new social and cultural solidarity across colonial lines. But British society—including colonial British society—was still tremendously deferential to hierarchy and rank, and colonists still looked for guidance and example to the mother country first before they did to one another. Still, the Great Awakening built upon a newly emerging American version of a much older English worldview: hostile to external sources of concentrated power, fiercely protective of individual liberties, grounded in an exceptionalist belief that nowhere else did such freedoms exist, and driven by an unbending, crusading sense of righteous morality. Though relatively diffuse for now, these aspects of the American worldview would bond tightly together through two major wars: for empire in the 1750s and for independence in the 1770s.

THE GREAT AWAKENING coincided with another, equally familiar, mass movement: war. Conflict among the European powers erupted yet again, yet again it embroiled the North American colonies, and yet again it quickly assumed a faith-based crusading zeal to purge the colonies of spiritual corruption and contamination. Known to the American colonists as King George’s War, the conflict pitted Britain and its colonies against Spain in 1739, then also against France in 1744; it did not end until 1748.28

In this renewed battle with Roman Catholic tyranny—the first time authorities in London referred to the colonists collectively as “Americans”—the southern colonists had a particular grievance. Franciscan missions in Florida were sheltering Yamasee Indians—converts to Catholicism, no less—and encouraging African slaves in South Carolina to flee south to St. Augustine, into the arms of Spanish protection. The slaves of course needed little additional encouragement beyond freedom. But many had come from parts of West Africa that had already been converted to Catholicism by the Portuguese in the fifteenth century, and in St. Augustine they could pray freely in a Catholic church. As galling as this irony was to the British Protestant self-image as the defender of liberty, it paled in comparison to the raids that freed slaves and Spanish troops had jointly carried out against South Carolina throughout the 1730s. Yet worse was still to come. Almost exactly as war with Spain was declared in the fall of 1739, British North America’s first major slave uprising erupted in South Carolina. The Stono Rebellion—named for its location along the Stono River south of Charleston—threatened South Carolina’s political stability and social fabric. Though the rebellion was swiftly repressed, the South Carolinians suspected it would not be the last attempt by an unholy alliance of Spanish and black Catholics to upend British colonial life. Given that many of the rebellious slaves were African Catholics who had been converted by the Portuguese, the colonists fears were not entirely unreasonable. South Carolina’s Anglican hierarchy moved to contain the religious security threat from within by converting Catholic slaves to Protestantism. Yet the irony of their slaves embracing Catholicism as a religion of liberation seems to have escaped South Carolina’s planters.29

In 1744, North American imperial politics took on a familiar look with the outbreak of another war between New France and New England. And again, for the American colonists it was in large part a religious war. The clergy had always used religion to propel popular enthusiasm for war, either by sanctifying the righteousness of the British cause or demonizing the motives of papist and pagan enemies, but rarely had it been as coordinated on such a wide scale. Broadly symbolic but relatively anodyne measures, such as public fast days, suited a wide spectrum of people, from the passionately devout to the agnostic deists. Others took a harder line, believing that French ambitions heralded the apocalypse because they were merely the tools of the Antichrist in its bid for world domination. This hard line transcended intra-Protestant divisions in the colonies. New Lights and Old Lights in Connecticut, for example, could agree on attacking French Catholics even when they failed to find any common ground on tenets of their shared Protestant faith. Characteristically, Edwards promoted this more rigorous worldview. Church and colony, faith and nation, he believed, would best march forward together. The advance of religion would come through politics, and few political causes were as glorious as an advance on a Catholic stronghold like New France. Mobilization for victory in King George’s War, Edwards hoped, might even sustain the Great Awakening’s waning revivalist fervor. Surely it meant something that Whitefield returned to the colonies, for the first time in several years, just as war was breaking out.30

Edwards’s grand vision of war and revival as complementary struggles dovetailed perfectly with that of the colonial leadership. Many of the strategists in charge of the war were themselves deeply pious, and their religious backgrounds strongly influenced the way they prepared for war. The Puritan grandee John Stoddard, Jonathan Edwards’s uncle and patron, had survived the 1704 raid on Deerfield and was now in charge of New England’s defenses. In keeping with the political views of his father, the Reverend Solomon Stoddard, Colonel John Stoddard advised a combined policy of strong defensive fortifications along the French and Indian frontiers to the north and west and strong offensive operations against New France. Stoddard hoped and planned, though in vain, that colonial forces could capture Montreal. Like many New Englanders, he did not trust the French—frustrating negotiations with Jesuit priests and Quebec’s colonial officials over the fate of the unredeemed Eunice Williams had ensured his mistrust. Nor did he entirely trust the Indians, even those who were allied to the British. Others, such as Sir William Pepperrell, another evangelical admirer of Edwards and Whitefield, and Roger Wolcott, a militia commander and orthodox Puritan, led the colonial charge against the mighty French fortress of Louisbourg.31

Pepperrell, in fact, consulted closely with Whitefield about the expedition, a remarkable fact that reflects its amateurish implausibility and godly pretensions. And Whitefield did even more. In February 1745, he surveyed a crowd of over 3,500 amateur militiamen from Massachusetts and Connecticut gathered alongside the docks of Boston Harbor. The soldiers waited to board ships that would take them north to Louisbourg; Whitefield’s dockside sermon would bless their dangerous mission. Finding the Protestant militiamen “stirred up to God” and eager to fight the French papists, Whitefield did not disappoint. Drawing on the biblical tale of David and Goliath, he promised his listeners that like David they would prevail against the odds if they remained true to their faith. He then exhorted them with a prayer to God to “give us Cape Briton. Lord prepare us either for Victory or defeat. But if it be thy will grant it may be a Garrison for Protestants and thy dear Children who will worship thee in spirit and in truth!” Whitefield finished with a blessing of the expedition’s flag and the pronouncement of its official motto: “No need to fear with Christ as our leader.” The expedition, wrote one historian, had assumed “the air of a crusade.”32

Apparently God did favor the American colonists. Despite tackling the most formidable military installation in North America that contained the battle-hardened troops of the most potent military power on earth, the Americans stunned the world—including their own government in London—by taking Louisbourg after a relatively brief siege in the spring of 1745. The British colonies erupted in joyful celebration, and a rare unanimity brought New Lights and Old Lights together. Gilbert Tennent, a Presbyterian revivalist from New Jersey, exclaimed that the victory at Louisbourg preserved “our civil and religious liberties” from an enemy “who unweariedly labours to rob us of our civil and religious Liberties, and brings us into the most wretched vassalage to arbitrary Power and Church Tyranny.” Thomas Prince, a New England revivalist, preached that the colonists fought not merely for land and glory, but for a political and religious ideal that resisted “the absolute, hereditary, and unalienable Right of Kings,” against “Papists” who would “rule arbitrarily, illegally, tyrannically, and cruelly.” But the reflected glory of Protestantism’s great military victory did not belong to any one faction. Charles Chauncy, the minister at Boston’s First Church and a major Old Light opponent of the Great Awakening, celebrated the colonists’ triumph over the French “Antichrist” and the Catholic “Man of Sin, that Son of Perdition.” Only Louisbourg, it seemed, could heal America’s religious wounds.33

“God gave [Louisbourg] into our hands,” Edwards wrote. Victory was “a dispensation of providence, the most remarkable in its kind, that has been in many ages, and a great evidence of God’s being one that hears prayer.” But the war continued, and so more than two years later, in December 1747, another architect of the colonial war, Benjamin Franklin of Philadelphia, also found himself relying on the grace of God. Although they possessed starkly different religious beliefs, the evangelical Whitefield of the Great Awakening and the rational scientist Franklin of the Enlightenment were friends and collaborators. Franklin’s key business was publishing, and few authors on either side of the Atlantic could sell as many pamphlets as Whitefield. Perhaps this was why Franklin, who feared the Spanish and especially the French but who faced considerable opposition to the war from Pennsylvania’s ruling class of pacifist Quakers, turned to religion to stimulate voluntary militia recruitment. Drawing on his upbringing in Puritan Boston, where such events were regular, Franklin proposed Pennsylvania’s first ever official day of thanksgiving to support the war. “Calling in the Aid of Religion,” Franklin later wrote in the pages of his Autobiography, “I propos’d … the Proclaiming a Fast, to promote Reformation, and implore the Blessing of Heaven on our Undertaking.” He also worked closely with another evangelical revivalist, the Presbyterian Gilbert Tennent, to drum up support for a militia among Pennsylvania’s large population of Scotch-Irish. To appease the Quakers, Franklin called for conscientious objectors to be protected by law. By combining such faith-based initiatives with appeals to the colonists’ more secular interests, Franklin built more than enough popular support for a militia, which eventually had more than ten thousand men under arms—no small feat for a distant, provincial outpost of the British Empire.34

The North American theater came to a close in 1748 in an unequivocal British victory. Edwards, Whitefield, and Franklin had prevailed. Yet when Britain and France made peace in 1748 and drew King George’s War to a close, British negotiators thought it better to placate the infuriated French and return Louisbourg at the bargaining table in exchange for the French returning their capture of Madras, an important port in India. While the relinquishing of Louisbourg was unpopular in Britain, Americans were completely dumbfounded. Had they not proved their worth? Had they not sacrificed, in lives and money—both in relatively short supply—for the imperial cause? Edwards, of course, could fall back on a Calvinist providentialism that could explain everything by fitting it into the infinitely wise, mysterious, and unknowable plans of the Almighty. But most others were not as sanguine. Though it was still far too early for the American colonists to think of themselves as a nation apart from Great Britain, it was becoming increasingly clear that their interests were not always the same as the mother country’s. Among the Americans, new doubts arose over the willingness of kings and queens—the very monarchs in whose names the colonists fought and died in three imperial wars since 1689—to safeguard their sacred rights and freedoms. If they still fought to safeguard Protestant liberty in the world, they now began adding republicanism to the mix.35

EVEN AT THE TIME, people sensed that the boom-bust cycle of Anglo-French warfare that had begun in 1689 would continue to grow until it had consumed Europe’s New World colonies. Before, the British competed with the French for land and resources; by the outbreak of the last and grandest of these wars, in 1754, many feared that the competition was for survival itself. The population and prosperity of the British colonies continued to expand rapidly. Logically enough, this economic and demographic boom drove a new wave of territorial expansionism into the fertile valleys beyond the Appalachian mountains that up to this point had served as the colonies’ natural western border. But the French population and economy grew, too, albeit at a smaller rate and with a lower overall result, and with them grew French ambitions for the same land in the Ohio Valley coveted by British colonists. Both peoples felt they must expand or expire; neither could live in harmony under the threat of domination by the other.

These strategic maneuverings triggered the Seven Years’ War, a titanic struggle for imperial supremacy that spilled over into new sites of contest, such as West Africa and the Philippines, in addition to the more traditional theaters of Europe and the Caribbean. Alternately dubbed “the great war for empire” and the “first world war,” the British colonists in North America simply called it the French and Indian War, as if to say that the scope of previous colonial wars, which had also pitted them against varying combinations of French and Indians, paled in comparison to the events of 1754–1763. American colonists and British redcoats fought an unholy alliance of French, Indian, and Spanish enemies across the continent and beyond, from Quebec in the north to Havana in the south. Like previous European great power wars, the Seven Years’ War had a North American theater that was separate from, yet also connected to, other theaters, particularly in Europe and the Caribbean. And like other imperial wars, the fighting actually began in the American colonies as British, French, and Indians vied for control of strategically and economically valuable land. The only main difference was that the contest had shifted westward. Though fighting would again envelop New England, New York, and Nova Scotia, the fulcrum of war would now be found in the Ohio River Valley.36

The Seven Years’ War stimulated colonial religion, reviving passions of the Great Awakening that had subsided for a decade or more. The war also politicized the population, especially the most religious people in society, the clergy, who now found themselves pressed into service of the state. Women, also among the most faithfully pious of people, similarly became politicized and actively supportive of the war as colonial religion itself mobilized. The effect was symbiotic, as religious colonists rallied with near unanimity in support of the British cause. Even the pacifistic Moravians of Pennsylvania built armed forts and garrisoned them with men prepared to fight. In 1755, when Pennsylvania’s Quaker-dominated assembly proved unwilling to prosecute the conflict growing on its western frontier, its people, led by Benjamin Franklin, summarily replaced it and prepared for war anyway. (Nonetheless, on behalf of the Quakers Franklin also pushed through tougher legal guarantees for religious conscientious objectors. Franklin not only recognized that compelling Quakers to fight was politically unwise in Pennsylvania, he also believed that “due Regard might be had to scrupulous and tender Consciences.”)37

Quakers aside, the colonists fervently believed that the cause they supported could not be more necessary or more glorious. The rivalry, at least to the American colonists, between British Protestant liberty and French Catholic tyranny had never subsided. Peaceful periods in between their monarchs’ earlier colonial wars had only brought pause and respite, not a permanent end to hostilities. “The prejudice of their religion,” warned the Reverend Isaac Stiles of New Haven, made the French “mortally to hate us, and seek our overthrow.” Similar fears pervaded Protestant communities from New England to New York and south to Virginia. New France already extended across the vast stretches of land north of the St. Lawrence River and Great Lakes (what are now the Canadian provinces of Ontario and Quebec), and with its port of New Orleans the French also controlled the strategically and economically vital mouth of the Mississippi River. Should the two territories ever link up—as they would if the French gained control of the Ohio Valley and adjacent lands—the British colonies would be encircled, unable to expand, and vulnerable to French advances. The Reverend Aaron Burr Sr.—founder of Princeton University and father of a future vice president—painted a grim picture of the colonists’ possible fate: “Our Sea-port Towns sack’d, and land in Ashes!—Our Country ravaged! our Houses plunder’d! Our Wives and Daughters delivered to the Lusts and Fury of a lawless Soldiery!—Our helpless Babes dashed against the Stones!”38

Naturally, such hysteria both produced and reflected an intensified resurgence of anti-Catholicism that couched the war not as a contest between the competing land claims of two European empires but as a moral struggle between the darkness of Catholic tyranny and the virtuous light of Protestant liberty. As the visionaries and prophets of the Protestant interest, the colonial clergy played an inordinately important role in mobilizing and maintaining popular support for the colonial cause. And the people responded, filling churches to capacity and widely observing fast days of thanksgiving. Because Protestantism was widely regarded as the original source of political liberty and economic prosperity, it could provide an ideological glue to bind together disparate colonies with different interests. “Should we succeed,” declared William Hobby in 1758, “then our Liberty, Property, Life & Religion are continued.” But should they falter, “farewell Liberty: Now to be exchanged for slavery! Farewell Property! Nothing hence to be called our own. Farewell Religion; the Sun sets upon the Sanctuary; which is left dark and desolate!”39

If they remained faithful, the preachers generally proclaimed, the American colonists could expect protection from God’s providence. They should resist but not hate their French and Indian enemies, said Joseph Parsons, a minister from Bradford, Massachusetts, because their enemies were but God’s way of testing his chosen people. Such a classically Calvinist theme—adversity as a godly test that his people must simply endure—enabled the colonists to persevere through the war’s difficult initial years with their self-confidence still intact. Clergy also used lessons from the Bible to frighten their listeners into line. Using the biblical example of the city of Nineveh, which God destroyed in the Book of Jonah for the sinful, unrepentant pride of its people, the Reverend Joseph Lathrop of West Springfield foresaw destruction and ruin for the people of New England if they did not recognize their inherent sinfulness and utter helplessness in the face of God’s power. But if they renewed their true Christian—that is, Protestant—faith, Nineveh’s fate would befall the French, not the British, and the godly would emerge stronger than ever. When British soldiers and the colonial militia stumbled, as they did early on in the war, it was simply God’s way of punishing his people for their sins and warning them to repent. “God hath awfully rebuked us,” Jonathan Edwards noted quietly on hearing word of a defeat. The New Light Gilbert Tennent preached a similar message in Pennsylvania. But it was also a warning that, when heeded, would ensure future glory and victory.40

Future glory and victory that would be Christ’s as well as his people’s—little wonder that many colonists interpreted the war and its outcome in millennial terms. With an almost biblical rhythm, the cycle of wars between French Catholics and British Protestants seemed to be reaching its conclusion in this, an imperial war to end all wars. The final, climactic battle with the Antichrist—coinciding, amazingly enough, with a rare New England earthquake—could only portend the end of days. At the time, most colonists believed to some degree in postmillennialism, which took the Book of Revelation to mean that it was up to people on earth to prepare the way for Christ’s triumphal return and his thousand-year reign of peace. Slaying the Antichrist, embodied by the French, would be an important step. So too would ensuring the survival and spread of Protestant liberty that would follow the conquest of the French. Edwards could be so confident in the face of military disaster precisely because of his postmillennial beliefs.41

George Whitefield also supported the war. From his home in England, Whitefield worked with the government to build support for the war among all Britons, but especially the American colonists. To Whitefield, such efforts on behalf of the British cause and the Protestant interest came naturally. In a bestselling 1756 sermon, he charged that the French intended to invade and occupy the colonies so they could impose their autocratic political and religious system devised by Rome. “O America,” he lamented, “how near dost thou lie upon my heart! GOD preserve it from popish tyranny and arbitrary power!” Whitefield urged colonists of all religious persuasions to support the war effort. The arguments of pacifists, in particular, had no moral standing because France had initiated the conflict under the most spurious and dishonorable circumstances in order to dominate the colonies’ western edge and, eventually, the colonies themselves. Those pacifists, such as the Quakers, who still refused to support a necessary and eminently just war would suffer the “curse of Meroz,” a biblical tale (Judges 5:23) of cowardly villagers whom God punished for their refusal to fight in defense of Israel. The curse had long been a staple of colonial Calvinism, a favorite scare tactic of Puritan divines such as Thomas Hooker and more recently a rhetorical device used by Jonathan Edwards to attack the Old Lights during the Great Awakening. Colonial clergy followed Whitefield’s lead and the “curse of Meroz” became a common way to marginalize the war’s dissenters.42

Millennialism and anti-Catholicism were nothing new in American theology, but republicanism was. Building on the disquiet following King George’s War, for the first time since the English Civil War a century earlier the colonists began contemplating life without a king. At least, they began to equate, albeit abstractly, the arbitrary tyrannical rule of Catholicism with that of monarchs in general. Whitefield, a monarchist, may not have meant to include British kings in his charges against “arbitrary power,” but in theory it could certainly apply—after all, few political orders are as arbitrary as those vesting concentrated monarchical power in the hands of a single individual who derives his authority solely through hereditary rule. So when the colonists rallied to fight arbitrary power in the name of individual liberty—not coincidentally, the same rallying call of the Great Awakening—it was only the immediate crisis that averted their gaze from London. And as the historian Mark Noll points out, the new mood was not merely found among the usual suspects of the Calvinist New England clergy. Christian republicanism could now be detected throughout the colonies, including in the habitually Anglican—and thus instinctively monarchical—confines of Virginia. Indeed, what was so powerful about these beliefs was their conflation of religious and political millennialism: final victory over the French and Indians would usher forth a new, uniquely free era of civil and religious liberty.43

As chaplains, now more widespread and integrated into the armed forces than at any other time in colonial history, the clergy also accompanied the militias into the field. Regular soldiers imported directly from Britain were less moved by the motivating power of faith, with the colonial militia clergy often outnumbering chaplains to the redcoats by a ratio of fourteen to one. Drawing upon the widely disseminated doctrines of Calvinism, chaplains could base everything on God’s design—and upon it, they could steel resolve, explain away defeat, and foresee glory in a way no others could. The vast majority of colonial militia members were not trained, professional soldiers, but irregular reservists who fought only upon the outbreak of war. Thus while they were there as counselors and confidants, their most important function was to deliver stirring sermons to rally the frightened, often wavering citizen soldiers of the militia into battle. War was evil, the Reverend James Beebe of Woodbridge, Connecticut, preached to a group of soldiers before battle, but against the “outrages of the barbarians and the cruel laws of violence,” it was at times “necessary in a Christian state and allowable by the laws of Christianity.” War was hell, Beebe warned, and would consume the fainthearted and irresolute who did not put their complete trust in God: “And you my brethren may be called to look upon your enemies in the face. When their glittering armor and burnished shields may even dazzle your eyes. You may see the battle set in array and be called upon to face your enemies front to front.” In the midst of such carnage, only “the truly spiritual soldier will be able to bear up under all the hardships … with an unbroken and steady mind.”44

In addition to rallying troops to battle, religion could also provide justification for outrageous acts of war that we would now call ethnic cleansing. In the case of the Acadians, a French Catholic people living in the British colony of Nova Scotia, perceptions of threat collided with religious prejudice and fear to produce draconian war measures. Nova Scotia had been a French colony, Acadia, until its conquest by the British in Queen Anne’s War. But while the British had little trouble conquering Acadia, it had immense difficulties in both subjugating the Acadians and persuading Britons to settle there. British authorities presented an ultimatum to the Acadians—pledge allegiance to the British king or be exiled from your homes and land—several times between 1713 and 1754, but to no avail: the Acadians would not relent and the British did not have the stomach to enact a policy of forced migration. But the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War changed the dynamic of the Acadians’ situation, and in the process hardened British attitudes. Already hostile to Roman Catholics, the British came to fear the special role Catholicism played in Acadian life despite the fact that few Catholic priests remained in Nova Scotia to provide for the spiritual needs of its French people. From this, the unusually cohesive Acadian people came to be seen as a security threat, a fifth column that would ally with the local Mi’kmaq Indians who were already implacably hostile to British claims to the land. In the years shortly before the war, the British had begun a policy of settling “foreign Protestants,” initially in the village of Lunenburg, as a way to gain social and cultural control of the colony. The American colonists began agitating for sterner measures—pamphleteers in Boston shrilly warned that tolerating the presence of an Acadian enemy within would enable French papists to stab British Protestants in the back—which coincided with a new resolve of the authorities in Halifax. In 1755, the year of several British defeats, the Acadians were presented with another ultimatum. This time, those who refused were packed on British ships and forcibly moved to other parts of the British Empire.45

The expulsion of the Acadians in the years following 1755 perfectly captures the diverging fates of North American Catholicism and Protestantism that resulted from the Seven Years’ War. For this conflict, more than any, was a battle to determine the religious complexion—and with it the political and economic character—of an entire continent. In 1762, Spain intervened on the side of the French. British forces seized the opportunity to attack their new Spanish enemy, weak and indecisive, and quickly mounted an expedition against Havana, the important Cuban port. Their ranks were swelled with thousands of enthusiastic volunteers from traditionally anti-Catholic New England, long accustomed to fighting papists and Indians on behalf of the British crown. Spanish belligerency also brought Florida into the war, where British victory brought an effective end to Floridian Catholicism until its Cuban renewal in the twentieth century.46

Naturally, the war had a more positive effect on colonial Protestantism by acting as a spur to social cohesion and religious endeavor. Frontier Indian missions in New England, New York, and elsewhere that had floundered at the onset of war, forgotten by all but their most dedicated participants, rejuvenated in the wake of the Protestant triumph. Piety among the colonists also revived. The Great Awakening’s exhaustingly intense revivalism, impossible to sustain beyond a few years, was reawakened in service to the war effort, and became more broadly popular as it became more avowedly political and nationalistic. In responding to the unrelenting ideological demands of the war, the colonial clergy enhanced, entwined, and then entrenched the meaning of colonial identity, Protestant exceptionalism, and millennial expectation more than even the Great Awakening itself ever did. The war also spread the boundaries of colonial religion by merging its interests—especially frontier defense—with those of the state.47

After a wobbly start, the war resulted in a complete British, Protestant victory. In succeeding years, important French and Spanish imperial cities fell into British hands: Louisbourg (again) in 1758, Quebec in 1759, Montreal in 1760, Havana and Manila in 1762. Neither Paris nor Madrid could afford to suffer any further losses like these, and in 1763 they sued for peace. The settlement ended the imperial French influence in North America, which to many American colonists seemed to herald the end of the French presence itself despite the thousands of Québécois now living under British rule.

The French defeated once and for all, their Indian allies humbled and prone to British domination, the Spanish humiliated on the southern fringes of Britain’s North American empire—no wonder colonists from Maine to Georgia looked upon victory in the Seven Years’ War as the greatest event of their lifetimes, the dawn of an era of permanent peace and prosperity. And as usual, the clergy rose with a rare ecumenical unity to provide spiritual meaning for the imperial grandeur. Having emerged from a “State of War,” Izrahiah Wetmore, a Congregational minister from Stratford, Connecticut, thanked “Providence” and “the great God of his infinite Goodness and Mercy” for rewarding the godly for their fidelity during a time of testing. But to others, victory meant something more: everywhere they looked, people of God pointed to the very earthly progress that seemed to follow victory. The Seven Years’ War had won the American colonists a permanent freedom in all aspects of life, a freedom whose component parts were now indivisible and indissoluble. “Methinks I see Towns enlarged, Settlements increased, and this howling Wilderness become a fruitful Field, which the Lord hath blessed,” preached Congregational minister Eli Forbes as early as 1760; “and to complete the Scene, I see Churches rise out of the Superstitions of Roman Bigotry.” No less fulsome was Virginia’s James Horrocks, an Anglican minister, who rejoiced in the “Blessing now given us,” the “Security of Our Civil Liberty, a Happiness we justly glory in … Oh Liberty! Thou art the Author of every good and perfect Gift, the inexhaustible Fountain, from whence all Blessings flow.”48

Thus finished the twin processes of imperial warfare and religious revivalism that transformed British colonial America between 1689 and 1763. The colonies had grown and matured, their numbers and prosperity expanding at astonishing rates. But their sensibilities matured in a strangely paradoxical way, becoming more assertive, autonomous, even on occasion advocating outright independence—more “American,” the clergy pointedly noted on occasion—yet also still proudly British. The paradox is best explained by the uncomfortable fact that the kind of British exceptionalism of which the colonists were so proud was not necessarily any longer the same British identity in which the people of the mother country believed. The most important, mutually reinforcing components to colonial identity were robust notions of political freedom and the Protestant religion, forged together through a series of imperial wars that had starkly different meanings for the American colonists than they did for Britons. Crucially, colonial religion expanded and flourished alongside these developments, providing a distinctively pious tenor to an emerging American worldview.49


PART II
The American Revelation

Newburyport, Massachusetts, September 1775. On the eve of mounting the American Revolution’s first major offensive, a thousand soldiers from the newly formed Continental Army marched into Newburyport. The New England seaside town would be the launching point for their audacious attack against the city of Quebec. More than 350 miles of rugged terrain lay between them and their target, and so before departing the soldiers requested a special church service to bless their endeavor and ask for the assistance of God’s providence. With the townsfolk cheering along a packed parade route, the soldiers made their way to Newburyport’s First Presbyterian Church. Everyone, townsfolk and soldiers together, filed into the church and filled it to capacity. Without notes, Reverend Samuel Spring, the army chaplain, preached from a passage in Exodus (33:15): “If thy spirit go not with us, carry us not up hence.” The choice of text was fitting: few of those present did not believe that the Lord marched alongside the amateur colonial soldiers. The Book of Exodus was also appropriate, for the soldiers knew that by conquering Quebec they would lead thousands of people out from under the dual tyranny of the Catholic Church and the British Parliament. More important, by defeating the mighty British in such an important battle, the Americans would help bring about their own deliverance from imperial rule. One listener that day thrilled to Spring’s sermon on “the marvelous and daring expedition on which they were about to set forth.” Another who would never forget the occasion was the expedition commander, Colonel Benedict Arnold.1

Reverend Spring found the experience thrilling as well, though for a different reason: “I preached over the grave of Whitefield.” Buried beneath the stone tiles of the church floor, beneath the altar itself, lay the tomb of George Whitefield. Five years before, in September 1770, he had died suddenly of an early morning asthma attack while staying in Newburyport. The minister of First Presbyterian, Jonathan Parsons, refused to relinquish Whitefield’s body and instead had him buried in a special tomb in the church crypt. Knowing this, after his sermon Chaplain Spring asked if he could visit the tomb to pay homage to Whitefield; several soldiers joined him. They prised open the crypt and stared at Whitefield’s remains. His flesh had decomposed, but his clothes had not. The soldiers carefully removed Whitefield’s collar and wristbands and tore off small pieces for each of them, so that they may have “a precious relic” for the arduous journey and difficult battle that awaited them.2

By 1783, eight years later, the American colonists had defeated Great Britain and won their independence. Joyful celebrations erupted throughout the new nation of the United States, including in Newburyport. From the same pulpit in the same church, Reverend John Murray channeled the spirit of George Whitefield to consecrate the victory. “Joy dances in every eye,” Murray proclaimed. “Pleasure beams in every countenance; and every bosom beats high with the emotions peculiarly fitted to hail the auspicious day that declares the clouds of horror fled, to return no more for ever.”3 Whitefield’s posthumous influence on the course of revolution had come full circle.

Whitefield was in high demand, and not merely for his comforting theology of a new birth that was available to anyone who would accept Christ into their heart. During his career, Whitefield had also, in the words of one historian, “preached politics.” Until his death, he had been strongly supportive of American independence. On the many issues that had split the American colonists from the British government, Whitefield sided with the colonists. Fearing the baroque excesses and political power of the Church of England, his own denomination, throughout the 1760s he had opposed the installation of an Anglican bishop in America. In 1764, he was among the first to warn the colonists of the hated Stamp Tax. “My heart bleeds for America,” he lamented to a private gathering of New Hampshire clergymen. “O poor New England! There is a deep laid plot against both your civil and religious liberties, and they will be lost.” Two years later, Whitefield accompanied his good friend Benjamin Franklin to the House of Parliament, where Franklin was arguing the colonies’ case against the Stamp Act. It said much about Whitefield’s reputation—and Franklin’s—that the famed evangelist was there not only to persuade British politicians, but to shield Franklin from the criticism of American colonists. Having spent his career warning about the dangers posed by Catholicism’s concentrated, arbitrary power, Whitefield found himself applying the same libertarian logic to his own church and his own country.4

Revolutions fundamentally alter the political climate of regions and continents as well as individual nations, and revolutionary states often seek to export their utopian ideas to foreign countries still living under oppression. Thus while normally thought of as an internal affair, the American Revolution also marks one of the most important episodes in the history of American foreign relations. Indeed, given their colonial status and experience with imperial and Indian wars, the revolutionaries themselves made little distinction between what was foreign and what was domestic. Though the Revolution determined the political independence of the United States, it also created new or cemented existing ideas about the wider world regarding liberty, slavery, expansion, exceptionalism, and how the United States should apply its newly won independent power abroad.5

And of course the Revolution immediately created the need for an independent American foreign policy. Even before the creation of the United States, American diplomats negotiated possible peace terms with the British throughout the war, and they used these negotiations as a ruse to pressure other European powers to weaken Great Britain by supporting the Patriot cause. Without these foreign allies—notably France, but also Spain—the Americans would likely never have defeated Great Britain in the first place. Conducting international negotiations and managing alliances during and after the Revolutionary War, while also maintaining national autonomy, established an enduring tradition of U.S. diplomacy. George Washington may have codified this tradition in his famous 1796 Farewell Address, but it had been already flourishing for twenty years.6

As the life and death of Whitefield illustrate, the role of religion was instrumental in the unfolding of America’s revolution and worldview alike. As with Whitefield, American religion in general helped initiate, sustain, and celebrate revolutionary fervor. Colonial religion and politics changed alongside one another in profound ways—what the historian Rhys Isaac aptly calls “the double revolution in religious and political thought and feeling”—that would attitudinally shape not only a new American nation and its political character, but that nation’s relationship with the rest of the world.7

Religion, deeply allied to the cause of independence, made the outbreak of revolution more likely, helped steer its course, influenced its outcome, and contributed to shaping the peace. In the decades before the outbreak of revolution, developments in American religion helped nurture new ways of thinking about established authority and its relationship to individual liberty. In particular, the Great Awakening’s radical individualist ethos of personal salvation helped sanctify the political ideas—particularly regarding monarchy, concentrated power, and republican liberty—that provided the fuel to power the revolutionary engine. The Great Awakening was in many ways itself revolutionary, an inherently subversive phenomenon that undermined traditional patterns of established hierarchy. There was no straight line from Awakening to Revolution, but the revivals did create a new context that enabled a revolution for individual liberties against established authority to flourish. Revivals empowered colonists, especially among the lower classes, to challenge establishments that unjustly or arbitrarily stood between the people and the free expression of their religious identity. For the first time in their lives, colonists could seize control over their own religious choices—and often they did so emphatically, even violently, in a manner that was highly destabilizing to the traditional boundaries of society and politics. Given that religion, especially Christianity, is inherently a matter of individual conscience, it was natural that this development would have political ramifications. That it happened on a mass scale in several colonies, and not just New England, made the Awakening even more politically consequential. “It seems evident,” the historian Gordon S. Wood sensibly concludes, “that in one way or another the Great Awakening helped prepare American society and culture for the Revolution, but of course not in any direct, deliberate, or intentional manner.”8

This included religious culture and habits that had long ceased to express any specifically sacred meaning. In New England, what the historian Edmund S. Morgan calls “the Puritan Ethic” of championing austerity, modesty, and frugality as the sources of virtue became translated from ideas that were once deeply spiritual but, by the 1760s, could stand on their own, largely independent of religious belief. Other Puritan practices were easily transferable to politics. The Calvinist belief in original sin, to take one example, led many colonists to doubt that a single individual could be incorruptible enough to avoid the luxuries of power and rule justly and effectively. To take another, the Revolutionary spirit broadened the Puritan errand into the wilderness into a more generic “American” sacred mission to spread the blessings of liberty. Channeling the ghost of John Winthrop, during the war John Adams boasted to General Nathanael Greene that “America is the City, set upon a Hill.” Or consider the covenant, God’s pact with his chosen people, that also formed the basis of Puritan government in the form of a covenant, or contract, between ruler and ruled. God, almost by definition, could never violate his end of the bargain with the godly, but his chosen people had to work strenuously to live a pious, God-fearing life in order to uphold theirs; yet civil rulers could fail, and often did, and thus could be removed from office, as Winthrop discovered when he was temporarily stripped of the Massachusetts governorship in 1634. Similar to, and certainly compatible with, John Locke’s liberal theory of government as a contract between the government and the people that can be broken if one side fails to uphold its terms of the contract, in 1775 New Englanders believed their king had violated the terms of their covenant.9

At the same time religious ideas became secularized, politics became sacralized. Political discourse in the Revolutionary era assumed a moralistic tenor, a tone of absolute good battling absolute evil for the souls of the colonists. The language of liberty, in other words, owed much to the rhetorical rhythms and sacred ideas of the church. Consider the stirring oratory of Patrick Henry, who converted many to the cause of independence by modeling his rhetoric upon the revival sermon and plagiarizing his words from the Bible. Begun by the Puritans and evangelized by the Great Awakening, this organic process of exchange between the sacred and the secular produced an emotionally, morally, and ideologically powerful case for American independence. It was probably the Patriots’ greatest weapon.10

Yet it was not only the secularization of religion and the sacralization of politics that influenced the cause for independence: methods mattered too. Rhetoric and forms of mass communication pioneered by the media-savvy innovators of revivalism made it possible for Patriot leaders to disseminate a message of insubordination to a wide spectrum of colonists. The Awakeners’ means of transmitting their own revolutionary rhetoric—especially through large, informal, spontaneous, open-air sermons and the rapid publication and distribution of pamphlets and newsletters—invented networks of communication that later enabled Patriot leaders to win the battle for colonial hearts and minds. Publishing skills developed in the seventeenth century by highly literate New England Puritans and later perfected on a mass scale by revivalists during the Great Awakening were especially notable—by 1776, Patriot clergy in New England were publishing at a rate four times greater than secular pamphleteers.11

In ideas, values, and modes of communication, then, the Patriots used religion to shape their Revolutionary moment and achieve independence. In the process, they discovered a new national identity at the same time they created a new national polity—and in both, faith played an influential role. In turn, they helped to give shape to what would soon become a distinctly American foreign policy.


CHAPTER FOUR
The Harmony of the World Confounded

RELIGION WAS CENTRAL TO the outbreak and course of the Revolu- tionary War. It was not quite a religious war, though a religious war raged within it as colonists drew battle lines with a cross as well as a sword. Overall, though there were significant exceptions, religious controversies burned brightest of all among the proponents of independence. Rebellious sentiment clustered within dissenting Protestant churches that resented London’s increasingly interventionist manner of ruling the colonies, especially on questions of territorial expansion, taxation, and religious authority. Most crucially, faith lay at the heart of the ideals and interests that would give shape to a new American style of foreign relations. The clashes that resulted from the long push for independence convinced the new Americans that they, and they alone, were destined to spread the blessings of Protestant liberty far beyond their own borders.

Ironically, the Peace of Paris in 1763 triggered strife between colonists and Britain even as it brought an end to the Seven Years’ War. Defeat in the war stimulated a great awakening of sorts among several Indian tribes of the Great Lakes region. Led by a Delaware prophet named Neolin, the Indian religious revival spread an empowering message that the Great Spirit had bequeathed the land to the Indians and that the Europeans had stolen it from them. In turn, Neolin’s revival helped fuel Pontiac’s Rebellion, a widespread revolt that caught the British authorities and colonial settlers completely off-guard. Aided by the element of surprise and driven on by their own visions of divine glory, Pontiac and his followers captured several British forts along the Great Lakes and killed over two thousand colonists.1

Rather than launch a new major war against a broad alliance of Indians, British authorities issued the Royal Proclamation of 1763, which drew a sharp red line on the map of British North America all the way down the spine of the Appalachian mountains from Maine to Georgia’s southern border with Florida, beyond which colonial settlement was prohibited. But while the Proclamation Line appeased the Indians, it infuriated the American colonists, who coveted the vast expanses of “unused” arable land beyond the mountains. Echoing a long line of thought descending from Samuel Purchas and the Puritans, Charles-Jeffrey Smith, a Long Island evangelist, spoke for many in looking forward to “that glorious Day … when the Wilderness shall blossom as a Rose, & the Tawny Inhabitants thereof bow to the Scepter of King Jesus.” Rebellion, mostly in the backcountry, was not long in coming, and it assumed a religious tone that mirrored socioeconomic divisions: rough-edged, New Light, frontier Presbyterianism fighting for its liberties against the domineering, genteel Anglicanism of royal colonial officials. In one gruesome episode in Pennsylvania in 1763, a largely Presbyterian mob going by the name of the Paxton Boys murdered dozens of Indians in the name, as one Thomas Barton put it, of “our pure Protestant faith, our equitable Laws, and our sacred Liberties.” They then marched from the interior to Philadelphia, where they planned to protest the imposition of new taxes and prohibition on settling new land by killing off the hundreds of Indians who had fled and sought refuge in the city. Only the opposition of Quakers and Moravians, and the timely intervention of Benjamin Franklin, averted an even greater massacre. A similar revolt erupted in the Carolina backcountry, where the Regulator movement pitted colonial Presbyterians against governing Anglicans.2

At the same time, the Church of England exacerbated colonial fears by launching a new campaign to convert the Indians to Christ through its missionary arm, the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG). To many colonists, especially the large numbers of Presbyterians, Baptists, and Congregationalists who wanted to move inland from New England, Pennsylvania, and the South, the SPG was simply out to entrench the property holdings of the Church of England at their expense. Samuel Adams, James Otis, and John Hancock, three Bostonians who would lead the charge for independence, began their resistance to British authority by forming a committee in 1762 to promote Congregationalist missionaries to compete with those of the dreaded SPG. Even more outrageous were the SPG’s efforts, officially encouraged, to convert souls to Anglicanism among the colonists—including those who already belonged to other Protestant denominations, and including in places where few if any Indians lived, such as Boston and Cambridge. In its pretensions to dominate territory, faith, and identity, the Church of England was fast beginning to replace the Vatican in the minds of colonists as the ultimate source of arbitrary government. The so-called “Bishops Plot,” when the Church announced it would send bishops to America for the first time in colonial history, fanned these flames even higher.3

The Stamp Act, introduced without consultation in 1765 to make the colonists pay for an expensive global war from which they had singularly benefited, further heightened the transatlantic argument over the nature of liberty. The Stamp Act confirmed what the colonists had already suspected: London was the new Rome. By acting in such an arbitrary, unrepresentative manner, the British government had shown itself to be as fond of tyranny and as contemptuous of liberty as was the Catholic Church. And as they did during the Bishops Plot, the clergy took the lead in shaping opposition to the Stamp Act. New England’s ministers attacked the Stamp Act with a righteous fury they had previously saved for Catholic priests and Indian warriors. Typical was an August 1765 sermon by Jonathan Mayhew, scourge of Anglicanism, that touched off a wave of mob violence in Boston resulting in the destruction of Deputy Governor Thomas Hutchinson’s home. And the clergy did more than simply preach. In Boston, the Reverends Charles Chauncy and Samuel Cooper played important, clandestine roles in setting up the Sons of Liberty; in Lyme, Connecticut, Reverend Stephen Johnson did the same. This connection to the clergy explains the Sons of Liberty’s millennial rhetoric, based on John’s visions in the Book of Revelation, that the Stamp Act had been imposed upon the colonists by “monsters in the shape of men, who under a pretence of governing and protecting mankind, have enslaved them.”4

Yet another eminent clergyman, none other than George Whitefield, offered his services to the anti–Stamp Act resistance. Through a mutual friend, Whitefield corresponded with Sam Adams, the driving force behind the Sons of Liberty; both men, it turned out, believed in the inseparability of political and religious liberty, and both were eager to apply Whitefield’s reputation and skills to the defense of colonial liberties. Now living in England, the aging Whitefield had retained his affection for the American colonies that had once made him among the most famous men in the Atlantic world. Despite his British nationality and Anglican faith, Whitefield did not hesitate to link the arbitrary power of Catholicism that he had long warned about with the imperious authority of Parliament and the Church of England. Neither did Adams, who argued that the “Religion and public liberty of a People are intimately connected … and therefore rise and fall together.” On a more tactical level, Adams also wanted to take advantage of Whitefield’s contacts in Britain to advance the American case. And though the “Great Itinerant” would have disapproved of the use of violence, in an important way Adams was in fact following in Whitefield’s footsteps. Before Whitefield and the Great Awakening, large outdoor rallies had been rare in colonial America. Through the 1740s, Whitefield pioneered and perfected the art of holding a mass revival, down to its publicity and organization, and it was this skill that Adams emulated. According to the historian Gary Nash, this approach, combined with Adams’s fiery rhetoric and extremist tactics and the unusual degree of clerical consensus supporting the Patriot cause in Boston, enabled Adams “to turn the resistance movement into a kind of religious crusade.”5

It was against this backdrop of unwanted bishops and unwarranted taxes that a young Boston lawyer, John Adams, wrote his first revolutionary tract. The rather ungainly titled Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law, published in six serialized parts in Boston newspapers between May and October 1765, laid out the historical drama of the English struggle for freedom against the “Lust of Tyrants” and “Arbitrary Government.” In a drama that unfolded across the centuries, Adams argued that it was eventually “this great struggle, that peopled America.” The Puritans guarded their religious liberty zealously, but it “was not religion alone, as is commonly supposed,” that made them choose exile over conformity but “a love of universal Liberty … Tyranny in every form, shape, and appearance was their disdain, and abhorrence.” The looming specter of the Bishops Plot, and its threat to both civil and religious liberty, is not difficult to detect. Adams warned Americans about the “Confederacy between the two Systems of Tyrany”—church and state, especially working in tandem—that would see government officials “contribute every Thing in their Power to maintain the Ascendancy of the Priesthood” and the clergy “employ that ascendancy over the Consciences of the People, in impressing on their Minds a blind, implicit obedience to civil Magistracy.” It was up to the leaders of the colony, the lawyers and educators especially, to lead the charge against tyranny. And, Adams declared, the colonial clergy had a special role to play as well: “Let the pulpit resound with the doctrines and sentiments of religious liberty. Let us hear the danger of thraldom to our consciences, from ignorance, extream poverty and dependance, in short from civil and political slavery … God almighty has promulgated from heaven, liberty, peace, and good-will to man!” Adams, we shall see, went on to become one of the founders of American diplomacy, and he would use these ideas of civil and religious liberty when forging a new doctrine of U.S. foreign policy.6

Adams’s dissent reflected another, related fear of Anglican bishops, one that went to the heart of the ideas, just then emerging, about liberty and republicanism that would drive the colonists’ revolutionary fervor and shape their subsequent political union. Drawing upon two different (and not necessarily compatible) traditions of political thought on republicanism—classical and Renaissance on one hand, more recent liberal on the other—Patriot leaders believed that a republic could only succeed if it was led by enlightened rulers whose authority stemmed from the consent of the governed. But this begged the question: how would one tell if leaders were properly enlightened? The answer, which Patriot thinkers again drew from the political thought of ages past, was virtue: leaders needed to be virtuous, free from corruption, and attuned to the needs and desires of the people. And, a consensus felt, one of the best sources of virtue was Christianity in general, and Protestantism in particular. A leader who lacked virtue—and to the colonists, it was obvious this applied to Anglican clergy and British officials—was inherently corrupt, selfish, and aggressive, and an obvious danger to the peace.7

IN 1774, AS the colonies approached an open break with the mother country, Thomas Bradbury Chandler, a prominent Anglican minister from New Jersey, issued a “friendly” plea to “all reasonable Americans.” Citing a verse from Romans 13, in which Paul declared that even the tyrannical rule of Roman Emperor Nero deserved compliance and respect, Chandler argued that the colonists “are bound, by the laws of Heaven and Earth, not to behave undutifully.” Independence would not guarantee liberty but unleash chaos and tyranny. “The bands of society would be dissolved, the harmony of the world confounded, and the order of nature subverted,” Chandler warned, “if reverence, respect, and obedience might be refused to those whom the constitution has vested with the highest authority.” British Anglicanism, it seemed, was not especially well suited to American republicanism.8

As Chandler’s plea illustrates, not everyone agreed that God Almighty smiled upon the cause of independence. Many colonists—estimates range between a fifth and a third—remained loyal to British rule. Many of these Loyalists fled the American colonies, moving north to Canada, south to other British colonies in the Caribbean, or back to Great Britain itself. Some were royal tax collectors or port and customs authorities; others were officials in the imperial bureaucracy. But naturally, a large percentage of Loyalists were Anglicans who had not only pledged allegiance to King George III but had also sworn an oath of fealty to the Church of England. Many Anglican Loyalists joined other Tory refugees on their flight into exile, forever changing the religious, cultural, and political complexion of Canada as well as America. But many others remained—under the threat of harassment, torture, and even death—to argue the British case to their fellow Americans. Yet few Patriots felt they could trust the elitist pretensions of the Church of England and its Loyalist adherents. Anglicans, it was said, “prefer basking in the sunshine of British royalty and court favour, to the simple practice of the pure religion of their forefathers.”9

Patriots might be suspicious, but loyalty was a matter of conscience to Anglican Tories, and a matter of faith. Not only had they sworn an oath to King and Crown, they also fervently believed that monarchical government was the best way of ordering society. They feared chaos and disorder, and in the Sons of Liberty they saw the sovereignty of the people as little more than the tyranny of mob violence. Much of this view was socially conditioned, the product of habits, traditions, and a cherished history of providing for prosperity and good government. But much of it was also based in the Anglican reading of scripture. Most ministers in the Church of England believed that monarchical rule was preferable to republicanism because the Bible commanded submission to authority. They envisioned society in almost feudalistic terms, as an organic whole that prospered and suffered together regardless of an individual’s wealth or social standing. They had a communalistic view of society that was incompatible with the individualistic republicanism of Patriot ideology. Anarchy was the only substitute for deference to rulers; of the two, Anglicans strongly preferred the stability assured by deference.10

Methodism, soon to be America’s largest Protestant denomination but still a new, unnamed outgrowth of reformed Anglicanism in 1775, also stood fast with the mother church and country. In England, John Wesley, John Fletcher, and other Methodist leaders spoke out against revolution and appealed for imperial unity. Wesley mocked the Patriots’ melodramatic and purely metaphorical claims of being “enslaved” by British “tyranny” by pointing out the awkward fact that the colonists, including several Patriot leaders, owned actual African slaves. Wesley also observed that even as an Englishman, living in England, he too was denied the vote and was thus being taxed without representation. In Virginia, where revivalistic Methodism exploded in popularity just as the Revolution was breaking out, early Methodists heeded their founder’s call. Some could not bear to break with the Church of England; others were pacifists who refused to countenance the use of force. However, Methodist Loyalists were still a small fraction of the overall population and did not make much of an impact on the course of revolution, and most of their leaders, mainly English missionaries, returned to Britain or moved to Canada when it was clear that war was coming.11

While Methodist pacifism was often augmented by residual loyalty to the Church of England, the motives of the peace churches—most prominently the Society of Friends, or Quakers, but also various German Pietist sects, such as the Moravians—were not so mixed. Both groups were concentrated mostly in Pennsylvania, but Quakers could be found throughout the colonies, especially in the South. Some Quakers were indeed motivated by loyalty to the Crown, and many of the Germans harbored vestigial gratitude to the British for sheltering them from the persecutions of the Old World. Many other Quakers defied their coreligionists and openly supported the Patriots (and were expelled from the Society for doing so); some, such as General Nathanael Greene, even took up arms against the British. But for most Quakers, pacifism rather than politics established their firm neutrality. Grounding their pacifism in scripture, especially the New Testament, they argued that no political end could ever be justified or achieved through violent means. Like the Anglicans and Methodists, Quakers also adhered to the Bible’s injunction that Christians had a duty to respect and obey civil authority. Most colonial governments tolerated pacifism by respecting it as a form of conscientious objection. But tolerance extended only as far as actual military service, and so most colonial governments also demanded that pacifists compensate by paying a tax that would go toward military service. Quakers refused to abide by such an obvious breach of their Christian pacifist creed, and many served prison time for their stand. Other pacifist sects, such as the Mennonites, Schwenkfelders, and Dunkers, were extremely pious, grateful to the British, and thus even more consistently strident in their pacifist witness. But their small numbers were confined to a few isolated pockets of Pennsylvania and Delaware and did not pose any threat to either the Patriots or the British.12

Perhaps the most interesting case is that of the Moravians, a German sect who had arrived from Saxony in the 1730s and quickly adapted to colonial American life better than any other religious refugees from middle Europe. The Moravians embraced an early form of capitalism and prospered as a result. As we saw during the Seven Years’ War, they also were willing to compromise their pacifism and bear arms in the name of self-defense. Many sympathized with the Patriots’ Whig ideology and calls for liberty from British oppression. Yet their pacifism remained strong nonetheless, and many Moravians were reluctant to break openly with the British. Ambivalence aside, the examples of the Anglicans, Quakers, Methodists, and Moravians illustrate just how divisive the forces of revolution could be. American devotion did not always lead to American Revolution.13

FAITH MAY HAVE acted as a powerful motivator to people on both sides of the conflict, but on balance it favored the Patriots. While most but not all Anglicans, Quakers, and Moravians opposed violent rebellion against British rule, other denominations threw their weight behind the Patriot cause. Most enthusiastic were the dissenting denominations—such as Presbyterianism and Congregationalism—and their spin-offs, such as Unitarianism—that for a decade had already been providing much of the ideological and moral propulsion of the anti-British insurgency. Baptists, be they Separatists or moderates, also by and large favored independence as a means to stimulate a revival and achieve their own religious liberty through it. Many things united these denominations, but three in particular stand out: in religion, their hostility to ecclesiastical hierarchy and liturgical artifice (other than their own, of course); in politics, their libertarian outlook; and in both, their sturdy antiauthoritarianism and localism, grounded in the belief that sovereignty should come from the people rather than distant rulers. In both faith and life, then, they preferred autonomy to external control.14

Yet even within these confines, religion did not decide whether a colonist supported or opposed the Revolution. Every denomination suffered a schism between Patriots and Loyalists. Presbyterians and Congregationalists were overwhelmingly Patriotic, but in the Carolina and New England backcountries rural folk harbored lingering distrust of the elite merchants and urbanites who were pushing hardest for independence. Similarly, Baptists had endured harsh treatment for dissenting from the established (and fiercely Patriotic) Congregational churches in Connecticut and Massachusetts. And although Anglicans were by and large Loyalists behind the Crown and Church of England, many of them supported the Revolutionary cause, especially in the South. Indeed, if Anglicans had united as one behind the king, the Revolution would have been deprived of the services of George Washington and Patrick Henry.15

Still, many more Anglicans supported the Patriots than Presbyterians and Congregationalists supported the British. Despite exceptions, then, in general the cause of independence enjoyed a preponderance of religious backing. Though they are a crude measurement, these denominational generalizations largely held. And within them, the clergy served an extremely important function. During the divisive upheaval of the Revolutionary era, religion acted as a critical social bond. Unity, even consensus, was hard to find in any colony, but on the whole religious support for independence was a vital piece of the puzzle of a developing “American” worldview and way of warfare. This was the clergy’s message. Though they did no fighting, they were a vital resource. Unlike any other cohort or profession in society—certainly not the bulk of the Patriot leadership—the clergy could command a vast, captive audience on a weekly basis (and sometimes more often). While the Patriot leaders drew on support from the cities and the aristocratic rural gentry, the clergy’s audience cut across almost all forms of identity: the backcountry as well as the coast, villages and farms as well as cities, poor as well as rich. Even though some churches remained silent—most notably the Lutherans of backcountry Pennsylvania—in general, support for the Patriots drew on nearly all Protestant denominations, too, including among Anglicans.16

Above all, the clergy were trusted as interpreters of events, both spiritual and earthly, theological and political. This was an awesome responsibility that in wartime carried tremendous social and political power. Wars are inherently destructive and divisive events, even when they go well. Even the most consensual wars in American history have not been as free of tensions or factions as people care to recall after victory, and the Revolutionary War, one of the most divisive in American history, was certainly no different. The Patriots had set themselves an incredibly difficult undertaking, and victory was uncertain until very late in the war. Military stalemate and a collapsing economy caused many to question whether their goal was worth the sacrifice. Though a war-weary people remained committed to the cause, often morale dipped and confidence plummeted during the war’s precarious moments. The clergy’s widely respected role as interpreters of the day’s movements, people, and events enabled them to maintain support for the Patriots at moments when the excessively rational or frightened might have abandoned the cause.17

Perhaps most important, the clergy also functioned as political advocates during the Revolution. Thus they not only recruited people and maintained their overall morale, they also argued the Patriot case and mobilized popular opinion behind it. Loyalists and royal officials complained bitterly of the powerful “black regiment” of pro-Patriot clergy who manipulated gullible colonists into supporting independence. “It is your G–d damned Religion of this Country that ruins the Country,” a British officer shrieked at a Patriot minister. “Damn your Religion.” Ambrose Serle, aide to a British officer, relayed a similarly frustrated message to the Earl of Dartmouth: “Your Lordship can scarcely conceive, what Fury the Discourses of some mad Preachers have created in this Country.” Combining covenant theology with the Whig liberalism of John Locke, the “black regiment” absolved the faithful from their obligation to obey king and Parliament since these rulers had imposed despotism upon the colonies. Some joined Reverend Jonathan Edwards Jr., son of the famous theologian and himself a pastor in New Haven, in urging the colonists to take up armed resistance to the British. Against John Wesley’s critique of slavery, Reverend Samuel Hopkins promised that independence would lead to moral uplift, which in turn would sweep away America’s enslavement of blacks as it was demolishing Britain’s enslavement of the colonies.18

Other clergy mobilized colonial women—who comprised 70 percent of all churchgoers—in nonimportation boycotts and home manufacturing drives that were vital to the colonial economy as Patriots attempted to shut down trade with Britain; in turn, these same women became revolutionary leaders within their own households, motivating husbands and sons who might otherwise have been indifferent. Abigail Adams was one such woman: her arguments in favor of revolution had as much to do with her minister father’s preaching as they did her husband’s Whig politics. Continuing their work from the opposition to the Stamp Act and Bishops Plot, America’s “mad Preachers” spread a gospel of religious and political liberty throughout the colonies. By 1770, they were even among the first to call for outright separation from Great Britain. It was an indispensable contribution to the cause of independence.19

Chaplains performed similar functions in the Continental Army. Their ability to sustain morale under arduous conditions and their willingness to supplement the cause of Christ with the cause of America ensured them an important role in the army. In this they needed simply to carry on the work of civilian ministry, as many who volunteered for duty in the Continental Army believed they were serving simultaneously in two armies: Christ’s and America’s. Chaplains constantly stressed these links between religion and nation and proclaimed that patriotism was an integral part of true Christianity. Many if not most of the militiamen and army troops were not professional soldiers and were thus unused to killing. Chaplains helped them overcome this morally disquieting but mandatory task by emphasizing that the Americans fought, in the words of a Baptist chaplain, a “defensive war in a just cause sinless.” They fought for self-protection and fundamental rights, not plunder or unnecessary glory. More immediately, faith provided comfort during grueling overland marches, chronic food shortages, and the miserable conditions of camp. It also enabled chaplains and officers to sustain the inexperienced Continental Army soldiers’ courage in battle against an enemy with experience, expertise, and superior military technology. Soldiers preferred warm, informal sermons to didactic, scholarly treatises, which made evangelical preachers especially popular and effective. George Washington appreciated the chaplains’ contributions to maintaining discipline and morale and, as commander-in-chief of the American forces, made regular chapel services mandatory for both officers and soldiers. In the dark days of September 1777, the Continental Congress expressed a similar appreciation by appropriating scarce funds to purchase twenty thousand Bibles for the army.20

As a military tactician, Washington was good; as a leader of men and reader of human nature, he was great. Despite his own lukewarm, formless faith and aversion to institutional religion, Washington realized that many of his troops required the comforts of religious belief. Faith provided reassurance to the Continental Army’s mostly amateur soldiers, particularly those who were entering battle for the first time in their lives. “If it is my fate to survive this action, I shall; if otherwise, the Lord’s will must be done,” Major John Jones wrote his wife in October 1779. “Every soldier and soldier’s wife should religiously believe in predestination.” When the army’s morale plummeted as it faced seemingly insurmountable odds and suffered through dwindling food and supplies and dreadful weather, many turned to religion. The confessions of a young corporal were typical: “I find God has a Remnant in this Depraved and Degenerated and gloomy time.” Without such inner belief, so common among the American colonists, it is uncertain whether the Americans would have continued to press for what must have seemed like an improbable victory.21

Popular among people, soldiers, and clergy was the use of providential self-confidence and millennial expectation in interpreting the great events that unfolded before them. With varying degrees of radicalism, and with New England leading the way, belief in a Revolutionary millennium flourished throughout colonies. Many shared the conceit that theirs was the era in which the end times, and most joyously Christ’s return to earth, were approaching, and that resistance to British rule was an important sign of the millennium’s unfolding. The millennium was above all a battle between Christ and the Antichrist, between good and evil, and thus provided a worldview in which the struggle against a corrupt, tyrannical British monarch—who was betraying the ancient principles of English liberty, no less—fit particularly well. It was a terrifying vision, to be sure, because it foretold imminent death and destruction. But it was also comforting because it gave the colonists reassurance that theirs was the cause that would ultimately prevail; when the battles had finished, it was they who would remain to build a better society. Even the radicalism of Thomas Paine’s Common Sense—“We have it in our power to begin the world over again”—must be read in light of the end-of-history millennialism that pervaded the Revolutionary era.22

While distinct from millennialism, providentialism provided a similar fillip to the Revolution. Just as earlier generations of American colonists had believed they were being guided and protected by the hand of God, so too did many Patriots act with confidence in the knowledge that they were safely in pursuit of an undeniable destiny. Belief in providence provided colonists with an impressive degree of self-confidence in their otherwise implausible challenge to the world’s mightiest military and economic power because it fostered, in the words of historian Charles Royster, “a unique enthusiasm that encouraged Americans to defy rational calculations of the probability of success.” As both a believer in the supremacy of a heavenly creator and a military commander who needed to maintain the morale of his troops in their fight against the odds, Washington understood this well. During the war, he made several appeals to providence to intervene on America’s behalf. Using his General Orders of May 1778 to celebrate the announcement of the alliance with France, Washington proclaimed: “It having pleased the Almighty ruler of the Universe propitiously to defend the Cause of the United American-States … it becomes us to set apart a day for gratefully acknowledging the divine Goodness & celebrating the important Event which we owe to his benign Interposition.” Or as a number of preachers asked during the war, “If God be with us, who can be against us?” It took a brave soul to answer in the negative. With such innate self-belief, who among the Americans could doubt their ultimate victory? And after victory, who would deny them their mission to the rest of the fallen world?23


CHAPTER FIVE
Liberation Theology

RELIGION’S INFLUENCE WAS NOT without further paradox, because most of the Founders—certainly the most influential Founders—were themselves not especially religious. Some major Revolutionary figures were devout Christians—John Witherspoon and Benjamin Rush immediately spring to mind—but many others were not, among them Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Adams. An engineer of the American Enlightenment as much as he was of American independence, Franklin possessed a warm, ecumenical spirit that was almost totally devoid of spiritual content. Though he admired the morality of Jesus and believed in an Almighty God, Jefferson doubted Jesus’s divinity and loathed institutional religion as a profane, earthly artifice that came between humanity and the heavens and kept the people subservient to the clergy. Despite receiving an education grounded in religious ideas and values as a student at Princeton, James Madison felt much the same. A nominal Presbyterian and proto-Anglican for much of his life, Alexander Hamilton found true faith only in his later years. Finally, having grown up in the “Bible Commonwealth” of Massachusetts—and to an old, established Puritan family who had crossed the ocean in the 1630s, no less—John Adams simply could not escape his religious heritage; in addition, his father-in-law was a Congregationalist minister. But Adams wore his religion lightly, often skeptically, and found in it a source of ideas, values, and useable history rather than spiritual comfort.1

Of the principal architects of American independence, Washington was the most fervently religious, but his Anglican faith was hardly conventional. He almost never spoke of Christ, had little interest in even the most rudimentary aspects of theology, and rarely attended church. Though he neglected Jesus, he paid inordinate attention to the role of God as the “Governor of the Universe.” But neither was he a deist, one who believes in a distant God, a heavenly watchmaker who created the world and has stood back ever since. Instead, Washington’s God—America’s God—was a providential Supreme Being who regularly intervened in the world on behalf of the righteous and the virtuous.2

Yet despite all their skepticism and eccentricity, religion mattered to the Founders nonetheless. They may have been agnostics, deists, or spiritually vacuous, but they lived in an era and in a nation in which religion played a central role in politics and culture. As the historian Robert Middlekauff puts it, many of the Founders “may not have been moved by religious passions. But all had been marked by the moral dispositions of a passionate Protestantism. They could not escape this culture; nor did they try.” Though products of Enlightenment rationalism, they still worked with, not against, the religious currents of their time and place. They also freely used biblical ideas and scriptural passages to popularize and justify their political views. For all their knowledge of classical, Renaissance, and Enlightenment philosophy, they also appreciated that the Bible—the most widely read and deciphered book in the colonies—contained the Western world’s most extensive discussions of equality and liberty. They epitomized the “religious Enlightenment.” One of the secrets to their success, in fact, was their early recognition that faith and modernity were two sides to the same American coin, complementary rather than contradictory. Thus the pursuit of religious liberty mattered as much to Jefferson and Madison as did political liberty—indeed, in their minds the two were inseparable. Nor did they try to eliminate religion or reduce religion’s influence upon Americans—quite the opposite, in fact, as the Founders, Jefferson and Madison included, were unanimous in believing that religion had a constructive role to play in American political culture.3

RELIGIOUS ATTITUDES mattered in war and diplomacy, too, but in more indirect and subtle ways. Despite the eccentricities of the faith of the Founders, religion was an integral part of colonial American politics and culture. Many of the Founders, even those who were not conventionally devout, sought to infuse politics with religion, but even those who did not found it impossible to avoid the religious influence. In particular, by fusing their Revolutionary objectives with the common fires of faith, the Founders crafted three libertarian principles that would have a lasting impact upon the conduct of U.S. foreign policy: unilateralism, republicanism, and separationism.

Dislodging the British proved to be more difficult than the Americans initially appreciated. Perhaps they were thinking of New England’s improbable success in capturing the mighty fortress of Louisbourg in 1745; perhaps they assumed that because they had God and right on their side, they would conquer an ostensibly superior enemy. Whatever the reason, the Patriots began the war with a certain misplaced—or at least not entirely justified—confidence. Though the first years of the war were not a complete disaster, and though they recorded significant victories at Trenton and Princeton, Washington’s forces suffered several humiliating defeats in New York and Canada that stalled the drive for independence. It was clear they needed outside help. And in a North American war against the British, who better to turn to than France? The French were certainly willing, but in 1776 they did not feel able to take on the British in tandem with a ragtag bunch of rebellious colonists. Loans and supplies made their way from France to America, but little else; and what the French did send was never enough. But in October 1777, the Americans’ stunning victory over the British at Saratoga transformed the diplomatic climate, and with it the war. The ragtag bunch proved they could fight. Thus while Saratoga did not ensure Britain’s defeat, it did prevent America’s. Most important, it made an alliance between the French and the Americans possible.4

Culturally as well as militarily, this was a surprising turn of events. Protestant Britons, especially the American colonists, had demonized the papist French for the past two centuries. France represented the tyranny of superstition and ignorance—how could the enlightened, godly people of America put their fate in Catholic hands? In truth, there was little debate about whether to ally with France simply because the rebels’ situation was still desperate, even after Saratoga. As Benjamin Franklin said at the time, the colonies had been “forc’d and driven into the Arms of France.” Thus in February 1778, with the Americans in need of a partner and the French convinced they could use the Americans to wound the British, Benjamin Franklin and the Comte de Vergennes, the French foreign minister, concluded a Treaty of Alliance with the aim of severing the colonies’ ties to Britain forever.5

Still, a virulent strain of anti-Catholicism lingered in the colonies, and while there was little protest over the alliance with France, it caused discomfort nonetheless. After all, only a few years had passed since the 1774 Quebec Act, which guaranteed Catholic rights in the British-held province and had been one of the American colonists’ main grievances leading them to revolt. And even after the partnership was announced, riots broke out between ostensibly allied French and American sailors based in Boston Harbor. John Adams could never let go of his own suspicions of Catholicism because he could never quite separate the sources of political and ecclesiastical tyranny. In Catholic countries, he explained in a 1761 diary entry, “the gross Impostures of the Priesthood” kept the people under the “Yoke of Bondage. But in Protestant Countries … Freedom of Enquiry is allowed to be not only the Priviledge but the Duty of every Individual.” Many years later, he told his daughter-in-law Louisa that “Liberty and Popery cannot live together.” John Dickinson, the legendary “Pennsylvania Farmer” whose Revolutionary War writings promoted the American cause but who also hesitated when it came to outright independence, worried that the Americans were helping to turn France into the dominant power in Europe. “Suppose we shall ruin” Britain, Dickinson wondered. “France must rise on [Britain’s] Ruins. Her Ambition. Her Religion. Our danger from thence. We shall weep at our victories.” John Jay, a descendant of Huguenots who had fled Catholic persecution in France for the safety of America, felt the same. Such reservations did not trump the advantages of a French alliance, but they did make the Americans tread carefully.6

With all this in mind, Adams set to work drafting a template for foreign alliances, now and in the future. The result was the Model Treaty, an often overlooked document that was never used but nonetheless codified, for the first time, the objective of unilateralist independence in American diplomacy. An alliance was a necessity, and necessity is the diplomat’s most important virtue. But the Model Treaty also aimed to keep foreign powers—namely, France—at arm’s length. Focusing mostly on free trade as the foundation for durable peaceful relations as well as the source of the Revolution’s immediate needs, Adams deliberately rejected the forging of political ties, hosting foreign troops on American soil, or establishing a permanent alliance. Of France, Adams insisted that Congress “Submit to none of her Authority—receive no Governors, or officers from her.” Facts on the ground would override Adams’s concerns. But such facts were temporary; principles were abiding. Adams did not create the American fear of entangling alliances or faith in unilateralism that flowed from much deeper fears of Catholic tyranny or absolutist monarchy; he merely reflected them. In turn, his Model Treaty established a precedent of diplomatic independence that George Washington later sanctified in his influential 1796 Farewell Address. Not until 1949, with the creation of NATO, would the United States join a permanent foreign alliance.7

AS EARLY AS 1763, Patriots—or those who would become Patriots—had criticized British colonial rule with steadily increasing frequency and ferocity. By the war’s first skirmishes in Lexington and Concord a dozen years later, this criticism had developed into a sophisticated, cohesive political ideology that stressed the sanctity of individual liberty from arbitrary, ineffectual, and unjust rulers. The clergy had played a vital role in forming the Patriot response, both in terms of forming an argument to counter British rule and in mounting a violent challenge to overthrow it. But as any body of opposition knows, it is one thing to criticize, another thing entirely to win the argument and then be responsible for creating a new political order. This was precisely the difficult position in which the architects of independence found themselves in 1783: how would the colonies replace the unity, stability, and prosperity of Britain’s imperial governance? And how would they collectively protect themselves and safeguard their interests in a world of hostile foreign powers?

Though it would take eight agonizing years to complete, the answer, of course, was the construction of a democratic, federal republic. And part of the answer—a large part—came from Protestant history and doctrine. This does not mean that the Founders sought to establish a Christian republic or that they envisioned America as an exclusively, immutably Christian nation. Most of the Founders, especially the most important contributors to American political thought, were men of the Enlightenment, rational empiricists who disdained what they disparagingly thought of as religion’s superstition. Rationalists in religion as well as politics and science, most of them ridiculed the emotional excesses of revivalism and evangelicalism. With the notable exception of Jefferson, most were not hostile to organized religion, but indifferent. Yet most Americans at the time were not at all indifferent; even Jefferson appreciated the salience and relevance of Christian faith in American culture and politics. Religion could not simply be ignored.8

Not for the first or last time in American history, religious and political ideas combined to form a powerful, irrepressible ideology: Christian republicanism, a blend of Protestant theology and democratic politics. Republicanism had other sources than Christianity. The political thought of ancient Rome that Renaissance philosophers had retrieved and revived was vital, as was the liberalism of John Locke. But in America, classical and liberal ideas about republicanism could not have been as effective or broadly accepted had Patriots not ingeniously wedded them to Christianity. It was this amalgam of diverse ideas, religion included, that endowed American republicanism with such strength.9

Christian republicanism had two components that were identical to classical, or what might be called “secular,” republicanism. The first was the most obvious: sovereignty should be vested in the people and their duly chosen representatives, not in a hereditary monarch. Even the most benevolent, enlightened king could, in theory, act solely according to his desires. Thousands of people thus relied purely on the whim and favor of a single individual’s arbitrary rule. Without them necessarily realizing it, this idea provided the colonists with the notion that they were “slaves” living under British “tyranny,” despite their relatively high levels of freedom and autonomy. It also led them to conflate the “arbitrary” concentrated power of the Roman Catholic Church with that of George III, the British Parliament, and the Church of England. The second component was less apparent but just as important: if they were not to descend into anarchy and tyranny, a sovereign people had to be a virtuous people. Without virtue and its attendant benefits, American politics simply could not function.

For most political philosophers of the early modern world—and indeed, for many since—Christianity and republicanism could not coexist, let alone combine to form a stable political system, because they seemed inherently at odds with each other. As the Loyalist Anglicans illustrated, traditional views assumed that Christianity demanded obedience to divinely empowered authority; republicanism demanded precisely the opposite. But deference to authority was commonly found in other strands of Protestantism, too—even a revolutionary spirit like John Calvin decreed that individuals had neither the right nor the responsibility to defy those in power. Moreover, tradition also held that Christians owed their ultimate allegiance to God, and in turn to God’s political representative on earth, the sovereign monarch. Most thinkers followed these assumptions and concluded that a republic could not exist with a strong Christian dimension.10

If American Christianity had been so hierarchical, it is plausible it would have been in conflict with republican liberty. But American religion was in fact not rigidly hierarchical; the Great Awakening had radically diffused and dispersed ecclesiastical authority in the 1740s, and even those denominations that rejected or escaped the revivals still had to contend with a much different religious landscape afterward. Even earlier, by 1700, Britain’s North American colonies constituted one of the most pluralistic religious societies on earth. Almost every variety of Protestantism, smaller communities of European Catholics and Jews, and Native American and African faiths all lived alongside one another in the colonies. This diversity emerged in an entirely ad hoc fashion and stemmed mostly from the uncoordinated, often disorganized, and proprietary nature of British imperialism in the seventeenth century. Even in Massachusetts and Connecticut, undeniably hierarchical and nearly theocratic societies until the 1680s, Baptists and Quakers vied with Puritans for the colonists’ affections. When the non-Puritan churches were persecuted, they could escape to nearby Rhode Island or New York and worship freely there. Thus geography and diversity combined to create a Christian world where religious autocracy was difficult to sustain.11

Yet even within those colonies that were for a time tightly controlled, republicanism thrived. Puritan New England, after all, had supported Oliver Cromwell during the English Civil War of the 1640s and despaired of a king, Charles I, who embraced ecclesiastical authority with such passion that Puritans suspected him of secretly being a Catholic. Puritans on both sides of the ocean were also suspicious, if not dubious, about Charles’s claim to a divine right of kings, which struck them not only as dictatorial but blasphemous. In so doing, English revolutionary propagandists provided a counterargument to the apostle Paul’s command that Christians obey authority. It was, in fact, this rich republican legacy that helped provide anti-British Patriots with a solution to the riddle of Christian republicanism in the 1770s and 1780s. By the time of the Revolution, this legacy had been widely accepted throughout the colonies, even when it was not acknowledged as such. Instead of seeing Christianity and republicanism as contradictory, Patriots argued that Christianity instead provided the basis for republicanism. Christians owed their ultimate allegiance to God, and nothing should come between them. A king, particularly one who interposed himself between heaven and earth by ruling arbitrarily and unjustly, stood between the Lord and the people. Thus two doctrines emerged to justify revolution: the Bible stated that people received their natural rights from God, and from God alone; the Bible also laid the foundations for each side, ruler and ruled, to abide by the terms of a covenant, and that if the king violated the covenant’s terms he automatically forfeited his right to rule. Neither doctrine bode well for monarchical authority in Revolutionary America.12

One of the most important links between the Puritan republicanism of the English Civil War and the Christian republicanism of the American Revolution was the poet John Milton. A propagandist for both republicanism and reformed Protestantism, in the decades during and following the Civil War Milton articulated a theory of politics that the American Founders accepted and adopted. Like them, Milton joined British American colonists in damning Anglican bishops as an affront to civil and religious liberty. And like them, he believed that people automatically lived a life of enslaved servitude if they lived at the mercy of a single individual, especially one not chosen by the people and their representatives. Milton also believed that laws and rights, duties and privileges had been devised by God, not kings. “Shalt thou give law to God,” he wrote in his epic poem Paradise Lost,

    
                       shalt thou dispute

                       With him the points of liberty, who made

                       Thee what thou art, and formed the powers of heaven

                       Such as he pleased, and circumscribed their being?



Finally, Milton believed that ecclesiastical corruption aided and abetted monarchical tyranny, and that secular authorities could not function properly without being propped up by the tyranny and superstition of an unreformed church, such as the Catholic or Anglican churches. In Milton’s day, the excesses of Charles I and Bishop Laud, justified in the name of the divine right of kings, illustrated the need for both republican government and reformed religion. In the early 1650s, with Charles executed and the Church of England humbled, and a republican Commonwealth established in their place, Milton exulted in his conviction that “the most praiseworthy of all mortals [are] those who imbue the minds of men with true religion, even more to be praised than those who founded, with whatever distinction, kingdoms and republics according to human laws.” To a political and religious reformer such as Milton, only a republic could safeguard the people’s political and religious liberty.13

Not coincidentally, Milton happened to be one of the colonists’ favorite writers, and Paradise Lost one of their favorite works. As a writer, Milton had few equals in the English language; at the time, perhaps only Shakespeare was as esteemed. But Milton’s faith and politics also strongly appealed to the colonial philosophers, politicians, and activists who pushed for independence from Britain. It was his epic Christian poetry and the republican ideas of his contemporaries that fostered an “ideology of dissent” handed down from English revolutionaries to American. Adams, Washington, and especially Jefferson cited Milton to justify or explain their political views, and they applied Miltonic history and philosophy to their own revolutionary times and republican ambitions. Even more than the Founders, the Patriot clergy advanced Miltonic ideas about Christian republicanism and made them indispensable to the structure of American politics. One of the only groups in colonial society that could transcend divisions of class and region, the Patriot clergy argued to a wide audience that the British monarchy was unjust because it had exceeded its authority, abused its power, and placed its illegitimate rule between the people and their God. Their message was clear: the only legitimate kings who could rule absolutely were God and Jesus; everyone else needed the consent of the people.14

But liberty provided only half of the republican formula; the other was virtue. Without virtue, a republic could not properly function. It would, like all other forms of human government, descend into tyranny and cease to be a republic. And the best source of virtue was not commerce or politics, but religion; indeed, the benefits of commerce and politics flowed from an uncorrupted faith. One thing Americans could agree upon was that they could pledge allegiance to a monarchy of God and Christ. As John Jay pointed out in the Federalist papers, religious faith provided a common denominator for Americans, a people united in “professing the same religion.” Though it had the virtue of being a sincere reflection of his own beliefs, this was the reason Washington referred to God in ambiguous terms—“Governor of the Universe,” “Higher Cause,” “Great Ruler of Events,” “All Wise Creator,” “Supreme Dispenser of all Good”—to which no American could object.15

THE RISE OF Christian republicanism, especially its virtuous foundations, was of course integral to the emergence of American politics. But it also marked an important development in the birth and early development of American foreign relations. In a very modern sense, Americans believed that a state’s internal character influenced its external behavior. In other words, nations that were corrupt within would behave rapaciously toward other nations. The British had threatened the Americans’ liberty and security because they had become corrupt and tyrannical. Though the English themselves had learned this lesson at the hands of Spanish and French Catholics, they had clearly forgotten it; the Americans had not. Virtue, then, was not simply its own reward; it was a valuable predictor of state behavior in the international system. Echoing Montesquieu and anticipating Kant, this aspect of America’s Revolutionary republicanism marked one of the earliest formulations of what has come to be known as “the democratic peace,” or what Madison called “the universal peace”: driven by the grandiose ambitions of kings and queens, monarchies were aggressive; restrained by the peaceful, agrarian, commercial desires of the common people, republics were not.16

This truly revolutionary idea did not just diagnose problems, it also offered a cure. If Americans could not feel safe in a world without republican virtue, the solution was obvious: spread the virtue and its attendant blessings of liberty—which to many Americans also meant the spread of Christianity. “It is only necessary for republicanism to ally itself to the Christian religion to overturn all the corrupted political and religious institutions in the world,” Benjamin Rush predicted to Jefferson in 1800. “I think we have reason to conclude,” the Reverend Abraham Keteltas preached from the pulpit in Newburyport’s Presbyterian Church, above the resting place of George Whitefield,


that the cause of this American continent, against the measures of a cruel, bloody, and vindictive ministry, is the cause of God. We are contending for the rights of mankind, for the welfare of millions now living, and for the happiness of millions yet unborn.

…It is God’s own cause: It is the grand cause of the whole human race, and what can be more interesting and glorious. If the principles on which the present civil war is carried on by the American colonies, against the British arms, were universally adopted and practiced upon by mankind, they would turn a vale of tears into a paradise of God.



Keteltas was prescient indeed, as Indians, Canadians, Mexicans, Cubans, Filipinos, and others were to discover in the next century, although their vale of tears rarely disappeared as a result.17

But those living outside America’s virtuous circle would not have to wait that long. America’s clergy, the Revolutionary War’s most able propagandists, carried the mission with them into battle. Reverend Ammi Robbins, a Connecticut chaplain with the force invading Quebec in 1776, exulted in the “pleasing views” as he and the troops crossed into foreign territory, “of the glorious day of universal peace and spread of the gospel through this vast extended country, which has been for ages the dwelling of Satan, and reign of Antichrist.” A chaplain with the Virginia Brigades in Washington’s camp at Valley Forge, writing rhyming poetry to boost morale, went further still:

    
                       AMERICA shall blast her fiercest foes!

                       Out-brave the dismal shocks of bloody war!

                       And in unrival’d pomp resplendid rise,

And shine sole empress of the Western world!18



From the outset, the Revolution created a character of American foreign relations that was deeply rooted in religious ideals.

JUST AS SIGNIFICANT was the Founders’ decision to ensure the separation of church and state in the First Amendment of the Bill of Rights. The same common denominator of faith that was so vital to republicanism also made the disentangling of faith and politics a national priority. And as with republicanism itself, the unfolding of the Revolution gave shape, color, and meaning to what had before been an abstract idea.

Though the Founders squabbled constantly about many things, they were nearly unanimous on the importance of religious liberty. Whether they were devout believers or Enlightenment skeptics, whether they would become Republicans or Federalists, they all agreed that a republic could not function properly if it did not safeguard this fundamental principle. Religion was more than a matter of faith; it was a matter of conscience. The relationship between people and God was among the most personal and individual. It was also one of the most private and inviolable sources of ideas and values. To interfere with a person’s religion, then, was to intrude into the deepest recesses of their mind. Almost by definition, this would introduce the very worst sort of tyranny, the kind of papist absolutism that Americans feared. As sources of personal conscience, religious liberty and diversity were indispensable to freedom overall, an argument made by Tom Paine in Common Sense and William Livingston, Patriot governor of New Jersey, in a 1778 speech. Thus even Catholics—and Anglicans and Jews—had a rightful place in the new nation, so long as they did not coerce others into practicing their religion. Preparing for the invasion of Canada in 1775, Washington ordered the expedition’s commanders to “avoid all Disrespect or Contempt of the Religion” of the French. “While we are Contending for our own Liberty, we should be very cautious of violating the Rights of Conscience in others; ever considering that God alone is the Judge of the Hearts of Men and to him only in this Case they are answerable.” He repeated this commitment in a public message to the people of Canada. Later, in an address to a Rhode Island synagogue during his first year as president, Washington boasted that the key to the new republic’s success was that all Americans, regardless of their faith, “possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship.”19

Even before 1776, James Madison believed in the need to separate church from state. As a student at Princeton, his mentor had been the Patriot preacher and educator John Witherspoon, who blended Scottish commonsense philosophy with Presbyterianism and came up with a doctrine of individual rights that stressed the separation of church and state as a safeguard to both religious and political liberty. From Witherspoon, Madison also absorbed the Calvinist doctrine—though without Calvinist faith—of original sin and the inherent depravity of man, a vision that helped shape his views on the political necessity of checks and balances. Once back in his home state, Madison championed the rights of Virginia’s Baptists and other religious minorities—not coincidentally, groups whose support Madison needed in the cause of independence. In 1779, he encouraged his friend Thomas Jefferson in the drafting of the Virginia Bill for Religious Freedom, though the bill never passed. In 1785, Madison authored, anonymously, a pamphlet under the title of “Memorial and Remonstrance against Religious Assessments” in a successful attempt to stop the reestablishment of religion in Virginia. He did so not from the convictions of his own faith, of which there was little, but because he too believed that religion was the wellspring of conscience, and that if the state could interfere with this, the most personal domain of thought, it could interfere, arbitrarily, in anything. To those who were concerned with the fate of virtue and pushed for the establishment of the Christian faith but not a particular church, Madison retorted that if the legislature could make one establishment one day, it could make another the next. Once down that road, there was little to stop such interference in religious affairs. Madison won this argument, and his “Memorial” became the template for the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom later that year, which in turn provided a model for the establishment and free exercise clauses of the First Amendment. In order to protect the church from the state and the state from the church, Madison enshrined their perpetual separation.20

But separation was a necessity as well as an ideal. Had the Founders wanted to establish a national church or otherwise regulate national religion, they would have had a difficult time doing so—indeed, even at this early time, the breathtaking diversity of the religious landscape would have made it all but impossible. Already the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, an important piece of legislation that paved the way for westward expansion, had guaranteed religious liberty in land still to be politically organized. But even here, in Ohio, the sheer variety of faiths among the settlers made the decision against establishment a foregone conclusion. The Revolution, moreover, had sharpened the edges of pluralism. Authority had been subverted, hierarchy undermined, and establishments weakened in church as well as state. Revolutionary fervor destabilized American politics, and it had the same effect on religion. As one wary New Englander observed, soldiers coming home from the war returned with “looser ideas of religious liberty” and a conviction that they were masters of their own faith. This development should have surprised nobody. After all, these very soldiers had just risked their lives over abstract notions of egalitarianism and popular sovereignty. Who could blame them if they sought to practice what their leaders preached? In many cases, this had been literally true: one of the Patriot preachers’ main themes was freedom from British—namely Anglican—religious tyranny. Yet the effect was to undermine not only the British authorities, but authority in general. The power and glory of the Anglican Church suffered, but so did that of the other major denominations, even the ardently Patriot Congregationalists and Presbyterians. By 1790, only 25 percent of Americans belonged to the once-dominant Anglican and Congregationalist churches, down from nearly half only thirty years before. Less formalistic evangelicals, particularly Baptists, were only too eager to step into this breach and drive the “democratization of American Christianity” forward.21

Moreover, many Patriot clergy outside Massachusetts and Connecticut had made the separation of church and state one of their key objectives. William Tennent, who had done the Continental Congress’ bidding in the Carolina backcountry, agitated for separation during his recruiting drives. Baptists in Virginia did much the same, with Madison defending their efforts. And even within New England, a significant minority pushed for disestablishment. Jonathan Parsons, the minister who had his friend George Whitefield interred in Newburyport, believed that complete religious liberty was a prerequisite for American national unity. For Isaac Backus, a Massachusetts Baptist, the establishment of the Congregationalist Church in some New England states was fundamentally incompatible with the liberties for which Americans fought, indeed, little better than “the abominations of Popery.” At the First Continental Congress in October 1774, Backus met with John and Sam Adams and other members of the Massachusetts delegation to drive home the Baptist call for religious liberty within America, and not just from Britain. How, Backus pointedly asked, was the Congregational establishment any different than the appointment of an Anglican bishop?22

He had a point. And though a few of the states clung to an official church, others were in agreement and dissolved their religious establishments as they became states within a national union free from British control. The dissolution of official Anglicanism in the southern states was not especially difficult, despite lingering sympathies in Virginia even among Patriots such as Patrick Henry. New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania had long traditions of tolerant eclecticism; disestablishment there was never a matter for debate but a simple fact of life. Ironically, the only controversial aspect of separating church from state was the fear that it would lead to the separation of religion from politics. Few Americans—with not even Thomas Jefferson or Tom Paine among them—believed that Christian faith was irrelevant. If the republic was essential for liberty, and virtue was essential for a republic, and religion was essential for virtue, then religion was essential to a healthy republic. Viewed in this light, Patrick Henry’s drive to continue tax support for the churches in post-Revolutionary Virginia had very little to do with lingering affections for the established Anglican Church and everything to do with a perceived decline of public morality that seemed to accompany a decline in morality during the war. Even Backus, the arch-separationist Baptist, conceded that “Christianity is essentially necessary to the good order of civil society is a certain truth.”23

The solution was not to banish religion, or to regulate it, but to encourage it by enabling all Americans to worship as they chose. Religious liberty, freed from government interference: it was a fairly basic but nonetheless revolutionary principle, its genius rooted in the knowledge that religion did not have to be uniform to be vibrant. As Washington put it, “the path of true piety is so plain as to require but little political direction.” The virtues of Christian republicanism did not always lead to disestablishment at the state level. But nationally, nearly everyone recognized that the only way forward was to keep church and state apart.24

The libertarian ethos of disestablishment fit beautifully with James Madison’s theory of government based on the separation of powers, as both Madison and Hamilton themselves recognized. In the very first Federalist, Hamilton launched the defense of the Constitution by arguing that “in politics as in religion, it is equally absurd to aim at making proselytes by fire and sword.” In the more famous fifty-first Federalist, which for the first time elaborated a theory of the separation of powers, Madison wrote: “In a free government, the security for civil rights must be the same as for religious rights.” This also left the states, which may not be as religiously diverse as the nation, to maintain church establishments in order to safeguard public morality, and thus virtue.25

The effects of disestablishment were profoundly ironic: in the abasence of a state sponsor, religion did not wither, but flourished. Even Anglicans—Americanized as the rebranded Protestant Episcopal Church—did not find it especially difficult to integrate themselves into the politics and culture of the United States. They were even permitted to consecrate their own bishop without harassment or protest, as if the Bishops Plot had never happened. But it was the children of the Great Awakening who would benefit most. Unsurprisingly, evangelicals largely became Anti-Federalists in the debates over the Constitution, such was their hostility to consolidations of elite power. They lost that argument, but their presence ensured that religion would continue to be a powerful voice in the new republic. In addition to these evangelical upstarts who would soon dominate American Protestantism, faith-based voluntary societies and even new denominations, such as the Mormons, emerged and thrived in the libertarian climate of the early nineteenth century—even in strongly Federalist Massachusetts, where voluntarism was often seen as a divisive attack on the social fabric and body politic.26

As we shall see in several chapters, the impact upon the new nation’s foreign affairs was equally profound. In politics, religion, and economics, Madison and the Founders feared concentrations of power and, through federalism, church disestablishment, and the free market, sought to diffuse power as widely as possible. It was an ingenious solution to a great political quandary, and its influence was long-reaching. Coming after centuries of anti-Catholicism and a new strain of anti-monarchy, the new political order newly codified a very old and very Protestant tradition of hostility to arbitrary power. In American diplomatic thought and practice, this Protestant libertarian ethic made Americans suspicious about other nations that relied too heavily upon concentrations of power, be they religious (the Catholic Church) or political and economic (the Communist Party). Just as English Protestants in the sixteenth century had lived under the assumption that they could not live safely as the world’s only Protestant refuge, Americans in the eighteenth century assumed they must tread carefully, alone, as one of the world’s only republics. Unsurprisingly, religious liberty became intimately bound with the American critique of concentrated, arbitrary power, and a rallying cry in the centuries to come. Though it would not always determine U.S. foreign policy, it usually helped Americans define who were their friends in the world and who were their foes. This was a most important American revelation.


PART III
Imperial Destinies

The House of Representatives, Washington, D.C., February 1846. Two weeks shy of his seventy-ninth birthday, Congressman John Quincy Adams of Massachusetts sat quietly as debate roared around him. Ostensibly the issue was the Oregon Country, a huge territory on the Pacific coast that stretched for nearly a thousand miles from the northern boundary of California to the southern fringe of Russian Alaska. Both Great Britain and the United States laid claim to Oregon, but until then neither country had been willing to run the risk of war to assert its exclusive sovereignty. By the 1840s, however, Americans were gripped by expansionist fever and guided by a belief in their God-given manifest destiny to conquer and settle the entire North American continent. Texas, annexed the year before, was the first step, Oregon the next; the territory between Texas and the Pacific, then part of Mexico, would follow after. Few disputed expansionism in the abstract. But in the real world, expansion raised an uncomfortable question: where the flag went, would slavery follow? The Pacific Northwest was obviously unsuitable for plantation agriculture, and thus economically infeasible for slavery. Still, Southerners worried that annexing Oregon, and its several future states, would empower the antislavery North by providing it with allies—and more crucially, votes—in Congress. With its rich soil and natural harbors, Northerners wanted Oregon as farmland and a gateway to Asia, but they also wanted it to offset the acquisition of slaveholding Texas. The debate over Oregon, in other words, was actually a debate over slavery.

In frail health, Adams watched as Southerners who had pushed through the annexation of Texas called for moderation on Oregon, while Northerners did the opposite. As an opponent of slavery and an ardent nationalist, Adams knew he would vote to give President James K. Polk authority to push America’s claims to Oregon to the brink of war. But to protect his failing health, he had also vowed not to participate in the increasingly heated exchanges on the House floor. Yet as a former president himself, and as the secretary of state who had agreed to disagree with the British and postpone settlement of the Oregon controversy twenty years before, how could he not? This at least was the opinion of Thomas Butler King, congressman from Georgia, who challenged Adams to defend his record, past and present. “This direct call from Mr. King,” Adams recorded in his diary, “I could not resist.”1

America’s claim to all of Oregon, Adams responded, “is clear and unquestionable.” After another exchange with King, Adams asked the House clerk if he could read aloud three pieces of evidence supporting this bold claim. The first was the book of Genesis, specifically chapter 1, verses 26–28, in which God created Adam and Eve in his own image and gave them, and their descendants, “dominion … over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.” These passages from Genesis, Adams explained after the clerk finished reading, provided “the foundation not only of our title to Oregon, but the foundation of all human title to all human possessions.” But if Genesis applied universally, it hardly explained whether Britain or America was the worthier claimant to Oregon. So Adams asked the clerk to read his next piece of evidence, the eighth verse of the second Psalm: “Ask of me, and I shall give thee the heathen for thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for thy possession.” Now, Adams instructed the clerk, “turn back a verse or two, and you will see to whom it is said He would give them.” Though most of those present knew exactly what the second Psalm contained, the clerk continued reading before a hushed House:


6. Yet have I set my King upon my holy hill of Zion.

7. I will declare the decree: the Lord hath said unto me, Thou art my son; this day have I begotten thee.

8. Ask of me, and I shall give thee the heathen for thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for thy possession.



In case they needed it, Adams reminded his colleagues that “the speaker of this promise was God Almighty, and the person to whom the promise was made was Jesus Christ.” Because Americans were God’s chosen people, a notion Adams took very seriously, their claim to earth’s dominion came directly from Jesus. After this bit of drama, the third piece of evidence—Matthew 28:18–20, which enjoined the godly to “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations”—was superfluous, and Adams refrained from asking the clerk to read it aloud as well. The British did not want to civilize and Christianize the land. Instead, they wanted “to keep it in a savage and barbarous state for her hunters—for the benefit of the Hudson Bay Company for hunting.” For Adams, “therein consists the difference between her claims and our claims. We claim that country—for what? To make the wilderness blossom as the rose, to establish laws, to increase, multiply, and subdue the earth, which we are commanded to do by the first behest of God Almighty.” Congressman Adams could not have been clearer: while the United States had God on its side, Great Britain did not.2

A national figure had come out strongly in favor of territorial expansion, couching it in religious, messianic language as America’s destiny—so far, so familiar. But of course Adams was no ordinary politician. The son of a president and an accomplished diplomat, he had already served as James Monroe’s secretary of state before ascending to the presidency himself. He was also an ardent patriot, a nationalist whose own life embodied the life of the nation. As a boy, he had witnessed the first Revolutionary battles at Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill. As a young man, he had represented the United States in the capitals of Europe; later, he was among the diplomats who negotiated the end of the War of 1812 with Britain. Perhaps above all, Adams had made it his life’s work to expand the geography of the United States, from north to south and from sea to sea, and with it American power in the world.

Adams was also a deeply religious man, an ecumenist whose spiritual curiosity led him to study the Bible daily and attend three different church services every Sunday—usually Unitarian, Presbyterian, and Episcopalian—even during his hectic days as the nation’s chief diplomat and head of state. As secretary of state, he also managed to find time to serve as president of the American Bible Society. Adams was theologically curious but not skeptical, and he rejected the deist theory of an almighty heavenly creator who had left humanity to its own devices. He believed in the divinity of Jesus and that biblical miracles had unfolded exactly as the Bible described them. Though he joined the Unitarian Church in Quincy in 1826, he found the philosophical wanderings of Unitarianism interesting but often cold. Like his father, he distrusted Catholicism as an inherently authoritarian system of faith that created political despotism wherever it predominated. He equally distrusted the emotional excesses of evangelicalism, at the time the dominant influence in American Protestantism.3

Religion exerted a profound, if varied, influence upon the worldview of John Quincy Adams. Even more than his father—perhaps because he took matters of faith much more seriously than did John Adams—John Quincy believed that religious liberty protected freedom of conscience and thus acted as the best guarantor for republican liberty. Democracy flowed from religion, just as religious liberty was made possible by democratic freedoms: to Adams, the two were inseparable. Thus when Spain’s colonies in the Americas mounted republican revolutions of their own, Adams reacted with caution rather than euphoria. Roman Catholicism, he thought, would stifle any expressions of true republican liberty. In his instructions to the American minister in Colombia, Adams explained that “liberty of conscience and of religious worship … have been seldom admitted in Roman Catholic countries, and are even interdicted by the present constitution of Spain. The South American Republics have been too much under the influence of the same intolerable spirit,” though he hoped that Colombia, which had made provisions for religious liberty, would be the exception. Later, in outlining American objectives for an inter-American conference in Panama, Adams told the Senate that he wished to exert “the moral influence of the United States” toward pursuing “the advancement of religious liberty” and the end of “religious bigotry and oppression” in Latin America. Without such efforts, the Western Hemisphere would never be free of tyranny. At least Latin America was Christian, even if Roman Catholic, which gave the region hope for enlightened democratic reform. Non-Christian lands were not so lucky. China, for example, could never understand “the Christian precept to love your neighbour as yourself,” and thus could never fully join America and Europe in a world system based on the reciprocal benefits of free commerce and the rule of law. For this reason, he supported imperial Britain in the Opium War, even as the Chinese struggled to maintain their rightful sovereignty.4

Possibly the most revealing thing about the faith of John Quincy Adams was his love of the Old Testament during his time as a diplomat and then secretary of state and his preference for the New Testament after. Not coincidentally, this period also marked a watershed between his ardent expansionism and his support for abolitionism. Even had he wanted to—and he confessed he did not—Adams could not escape his Calvinist Puritan heritage. He retained a belief in predestination, in original sin, and in America as a New Israel. Above all, Adams believed that God’s special providence watched over and protected the United States. And it was America’s divine mission, “as much a law of nature” he believed, to spread its republican liberty and prosperity across the North American continent. In 1802, in words that would return to haunt him decades later, he supported expansion south and west into “uncultivated” Indian lands, asking, “Shall the fields and valleys, which a beneficent God has formed to teem with the life of innumerable multitudes, be condemned to everlasting barrenness?”5

As secretary of state, Adams was responsible for fulfilling much of this destiny. Through the skillful negotiation of the 1819 Transcontinental Treaty, he prised Florida away from the Spanish Empire and successfully succeeded the Spanish claim to the Oregon Country—which meant that a European imperial power recognized that American sovereignty extended as far as the Pacific coast; soon even the British would tacitly agree. Upon concluding negotiations with Luis de Onís, the Spanish ambassador to the United States, Adams privately expressed his “fervent gratitude to the Giver of all good …. What the consequences may be of the compact this day signed with Spain is known only to the all-wise and all-beneficent Disposer of events, who has brought it about in a manner utterly unexpected and by means the most extraordinary and unforeseen.” The Transcontinental Treaty was “the work of an intelligent and all-embracing Cause.” Even if he did not always understand Providence, Adams was happy to put himself at its disposal.6

But as slavery expanded in the 1830s, Adams began to have second thoughts about the true nature of America’s manifest destiny. This ambivalence coincided with the end of his national political career, in which compromise was a virtue, and the beginning of his tenure as a congressman from Massachusetts, where antislavery passions ran high. It also marked the emergence of the New Testament Adams. He remained an expansionist, but by now he had also become an antislavery partisan, which meant opposing expansion where it would necessarily extend slavery into new territories and entrench its foundations where it existed already. Given his efforts to win Florida and his earlier support for Indian Removal, his opposition to expansion into Texas and Mexico earned him charges of hypocrisy. His critics intensified their attacks when the Old Testament Adams invoked Genesis and the second Psalm to argue for the annexation of all of the Oregon Country. Though much of Oregon did become American, Adams lost the larger argument: Texas entered the union, the United States seized over a third of Mexico in a war for outright conquest, and the latent problem of slavery awoke with a fury that nearly consumed the nation in recriminating bloodshed. Adams did not live to see it, but only the Civil War could reconcile the warring biblical visions of manifest destiny and benevolent justice in a new religious patriotism that would stretch the American imperium across the oceans.7

Adams’s career was representative of a broader development. Based largely on the voluntarist ethic that religious fervor and the separation of church and state had incubated, antebellum America became “a nation of joiners.” Dedicated to reforming the United States, voluntary organizations, a majority with a religious basis, flourished in the years leading to the Civil War. But there was no consensus over how to go about reforming the nation. The antebellum era in fact pitted two visions of progress against each other: “externalists,” who wanted to improve the American system with the expansion of territory, versus “internalists,” who sought a national commitment to improve the regions already under U.S. sovereignty. The externalists largely won out, but in order to do so they had to take into account and in some way absorb the moral tenor of the internalists, whose goals included education, moral reform measures like temperance, and economic development. But there was one subject on which they could not agree, slavery, and it was this tension that eventually brought the nation to civil war. And then there were the faith-based externalists who mostly shared the internalists’ abhorrence of slavery—the overseas missionaries and their legions of home supporters, and the peace activists who called for America to adopt a diplomacy of pacifism.8

True to form, Adams embraced the reforming ethos of his age—as a pious New Englander of old Puritan stock, he could scarcely avoid it. “Progressive improvement in the condition of man,” he once remarked, was “the purpose of a superintending Providence.” This belief in progress was one of the reasons Adams rejected the doctrinaire Calvinism of his upbringing. Although he retained a belief in original sin, he believed even more strongly that people could transcend it through good works. Adams announced his reformist intentions in his inaugural address of March 1825 and his first Annual Message to Congress later that year. Americans had a sacred duty, he told them, to improve their country, for themselves, for future generations of Americans, and for the world. But shortly after, he embraced both external and internal improvement on the condition that they not lead to the expansion of slavery. This proved to be an unsustainable contradiction that Adams struggled to maintain, for how could one support expansion in one direction (to the northwest, where plantation slavery was not viable) and not in another (to the southwest, in places like Texas, where slavery was sure to flourish)? In his support for acquiring Oregon but opposition to annexing Texas and waging war on Mexico, Adams was never able to reconcile the two halves of such a schizophrenic manifest destiny.9

Between the War of 1812 and the Civil War, Adams’s dilemma would also become America’s dilemma. How would the United States reconcile democracy with slave power? Economic development with slavery? Expansionism with republicanism? Empire with liberty? In keeping with the nation’s political and cultural habits, religion played a large role in shaping these debates and the bloody outcome in which they all eventually converged—and which also shaped America’s approach to the rest of the world. Religious Americans—in and out of the church, in and out of politics, in war and at peace—dominated the antebellum landscape. Whether they won or lost the argument, they ensured that piety and morality would become part of the very fabric of U.S. foreign policy.


CHAPTER SIX
Absolutist Apostasies

BEFORE EXPANSION COULD EVEN be considered, at least on such a grand, cosmic scale, the new United States first had to secure its own freedom of maneuver in the world system. What this meant exactly was still unknown and thus was always an ongoing process. The first test came soon after the ratification of the Constitution and Bill of Rights when France embarked upon its own republican experiment. Yet the French Revolution followed a much different path than the American: more radical, more destabilizing, and much more violent. Other European monarchies, which naturally feared that the French were setting a dangerous example for their own people, united to suppress the revolutionary fervor. They also came to fear French ambitions to liberate the oppressed people of Europe, and dominate the continent in the process. In 1793, a general European war broke out. Unsurprisingly, the French looked to the Americans to honor at least the spirit of their 1778 alliance.1

At first, Americans welcomed the French Revolution with near unanimity, a rare thing in the political life of the early republic. Their own liberties had spread to Europe, they boasted; their republican model would spark the reordering of a freer world. Partly because of millennial expectations that the revolutionary events in Paris were heralding a new age, perhaps even the return of Christ, the American clergy were particularly euphoric. The publication of eschatological books and pamphlets soared in the early 1790s along with hopes for a world free of absolutist monarchy. And not only monarchy—Americans rejoiced that the French had thrown off their despotic church as well as their despotic king. Unlike the rebellious Patriots in America, the French revolutionaries were anticlerical as well as antimonarchical and attacked the Roman Catholic Church with as much fervor as they did the Palace of Versailles. Many Americans hoped—and some even expected—that a full-blown reformation would engulf France and pave the way for the triumph of Protestantism, a glorious turn of events that would in turn launch the rest of Europe, still tyrannized by arbitrary Catholic rule, on the road to Protestant reform. Overall, most Americans agreed with Reverend Joseph Lathrop that France was undergoing a “transition from slavery to liberty—from a dungeon to open day—from total blindness to perfect vision.”2

They were not expecting what actually happened. Instead of replacing their king with a bourgeois, liberal, God-fearing republic, France descended into a bloody orgy of internal violence and external war. Death squads, lawlessness, and above all the prolific use of the guillotine led Americans to think twice about the French Revolution. Opinion turned slowly in response to the horror stories coming out of France, but turn it did when French revolutionaries imposed an absolutist dictatorship of the people to replace the absolutist dictatorship of an individual. Just as shocking was the Revolution’s atheistic iconoclasm. It was one thing to overthrow the Catholic Church; it was another entirely to try to overthrow God himself.

But it was not just the French who were giving radical republicanism a bad name. In Haiti, a successful slave revolt led to a race war between freed slaves and their former masters, which in turn caused hysteria in the United States, especially among Southerners, that racial rebellion and violence could soon spread to their own plantations. In Pennsylvania, the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 stoked simmering fears about popular revolt and anarchy in the United States itself. And in American religion, deism and skepticism spread rapidly in the 1790s, leading to worries that American morals and republican virtue were being corrupted by the misdirected anticlericalism in France. Thus while many Americans continued to support the French revolutionaries—most notably Thomas Jefferson—the intense ardor for France had begun to cool by 1795. Was radical revolution better than no revolution at all? Many Americans now had their doubts.3

In response, American politics became more divisively partisan, with conservative Federalists arguing with populist Republicans over who best represented America’s true republican spirit. The Federalists were the party of Washington, Adams, Jay, and Hamilton, and favored a strong central government; they found their strongest backing in the North and in the seaboard commercial cities. By contrast, as the party of Jefferson and Madison, the Republicans promoted robust states’ rights at the expense of a relatively weak national government; they enjoyed support in the South and the expanding western hinterland, and among farmers. Terrified by the specter of mob rule, Federalists preferred the reasonableness of British parliamentary democracy. Republicans, by contrast, sympathized closely with the French Revolution, even as it lurched into its most violent phase.4

Thus the resumption of hostilities between Britain and France in 1793 confronted U.S. foreign policy with its first crisis at a time when Americans themselves were deeply divided. Under President Washington, the Federalists controlled foreign policy. Though Washington did not adopt a pro-British stance—and could not, given the lingering bitterness of the Revolutionary War—he announced a policy of neutrality and reiterated the rights of neutrals to trade freely, even in wartime. The British suspected the United States of hiding a pro-French policy behind a legalistic cloak of neutrality; as the world’s premier naval power, preventing trade with France was one of Britain’s key strategic weapons. The British refused to recognize American neutrality and preyed on U.S. merchant shipping in the Atlantic and the Caribbean. Few Americans enjoyed these depredations, but fewer still wanted to pick a war at sea with the Royal Navy—or even in their own Northwest, where British troops and their Indian allies were spoiling for a fight. To calm nerves, uphold the principle and practice of neutrality, and settle once and for all the outstanding tensions from the Revolutionary War, Washington decided to negotiate a new settlement with Britain. As his negotiator, he sent John Jay to London in 1794; within a year, Jay negotiated what quickly came to be known as the Jay Treaty. Insulted and then incensed by what it believed to be a supreme act of betrayal, France vowed to get even with the Americans. From 1798 to 1800, with John Adams now president, the United States and France fought the inelegantly but accurately named Quasi War, an undeclared conflict fought mostly on the high seas. The result, as many Republicans pointed out, was a Federalist foreign policy that favored the British. Rarely has the politics of American foreign policy been so bitterly contested.5

Both politics and diplomacy split along religious lines, too. The anticlericalism, deism, and atheism of the revolutionary turn in France did not much trouble theologically skeptical Republicans like Jefferson and Madison. On the other hand, Federalist—and not coincidentally Calvinist—New England had never really overcome its suspicions of Catholicism or tolerated deism, much less atheism. When confronted with the radical turn of events in France, the largely Federalist New England clergy found it natural to turn these suspicions into fears of the anarchy and violence that seemed to accompany a revolt against God as well as king. Conservative churchmen across the country, and not only Federalists, nodded in agreement. To the people and the clergy, the French Revolution seemed to herald another epoch in the coming of the millennium and Christ’s return to earth. The clergy’s opposition to the French Revolution—and to honoring the 1778 treaty with France—was not simply a matter of preserving their own privileges at home, but a panicky defensive measure to protect the American republic. The Protestant faith, they argued, provided the best insurance, and as a result religious passions intensified in New England and elsewhere. Alexander Hamilton rediscovered his own faith at this time and promoted initiatives, such as the Christian Constitutional Society, to preserve America’s religious virtues and patriotism against the radical contagion of the French Revolution.6

This unusually pious moment for Hamilton reflected a more general reassertion of Christian republicanism, especially the identification of the United States as God’s chosen nation and Americans as his chosen people. Protestant clergy teamed up with the Federalists to promote opposition to the radicalism of the French Revolution as a form of patriotism. As the New England clergy argued following the rise of violence in France, no revolution was better than one that unleashed anarchy and popular tyranny. Taking advantage of this shift in the public’s mood and indifferent to the strictures of separating the activities of church and state, President Washington proclaimed a national day of prayer and holy thanksgiving, the model for many regional celebrations on a smaller scale. While the renewal of Christian republicanism generated considerable hostility to radical French revolutionary violence in the 1790s, it also helped lay the foundations for both the expansive ideology of manifest destiny and the crusading reformist zeal of abolitionism and pacifism in the decades to come. This was precisely the internal contradiction that would later torment John Quincy Adams.7

Yet also infused with this Protestant mindset, albeit in a more subtle form, were some of the most important figures in early American diplomacy. John Adams, vice president until 1797 and then president until 1801, loathed Britain—but he loathed French absolutism and radicalism even more. His ideas and perceptions about France—even a republican France—were rooted in a typically Puritan, visceral anti-Catholicism, and he viewed this erstwhile ally as a threat to American security, interests, and values. In 1776, Adams had drafted the Model Treaty as the safest way for America to ensure its interests and protect its ideals in foreign relations, particularly its relations with France; in the 1790s, he updated this vision through neutrality, and then a resort to war when the principle and practice of neutrality needed enforcement. In the time between, he had been one of the first Americans to criticize the French Revolution. These old cultural suspicions provided the ideological bedrock for Adams’s hard-line policy during the Quasi War.8

Adams was not alone in harboring a vestigial distrust of French absolutism and Catholicism. French diplomats could not have been pleased when Washington sent John Jay to London to negotiate his eponymous treaty with the British. Jay did not wear his spirituality lightly: his faith was evangelical, and later in life he served as president of the American Bible Society. Nor his religious identity: his grandparents were French Huguenot refugees who escaped to the American colonies with England’s blessing and encouragement. Jay never forgot this act of Protestant solidarity, even at the outbreak of an anti-British war for independence that he supported. “I wish it well,” he said of Great Britain in 1778; “it afforded my ancestors asylum from persecution.” Jay was horrified by the violence of the French Revolution, and though he welcomed its outbreak in 1789, he was among the first Americans to turn against it. Jay’s 1795 treaty with the British proved to be explosively controversial, with even some of his fellow Federalists believing that he had conceded the British too much, too easily. But it should not have come as a shock. Jay acted as a patriotic American, but he also acted upon a visceral fear of France and a deep, sentimental attachment to Britain—and both emotions were rooted in the two countries’ different attitudes toward religious liberty.9

AS AMERICANS WRESTLED with the problems of foreign alliances, neutrality, and the desirability of republican revolutions elsewhere, they were also confronted with a crisis from another region that would become all too familiar in years to come: the Middle East. Though the term itself is anachronistic—nobody in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries yet called it “the Middle East”—its challenges were not. Pirates and raiders from the states of North Africa’s notoriously lawless Barbary Coast—Morocco, Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli, stretching from present-day Morocco to Libya—had been preying on European shipping for centuries. Even when they were still British colonists, American merchants and traders had crossed the globe in search of profit, and the Mediterranean world was one of their most lucrative destinations. Until the Revolution, American ships could count on the awesome might of the Royal Navy for protection from Barbary pirates. But independence severed all ties with the mother country, and American ships suddenly realized just how difficult navigating the Mediterranean could be. The pirates not only seized cargo and money, they captured American seamen, either to ransom or to sell into slavery. Dependent upon overseas trade, American officials could hardly let piracy go unopposed. After fruitless attempts to placate the Barbary rulers with tribute and ransom payments, they instead built a navy and sent it to the shores of North Africa to defend American shipping and assert the right to trade.10

Without realizing it, the Barbary pirates had provoked America’s first military conflict with Islam. Though religion did not spark the Barbary Wars that ran intermittently from the 1780s until 1815, it did give them color, texture, and purpose, leading to a clash of civilizations despite the best efforts of the U.S. government not to mix religion and foreign policy. The “United States of America is not in any sense founded on the Christian Religion,” proclaimed a 1797 treaty between the United States and Tripoli, “as it has in itself no character of enmity against the laws, religion or tranquility of Musselmen [Muslims].” By the terms of the treaty, the governments of the United States and Tripoli further pledged not to allow religion to become a cause of war. Two years later, President John Adams appointed William Eaton as consul to Tunis. Eaton sailed for the Mediterranean on a cresting wave of optimism, believing that “Universal Love” would disprove “the idea that Mahometans and Christians are natural enemies.” Though Adams’s successor, President Thomas Jefferson, wanted to punish the Barbary states and uphold American credibility through the use of military force, he did so in pursuit of trading rights, national honor, and reforming the international system rather than in the name of a Christian crusade against Islam.11

Yet events, powered by religious (and racial) prejudices on both sides, would ultimately scuttle Eaton and Jefferson’s hopes. Despite the fine language of the 1797 treaty, the people of Barbary instinctively thought of Americans as Christians—and loathed them for it. Often they would add religious insult to economic or military injury, such as Tripoli’s decision to rename the captured ship USS Philadelphia as The Gift of Allah. But Americans were just as steeped in religious ideology and identity. Shortly before he ratified the 1797 treaty, and thus its clause denying America’s status as a Christian nation, Adams concluded his presidential inaugural address with a ringing endorsement of the political and social virtues of Christianity. With this Christian identity came a deep-rooted fear of Islam. The Puritans of colonial New England had thought of Muslims as a satanic force and the Ottoman Empire as a hellish source of earthly evil, and it was their view that had prevailed widely throughout the American colonies. Muslim Turks had always figured prominently alongside Catholics in the colonists’ millennial theology. These millennial beliefs intensified with the escalation of tensions between America and the Barbary states, giving Turks a more central role as anti-Christian forces who would provoke Christ’s return. Muslims, moreover, were thought to believe in a faith that was the very opposite of America’s virtuous Christian republicanism: lazy, decadent, corrupt, and despotic. Islam, Americans said, encouraged tyranny because it kept its believers ignorant and servile. Muslim potentates were even more all-powerful than the absolutist Catholic kings of Europe, their arbitrary power able to keep “the lives of millions on the footing of a lottery,” according to one bestselling book on Islam. Noah Webster accused the potentates of Barbary of posing a threat to the Christian faith, and with it freedom of conscience and political liberty, much as atheism in revolutionary France and deism in America did. Even the optimists despaired. After a few years serving as America’s envoy to Barbary, Eaton himself changed his view. “Her subjects have neither relish nor stimulus to ambition,” he reported on conditions in Algiers, because “Her religious system favors indolence” and superstition instead of “the Gift of reason.”12

But what the Americans feared most was captivity, because it almost always led to slavery. This was not the virtual, purely theoretical “slavery” in which the British had supposedly kept their taxpaying but unrepresented colonists, but the real thing. American fears about Barbary captivity were so visceral because they were so deep-rooted, echoing back to the horrors of Indian captivity along the unstable borderlands of colonial New England and New York. Indian heathens and Barbary Muslims both represented an antithesis to the American ideal; captivity among such “barbarians”—a revealing word that Americans used to describe both peoples—was an inversion of the normal balance of social power. Bondage was thus spiritual and cultural as well as physical. As Mary Rowlandson, Hannah Dustin, and especially the family of Eunice Williams could attest, captivity did not just mean a loss of freedom—it threatened assimilation into an alien culture and a total loss of identity.13

Loss of physical freedom, Americans assumed, would lead directly to a loss of their Christian faith, probably through forced conversion to Islam. It was widely assumed that seizure by the Barbary pirates could make one an unredeemed captive, condemned, as was little Eunice Williams, to a life of savagery and ignorance among the heathens. Such fears were not unreasonable: for centuries, Muslim slave masters, throughout the Ottoman Empire and along the Barbary coast, had been notorious for forcibly converting enslaved Europeans to Islam. Estimates vary, but by the time of America’s conflict in the Mediterranean, up to a million white Europeans had lived a life of Barbary slavery. Americans had also suffered Barbary captivity since the early seventeenth century, albeit on a much smaller scale. Cotton Mather, who played an important role in shaping the memory of colonial Indian captivity, claimed in 1703 that Muslim Barbary states boasted “the most horrible Captivity in the world.” Islamic law justified the enslavement of infidels, and while Americans did not think of themselves as blasphemous unbelievers, the Barbary pirates certainly did. “Now I have got you, you Christian dogs,” hissed Ali Hassan, the ruler of Algiers, at his American captives. Several American captives were unable to withstand the pressures to convert and completely transform their identities forever.14

After years of broken treaties, unending ransom and tribute payments, and the occasional feckless use of armed force, in 1815 President James Madison put an end to the conflict by dispatching a powerful fleet to the Mediterranean. No longer would Barbary pirates harass American shipping. Only military power, Americans believed, could redeem their captives in the Middle East—and the nation itself.

IT WAS NO coincidence that Madison felt free to act against Barbary in 1815. Only a few months before, the War of 1812 between the United States and Great Britain had come to an end. The U.S. Navy, a minnow before the war, grew substantially in size and ability in holding its own against the famed prowess of the Royal Navy and was better positioned to take on the Barbary pirates once hostilities with Britain had ended. But more important, Barbary and Britain posed many of the same challenges to the United States, over trading rights, freedom of the seas, and national honor. Having upheld America’s rights against the British, it was natural—and politically imperative—for Madison to send the same message to Barbary. American ideology and values had been battle-tested in both wars, and settling scores with these two enemies settled Americans’ views about the wider world. It also laid the foundations for Americans to turn inward and expand their own continental holdings and imperial ambitions.

With the renewal of war in Europe in 1803, the two main antagonists, Britain and France, each sought to freeze the other’s economy by blocking the import and export of raw materials and finished goods. As it did in the 1790s, this meant the harassment of American shipping, which traded with both nations. In 1806, Napoleonic France instituted the “Continental System,” effectively shutting Britain off from Europe; the British responded by blockading European ports to strangle the continent’s vital trade with the outside world. In a conflict with such dynamics, the United States, which as a neutral aimed to continue trading with everyone, was always going to run into trouble with Great Britain. The British compounded American anger with their policy of impressment: searching for runaways from the Royal Navy by boarding American vessels and conscripting American seamen. Having been bullied continually by British, French, and Barbary ships since winning their independence in 1783, nothing was more humiliating to Americans. But as important as freedom of the seas and trading rights were, especially to a nation that relied heavily upon maritime commerce, the main cause of war in 1812 was westward expansion. And here, too, tensions assumed a familiar face. Much as it had done in issuing the Proclamation Line in 1763 and the Quebec Act in 1774, London angered American settlers and farmers by supporting the right of Indian sovereignty in the Northwest, the huge swath of territory bounded by the Great Lakes to the north, the Ohio River to the south, and the Mississippi River to the west. Although the Jay Treaty was supposed to have settled the issue of Britain’s presence in the American frontier—which of course was originally supposed to have been settled by the 1783 Anglo-American peace treaty—British officials and troops in Canada continued to encourage Indian resistance to American expansion and settlement.15

Behind both causes for war—whether Americans could secure freedom of the seas and settlement of the west without British interference—lay the more delicate issues of national honor and the viability of republicanism. And deeper still, behind them lay an even more delicate national self-esteem that was in large part rooted in America’s religious traditions, values, and culture, which were inseparable from nationalism, republicanism, honor, and credibility. In this sense, religion had two roles: it helped give shape to the reasons for war, and thus to the war itself; and it provided Americans with a convenient, comprehensible, and powerful way of expressing their views.16

In general, American opinion divided deeply—more deeply, even, than during the French Revolution or any other crisis until the Civil War—along partisan lines of prowar Republicans and antiwar Federalists. So hostile to war was New England that its political leaders convened in Hartford in 1814 and only narrowly rejected a motion to secede from the United States. Luckily for Madison, though, a clear majority of Americans supported the Republican march to war, possibly because by this time a clear majority of Americans were Republicans themselves. Yet one thing united all Americans: the use of religious rhetoric and imagery either to damn or to sanctify the war. Both sides argued their case with a pious stridency and moral urgency that only religious faith could sustain.

Based mostly in the South and along the nation’s western borderlands, the so-called “war hawks” agitated for war as a way of both redeeming national honor and clearing the way for westward settlement. Renowned for his role in separating church and state but desperate for public support for a controversial war, President Madison set a providential national tone. By taking America to war, he told the nation in his War Message of June 1, 1812, he would “commit a just cause into the hands of the Almighty Disposer of Events.” Madison set aside August 20 as a national fast day of thanksgiving and prayer, the first of several during the war, so that a penitent America could appease the Lord’s “divine displeasure,” evidenced by his unleashing the British upon a backsliding nation, and ask for His “merciful forgiveness” in the form of victory.17

Other prominent Americans used religion to sanctify war with Britain. “Parson” Mason Weems, an ordained Episcopal minister and one of the era’s bestselling authors, believed that war would not only restore America’s virtue, it would also instill the virtues of self-control and hard work among its people. A celebrated biographer of George Washington, Weems contrasted the Christian republican values of the United States with the decadent “modern Goths” of Great Britain. Benjamin Rush, a noted physician, signer of the Declaration of Independence, respected public intellectual, and devout evangelical, made a similar argument. In doing so, Rush even repudiated a cause close to his heart: Christian pacifism. War as a godly test of national character, war as a cleansing agent for the nation’s sins and weaknesses, war as a righteous instrument to redeem national virtue—these powerful ideas, pronounced constantly by Madison, Weems, Rush, and others, were quickly absorbed into a narrative of national patriotism, heroism, and justice that propelled the War of 1812 onward.18

Religious advocates for war also cast a covetous gaze westward. David Jones, a Baptist chaplain during the Revolutionary War, rabid Anglophobe, passionate supporter of war with Britain, and friend of President Madison, reported from his travels through Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Virginia that “never were people more unanimous” than they were in supporting the war. Jones especially encouraged the president to seize Protestant English Canada but not Catholic French Quebec, which would enable the United States to achieve its most important objective: subduing the Indian tribes who barred the way to westward settlement. “We must humble the Savages,” Jones advised Madison; “they must as a Conquered People ask for Peace” that would be contingent upon “their engaging to cultivate the Land, and abandon the former mode of Life.”19

But not everyone agreed that war was necessary, or even wise. The antiwar camp was strongest in the Federalist redoubt of New England, where it commanded overwhelming support. New England clergy, Congregationalists mostly, proclaimed that by waging war unjustly and unwisely, “without the approbation of heaven,” Madison had broken his sacred covenant with the people, just as George III had in 1776. The war was “execrable,” spat a Massachusetts minister, its mindless, unthinking supporters guilty of “tame, African, slavish deportment.” Many New Englanders looked wistfully upon their Puritan heritage for guidance and examples of moral courage in the face of a wicked government. In this latest incarnation of the Puritan jeremiad, clergy and state officials accused the Madison administration of betraying America’s true principles. Invoking the Puritan founders, Governor John Cotton Smith of Connecticut addressed the state’s General Assembly in October 1814, when secessionist dissent was at its peak, and promised to “imitate their virtues” in the hope “that God who supported them in the darkest hours will not forsake their descendants.” Even Baptists, mostly Jeffersonians and Madisonians and thus not usually sympathetic to Federalist causes, protested the war, which helped blunt Republican efforts to tie New England, and its established churches, to the suppression of religious liberty. Isaac Backus, like the Republicans a champion of the separation of church and state and a fierce opponent of Federalist New England’s religious establishments, railed against “calamities and multiple evils of War.” That Americans “may learn righteousness” from their humiliations and depredations would be the only good to come from war with Britain.20

While military officials in New England may not have believed that war in general was always evil, they shared the general hostility to this particular war with Britain. Few rituals in New England’s religious culture were as celebrated as the annual artillery election sermon, delivered by an esteemed minister to the Ancient and Honorable Artillery Company, a Boston-based militia founded by the first Puritan settlers. The same day Madison delivered his War Address to Congress, Reverend Eliphalet Porter of Roxbury, Massachusetts, delivered the 1812 election sermon. As the “threatening clouds” of war gathered, Porter preached that war was just only if it was necessary and defensive. “They who are called to assume the character of the soldier,” Porter warned, “can never be indifferent to the moral nature of their cause.” Two years later, Reverend Samuel Cary used his election sermon to accuse Madison of betraying the ideals of the Revolution, for stooping low to emulate the sinful ambitions of European kings. Reflecting the Federalists’ habitual suspicion of mob rule, Cary concluded that the wars in North America and Europe had shown that the untrammeled popular will could be a source for anarchy as well as freedom. The war was “so unexpected, so appalling” that it “baffled all our calculations and all human foresight.” But God would see to it that America and Europe would both soon be at peace, able then to let the true Christian spirit flourish in resurrecting a godly society.21

Though it was a minority view in many parts, opposition could also be found nationwide thanks to the emergence of a “greater New England” populated by thousands of inland migrants who moved from Massachusetts and Connecticut to establish transplanted towns, villages, and farms in western New York, Ohio, and beyond. Reverend S. P. Robbins, a preacher in Marietta, Ohio, wrote to his family back in Connecticut that though “the war is far more popular here than with you,” he resisted it nonetheless, “on account of its being so unnecessary and unjust.” Robbins confessed to harboring other, more radical thoughts: “were I drafted … I should not go—and should think I was more justifiable in refusing.” He blamed Madison for an especially unenlightened foreign policy and for visiting the horrors of a tyrannical war upon republican America. “To what extent,” Robbins concluded in words that would echo down through future debates over war, slavery, and civil rights, “ought we to obey the civil constituted authorities of our country?” Antiwar sentiment could also be found wherever Federalists lived—even in as unlikely a place as South Carolina, where the expansion of slavery and plantation agriculture and the prevalence of land speculators made it a particularly strong supporter of war with Britain. Here, too, antiwar activists believed that God was on their side. The “Finger of HEAVEN points to PEACE!!!” screeched one South Carolina Federalist; another damned the war as “the scourge of an avenging God” who was disappointed that His people had diverted from the path set down by the “virtuous WASHINGTON.”22

Yet while the antiwar movement may have called upon God, few of its members were Christian pacifists. Like many Loyalists during the Revolution, antiwar Federalists were opposed to this particular war, not to all wars as a matter of principle. Until the War of 1812, almost all American thinking on war lacked consistency. After all, Jefferson and Madison, the architects of wars against Barbary and Britain, had argued that war was the enemy of liberty because it led to higher taxes, standing armies, and ambitious governments. Still, the War of 1812 marked an important turning point in American history because it gave birth to the first truly pacifistic antiwar movement. Once confined to the traditional peace sects, predominantly the Society of Friends and the Moravians, pacifists emerged from other denominations as well. Activists such as David Dodge, a wealthy New York merchant and active Presbyterian layman, and Reverend Noah Worcester, a New Hampshire Unitarian, established small antiwar followings and spawned local peace societies. Most significant was the branching out of Christian pacifism—at that time the basis for virtually all pacifism in the United States—beyond its usual Quaker and Moravian confines. Equally significant was pacifists’ ability to gain recognition for their status as conscientious objectors even if they failed to win broad acceptance or sympathy. And though they failed to slow the march to war, or even influence policy, during the War of 1812 Christian pacifists managed to present a credible moral and political alternative to war. No longer could the state claim a monopoly on righteousness. It was a fateful development that would push future U.S. foreign policy to further heights of moralistic purpose, even when it also resorted to the use of brutal, bloody force.23

When news of the war’s end arrived in the winter of 1815, Americans celebrated as if they had won a tremendous victory. On the face of it, this was absurd: the national capital had been sacked and burned, the British had officially conceded nothing on impressment, and one of the main objectives of the war, the conquest of Canada, had ended in total failure. All this mattered little, though. Somewhat chastened by their flirtations with secession, antiwar protesters were relieved that their bitter nightmare of war and dissent was over. And despite the failure of the war to achieve anything tangible, Madison’s supporters claimed they had fought and won a “second war of independence” from the domineering British. Americans had always wanted to act alone in the world and remain free from the contaminating corruptions of Europe, but since 1783 Britain and France had not allowed them any such liberty. Now, having matched the British in war, few would dare challenge the United States in the Western Hemisphere. “God had tested Americans and their government,” a writer from the popular magazine Niles’ Weekly Register boasted, “to secure future peace and establish our mild and benevolent institutions.” They could all be “proud in the belief that America now stands in the first rank of nations.”24

During the war, all sides invoked the guiding hand of providence to illustrate the righteousness of their cause. The war’s opponents saw it as God’s way of chastising his people for electing the Republicans to power. The failed invasion of Canada and the burning of Washington, D.C., were sure signs, in the words of a New Hampshire preacher, of “the indignation of Heaven.” Supporters, however, could just as plausibly point to a series of naval victories against the Royal Navy on Lake Erie, the defeat of a British invasion at Lake Champlain, and of course General Andrew Jackson’s glorious triumph at the Battle of New Orleans as proof that the “God of Battles is surely on our side.” America, a Vermont newspaper concluded at war’s end, had fought “a holy war, for the Lord has fought for us the battles, and given us the victories.” In both these readings of God’s providence, America had endured a test of its will and character—and most important, its faith. In a strange way, then, the end of the war not only treated the nation’s sectional and political wounds, it vindicated and enhanced a vision of the United States as divinely destined for peace, prosperity, and above all, national greatness. As Americans like David Jones turned their attentions inland and focused their unceasing energies on conquering and settling the west, they did so confident in the knowledge that they were doing the Lord’s work. They were fulfilling America’s destiny, though the consequences for Native Americans would be disastrous. “It appears evident that God has been on our side,” a Methodist preacher from Brooklyn announced in 1815. “If God be for us, who can stand against us?”25


CHAPTER SEVEN
The Benevolent Empire, at Home and Abroad

THE PERIOD following the War of 1812 was known, somewhat misleadingly, as the “era of good feelings.” True, the end of the war had stimulated a powerful resurgence of patriotism, Federalist New England sheepishly set aside its secessionist complaints, and Americans throughout the nation reveled in their ability to match the world’s greatest power in battle. But bipartisanship remained elusive. In the 1820s, the political rivalry between supporters of Andrew Jackson and John Quincy Adams would prove to be every bit as bitter and divisive as the old feud between Jeffersonians and Hamiltonians.

Yet in another sense the slogan was accurate. The end of war and the onset of national reconciliation enabled Americans to focus on internal economic development and overseas trade. Building on its earlier capitalist foundations, after 1815 the United States underwent something of a “market revolution”—or more properly a “communications revolution,” given that the true innovations of the period were in linking people across vast distances—a period of explosive economic growth based on the emergence of an increasingly sophisticated economy. The agricultural basis of the American economy had changed little since the colonial era, but now farmers were producing crops with the intention of selling them to distant consumers in American towns and cities and in Europe. To service this integrated national economy with a global reach, the federal and state governments built canals and roads; in the 1840s and ’50s, they built telegraph wires and railroads, propelling growth further still. Productivity and consumption soared as farms became more efficient and factories churned out high-quality finished goods. Fueling this expanding economy was a population that grew just as rapidly, mostly through increased immigration. Capitalism and immigration were of course nothing new in American history, but rarely before had they experienced such tremendous expansion in such a short space of time. America was entering the industrial age. By the outbreak of the Civil War, the United States was not only a prosperous and dynamic nation, it was also a powerful one.1

But in international relations, economic power does not automatically translate into military and political power. Though the United States was an economic power of the first rank by the mid-nineteenth century, it was at most a regional power in the international system. Still, while economic prosperity does not by itself bring international power, it does make it possible. Accordingly, in the decades before the Civil War, Americans became attracted to the idea of wielding their power abroad, if only in the Western Hemisphere. This was nothing new, but in the decades following the War of 1812, they broadened the scope of U.S. foreign policy in significant and enduring ways.2

That they did so between 1815 and 1861 was no simple accident of timing. Political figures such as John Quincy Adams and Henry Clay staked their careers on establishing the “American System,” an ambitious plan for internal progress with the federal government at the helm. Adams, Clay, and others promoted a crucial, guiding role for the government in assisting industry and building infrastructure such as canals, telegraph lines, and railroads. Though governmental reformism was not always popular—Andrew Jackson and the Democrats based much of their success in opposition to the American System—it attracted the support of many, especially in the Northern states where religious reform was most prevalent. Indeed, most Northern religious reformers were Whigs—the party of reform—while many Southerners and others hostile to a “benevolent” hegemony of Protestant reformers, especially Catholics, were Jacksonian Democrats. Though many within both parties were evangelicals, attitudes toward worship divided the faithful along political lines, with the churchgoing formalists of the North becoming Whigs and the autonomous, antiformalists of the South supporting the Democrats. Still, as we shall see, both parties supported activist foreign policies, albeit on very different terms.3

That they did so largely under the banner of Christ was no coincidence, either. As America itself changed economically and socially, American religion changed as well. After 1789, with the Enlightenment’s ambivalence toward religion fading from the collective memory, Christianity recaptured its dominance within the broader culture. In response to the market revolution, religion also began a period of innovation, as religious Americans confronted the problems of capitalism and strove to balance Christian selflessness with economic self-interest. So began a period Jon Butler calls the “antebellum spiritual hothouse.” And as the American religious landscape underwent its own dramatic changes, religious ideas about American war and diplomacy changed with it. The Second Great Awakening, whose fires of religious passion consumed American society in the first decades of the century and dwarfed its colonial predecessor in geographical reach and number of adherents, thrust evangelicalism into the vanguard of American religion. Alongside this evangelical “explosion,” as the historian Mark Noll describes it, arose a vast array of social movements that aimed to improve American society through moral reform. Encompassing temperance, education, prison conditions, and other aspects of personal moral betterment—the abolition of slavery above all, explored later in this chapter—the agenda of politically active evangelicals sought to remake the United States in a progressive Christian image.4

Their ability to do so and maintain theological consistency was due to the innovations of several Protestant ministers. The contribution of Nathaniel W. Taylor, a scholar of divinity at Yale, was probably most significant. Building upon the revisions of Edwardsean theology by Samuel Hopkins and Lyman Beecher, who were among the first clergy to push for benevolent social action, Taylor modified the doctrines of original sin and predestination that still formed the key tenets of Calvinism. In its place, his revised Calvinism, known as the New Haven Theology, reconciled predestination and inherent sin with people’s ability to act in a moral and godly way, what Taylor called “complete moral agency.” Taylor acknowledged that people were born with original sin, but he did not believe it was binding. In other words, people could transcend humanity’s original sin and work toward a more godly, humane society. If this was the free will of Arminianism, scourge of Puritans and Calvinists for centuries, then so be it. By finding room for both “the consistency of exhortation to immediate duty” and “the doctrine of the sinner’s dependence” on God, Taylor made it possible, indeed imperative, for Christians to make their world a better place. Another pioneer of American Protestantism, Charles G. Finney, a revivalist with an emotional style resembling that of George Whitefield, took this notion further by dispensing with predestination altogether. Finney’s Oberlin Theology, named for the college where he taught, promised that anybody could be saved so long as they accepted Christ into their heart and worked to apply Christian love to earthly society. The objective was to improve life on earth. Taylor and Finney agreed on little, but on this they concurred.5

Evangelical reformers believed they were in the vanguard of the most glorious movement humanity had witnessed since the days of Christ. They saw their efforts to improve America and the wider world as hastening the events foretold in the Book of Revelation, especially the millennium’s thousand years of peace, the second coming of Christ, and his victory over the Antichrist. They were millennialists, but more specifically they were postmillennialists who believed that Christ’s return would follow the millennium. In order to bring about the second coming, life on earth had to improve. Hence their belief that reform would not only extend Christian charity where it was most needed, but that reform would also usher in the most profound spiritual rebirth the world would ever see. Popularized by the Second Great Awakening and flowing from traditional American notions of providence, millennialism became one of the dominant religious currents of an unusually religious era. Its significance guided the thoughts and actions of clergy and laity, churches and circuit riders, Northerners and Southerners—indeed, even of the skeptical and irreligious, so pervasive was the belief that “America” represented the culmination of historical progress.6

Other Christian reformers were not so concerned with theological consistency or the end of the world because they rejected conventional Protestant theology—particularly evangelical emotionalism—outright. These Christian rationalists, Unitarians and Universalists, had broken away from New England Congregationalism. Just like many evangelicals, Unitarians could trace their theological and cultural roots back to the original Puritan colonists. They saw their faith in Enlightenment terms, as a reflection of scientific principles guided by the spirit of problem solving. Unitarian reformers such as William Ellery Channing mounted their own drive to bring about America’s moral improvement.7

Even further along the religious spectrum stood the Transcendentalists. A radical experiment in communal, spiritual utopianism that had split from Unitarianism, Transcendentalism celebrated the promise and potential of America even as it decried Americans’ reliance on slavery, ill treatment of Indians, and tolerance of war. It was, in fact, a spiritualist rebellion against the cold rationalism of the Unitarians. As Ralph Waldo Emerson once complained to his wife, “The Unitarian church forgets that men are poets.” Transcendentalism embodied a campaign for serious social reform as much as it represented a literary school or spiritual movement. And though most Transcendentalists rejected the divinity of Christ, there was no doubting their spiritual core and application of Christian ethics and love to the corruptions of a swiftly modernizing America. Any consideration of the Transcendentalists without reference to their Christian origins and context would be incomplete.8

WHETHER THEY BE evangelical or millenarian, Unitarian or Transcendentalist, Protestant reformers included the application of Christian love to foreign policy as well as domestic society. Foremost were two ideas—one very old, pacifism, and one relatively new, humanitarian intervention, though it was not yet called that—grounded in the belief that Christian, republican America stood for something different, something better in the world.

Pacifism had been present in America since the colonial era. In the 1790s, Benjamin Rush had proposed a faith-based Department of Peace to balance the War Department—only to undermine himself by later supporting the War of 1812. After the war, Christian pacifism became more acceptable to a wider body of people, including the major Protestant denominations, which in turn began founding local peace societies. With the establishment of regional and national organizations, such as the American Peace Society in 1828 and the more radical New England Non-Resistance Society in 1838, the crusade to end war found a wider audience. Not every member of the peace societies was an evangelical. Unitarians, the evangelicals’ bitter rivals, and of course Quakers were active participants. But almost everyone was a practicing Protestant of one sort or another. In conjunction with other religious reform agendas of the era, international peace seemed a natural fit: it would eliminate the major source of violence in the world and reflect America’s Christian virtues in the process. More than that, pacifism suited the era’s great missionary endeavors: if war really was unchristian, then the spread of the Christian faith would spread peace.9

The link between international peace and Protestant missions was not coincidental. Most ministers believed that the spread of universal Christian love would also bring about universal peace. In yet another American formulation of democratic peace theory, Protestants argued that true Christians would not wage war on one another. As one Baptist put it, the acceptance of Christianity “puts a restraint upon those passions which prompt to war.” Instead, preached a Boston minister, “a higher Christian morality will ultimately render this scourge of the human race universally unpopular and odious.” In an oft-repeated 1830 sermon about everlasting judgment, a young Ralph Waldo Emerson, then a Unitarian minister, promised that war had been condemned by Jesus and thus one day “shall come to an end.”10

To Christian peace activists, it was self-evident that war was a sin “contrary to the gospel.” Christianity was a religion of peace—the world’s only religion of peace, claimed some—but Christians had lost their way in applying its true principles. War, William Ellery Channing proclaimed shortly after the War of 1812, was the “worst vestige of barbarism, this grossest outrage on the principles of Christianity.” It brought only material and spiritual destruction and corrupted the innocence of young men by apprenticing them in the “trade [of] butchery.” It impoverished communities and nations and tore apart families. And, Channing said, it eroded the religious and republican foundations upon which American democracy rested. Channing’s Unitarian colleague Theodore Parker agreed. “War is a violation of Christianity. If war be right, then Christianity is wrong,” he preached. “Nothing is so hostile to a true democracy as war.” War brought no benefit, only the capacity to destroy—on this, all peace activists agreed. After tallying up the total costs of America’s wars between 1776 and 1815, a writer for the Family Christian Almanack concluded that the vast sums could have been better spent “to furnish every family in the world with a Bible; to provide the means of common education for all its children, and to support one minister of the Gospel for every thousand souls.” In Rochester, New York, George Washington Montgomery, a Universalist minister, advanced the liberal goal of disarmament, claiming that arms were a cause rather than a symptom of tensions. If nations got rid of their weapons, they could do away with war altogether.11

Reform evangelicals were an especially interdenominational, ecumenical lot. They were more interested in societal improvement than doctrinal disputes—indeed, their preoccupation with the here and now at the expense of the hereafter was one of the main criticisms leveled at them by religious conservatives. Reform-minded evangelicals loosely, and unofficially, joined together in an informal “Evangelical United Front.” Under this banner, evangelicals of most denominations threw their energies together behind a common cause, be it temperance, education, or peace. When combined, their ecumenism (an effort to bring denominations and religions together) and their pacifism led them to the innovative conclusion that the act of coming together would itself facilitate peace. If they resolved to talk instead of fight, an anonymous pacifist with the American Peace Society argued, “they can as easily find some peaceable method of settling their difficulties, as professors of religion find a way to settle difficulties in the church, without resorting to personal violence.” International arbitration would be one method of bringing countries together, or better still “a congress of nations” that “might take the place of war.” This dream, said a prominent Tennessee Baptist, was “the desire of all nations.” In New England, Congregationalists, Baptists, and Methodists joined together to call for the convening of a Congress of Nations to settle international disputes, and perhaps even prevent them before they occurred. Similarly, Elihu Burritt of the Christian Citizen magazine joined with Theodore Parker and the evangelical abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison in an attempt to establish a League of Universal Brotherhood. They would take some time to germinate, but the seeds of collective security and international organization had been planted in the American mind.12

Conservative Christians, on the other hand, criticized the peace societies for paying too much attention to earthly concerns and not enough to more important spiritual matters. The pacifists’ focus on improving life in the here and now—and on themselves—was little more than “idolatry,” one critic charged. Benevolent campaigns to eradicate war were hopelessly idealistic because they tried to improve humanity without paying attention to the underlying causes of original sin and human depravity. They “aim to do away the evil by striking at the branches—not at the root.” This was an important criticism, one of the first salvos in what would become a running dispute between liberals who sought earthly reform as a means to grace and conservatives who retained the traditionally Calvinist view that grace was God’s alone to dispense and could only come through faith in Christ. The dispute would affect all faith-based plans for reform for at least the next century, including America’s role in matters of international war and peace.13

DESPITE SUCH CRITICS, pacifism had introduced a powerful moral voice into antebellum debates about America’s proper role in the world. But it was not the only voice stemming from reformist Christian moralism. If pacifism was a very old Christian idea, the other to have a significant impact was rather modern: humanitarian intervention. It was every bit as radical as the peace movement but decidedly not as pacifistic. Occasionally the two groups overlapped—humanitarian intervention, after all, did not always have to mean military intervention. But most advocates of humanitarian intervention did not fool themselves into thinking that military force would never be used to uphold the natural, democratic rights of oppressed foreigners.

The earliest colonists had occasionally applied concepts similar to humanitarian intervention when it suited their material or political interests. In sending an armed force into Rhode Island to snuff out a sect of heretics, John Winthrop spoke of protecting persecuted minorities and extending the rule of law to an otherwise lawless region. Similar language pervaded the wars against various Indian tribes in the colonial era, from Pequots to Iroquois. But the concept of genuine humanitarianism did not really emerge until Americans discovered the plight of the Greeks in the 1820s. Since the Renaissance, Greece had held a very special place in the Western imagination as the birthplace of Western civilization. Virtually all educated Americans were steeped in classical thought, and Greek ideas about democracy exerted a strong influence upon the Founders. But by then, Greece was a Christian province of the Islamic Ottoman Empire. In 1821, when the Greeks rebelled against Ottoman rule, the call for America to help was difficult to ignore. “Greek fever” swept across the United States.14

Greece was not only the cradle of civilization; it was a Christian land under the oppressive thumb of Muslim Ottoman Turks, and thus a battle, declared a Harvard classics professor, of “the cross versus the crescent.” Greeks lived under both civil and religious tyranny, a plight Americans believed they knew much about from their days in the British Empire. Fittingly, popular support for Greek independence was emotional and overwhelming. A women’s group in Brooklyn, for instance, erected a giant cross emblazoned with a slogan, “Sacred to the Cause of Greece,” that was visible in Manhattan. Freeing the Greeks from their tyranny would enable American missionaries to spread the gospel in Muslim lands. Missionaries, the Reverend Sereno Dwight argued, “will feel their way into the farthest retreats of Mohammedan darkness.” It would also extend republican democracy at an important crossroads between two bastions of authoritarianism, Europe and the Ottoman Empire. “Humanity, policy, religion—all demand it,” war hero and future president William Henry Harrison declared in summing up the case for American intervention. “The star-spangled banner must wave in the Aegean.”15

Perhaps no American pushed for humanitarian intervention as vigorously as Daniel Webster. A congressman from Massachusetts in 1823, and later a senator and secretary of state, Webster deployed all of his famed rhetorical skills in an attempt to get the United States to midwife the birth of Greek independence. Webster was thoroughly grounded in the orthodox Congregationalism that still typified New England’s spiritual and cultural life. Though he was not an evangelical, Christian imagery, phrases, and ethics infused his oratory with a crusading, moralistic zeal. Webster based his argument on behalf of the Greeks partly on a universal, natural right to liberty, but his most stirring rhetoric came in contrasting civilized Christian Greece with its barbaric Muslim oppressor. The Greeks, he declared to Congress, were suffering “a bitter and unending persecution of their religion” and the “habitual violation of their rights of person and property.” With its blend of religious and civil liberty with property rights, this was about as strong a case as an American could make. Yet Webster continued. He pointed to the lack of separation of church and state in the Ottoman Empire, with the “religious and civil code of the state being both fixed in the Koran, and equally the object of an ignorant and furious faith.” And he argued, perhaps lost in the moment and forgetting about America’s own slaves, that nowhere else was freedom so violated. “In short, the Christian subjects of the Sublime Porte feel daily all the miseries which flow from despotism, from anarchy, from slavery, and from religious persecution …. In the whole world, Sir, there is no such oppression felt as by the Christian Greeks.” Webster concluded with a flourish. The Greeks


stretch out their arms to the Christian communities of the earth, beseeching them, by a generous recollection of their ancestors, by the consideration of their desolated and ruined cities and villages, by their wives and children sold into an accursed slavery, by their blood, which they seem willing to pour out like water, by the common faith, and in the name, which unites all Christians, that they would extend to them at least some token of compassionate regard.16



But while nearly all Americans wanted to save the Greeks, not everyone believed it was America’s task to do so. In fact, while Reverend Dwight and others hoped to evangelize the Holy Land by going to war alongside the Greeks, missionaries themselves feared that angering the Turks would bring an end to American missions within the Ottoman Empire, which covered almost the entire Middle East. Their experiences in Greece, moreover, convinced many Protestant missionaries that the Greek Orthodox Church was just as bad as the Roman Catholic Church. American business interests, especially the largely New England–based merchant marine, feared losing access to their lucrative trade with the Ottomans. Secretary of State John Quincy Adams was sensitive to both constituencies. While he agreed with the morality of the Greek cause, he felt that American strategic and economic interests were even more important. Thus while he did nothing to stop Americans from privately supporting the Greek cause, officially the U.S. government did little more than mouth anticolonial platitudes about freedom and democracy. Adams partly defused the emotional furor over Greece by penning an 1823 presidential speech that reiterated the independent, unilateralist principles of Washington’s 1796 Farewell Address and his father’s 1776 Model Treaty. Later known as the Monroe Doctrine, Adams’s speech warned Europeans not to interfere in the Western Hemisphere’s affairs, such as the independence revolutions in Latin America, just as it promised that the United States would not interfere in European quarrels.17

The case of Greece illustrated both the uses and limited influence of religion in U.S. foreign policy: while it introduced Americans to humanitarian interventionism, it also revealed that when they clashed, presidents and diplomats would usually prioritize national interests ahead of national ideals. This was true of pacifism’s influence as well. Religion demonstrated utility, but not control; it could shape foreign policy, but not determine it. Yet as we shall see, it continued to push American foreign relations in a moralistic, crusading, and sometimes humanitarian direction that helped establish a tradition of what was and was not desirable in U.S. foreign policy.

FEW INITIATIVES, secular or religious, encompassed issues of war, peace, and empire as directly and comprehensively as overseas missions. Combining virtually all aspects of moral improvement, from temperance to education to peace, and applying them on a global scale, missionaries were the ultimate agents of benevolent reform. Unique among New World colonizers, Americans did not have much of a missionary tradition; aside from the limited but successful missions of Quakers and Moravians, colonial missionaries to the Indians had by and large met with more failure than success. Nonetheless, in the nineteenth century, as American power and piety grew in equal measure, the missionary enterprise grew with them. Most denominations sent missionaries abroad, but as with many innovations in American religion the impetus came mostly from New England Protestants, specifically Congregationalists. In 1810, they set up the interdenominational American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) and headquartered it in Boston. The ABCFM quickly became one of the best-funded mission boards in the world, sending thousands of Protestant missionaries to live and proselytize all over the world. Moreover, missionaries, including Catholic missionaries, also continued to seek converts within the United States, especially among immigrants and in the western borderlands that were increasingly coming under U.S. sovereignty and settlement.18

Protestant missionaries were not simply Americans abroad. Their stated aim was to convert foreign peoples to the gospel—specifically the Protestant version of the gospel, as many of their targets were other Christians, especially in the Middle East where Islamic and Ottoman law forbade the conversion of Muslims under pain of death. Sustained by their consuming and crusading faith and an allure of mysterious foreign cultures—what H. Richard Niebuhr called the missionaries’ unusual “love of the distant”—American missionaries were a highly motivated group whose sole aim was to spread the blessings of civilization to “savage” lands. Motivation had to be high, for missionary life was tough. Mission death rates, mostly from disease but occasionally violence, were often as high as a third; the median life expectancy of some missions in the Ottoman Empire was as low as thirty-nine years. “You go where death may soon arrest you,” an 1835 ABCFM handbook for prospective missionaries warned; “where illness may unnerve your strength; where an exhausting climate, without your accustomed advantages of health, almost invariably produces some degree of bodily languor and mental depression.” Missionaries would also have to contend with the supposedly corrupting influence of foreign cultures that had not yet been enlightened by Protestantism and Western science. They would be confronted with “perverted notions of right and wrong,” “aversion of mind to objects which demand sacrifices and efforts, and yield no visible advantage”—the stupidity of sloth, in other words—“blind attachment to their superstitions,” and “rooted and cherished habits of iniquity” in addition to the usual “dishonesty, deceit, treachery, cruelty, tyranny, and extreme selfishness” found among “savage” peoples. Why then did missionaries do it? Because, the handbook’s author revealed, “I know of no life more desirable than that of a devoted missionary.”19

The missionary’s difficult life was desirable because it pursued the most glorious cause: reforming and soul-saving the entire world. Nothing could make a committed American Protestant of the era happier than this almighty application of Almighty love. Throughout Asia and the Middle East, antebellum missionaries built libraries, medical centers, and schools; later in the century, they founded hospitals and universities. They taught the English language and imparted republican and democratic theories of government. Secular reform, then, was an essential part of the missionaries’ proselytizing agenda. Yet their influence overall, especially in the Middle East, was rather limited, mostly because their numbers were at first so few and their foreign audiences not especially captivated. Only in Hawaii, and later China, did they enjoy much success—and even then, success was limited by low numbers, adverse local conditions, and competition from missionaries of other Christian faiths and nations.20

Almost by definition, missionaries were expansionists; many were also nationalists. They were often the first Americans to reach a foreign region and were usually its only permanent American residents. In the Middle East, missionaries traveled under the explicit protection of the U.S. flag, carrying with them an 1842 letter from Secretary of State Daniel Webster saying so; a decade later, in 1852, he extended and enhanced protections when American Protestant missionaries came under pressure in Orthodox Greece. In Hawaii, missionaries were responsible for bringing the islands into the American orbit at the expense of imperial rivals, France in particular. They were therefore a part of America’s emerging globalism, its initial search for trade, prestige, and strategic influence. Claimed an early missionary during the Napoleonic Wars, the “world is in arms and opposed to our national prosperity and existence. We must, therefore, like the Israelites, fight our way to empire, in opposition to the power, and policy, and disengaging principles of the most formidable nations on earth.” No matter how delicate their movements or sensitive their message, their profession was innately domineering and invasive: missionaries sought to change foreign peoples, to change their very cultures and identities, and condemned them as forever damned if they resisted. They believed in America’s righteousness and worked to bring about its manifest destiny. One missionary saw his goal as “reforming the world,” while another spoke of fulfilling “God’s plan for this world’s recovery.”21

And yet even the most zealous American missionaries were not necessarily deliberate agents of U.S. foreign policy. They believed in republican democracy and America’s righteousness, but they believed in the divinity of Christ and the power of God even more. They usually did not see a conflict between the two, but when the needs of Americanism and Christendom collided, almost all chose church over state. They were of course Americans themselves, and so could not avoid implanting American culture and custom alongside the gospel. Yet though they may have been nationalists, they were not always nativist. Forget books and proper grammar, an American in Beirut advised a fellow missionary, and “just learn the language as the people use it.” Moreover, the horizon of the missionary vision stretched far beyond the interests of the U.S. government. Protestant churches in the United States avidly followed American missionary activity, but they saw themselves in partnership with Protestant missions of other nationalities: Danish, Dutch, German, and especially British. Declared a Presbyterian missionary from Virginia, the “rapid aggrandisement of Protestant nations, both in Europe and America has already wrought wonders for the people that sat in darkness,” bringing them “pure religion” and “a brighter day.”22

This was also the view of Rufus Anderson, the ABCFM’s senior secretary and the nation’s leading theorist of missions. Anderson naturally supported “the conversion of the heathen,” but he also admonished American missionaries not to impose their own cultural or political views. The goal, he said, was to convert foreign peoples to Christ, not America. Missions, he instructed his charges in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), were “exclusively evangelical work and no alliance with secular powers can be otherwise than injurious.” Accordingly, Anderson instructed his missionaries to work in the local language and not teach locals English; nor should they seek to impose American cultural or political values; and nor should they assume themselves to be superior to the locals. “As a missionary society, and as a mission,” Anderson wrote missionaries in Hawaii in 1847, “we cannot proceed on the assumption, however plausibly stated, that the Saxon is to supersede the native races.” If a missionary had a political goal, it was to encourage local independence, not American domination. Missionaries should therefore aim to train promising locals in the pastorate, ordain them, and then get on with their work; when this task was done, missionaries should leave and let this new, local offshoot of Christianity flourish in isolation. As the historian William Hutchison writes, Anderson’s theory of missions was amazingly straightforward: “The Kingdom of God is a seed. The missionary is a planter. The missionary plants the seed. The missionary leaves. Yankee go home!”23

Amos Starr Cooke, an ordinary missionary, reflected the everyday dilemmas between the sacred and the secular and church and nation because he lived with them every day. An earnest, ABCFM-sponsored Congregationalist missionary to Hawaii, Cooke totally devoted himself to his two main concerns, classroom teaching and gospel preaching. Like many of his fellow New Englanders, he was a Calvinist who believed in the guiding hand of God’s providence. “I am more and more convinced that I am in the path of duty,” he assured his worried sister Mary in Danbury, Connecticut. But though he spoke of missing “our beloved America,” he also told her that where “God would have us there, is our home.” Amos complained about the “ignorance” of the Hawaiians, especially their rulers, but he reveled in his young pupils’ progress. He worried most of all that “Heathens have souls, and those souls are perishing.” The Hawaiians were as capable as Americans, or any people, of receiving God’s grace: this was his preoccupation, and he never wrote of nationalist concerns. But Cooke was not oblivious to international politics and acknowledged that the Hawaiians could not keep Western domination indefinitely at bay. He did not favor American annexation, and anyway doubted that it was possible. He disapproved of British imperialism, but disapproved of French Catholics even more and hoped that if anybody colonized Hawaii it would be Britain. His preference, however, was for the islands to remain independent, and, if that proved impossible, that they be administered by a consortium of all three countries, France included, which would ensure Hawaiian sovereignty and appease the great powers. While Cooke disapproved of the Royal Navy’s gunboat diplomacy, which he witnessed in action in 1843, he was under no nationalistic illusion that his country behaved any better: “It makes an American’s blood run cold as he sees what is doing,” he told Mary, “tho’ when he thinks of the poor Indian and slave of his own beloved land, his mouth is shut.” Similarly, Cooke lamented the intimidating, militaristic presence of the U.S. Navy in Honolulu Harbor. When, he plaintively asked a friend in Danbury, “will they cease to carry instruments of death, and carry Bibles and missionaries” instead?24

Antebellum missionaries such as Amos Starr Cooke saw themselves as marching under the banner not of the American interest, but an even older Protestant interest that had moved the spirits of George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards a century before. They were part of a transatlantic evangelical community in which cooperation with British missionaries was more likely than it was with American Catholics or U.S. diplomats. Missionaries, to be sure, spread Americanism wherever they went, but it was not always their intention to do so. Often their political influence was inadvertent. In Armenia and Syria, for example, missionary schools inculcated Armenian and Arab nationalism that only decades later would lead to rebellion against Ottoman rule. Missionary policy supported local independence and opposed foreign imperialism, including American. “For a long time,” a hostile French diplomat in Beirut reported back to the Quai d’Orsay, “I have sought to determine the objectives of the Americans in coming to evangelize here. At long last I am persuaded that their sole motivation was religious propaganda. I simply do not perceive any ulterior political motive.” Still, along with merchants they played a crucial role in expanding American horizons beyond the North American continent, indeed, beyond the Western Hemisphere. But unlike merchants, they brought with them sanctified ideals about civil and religious liberty and a crusading mentality to see them successfully exported. They introduced Americans to the world and the world to America. Christian exceptionalists to their core, they were also America’s accidental imperialists.25


CHAPTER EIGHT
Manifest Destiny and Its Discontents

MISSIONARIES WERE NOT THE only antebellum Americans with their gaze fixed on the distant horizon. Seeing their prosperity growing, their power gathering, and their confidence surging, Americans of the era did not see why their country could not keep expanding, too. It would be futile, silly even, to resist expansion, for it was destined to happen. Expansionists believed that America had a duty to conquer and civilize the North American continent—and possibly beyond—because God’s providence had decreed it. They, and thus presumably God, had their eyes on the Republic of Texas and vast swaths of lightly populated territory governed by Mexico—nothing short of present-day Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, Colorado, Nevada, and California—as well as the Oregon Country.

This belief had a name—“manifest destiny”—that had overtones of the same Calvinist millennialism that had succored the colonial wars against the French and Indians and during the American Revolution. And the name had an author, John O’Sullivan, a partisan Jacksonian Democrat, ardent expansionist, newspaper editor, and talented writer. To him, the United States was a “vigorous” nation “fresh from the hand of God” that had been sent on a “blessed mission to the nations of the world,” while American democracy was “Christianity in its earthly aspect—Christianity made effective among the political relations of men.” In 1845, as the nation argued over the merits of expansion and Congress debated how much of Oregon to claim, O’Sullivan pointed to “the right of our manifest destiny to overspread and to possess the whole continent which providence has given us for the development of the great experiment of liberty and federated self government.”1

The idea was not new, of course. From the very first colonial settlements in Virginia, Plymouth, and Massachusetts, Americans had been looking to expand. When they did, they almost always justified it in the name of God, as in the Puritan “errand into the wilderness.” As traders extended their networks throughout the Western Hemisphere and beyond, to Europe, Africa, the Mediterranean, and China, as the domestic economy boomed, and as the colonial population grew, Americans believed they could not help but expand into the vast “empty space” that hemmed them in against the Atlantic coast. Yet the space was hardly empty, filled not only with hundreds of thriving Indian tribes but also other European colonizers. But when matched against the American colonists’ relentless hunger for land, their greater numbers, and their growing economic power, these neighbors posed little challenge to American expansion. Religious ideas and values, foremost providence and the conceit that America was a chosen nation, the New Israel, had given expansionism an emotive power and righteous justification long before O’Sullivan put his pen to paper.2

Expansion, then, had long been portrayed as central to the American and Christian civilizing mission. For many, the territorial imperative was a more important goal, a higher calling, than the rights of Indians or slaves because it meant the spread of liberty—republican and Christian—to a barren land and its benighted people. Some of the more thoughtful expansionists realized there was a contradiction here, between the spread of republican liberty alongside the spread of slavery. Methodist home missionaries in Alabama and Mississippi, for example, acquiesced in and even defended the slave system but tried to reform its worst abuses and excesses; they also sought to educate slaves. But such moral compromises were at best only marginally effective, and rarely that, and instead of sowing doubt among the faithful they led to a fuller embrace of expansionism. The mission board of the Episcopal Church was unsure about slavery, but it was certain that acquiring Texas could only be a good thing. “To earnest, devoted, self-denying men, capable of ‘enduring hardness’ in the cause of Christ, there is scarcely a more promising field in the whole range of our Missionary operations than that presented by Texas,” reported the bishop responsible for missions to the national church body in 1847.3

But most others could not even see a contradiction, or, if they could, did not care. Southern whites were a diverse lot, especially in terms of class and wealth, and had few common causes to bind them together. White supremacy was important, but not all Southern whites owned slaves. Many white Southerners were evangelicals, though, and so when evangelicalism embraced slavery—or at least defended it from Northern interference—the South’s social bond became an unholy mix of faith-based racial superiority. Southerners had once felt defensive about their peculiar institution, but by the 1840s they proudly boasted about the benefits of slavery’s civilizing influence on an otherwise savage, unchristian people. This was a significant development, for racialized theories of manifest destiny had never been all that comfortable with the Christian doctrine of a universal humanity in which all men and women, created in God’s image, had descended from Adam and Eve; indeed, this reading of scripture was precisely the ground on which black abolitionists argued for racial equality. In response, Southern clergy such as the Virginia Baptist Thornton Stringfellow deployed scripture to argue that slavery was not an unfortunate evil—Thomas Jefferson’s view—but a positive good. The “conviction is forced upon the mind, that from Abraham’s day, until the coming of Christ,” Stringfellow wrote in reply to an antislavery Baptist in Rhode Island, “this institution found favor with God.” Slavery was Christianizing Africans who would otherwise be condemned to a life of sin and darkness, and Southern planters treated their slaves better than Northern industrialists treated their workers; rather than being a system of oppression, “slavery is full of mercy.” South Carolinian James Henley Thornwell, perhaps the South’s most renowned theologian, flatly declared that Southerners “cherish” slavery “not from avarice, but from principle.”4

Stringfellow and Thornwell were not alone in their indignation. Angered by their Northern members’ hostility to slavery, Southern Baptists and Methodists anticipated the sectional split of 1860–61 by breaking away from their national organizations in the 1830s and ’40s; Southern Presbyterians followed suit in 1861. Both halves of these once-national bodies could now pursue what one historian has aptly called “the foreign policy of slavery” in states of ideological purity. Presciently, John C. Calhoun feared that after the church schisms “nothing will be left to hold the States together except force.” Each side saw itself as the true heir to the American republican tradition. But for all sides of the dispute, the foreign policy of slavery was fundamentally about territorial expansion, which in turn posed fundamental problems of war and empire. For Southerners like John Rice, a contributor to the Southern Presbyterian Review, the opening of the westward settlement at precisely the moment the invention of the cotton gin rejuvenated the stagnating institution of slavery was nothing short of providential. Simply put, God favored slavery because he had made it possible. Thus the South must “never to consent that her social system … be confined and restrained by any other limits than such as the God of nature interposes.”5

Likewise, many religious Americans supported Indian Removal as a way to gain territory as well as an extension of Christian benevolence without necessarily seeing a clash between the two. Home missionaries pursued Indian assimilation through American education by bringing southern Indians to schools up north. This would, a Connecticut-based missionary with the ABCFM explained to Secretary of War John C. Calhoun, serve both “the cause of humanity and national policy” by reconciling “Christian Benevolence … with the best policy of the Government.” Many missionaries, from virtually all denominations, believed that by stubbornly standing between Americans and free land, Indians were simply ensuring the death of their own way of life. Through education and moral uplift, they sought to Christianize, civilize, and save Indians. In the 1820s, a Baptist missionary, Isaac McCoy, was one of the first to argue that the only place left to do so was west of the Mississippi, paving the way for Andrew Jackson’s policy of Indian Removal in the following decade.6

Jackson himself couched expansion in terms of divine inevitability. A morally imperfect yet profoundly religious man, Jackson believed in America’s God-given manifest destiny. Two of the great influences in his life, his mother and his wife, were both devout Presbyterians, and from them Jackson constructed a worldview based on a strict fundamentalist interpretation of Calvinist predestination. Like his great rival John Quincy Adams, Jackson attended a variety of Protestant churches (though he naturally steered well clear of Congregationalists and Unitarians). He justified Indian Removal by noting that the “god of the universe had intended this great [Mississippi] valley to belong to one nation.” Who could withstand such a force? Apparently not even the indomitable Jackson—in which case the messiness of expansionism, such as war and Removal, could be explained, even justified, as unavoidable byproducts of the inevitable. Jackson packaged this theme with another powerful religious trope, America as a chosen land, in his final remarks as president. “You have the highest of human trusts committed to your care. Providence has showered on this favored land blessings without number, and has chosen you as the guardians of freedom, to preserve it for the benefit of the human race,” he said in his farewell address in 1837. “May He who holds in His hands the destinies of nations make you worthy of the favors He has bestowed and enable you, with pure hearts and pure hands and sleepless vigilance, to guard and defend to the end of time the great charge He has committed to your keeping.”7

Few Americans were as genuinely committed to expansion as the Reverend Jedidiah Morse. An orthodox Congregationalist minister and charter member of the ABCFM, Morse was also the early republic’s foremost geographer. His book The American Geography was the standard work on the subject for Americans and Europeans alike and went through several revised editions between its first appearance in 1789 and his death in 1826. A protégé of Reverend Timothy Dwight, Morse was a staunch Federalist who believed that democracy simply could not function properly without a Christian foundation. Morse was also a proud patriot, a nationalist who foresaw America’s boundaries expanding across the continent—and with them its enlightened systems of religion and government. The first edition of American Geography informed readers that “it is well known that empire has been travelling from east to west. Probably her last and broadest seat will be America.” Americans “cannot but anticipate the period, as not far distant, when the AMERICAN EMPIRE will comprehend millions of souls, west of the Mississippi.” As an orthodox Calvinist, Morse believed this as a matter of faith: God had made it so. In 1820, Morse received a commission from Secretary of War Calhoun to survey the Indian nations that lived along what was then the northwestern frontier, near the Great Lakes. Though he believed in the capacity of Indians to receive God’s grace, Morse did not believe that they could continue living their traditional life and also be citizens of the United States. The only way to reconcile American expansionism with Indian welfare, Morse reported to Calhoun, was to Christianize the Indians. And the only way to do that was to remove them to sovereign zones of safety west of the Mississippi, where they could receive a proper tutelage in American Christian republicanism.8

Protestant clergy and missionaries, such as Isaac McCoy, continued to promote Jedidiah Morse’s plan for territorial expansion after his death, but it was actually his son, Samuel Morse, who smoothed America’s westward passage. Best known as the inventor of the telegraph, Samuel Morse was also a Romantic painter, devout Calvinist, anti-Catholic nativist, defender of slavery, and fervent expansionist imbued with an inordinate sense of religious mission and a grandiose vision of America’s future. His artwork aimed to inspire Americans to fulfill their God-given manifest destiny. In art and literature, the early nineteenth century marked the emergence of Romanticism in the United States, an aesthetic that questioned Enlightenment rationalism just as rationalism had once questioned faith. Samuel Morse’s art reflected this Romanticism, as did other American painters of the era. Epitomized by the Hudson River School, Romanticist landscape paintings portrayed a boundless, bountiful, mythic America, a latter-day Garden of Eden. The Romantic sensibility overlapped considerably with evangelical theology and manifest destiny ideology, and few captured all three strands more perfectly than Samuel Morse.9

It was not Morse’s paintings, however, but his invention of the telegraph in 1844 that helped enable Americans to realize their manifest destiny. For thousands of years, communications could travel only as quickly as the fastest form of transportation. The telegraph revolutionized communications by making them nearly instantaneous across the greatest of distances. Almost immediately, Americans grasped the importance of the new device, and telegraph wires soon crisscrossed the nation. Morse certainly realized what he had done—or rather, in the famous words of his first message, WHAT HATH GOD WROUGHT. The telegraph would enable the United States to spread its sovereignty and American Protestants to spread their faith. Morse’s dream was on the cusp of fulfillment as a holy trinity of patriotism, Christianity, and innovation would march together westward.10

But manifest destiny, in all its various forms, was not the antebellum era’s only faith-based imperial project. The fervent enthusiasm and energetic voluntarism sparked by the First Amendment’s religious libertarianism and fueled by the Second Great Awakening led to a wave of innovation in American Christianity. New denominations, such as the Disciples of Christ, popped up across the religious landscape to add to the already bewildering diversity of American Protestantism. Another new Christian faith that emerged at this time, Mormonism, became intimately, if independently, bound up in westward expansion. From its earliest beginnings in the 1830s in western New York’s “burned over district”—so-called because it had been charred by raging fires of religious passion—to its westward migrations, Mormonism was a millennial, prophetic faith with an expansive earthly vision. Joseph Smith, the Mormon founder, led his Latter-day Saints west, first to Ohio, then Missouri, and then to the muddy banks of the Mississippi, where they founded the town of Nauvoo, Illinois. Like the Puritans before them, the Mormons kept moving because of their tendency to attract violent opposition. Also like the Puritans, Mormons conceived of their journey as part Genesis, part Exodus, and part New Israel. After a series of pitched battles and Smith’s murder in 1844, Brigham Young led the Mormons further west to the ultimate safety of Great Salt Lake, then a part of Mexico. There the Mormons settled permanently, cultivating the land, warding off any other Americans who also thought of settling near them, and blazing the Mormon Trail that would lead thousands more of the faithful out west. Following earlier patterns of white migratory settlement, the Mormons dealt with the local Ute Indian nation with a mixture of “noble savage” wonderment, acceptance and embellishment of their traditions, and, finally, violent conflict that resulted in American settler dominance. In 1850, the United States organized the land as the Utah Territory; in 1852, Young was appointed its first governor. Mormon history is a peculiarly American tale of religious diversity and innovation, Christian revivalism and millennialism, and westward expansion and imperialism—and yet another interpretation of manifest destiny.11

AS GLORIOUS AND inevitable as it seemed, however, not all Americans were expansionists. Some were anti-expansionist or would support expansion only under certain conditions. In an era when benevolent reform dominated social and cultural politics, the cause of antislavery dominated benevolent reform. More than temperance, more than education, more than pacifism, more even than missions, the goal to end American slavery was the greatest reform movement of them all. The antislavery cause made for strange bedfellows, bringing together emotive evangelicals and unemotional Unitarians. In turn, opposition to slavery provoked a popular response to manifest destiny and a rival to the territorial ambitions of politicians, diplomats, and farmers: the foreign policy of abolitionism. In opposing the annexation of Texas, Eli Hawley Canfield, a low-church, evangelical Episcopal minister from Brooklyn, spoke for most abolitionists: “There is such a thing as over-growth.” It was time instead to perfect what Americans already had.12

Emerging out of New England but found widely throughout the antebellum North, evangelicals and other religious reformers opposed westward expansion because it would almost certainly lead to the expansion of the two great evils of American society: war and slavery. The causes of peace and antislavery were often inseparable: for many Christian abolitionists, such as the influential editor of The Liberator magazine William Lloyd Garrison, pacifism led to abolitionism, which in turn led to anti-expansionism, itself already a cause embraced by pacifists. This progressive Christian view of equal human nature and a firm belief in universal humanity led many to equate antiviolence with antislavery, an innovation Garrison called “nonresistance,” as in nonviolent resistance. Such an egalitarian worldview also led pacifists and abolitionists to oppose Indian Removal and support women’s rights; indeed, women comprised a disproportionate share of the peace and antislavery movements. In mobilizing an implacable hostility to slavery, then, abolitionists also applied their fearsome moral energy to resisting territorial expansion as America’s manifest destiny. This applied theology influenced many Americans as they decided whether slave-suitable lands, such as Texas, should be brought into the Union. Using Matthew 16:26 as the scriptural basis for his sermon—“What Shall a Man Give in Exchange for His Soul?”—during the controversy over Texas, one Ohio Presbyterian undoubtedly spoke for many: “It is the extreme of folly to barter away our souls for the purpose of gaining the world.” In 1837, in an open letter to Senator Henry Clay, William Ellery Channing disputed America’s right to annex Texas mostly because he damned slavery as unchristian, immoral, and a violation of divine, natural rights. Stunned by Channing’s “arrogance and presumptuousness,” Clay complained to a friend that he was being asked to exchange “the sober practical wisdom” of logic and custom “for the vain and visionary theories of Dr. Channing” and his allies. But Channing had won the argument, for now, and Texas remained independent, outside the Union.13

Benevolent reformers proposed foreign policy initiatives as well. In an era when Britons and Americans were first constructing their fitful “special relationship” through cordial diplomacy and cooperative missionary work, evangelical abolitionists called for Washington and London to mount a joint effort in humanitarian intervention to eliminate, once and for all, the now-illegal but still thriving Atlantic slave trade. Ineffectual in stopping slave trading but successful in raising public awareness and applying popular pressure, the World Anti-Slavery Convention, held in London in 1840, symbolized both the potential and the limitations of a “foreign policy of antislavery.” Moreover, on their own British and American evangelicals joined forces to advance transatlantic theological, political, and social concerns. The result, at a conference in London in 1846, was the formation of the Evangelical Alliance. The Alliance solidified ties between reform-minded evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic and advanced the cause of a progressive U.S. foreign policy.14

In a spirit similar to abolitionism, Christian reformers of the antebellum period vigorously protested Andrew Jackson’s policy of Indian Removal. Quakers and Moravians unsurprisingly disapproved, but so too did evangelical abolitionists like Garrison and Unitarian pacifists like Channing. But a broader-based opposition stemmed also from large missionary investments of time, manpower, and money—investments they would lose with Removal. The ABCFM mounted a particularly vehement opposition to Indian Removal, which was fitting because it at once symbolized an alignment of anti-expansionist Whigs, missionaries, abolitionists, and Northerners against proslavery and mainly Southern Jacksonian Democrats. Jeremiah Evarts, a leading figure with the ABCFM, attacked the morality of Indian Removal and the claims to righteousness of those—including some church leaders, such as Isaac McCoy—who claimed that Removal was simply in the best interests of the Indians. Using Evarts’s arguments, Theodore Frelinghuysen, a senator from New Jersey and future president of the ABCFM whom Garrison lauded as “the Christian statesman,” attacked Indian Removal from the floor of the Senate as a betrayal of America’s Christian character and its true manifest destiny. When he learned of the government’s plans to remove the Cherokees, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote a furious, pleading letter to President Martin Van Buren. “In the name of God, sir, we ask you if this is so?” Emerson charged that such a “dereliction of all faith and virtue, such a denial of justice, and such deafness to screams for mercy” were incompatible with the Christian nature of American ethics.15

Naturally, African Americans, freed and enslaved, shared the religious reformers’ emancipatory vision. Free blacks, many of them antislavery preachers, intellectuals, and activists affiliated with the emergent black Protestant churches, traveled throughout the North and pursued their own foreign policy of antislavery by carrying their message on speaking tours of Great Britain. They also seized on Swedenborgian theories of the millennium that centered on Ethiopia and African Christianity as the “true church” that would eventually redeem the world and end slavery. But in the South, black opposition to slavery and expansion had to be covert. Those who spread its subversive message were usually the articulate and literate slaves who had received their informal education from missionaries, preachers, and stray Bibles. Subjected to the horrors of bondage, they were hardly enthusiastic about its spread.16

By the middle of the antebellum period, American slave communities had stabilized. With the African slave trade outlawed in 1808, slave living conditions improved as their owners realized they could not replace valuable slaves with cheap imports; in turn, the slave population began a steady upward climb through higher birth rates and longer life expectancies. As brutal and dehumanizing as it remained, American slaves now possessed a measure of stability and permanency they had never known: kinship networks formed, slave couples secretly married, and tightly knit slave families grew. Slave churches—often informal and open-air, because they were usually illegal—also grew. One of the most important consequences of the Second Great Awakening was the vast expansion of the Christian religion among slaves, who embraced evangelicalism, synthesized it with African traditions, and built it into a formidable support network of cultural autonomy. Christianity, the faith of the masters, had also become the slaves’ salvation.17

But the closing of the slave trade also brought about a new trauma: the Second Middle Passage. The original Middle Passage had been the name for the slaves’ horrific Atlantic crossing from West Africa to the New World; its successor described the involuntary journey of slaves from the upper South—Delaware, Maryland, North Carolina, and especially Virginia—to the booming cotton plantations of the Deep South. Slave auctions did a brisk trade as masters of smaller tobacco farms in Virginia found themselves with more slaves than they needed and an eager market of cotton farmers in Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana. As a result, wives were separated from husbands, children from parents. The Second Middle Passage was a main cause of the most serious slave revolt, in Southampton County, Virginia, in 1831. Its leader, Nat Turner, an unchurched but literate Baptist slave preacher who believed he was a prophet who spoke to God, had lost his wife to the Second Middle Passage. In retaliation and the hope of liberation, Turner led a fire-and-brimstone uprising that ultimately failed but killed sixty whites in the process. Despite lacking a political voice, religious blacks also found a way to oppose American expansionism.18

Yet sympathy for the plight of black slaves led some antislavery activists—among them Abraham Lincoln—to support an altogether different, but no less racist kind of expansionism: African colonization. Not all opponents of slavery believed that freedom for blacks in American society was the solution. Slaves, they argued, were not only an inferior race, they had been brutalized for over a century by whites. How could the two races possibly live together in peace? Their opposition to slavery was based on a fear of what slavery was doing to America rather than a humanitarian concern about the conditions of forced servitude. Slavery must end, they argued. But how? The solution was to resettle freed slaves as semi-Americans in Africa or Central America, “to convey,” in the words of Unitarian Jonathan Blake, “the African race back to the land of their nativity and to the home of their Fathers … where our Beneficent Creator at first located them.” The problem was that very few blacks actually wanted the freedom of permanent exile. They were Americans, born and raised for generations, and understandably did not see Africa, much less Central America, as “the home of their Fathers.” A group of freed American slaves did establish Liberia, in West Africa, as a U.S. colony in 1822, but it marked the end rather than the beginning of the colonization experiment. While African colonization was not an exclusively religious initiative, Christian antislavery activists gave it a critical boost of moral fervor. Their religious imprimatur was important, for it was evangelicals who had been pushing hardest the arguments that slavery was immoral and colonization was a morally acceptable alternative. In colonization, religious abolitionists also saw an opportunity. Samuel Hopkins, the divine who had scolded John Wesley that the American Revolution would bring an end to slavery for colonials and their African slaves, envisioned African colonization as a grand missionary enterprise to spread American Christianity.19

Moreover, not all antislavery activists were opposed to expansion. Manifest destiny exerted a strong pull on America’s religious imagination, especially the notions that the United States was a blessed land, that its citizens were God’s chosen people, and that America was providentially ordained to spread its blessings of liberty far and wide. These ideas had been embedded in the religious mind of virtually every Protestant denomination, including Unitarians, with the notable exceptions of Quakers and Moravians. Surprisingly, the prince of the indefatigably abolitionist Beecher family, Henry Ward Beecher, believed in the divinity of manifest destiny, even after the Mexican War had reopened the wound of slavery. As one of the most famous men in the nation and probably his era’s most renowned religious figure—and, not least of all, as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s younger brother—Beecher’s opinion carried tremendous weight. And on this occasion, Thanksgiving Day 1847, he preached a message of manifest destiny. “I rejoice that Christians are disposed to take the West to their hearts,” he told his congregation at Plymouth Congregational Church in Brooklyn as the Mexican War drew to a close, for the “fate of the West is to be the fate” of the United States. “We cannot circumscribe the territorial bounds which God hath appointed, nor diminish the swelling flood of population which rushes there to find its level.” Education was critical—and something of a family crusade, begun by his father Lyman—and Beecher gloried that benevolent societies ensured that proper Christian schools followed the settlers out west. Yet while expansion was part of God’s plan, slavery was not. The result would be calamitous, Beecher warned, if slavery accompanied the spread of an otherwise virtuous America. “It is not by accident that evil accompanies despotism, and that good attends upon liberty. So God ordained it to be.” While Beecher may have distrusted the slave-neutral ideology of manifest destiny, he had no doubts about America’s providential mission to spread civilization and education across the continent.20

Because it was so perfectly suited to the Romantic spirit of the age, the notion of a providentially guided, expansive United States was simply impossible to resist, even for many antislavery and anti-Removal religious intellectuals. Evangelicals, such as James Knowles of Boston’s Second Baptist Church, believed expansion would bring the United States—and the world—immense spiritual and material rewards, but not if slavery played a part. The Reverend George Cheever of the Church of the Puritans in Manhattan offered a particularly shrill version of an antislavery manifest destiny in his book God’s Hand in America. “Our whole existence shall be a lofty course of freedom and piety,” exulted Cheever, “expansive as the world, and lasting as the continent we inhabit.” Though he had opposed the annexation of Texas in 1845 and worried that the anarchy of the frontier would corrupt the virtues of America’s Christian republicanism, Horace Bushnell, a theological liberal, antislavery activist, and preacher of national renown, announced in 1847 that Americans “will not cease, till a Christian nation throws up its temples of worship on every hill and plain; till knowledge, virtue and religion … have filled our great country with a manly and happy race of people, and the bands of a complete Christian commonwealth are seen to span the continent.” Just not with slavery.21

Though they were often loathe to admit it, even the Transcendentalists and Unitarians were susceptible to the lure of manifest destiny. Emerson hated slavery and Removal, yet he too embraced an almost mystical vision of America as master of the continent and redeemer of the world. He believed in fate and that it was America’s fate to tame and civilize all of North America. In 1844—after Removal and in the midst of manifest destiny fervor—Emerson gave a celebrated lecture on the “Young American,” the name of a Romantic expansionist movement of American youth. On behalf of Young America, he proclaimed confidently that the “bountiful continent is ours, state on state, territory on territory, to the waves of the Pacific sea … and new duties, new motives await and cheer us.” Americans must “appreciate the advantages opened to the human race in this country, which is our fortunate home.” Contrasting a stagnant and static Europe with a dynamic America, Emerson noted that because of the railroad, “the nervous, rocky West is intruding a new and continental element into the natural mind …. It seems so easy for America to inspire and express the most expansive and humane spirit; new-born, free, healthful, strong, the land of the laborer, of the democrat, of the philanthropist, of the believer, of the saint, she should speak for the human race. It is the country of the Future.” His prediction that fate would also ensure the gradual death of slavery and that future generations of Americans would be racially mixed tempered but could not disguise his ardent imperialism. Other Romantically inclined Unitarian and Transcendentalist abolitionists, such as William Henry Channing (nephew of William Ellery) and Theodore Parker, shared Emerson’s conflicted vision of America’s mission.22

And they were not alone. In one of history’s more pointed ironies, their vision was essentially the same as that of the author of manifest destiny himself, John L. O’Sullivan. While he was his era’s most effective propagandist of expansion, O’Sullivan was no less a reformer than the evangelicals, Unitarians, and Transcendentalists—and no less a pacifist. Under his editorship, the Democratic Review supported the cause of peace by publishing articles on Christian pacifism by Protestant clergy. O’Sullivan promoted arbitration as an antidote to war and called, in 1841, for the creation of a “Congress of Nations.” His expansionist ideology was not rooted in conquest; as the embodiment of the future and God’s chosen nation, America would never need to go to such trouble. He was instead a true believer in providence, arguing consistently that America’s superior culture, politics, and religion would irresistibly, inevitably—and peacefully—overwhelm the continent. Just like Emerson and Parker, O’Sullivan opposed war and the spread of slavery but welcomed the expansion of America. Little could any of them appreciate, however, that such carefully calibrated impulses would be impossible to control. “Representative government is really misrepresentative,” a disillusioned, betrayed Emerson would complain, in 1856, about the turmoil in Kansas. “Manifest Destiny, Democracy, Freedom, fine names for an ugly thing.” But by then, it was too late.23

WAR OR PEACE, empire or republic, slavery or abolition—these were the explosive political, sectional, and religious choices that had been lingering, unresolved, since the War of 1812. They erupted once more in 1846, having again been provoked by a controversial war. War with Mexico officially lasted for two years, from 1846 to 1848, though most of the fighting was over in little more than a year. The Mexican War was America’s first modern war, the conflict in which the modern weapons and tactics that would define warfare until World War II were first tested. It also marked a watershed, the culmination of old forces and the introduction of new dynamics, in how domestic politics and culture affect the course of war and diplomacy. The issue of slavery, the lure of manifest destiny, the role of immigrants, the reemergence of Catholicism in America’s foreign relations, the protests of Christian pacifists, and the bitterly partisan nature of the war all combined to produce an ideologically explosive, divisive conflict that ensured Mexico’s ruin and nearly led to America’s. By reopening the link between expansion and slavery, the Mexican War was actually the first skirmish in the Civil War.24

Mexico had suffered a turbulent early history since winning its independence from Spain in 1821. Its most northeasterly province, Texas, fought and won its own war of independence with Mexico in 1835–36. If the residents of Texas had had their way, they would have been annexed almost immediately by the United States. Many Americans shared the same goal, but slavery, which was widespread in Texas by the time of independence, complicated matters, for annexing Texas would also mean expanding slavery within the United States. For nearly a decade, no president would endorse annexation for fear of the tensions and emotions it would unleash. What was more, in 1836 the Mexican government announced that annexation would be a cause for war. Though war did not immediately follow in 1845, when Texas finally did join the United States, a year later the two largest countries in North America found themselves in battle for control of the continent. By that time, having absorbed Texas, President James K. Polk decided America should also conquer California and everything in between. In this, he was fantastically successful. Though the war was somewhat more treacherous than Americans had expected, the United States quickly took possession of California and the disputed borderlands between Texas and Mexico. When Mexican authorities still refused to surrender, the U.S. Army marched deep into Mexican territory and occupied Veracruz and the capital, Mexico City, in 1847. Stung by these humiliating defeats, Mexico agreed to the even more humiliating Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 that forced it to relinquish more than a third of its national territory.25

Unlike his predecessors going back to Andrew Jackson, Polk was an unequivocal expansionist. Slavery did not affect his stance; as a Southerner from Tennessee and slave master himself, Polk had no qualms about its extension or enhancement. But Polk’s expansionism was driven more by his extreme nationalism than by slavery. From the British he wanted all of the Oregon Country, a goal supported by most Northerners, and from the Mexicans he wanted California, which most Americans hoped for. And of course he had also supported the annexation of Texas, wildly popular in the South. Elected in 1844 on a platform of manifest destiny, Polk was determined to expand the Union, and expand he did. Tensions with Britain and Mexico arose almost simultaneously in 1845–46. Despite his bluster, Polk was reluctant to go to war with Britain over Oregon, especially considering that the British were willing to settle for half of the territory and leave the southern half, where Americans had settled, to the United States. Britain in fact seemed to provide the key to unlocking the entire expansionist deadlock, because it was assumed that London had its own designs not only on Oregon, but also on California, Texas, and Cuba. A settlement with Britain over Oregon thus paved the way for a war against Mexico that would in turn block Britain’s own designs in Mexico and Cuba. It was no coincidence that these events occurred almost simultaneously.26

Polk was a devoutly religious man and he did not hesitate to invoke providence in service to his cause. Sacred logic also made for good rhetoric that would draw wide acceptance as Christian as well as American doctrine. The piety of manifest destiny, in other words, made for good politics. And it fit with an aspect of his Calvinist upbringing that he still very much believed in: predestination. “No country has been so much favored, or should acknowledge with deeper reverence the manifestations of the divine protection,” Polk declared in his Third Annual Message, in 1848, with victory in sight. “An all-wise Creator directed and guarded us in our infant struggle for freedom and has constantly watched over our surprising progress until we have become one of the great nations of the earth.” As Polk had made plain, the Mexican War, and with it the acquisition of California, was the culmination of the manifest destiny impulse.27

Advocates for war also couched their support in terms of God’s plan for his people. On June 1, 1846, Captain R. A. Stewart, a Louisiana planter and ordained Methodist minister, preached the war’s first American sermon on Mexican soil. Using Jeremiah 7:7 as his text—“I will let you dwell in this place, in the land that I gave of old to your fathers for ever”—Stewart rejoiced in the “blessings of freedom” and true Christian civilization the U.S. Army was importing into Mexico. That it could happen at all was an “order of Providence” fulfilled by the “children of destiny.” Conquering Mexico’s sovereign territory seemed little different than Indian Removal, as some of the war’s supporters pointed out. Even Unitarians could be swept up in the crusading fervor of wartime. Reverend Henry Whitney Bellows, pastor of the First Unitarian Church in New York and one of the nation’s leading Unitarian voices, said he had little respect for the Mexicans’ “weaker blood,” which Americans could “regard with as much certainty as we do the final extinction of the Indian races, to which the mass of the Mexican population seem very little superior.” The Mexicans of course practiced a weaker religion, too, which promised to open up vast new missionary opportunities for American Protestants.28

MANY OF THE war’s participants also viewed it through the lens of faith. Mormons placed the war within the context of their prophetic faith and formed their own battalion—the only faith-based regiment in American military history—as a way to strengthen their church. Others saw it as another battle in a war between Protestants and Catholics. Southern Baptists and Southern Methodists championed it as a straightforward crusade against Latin Catholicism. Echoing the colonial Black Legend and fears of Catholicism’s purported corrupt and authoritarian tendencies, many U.S. soldiers who invaded and occupied Mexico wrote home contemptuously about the backwardness of Catholic mysticism and superstition and justified America’s cause in these terms. While the Mexican people starved in destitution, Private Ralph Kirkham informed his wife, the “rascally priests live well enough.” They “might dress in rags,” but it was still “easy enough to recognize them by their fat, well-fed bodies. They are a grand set of rogues.” In another letter, Kirkham complained that “the more I see of Romish religion in this country, the more I am convinced that it is real idolatry” that did nothing but keep the people “in a state of perfect ignorance.” Not surprisingly, many Mexicans feared they faced a war of religious extermination and forced conversion, an invasion of Yankee Protestants determined to wipe out Mexican Catholicism.29

But while disdain for Catholicism spurred many Americans to support a Protestant crusade against Mexico, others feared that conquering Mexican territory would bring a great Catholic horde into the United States. The influence of religion, then, could cut both ways. If the United States took Mexican land, shrieked the Daily Star of Philadelphia, scene of some of the worst anti-Catholic nativist riots, Americans would unwittingly welcome “eight millions of foreigners, not only entirely ignorant of our institutions, but ignorant of everything, uncultivated in mind, brutal in manners, steeped in the worst of all superstitions, and slaves to the tyranny of monks.”30

Anti-Catholicism had of course motivated “American” foreign policy under British colonial rule, but it now had a new urgency. Thanks to the arrival of large numbers of Catholic immigrants (especially Irish Catholics), by the eve of the Civil War Americans were no longer a Protestant people. Protestantism retained its dominance, but not its monopoly. Rising immigration, the revival of Protestantism in the Second Great Awakening, and a resurgent American nationalism that identified closely with Protestantism reawakened anti-Catholicism and thrust it once again to the front ranks of American public life. Protestants, the vast majority of the population, worried about the compatibility of the new immigrants’ Catholicism with republicanism, especially the lack of separation between church and state in traditional Catholic thought and practice. The Reverend Lyman Beecher, a titan of American Protestantism and architect of reform, issued “a plea for the West” in 1835 that urged Americans to push westward but ensure that Catholics and their authoritarianism did not follow along. Alexander Campbell, leader of the Restoration movement, advanced similar arguments. By the 1850s, with the founding of the American Party, a political front for the nativist movement, anti-Catholicism was threatening to hijack the national agenda—or at least a significant portion of it. In the antebellum North, Protestant angst and social instability were reflected by violent anti-Catholic riots in several American cities that accompanied the rise of nativism in the 1850s. As a contrast to Irish Catholics, who mostly joined the Democrats, anti-Catholicism became an important aspect of the newly formed Republican Party’s appeal in the 1850s. The Mexican War unfolded within this context and, in turn, contributed to the nativist return of anti-Catholicism.31

Some Catholics reacted forcefully to the politics of prejudice, opposing an imperialist war against their fellow Catholics. The most vocal was Orestes Brownson, editor of the Boston-based Quarterly Review. But nowhere did Catholics—namely, Irish Catholics—resist more dramatically than on the battlefields of Texas and Mexico. Though their role has become embellished in myth, it is clear that some Catholics deserted the U.S. Army out of anger at nativist mobs in the North and in frustration with being forced to do battle against their coreligionists in the name of a Protestant-themed manifest destiny. “As they were Roman Catholic,” one immigrant soldier recalled, “they imagined they were fighting against their religion by fighting the Mexicans.” Moreover, Catholic soldiers in the U.S. Army received degrading treatment that included punishments for refusing to worship in Protestant services. Mexican authorities encouraged these desertions with religious appeals against the “heretic country” of the United States. “Irishmen! Listen to the words of your brothers, hear the accents of a Catholic people,” pleaded one of the Mexican Army’s surrender leaflets. “Can you fight by the side of those who put fire to your temples in Boston and Philadelphia? … If you are Catholic, the same as we, if you follow the doctrines of Our Saviour, why are you seen sword in hand murdering your brethren? Why are you antagonistic to those who defend their country and your own God?” The leaflets worked surprisingly well. Led by John Riley, a tall Irishman who had emigrated from County Galway to Michigan via service in a British Army regiment stationed in Canada, several hundred Catholic deserters formed the St. Patrick’s Battalion in the Mexican Army, known to their comrades as los San Patricios.32

Nonetheless, most American Catholics supported the Mexican War. Standing firmly behind the Polk administration was a way of blunting nativist charges and Protestant stereotypes of dual loyalty by affirming their allegiance to America. It was also an act of partisan political solidarity with the Democratic Party. If the interests of church and state clashed—a distinct possibility given the Vatican’s open hostility to the war—the Catholic Telegraph urged every American Catholic to “enter with all his heart into the conflict” on America’s side, even “if war should be proclaimed by the United States against the Sovereign Pontiff.” For American Catholics, there would be no divided loyalties.33

EVEN AMONG PROTESTANTS, the conflict was proving to be every bit as contentious as the War of 1812. As the most reliable bellwether of antebellum values and morals, religion was an important factor in expressing and measuring dissent. In this sense, the St. Patrick’s Battalion was emblematic of deep divisions among Americans that exceptionalist ideologies like manifest destiny could not conceal. While supporters perceived the war as the fulfillment of manifest destiny, opponents damned it as an immoral abomination, an act of rapacious aggression, and a blasphemous affront to the very principles of Americanism and Christianity. No government would tolerate such “sins” from one of its own citizens, Reverend Eli Hawley Canfield charged in an emotional 1847 Thanksgiving sermon. How could there be one code of morals for people and another for nations? “There is no concealing the fact that our war with a feeble sister republic is iniquitous in every point of view,” for not only had Americans launched an unjust war, they were also strengthening the South’s slave power. Contrasting Polk’s treatment of Britain over Oregon with his war against Mexico, Canfield railed that the president would not have gone to war if “Mexico had been in a northern instead of a southern latitude.” Unease simmered throughout the nation. A divinity student at Yale worried about the effects of Mexico’s “sickly climate” and violent people who “never gave or took quarter.” An Episcopal priest in Washington belittled Polk’s “war for a wilderness” and feared that the president was inviting upon America “the deep damnation sooner or later to be visited in the retributive justice of God.”34

Providence, then, cut both ways. While expansionists used religious arguments to support the fulfillment of America’s manifest destiny—providentialism writ large—opponents feared that the nation’s avaricious lust for land would come back to haunt it. Statesmen not normally known for millennialism or piety invoked the wrath of God when protesting the war. In his polemic Peace with Mexico, former Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin accused Polk of abandoning America’s true mission and distorting its destiny. Senator John C. Calhoun, who had only recently been secretary of state and had earlier served as secretary of war, was a more surprising antiwar partisan given his affection for slavery, but the South Carolinian feared competition from new slave states and the depressive effect on the price of land that acquiring vast new territories was bound to have. He also feared the war would not unfold as smoothly as Polk had promised. “Providence has cast my lot,” Calhoun said of his opposition to the war, and warned of the “disastrous consequences” that would befall an aggressive and prideful America should it attempt to conquer and acquire so much Mexican land.35

Some religious opponents believed in America’s exceptional virtue and criticized the war for its betrayal of the nation’s democratic, Christian promise. To wreak destruction upon Mexico was bad enough, lamented Henry Ward Beecher, “but to do it for the sake of civilization and religion,” as the war’s supporters claimed, was simply rank “hypocrisy.” Here, the intellectual and spiritual journey of Theodore Parker is most illustrative. This Congregationalist who became a Unitarian minister and prophet of Transcendentalism had long been a pacifist. Through the 1840s, he became an increasingly vocal abolitionist; not coincidentally, he also became a strident opponent of expansion to the south and west. Even in America’s moment of triumph, with the war and the west won, Parker condemned it as expensive, bloody, and unjust. The war had been an immoral enterprise from the beginning, he claimed; victory, no matter how rewarding, could not erase that simple fact. Parker’s opposition was an important litmus test, for while his pacifist convictions had been firm his abolitionism had not always been so robust. But as slave power seemed to grow, his American exceptionalism diminished—or at least, he divorced it from causes that would enhance or entrench slavery. By 1848, his opposition to militaristic expansion was complete.36

By the time of the Mexican War, Parker’s fellow Transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau had retained little of his own faith. But like the New England Transcendentalists who had made a spiritual journey from Congregationalism to Unitarianism, his views retained a profoundly religious framework and his morality remained grounded in a system of Christian ethics. Thoreau was fiercely opposed to both slavery and war in the abstract, and the reality of the Mexican War appalled him. With his “resistance to civil government”—what later became known as “civil disobedience”—Thoreau refused to pay taxes that would help fund the war. Though he went to jail for his act of defiance, Thoreau had established a precedent that would shape the peaceful resistance movements of later reformers and antiwar activists like Martin Luther King Jr. Stemming from a faith-based moral and political climate that divided issues into sharp distinctions of right and wrong, Thoreau’s protest was an expression of antebellum Christian values even if they were completely devoid of Christian spirituality and religious belief.37

But ideas and values often follow facts on the ground, and after victory—and the seizure of California and all the land between it and Texas—it was very difficult to resist reveling in the triumph of American righteousness. A naval commander was asked why the United States had won. “It is because the spirit of our pilgrim fathers is with us,” he replied. “It is because of the God of armies and Lord of hosts is with us.” America’s mission had been sanctified, its horizons perhaps now extended even further. As Amariah Kalloch of the West Rockport Baptist Church preached to the Maine state legislature in 1849, “Our territory now stretches from sea to sea, and from the river in the south, almost to the Arctic regions of the north, with the strong prospect that the whole of British America will yet swell the number of our States; and even Mexico may yet find her chords of sympathy so frequently and sweetly touched by our own, as to induce her to become a part and parcel of this nation.” But it was Polk, in one of his last speeches as president, who put it best. Americans had triumphed “under the benignant providence of Almighty God,” he announced in December 1848. “The gratitude of the nation to the Sovereign Arbiter of All Human Events should be commensurate with the boundless blessings we enjoy.” America was now a model for everyone. “Peace, plenty, and contentment reign throughout our borders, and our beloved country presents a sublime moral spectacle to the world.”38

If the Mexican War vindicated the advocates of manifest destiny and apologists for slavery, it also galvanized and then radicalized antislavery and anti-expansionist forces in the North. Ironically, it was the end of war and the coming of peace between Mexico and the United States that actually hastened the demise of the American peace movement and smoothed the path to the outbreak of war in 1861. Christian pacifists and abolitionists did not welcome war, but as they began to realize that peaceful, nonviolent resistance could only go so far in bringing about the end of slavery, they also began to compromise their pacifist principles. Some, pledging their allegiance to the redemptive “violent messiahs” Abraham Lincoln and John Brown, abandoned their pacifism in support of armed rebellion. Theodore Parker helped arm and supply Brown for his 1859 raid on Harpers Ferry, while Emerson declared that Brown “joins that perfect puritan faith” with the “ardor of the Revolution. He believes in two articles … The Golden Rule, and the Declaration of Independence.” Even Garrison’s peace advocacy buckled after Harpers Ferry; he called for “Success to every slave insurrection” and envisioned slaves “breaking the head of the tyrant with their chains.” Others, truer to their pacifist witness, could only provide comfort and sympathy, but even they could sympathize with revolutionary violence. Lydia Child, a radical Unitarian abolitionist and women’s rights advocate, wrote to Brown in prison. “Believing in peace principles, I cannot sympathize with the method you chose to advance the cause of freedom,” she chided the abolitionist revolutionary. “But I honor your generous intentions—I admire your courage, moral and physical. I reverence you for the humanity which tempered your zeal. I sympathize with you in your cruel bereavement, your sufferings, and your wrongs. In brief, I love you and I bless you.”39

Out of such love, smashed against the hate of slavery, would spring the Civil War. American religion’s moral vision—from humanitarian intervention to manifest destiny—now turned the nation upon itself.


PART IV
America’s Mission

The White House, Washington, D.C., October 1898. Only a few months had passed since William McKinley had steered the United States to a stunning victory over Spain, and now he was faced with the most important decision of his presidency. In April, Congress declared war upon Spain for its brutal repression of a rebellion in Cuba. Though most of the fighting took place in the Caribbean, in Cuba and Puerto Rico, American war planners ordered the U.S. Navy’s Pacific squadron to sail for Manila Bay, in the Spanish colony of the Philippines, and destroy the fleet there. Both campaigns went extremely well for the United States, and the war—“a splendid little war,” in John Hay’s famous appraisal—was over by August. Dealing with Cuba was fairly straightforward: the island became ostensibly independent but in reality was dominated by the United States through indefinite military occupation. But in the Philippines, what had been a relatively minor sideshow quickly overwhelmed U.S. foreign policy and domestic politics, provoking an intense, emotional, and acrimonious debate that lasted for several years.

Having routed the Spanish and demolished their claims to empire, McKinley was now faced with the problem of what to do with the Philippines. It was a difficult decision, bound to be controversial whatever course he chose. Even arch-imperialists like Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge and naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan were not convinced that the United States should seize all the islands of the Philippine archipelago. But returning the islands to Spain was unthinkable, as was handing them over to another colonial power, and few believed the Filipinos capable of governing themselves. Most Americans understood that McKinley would claim at least the city and harbor of Manila, and possibly all of the island of Luzon on which Manila was located. Such a limited protectorate would be unusual but not unprecedented: the Hawaiian Islands, after all, had finally come under American rule earlier that year, and the government had purchased Alaska in 1867. But all the Philippines? With no future possibility of gaining statehood? This was a bold step, for it would mean that the United States had unequivocally become an overseas colonial power. It would mean that Americans had joined Europe’s unseemly imperial scramble.

In the fall of 1898, representatives from the governments of Spain and the United States met in Paris to hammer out a peace treaty. McKinley had chosen his negotiators but had not yet given them clear instructions for the Philippines. While the rest was clear—Cuba would become nominally independent, Puerto Rico and Guam U.S. protectorates—a solution to the Filipino dilemma was not. “When next I realized that the Philippines had dropped into our laps I confess I did not know what to do with them,” McKinley told a visiting delegation from the General Missionary Committee of the Methodist Episcopal Church—his own church—just over a year later. “I sought counsel from all sides—Democrats as well as Republicans—but got little help.” But then, late one night in October, he had an epiphany. Worldly politicians may have offered no guidance, but a higher power did: “I walked the floor of the White House night after night until midnight; and I am not ashamed to tell you, gentlemen, that I went down on my knees and prayed Almighty God for light and guidance more than one night. And one night late it came to me this way—I don’t know how it was, but it came.” He would not return the Philippines to Spain, which would be “cowardly and dishonorable.” He would not hand them over to a power less squeamish about empire, such as France or Germany, which would be “bad business and discreditable.” He would not grant the Filipinos independence, for they were “unfit for self-government” and would “soon have anarchy and misrule over there worse than Spain’s.” After ruling out these alternatives, McKinley concluded 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, as our fellow-men for whom Christ also died.” After that, finally at peace with his decision, McKinley “went to bed, and went to sleep, and slept soundly,” and upon waking the next morning instructed the War Department’s chief map designer “to put the Philippines on the map of the United States, and there they are, and there they will stay while I am President!”1

It is a familiar episode in American diplomatic history, and a much derided one. For Akira Iriye and most other historians, McKinley’s moment of divine inspiration rings false. Given the stakes involved—the Philippines as independent nation or colony? America as republic or empire?—few take him at his word. Historians have instead portrayed his faith-based decision as one marked by “incongruity and frivolousness,” “superficiality,” and a “lack of sincerity.” McKinley, Iriye and others assume, could not possibly have meant what he said. Surely other factors, based on power or trade or imperial glory, must have been at work. Religion was little more than high-minded cover for more hardheaded motives.2

Or so it would seem. To modern historians whose worldview is not framed by religious faith, McKinley’s decision to seek guidance through prayer is incomprehensible. But to McKinley himself, it made perfect sense; indeed, it would have been so natural, so intuitive, that he probably did not even pause to think whether it was incongruous or frivolous. And whether one disapproves of his ultimate decision to annex the Philippines, it was extremely unlikely that McKinley acted superficially or insincerely. In fact, given his personal history, the scene he related to the Methodist missionaries was the most likely one possible. His decision to seek guidance and solace through prayer was perfectly consistent with his religious faith and political ideology. It would have been odd, and totally uncharacteristic of the man, had McKinley not prayed to God for guidance.

For William McKinley was one of the most pious presidents ever to hold office. He was an evangelical Methodist and a deeply felt religious faith framed his outlook from childhood until death. He was raised in Ohio by an intensely devout mother and grew up listening to Methodist circuit riders sermonize about fighting off sin through the Holy Spirit. He entered Republican politics, as any good Northern Methodist reformer would, first in Ohio and then nationally. And along the way, he never lost this pure evangelical faith or a belief that it formed the basis of progress, order, and moral conduct. “My belief embraces the Divinity of Christ and a recognition of Christianity as the mightiest factor in the world’s civilization,” he wrote in a private note to himself at the height of the furor over the Philippines. “We need God as individuals and we need Him as a people.” Years earlier, he had arrived in Washington with a verse from the Book of Micah as his motto: “What doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?” This was entirely in keeping with both his religion and his politics.3

From adolescence to the presidency, almost everything McKinley did was informed by the crusading, reformist ideology of Northern Methodism. Like many evangelicals, benevolent reform, and not the pro-business policies he would later adopt, brought him to the Republican Party. He had a progressive, Social Gospel mentality—albeit a fairly conservative one—long before his election as president in 1896. As a student, he volunteered at the local YMCA, eventually becoming president of its branch in Canton, Ohio. He then fought in the Civil War, including in the Battle of Antietam, regularly attended soldiers’ prayer meetings and participated in camp revivals, and praised emancipation as a morally just cause worthy of a Union victory. His service in the war convinced him that war was hell, to be avoided if at all possible and waged only for truly noble causes, like the abolition of slavery and the preservation of the Union. After the war, he favored Reconstruction and was bitterly critical of the South’s treatment of freed slaves. In 1876, as a young Ohio lawyer, he defended striking miners in court when few others dared to do so. Around the same time, McKinley and his wife became prominent activists in the Midwest temperance movement. As a congressman in the 1880s, he denounced Jim Crow as it was beginning to take root throughout the South; he also voted several times for inflationary silver measures, such as the Bland-Allison Free Coinage Act and the Sherman Silver Purchase Act. Later, as governor of Ohio, he refused to stay in a New Orleans hotel that did not allow African Americans to meet him there.4

As president—more specifically, as a pro-business Republican president during a time of unprecedented social upheaval—McKinley tempered his reformist instincts. The nation polarized sharply during the 1890s, and as strikes became increasingly violent, as farmers stormed across the Plains to protest their poverty and powerlessness, as white Southerners began to build a segregated society, and as big business grew in size and power, McKinley usually found himself on the side of the establishment. He championed “sound money” policies, especially economic policies, that suited industrialists and angered farmers. His egalitarian views on race lay dormant, and as president he let segregation go unchallenged in a way that would have shamed the moralistic young congressman. His party was shifting, and he felt he had no choice but to shift with it. Partly this stemmed from the temper of the times; partly it was a matter of political expediency. The progressive Methodist within him did not disappear entirely. In some matters, where it was politically feasible, he continued to champion benevolent Christian reform. He still, for example, promoted temperance and moral individual living. But by the 1890s, such openings were rare for a Republican politician.5

On foreign policy, however, it was still possible for McKinley to be a Christian reformer. He came to the war with Spain slowly, so slowly that it seemed as if public opinion, driven relentlessly by the bombastic New York papers, was dragging him along. But he was careful, as most successful politicians are, not reluctant. And while he did not seek war, once he decided the United States had no other choice, he pursued it on moral grounds. There were of course other reasons for war, but for McKinley only humanitarian considerations could sanctify the resort to war and empire. For as distasteful as it now seems, McKinley and other Americans of his era did not see a conflict between benevolence and empire; they did not see the term “progressive imperialist” as inherently contradictory. He believed he was doing a great service for the Philippines, selflessly progressive, that would also benefit the rest of the world. The annexation of the Philippines, and the grisly war it caused there, were thus not at odds with his work for the YMCA, his service in the Civil War, his support for missions, or his advocacy of temperance. It was a war for the betterment of others, whether they wanted it or not. McKinley and others like him may have been misguided, but they were hardly insincere. In keeping with his own ideals, and with the spirit of his age, McKinley extended America’s mission abroad and set it on the path to globalism.6

Along the way, he was aided by pious policymakers, Protestant and Catholic missionaries, and a newly activist sensibility among American Jews. Together, they fostered an international consciousness for America, a sense of being one part of an interconnected, global whole. In the twentieth century, the world system would be managed by American hegemony, economic, political, and cultural as well as military. It was this regulatory world order, a kind of informal American imperialism, which they helped create. But first, Americans had to sort out the issue of slavery. And to do that, they needed to fight a bloody, apocalyptic war against one another. The consequences would be profound, not only for America but also for the rest of the world.


CHAPTER NINE
Abraham Lincoln and the First War of Humanitarian Intervention

THE CIVIL WAR is the great paradox in the history of American for- eign relations, at once the nation’s least important foreign war and yet also one of its most consequential. Overall, the stakes involved were entirely national. Sectional interests battled for control of America’s destiny, not the world’s. Americans fought over slavery and their clashing views of republicanism, not the fate of nations. Foreign policy was largely peripheral to a conflict that lacked a significant international dimension; few other countries were directly affected, including America’s continental neighbors, and none intervened in the fighting. Yet the outcome of this peculiarly insular war deeply affected the nation’s ideology, especially Americans’ general worldview and sense of world mission, in ways that would shape both U.S. foreign policy and international politics for decades to come.

To be sure, the causes and course of the Civil War were shaped by wider currents in world history. The United States of the 1850s and ’60s was not simply an isolated outpost of the world system unaffected by global trends. And foreign policy was not unimportant during the Civil War. Both the Union and the Confederacy invested considerable amounts of time and energy in trying to persuade, or compel, other nations to aid their cause—or at the very least, not to aid the other side. Mostly this centered upon whether the European powers, especially Britain and France, would extend official diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy, which would give Southerners precious international legitimacy and access to vast amounts of capital and military aid. Abraham Lincoln and his secretary of state, William Seward, spent most of their time on foreign affairs beating back Southern efforts to secure European recognition and mediation of the Civil War, real possibilities in 1861 and 1862 that would have given the Confederacy a much better chance of winning the war. The South had several advantages, including British and French economic reliance on Southern cotton and a European desire to see the United States weakened through division. But the possibility of recognition turned to implausibility after September 1862, when the North won a bloody victory at the Battle of Antietam, demonstrating to the Europeans two important facts: the South would probably not win, and the North would definitely not give up. Afterward, foreign policy crises continued to flare during the remainder of the war, but there was never any prospect of foreign military intervention and, compared to the scale of the war itself, diplomacy was confined mainly to the margins.1

Religion, however, did play a large role simply because Protestantism had infused nearly every aspect of antebellum life. Though Americans differed over religion, often vehemently and sometimes violently, most agreed that it was central to politics, culture, and society. The Second Great Awakening, the emergence of voluntary benevolent societies in the North, the growth of evangelicalism, and even the flourishing of Unitarianism signaled the breadth and depth of the Protestant influence in America. But the nineteenth century also witnessed the first real diversification of American faith, with the creation of Mormonism and the sharp rise in Catholicism due to Irish and German immigration. Statistics, imperfect measurements though they are, bring the religious presence in the United States into sharper relief. In 1860, there were perhaps as many as four times the number of churchgoers as there were voters in the presidential election; twice as many clergy as military personnel; and thirty-five churches for every bank. Most astonishingly, the income of the nation’s churches nearly equaled that of the federal government.2

Then came war. In some ways, such as theological innovation by elites, religion remained relatively unchanged; but in others, such as the intensification of faith at a popular level, the war deeply affected the course of American religion. But overall, the centrality of religion continued—in fact, deepened—during the Civil War years. Stemming from the schismatic fury and ideological purity of the Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist divisions, American clergy on both sides of the Civil War sanctified their cause and demonized the other, in effect calling for their countrymen to wage total, holy war. Political rhetoric had always been replete with religious language and imagery, but under the compressive forces of war the religious component of political discourse increased and hardened. The Benevolent Empire of evangelical reformism shifted its focus to alleviate wartime suffering through a new agency, the Christian Commission. Expressions of faith among soldiers increased on both sides as well. The Civil War thus had a galvanizing effect on a people who were already overwhelmingly faithful.3

Nowhere was this more true than in the mind and morals of Abraham Lincoln. Before he became president, Lincoln had experienced life at both ends of the spectrum of faith: his parents (and later, stepmother) were hard-shell fundamentalist Baptists who harbored an extreme Calvinistic theology; yet in early adulthood, Lincoln himself exhibited a skepticism that at times bordered on atheism. His lack of orthodox faith in an era of widespread Christian orthodoxy and overwhelming evangelical hegemony hampered his early political ambitions, and he had to work hard to refute charges of deism and disbelief. There was something to this Christian critique; as the historian Richard Carwardine notes, Lincoln’s religious views often resembled deism, Unitarianism, possibly even Universalism, but never evangelicalism. Most of all, he accepted the existence of a Supreme Being but doubted the divinity of Jesus Christ. However, though Lincoln would never come to embrace the Protestant orthodoxy of his day, he did become increasingly—and more conventionally—spiritual. The one constant throughout his life was a devout conviction in God’s providence. During the Civil War, when he underwent not only the most profound moral traumas of the war itself but also the personal pain of losing his young son Willie to typhoid fever, Lincoln’s faith grew markedly; his references to God became much more noticeable and frequent, his attendance at Washington’s New York Avenue Presbyterian Church more regular. He met with church leaders often, much to the consternation of his advisers and generals, and increasingly pitched his speeches and messages in biblical language and Christian values. In so doing, he helped solidify—even re-create—the link in the American mind between Christianity and republicanism. And throughout, he demonstrated a depth of religious understanding that surpassed that of any of the formally trained clergy. Generations later, Reinhold Niebuhr said it was Lincoln, and not a minister, priest, or bishop, who was America’s “greatest theologian of the war years.”4

Based partly on Lincoln’s rechristening of America’s civil religion and partly on the moral absolutism of preachers in the victorious North, Civil War faith helped form the ideological core of U.S. foreign policy into the twentieth century. Comprised of two key ideas, this ideology of universal redemption was not always exclusively religious in character, but religion provided its most important source. Nor were either of these ideas necessarily new, though their testing in the Civil War changed them significantly. The first of these ideas was humanitarian intervention, the second America’s role as God’s chosen nation. When blended with the culture of progressive benevolence, missionaries, and the dictates of the national interest, the ideology of universal redemption enabled American leaders to follow a more interventionist, activist, and ultimately globalist foreign policy.

ABRAHAM LINCOLN did not go to war in 1861 intending to end slavery in the South. His principal war aim—initially his only war aim—was simply to keep the United States intact. This was a worthy enough goal in itself, he believed, even more so than abolition, and most Northerners agreed. After all, while the Constitution did not recognize the legitimacy of secession, it did protect slavery. Like most of his fellow Republicans, Lincoln’s antislavery views were free soil rather than abolitionist—that is, he worried that slavery had made the South aristocratic and undemocratic, which in turn corrupted the rest of the nation as it expanded westward. Betraying the prevailing attitudes of his day and especially of his home state, Lincoln also considered blacks an inherently inferior race and believed that, as a result, Americans could never achieve racial equality and harmony in the event of complete emancipation. Unsurprisingly, his support for African and Latin American colonization continued into the Civil War. By the outbreak of war, then, Lincoln was concerned more by what slavery did to whites rather than the evil it inflicted upon blacks.5

But Lincoln also knew slavery was fundamentally immoral. Though he believed blacks were inherently inferior, he respected their humanity and recognized that involuntary bondage was the highest form of tyranny. And toward the end of his life, he came to embrace the notion of innate racial equality. Slavery was “a great & crying injustice [and] an enormous national crime,” a young Lincoln told his close friend Joseph Gillespie. Later, as a politician striving for success in a highly polarized atmosphere, from a free state that was deeply hostile to African Americans, Lincoln’s antislavery views could not outpace those of his constituents; had they done so, he would never have become president. “I am naturally anti-slavery,” he wrote Albert Hodges, a Kentucky newspaper editor, in a letter intended for publication. “If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong. I can not remember when I did not so think, and feel. And yet I have never understood that the Presidency conferred upon me an unrestricted right to act officially upon this judgment and feeling. It was in the oath I took that I would, to the best of my ability, preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.”6

Crucially, however, Lincoln’s antislavery views changed profoundly during the course of the war, from free soil to outright emancipation. By the summer of 1864, he was ready to confer equal importance upon “the integrity of the whole Union, and the abandonment of slavery.”7 If Lincoln did not begin the war as an abolitionist, he certainly ended it as one. Thus as much as he had sought to avoid it, Lincoln presided as commander-in-chief over the nation’s first war of humanitarian intervention: by the North, against the South, to free the slaves. Emancipation, much less human rights, was not always a central objective for the North, but in time it became one.

Yet for some Northerners, destroying slavery had always been the primary war aim. As we have seen, abolitionists had been pressing for a total end to American slavery since at least the 1820s, and they did so out of concern for the equal rights of blacks and only secondarily for what it did to the rest of the nation. And as we have also seen, the vast majority of abolitionists were Protestant activists, ranging from emotional evangelicals to rationalist Unitarians. Without necessarily sympathizing with slavery but remaining loyal to the Democratic Party—which in general did not oppose slavery in the South or its spread to the territories—American Catholics and Jews were divided on the issue, and few were outright abolitionists. More than any other competing ideology, then, Protestant theology and ethics provided abolitionism’s moral center.8

The abolitionist clergy in the vanguard of the antislavery movement may not have been popular, but in the end it was their vision that triumphed. Throughout the North, even in New England, hostility to the South’s “slaveocracy” rarely made common cause with abolitionism. Still, abolitionist preachers pressed their case. And from the very beginning, far ahead of their fellow Republican Abraham Lincoln, it was they who framed the war as a case of humanitarian intervention. Reverend S. H. Tyng, one of the most prominent Episcopalians in antebellum America, branded the tyranny of slavery as the greatest threat to republican liberty. “There is a feeling,” he wrote in 1861, “that despotism, bloodshed, fraud, oppression and unbridled lust, have, in defiance of heaven, rioted long enough, and that a righteous God will soon rise in his wrath and make short work” of slavery. “Babylon is toppling to her fall,” proclaimed Tyng, and Union victory would bring the culmination of “human freedom.” Similarly, Hollis Read, a renowned historian, rejoiced that “Satan’s empire is to be broken up.” But Americans could not take down Satan through preaching alone. Slavery could “only be broken to pieces by the sledge-hammer of WAR”; in turn, war was the only way to bring about the “reorganization of society” and the “triumph of Christianity.” To such minds, it was obvious that a war for the Union also had to be a war for abolition. “Thank God, the word has at last been spoken,” exclaimed an evangelical soldier in the Union Army after receiving news of the Emancipation Proclamation. “Light begins to break through. Let the sons of the earth rejoice. Sing paeans to Liberty. Let tyranny die.” For Christian abolitionists, it was always a war for reformation, not restoration.9

This is not to say that the slaves themselves were passive in the process of emancipation. Even before Lincoln’s conversion, they took advantage of the upheaval of war to free themselves in what has been likened to the largest and most successful slave rebellion in history. And naturally, their fellow African Americans in the North, led by free black preachers, passionately supported the cause as a holy war of freedom. The Second Great Awakening had given birth to African American Christianity, at least on a large scale, and stimulated the creation of the first black churches. Blacks had seen, often at first hand, how entrenched was Southern slavery and how racist were most Northerners. They feared that emancipation would not come gradually, and they were certain it would never happen voluntarily. “Who has sent this great deliverance?” thundered Daniel Payne, the presiding bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, shortly after the outbreak of war in 1861. “The answer shall be, the Lord; the Lord God Almighty, the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.” Only God alone “couldst have moved the heart of this Nation to have done so great a deed for this weak, despised and needy people!” Later in the war the Christian Recorder, an AME Church publication, portrayed slavery as sin and war as punishment. “God has a controversy with this nation. He is chastising us severely, by civil war.” In the Union armies, moreover, many black soldiers perceived the cause of emancipation as divinely inspired. In the eyes of African Americans, it was self-evident that God’s cause was a war for abolition.10

For both whites and blacks, Christian-inspired humanitarian intervention infused cultural expressions of the antislavery cause, both before and during the war. Thus even before most Northerners were willing to admit that theirs was a war for emancipation, they had absorbed the ideology and imagery of emancipation. Consider two wildly popular examples, a prewar novel and a wartime hymn. As early as 1852, before John Brown’s violent antislavery crusades and the South’s equally violent proslavery defense had begun to divorce pacifism from abolitionism, came Harriet Beecher Stowe’s incendiary novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Daughter and sister of two of America’s most famous preachers—Lyman Beecher and Henry Ward Beecher—Stowe combined a penchant for optimistic but apocalyptic millennialism with a passionate abolitionism to create the most effective antislavery propaganda ever written. Christ, she reminded her theologically informed readers, would return to earth to bring justice, and then peace, to the world—and with them the sin of slavery would be cleansed from the American soul, by righteous violence if need be.11

Stowe’s novel had prepared the ground, but it was a song, Julia Ward Howe’s “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” that spread Christian abolitionism beyond its usual hard core of believers. Howe and her husband had been members of Theodore Parker’s Unitarian congregation, and they had absorbed their minister’s morally absolutist abolitionism. Howe was a Unitarian, and therefore religious but not especially spiritual, much less millennial. Yet her stirring hymn, based as it was on the Book of Revelation, emphasized the apocalyptic significance of the Civil War and thus reflected the prevailing millennialism of the mid-nineteenth century. By setting it to the tune of “John Brown’s Body,” another popular wartime song that celebrated the martyred abolitionist and his cause, Howe ensured her hymn would be an anthem for emancipation. She placed the cause of abolitionism at the war’s very heart, particularly in the hymn’s final stanzas:

    
                       He has sounded forth the trumpet that shall never call retreat;

                       He is sifting out the hearts of men before his judgment-seat;

                       Oh, be swift, my soul, to answer him! be jubilant, my feet!

                       Our God is marching on.




                   In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born across the sea,

                   With a glory in his bosom that transfigures you and me:

                   As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free,

                   While God is marching on.



Written in 1862, a few months before Lincoln announced the Emancipation Proclamation, “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” became by far the Union’s most popular wartime song. And with each rendition, Northerners announced their moral intentions.12

But emancipation was still unpopular in 1862; most Northerners thought it either unnecessary or unwarranted, and often both. Since the 1840s, the majority of Northern clergy had conceded that slavery was a sin, but most also thought it was too deep-rooted to be ended peacefully. In any event, if slavery was a sin, war was an even greater sin. But after the bloody battles of 1862 and 1863, especially at Antietam and Gettysburg, it became clear that the struggle for the Union had already let slip the dogs of war, and that adding emancipation as a war aim would allow the North to reform, even recast, the United States in a more charitable, Christian image. The redemptive blood of war would even, many came to believe, wash away the sin of slavery. Slowly but definitively, galvanized by war, the Northern clergy came round to supporting emancipation. And as they did, they embraced the idea of the Civil War as a war of liberation: for slaves from their masters, and for the nation from slave power. Not coincidentally, the adoption of emancipation occurred alongside the transformation of the conflict from limited war to total war, even holy war. “Was the Church established without blood and slaughter?” asked the Reverend William Carden in 1863. The answer, of course, was no, as shown by the bloody struggles of the very first Christians. “It was something to be a Christian then,” Carden exclaimed breathlessly. “It called for honesty, and manliness, and self-sacrifice—nay, death.” A war to free the slaves provided a similar calling to a new generation of Christians.13

When Lincoln adopted emancipation as a primary war aim in 1862, he also adopted its Christian core. For him no less than others, the war to preserve the Union became a war of liberation and humanitarian intervention. Abolition, however, contradicted his pledge, uttered in the First Inaugural Address, not to interfere with slavery where it already legally existed. Moreover, as a wartime president fighting not only to bring the South back into line but also to keep Unionist but wavering border states in the fold, he had to act cautiously. But he knew he had to act: by the summer of 1862, after so much blood spilled in a string of military defeats, most Northerners had decided it would be impossible to reintegrate the South and slavery into the Union. Lincoln’s first step was the Emancipation Proclamation, drafted in June and July of 1862; yet he could not announce it until the North claimed a significant battlefield victory. After yet more failure in August, the Battle of Antietam in September, the single bloodiest day of the war, offered a difficult, sanguinary victory—but victory nonetheless, which was certainly enough for Lincoln. As Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles recorded in his diary after Antietam, Lincoln had “made a vow, a covenant, that if God gave us the victory in the approaching battle, he would consider it an indication of Divine will, and that it was his duty to move forward in the cause of emancipation …. God had decided this question in favor of the slaves.”14

Five days after Antietam, Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation and announced it would take effect on January 1, 1863. Later, he confided to his friend Joshua Speed that it was his greatest achievement, “something,” Speed recalled, “that would resound to the interest of his fellow man.” And though the Proclamation itself was a cautious, officious, almost timid document, Lincoln spent the duration of the war affirming and reaffirming the principle of emancipation, both as a means to national reunion and as a worthy moral goal in itself. In this, he was not only reframing the terms of the war, but also the terms of American patriotism, even the nation. According to Lincoln, America was a sacred endeavor, an experiment in republican liberty, and a perfection of human governance that would one day save the world. But Americans would be worthy of carrying such a weighty torch only if they transcended the merely political. This at least was the idea behind Lincoln’s December 1862 Annual Message to Congress, which envisioned emancipation as America’s salvation and, in turn, America as the world’s. “In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free—honorable alike in what we give and what we preserve.” But only the survival of America, whole and intact, could fulfill this potential. “We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth,” Lincoln said of the United States in his closing passage. “Other means may succeed; this could not fail. The way is plain, peaceful, generous, just—a way which, if followed, the world will forever applaud, and God must forever bless.” Among Northerners, Lincoln’s recasting of the Civil War from a struggle for the Union to a war of national liberation found strongest support among the clergy. With emancipation, declared a Pittsburgh Presbyterian, the purposes of God were now “inevitably interwoven with that of the Government.”15

Lincoln reinforced the centrality of emancipation time and again between 1862 and the end of the war. In the process, the war’s cause—indeed, its very nature—shifted in his mind from secession to slavery. As he told a group celebrating victory at Gettysburg, “we have a gigantic Rebellion, at the bottom of which is an effort to overthrow the principle that all men are created equal.” In 1864, when Congress turned to drafting what would become the Thirteenth Amendment to abolish slavery once and for all, Lincoln supported it enthusiastically and pressured wavering members of Congress to do the same. To Lincoln, the war was simply God’s plan to bring about justice on earth. “We hoped for a happy termination of this terrible war long before this; but God knows best and has ruled otherwise,” he told the Quaker activist Eliza Gurney a year later. “He intends some great good to follow this mighty convulsion, which no mortal could make, and no mortal could stay.” These were not idle words, and it is clear that this period also marked the time of Lincoln’s ever-increasing piety. His moral conversion on slavery was mirrored by a spiritual conversion on faith. Religion now formed the heart of both his moral vision and his wartime rhetoric.16

The apotheosis of Lincoln’s public faith came in one of his most famous speeches, the Second Inaugural Address of March 1865. The explicit religiosity of the Second Inaugural marked something of a departure for Lincoln, whose speeches were embedded in religious phrasing but did not normally appropriate religious doctrine for their content. Yet this departure was also a culmination, mainly of Lincoln’s own struggle to sort out the true meaning of the war. Frederick Douglass, among the audience who heard the speech, said that it was “a sacred effort” that “sounded more like a sermon than a state paper.” Philip Schaff, one of the nation’s leading theologians, pronounced that no “royal, princely, or republican state document of recent times can be compared to this inaugural address for genuine Christian wisdom and gentleness.” Observes the historian Mark Noll, “none of America’s respected religious leaders … mustered the theological power so economically expressed in Lincoln’s Second Inaugural.” Or, as another historian put it, the Second Inaugural was Lincoln’s Sermon on the Mount.17

Mentioning God several times and quoting directly from scripture, the Second Inaugural called for Americans to end the war through an embrace of both justice and reconciliation. “All knew” that slavery, not secession, “was somehow the cause of the war.” While nobody could pretend to know the will of God—“The Almighty has His own purposes”—it was clear to Lincoln that whatever Americans’ past differences, God had used the Civil War as punishment for the sin of slavery and a means to bring it to an end:


If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to Him?



In the end, only emancipation, even more than Union, would cleanse the nation’s soul. “Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away,” Lincoln declared in one of the speech’s more memorable passages. “Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said ‘the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’ ” Once a war for national unity, Lincoln had rechristened the Civil War as a struggle for liberation. Through presidential rhetoric and military victory, the moral radicalism of the abolitionists had been vindicated.18

LINCOLN’S ELEVATION of the United States as “the last best hope of earth” and his effort, in the Second Inaugural, to heal sectional scars with the salve of moral righteousness signaled the emergence of the second idea behind the new ideology of universal redemption. To the victors, the Civil War’s ultimate meaning transcended the struggle between union and secession. Restoring the Union was only an initial step, for a divided America could never be as effective as the United States. If it was the North’s duty to bring freedom to the South, it was also America’s duty to protect and promote freedom wherever it could. Victory over the South convinced Northerners that America’s purpose was not only heaven-sent, but also unlimited. God had spared the United States for a reason: to save the world.

This revision and significant expansion of manifest destiny was held widely in the North. Whereas John L. O’Sullivan’s manifest destiny envisioned territorial expansion, the new version of manifest destiny foretold the global expansion of American values because the United States, strengthened through its test of blood and will in the Civil War, was now destined to spread republican liberty and Christian virtue to all humanity. Americans were now beholden to a manifest destiny of limitless expanse. There was, of course, already a prevailing belief that the United States was God’s chosen nation and the world’s leader in freedom. “I feel sure that the hour has not come for this great nation to fall,” William Seward, soon to be Lincoln’s secretary of state, declared on the Senate floor in January 1861. “This Union has not yet accomplished what good for mankind was manifestly designed by Him who appoints the seasons.” Even as specific doctrines of Calvinism, especially predestination, came in for new scrutiny and criticism, belief in providence and in a special national mission, which were rooted in Calvinism, had never been stronger. Thus the fervent millennialism and providentialism of the Civil War reflected rather than created this aspect of American civil religion. Nonetheless, the sacrifices of war tremendously deepened Americans’ sense of mission, renewing it for generations to come.19

Once again, the Northern Protestant clergy made a significant contribution to the fusion of American patriotism and religious faith. The failure of politicians, who had lost control of the national agenda during the crises of the 1850s, created a predominant influence for Northern preachers in the political debates of the 1860s. Some were abolitionist, others were free soil, but all stressed the urgency of preserving the Union. In so doing, they sanctified, in the most explicitly religious terms, both the Northern cause and the United States itself. American civil religion had already pervaded public life, and the Northern clergy had praised America’s mission before the war. But by blending patriotism and faith in the most shrill terms, the Civil War transformed it into an overwhelming, almost suffocating presence.20

To the Northern clergy, as well as to many lay Northerners, secession was tantamount to sin—“an unholy rebellion,” in the words of one Pennsylvania soldier—because it aimed to destroy God’s chosen instrument for human perfection, the United States. In this interpretation, America was “the last best hope” not only of Americans, but of people everywhere. Reverend Horace Bushnell, whose preaching was famed throughout the United States, saw the sanctification of America’s mission as one of the main outcomes of the war. “In these rivers of blood we have now bathed our institutions, and they are henceforth to be hallowed in our sight,” he told the Yale graduating class in July 1865. “Government is now become Providential,—no more a mere creature of our human will, but a grandly moral affair.” Contrasting the United States to the monarchies of Europe, Bushnell promised that Americans “have not fought this dreadful war to a close, just to put our government upon a par with these oppressive dynasties!” God intended something altogether more glorious for America. Similarly, Daniel Payne of the AME Church spoke for many newly freed slaves as well as whites when he compared the United States to “the right arm of God—of God, who lifts up and casts down nations according as they obey, or disregard the principles of truth, justice, liberty.” If the Civil War had been a war of humanitarian intervention, in other words, it was to be the first of many. This was now America’s task.21

American patriotism, and with it the American sense of mission, had always possessed a defiantly Protestant soul, but the Civil War led to a more inclusive civil religion. When American Catholics and Jews fought in the war—which they did, on both sides, in large numbers—they shared in a collective sacrifice for the greater good of the nation. The Union and Confederate governments also used Catholic emissaries to plead their cases in European capitals and the Vatican. War was thus a powerful way of Americanizing non-Protestants, especially immigrant groups, like Irish Catholics, who had not lived in the United States for very long. The process was not an easy one for Catholics, especially in the North, where the war effort was dominated by Protestant Yankees. Just as awkward for the overwhelmingly Democratic Irish Catholics were the Republicans’ efforts to use the war to further party interests, especially through support for big business, internal improvement, and New England shipping. Moreover, the transformation of war aims from union to emancipation troubled laboring Irish Catholics: not only did they share the traditional Democratic tolerance of slavery, they feared competition for unskilled labor from freed slaves. Still, despite the 1863 draft riots, sparked by Irish Catholic outrage at emancipation, conscription, and Protestant prejudice, and despite widespread anti-Catholicism, American Catholics successfully used the Civil War as a fulcrum for Americanization and as a starting point for full participation in the rites of American civil religion. Indeed, by the 1880s the triumphal memory of the Civil War, rather than the more complicated reality, served as a powerful Americanizing force among American Catholics, including recent Catholic immigrants.22

The same was true for Jews, albeit on a smaller scale because mass Jewish immigration was still decades away. For them, the turning point came when Lincoln rescinded General Ulysses Grant’s notorious General Order No. 11, which blamed Jews, “as a class,” for profiting from the smuggling of Southern cotton. Grant punished Jews en masse by expelling them from areas under Union Army control, such as northern Mississippi and most of Tennessee. Confederates used Grant’s rank anti-Semitism as a way to attack the hypocrisy of Northerners who professed to fight a war for black liberty while violating the most basic of religious freedoms. As soon as he learned of it, Lincoln revoked Grant’s order for collective punishment. He then reassured Cesar Kaskel, a Jew forcibly removed from Paducah, Kentucky, that “to condemn a class is, to say the least, to wrong the good with the bad. I do not like to hear a class or nationality condemned on account of a few sinners.” Anti-Semitism did not disappear, and American Jews, no less than American Catholics, continued to endure discrimination. But a threshold had been crossed. Through Civil War, civil religion was becoming more ecumenical.23

Traditional notions of providence—of God protecting the United States and anointing it with a glorious destiny—rested heavily upon Americans’ sense of mission. As during previous conflicts, providential thinking intensified in wartime. Already a providential people, Americans on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line became more trusting in God’s mysterious ways, more willing to accept their fate in his heavenly plans. This was no less true of America’s leaders, whose invocations of providence in victory and appeals to providence in defeat increased sharply during the war. General Stonewall Jackson, hero of the South, became something of a cult figure in both the South and North for his total belief in God’s providence. Yet at the time, the Civil War caused a crisis in providential thinking. For if America was God’s chosen nation, why was he punishing his chosen people through the uniquely terrible scourge of civil war? Ministers and leaders had several answers, ranging from the sin of slavery to the sin of secession to the sin of interfering in states’ rights—but nobody could know for sure, especially during the Union’s darkest days of 1861–62 and the Confederacy’s during 1864–65.24

As usual, it was Lincoln who provided the answer. Biographers have noted that Lincoln was unusually fatalistic, probably a vestige of his ultra-Calvinist Baptist parents and a product of his particularly brooding, depression-prone personality. Of all the religious tenets he believed in, his faith in providence was the firmest and most enduring. Unlike the nation’s preachers, Lincoln did not pretend to know the will of God. As he reminded Americans in the Second Inaugural, the “Almighty has His own purposes.” And as he argued several times during the war, both sides claimed that God was on their side, yet God could not possibly be acting on behalf of both sides in such a terrible conflict. Yet Lincoln firmly believed that God dictated the course of the war, even if mortals could not grasp his ultimate purpose. Most important, Lincoln believed that he was an instrument of providence, God’s agent on earth at a particularly significant moment in history. Lincoln’s providentialism—his fatalism—did not amount to passivity. Lincoln might not know the ultimate end, but he was certain he was acting as the Lord’s means, and he was not about to fail in his duty. In this fashion, Lincoln explained his actions, such as emancipation, not merely as wartime necessity but divine intention.25

In this light, the Civil War stands not only as a struggle for the nation but as a redemptive platform for America to save the world. In November 1863, Lincoln reinforced this idea of a larger purpose in the Gettysburg Address, where he dedicated the battlefield not to the dead—only God could do that—but to the living, whose task remained incomplete. Unlike the Second Inaugural, the Gettysburg Address was not overtly religious. But its evocation of supreme sacrifice touched upon increasingly popular religious notions of living soldiers as “angels,” dead soldiers as “martyrs,” and the Union cause as “holy.” Lincoln’s theme of birth and rebirth, moreover, was grounded in both the ideal of immaculate conception and the Christian conversion narrative, as if the United States itself had been born again. The “baptism of blood” at Gettysburg, the theologian Philip Schaff said at the time, enabled America “to hope for a glorious regeneration.” Lincoln’s speech was conceptually and emotionally similar to the Protestant clergy’s incessant appeals to a civil religion of the highest patriotism, such as Henry Ward Beecher’s characteristic claim that the “battle on the Potomac for our Constitution, as a document of liberty, is the world’s battle. We are fighting, not merely for our liberty, but for those ideals that are the seeds and strength of liberty throughout the earth.” And of course it was consistent with Lincoln’s own perception of the war as a divine test and his own role as an instrument of God.26

The United States was a nation “conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” Lincoln declared at Gettysburg. Yet Americans were “engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived, and so dedicated, can long endure.” Lincoln then imbued the Civil War with a meaning that extended far beyond American shores. “The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here,” he said of the soldiers who fought at Gettysburg, “but it can never forget what they did here.” Instead, it remained for the living “to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us … that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” As Lincoln made clear, this “new birth of freedom” belonged not only to America, but to the rest of the planet. Just as the Union and emancipation had been America’s salvation, a reformist America would be the world’s.27


CHAPTER TEN
Missionaries and the Imperialism of Human Rights

HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION and a renewed sense of American mission: it was around these ideas, incubated by the Civil War, that an ideology for American globalism formed. Beginning in the 1890s and continuing fitfully through the next century, Americans embraced a new foreign policy: savior of the world. Yet the application of this new—or rather, rechristened—ideology did not immediately follow the Civil War for an obvious reason: Reconstruction. Before Americans could devote themselves to imperialism and internationalism, they first needed to sort out their own society. The end of Reconstruction in 1877—which ended white sectional conflict, tragically at the expense of black liberty—freed the United States to pursue burgeoning interests beyond its own shores.

Just as important in America’s rise to world power was its economic transformation. Industrialization had begun in earnest in the antebellum years, principally with the construction of a vast infrastructure that enabled the market and communications revolutions to proceed apace. First paved roads and canals, then railroads and the telegraph, drew the nation ever-closer together and eased the flow of interstate commerce. In effect, the prewar improvements in infrastructure not only increased American prosperity but also widened access to overseas markets. The Civil War both hindered and advanced industrialization. Unprecedented suffering and destruction clearly acted as hindrances to economic growth. Yet mobilizing for war enabled the Lincoln administration to centralize executive power and pass legislation that Southerners would normally have opposed, such as higher tariffs to protect U.S. industry and the Homestead Act to speed the westward migration of free labor. By the 1880s, freed from the burdens and divisions of war and Reconstruction, economic growth in the United States galloped along at a previously unimaginable pace. Three phenomena, all interlinked and mutually reinforcing, supplied fuel for this continual growth: industrialization, immigration, and urbanization. Breakneck industrial growth required vast pools of unskilled labor, supplied by a surge in immigration and concentrated in the rapidly expanding cities, where most factories were located. Rampant economic growth encouraged equally rampant levels of immigration and urbanization. In response to the complexity of growth, and as a resumption of the wartime centralization of governmental power, the federal bureaucracy grew alongside the economy and population. All this provided foreign policymakers with the requisite tools to manage a world role.1

By the late nineteenth century, then, Americans were poised to assume great power status. With its plentiful supplies of natural resources, weak continental neighbors, mobile and industrious population, constant influx of immigrants, and enormous internal market and economies of scale, the United States of the late nineteenth century was uniquely positioned to become a world power. As the historian Paul Kennedy notes, by the outbreak of the Spanish-American War in 1898 the United States “seemed to have all the economic advantages which some of the other powers possessed in part, but none of their disadvantages.”2

But a large economy does not automatically translate into an activist foreign policy, a truism proved by nineteenth-century America itself. Until the 1890s, despite the purchase of Alaska from Russia in 1867 and sporadic disagreements over minor matters with South American and European countries, the United States focused on healing internal wounds, propelling the domestic economy, and absorbing millions of new immigrants. Yet as America rose to economic power, its pretensions to world power grew as well. Increased overseas trade brought with it increased contact with foreign peoples and their governments, for better and worse. Americans imported products from all over the world, and in the process were introduced to exotic lands and people the world over. Even more fervently, Americans believed foreigners should be introduced to the United States, and especially to the blessings of superior American technology, economics, and culture. The power of ideas here was crucial. Americans no less than Europeans had a vision of how the world should properly function, and their sectional tranquility and economic prosperity afforded them a new opportunity to extend the horizons, and ambitions, of U.S. foreign policy. For all these reasons, often reinforcing each other in a complex of motivations, once fiercely nationalistic Americans were becoming internationalists, citizens of the world, by shedding the limitations of a parochial worldview and replacing them with the ambitions of a truly global consciousness. As they did, the faith-based ideology from the Civil War provided foreign policymakers with a ready platform for action.3

MISSIONARIES WERE IN the vanguard of America’s internationalist turn for they were, by their very nature, citizens of the world. The Civil War had enforced a pause in the American missionary enterprise, but the end of Reconstruction meant that American missions could resume their work. Between Reconstruction and World War I, missionary growth was explosive: there were sixteen missionary societies in America in 1860, more than ninety by 1900; in 1869, there were an equal number of European and American overseas missionaries but twice as many Americans by 1900. Except for a brief lean period following the depression of 1893, missionaries were also fairly prosperous: by 1900, a fifth of all direct U.S. investment in China was missionary property. Most important, no other group of Americans was as thoroughly internationalist. And over the next four decades, no other group would combine the visions of humanitarianism and American mission as fully.4

At the same time, American religion was experiencing another of its periodic awakenings, including Dwight L. Moody’s evangelistic revivals but also the emergence of new American faiths such as Pentecostalism. Missionaries benefited from this general revival of piety, but they were also influenced by political and social developments that were sharply at odds with traditionalist religion. Shaken by Darwinism and the penetrating critiques of German biblical criticism, and nurtured by the excellence of their institutions of higher learning, America’s liberal Protestants were determined to preserve their faith through incorporating, rather than rejecting, the new scientific empiricism. This crisis and renewal of faith led to a decreasing faith in scripture alone and an increasing dependence on ethical interpretations of the Bible and Christian doctrine. American Protestantism was in the midst of a modernist turn, with missionaries at the helm. Reflecting the theological evolution of their leaders, the major mission boards embraced the new modernism and its emphasis on doing good works rather than only on saving souls. Ostensibly their chief objective remained the conversion of the heathen in places like China, the Middle East, and Africa. But in reality, they ended up spending more time building hospitals and schools, and working as doctors, nurses, and teachers. Protestant mission theorists cleverly justified the shift from evangelism to social work—and thus the rejection of everything Rufus Anderson had stood for—as actually the best way to spread the gospel. If missionaries were still as enthusiastic as ever about “evangelizing the world in this generation,” as they had famously promised, their means of doing so were distinctly earthbound.5

American Protestant missions were thus an international extension of the Social Gospel, itself a faith-based wing of the Progressive movement. Extensive industrialization, immigration, and urbanization may have brought unprecedented wealth to America—this was, after all, the Gilded Age—but they also brought unprecedented poverty, and with it misery. Appalling living conditions in overcrowded immigrant slums and dangerous working conditions in factories led to terrible living conditions in many cities, which in turn often led to labor strife and social unrest. In response, the Progressives, heirs to the antebellum reformist tradition of the Benevolent Empire, worked to improve living and working conditions. Building on the insights of Horace Bushnell, Social Gospelers based their reform efforts on the conviction that people were not inherently evil or depraved but were conditioned by their surrounding environment. Improve the environment, and you improve the person, which in turn would open the way to Christ. Josiah Strong, among others, was instrumental in shaping a robust worldview of salvation and redemption by fusing together the Social Gospel, muscular Christianity, and missionary work. Though they were not part of the Protestant Social Gospel, Catholic missionaries undertook their work in a similar spirit.6

By no means did religion have a monopoly on such thinking, which was very much consistent with pragmatist Progressives, such as John Dewey and William James. Yet Christian faith suffused the reformism of the Progressive era. Many Progressives, such as the settlement house leader Jane Addams, were motivated in large part by Christian ethics, even though their aim was not predominantly religious. Others may have been robustly skeptical and thoroughly modern but nonetheless adopted the religious reformers’ crusading style and pious moralism. And some reformers adopted explicitly religious themes and rhetoric to shape and justify their Progressivism; nowhere was this truer than in the foreign policies of two Progressive presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. More explicitly, the loose collection of religious reformers known as the Social Gospel saw its mission to improve America through faith. While missions were not a direct product of the Social Gospel, they shared the same liberal theology, the same sense of social crisis, the same belief in progress, and the same faith in the power of a progressive Christ. As Walter Russell Mead rightly observes, missionaries were the first Wilsonians. Or in the words of one missionary, they were “enlisting the whole Church in the supreme work of saving the world.”7

Yet it was precisely this modernist, reformist, postmillennialist impulse within American missions that troubled the other heirs to the American religious tradition: conservative, premillennialist Protestants who would a few decades later claim the label “fundamentalist” for their defense of traditional religious principles. For a time, certainly into the first decade of the twentieth century, a shared enthusiasm for missions, and even for Social Gospel reform, overcame theological differences between liberals and conservatives, and even these theological differences were initially not so great. But the seeds of future conflict had been planted. Modernists spoke of various theories, while conservatives thought only of the Bible: if it was not in “the book,” it simply was not Christian. Shocked by ideas such as future probation, biblical literalists and conservatives saw the Social Gospel ethos of most American missions as pure heresy. If missionaries did not prioritize evangelism, if they instead built schools and health clinics, what right did they have to be called missionaries? By what right could they even claim to be Christian? As L. W. Munhall, a fundamentalist preacher from Germantown, Pennsylvania, argued in 1901, it was essential to distinguish between heaven and God’s earthly kingdom. “It is very clear to my mind,” declared Munhall, “that the Gospel of the kingdom is no Gospel at all if it does not include the gospel of the grace of God.” Conservatives and premillennialists were just as enthusiastic about missions, so long as they focused on actual conversions rather than good works. As one disciple of Arthur Pierson, a Presbyterian minister and prominent conservative, declared upon his arrival in Japan, “Gentlemen, I have not time to take the superintendence of your schools. I have given myself to the preaching of the gospel.” If the majority of American missionaries were proto-Wilsonians, the early architects of a liberal world order of collective security and international organizations, conservative missionaries were the recalcitrant unilateralists who stood for basic, traditional values and the absolute preservation of their own—and their nation’s—autonomy. Conservatives did not want to make the world safe for anything other than Christ.8

Despite the era’s prevailing ethos of muscular Christianity, women were an important part of the progressive missionary moment, just as they were vital contributors to the Progressive movement overall. Following the Civil War, Protestantism became increasingly male-dominated, especially at the leadership level. Mission boards were no exception, and missionaries embraced the spirit of muscular Christianity as an essential ingredient for success in an arduous profession. Interestingly, however, women came to predominate in overseas missions. Forced to set up their own all-female mission boards, Protestant women became the most successful missionaries of all, effectively colonizing the missionary movement itself. By 1915, more than forty women’s missionary societies counted over three million members. Of course, only a very small percentage were actual missionaries who actually went overseas, but those who did had an enormous and enthusiastic audience when they returned home to introduce the world to America. Changes in mission practice that allowed lay missionaries to practice overseas gave women—very few of whom had been ordained—a large, direct role in American missions. By the early twentieth century, 70 percent of all American missionaries were laypersons, of whom a solid majority were female. Yet women still had to defer to a masculine ideal, which forced them to rely on their supposed strengths of domesticity and motherhood. This in turn made them the strongest, and most effective, advocates for missions as vehicles for progressive reform. Indeed, it was their “gospel of gentility” that provided American missions with the impetus for much if not most of their reformist intentions.9

FOR ALL THEIR Social Gospel good intentions, missionaries were also participants in America’s imperialist turn. Progressivism, missions, and imperialism all originated from a similar source in the American imagination: a belief in progress. Even more, missionaries shared with their fellow Americans an equally fervent belief that they alone knew the path to progress. But in the missionary mind, their way was the only way because it was both American and Christian. All other faiths were drags to progress. “The world needs the social message and redemption of Christianity,” argued Robert Speer of the Student Volunteer Movement, an organization founded in 1886 to recruit missionaries, simply because no other political or spiritual force was capable of improving people’s lives. Dwight Moody’s revivals at home and missions abroad, in which Speer played a large role, were thus part of the same glorious movement to uplift the world. But other nations were hindrances to progress, as well; only the United States could spread Christian change. According to the ostensibly ecumenical organizers of the World’s Parliament of Religions, held at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, “building up the Kingdom of Christ in America is to engage with fresh ardor in efforts to Christianize India and Africa, Turkey and China.” What was good for America was also good for the world.10

As internationalists, missionaries were significantly ahead of their fellow Americans’ thinking on foreign affairs. They were expansionists and perceived the world as fundamentally interconnected much earlier than most others did. Indeed, as Americans and as Christians, they could be no other. They abhorred the parochial limitations of isolationism and unilateralism. “Do not tell us that we must avoid entangling alliances,” shrieked a missionary newspaper during the Chinese Boxer Rebellion. Others, such as the Union Missionary Training Institute of Brooklyn, celebrated “the Cross that turns not back.” The whole world was the Christian’s mission field, Reverend R. L. Bachman reminded his congregation at the First Presbyterian Church of Utica, New York, as established by Christ’s command to “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15). Christ’s command “did not pertain to one people, or to some favored section of the globe,” Bachman exhorted. “In its reach and scope it took in the whole earth.”11

Americans had of course always been expansionist, both ideologically and territorially, since the earliest colonial days. The difference was that by the 1890s Americans had run out of land to expand into. At a time when the frontier had officially closed (according to the 1890 census), Americans began casting their gaze from the western horizon to the vast oceans that surrounded them. In 1893, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner first published his “frontier thesis,” which argued that expansionism had become an immutable part of American identity, and that the closing of the frontier would simply push these basic, undeniable impulses further westward still: across the Pacific. But missionaries had long viewed the oceans not as moats that sealed the United States off from other nations but as highways that connected the entire world.12

Merchants and traders also shared this expansive worldview, yet they did not contribute to the formation of an internationalist consciousness. Their worldview, albeit global in scope, was driven by material interests, not universal values. They were less concerned with spreading human rights than with making a profit. Missionaries, by contrast, sought the spread of values above all else, be they religious, political, social, or economic. They were interest-driven, too, but they were also ideals-driven in a systematic and comprehensive way. Their interconnected world could only function if based on a secure foundation of enlightened privileges and duties. Religious faith was thus an essential ingredient in the formation of American internationalism. Indeed, the only other Americans with such a values-based internationalist outlook—the only other Americans to recognize the importance of ideas in an increasingly globalized world—were also religious. These were the millions of Catholic and Jewish immigrants from Europe who, even as they simultaneously pursued acceptance into the American mainstream, saw themselves as part of a larger, international community. Like the advocates of the Protestant interest in the colonial Atlantic world, they positioned the United States within a densely connected web of international rights and responsibilities.13

For Protestant missionaries, moreover, a globalist, expansionist mindset was deeply ingrained because of the simple fact of their faith. Even more than Americanism, Christianity is an inherently expansive faith, territorially, demographically, and ideologically. Concluded one ABCFM missionary to Hawaii, “Christianity won its throne by proving its universality.” And, of course, by not making concessions to heathens. The Christian faith, said William Newton Clarke, “is not one of compromise, but of conflict and of conquest.” It seeks “to displace the other religions,” for the good of everyone. Unlike other world religions, Christianity’s center of gravity shifted over time: from the Middle East at its formation, to the Near East after the conversion of Constantine, to Europe after the fall of Rome, and then to the Americas. Just like the United States, Christianity expanded always westward, bringing with it enlightenment, progress, and civilization. Growth and conversion are the avowed aims for all professing Christians; though they aim to do so peacefully, expansionism lies at the heart of the Christian worldview. As a result, the Christian spirit was often in communion with that of imperialism.14

Missionaries thus combined internationalism and nationalism, cosmopolitanism and parochialism, in highly combustible and unpredictable ways. Above all, many conflated Americanism with Christianity and foresaw these two great forces marching together for the world’s redemption in a partnership that must not fail. But they also feared that the United States was the driving force, and that it was up to the church to keep up. “Woe to the future of the Church if it fails to expand with the expanding nation!” warned an Episcopal minister in 1901. Similarly, the United States was “first and foremost the chosen seat of enterprise for the world’s conversion,” claimed a professor at Andover Theological Seminary, a Congregationalist institution in Massachusetts and a leading center of liberal Protestantism. “Forecasting the future of Christianity as statesmen forecast the destiny of nations, we must believe that it will be what the future of this country is to be.” Even more blunt was Robert Speer. “There cannot,” he asserted in perhaps one of the first rejections of moral relativism, “be such different tribal or racial gods as are avowed in the ethnic religions of the East, and assumed in the ethnic politics of the West. Whatever God exists for America exists for all the world, and none other exists.”15

Such confidence struck many as arrogance. While religion continued to penetrate nearly all layers of American society, for the first time in a century skepticism became a popular rival to faith and spirituality. The Civil War may have entrenched religion at a popular level, but for many elites, such as Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., it completely undermined their faith in God. Moreover, while the implications of Darwinism caused soul-searching and reflection among liberal theologians, it completely destroyed faith in Christianity among many intellectuals. An early warning was an 1895 editorial in The Nation chastising missionaries for their intolerance and jingoism. To Mark Twain, shocked by the corruption of an American mission in China, missionaries represented little more than a domineering imperialism hypocritically dressed up in a pious but empty Christian moralism. African American intellectuals had an even sharper perspective on missionaries and imperialism. Decrying the colonialism and racism that often followed missionaries around the world, W. E. B. Du Bois called attention to the consequences of conversion. “Let not the cloak of Christian Missionary enterprise be allowed in the future, as so often in the past, to hide the ruthless economic exploitation and political downfall of less developed nations,” he told delegates to the first pan-African conference, meeting in London in 1900.16

…

YET THE MISSIONARY’S tale was not as simple as either its advocates or opponents assumed it to be. Often the expansion of Americanism and Christianity was an explicitly imperial project. But just as often, missionaries displayed a unique sensitivity to the concerns of native peoples that superseded their national prejudices. Many home missionaries, such as those from the American Missionary Association and the YWCA, expressed a gospel of tolerance for whites by preaching the gospel to blacks, in both the North and the South. Overseas missionaries then extended this spirit of tolerance abroad. “A great deal is said of men having the courage of their convictions,” wrote a Southern Methodist missionary with experience in Japan and China. “Courage is a good quality, an indispensable quality. Convictions are necessary. They lie at the base of enthusiasm and intelligent purpose. Stubbornness is not courage. Prejudice [and] bigotry … are not convictions.” Tolerance, both religious and racial, was an important component of the missionary endeavor (though of course not all missionaries practiced what they preached). Not coincidentally, missionaries were among the most vocal critics of America’s anti-immigrant Chinese Exclusion Acts.17

Local custom, moreover, often prevailed over America’s civilizing ways. Some male missionaries in China, for example, wore Chinese clothes in deference to local sensitivities and so they could blend in with the population more effectively. According to an 1889 Presbyterian primer, missionaries “should, when on the missionary field, be willing to adopt the native dress and live in native houses … with the idea of bridging over as much as possible the chasm which lies between the foreigner and the Chinamen.” The language was vulgar, but it was not intended as an epithet or insult. More interesting is the idea that it was incumbent upon the Americans, and not the Chinese, to bridge the chasm between them by making cultural allowances. (Women, however, kept to a Western dress style.) And just as often, missionaries appreciated that they needed to accept locals on their own terms. Charles Henry Brent, the Episcopal Church’s first missionary bishop to the Philippines, instructed the church’s mission headquarters in New York that the “very first thing that workers must be prepared to do is to learn the native languages. Spanish is necessary in Manila and will be of limited service everywhere in the Archipelago; but it is absurd to think that you can understand the lives and ambitions of these people unless you are able to communicate with them through the medium of their own dialects.” To provide an example, Brent himself took lessons in Spanish and Tagalog.18

Language sensitivity was only one part of Bishop Brent’s report. He worried even more about Americans who claimed to have an expertise on the Philippines based on little or no actual knowledge of the country or contact with its people. “The audacity which some men have had to spend a few weeks or months in the Islands with no knowledge of Spanish, much less with any of the tribal languages, and then go home all primed to speak dogmatically on the political and religious conditions that obtain, may be a truly American feat but it is none the less astounding and reprehensible,” he complained. “It is inexplicable to me that thinking men at home should give heed to their maunderings, or at any rate take them seriously.” Missionaries often sympathized with the locals in recognition that Americans themselves could be pushy, overbearing, and even dangerous to local traditions and values. As one Episcopal missionary to the Philippines pointed out, missionaries were needed because the “inevitable immediate effect of the touch of America and Americans there will be to secularize, to demoralize, to disintegrate.”19

For every missionary who wanted to force the spread of the Christian faith, then, there was a counterpart who sympathized with the plight of the subjugated. For every missionary who only wanted to convert the heathen, there were many more who wanted to educate and heal the locals regardless of their faith. For every missionary who wanted to enable American empire, there were those, as in Japanese-held Korea, who promoted anticolonialism and self-determination. And for every missionary who wanted to dominate, there was one who wanted to empower the overpowered. “A man white, black or yellow; Christian, Jew, Mohammedan or heathen, may enter and enjoy all the advantages of this institution … and go out believing in one God, in many Gods, or in no God,” declared Daniel Bliss, the missionary founder of Syrian Protestant College, at its grand opening. Instead of exploiting local resources for America’s benefit, Bliss had established the college in an attempt to halt the brain drain of talented Arabs to U.S. universities.20

In keeping with such practices and visions, the missionary impulse itself was deliberately constructed upon ecumenical foundations. Exemplified by John R. Mott, who later won the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to further international understanding and cooperation, most of the leading lights of the missionary movement were steadfast ecumenists who thought denominational rivalries were not only counterproductive but pointless. This also helps explain the religious curiosity and empathy of many missionaries. There was of course a fundamental tension between missionary conversion and ecumenical tolerance, but few at the time recognized it. Ecumenism was important, for it nourished a kind of American internationalism that saw the world as interconnected, interdependent, and responsive to universal values—with Christianity as the common denominator. (Not coincidentally, in 1887 American and Canadian churches established the Foreign Missions Conference of North America to promote a more ecumenical and less nationalistic missionary worldview. For the next seventy years, American and Canadian Protestant missionaries proved to be inseparable.) Nations were members of a global community in which they had rights and responsibilities, much as Americans did within their own communities. This was the basis for peace, be it religious or international. As Josiah Strong put it on numerous occasions, technology, industry, and communications had made “the whole world a neighborhood and every man a neighbor.” Ecumenists saw one church, internationalists one world. The visions were essentially the same.21

John Mott, through his work in the YMCA, Student Volunteer Movement, and other organizations, embodied these visions interchangeably. Mott saw himself as a citizen of Christ—and thus automatically of the world. “The work of Mr. Mott has contributed powerfully to the development of what I have described as the international mind,” wrote his friend and colleague Nicholas Murray Butler, president of Columbia University and head of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. “The possession by any people of an international mind is, I think, the necessary starting point for its highest contribution to the peace and progress of the world. Mr. Mott [sic] by helping various nations to develop the international point of view … has exercised and is constantly exercising a powerful influence in behalf of the peace and good order of the world.” Mott himself claimed his goal was “to weave together all nations.” Togetherness, built on notions of obligation and responsibility to all people but grounded firmly in the universal salvation of Christ, was the key to an ecumenical peace. Only missionaries could facilitate this process of cultural exchange. Only Christianity, Mott claimed, could “interpret the East to the West and the West to the East.”22

Thus the American missionary enterprise was not a straightforward handmaiden of empire. The relationship between missions and imperialism was instead complicated and ambivalent, a limited partnership that usually did not unfold as most of its members intended. From their belief in social justice and emphasis on modernization, missionaries provided “a moral equivalent for imperialism,” or even, in Samuel McCrea Cavert’s echo of William James, “the moral equivalent of war.” They aimed to “convert colonialism” from a one-way relationship that benefited only the United States to a mutual exchange for mutual benefit. Even its most belligerent proponents, led by the arch-nationalist Josiah Strong, decreed that missions could spread Christianity only through persuasion and voluntary conversion, not conquest or force. By 1907, moreover, mission theorists back home noted approvingly that contact with foreign religions was making American missionaries, and through them American Protestantism, more tolerant and ecumenical.23

Even normally skeptical U.S. diplomats were won over. From his dealings with missionaries in Turkey, Henry Morgenthau, an American ambassador to Istanbul, observed: “I had hitherto had a hazy notion that missionaries were sort of over-zealous advance agents of sectarian religion. They were, I discovered, in reality advance agents of civilization.” In a private letter to a military official, Charles Denby, the U.S. minister to Beijing, drew similar conclusions. “I am not particularly pro-missionary,” he confessed; “these men and women are simply American citizens to me as Minister. But as a man I cannot but admire and respect them.” While Denby did not care much about the missionaries’ efforts to spread the Gospel of Christ, he was impressed by their determination to spread a gospel of progress:


Outside of any religious question, and even if Confucianism, or Buddhism, are more divine than Christianity, and better for the human race … these people are doing a great work in civilizing, educating, and taking care of helpless thousands. They are the forerunners of Western methods and Western morality. They are preparing the way for white-winged commerce and material progress, which are knocking so loudly at the gate of the Chinese wall.



Indeed, while Christianity often paved the way for colonialism, many local populations in Africa and China adopted the Christian faith and successfully adapted it to suit their own purposes, particularly modernization initiatives and education programs. Missionaries were neither heroes nor villains, then, but agents of what they were certain would be progressive change.24

THE IMPULSE TO spread the Social Gospel to all corners of the earth was so strong that it included some of the most unlikely participants. The missionary project was a tangle of paradox, but nowhere was it sharper than in African American missionaries who brought Christianity to Africa in an imperial age of the white man’s burden. Some African American Christians simply ignored this contradiction; some thought they could transcend it; others still believed they could shatter such contradictions, and white supremacy itself, by spreading the gospel. Claimed the Synod of the Atlantic, an African American Presbyterian body in the segregated South: “Christianity will bring a nation to the front so that it will be recognized by the foremost nations of the world. We have Japan as our witness,” which reflected widespread assumptions that American missionaries could uplift a nonwhite people to equality with the Western powers. But it was Africa that presented black American Christians with their most complicated problem. Most identified to some degree with pan-Africanism and an international racial consciousness. But to the Western powers, and certainly to almost all white Americans, Africa represented the very depths of human existence and epitomized the lack of civilization. Black Christians’ solution was Christianity itself, a universally moral force that had the potential to spread political and economic progress and eventually bridge racial divides. Christianity had been the solution to slavery in West Africa before the Civil War, and it would be the continent’s salvation now. By the end of the nineteenth century, led by the African Methodist Episcopal Church, black missionaries from the United States saw Africa as their own special calling.25

Ironically, however, evangelism also required American blacks to appropriate Anglo-Saxonist imagery of a benighted Africa and its savage people. While many American imperialists reveled in the triumph of the white race over all others, black missionaries believed in a civilizing mission that would overcome racial difference. Overcoming this dilemma through Christ pervaded African American nationalism. In the antebellum years, the AME Church and other black Christian churches had provided a community for free blacks and empowered them to interact with the dominant, and usually hostile, white culture. At the close of the century, with slavery behind them, the AME Church entered into a major partnership with black South African Christians, to provide them with the senses of solidarity and empowerment American blacks had already fostered among themselves. Black intellectuals like Pauline Hopkins similarly thought Christianity could be distinguished from white Western imperialism, and thus be beneficial to native peoples not only in Africa but Asia and the South Pacific as well. Most eloquent, and yet haunting, were black hymns such as Joseph Wheeler’s “Missionary Hymn for Africa”:


                   O, Africa, in darkness

                   Thy land shall all be bright;

                   Thy people shall be favored

                   With hallowed Gospel light.

                   The coming years will bring thee

                   Great Blessings yet undreamed;

                   Thy people shall be numbered

                   Among the earth’s redeemed.



    
                       …They cry to God in pity,

                       Send, Christians, to their need,

                       O, labor for the Master!

                       Sow now the precious seed!26



SUCH TENSIONS DID NOT trouble the white mission boards. Instead, their preoccupation was to tie the practice of American diplomacy to the protection of American values, presumed to be universal, with the durable tether of religious liberty. In other words, they practiced an imperialism of ideas, and an imperialism of human rights, based on the dignity of the individual and the sanctity of his or her own conscience. ABCFM missionaries in China, for example, complained that Chinese girls were kept in a state of enforced destitution and ignorance. According to one missionary survey of a Chinese town, only 8 out of 800 girls could read. Missionaries singled out foot-binding as cruel and unnecessary, but they also pointed out that Chinese widows were forced to disfigure themselves instead of remarrying and that wealthy Chinese women were denied an education and were forced to live an indolent, soul-destroying lifestyle. American missionaries were determined to resolve these problems for Chinese women. “Shall we not come to the rescue of these poor souls without God and without hope?” asked one. This vigorous promotion of universal human rights at the expense of local custom may have been cultural imperialism, but it was a kind we easily recognize today.27

From the original founders of New England through to the Revolution, freedom of worship had been one of the foundational principles of American politics and society. But until the end of the nineteenth century, its application to foreign relations had been episodic, inconsistent, and, in the case of the Greeks in the 1820s, ineffective. However, by the 1890s, in China, the Ottoman Empire, British-occupied Egypt, and elsewhere, American missionaries pushed the cause of religious liberty close to its breaking point and in the process established this domestic political principle as a worthy goal of U.S. foreign policy. As a missionary to Egypt recalled, to their horror Americans “found Islam utterly opposed to the idea of religious liberty,”28 even basic provisions like the separation of church and state. Partly this stance was a matter of principle, but in general the application of an abstraction arose simply as a matter of survival; once set, the principle would prove to be enduring.

Missionaries, both Protestant and Catholic, advanced religious freedom on two fronts. The first aimed to protect Christian minorities, such as converts in China, from persecution by ruling, non-Christian authorities. This was a particular irritant for Chinese officials, but it was not an issue that found much sympathy in the corridors of power in Washington. Foreigners, however oppressed, were still foreigners, and in the end could be forsaken to the dictates of the national interest. It was the missionaries’ second method of advancing religious liberty that proved to be more influential and enduring. Their increasingly frenetic activities brought them into conflict with local authorities and nationalists, which required the U.S. government to protect its citizens abroad and assert itself on behalf of their right—presumably natural and universal—to religious liberty. Sometimes, of course, diplomats ostensibly spoke the language of liberty while actually using missionary penetration to enlarge secular national interests, especially economic and strategic; China is perhaps the best example. But this does not explain the power, resonance, or endurance of religious freedom as a legitimate goal for American diplomacy.

Nor does it account for the occasions in which the State Department acted on behalf of persecuted missionaries in countries where the U.S. government was not likely to have imperial ambitions, such as France, Germany, Holland, Norway, and Denmark. In Europe, for example, Mormon missionaries from the United States faced official harassment, sometimes imprisonment, even if they abided by local laws. Without exception, the U.S. consulates in Europe, and also in Turkey, strenuously protested the harsh treatment of Mormons and asserted their rights not only as Americans, but as Americans practicing their faith. This was a remarkable stance given the recent tensions over polygamy between the Latter-day Saints and the federal government, which had settled only after the Supreme Court upheld an antipolygamy law in 1879, Congress passed a series of laws constraining Mormon practices in the 1880s, and the Church itself officially renounced “plural marriage” in 1890. Once Mormons had conformed to the laws of the United States, they were entitled to its full protections wherever they traveled. “I shall protect them with all my power,” vowed a diplomat presented with cases of French persecution of Mormon missionaries in 1895—a pledge that effectively committed American diplomats to assert the applicability of their own values, such as religious liberty and protection of Mormonism, in foreign countries.29

This vow quickly became official U.S. policy, set down in 1899 by Secretary of State John Hay following a dispute between the Chicago Methodist Ministers’ Meeting and the governments of Bolivia, Peru, and Ecuador. As North American Protestants who sought to change the religion of deeply Catholic South America, Methodist missionaries were accustomed to official harassment. What they could not abide was a government decree in each country prohibiting Protestants from legally marrying or Protestant clergy from legally presiding over a marriage ceremony. In sending their protests to President William McKinley, the missionaries had the support of former president and missions advocate Benjamin Harrison, who echoed the Black Legend in protesting that “the religious liberty which is now universally given by Protestant countries to citizens and residents of the Roman Catholic faith calls for reciprocal treatment in Roman Catholic countries.” Hay agreed, and based his decision upon a broad application of religious freedom not normally embraced by habitually cautious diplomats. “This Government, practicing as it does at home the largest principles of freedom of thought and belief, is naturally desirous to see its citizens enjoy in other countries a reasonable freedom from restrictions or disabilities imposed by reason of religious faith,” Hay instructed the U.S. legation in La Paz. Americans “may be relieved from discriminations affecting their individual life, liberties, and domestic relations in a manner at variance with the tendencies of this liberal age.” Facing the relentlessness of missionary zeal and the admonishment of the United States, and the promise of continuing U.S. protection for meddlesome Protestant missionaries, sovereign republics altered the law of their land according to the wishes of the United States.30

Such disdain for national independence and international borders, the bases of world politics for the previous 250 years, was a thoroughly modern sensibility. It was grounded not in laws designed by humans, but in a higher natural law, universal human rights, that superseded state sovereignty. After World War II such rights were considered to have a secular basis, but a major source were Christian—specifically, American Christian—notions of a common humanity through the grace of God. According to missionaries, all people, regardless of their color or creed, could accept God’s grace, and thus all people were part of the same human family. However, according to missionaries this common humanity, and with it universal human rights, could only be accessed through Christianity, and not other world religions. According to James S. Dennis, a leading theorist of liberal Protestant missions writing in 1889, a “conflict between Christianity and Islam is coming on apace; it will not be a conflict of arms, but a struggle for moral supremacy.” In its “great ministry of instruction and reformation,” he continued, Christianity


is the embodiment of the highest authority in the universe. She cannot concede that any earthly authority has the moral right—although it may for a time have the power—to forbid her entrance or banish her agencies, if she is true to her message and limits herself to the simple methods and the spiritual weapons she is entitled to use. The world is slow to recognize the fact that the consciences of all men are free. No authority has been given to any human power of church or state to rule the moral nature. God has created it free. Its freedom is essential to its moral accountability.



This was heady stuff, a firm rebuke to any regime that did not reflect the will of the people or the wishes of God, but Dennis’s next prescription had even more revolutionary implications for the international system:


When, therefore, a civil power undertakes to prohibit by force all contact of Christian truth with the consciences of its subjects, it is assuming an attitude which is an offense to the highest moral rights of the race, and usurping a function which does not rightly belong to human governments.



Universalism through the particular faith of Christianity: though Dennis did not realize it, he had identified the contradiction at the heart of Christian missions—though we should bear in mind today that Western notions of what constitutes universal values are no less contradictory, or contested.31

ULTIMATELY, missionaries—white and black, male and female—shaped America’s role in the world in three important ways. First, as they were often the first Americans whom people in the colonial world would meet, they brought America to the world. As such, they were the first to introduce American political, economic, and religious values to peoples beyond Europe and Latin America. In many places missionaries acted as America’s de facto foreign service. Often this meant that missionaries dragged diplomats into a more active role than they otherwise would have preferred, thus expanding the scope of U.S. activities abroad.

Second, the reverse was also true: missionaries were among the first to bring the world to Americans. Through countless books, articles, and pamphlets, sermons, lectures, and exhibitions, missionaries told Americans of new peoples and cultures—or, in the case of China and India, foreign peoples they knew only dimly. As U.S. power expanded, missionaries were there to tutor both ordinary Americans and elite policymakers about the wider world.

Third, and perhaps most important, missionaries fully realized their role as brokers of a global cultural exchange in which America would change as much as the rest of the world. By bringing America to the world, they hoped to spur progressive development; by introducing the world to America, they hoped to educate and enlighten Americans about their responsibilities in an increasingly connected world system. From such enlightenment would come grace, not just for the heathen, but for Americans themselves. “We need to save the world in order to save American spirituality,” said Samuel Capen, a layman and president of the ABCFM.32 This was the missionary’s highest calling.

The missionary enterprise was therefore based upon a paradox: it sought to spread enlightened ideas about tolerance and progress, even where such ideas were not welcome. Missionaries were cosmopolitans who nonetheless believed that Christ’s way was the only way. With the wisdom of hindsight, the Protestant ecumenical leader A. L. Warnshuis best captured the missionary’s ambivalence. Warnshuis served as a missionary in China during the Boxer Rebellion and witnessed the recriminations that followed. During this time, he traveled throughout China with a Bible in one hand and a rifle in the other. But he was nonetheless steeped in the Social Gospel and became a leader of the most liberal, modernist wing of mainline Protestantism. “As I look back on it now,” he told an interviewer in 1951,


we were only partially informed and only partially understanding of conditions in China and the custom of the people and their beliefs; but it was our conviction in those days that whatever their beliefs might be, they were not to be considered as good as those of the Christian religion, and that the people there needed and would be greatly blessed by a knowledge and faith in the Christian religion. We went out with that idea of propagating the Christian faith among the people of China. It was a mission of goodwill.



Sherwood Eddy, another pioneer of liberal evangelical missions, summed it up differently. “We did not evangelise the world ‘in this generation,’ ” he reflected in 1934, “but we sowed seed and launched movements which will in time transform the life of all the peoples of Asia and Africa.” The great tensions embedded in the missionary enterprise—in the careers of Warnshuis and Eddy—were those between progress and local custom, tolerance and conversion, internationalism and nationalism, liberty and empire.33

Overall, then, missionaries were the advance agents of American imperialism—just not the formal colonialism practiced by the European powers and the United States in places like the Philippines. Rather, missionaries developed a prototype for the kind of informal imperialism, based as much on the power of ideas and human rights as on armed force, that the United States would practice in the twentieth century, especially following World War II. They introduced American ways of life around the world, not with the intention of establishing formal political and military dominance over foreign peoples, but in order to remake the world in an American image. The informal imperialism of spreading cultural, political, economic, and religious values would make the world more like America, and more receptive to Americans themselves. Informal imperialism, in other words, would make formal colonialism unnecessary. Whether missionaries themselves realized their role in changing the world system is somewhat beside the point. The importance of their legacy rests instead on the liberal global order, based on the safeguarding of individual liberties and the inculcation of American values, they helped create.

THREE IMPORTANT CASE STUDIES—China, the Ottoman Empire, and Hawaii—illustrate the paradoxical role of missionaries in the age of overseas American imperialism. (Similar patterns occurred in other important mission fields, such as Japan, Korea, and India, though not as starkly.) Missionaries generally did not seek to expand national influence or advance strategic interests, though of course there were significant exceptions. Yet they nonetheless found themselves caught in a cycle of violence that entrenched U.S. national interests at the expense of the missionaries’ religious purpose. The missionaries’ main objective was the conversion of local populations. But of course this usually meant also imbuing locals with ideas about republicanism, capitalism, and liberalism, which threatened to destabilize societies that were based on political and economic principles of monarchy, mercantilism, and communalism. This provoked a fierce, often violent backlash, which forced missionaries to seek protection from U.S. diplomats and the military—which in turn fomented even greater resentment among locals for the missionaries.

This unintentional cycle of recrimination was strongest in China, where U.S. missionaries were numerous and relentlessly activist. The Chinese held Western missionaries largely responsible for their humiliating subservience to the West, especially the most successful of them—American missionaries. The threat of nativist Chinese violence against missionaries was constant through the 1880s and ’90s. Antiforeigner riots erupted in 1885, 1886, 1891, 1895, and 1896, resulting in the total destruction of missionary property—churches, schools, houses—and the killing of Christians, including missionaries but especially their Chinese converts and collaborators. The Chinese saw missionaries as the tip of the American imperial spear and thus had little time or patience with missionary protests that they simply wanted to bring progress to China. Christianity seemed to bring only dependence upon the West. “Death to the Devil’s Religion,” exclaimed an antimissionary pamphlet from Hunan in 1892. A decade later, one anti-Western nativist group adopted the motto “Uphold the Ch’ing [Qing dynasty], exterminate the church, kill foreigners.” Violence against Westerners peaked in the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, in which Chinese nationalists killed thirty-two U.S. missionaries and hundreds of Chinese Christian converts.34

In response to the escalating violence, American missionaries appealed to their government for help. This required the difficult application of a fairly straightforward diplomatic principle. As much as possible, governments seek protections for their citizens worldwide, but missionaries were no ordinary citizens. They lived abroad, more or less permanently, and lived among foreign populations. Their interactions with foreigners were much more intimate, and invasive, than those of a tourist, merchant, or student. They were also extremely assertive about protecting what they believed were their inviolable rights, even in a foreign country. Understandably, U.S. diplomats were ambivalent about these missionaries who consumed increasing amounts of their time and energy—by one estimate, the U.S. legation in Istanbul spent about 90 percent of its time on missionary affairs. Missionaries were “troublesome and influential,” complained diplomat Whitelaw Reid. William W. Rockhill, the State Department’s China expert, concurred. “That our Protestant missionaries require restraining in their ardor there can be no doubt,” he pondered in 1901. “How is it going to be done? The Lord only knows.” Even at a time when keeping China accessible was official U.S. policy—the famed Open Door—missionaries were dragging diplomats and soldiers deeper onto the Asian mainland than they would otherwise have preferred. Indeed, missionaries applauded the Open Door Notes of 1899–1900 and interpreted them more broadly than Washington had intended. In this sense, the U.S. government followed a path missionaries had already blazed.35

As Reid had noted, though, missionaries were not only troublesome but influential; they could not be ignored or dismissed. Their domestic audience was simply too large, their connections to Congress and state capitals too close. When missionaries asked for diplomatic and military protection, even if it risked incurring the wrath of the Chinese government or stoking further violence, they could scarcely be refused. And of course the protection of U.S. citizens abroad was an important principle to uphold, however difficult or irritating it could be. Thus beginning in 1895 and continuing into the first two decades of the next century, U.S. diplomats demanded from the Chinese government full protection for missionaries and full indemnity for their losses. Missionaries were granted the privilege of extraterritoriality, so that they remained subject to American instead of Chinese law even as they lived and worked in China to undermine the Chinese government and Chinese customs. The State Department also acceded to missionaries’ requests for continual passport renewal, even though at the time renewal was normally refused to U.S. citizens who intended to live outside the United States. “The peace and safety of the missionaries who are in China pursuing their calling under sacred treaty rights must be assured, good order among your people should be preserved, and respect for authority and compliance with law ought to be enforced” so that “the missionaries may peaceably teach and practice their faith,” the American legation scolded the Chinese government in 1898. When diplomatic niceties failed, as they did in 1900, American gunboats reinforced these demands. Missionaries who looked forward to the day when “a just and righteous vengeance has been meted out to this barbarous country” told impressionable U.S. officials that the Chinese only understood, and thus only respected, the use of military force.36

Given that missionaries were sometimes the only Chinese experts available—and were the only ones who actually lived in China, more or less permanently—Washington looked to them for advice. Missionaries often had a salutary effect, effectively acting as filters between alien but clashing cultures. But just as often, missionary learning was refracted through a prism of racist assumptions and imperialist aggression. Arthur H. Smith, a China missionary much in demand on the U.S. lecture circuit, popularized notions of an inherently lazy, untrustworthy, and backward Orient in his book Chinese Characteristics, first published in Shanghai in 1890 and republished four years later for the American market. Richard Olney, secretary of state in the 1890s and an early advocate of an American imperium in the Pacific, especially relied on Smith’s book. Diplomats in China, such as John Russell Young, consulted closely with missionaries before and during their service in China. And some diplomats had even been missionaries themselves, such as Chester Holcombe, author of The Real Chinaman and the chargé d’affaires at the American legation in Beijing. It was no coincidence that Holcombe’s Christian faith, American nationalism, and view of Chinese inferiority were all equally strong.37

Not all American missionaries in China were strictly racist or imperialist, however. By their very nature, to some extent all missionaries were cultural imperialists; but simultaneously, they were also nurturers of Chinese nationalism and instigators of modernization. The burden of both nationalism and modernization would then be transferred to and borne by Chinese Christians whose highly activist, evangelical faith stood as a challenge to traditional authority. American Protestant missionaries therefore perceived themselves, quite rightly, as a modernizing influence, even though the effects of their modernization theories were not always beneficial to the Chinese people. The Taiping Rebellion, which lasted for fourteen years, until 1864, and resulted in the deaths of at least twenty million people, was triggered by a Chinese mystic who had been converted to Christianity by missionaries and tutored in the ways of Christ by a Southern Baptist from Shelbyville, Tennessee. Fortunately, most missionary encounters did not have such disastrous results. Mission schools and colleges educated a new generation of Chinese leaders and trained them in modern variants of political and economic thought. Many Chinese nationalists and revolutionaries accepted a Christian baptism and absorbed whatever lessons could help shape a modernist reform movement. For some, such as the convert Sun Yat-sen, the alchemic recipe of Chinese and American Christian ideas worked well—so well that in 1911, Sun and his followers used them to topple the Qing dynasty and establish a Chinese republic. Other nationalists, such as the future foreign minister Wellington Koo, had also been educated by American missionaries. And by the early twentieth century, Chinese Christians were confident enough to go their own way, leaving foreign missionaries behind.38

The same pattern held in the Ottoman Empire. Missionaries operating there were forbidden to proselytize Muslims—except in Egypt, where the British occupation of 1882 protected Christian missionaries and enabled them to pursue conversions freely—and the ancient Christian communities of the Middle East did not warm to the Americans’ evangelical Protestantism. But everyone wanted an education, especially an American education, and so when missionaries established hundreds of schools throughout the empire, they found a steady demand for their services. The missionary enterprise in the Middle East was thus almost entirely driven by the Social Gospel, with the gospel itself largely absent. In Robert College and Constantinople Woman’s College (both in Istanbul) and Syrian Protestant College (later the American University of Beirut), American missionaries founded prestigious centers of higher education that flourished under Ottoman rule.39

College instructors did not preach Protestantism, but they did teach modern empirical science, capitalism, and republican politics, which had their own destabilizing effects. Perhaps most radically, they also taught women. As in China, American missionaries were agents of modern change and nurturers, however unwitting or inadvertent, of anticolonial nationalisms. Bulgarian, Albanian, Arab, and especially Armenian nationalists thought of themselves as autonomous peoples and learned how to apply these new values to imperial politics under missionary tutelage. The cry of “Autonomous Armenia,” noted the missionary Collins Denny, was the best “remedy” for Armenian-Turkish tensions within the Ottoman Empire. Unsurprisingly, the ruling Turkish authorities did not agree. Antimissionary violence erupted in 1885 and sporadically through the 1890s, prompting menacing patrols of the Turkish coast by U.S. warships.40

More tragically, in 1894–96 the stirring of Armenian nationalism provoked a genocidal rampage by the Turks, in which as many as fifty thousand Armenians died. Another seventy thousand fled to the United States, where they pressed Washington to intervene on behalf of Armenian Christians persecuted by Turkish Muslims. Led by the ABCFM, American missionaries in Turkey also applied pressure, writing home for funds to alleviate Armenian suffering and calling on Washington to intervene. “The Church everywhere has a duty to perform for the honor of Jesus Christ,” one pro-Armenian missionary wrote anonymously in a widely circulated newsletter. “Can it not force the Government to remove the swords from the hands of Islam?” “Unless Christendom acts instantly and overwhelmingly to arrest this infamy,” said another, “this century of enlightenment will be marked in history as the one in which a Christian people was destroyed, with the full knowledge, and before the eyes of Christendom, no Christian nation being sufficiently moved by the spectacle to lift a hand to prevent it.” Mission enthusiasts were no less active at home. Spurred by Josiah Strong, William Lloyd Garrison, Julia Ward Howe, and other luminaries from the Civil War struggle for equal rights signed an anti-Turkish petition calling for immediate U.S. intervention. But they were to be disappointed: 1895 was not 1861, Turkey was not the Confederacy, and in the end Washington did little other than express its disapproval and concern.41

Things turned out differently in the Hawaiian Islands, which became an American protectorate in 1898. Missionaries, we have already discovered, had been an integral part of the Westernization and Americanization of Hawaii in the decades before the Civil War. As the century drew to a close, and as American strategists and merchants envisioned China and Japan as the center of gravity for international security and prosperity, Hawaii acquired an ever-larger importance in the American imagination, and in 1893 American planters, many of them descendants of missionaries, staged a coup that they hoped would result in American annexation. Yet as we have also already seen, missionaries were deeply conflicted about Hawaii’s political future. Most wanted the islands Christianized, of course, but most missionaries did not conflate this religious goal with American colonial dominance, strategic advantage, or monetary profit. Some missionaries did call for annexation, but in general their relationship to American dominance was more complex. In other words, even though formal imperialism eventually resulted, missionaries continued—mostly unwittingly—to pursue forms of informal imperialism, based on the notion of openness, access, and autonomy. Alexander Twombly, a Congregationalist missionary in Honolulu, argued that the solution to the problem was “a unique state, wholly unlike any existing Republic,” one that would preserve Hawaiian independence while at the same time recognizing that “Chinese, Japanese, Portuguese, Hawaiians, and Americans must be provided for, & the stronger foreign powers”—including the United States—“be kept from interference.” American strategists, planters, and traders might “all cry annexation,” Twombly complained in a letter to home, “but I am not yet convinced that it is best.” Little did Twombly or other missionaries realize, but their religious initiatives had already paved the way for the triumph of the altogether more secular forces for annexation.42


CHAPTER ELEVEN
An Also Chosen People

MISSIONARIES PROVED JUST HOW complicated America’s mission could be, with private and public interests often differing on how it should be implemented throughout the world. Though the United States did not intervene on behalf of Armenian Christians, missionaries ensured that religious liberty had become an important issue for U.S. foreign policy. But they were not America’s only human rights advocates—indeed, they were not even the most persistent. More strenuously and urgently than Protestant missionaries, American Jews promoted the cause of religious liberty abroad. As with the missionaries, their invocation of a universal ideal and a natural right stemmed from a very particular concern for the immediate safety of Jews in Europe. And as with missionaries, once the U.S. government took the cause of religious liberty seriously, governments abroad, even international law itself, had little choice but to follow suit.

The place of Jews in American society changed dramatically following the Civil War and Reconstruction, mostly due to the arrival of waves of Jewish immigrants from eastern Europe after the first of the Russian pogroms in 1881 following the assassination of Czar Alexander II. Between 1881 and 1914, when the outbreak of World War I in Europe closed off their avenue of escape, over two million Jews migrated to the United States from Galicia, Lithuania, Poland, Hungary, and especially Russia and Romania; the Jewish population of New York City alone soared from 80,000 to 1.4 million. Some fled pogroms, but most moved for the same reasons that have driven migrants throughout human history: economic distress and poor living standards. Russian and Romanian Jews in particular endured horrible living conditions, high unemployment, and negligible wages simply because Russian and Romanian governments had made it so. Jews had suffered such miseries for decades, but in the 1880s conditions deteriorated sharply, mostly for political reasons: in Russia, people blamed Jews for the assassination of the czar and the rise of socialist radicalism, while the government of newly independent Romania feared its Jews were a fifth column that would undermine state and nation. Eastern European Jews were desperate to leave, but no other European country would take them in. The ease with which people could now cross the Atlantic—in a matter of days rather than weeks or months, and for a relatively small sum—made the United States a realistic destination, while its religious tolerance and booming industrial revolution made it an attractive one. Russian Jews wanted to move to only two places: either the Holy Land (Palestine) or the Golden Land (America). Until World War I, almost all made their way to the Golden Land.1

At roughly the same time, American Jews were undergoing profound changes of their own. Up to the Civil War, Jews in the United States saw Americanization as their objective: they sought to erase the differences, or at least the most obvious ones, between themselves and the national mainstream. But after the Civil War, groups of Jews in Philadelphia and New York undertook efforts to recover their Jewish identity as a complement to their American nationality. At first, such efforts simply meant prioritizing Jewish religious festivals and ceremonies; the celebration of Hanukkah as a major holiday, for example, began in the 1870s. But the recovery of identity, when it unfolded against the backdrop of bloodthirsty pogroms in Russia and the naked anti-Semitism of the Dreyfus trial in Paris, assumed a harder, more assertive edge. By the 1890s, with the formation of the Federation of American Zionists and the Knights of Zion, Zionism was becoming a powerful force among American Jews. So too were other forms of Jewish nationalism, such as Bundist socialism, that conceived of the Jewish diaspora as a single nation consisting of a single people. Just as Protestant missionaries were helping create an international consciousness for Americans, Zionists and other Jewish nationalists were fusing an international consciousness for American Jews, a development enriched and accentuated by the arrival of millions of European Jewish immigrants. This global outlook propelled Jewish concerns about events in eastern Europe, which in turn brought humanitarian pressures to bear upon U.S. foreign policy.2

As Jews became more prominent, they attracted increasing attention from gentile Americans, for good and ill. Anti-Semitism was nothing new, but by the late nineteenth century it had infected, according to the subject’s leading historian, “practically every stratum in society.” This included the loftiest strata as well as the lowliest, as anti-Semitism increased among the patrician elites and governing class who feared that grasping, aspirational Jews aimed to supplant the traditional role of Protestantism in establishing a national code of conduct and mores. Brooks and Henry Adams, grandsons of John Quincy and two of America’s leading historians and public intellectuals, hated Jews because of their supposedly conspiratorial skills and malignant ambitions to harness American power to the cause of world Jewry. They also despised the Gilded Age’s nouveaux riches, who lacked style and sophistication and whose worst traits the Jews were assumed to epitomize. Writing from Paris at the height of the Dreyfus affair in the winter of 1898, Brooks blamed “a gang of dirty Jews” for stirring up controversy about Dreyfus’s probable innocence. A few months later, he could barely contain himself as Émile Zola’s impassioned defense of Dreyfus forced the controversy into the open. “The Jews and the monied class have outdone themselves,” he hissed in a letter to Henry. Henry’s feelings were just as maliciously succinct as his brother’s. “I loathe the Jew,” he confessed in a letter the following year.3

The sources of American anti-Semitism, then, could be refined as well as rough, genteel as well as crude. In such circles, Jewish immigration was unwanted and undesirable, even harmful. “You want to keep the Russian Jews out of America, a wish which, according to me, you are right.” So wrote Reverend Edward Everett Hale, Unitarian minister, chaplain to the U.S. Senate, and one of the nation’s leading liberal religious intellectuals, to his friend Henry Cabot Lodge, senator from Massachusetts. Jews in the United States and Russia “say that new and very stiff statutes [pogroms] are to be made in Russia this next summer, which as things go, will send a few hundred million more of them over here.” Russian Jews fleeing the pogroms should be steered away from America and toward Palestine, in the interest of all concerned, Hale argued. The Russians would not care, the Jews would be happy, and the purity of America would be maintained. Only the Turks would object, but perhaps they could be persuaded by Secretary of State Hay’s negotiating skills. As Hale’s prejudice illustrated, one did not have to be a Christian Zionist to favor the return of the Jews to Israel.4

Unsurprisingly, anti-Semitism could be found lurking in nearly all institutions of privilege and power—including the State Department. The thoughts of William R. Castle, who would finish a distinguished diplomatic career as Under Secretary of State, swam in the most polluted currents of patrician anti-Semitism and reflected the innate hostility to Jews of many career foreign service officers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Generalizing from the Jews of Poland, Castle vented to his diary that the Jews “are an incubus on the state. They are not producers. They live on driving hard bargains, on usury. They clutter the streets, because they have nothing to do except to discuss the theology of the Talmud.” Jews “are dirty and harbingers of all diseases; immoral and servants of immorality; absolutely unpatriotic.” Worse still, they were all in league with one another, all over the world, and advanced the cause of international Jewry over the interests of their home countries.5

But the anti-Semitic venom of the Adams brothers, Hale, and Castle did not monopolize American attitudes toward Jews. As Jewish immigration increased, and as American horizons stretched into the Middle East, American perceptions of Jews also became more positive, benign, even favorable. Much of this stemmed from an increasingly popular ecumenical outlook, especially among liberal mainline Protestants. Much also stemmed from the overarching inclusivity of a battle-tested civil religion. Christians and Jews should celebrate their broader “common humanity,” an Episcopal minister wrote to a Jewish rabbi in 1876, instead of concentrating on narrower points of difference. Others saw anti-Semitism as a symptom of even more serious diseases: irreligion and tyranny. The Dreyfus case, a Southern Methodist bishop explained to students, was the direct result of centuries of Catholic oppression in France, which had produced an equally strong reaction among skeptics, atheists, and other people of dubious morality. Unless France “can right her iniquity, and relearn the lessons of justice and integrity and bring herself forward, she will yet reap the full results of revolution.” Political liberty could not exist without religious tolerance, especially to those faiths and sects most vulnerable in society.6

Americans were also becoming fascinated with the Jews as a people of the Bible, and as a fellow chosen people touched by God and protected by providence. Spurred by missionary activity, and ironically also by the advent of biblical criticism, which did much to undermine the immutable authority of the Bible but stimulated interest in biblical history, post–Civil War Americans became infatuated with the Middle East and infected with Holy Land mania. In addition to the ever-present missionaries, thousands of European and American tourists embarked on a “Peaceful Crusade” to experience the ancient sites and “sacred geography” of the Bible firsthand. Others chose to move to the Holy Land, most prominently Horatio and Anna Spafford, Chicago evangelicals who established the American Colony in Jerusalem in 1881 as a place of respite for Christian pilgrims from the West. Even intellectuals like Herman Melville and Mark Twain, eccentric and skeptical in matters of faith, explored the Holy Land in person and in print, even if only to put the culture of the American mission into sharper relief. Many Americans were repelled by what they encountered in the Middle East—or rather, what they perceived they encountered—from fetid smells to lurid manners to abject poverty and religious superstition. But they were at least becoming familiar with the region, and known to it. Even if their perceptions were skewed by cultural stereotypes, parochial exceptionalism, and ignorance, Americans increasingly felt as if they had some sort of a commitment to the Middle East.7

People like the Spaffords were not mere tourists, however. They were committed to a new evangelical interpretation of the Bible, one that took prophecy, and especially the Second Coming of Christ, literally. Within British and American Protestantism, these doctrines of premillennialism (that Jesus would return to earth before the millennium, and thus imminently) and dispensationalism (that history is divided into distinct eras, or dispensations, that would culminate in the return of Christ) led to the formation of Christian Zionism, or Restorationism (to restore the Jews to Israel). Like Jewish Zionists, premillennial dispensationalist Christians agitated for the return of the Jews to the lands of ancient Israel, where they could establish a new Jewish state. Unlike Jewish Zionists, however, Christian Zionists saw the return—or ingathering, as they called it—of the Jews not as an end in itself but a necessary step in fulfilling the prophecy of Christ’s return as told in the Book of Revelation. Jews had been persecuted ruthlessly for centuries yet survived against the odds, a leading Christian Zionist observed in 1901. Why else would God spare them if not to play a providential role in the fulfillment of prophecy? “This is the reason and the only reason for the marvelous preservation of the Jews. No other can be assigned.”8

Restorationism found especially strong support among Christian conservatives. Building on the ideas of the British evangelical John Nelson Darby, American evangelicals promoted Jewish immigration to the Middle East as an essential part of God’s plan and pushed the U.S. government to assist the return of the Jews, mostly from Russia and eastern Europe, to the Holy Land. As early as 1863, Secretary of State—and ardent Restorationist—William Seward instructed U.S. diplomats to extend protection not just to American Jews, but to all “Israelites” in the Middle East; diplomats in the following decades continued Seward’s policy. In 1878, the annual Niagara Bible Conference devoted itself to returning the Jews to Israel. In 1891, William Blackstone, a wealthy Chicago evangelical, petitioned the federal government to fund and assist the resettlement of as many as two million Russian Jews in Palestine. In addition to the usual grandees of Protestant fundamentalism, signatories to this “Blackstone Memorial” of March 5, 1891, included John D. Rockefeller, J. P. Morgan, the publisher Charles Scribner, and then-congressman William McKinley. Two years later, Arthur T. Pierson, a leading Protestant conservative, published a booklet, Israel, God’s Olive Tree, that gave Blackstone’s cause some theological substance. Cyrus I. Scofield, an evangelist and friend of Dwight Moody and Pierson, provided a theological structure for premillennial dispensationalism with his annotated Scofield Reference Bible, first published in 1909. On a higher plane, Christian Hebrew scholars in the nation’s best universities, such as William Rainey Harper, the founding president of the University of Chicago, inculcated a philo-Semitic, biblical, Old Testament worldview among their students.9

Overall, then, there was no single view of Jews but many competing perceptions that ranged from malicious to benign, and from indifferent to ambivalent to passionate. But of course American Jews themselves held strong views about their place in society and their people’s role in the world. And underpinning them was a belief both straightforward and complicated: equality. American Jews believed they merited, and could demand, the same protections as any other U.S. citizen, and this applied abroad no less than it did at home. To Jews, it seemed as straightforward a proposition as could be; to others, it was anything but. Yet it was on this point that American Jews advanced the cause of religious liberty and helped enshrine universal human rights at the heart of American foreign policy.

THE NEED TO defend religious liberty arose from the oppression of Jews in eastern Europe, particularly Romania and Russia, in the late nineteenth century. Officials in both countries targeted Jews as threats to the political and cultural fabric because, authorities in Bucharest and St. Petersburg charged, they refused to assimilate into society as a whole. Romania, independent only in 1878 and forced by the great powers to codify religious liberty in its founding charter, felt especially insecure and vulnerable. Aside from acts of violence, calculated or otherwise, Romanian and Russian Jews suffered from severe government restrictions on their political and economic activities. Many fled to the United States and provided Jewish leaders in America with firsthand accounts of persecution, even genocide, in Europe. Already in 1870, the U.S. government protested Russia’s maltreatment of its Jewish population. In 1881, when the pogroms against Jews began, the State Department urged Russia to allow Jews to emigrate to Palestine and pressed Turkey to let them do so. Neither the Russians nor the Turks would budge, however, and the United States continued to receive Jewish refugees from Romania and Russia. That the vast majority of all Romanian and Russian immigrants in the late nineteenth century were Jews—90 percent in Romania’s case—indicated the scale and depth of the problem.10

And American officials did see it as a problem, a Jewish problem, in two rather contradictory ways: for the Jews and of the Jews. The problem for the Jews was clearly one of religious freedom: nobody doubted that they were being brutally persecuted, and humiliated as a people, purely because of their faith. In August 1902, Secretary of State John Hay issued a stiff protest on these grounds to the Romanian government. He chastised Bucharest for tolerating, even encouraging, “wrongs repugnant to the moral sense of liberal modern peoples” and pointed out that “by the cumulative effect of successive restrictions, the Jews of Roumania have become reduced to a state of wretched misery.” Hay was also unstinting in his condemnation of Romania’s affront to universal human rights. “This Government can not be a tacit party to such an international wrong,” he told American diplomats throughout Europe, who then pleaded the case of Romanian Jews to foreign offices in London, Paris, Berlin, and Vienna. Hay stressed that the U.S. government was issuing its protest “against the treatment to which the Jews of Roumania are subjected … in the name of humanity,” because the values and rights in question “are the principles of international law and eternal justice.”11

Hay similarly deplored Russia’s “needlessly repressive treatment” of the Jews and arranged for Jewish leaders Oscar Straus, Leo Levi, and Simon Wolf to meet with President Theodore Roosevelt in the White House to present a petition to the Russian government. Not coincidentally, this period saw a sharp shift in American Christians’ perceptions of the Russian Orthodox Church. Where once Orthodoxy had been hailed as a civilizing bulwark against Muslim hordes, it was now seen as a degenerate, despotic force allied with czarist tyranny. Protestant, Catholic, and Mormon missionaries began flocking to Russia, potentially the greatest of all mission fields, where they joined the Jews in persecution.12

Hay furthermore disputed Russian distinctions between classes of foreign citizens, which extended domestic anti-Semitic laws to foreign Jews and thus denied the customary protections to visiting Jews holding American citizenship. The U.S. government “can admit no such discrimination among its own citizens, and can never assent that a foreign State, of its own volition, can apply a religious test to debar any American citizen from the favor due to all.” The harassment of American Jews traveling in Russia became one of the main sources of tension between a United States that prioritized religious freedom and a Russia that feared Jews as subversive enemies of both the Russian state and the Christian faith. In April 1904, Congress adopted a joint resolution—passed unanimously in the House—calling on Russia to respect American passports regardless of the bearer’s religious faith; Hay duly passed on the news to the U.S. embassy in St. Petersburg. More remarkably, in his 1904 Annual Message to Congress President Roosevelt openly criticized Russia’s maltreatment of Jews, and especially American Jews wishing to travel to Russia, as “unjust and irritating.” This radically moralistic contravention of normal diplomatic protocol angered but did not surprise the Russians, or other Europeans. “If such words had been employed in a speech from the throne at Berlin or Vienna it would have resulted in the recall of the Russian Minister at those courts,” a U.S. diplomat told the New York Times. “As it is, nothing will now occur. The powers have come to regard the United States as entitled to exceptional toleration in matters of this kind.” In 1911, after a continually growing torrent of criticism and effective coordinated action by Jewish rights groups, Congress unilaterally abrogated an 1832 treaty with Russia on mutual freedom of travel and commerce. The American rebuke to Russia could not have been any clearer.13

Behind the high-minded appeals to universal human rights, however, lay colder calculations of political and national interest. By the turn of the century Jews had gained political influence and with it an audience in Washington. During the Russian pogroms of 1905, Hay’s successor as secretary of state, Elihu Root, cabled his ambassador in St. Petersburg with a request for information because of the pressure from “many influential Hebrews” for news from Russia. Not for the last time, American Jews mobilized to provide relief to their Russian coreligionists and to pressure their own government to act. Fed up with the usual silence from Washington and fearful that Congress might begin to restrict Jewish immigration, activists formed the American Jewish Committee in 1906 to channel the voices of over three million American Jews in one direction. This mattered to American politicians from both parties, but especially to the Republicans, who hoped to win the allegiance of a valuable voting bloc. Such an elemental fact of political life was certainly not lost on Roosevelt.14

More astonishingly, religious prejudice also lay at the root of Hay’s appeals to Russia to respect universal human rights. This was the problem of the Jews—to America. Hay was no anti-Semite, but many within the State Department were. And what concerned them was not necessarily the immorality of Romanian anti-Semitism, but the inconvenience. Thus in his instructions of August 1902, Hay lamented that whenever the Romanians persecuted their Jewish population, the Romanian Jews fled en masse to the United States. He reminded the Romanian government that “the social law holds good that the right of each is bounded by the right of the neighbor,” which made the United States an interested party to Romania’s domestic problems. Hay did not object to Jewish immigrants per se, but “when they come as outcasts, made doubly paupers by physical and moral oppression in their native land, and thrown upon the long-suffering generosity of a more favored community, their migration lacks the essential conditions which make alien immigration either acceptable or beneficial.” Romanian Jews, in other words, were feared as a potential strain on the American body politic. Other European nations refused to accept any Jewish immigrants, which funneled them all across the Atlantic. “America,” Hay noted, “was their only goal” because “the hospitable asylum offered by this country is almost the only refuge left to them.” In a bid to stem the tide of Jewish immigration, the State Department pleaded with the Romanian government to put an end to its cause. In essence, the U.S. government promoted religious liberty abroad partly in deference to religious prejudice at home.15

Still, for everyone involved, the end justified the means. American Jews were delighted with Hay—so delighted that the B’nai B’rith planned a monument in his honor in Washington—and his efforts to extend universal notions of religious liberty into the dark recesses of anti-Semitic European politics. “As the world champion of Justice,” a Jewish memorial to Hay declared upon his death in 1905, “he stood ready to inaugurate a new diplomacy—a diplomacy of humanity—which will forever mark an epoch in the affairs of nations.”16 The Republican Party was equally delighted with Hay for making a gesture to a constituency it was trying to win over. Others applauded Hay’s attempt to limit the immigration of a most destitute and desperate people. Yet none of this had done anything to alleviate the plight of Europe’s beleaguered Jews. Rarely had fulfilling America’s mission been so complicated. Little did American politicians and diplomats realize, but such collisions of domestic politics, religion, and human rights would set the standard from now on.


CHAPTER TWELVE
Cuba, the Philippines, and the First Crusade

THE END OF THE nineteenth century witnessed a sharp rise in national assertiveness. Though it occurred partly as a way to account for the traumas of modern change—the violent swings of boom and bust in the economy, the emergence of women in public life, the relentless pace of industrialization, immigration, and urbanization—its underlying message was one of intense pride in the United States and confidence that it would soon become the world’s leading power.

The new self-assurance was no less active within religion than it was in other aspects of society. One example was the renewal of muscular Christianity, an assertive, sometimes aggressive religious outlook that did not compromise or retreat. Coinciding with the nation’s imperial turn and first foreign war of humanitarian intervention, American Christians refigured the image of Christ as athletic and active, even defiant. Rejecting what one Episcopal priest condemned as the traditional “feeble, mawkish, sickly” portraits of Jesus dying helplessly on the cross, American clergy invoked a Christ who was literally muscular, ready to battle for the cause. Social Gospel ministers in particular latched on to the example of a fearless, powerful, heroic Jesus who tackled the toughest social problems and embraced the poor no matter what the consequences. Another was the sudden revival of the Puritan “city on a hill” and “New Jerusalem” motifs in American writing. Novelists and chroniclers portrayed the United States as a chosen nation and Americans as a chosen people. This was nothing new, of course, but the end of the century saw a dramatic increase in the use of such themes. Echoing John Winthrop, one writer even concluded that the eyes of the world were “riveted” upon Denver, destined as it was to become the global hub of railway traffic. A final example comes from the rise of “Anglo-Saxonism,” a belief that the white, Protestant, English-speaking peoples were destined to rule the world because they came from inherently superior racial and religious stock.1

Surging nationalism and a sense of duty to spread the blessings of Christian civilization permeated most aspects of American thought, but it particularly saturated foreign affairs. The great paradox of the age, between reform and empire, emerged from the mindset of a generation of foreign policymakers that was Progressive but nonetheless interventionist and imperialistic. And at the heart of this paradox was a religious ideology that espoused, to its core, that Christian America had a responsibility to God to make the world a better place.

Elihu Root certainly believed it. Between 1899 and 1915, during the Spanish and Philippine wars and the outbreak of war in Europe, Root served as secretary of state and secretary of war before being elected to the U.S. Senate. Born in 1847, Root was raised in the town of Clinton, on the edge of upstate New York’s “burned-over district.” The nickname came in the nineteenth century, when central and western New York were the scenes of intense evangelical revivalism, fervent millennialism, and the creation of new faiths, such as Mormonism and Seventh-day Adventism. Not unusually for the antebellum North, this burning religious devotion brought with it an equally intense commitment to social reform, including abolitionism and women’s rights (a movement born in nearby Seneca Falls in 1848). Root was born into an intensely religious family. As an idealistic student at Hamilton College, he was active in the local branch of the YMCA. He remained a devout churchgoing Presbyterian and active member of the YMCA after moving to Manhattan to study law at New York University; he also taught Sunday School in his local midtown church. “We have duties to ourselves that are owed to God,” he once wrote. Especially “clear and imperative is the duty of improvement …. We give ourselves to Christ—little enough, surely, in return for what He has done. Should not each one strive to make this the gift of as perfect and fully developed a man as possible?” A conservative Republican in most matters domestically, Root, like McKinley, saw in America’s burgeoning global role the perfect outlet for his reformist impulses. And like McKinley, he did not seem aware of any contradictions between Progressivism and imperialism.2

Alfred Thayer Mahan, the preeminent strategist of his day, also believed it. Unusually for a professor at the Naval War College in Rhode Island, he was closely consulted not only by American leaders but also by the kings and queens, presidents and prime ministers of Europe. His doctrine of “the influence of sea power upon history” argued that great power status depended heavily, if not exclusively, upon the ability to command the seas. At the same time Mahan was writing, American leaders were beginning to look to Asia, particularly China, as a new center of strategic and economic gravity. If the United States was, in the apt phrase of Secretary of State John Hay, intent on maintaining an Open Door to China, it had better have the means to keep it open—ultimately by force—if its rivals moved to slam it shut. At the close of the nineteenth century, then, Mahan’s theories offered an elegant formula for a United States that now held ambitions to be a great power on a global scale.3

Above all, Mahan thought religion—in fact Christianity, and specifically Protestantism—was indispensable to the moral grounding that was required for national greatness. He was certain that Britain’s rise to global hegemony in the nineteenth century was directly related to the Christian devotion of the Victorians. He was just as convinced that the fervent Christian faith of his fellow Americans would enable them one day to complement—and perhaps even supplant—British power. Fittingly, he believed that people of a suitably devout Christian character could rely upon the guiding hand of a watchful God to steer them toward glory. A devout Episcopalian, Mahan was as close a student of theology as he was of history—he published a book, The Harvest Within: Thoughts on the Life of a Christian, about the centrality of religion in his life—and for him the two were inseparable. His appreciation of the lessons of history stemmed in large part from the historical and political insights offered by his faith. “I may add that my general thought,” he confessed to his friend Silas McBee during the emotional debate over U.S. imperialism in the Philippines, “depends upon my convictions as a Christian and a Churchman—the strongest convictions that I entertain; for to me the Church is a greater fact than any State, and Christianity is more than any political creed.”4

For Mahan, Christianity not only represented more than any political creed, it was the basis for any proper form of politics. Christianity was the source of civilization, and all that civilization produced. For this reason, Mahan was a proponent of overseas missions, and was honored to have a mission school in China, the Mahan School, named for him. Without faith—Christian faith—progress, justice, and liberty could not exist. To skeptics, usually secular critics, Mahan replied that they need only “compare the conditions of the countries in which Christianity has existed with those where it has only begun to touch, in such matters as the status of women, the administration of Justice, the conditions of settled government” to uncover Christianity’s earthly blessings. Mahan’s understanding of the world was based upon a simple truth: “God rules all.”5

Mahan and Root were by no means alone in their application of a religious sensibility to grand strategy. Indeed, it was a close friend of theirs who did the most to implement such ideas, first as an official in the Navy Department and eventually as president of the United States. Theodore Roosevelt possessed the religious ideology, political instincts, and global ambitions to create a foreign policy of the Social Gospel. He was also a living exemplar of muscular Christianity and lived his life accordingly. His beloved father, Theodore Sr., had been a pious member of the evangelical Dutch Reformed Church, an active reformer in the Benevolent Empire, and a follower of Dwight L. Moody. As a young man, especially during his days as a Harvard undergraduate, Roosevelt approached religion with a serious intent, devouring the Bible and attending church services regularly. And though he lost much of this ardor as he matured into adulthood, he retained for the rest of his life a progressive sense of moral righteousness. With his “bully pulpit,” Roosevelt envisioned himself a national preacher and the role of the president as a kind of modern-day prophet. While the depth of his faith was a matter of conjecture, the relevance of his religious ideas were not. He was a devout Christian but had little time for Christians who did not apply their faith to the real problems of the real world. “I am mighty weak in the Lutheran and Calvinistic doctrine of salvation by faith,” he once commented, but “I do believe in the gospel of works as put down in the Epistle of James.”6

Theodore Roosevelt’s righteous Progressivism is easily seen in his domestic achievements on corporate regulation, working conditions, food safety, and environmental conservation. And it was on these issues that his biblical rhetorical flourishes would often get carried away, particularly after he left the White House in 1909 and, four years later, ran for president on a third-party ticket. “Our cause is based on the eternal principles of righteousness; and even though we who now lead may for the time fail, in the end the cause itself shall triumph,” he proclaimed, apocalyptically, at the founding convention of the Progressive Party in 1912. To his followers who marched with him “in the endless crusade against wrong, to you who face the future resolute and confident, to you who strive in a spirit of brotherhood for the betterment of our Nation, to you who gird yourselves for this great new fight in the never-ending warfare for the good of humankind,” Roosevelt promised: “We stand at Armageddon, and we battle for the Lord.”7

On foreign policy Roosevelt is normally thought of as a realist, someone who distinguished between central and peripheral interests and who calculated the national interest objectively, without the input of confusingly imprecise morals and values. Yet Roosevelt’s worldview was very much rooted in the same Social Gospel ideology as his domestic policies. He was an internationalist who believed that the United States had no choice but to entangle itself with the rest of the world. But even more, he believed that American foreign policy should be rooted in righteousness, especially in policies that would bring progress not only to the United States but others as well. Roosevelt outlined his worldview in a letter to the missionary leader John Mott:


Our aim in international affairs should be as our aim in private affairs. An upright man will not wrong his neighbor; and so all upright men should strive to see that the nation to which they belong refuses to wrong any neighbor, does justice to all within its gates as well as to the world outside, and makes the precepts of the golden rule its guide, exactly as it should be the guide of individuals in private life. The state must be practical and efficient; but the state should ever show its fealty to lofty ideals.



“We cannot help playing a great part in the world,” Roosevelt said on another occasion, “but we can very easily help playing that part well.” If this meant wielding a “big stick,” then so be it. Roosevelt believed not only in the blessings of civilization, but that they should be spread as widely as possible. The building of the Panama Canal, in which he aggressively separated the region of Panama from the nation of Colombia in order to win concessions so America could build and own the canal, is a case in point: Roosevelt got what he wanted through sordid intrigue and outright bullying, but he did so because he thought Colombia’s selfish refusal to cooperate denied the world a clearly progressive benefit. And to a progressive Christian, there were few sins worse than selfishness.8

In the waning of the nineteenth century and into the dawn of the twentieth, Root, Mahan, and Roosevelt embodied a robust but reform-minded American foreign policy. A sense of duty weighed heavily upon them all, and through them upon America. Because of them, very old notions of providence and mission were adapted to a very new age of globalism.

IF THE CIVIL WAR became America’s first war of humanitarian intervention, war with Spain over Cuba was from the outset the nation’s first such foreign crusade. Other factors in causing war were also important, and historians have made the case for the influence of strategic imperatives, gender politics, party rivalry, economic interests, the sensationalism of the yellow press, and a general crisis of national confidence. All indeed played a role, but none was decisive. What linked them all together was the clear humanitarian crisis unfolding in slow motion on the island of Cuba. Moreover, few could agree on other motives for war: the business community and the major political parties, for example, were all sharply divided on the question of war. What got the public’s attention, and what led them to apply massive amounts of pressure on their elected representatives to do something about Cuba, were not narrow questions of policy but the broadest possible considerations of humanity.9

In 1895, Cuban revolutionaries resumed their campaign to win independence from Spain. But the heavy-handed Spanish response—including the first use of the concentration camp, or reconcentrado, to incarcerate a civilian population—created a humanitarian crisis on top of a political one. General Valeriano Weyler, the architect of the reconcentrado policy, prosecuted a counterinsurgency war of unrelenting brutality that resulted in the deaths of close to 100,000 civilians, most of them women and children. Until this point, American officials supported Spanish rule because they too feared Cuban independence; Washington had rued Haitian independence for nearly a century and wanted to avoid another black nationalist regime coming to power on its doorstep. Yet Americans could hardly ignore the crisis. By the winter of 1898, with the insurgency flourishing and the Spanish floundering, the United States began to contemplate life alongside a free Cuba.

Already shaken by Turkish atrocities against the Armenians only a few years before, Americans were appalled, almost unanimously, by Weyler’s tactics and Madrid’s obstinate refusal to consider Cuban liberty. But their disapproval turned to fury when the Spanish-Cuban war dragged Americans into the fighting. By the early spring of 1898, McKinley and his administration realized that the only way Spain could be forced from Cuba—and the crisis lifted—would be for the United States to do so with force. McKinley neither sought nor avoided war, but was instead resigned to it finding him. As a first step to demonstrate American power and intent, he sent the USS Maine, a battleship, to anchor in the harbor of Havana: not to fight, simply to observe. On February 9, the sensationalist and ardently prowar New York World published a letter from the Spanish ambassador in Washington, Enrique Dupuy de Lôme, to friends in Cuba, in which Dupuy de Lôme belittled McKinley as weak and indecisive. On February 15, less than a month after arriving in Havana and less than a week after the Dupuy de Lôme affair, the Maine sank to the ocean floor, destroyed by a mysterious explosion; 266 U.S. sailors died in the blast. Most Americans blamed Spain for bombing or mining the ship, even though Spain had nothing to gain and everything to lose from antagonizing the United States. But even more reasonable observers blamed the Spanish for allowing the situation to spiral out of control to the point where the Maine’s presence was even necessary.

Characteristically, religious groups led the way in both justifying American intervention on moral grounds and rallying Americans to the cause. The relief of Cuban suffering, the challenge to Spanish tyranny, and the promotion of American justice and liberty were all simply too irresistible for religious Americans to pass up. As with abolitionism before and during the Civil War, religious groups were the most vocal advocates for a war of humanitarian intervention. Beginning in the 1880s Christian intellectuals argued, in forums religious and secular, that the Civil War had been a righteous war of justice against slavery. Now, in 1898, came an opportunity to export America’s humanitarian justice. In this sense, Cuba offered a chance for Social Gospelers and other reformers to vindicate their progressive, interventionist beliefs first forged in the earlier crusade against slavery.10

“This war is the Kingdom of God coming!” proclaimed the California Christian Advocate, a Methodist publication, as McKinley prepared to evict Spain from Cuba. Religious periodicals were every bit as shrill as New York’s yellow press—but with a much longer, national reach. Denominational and ecumenical newspapers, pamphlets, broadsides, and newsletters informed their readers across the nation that a war for Cuba would be just and necessary. It was, they asserted, the only way to stop the bloodshed of innocents and ensure Cuban liberty. The Methodist Review envisioned war as “one of God’s most efficient agencies for the advancement of true Christian civilization and the ushering in of brighter times for the human race.” The Congregationalist declared its support, “For this war is to be God’s means of hastening the time when all shall know him.” The Evangelist, a Presbyterian magazine, declared that “if it be the will of Almighty God, that by war the last trace of this inhumanity of man to man shall be swept away from this Western hemisphere, let it come!”11

Prominent Social Gospelers, those who were able to sway not only a congregation but entire denominations, campaigned heavily for American intervention. They actively sought the burdens of humanitarian intervention, even those who were involved in the reawakening peace movement. Washington Gladden, a nationally revered Congregationalist minister from Columbus, Ohio, supported war as the only cure for Spanish barbarism and cruelty. Intervention was justified, he argued, purely because it was grounded in the progressive, selfless ideals “of a large humanity, of a pure philanthropy”—and only if McKinley intended “the holiest war that was ever waged on the face of the earth, a war into which lust of conquest and bloodthirsty passion never is permitted to enter.” Even a socialist like Walter Rauschenbusch, a Baptist theologian and leading Progressive intellectual, portrayed war as a mission of mercy. Women progressives, at the center of the reform movement, were particularly important supporters of war. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), one of the largest Protestant reform organizations and one of the most important national women’s groups, supported intervention as the only means to relieve the suffering of the thousands of Cuban women and children penned into General Weyler’s reconcentrado camps; affiliated organizations like the Christian Rescue Temperance Union followed suit. Emily Allen, a Southern Methodist home missionary and Southern progressive, also called for a war of humanitarian intervention. Though they shared the idealism of genuine pacifists, they were peace crusaders who could in good conscience support war—but only a progressive war, and intervention in Cuba seemed to be both noble and necessary.12

Particularly striking was the conversion of the venerable Lyman Abbott, who had succeeded Henry Ward Beecher in the pulpit of Brooklyn’s famous Plymouth Church in 1885. As editor of The Outlook, the largest-selling Christian periodical, which had an avid secular readership, Abbott was also one of the most influential journalists of the time. Until the war with Cuba, his views on international relations had been typical of a progressive Christian: he abhorred war and opposed virtually every instance in which the United States might use military force. But Cuba libre changed him. To Abbott, the plight of the Cubans at the brutal hands of the Spanish was as clear a case of Christian charity as there could be. “It is a crusade of brotherhood,” he explained to readers who had grown accustomed to his antiwar polemics. “It is the answer of America to the question of its own conscience: Am I my brother’s keeper?”13

Perhaps the nation’s holiest warrior also happened to be one of its most prominent politicians: William Jennings Bryan. Known as the “Great Commoner” for his people’s touch and Populist views, Bryan was a beloved figure in late-nineteenth-century America, despite having lost the 1896 presidential election to McKinley. Bryan was also a deeply devout Presbyterian, so devout that he would become an important lay leader of the emerging fundamentalist movement by attacking Darwinian evolution in the famous 1925 Scopes “monkey” trial. As his biographer Michael Kazin points out, Bryan was a Cumberland Presbyterian, a small revivalist denomination named for its birthplace in Kentucky that rejected the traditional Calvinistic doctrines of predestination and limited salvation. This optimistic, individualistic theology helped shape Bryan’s progressive outlook, just as his fundamentalism kept him in communion with the ordinary and downtrodden people of rural America. He was a Christian friend and Progressive colleague of Gladden and Rauschenbusch, among many others. And as a progressive, deeply devout Christian, Bryan favored war with Spain, even though he too had supported the peace movement; 1898 was no ordinary time, and Bryan felt that the United States, as a civilized Christian nation, had a duty to uphold. He even volunteered for enlistment in the Nebraska National Guard, placing himself at Commander-in-Chief McKinley’s mercy. Needless to say, Bryan did not find opportunity for a martyr’s death or a hero’s glory because McKinley ensured that his regiment did not see any action. Instead, Bryan spent the entire war at a camp in Florida, beating back mosquitoes and fighting off tropical disease.14

The most important Christian warrior was, of course, the president himself. The necessity of redeeming Cuba was one of the few views he and Bryan shared. Their presidential campaign duel in 1896 remains one of the most captivating in American political history. It was also one of the most important because it offered a stark ideological difference on vital policy issues during a time of widespread unrest and crisis. Bryan, the Democratic nominee, favored policies that would benefit the poor, especially farmers, including a currency based on silver instead of gold that would stimulate inflation and thereby reduce the value of debt. Though he had mixed feelings and had occasionally supported silver measures in the past, McKinley stood for the exact opposite: a solid, stable, gold-backed dollar. Cuba thus offered a moment of rare agreement. But they agreed on one other topic: the centrality of religion. As the religious historian Sydney Ahlstrom has observed, 1896 witnessed an unusually pious campaign: “As in no other election, both candidates virtually personified American Protestantism.” The Presbyterian Bryan and the Methodist McKinley, both evangelicals and both fluent in the language of Protestant benevolence, represented perhaps the most religious presidential rivalry ever.15

By the 1890s, American Methodism had begun to diverge into high- and low-church branches. The high-church variant, representing the establishment and at home in big business and the corridors of power but still rooted in traditional Methodist ideals of progressive benevolence, included McKinley; the low-church strands formed the more radical holiness and Pentecostal movements. Though he could claim a theological inheritance from both strands, this division within Methodism dovetailed perfectly with the high-church McKinley’s religious and political sensibilities. As a Republican, he was conservative on economics, particularly fiscal policy. But on social and cultural matters, the Republican Party had long been the home of reform, from antislavery, abolition, and Reconstruction to the crusade against alcohol. And on foreign policy, the Republicans were even more fervent moral crusaders than the Democrats. President Grover Cleveland, a Democrat who was in the White House when the 1895 Cuban revolt broke out, had steadfastly refused even to consider any policy other than an adherence to Spain’s colonial sovereignty. As the party of American Catholics, moreover, the Democrats faced inherent constraints upon their ability to launch a crusade against a Catholic power. McKinley did not face any of these obstacles. Though he was not eager for war, when it came he framed it in the moralistic terms of Protestant benevolence, responsibility, and uplift.16

McKinley also faced differing pressures from his church. In general, Methodists agreed that there was a severe humanitarian crisis in Cuba and that the Spanish were guilty of causing it. But American Methodism also had a long history of wartime ambivalence, beginning in the Revolution and continuing through the War of 1812 and the Mexican War. While they almost unanimously supported McKinley—especially his caution and refusal to be coerced into war by the yellow press—in the winter and spring of 1898 Methodist churches mainly called for patience to find a peaceful solution. McKinley could not have helped but be affected by the sincerity of his coreligionists’ calls for peace. If he was to fight a war, said his fellow Methodists, he would have to wage it on behalf of the highest ideals of Christian charity.17

But he would not necessarily wage a war for freedom. While Christian reform was not always simply a form of social control, it did contain a significant paternalistic strain. Protestant reformers, in other words, believed they knew what was best for other people, whether those people realized it or not, and were often eager to impose solutions upon the unwilling masses. This, we have seen, helps explain how Progressivism could fit so comfortably with imperialism and missionaries could be such ardent champions of empire.

These were the moralistic themes—Protestant reformism, humanitarianism, and paternalism—McKinley invoked in his April 11 war message to Congress, when he laid out a case for American belligerence and requested a declaration of war against Spain. To the fury of many lawmakers, McKinley emphasized humanitarian concerns, but he did not once mention Cuban independence or self-determination, not even in passing. He wanted to relieve Cubans’ suffering and improve their lives, but he did not believe they could do it on their own. He castigated Spain’s “cruel, barbarous, and uncivilized practices of warfare,” which “shocked the sensibilities and offended the humane sympathies of our people.” He argued that the “horrors of the strife” had entered “a new and inhuman phase, happily unprecedented in the modern history of civilized Christian peoples.” The development of the reconcentrado “was not civilized warfare,” he lamented in an unusually eloquent passage. “It was extermination. The only peace it could beget was that of the wilderness and the grave.” Instead of harnessing Cuba’s potential and improving the lives of its people, the Spanish had merely satisfied their own corrupt and selfish desires. For these reasons, U.S. intervention was justified by “the large dictates of humanity.” The United States would go to war, McKinley explained, to alleviate human suffering, provide a better life for the Cuban people, and safeguard American interests in the region. “In the name of humanity, in the name of civilization, in behalf of endangered American interests which give us the right and duty to speak and to act, the war in Cuba must stop.”18 Left unmentioned was Cuban liberty, because McKinley never intended for Americans to fight for Cuba libre.

PROTESTANT ARDOR for a righteous, reformist war was not much of a surprise. More unexpected was the broad support it found among American Catholics. The last time the United States had fought a predominantly Roman Catholic country—against Mexico half a century before—Protestant nativism had threatened to transform it into a crusade against a papist Antichrist. But though anti-Catholicism had by no means disappeared, much had happened since the Mexican War. Thanks to immigration, there was simply a much larger population of American Catholics by 1898. Their political clout was enormous, especially in the major cities of the Northeast and Midwest, as was their political confidence. And the Civil War had broadened the terms of a more inclusive American civil religion, offering Catholics new avenues for a patriotic role in public life. One was service in the military, which Catholics joined in disproportionate numbers; indeed, well over half of the Maine’s casualties were Roman Catholic.19

As the spring of 1898 unfolded, and as war with Spain became increasingly likely, Catholics engaged in thoughtful debate about how to respond. The issues at stake were part of a wider debate about what it meant to be Roman Catholic in America. Fragmented by immigration and dispersed by geography, American Catholics were more diverse and autonomous than their European or Latin American counterparts. The Vatican disapproved of many American customs that were thought to be contaminating the church, especially the individualist, liberal ethos that permeated American culture and the separation of church and state codified in American law. It also worried that American Catholics were more likely to follow Washington than Rome. The Vatican had good reason to worry. Led by modernizing “Americanist” bishops and priests such as John Ireland, the Archbishop of St. Paul, Minnesota, many U.S. Catholics began to assert their independence in matters political, cultural, and social, though of course not ecclesiastical. Under the leadership of two conservative popes, Leo XIII (1878–1903) and Pius X (1903–1914), the Vatican tried to rein in its increasingly wayward American church. A series of papal encyclicals laid down the law, demanding that Americans reaffirm their ties to Rome. The Americanists ultimately bowed to Vatican pressure, promising to bridge the gap between their loyalties to church and country, but this could not erase the differences of American life. The Americanist strain quieted down but did not disappear.20

Catholic views on war with Spain were accordingly more complex than they had been during the Mexican War. Nearly every facet of the conflict with Spain would have ramifications for Catholicism. The United States would fight one of the world’s preeminent Catholic powers for control of a traditional hub of New World Catholicism. But the people being oppressed by Spanish colonialism—not only Cubans, but Puerto Ricans and Filipinos as well—were also mostly Catholic. Thus any war would be a campaign against Catholics for Catholics—and largely by Catholics, too, as the Maine casualty figures suggest.

These opposing Catholic impulses did not cancel each other out, but they did create space for America’s Catholic hierarchy to fashion a measured yet patriotic response. Leo XIII offered the Vatican’s services as an intermediary between Spain and the United States and commissioned Archbishop Ireland to act as peacemaker. Deeply versed in just war theory, Ireland had his doubts that war against Spain was necessary, but he kept them mostly to himself. After his peace mission failed, this conflicted Catholic supported the war as a loyal American, though privately he was less sure. Sounding like a Protestant Social Gospeler, Ireland declared in a sermon that God had given “to this republic the mission of putting before the world the idea of popular liberty, the ideal of the high elevation of all humanity.” Congressman John F. Fitzgerald, a Massachusetts Democrat and grandfather of a future president, also pledged Catholic loyalty to the American cause. “If war does come,” he declared on the House floor shortly before the outbreak of war, “no more valiant, brave and heroic defenders of the national honor … will be found than the members of the Catholic church.” Among the laity, support came from Irish and Polish Catholic immigrant communities, who equated Cuba’s campaign against Spanish tyranny with their own struggles against British and Russian imperialism.21

The war made it easier for other marginalized religious groups to assimilate, as well, which in turn helped create an overwhelming national consensus. Since the founding of the Mormon Church, the relationship between the Latter-day Saints and the United States had been a complicated one, soured by anti-Mormon prejudice and marred by Mormon practices, such as polygamy, that contravened U.S. law. In the 1870s and 1880s, Congress passed a series of laws, capped by the Edmunds Act of 1882 banning polygamy, designed to curb Mormon autonomy; the Supreme Court duly upheld them all. Sixteen years later, a patriotic crusade in a foreign war offered Mormons a perfect opportunity to reconcile themselves with the federal government and their fellow Americans. Some Mormons opposed the war, but most church leaders encouraged voluntary enlistment in the army and called for Cuba’s freedom. The Spanish-American War thus provided Mormons with an entry point into the American mainstream.22

AS A DEBUT on the world stage of great power politics, the Spanish-American War—a misleading name that robs the Cubans themselves of their pivotal role—could not have gone any better for the United States. It lasted for only three months, destroyed Spanish authority in the Western Hemisphere, kept Cuban revolutionaries at bay, and boldly asserted American power in both the Caribbean and the Pacific.

However, the most fateful events took place on the other side of the world, in the Spanish colony of the Philippines. In the event of war with Spain, American contingency plans called for the Pacific fleet to sail to the Philippine Islands and decimate the Spanish fleet in Manila Bay. With the outbreak of fighting in Cuba, Commodore George Dewey, the U.S. naval commander in the Pacific then based in waters off the Chinese coast, duly set course for the Philippines. The ensuing seven-hour battle resulted in a heavily lopsided American victory: ten Spanish ships and 381 sailors lost in action against no U.S. ships damaged and no American deaths. Tactically, the Philippine attack was a masterstroke. This crippling naval blow convinced the Spanish just how improbable it would be to defeat the United States, and how costly it could be if they prolonged the fighting nonetheless. But afterward, the United States also found itself controlling the fate of another Spanish colony.23

In 1899, when anti-Spanish Filipino insurgents under Emilio Aguinaldo—who had been fighting the Spanish for years—realized that the United States intended to keep the islands for itself and not grant them independence, they launched a vigorous anticolonial war against the occupying U.S. forces. In the United States, the anti-imperialists’ concerns transformed into furious opposition that fueled the first antiwar movement in half a century. The Philippine-American War began badly for the Filipinos, who mounted open assaults against technologically superior American troops. Later that year, they switched tactics and adopted what is now a classic strategy of guerrilla warfare based on the tactics of hit-and-run, surprise attack, and support from the local population. In turn, U.S. forces waged a heavy counterinsurgency campaign that has been typical of occupying and technologically superior powers. Unsurprisingly, much of the war unfolded among civilians. The Americans had assumed the imperial role once held by the Spanish.24

Many supporters of the war for Cuba now found themselves opposing a war for empire, and thus opposing ratification of the Treaty of Paris. Indeed, colonialism in the Philippines injected new life into the pacifist strain in American religion that had been discredited and then silenced by the emancipation of the slaves and the liberation of the Cubans. For decades, Christian peace activists had to content themselves with promoting vague, idealistic mechanisms for world peace, such as international arbitration. Now they had an actual war, a manifestly unjust war, to crusade against.25

While the anti-imperialist movement was not centered in the churches, it had a strong and important religious dimension. Social Gospelers and other progressive Christians had infused the Cuban cause with sacred meaning, and their defection undermined imperialist claims to benevolence. But it did not destroy them. Instead, the defection of prowar Christians forced imperialists to claim a progressive stance of their own, thus transforming American imperialism into an expressly humanitarian endeavor, at least rhetorically. When progressive clergy who had supported a war over Cuba balked at colonizing the Philippines, they presented imperialists seeking to extend America’s mission with a difficult problem, morally and politically. The Reverend Leonard Woolsey Bacon, a Congregationalist from Boston, told audiences in Massachusetts and Connecticut that while he had made his peace with a war “in the spirit of philanthropy and for the greater glory of God,” he could not come to terms with an imperial policy that seemed so at odds with America’s republican, anticolonial heritage. “Shall we lay down the American policy and adopt the Spanish policy?” Bacon implored his listeners. Shall Americans “lay down the policy of Washington and Hamilton” only to adopt the Black Legend atrocities “of Charles V and Philip II?” These were questions the imperialists could not simply ignore, especially when influential national organizations like the WCTU abandoned the McKinley administration over the change in mission from Cuba to the Philippines.26

African American clergy who had supported a war to free oppressed nonwhites in Cuba became uneasy with an annexationist policy that claimed the divine right to rule “savage” nonwhites unfit for self-government. Angered by the McKinley administration’s silence on lynching and other instruments of terror in the Jim Crow South, they saw little difference in American white supremacy whether it was practiced in Atlanta, Birmingham, or Manila. As a result, influential black ministers such as Henry M. Turner, a bishop in the African Methodist Episcopal Church, turned sharply against McKinley’s foreign policy.27

Mainline Protestant clergy, and not only from the traditional peace churches, also opposed what they believed was a nakedly racist war of conquest. If the United States had gone to war in the name of fighting Spanish imperialism, the Reverend H. M. Simmons told an anti-imperialist rally in Minneapolis, how could American imperialism possibly be justified? It was not unpatriotic to oppose imperialism; rather, “true patriotism seeks to make our country just, not big.” Simmons also compared the U.S. Army’s counterinsurgency tactics in the Philippines with Southern lynching of blacks. McKinley might denounce lynching at home, railed Simmons, “but has instead been sending great armies around the world … to lynch a people for merely wanting to practice the principles which we have taught.” Simmons had little patience for self-proclaimed progressive imperialists: “Humanity is a queer name for burning homes and butchering people who were in peace before.”28

American Catholics, understandably, were less comfortable with a war for annexation of the Philippines than they had been with a war for the liberation of Cuba. After the outbreak of war in the Philippines, their worst suspicions were confirmed by reports of U.S. soldiers desecrating Catholic churches. By 1899, despite continuing Protestant nativism and the Americanist controversy, Catholics generally felt confident enough to be able to assert their patriotism in promoting their anti-imperialism. Especially prominent was Bishop John Lancaster Spalding, a founder of the Catholic University of America, who announced at a rally of the Anti-Imperialist League that Christians had “a higher love than love of country—the love of truth, the love of justice, the love of righteousness.” Other Catholics agreed, though for more complex reasons. The same Irish and Polish Catholic immigrants who had favored war to free the oppressed people of Cuba now confronted a painful question: was their adopted country, the guarantor of their own religious liberty, actually no better than Russia or Britain? Moreover, the zeal of many Protestant missionaries seemed to confirm Catholic fears that the Philippines would provide the initial proving ground for a Protestant manifest destiny. Why else would missionaries announce their plans to Christianize the already-Catholic Filipinos? To many Catholics, the war was little more than manifest hypocrisy.29

Anti-imperialist lay Christians, including Protestants, took up the theme of religious hypocrisy to expose the unchristian nature of American policy. How, they asked, could a righteous nation, a redeemer nation, deceive itself into believing that its aggressive war of empire was an act of benevolence? To cast doubt on a holy war, they invoked holy gospel. When the secretary of the navy compared McKinley’s actions to those of Christ, Edward Atkinson, the antislavery veteran and indefatigable founder of the Boston-based Anti-Imperialist League, exploded with incredulous rage. It was “blasphemy,” Atkinson cried, “to cite the authority of Jesus Christ in justification of the slaughter of the Filipinos.” Senator George Frisbie Hoar of Massachusetts—lion of the Senate, old abolitionist, staunch anti-imperialist, and president of the National Unitarian Conference—was similarly appalled that the United States had “made war on the only Christian people in the East,” which “converted a war of glory into a war of shame.” Not least as a Christian nation, Hoar declared on another occasion, the Philippines deserved national liberty no less than any other, “by the laws of nature and of nature’s God.”30

Some of Hoar’s anti-imperialist allies were decidedly less principled. South Carolina Senator “Pitchfork” Ben Tillman, a rabid segregationist and opponent of annexation on racist and protectionist grounds (he worried about cheap agricultural imports from the Philippines), taunted Northern reformers that a “remarkable change … has come over the spirit of the dream of the Republicans. Your slogans of the past—brotherhood of man and fatherhood of God—have gone glimmering down through the ages.” Now, Tillman rejoiced, the “brotherhood of man exists no longer.” Though Hoar loathed all Tillman stood for, he lamented that he could not argue the point. Unfortunately for Southern blacks, Tillman and other Jim Crow racists could now use the white man’s burden of imperialism as a justification to shoulder the white man’s burden in the South.31

A corollary to racist anti-imperialism was not quite as poisonous, but it was powerful nonetheless: how the brutality of war and contact with Asian Catholics and heathens would pervert the faith of Protestant America. Such fears had haunted America’s missionaries since the earliest colonial days, and they returned with some force for America’s imperial turn. “This is not civilization. This is barbarism,” complained Representative Joseph C. Sibley, a Pennsylvania Republican, about U.S. military tactics in the Philippines. “We are taking the boys who left Christian homes, full of love of country, of patriotism, and of humanity, and brutalizing them.” Sibley’s clever inversions of America’s customary civilizing role and the heathen’s barbarian condition undermined imperialism’s strongest claims: benevolence and progress.32

William Jennings Bryan, man of the people, agreed. He supported the conflict with Spain, but he could not support a war for conquest against a people who wanted nothing more than national self-determination. Though Bryan had lost the 1896 election to McKinley, he fully expected to be the Democratic Party’s standard-bearer again in 1900. On domestic matters, the two would repeat their platforms of 1896, with Bryan running on Populist promises and McKinley in favor of sound money measures that favored industry. On foreign policy, McKinley appeared to have gained a decisive advantage with a virtually costless victory in the “splendid little war” with Spain. But on the Philippines, Bryan sensed an opening. Believing that most Americans shared his revulsion of empire, and especially of a war for empire, he attacked McKinley over annexation and began constructing his campaign for 1900 around the issue. His approach, however, was most unconventional: he urged Democrats in the Senate to vote for ratification of the Treaty of Paris; this way, the war would end, U.S. troops would be demobilized and sent home, and Bryan could run on a promise to use U.S. sovereignty over the Filipinos to grant them their immediate freedom.33

For Bryan in general, political strategy always had to possess the virtue of being true; he had to believe in his cause. Such was the case with colonialism in the Philippines, which not only offended his democratic, republican sensibilities but blasphemed against his Christian faith. Bryan was no pacifist—recall his voluntary enlistment in the war for Cuba—but he was a peace activist, mostly on traditional Christian grounds. When the United States waged war, it had to be either in self-defense or for the purest humanitarian motives—and to Bryan, empire clearly did not qualify. A war for annexation, he declared repeatedly, was un-American and unchristian, one of the deepest possible betrayals to the values of both. This was one of the main themes of his 1900 presidential campaign, punctuated by a thoughtful but unsparingly critical acceptance speech at the Democratic convention in Indianapolis. In waging a war of conquest, McKinley and the Republicans violated the nation’s deepest principles; in waging a war of independence, even one against U.S. soldiers, Aguinaldo and the Filipino nationalists proved themselves truer heirs of the American republican tradition. Bryan even compared the Filipinos to Revolutionary War heroes and the Founders of 1776, and McKinley to King George III. But even “if it were possible to obliterate every word written or spoken in defense of the principles set forth in the Declaration of Independence, a war of conquest would still leave its legacy of perpetual hatred, for it was God Himself who placed in every human heart the love of liberty.”

To pro-annexationist missionaries, Bryan charged that the Bible’s command to “ ‘preach the gospel to every creature’ has no Gatling-gun attachment.” Forced conversions would never last because they would breed hatred rather than true Christianity. “Let it be known,” Bryan rang out in an echo of Rufus Anderson, “that our missionaries are seeking souls instead of sovereignty; let it be known that instead of being the advance guard of conquering armies, they are going forth to help and to uplift,” wearing only “the breastplate of righteousness, and carrying the sword of the Spirit.” McKinley, a devout Christian himself, resented his policies being damned as unchristian as much as he did the comparison to George III. But the president had cause to worry, for Bryan had launched an effective attack on imperialism’s claims to charity.34

LUCKILY FOR MCKINLEY, not everyone abandoned the interventionist cause. The Spanish had behaved just as badly in the Philippines as they had in Cuba, and so many Americans did not see a difference between a war of humanitarian intervention for Cubans and a war on behalf of Filipinos. Of course, the United States had not campaigned in the Philippines on humanitarian grounds as it had in the Caribbean. But once they were there, and once they began considering the alternatives, a majority of Americans became convinced they had a moral obligation to safeguard Filipino sovereignty, through colonization of the islands if necessary because the Filipinos themselves were presumed to be incapable of self-government. If the war for Cuba had always to a great extent been motivated by humanitarian concerns, the war in the Philippines quickly became one. In this sense, in the minds of many there was no contradiction between a progressive war and a war for empire. They were one and the same.35

Because of their vital support for a moral crusade in Cuba, and because of their vast national constituencies, churches and missionary groups were pivotal in framing colonialism as a just cause. According to one poll, conducted in July 1900—long after the outbreak of colonial war in the Philippines—Protestant clergy were the most ardent supporters of imperialism. Bryan had recognized the allure of the faith-based case for humanitarian intervention and devoted part of his Indianapolis speech to refuting “the religious argument.” So did the Anti-Imperialist League, which published a special issue of its Broadside specifically to discredit “The Moral and Religious Aspects of the So-Called Imperial Policy.” But it was all to no avail. Some Christian leaders may have opposed the war, but most did not.36

Leading the way were Protestant missionaries, marching together in rare unanimity over a unique opportunity to spread the gospel in almost perfect solitude. American missionaries’ ecumenical, internationalist outlook had been essential in places like China and the Ottoman Empire, where they were a minority in terms of both faith and citizenship. In the Philippines, however, they could realistically expect to have the mission field all to themselves, where they could sweep away the last vestiges of centuries of Catholic superstition and ecclesiastical tyranny. Their imperialist vision was somewhat different than the prevailing view—they still sought to spread the Protestant faith over and above secular American values—but this was a very fine distinction easily lost in the din and clamor of the emotional debate over the Philippines. The mission to the Philippines echoed—and borrowed heavily from—home missions to the Indians, an important part of the U.S. government’s pacification program during the Indian wars of the 1860s and ’70s. Yet mission boards saw even greater potential in the Filipinos, whom the YMCA missionary Sherwood Eddy praised as “progressive, bright and keenly interested in politics, with a natural aptitude for the fine arts and music, for draftsmanship, engineering and almost every class of fine handiwork.”37

For most missionaries, then, the Philippines represented the apotheosis of their purpose on earth, the very essence of spiritual uplift. Denominational mission boards and interdenominational groups like the Student Volunteers grasped their chance. But they also appreciated the Philippines’ strategic significance. Sounding like a strategist, or an industrialist with an eye on the fabled “China market,” John Mott emphasized the Philippines’ pivotal geographical location, especially its potential as a launching pad for missions all across Asia. Josiah Strong agreed in his bestselling book Expansion Under New-World Conditions, and added that America was now a world power and thus had little choice other than to grasp its civilizing mandate. “Such a world policy,” he wrote, “is not only justified, but required, by the world life on which we have entered.” The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions went even further, urging McKinley to seize not only the Philippines but all Spanish colonial possessions in the Pacific. From the missionary’s vantage point, the Philippines presented endless evangelistic possibilities.38

Like missionaries, Social Gospelers did not see a contradiction between empire and progress. And like McKinley, they saw little difference between the task America confronted in Cuba and the Philippines. In both cases, Americans had an obligation to spread the blessings of liberty, progress, and true religion. The abstemious women of the WCTU could not abide a war for empire, but most other progressive Christians could. Social Gospelers embraced the strident language of empire, most evidently in the political theology of Washington Gladden, Walter Rauschenbusch, and Lyman Abbott. Gladden even thought the Philippines marked the beginning of a new era of American Christian uplift throughout Asia. “To take control of these territories,” he wrote in the pages of Abbott’s Outlook, “means that we shall give the people a thousand times more liberty than they ever dreamed of possessing, and more than they could secure for themselves.” In the Philippines, Americans could “make every man’s life safe, every man’s house secure,” and “fill the land with schools.” Concluded Gladden: “If this is imperialism, I am an imperialist.” Abbott himself proclaimed a “new imperialism—the imperialism of liberty,” and most progressive Christians rallied to his call. Even the activists of the WCTU, with prostitution and alcoholism in their sights, would eventually embrace social control in the Philippines even if they could not bring themselves to condone imperial control.39

Abbott and other progressive Christian imperialists believed they did not face an opportunity, but an obligation. Building an empire of liberty was their duty, demanded directly by God, as a specially blessed chosen people. Renouncing this sacred command was simply not an option. Mere mortals, Christian imperialists claimed, simply could not resist God’s providence, leading one anti-imperialist to bemoan the “phenomenal … epidemic of Calvinism which has broken out among the expansionists.” Josiah Strong spoke of “our duty to the world in general and to the Filipinos in particular.” The Filipinos were entitled to the benefits of modern progress, but how could they possibly achieve them alone? Here, enlightened Americans would succeed where the decadent Spanish had failed. War—unsought, selfless, providential war—had forced upon the United States this humanitarian obligation. “On whom is that duty more incumbent than on ourselves?” asked Strong. The Right Reverend William Lawrence, Episcopal Bishop of Massachusetts, was conflicted about imperialism but argued that once Americans found themselves in the Philippines, they had to embrace the challenges before them with all the strength that muscular Christians could summon. “No one of us,” Lawrence declared, “has a right, when those responsibilities are clear, to evade them. A timorous character makes a weak people,” and Americans were neither timorous nor weak. The United States had not sought sovereignty over the Philippines, the prestigious Church Club of New York argued similarly in a statement signed by a certain Episcopal Church layman, Alfred Thayer Mahan: “Political responsibility carries with it spiritual and ecclesiastical duty.”40

Senator Orville H. Platt of Connecticut, a deacon and Bible-school teacher in the Congregational Church and author of an eponymous legislative amendment that gave the United States control over Cuba just short of outright annexation, also viewed the Philippines as a sacred, unavoidable duty. Though neither Cubans nor Filipinos were capable yet of self-government, God had left it to the United States to help them achieve their full human potential. “Does not Providence, does not the finger of God unmistakably point to the civilization and uplifting of the Orient, to the development of its people, to the spread of liberty, education, social order, and Christianity there through the agency of American influence?” this architect of empire asked a skeptic in 1898. “Can you fail to see that in the Providence of God the time has come when the institutions of the English-speaking peoples are in final conflict with the institutions of despotism and irreligion, and that China is the battleground?” The United States, Platt declared, was “first in the family of nations; the head of the family has no right to disclaim an interest in the welfare of the other members.”41

Why had this duty fallen upon the United States? And why now? As Strong, Platt, and others indicated, the answers were deceptively simple: because America was God’s chosen nation, and Americans his chosen people; because they had perfected their own system of government, and could now tutor less fortunate people everywhere. We now know that the colonization of the Philippines marked the end of America’s experiment in formal overseas empire. But at the time, people thought they stood at the very beginning of the greatest experiment in human relations since the birth of Christ, and that the United States had the leading role to play. From the Pilgrims and Puritans seeking liberty in the 1630s through to the Civil War, God had been preparing his people for this moment. Now, with their final task at hand, they were poised to complete their mission to the world. “Providence has given the United States the duty of extending Christian civilization, and we propose to execute it,” proclaimed Senator Knute Nelson of Minnesota, an abolitionist and decorated Civil War veteran. Americans were not in the Philippines “to enslave the Filipinos, but to uplift them.”42

Yet despite Nelson’s assurances, missionary progressivism and Social Gospel optimism flowed all too easily into Anglo-Saxonism and other forms of racism. Strong argued that the Filipinos were no more prepared for self-governance than children were for freedom from their parents. “As a part of the great world life,” he wrote in justification of the war against Aguinaldo’s forces, “these people cannot be permitted a lawless independence.” And since the Filipinos were “subject to the limitations of childhood, we may also claim for them the rights of childhood.” The burdens of duty could not be avoided or neglected; any attempts to do so would be an irresponsible betrayal of the Christian mission. Gladden certainly thought so. Granting the Philippines independence was “a morally unthinkable proposition,” he stated flatly during the debate over the treaty. Of anti-imperialists like Bryan, Gladden lamented that it was “simply amazing that grown men, with the pages of history open before their eyes, should go on applying the maxims of our Declaration of Independence to populations like those of the Philippines.” Framed in this way, such literal forms of paternalism proved impossible for progressives, deeply committed to notions of Christian responsibility and charity, to resist.43

Anglo-Saxonism and white supremacy had an even darker side, too, for if Americans represented the elevation of the human race, Filipinos represented its degeneration. And this darker side had a religious component, what might be called “Protestant supremacy.” Most American Protestants, McKinley included, called for the “Christianization” of the Filipinos. This objective either ignored the fact that approximately 90 percent of them were already Roman Catholic or, more likely, acknowledged it but did not consider Catholicism to be a true Christian faith. The other 10 percent of Filipinos were mostly Muslim, sometimes “heathen”—usually Buddhist or animist—which made them prime targets for a proper Christian conversion. The United States could not retreat from its obligation to govern such “half-caste Christians” and “warlike Muslims,” vowed Theodore Roosevelt, who became president after the assassination of McKinley, at the height of the war in 1901.44

And yet it did not take long for Americans to take a more cooperative approach toward Filipino Catholics. In the sliding scale of civilization, what the historian Michael Hunt has called a “hierarchy of race,” Catholics were always above Muslims and other faiths. In relative terms, Catholicism could be a civilizing influence too, and U.S. officials were willing to co-opt the Filipino Catholic elite if it helped subdue the insurgency among peasants and Muslims. The establishment of the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes in 1900 was an important part of the hardening division between semi-civilized Catholics and completely uncivilized heathens. Domestic political pressures also forced a change of attitude toward Catholics, as well as a general toning down of Protestant ambitions to launch a Filipino reformation.45

Addressing American Catholic concerns in the overheated atmosphere of Protestant supremacy was no simple task. If the United States was to remake the Philippines in a more progressive and democratic image, it would have to remake the role of religion in the islands while also preserving Catholicism’s role. In 1899, McKinley sent the president of Cornell University, the erstwhile anti-imperialist Jacob Gould Schurman, to the Philippines to investigate possible reforms. “The very thing they [the Filipinos] yearn for is what of all others our Government will naturally desire to give them,” the Schurman Commission reported, especially “religious liberty, fundamental personal rights, and the largest practicable measure of home rule,” though Schurman rejected outright independence in the near term. Specifically in religious matters, this meant separating church from state, a political condition which was second-nature to Americans but completely alien to Spanish and Filipino Catholics. Nonetheless, this was bound to be popular among Filipinos—indeed, among Aguinaldo’s main targets were the hated Spanish Catholic friars. Long a source of repression, the Catholic Church in the Philippines had trained very few indigenous priests and so was quite out of touch with the local population. The Church was also the islands’ largest landowner, and so disestablishment provided an opportunity for mass land reform that would help alleviate poverty as well as iniquitous food shortages. In 1900, to solve such matters and smooth the transition to stable colonial rule, McKinley appointed the renowned and respected jurist, and future president, William Howard Taft as the first governor of the Philippines.46

While separating church from state was uncontroversial for most Americans, and while it promised to be popular with most Filipinos, it was a source of concern for the Vatican and American Catholics. The Holy See opposed any attempts to disestablish the Catholic Church, anywhere, and so its opposition was unsurprising. American Catholics were not necessarily opposed to disestablishment in principle, but they worried that it would come at the hands of zealous Protestant officials and thus destroy the Church in the Philippines. Simultaneously, back home Catholics were also in the midst of heated battles with state and local officials over the funding of school boards. Roosevelt recognized the Philippine church issue as a political danger that threatened to spark wider, explosive unrest between American Protestants and Catholics. While McKinley wanted to Christianize Filipinos—that is, convert them to Protestantism—Roosevelt believed that moral uplift “must come chiefly through making them better Catholics and better citizens.”47

As governor, Taft quickly defused incipient tensions between Protestants and Catholics, and the United States and the Vatican. Disestablishment of the Philippine Catholic Church proceeded, as did the sale of its vast estates, but Taft traveled to the Vatican to consult with Pope Leo XIII over the best way to do so; he also consulted widely with American Catholic leaders. Through Taft, Roosevelt arranged for the repatriation of the Spanish friars and proper compensation of their monastic orders. Pleased with Washington’s sensitivities to the Vatican’s concerns, Leo issued an encyclical in January 1903 that reorganized the Filipino church based mostly on local authority and autonomy, though at the highest level four American bishops replaced the outgoing Spanish bishops. The Vatican singled Taft out for praise “for all the great good he has done … for the interests of Catholicity in those islands.” The policy of religious reform and reconciliation proved so successful that it robbed Aguinaldo’s insurgency of critical support and led many Filipino Catholics, especially the urban and commercial elite, to collaborate with the U.S. occupation. American Catholics agreed; within a decade, they were among the most steadfast imperialists and consistently spoke out against Filipino independence. The result was as ironic as it was surprising: Filipinos enjoyed religious freedom even as they lacked political independence. Religious pluralism began to replace the enforced Roman Catholic monopoly, with the Philippine Independent Church forming a breakaway, populist variant of Catholicism and Protestant churches being established. Beginning with religion, the United States was already remaking the Philippines in its own image.48

ALL THESE RELIGIOUS IDEAS—from providence and duty to Protestant supremacy—mattered because politicians, diplomats, and strategists repeatedly deployed them to convince Americans to embrace a progressive colonial mandate. They had little choice, for if the anti-imperialists established a monopoly of the moral high ground, America’s imperial moment would be short-lived indeed. This did not require much effort, for most if not all of the influential Christian imperialists believed in America’s divine calling.

Imperialist politicians of all ideological persuasions and on both sides of the aisle used religion to justify and explain America’s paternal duty to the Philippines; so too did influential, pro-imperialist newspapers. Providence had long informed Americans’ foreign policy and military decisions, and thus offered the imperialists a widely familiar and popular argument. According to Dewey, now promoted to admiral for his heroics in the Battle of Manila Bay, it was not superior technology or the element of surprise that won the day but “the hand of God.” Such proclamations were not unusual. Of course, providence could also be interpreted differently to mean that an embrace of imperialism was a betrayal of God’s providential mission for America. But such nuanced readings of theology were never going to be popular amid the triumphalism of victory and in an atmosphere of global manifest destiny, social Darwinism, and Anglo-Saxonism. Thus could a religious worldview, in the service of progress, justify war and imperialism. As the editors of the Chicago Tribune wrote in a sharp rebuke of Senator Hoar that quoted his own words, it would be difficult to find “a single great civilizing, moralizing, Christianizing movement in history … that has not triumphed by ‘vulgar physical force,’ ” of which the Civil War was the clearest example. Even a normally level-headed Unitarian like Taft could get caught up in the spirit of a divine, progressive manifest destiny. His contact with American missionaries in the Philippines convinced him that nobody could “study the movement of modern civilization from an impartial viewpoint and not realize that Christianity, and the spread of Christianity, are the only basis for hope of modern civilization.”49

Mahan and other strategists favoring a large foreign policy also invoked God’s guiding hand in defense of empire. Though Mahan was initially “doubtful” about whether the United States stood to gain anything from seizing the entire archipelago, he eventually came round to the annexationist view. America had a duty, he believed, to uplift the human race, and God had chosen the Philippines as its first test. It now fell to Americans “to address themselves to the duty of the day,” he argued in defense of imperialism, and “to see in each event the calling of God, not always clear at first, but sure to be made clear to honest search—the Christian will add, to earnest prayer.” Just as God’s “Personal Will, acting through all time,” had assured Britain’s rise to naval dominance, Mahan wrote, it was “the hand of Providence” that had enabled America to acquire the Philippines, with its natural harbors and secure access to the Asian continent. “ ‘Chance’ said Frederick the Great. ‘Deus vult’ say I,” he wrote to George Sydenham Clarke in the summer of 1898. “It was the cry of the Crusader and the Puritan, and I doubt if man ever utters a nobler.”50

In the Senate, Christian imperialism found its most zealous proponent in Albert J. Beveridge, a freshman Republican from Indiana. The United States, he declared on countless occasions in purple prose that blended the most extreme forms of nationalism and providentialism, was God’s chosen nation and its destiny was to build a benevolent empire for the betterment of all the world. He was the most assertive, and usually the most obnoxious, of imperialists. What few historians notice, however, is that Beveridge had essentially the same background, and emerged from the same cultural milieu, as McKinley. Like the president, then, Senator Beveridge was a progressive imperialist. Though Beveridge was a generation younger—he was born in 1862, the same year McKinley fought at Antietam—he too was born in Ohio into a morally strict, fervently patriotic, staunchly Republican, evangelical Methodist household. He also grew up listening to intensely moralistic Sunday sermons by Methodist circuit riders, and later imbibed the revivalist atmosphere as a student at Indiana Asbury University (later rechristened DePauw University), a Methodist denominational college. “Love of country was instilled with love of God,” writes Beveridge’s biographer, “and the youth grew up in the belief that the G.O.P. was God’s helper in building a happier, nobler land.” Later in his career, Beveridge would temporarily leave the Republican fold to join the upstart Progressive Party.51

“God’s hour has struck,” Beveridge declared at the outbreak of war with Spain in 1898. “The American people go forth in a warfare holier than liberty—holy as humanity.” So arrived Beveridge’s own historical moment. The Philippines, he believed, was God’s test for Americans. This was the main theme of his 1898 senatorial election campaign, and it formed the platform throughout his first term in the Senate. “And of all our race He has marked the American people as his chosen nation to finally lead in the regeneration of the world,” Beveridge said of God’s providential errand in the Philippines. “This is the divine mission of America, and it holds for us all the profit, all the glory, all the happiness possible to man.” Beveridge’s intense nationalism was unusually strong, even in the context of his era. But it was not out of step with the times, and it was certainly not inconsistent with the man. Beveridge was a progressive—a conservative progressive, to be sure, but a progressive nonetheless, and his vision for the Philippines was based not simply on acquisitive lust or martial glory but an extreme form of Protestant reformism that would usher the entire world into the golden age of a new millennium. Beveridge genuinely believed, as did his fellow progressive imperialists, that their actions were for the good of all, for America and the world.52

Which returns us to McKinley. For this business-friendly Republican, foreign policy offered an outlet for his Christian reformism in a clear, simple, moralistic way that economics could not. Viewed in this light, his progressive framing of America’s Philippine policy makes more sense. It echoed strongly with the voices of Christian reformers from the Benevolent Empire to the missionary enterprise. As he declared in December 1898, Americans had embarked upon a “mission … of benevolent assimilation,” of bringing Filipinos to a culture of enlightened, Christian civilization. Annexation was “a holy cause,” he proclaimed on another occasion. The “Philippines, like Cuba and Puerto Rico, were entrusted to our hands by the providence of God,” he told a crowd in Boston, the headquarters of the anti-imperialist movement, during the national debate over ratification of the treaty. No doubt McKinley had other factors in mind when he decided to make the Philippines an American colony, but religious values gave him the strongest incentive.53

With pious foot soldiers like Mahan, Strong, Roosevelt, and Beveridge behind him—to say nothing of the thousands of churches and millions of faithful—McKinley launched America on a crusade in Cuba and the Philippines. It would be the first of many. Clearly he did so for the advantage of America. But this did not preclude a war for the betterment of humanity in the name of universal rights and freedoms as well. McKinley and his holy warriors genuinely believed, in keeping with their long-held religious beliefs, that they advanced justice and progress. The Spanish-American and Philippine-American wars were aggressively nationalistic wars fought on behalf of the entire world’s welfare. As we have seen through events unfolding down the centuries, this was very much in keeping with the religious traditions of American foreign relations. The Spanish-American and Philippine-American conflicts were not America’s first holy wars; they would certainly not be the last.


PART V
Woodrow Wilson and the Second Crusade

New York City, Easter Sunday, April 8, 1917. It was a difficult day for every American, but it was particularly fraught for the Reverend Henry Sloane Coffin. As the pastor of Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church, one of the more prestigious pulpits in the nation and, as a professor at Union Theological Seminary, one of the leading centers of religious learning in the world, Coffin had used the authority of his positions to condemn the war raging in Europe, pray for peace, and dissuade his own country from joining the mindless slaughter. For nearly three years, Coffin railed against the folly and obsolescence of war, against the Europeans who had brought it upon themselves, and against the “preparedness” campaign in the United States to build up the military in case the war reached America’s shores. During a Christmas sermon in 1914, he told his congregation that the Europeans had proven themselves to be little better than “silly children” who petulantly, selfishly waged war with the very worst of motives: “with self-seeking patriotism, with nationalism based on brute might, with force as the arbitrament of justice.” In May 1916, at the height of preparedness hysteria, he lambasted the American militarists who would commit the nation to Europe’s folly. A boisterous, nationalistic ticker-tape parade down Fifth Avenue for Preparedness Day was, Coffin proclaimed, nothing but “a march into yesterday.” War was a betrayal of true patriotism and true religion, and totally unnecessary for such a rich, powerful nation far removed from the fighting. In words that a year later would be considered treasonous and that would echo half a century later as his nephew William protested against Vietnam, Coffin called on his listeners to “let us as American patriots and as loyal believers in Jesus Christ resist to the utmost this attempt to deamericanize our beloved America and dechristianize our Christianity.”1

But now that day had come, in the midst of Eastertide no less, and it placed Coffin in an awkward position. Less than a week earlier, on April 2, President Woodrow Wilson had addressed a joint session of Congress to ask for a declaration of war against Germany. Congress obliged, and war was officially pronounced on April 6, Good Friday. Across the United States, Coffin and thousands of other antiwar ministers knew they would have to address the war in their Easter sermons. And they also knew they had a difficult decision: either abandon their antiwar beliefs and support the war, or maintain their dissent and face the inevitably harsh consequences from both church and state. Presbyterians were not Quakers or Unitarians: there was no pacifist tradition in Coffin’s church to shield him. President Wilson himself was a devoted Presbyterian elder, and so to oppose the war was also to oppose not only the president, but also the church. Yet these considerations did not enter into Coffin’s thinking. He hated war, but he was no pacifist, and his stature in the church and at Union gave him considerable authority to withstand attacks upon his reputation. He would make up his own mind.

Coffin had actually been reconsidering his position on the war for some time. “Circumstances are certainly changing,” he confessed in a New Year’s sermon for 1917, “and we find ourselves facing new questions, fronting new outlooks, feeling new impulses. What fresh problems each year of this awful war has forced on our thinking!” By late March, in light of these changing circumstances—especially Germany’s resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare in the Atlantic, including against U.S. ships—he had decided to change course. War is “irrational,” he preached on March 25, as the nation anticipated Wilson’s war address, and “hellishly brutal.” Coffin had been “eager to go to great lengths to avoid it, to do nothing that would make it easy for us to enter it. And lo, it is waged upon us.” Just as Christ had done centuries earlier, it was now America’s turn to bear the world’s burden and unselfishly sacrifice for a greater good. The “cross is apparently forced on our nation,” he said. This war “is not ‘glorious war’; it is the senseless, hideous, butchery of brother by brother. It is everything we loathe; but so was the cross.” Above all, Coffin told his rapt congregation, Americans “must set forth unmistakably for what we are contending,” a cause that would be “worth the spilling of the blood of American citizens to achieve.” Americans “covet nothing for ourselves” except “a world so ordered that there can be no repetition of these frightful years” and “peace … goodwill and brotherhood among the nations.” Only for these noble goals “are we prepared to make what is to us scarcely less than a descent into hell.”2

Thus when he mounted the pulpit on Easter Sunday, Reverend Coffin had already resolved to support the war—specifically, Wilson’s call for a new world order to establish permanent peace. Wilson had tried to remain neutral, to keep America above the fray, but now war had been forced upon him. Coffin had come to believe that though all parties to the war had sinned, Germany’s sins in Belgium and on the high seas were much greater than those of Britain and France. While the British and French had imperfect democracies and ruled their global empires through the coercion of armed force, they were still democracies and much preferable to aggressive German dictatorship. Wilson’s notion of a disinterested United States, with no empire or alliances to maintain, fighting not for its own interests but those of the world, struck Coffin as the most Christian foreign policy possible. To the cynics who scoffed that war was endemic to human nature, or to the selfish isolationists and steadfast pacifists who refused to bear their share of the burden, Coffin replied that this war was different. It would be a truly progressive war, a war to end all wars. On Resurrection Sunday, Coffin could see the reformation of the world unfolding, with a millennium of permanent peace at its end. Easter, he rejoiced, “is taking us back to a grave where just such idealistic hopes as ours were once buried.” The world’s resurrection was now in America’s hands.3

Coffin fully converted to the cause. He joined one of the most important religious bodies participating in the war, the General War-Time Commission of the Churches, and supported the YMCA’s relief programs on the Western Front. And at war’s end, he was jubilant at the triumph of right over might. “Our consciences, so often puzzled by the seeming victories of iniquity and the tortures of good, find themselves exulting in a manifestly just universe,” he preached on November 10, 1918, a day before the official armistice. “The defeat of a sinister world-domination has been worth everything which has been paid for it.” Germany was powerful, and by many measurements should have won the war, but because its cause was unjust it lacked the favor of God. Americans had sacrificed, but it was God’s providence, his designs for a more peaceful world, which in the end prevailed. America was but God’s instrument, and better times lay in store for all. The Social Gospel was bringing about the kingdom of God in the United States, and Wilson was doing the same for the world. “It is a great thing,” Coffin beamed a week after the war had ended, “to be able to recognise the presence of the Christian God in the events of life.”4

Coffin’s conversion from advocate of peace to crusading warrior—from wielding the shield of faith to brandishing the sword of the spirit—had been personally difficult, confusing, at times painful. But it was not unusual. Throughout the United States, ministers, priests, and rabbis who had scorned war as immoral and evil in 1915 and 1916 hailed its power to cleanse and renew the nation, and the world, in 1917 and 1918. In New York alone, Coffin underwent his own conversion alongside many others.

Monsignor Michael J. Lavelle, the venerable rector of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, had prayed for peace as fervently as Coffin and had enjoined the city’s Roman Catholics to follow suit. In 1915, he officiated a special mass for peace. “Americans have special reason for gratitude,” he prayed at the end of 1916, “because of the peace, prosperity and stability which have been ours, and which we hope will abide and increase with us forever.” Yet a year later, Father Lavelle could be found blessing a Service Flag for U.S. troops bound for Europe and calling on Congress to grant Wilson extraordinary powers to prosecute the war. Lavelle’s superior, James Cardinal Farley, the archbishop of New York, made a similar journey from dove to hawk.5

No less dramatic was the transformation of Rabbi Stephen Wise. A deeply committed social reformer, Wise founded the Free Synagogue of New York in 1907 to enable him to spread a progressive agenda free from Conservative or Orthodox interference. Progressivism brought him into the Democratic Party fold, which in turn made him a strong supporter of Woodrow Wilson. Though he sympathized with the British and French before 1917, Wise was desperate to keep the United States out of the war, and he mobilized Jewish sentiment behind Wilson’s policy of neutrality. To further this goal, he had been a founder of the Anti-Preparedness Committee and a spokesman for the antiwar group American Union Against Militarism. Indeed, before 1914 Wise had been a major advocate for international cooperation and predicted the eventual abolition of war. Wilson’s embrace of preparedness in late 1915 came as a shock to Wise that bordered on betrayal. The rabbi wrote Wilson “how deeply I deplore” the fact that the president was “accepting and advocating a preparedness program.” Yet by early 1917, Wise had come to believe that only the United States could impose a peace settlement, and in order to do that the country would have to enter the war. On that same fateful Sunday in April 1917, he delivered a prowar sermon that, like Coffin’s, threw support behind American intervention while continuing to abhor war in general. The break with his progressive, pacifist friends was bitter and painful, but Wise saw no other choice. It was also a complete break, and he was soon denouncing antiwar protesters for having “served the interests of Germany.” Like the vast majority of American clergy that weekend, he would only sanction a progressive war, hopefully for the last time in history. Wise, however, also had other motives: as a Zionist, he hoped the war would now hasten the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine.6

The personal stories of Reverend Coffin, Monsignor Lavelle, and Rabbi Wise are representative of broader trends in the religious influence on American foreign relations, and in American life. As we shall discover, their motives were not always identical, or at times even similar, but mostly they addressed the world crisis in compatible and complementary ways. First, the fusion of Protestant-Catholic-Jew in American civil religion, now instantly familiar, was of course nothing new, but the Great War marked its period of maturation: for the first time, Catholic and Jew were becoming full partners in, rather than adjuncts to, an American Creed. These developments began in the World War I era and not, as is commonly assumed, World War II and the Cold War.

Second, Coffin, Lavelle, and Wise were indicative of religion’s importance in thinking about the morality, ethics, and ultimate meaning of the war. Americans were by no means alone in turning to faith for answers—religion played a central role in European and Canadian attitudes, as well—but clergy in the United States faced a different set of circumstances and pressures and responded to them differently.7

Third, these three religious leaders epitomized the American response to war, from outright opposition to enthusiastic support. Americans had been reluctant to intervene in Europe, for a variety of reasons. When they finally did, it would be not in the name of national interests but for the good of humanity. Religious leaders, and through them their congregations, invested America’s role in the war with transcendent meaning and millennial yearning. They provided the moral platform from which the United States would launch a new world order.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The Idealistic Synthesis

THE WAR THAT ERUPTED in the heart of Europe in August 1914 was the most significant event in world history in a century. It tore apart the existing order throughout Europe and beyond and dramatically altered the international system itself. Though the United States at first remained aloof from the fighting, it could not help but be affected by the Great War. Soon, even daily life in America would also become subsumed by the effects of war.

The response of the nation’s religious communities was important, for they commanded the attention and respect of millions of Americans, though it was also mixed. Some opposed war, any war, on principled grounds of Christian pacifism. Others, mainly immigrants from belligerent nations in Europe, opposed an American war against their native land. But many supported a war to aid what they unequivocally saw as a noble struggle of the democratic Allies—led by Britain and France—against German aggression and militarism. These ultrapatriotic war hawks envisioned a righteous America intervening on the side of civilization and enforcing a settlement upon Germany and its partners in crime. In 1914, there was little clarity in the conflict between American pacifists and war hawks. But as the war continued, as a settlement seemed ever more distant, and as neutrality became more difficult to sustain, pacifists and hawks hardened their positions into irrevocable moral claims that had a spiritual core. Pacifists saw no nation as justified in waging war, while war hawks celebrated Britain—and by extension America—and vilified Germany. Though they could not admit it, each side represented a kind of idealism that conditioned their response to war, and in particular to this war.

By 1917, however, neither pacifists nor war hawks could command a majority of Americans, even within the churches. What they did instead was combine to produce an idealistic synthesis that borrowed elements from both to produce something different and more relevant to the needs of the time. This third group mirrored the Wilson administration’s own response to the war, and in the process helped to condition it. Like the pacifists, they opposed military intervention—until, that is, they believed the United States had no other realistic choice. Like the war hawks, they advocated fighting alongside the Allies in a war for democracy against the authoritarian warmongering of Germany—while also acknowledging America’s own sins and part in bringing the world to war. Like the pacifists, they were internationalists; but like the war hawks, they were also nationalistic patriots who, in 1917, accepted war as unavoidable. They were neither doves nor hawks, but both. They were something completely new and different: America’s first-ever liberal internationalists.

THE PERIOD BETWEEN 1914 and 1916 was the high-water mark for the American peace movement. After that, as the United States inched closer every day to joining the war, opponents of American belligerency had an increasingly difficult case to make without sounding unpatriotic, even seditious. By 1917, they had dwindled down to a small cast of hard-core activists who were willing to serve prison time for their beliefs. Throughout, the vast majority of American pacifists were motivated by religious conviction.

This was even more the case before 1914, when the peace movement was almost exclusively a Christian—indeed, Protestant—endeavor. Clergy, churches, and laymen and -women dominated American pacifism, be it through organizations like the venerable American Peace Society or through regular venues such as the annual Lake Mohonk conferences and Chautauqua meetings, both in upstate New York. The traditional peace churches, led by the Society of Friends, played an inordinately large role in the peace movement, but also important were other liberal denominations, especially the Unitarians and Universalists. Established mainline churches did as well, especially Congregationalists, Episcopalians, and Methodists. They emphasized the ethics of the New Testament and a politics of the Social Gospel, and they muted Calvinism in favor of the more diffusive “Fatherhood of God” and “Brotherhood of Man” that would become staples of the American civil religion. The peace movement, discredited by its inability to solve the problem of slavery, lay dormant between the Civil War and the Spanish-American War, but the annexation of the Philippines brought it back to life and swelled its ranks with newcomers. Some, such as the industrialist Andrew Carnegie, had a similarly liberal, ecumenical outlook and adapted their faith to science. Others were also faith-based but Catholic or Jewish, although their participation in dissent was muted by fears of appearing un-American and unpatriotic. And many others were not religious at all, including skeptics like the novelist Mark Twain and secular socialists. Still, despite these modest inroads, on the eve of war in Europe the American peace movement remained a pious, mostly Protestant affair.1

The dramatic events of August 1914 sent shock waves through the peace movement and galvanized it for a massive antiwar crusade. This war, pacifists realized, would confront them with their greatest challenge since 1860. Christian pacifists from a variety of backgrounds moved quickly to establish national organizations devoted to pursuing two aims: an end to the fighting in Europe and U.S. neutrality. To serve these ends, Fannie May Witherspoon and Tracy Mygatt, active laywomen in the Episcopal Church, combined political radicalism with a faith in the New Testament to form the Christian Socialist League in 1914. Later that same year, Andrew Carnegie plowed several of his millions into forming the Church Peace Union, an avowedly ecumenical initiative that aimed to promote both international and ecclesiastical harmony. With encouragement from British Quakers who had founded their own peace group, American peace advocates also established the American Fellowship of Reconciliation in 1915, which embraced the New Testament as its guiding philosophy; within a year, it would become the dominant peace group in the United States. In turn, groups such as these spawned others. In 1915, for example, Church Peace Union used its Carnegie money to fund the establishment of the American League to Limit Armaments under the leadership of Hollingsworth Wood, a Quaker attorney. The next year, Church Peace Union hosted a massive “Conference of Peacemakers” in New York that brought together all the main peace groups, including the Woman’s Peace Party, the American Peace Society, the League to Enforce Peace, the American Neutral Conference Committee, and the World Peace Foundation.2

Prominent antiwar Americans cooperated with these and other groups, but they were perhaps even more effective when drawing attention to the cause by freelancing on their own. Combining a strong Social Gospel commitment to justice and reform with a mordant critique of modern American life, most of these pacifist celebrities advanced some form of socialism or radicalism, especially as the war dragged on. Some—such as Stephen Wise; John Haynes Holmes, president of the Unitarian Fellowship for Social Justice; or Kirby Page and Harold Gray, Disciples of Christ evangelicals and YMCA workers—were prominent within the religious community. Others, such as A. J. Muste, represented a new generation who would use their opposition to the Great War as a basis for future pacifist crusades.3

The Great War also marked the emergence of Norman Thomas, one of the American Century’s most persistent dissidents. Thomas would become better known to later generations as a perennial Socialist Party candidate for president of the United States, but he got his start in the heady Christian socialism then fashionable among young Social Gospelers. Of the older generation, only Walter Rauschenbusch—whom Thomas greatly admired and avidly read—had seriously engaged with socialism and Marxism, but around the time of the war the Social Gospel was in the midst of taking a sharp leftward turn. After graduating from Princeton, where he met not only Wilson’s future aide Raymond Fosdick but Woodrow Wilson himself, Thomas enrolled as a student at Union Theological Seminary, where he came into contact with Henry Sloane Coffin. At Union, Thomas trained for the ministry, and afterward was ordained as a Presbyterian minister. He then apprenticed at a Manhattan church before taking up the pastorate at East Harlem Presbyterian, a mission church with close ties to Union Theological; he was at East Harlem when the war broke out. He later claimed to not only “being a pacifist on religious grounds,” but also that World War I “was an imperialist war.” Union had been a haven for young, idealistic pacifists, but that was before April 1917—before, that is, America entered the war—when most of the student body mobilized in support of Wilson and the war. When Thomas continued his peace advocacy, the Presbyterian Home Missions Council, with the help of those at Union, eased him out of his position at East Harlem.4

Other peace activists had a more national following, though their stance on the war would tarnish them irrevocably. For more than two decades, Jane Addams had been a leader of social reform and women’s rights in America. She was also one of the nation’s most renowned and respected pacifists, a conviction that largely stemmed from her commitment to reform, which itself had been stimulated by a trip to England in 1888 and visits with the evangelical reformers of Toynbee Hall in London’s notoriously destitute East End. Although she had been raised in a pious household and attended Rockford Female Seminary in Illinois, Addams had not received the theological training that Muste, Thomas, and others had. After a period of doubt and aimlessness, she had something of a mild born-again experience and was baptized into the Presbyterian Church. She would always wear her faith lightly, and at Hull House, her settlement house that administered to the poor of Chicago, the new discipline of sociology and the theory of pragmatism would eventually supplant the Social Gospel. But faith nonetheless remained central to her own reformist outlook and a source of her pacifism, especially the teachings of Jesus. She had opposed war with Spain and the annexation of the Philippines, and would renew her peace vows during the Great War. She worked with the Quakers, Church Peace Union, and the Fellowship of Reconciliation to bring an end to the war and prevent American entry. Her wartime pacifism landed her in trouble several times and, in the year after April 1917, eventually ruined her reputation among most Americans. Yet she continued to insist that the teachings of Jesus could not possibly be seditious.5

Concerned about the health of world Christianity and the future of missions and eager to find a constructive role for the YMCA, John Mott traveled to Europe between September and December 1914. Taking advantage of America’s official neutrality, he visited Britain, France, and Germany, and was appalled by the militarist fervency of the people, including their Christian leaders. But he was also heartened by the amount of serious, thoughtful reflection on the meaning of the war and on plans to ensure that it would never happen again. Upon his return, he told one of his patrons, John D. Rockefeller Jr., of the “holy war” mentality that prevailed on the continent and the “indescribably awful” suffering that flowed from “rivers of pain.” In a meeting with his friend Woodrow Wilson, Mott urged the president to maintain American neutrality. The United States must “keep our moral powder dry,” which would give Wilson an “absolutely unique opportunity” to broker an enduring peace settlement once the Europeans had exhausted themselves on the battlefield. What he witnessed in Europe, followed by counsel from Quaker friends in Britain, convinced Mott to become a founding member of the American Fellowship of Reconciliation.6

During the first phase of the conflict, in 1914 and 1915, antiwar activists had little trouble making their case. All they needed to do was point to the gruesome, hellish warfare in the trenches of Europe to illustrate how tragically pointless it all was. “Contrary to our fervent prayers and earnest hopes, the Great War is still raging,” preached the Reverend Harry E. Stocker in the Moravian Church of Charlottesville, Virginia. Stocker pointed out that the “work of destruction” was costing Europe over one hundred million dollars a day. If the war paused for only ten days, he claimed, the nations at war could use the savings to fund “all Christian work at home and abroad for a whole year.” Even worse was the toll of death and human suffering, with millions “killed or maimed” and even more “shut up in prison camps in Europe and Asia.” The war had no redeeming purpose or attendant benefits, lamented Stocker, and had to stop at once. At the very least, America must avoid involvement in such collective madness.7

In 1916, as the war continued in Europe and as the preparedness campaign at home gained momentum, peace crusaders found that their message was becoming increasingly controversial. But they continued nonetheless. Scarred by their support of unjust wars in the recent past, even some who sympathized with the Allied cause fiercely opposed preparedness. In particular, imperialism in the Philippines had embarrassed many of its Social Gospel supporters and made them doubt that war could ever be progressive. “One shudders to recall the temper of the time,” Washington Gladden recalled of 1898. “I wonder if we have not moved forward a little since that day.” Preparedness, he and many other Social Gospelers felt, was the first step down the road to war, and they opposed it with all the moral authority at their command.8

One of the most pugnacious antipreparedness speeches came from the Reverend Martin D. Hardin, pastor of the Third Presbyterian Church in Chicago. Speaking to the Union Ministers’ Association in February 1916, in a speech quickly entered into the Congressional Record, Hardin could not believe that Americans were even contemplating participation in the war. If “every cabinet and council over there [in Europe] had been made up of members taken from their lunatic asylums,” Hardin chided, “it is doubtful if they could have brought such havoc and universal misery.” No nation, not even America, could win such an apocalyptic contest. But if it waited, patiently and peacefully, the United States “at the close of this stupid struggle … will stand forth incomparably [as] the great nation of the world” and, free of the taint of war, would be able to impose its own enlightened settlement on the unreformed nations of Europe. And what kind of peace did Hardin envision? A settlement based on “real democracy” and a “federated world in which all men may be comparatively free and safe.”9

Many conservative Christians were also suspicious of preparedness and strongly opposed U.S. intervention. Some were Protestant separatists who zealously guarded their autonomy from the state. Others were Holy Spirit charismatics who loved the New Testament above all else. Many were both, antigovernment nonconformists who also believed that taking human life, especially in a dubious cause, was morally wrong. A. J. Tomlinson, founder of the Church of God, a Pentecostal denomination in Tennessee, called the preparedness campaign an “iron hand” and a “cruel monster” that would split American families apart by robbing them of husbands, fathers, and sons.10

Immigrant communities also opposed preparedness and intervention, albeit for very different reasons. In particular, German-Americans endured their own persecutions just for being German. Communities where the German language was still widely spoken, mostly in the Midwest, were particularly harassed. “Church Germans” who worshipped in their native tongue, mainly Lutherans and Catholics, saw their basic religious liberties curtailed while living in the United States. A young Reinhold Niebuhr lamented that his fellow German-Americans clung desperately to old customs that were unsuited to American life and unwelcome in a time of war, but it was in their churches that they found solace, solidarity, and safety in numbers.11

Walter Rauschenbusch felt this resentment more keenly than most, especially when many of his Social Gospel comrades began to turn against Germany. Rauschenbusch had turned his back on the very idea of progressive warfare after the war in the Philippines. Following the outbreak of war in Europe, he joined the Fellowship of Reconciliation, where his socialism and pacifism could flourish in a protected environment. But he was also of German ancestry, had lived for a decade in Germany, spoke the language, and remained close to German culture. Thus in addition to his peace witness, Rauschenbusch refused to back a war against his native country, especially when the British and French, with their empires, aristocracies, and deeply unequal industrial societies, were no freer of sin than the Germans. “The current of public opinion has been so overwhelmingly hostile,” he wrote his friend Thomas Hall in November 1914, “that a man feels like a Protestant in Spain if he stands up for Germany.” His friends did not discuss the war in his company, “which means they don’t like to remind me that I belong to a disreputable family.” Later, Hall would be dismissed from his teaching post at Union for expressing pro-German views. “It is indeed a cross which we have to bear just now because of our German names and affiliations,” Charles W. Wendte, general secretary of the International Congress of Free Christians and other Religious Liberals, complained in a letter to Rauschenbusch. “Such is the spirit of Militarism!”12

Irish-American Catholics also supported neutrality, though for different reasons. They may have been agnostic about Germany, but they loathed Protestant Britain for its domination of Catholic Ireland and found it difficult to imagine waging war in partnership with the British Empire. Irish-American Catholics exploded in anger when the British suppressed the nationalist Easter Rising in Dublin in 1916 and executed its leaders, which of course complicated any possible American approach to the Great War. These sentiments, expressed by mainly Democratic communities in an election year, at a time when the country was drifting toward war and an alliance with Britain, severely constrained Wilson’s freedom to maneuver. Moreover, a majority of the Catholic hierarchy, and of laymen’s groups like the Knights of Columbus, were Irish-American. Yet so concerned was the Catholic hierarchy with Americanization and patriotism that they pledged support for Wilson no matter which path he chose. It was every Catholic’s duty, declared James Cardinal Gibbons, the widely recognized leader of the American church, in a 1916 speech, “to take an active, personal and vital interest in the welfare” of the United States, and that it should take priority over affections or loyalties to any other country.13

YET DESPITE ALL the unease, the war began to draw the United States into its orbit, and the pacifist initiative became increasingly difficult to maintain. To counter an Allied blockade of Europe, in February 1915 Germany declared the waters around the British Isles to be a war zone and any vessel within them to be a legitimate target for German submarines. This blanket declaration covered passenger ships the Germans suspected of carrying supplies for the Allies. One of the first ships to be sunk by German U-boats, the British steamship Falaba, resulted in one American death and confronted the Wilson administration with the possibility of more to come. More—many more—did come six weeks later, when U-boats struck and sank another British passenger ship, the Lusitania. This time 1,200 noncombatants died, among them 128 U.S. citizens. Even though the Lusitania was carrying Allied munitions, American opinion was universally appalled by what many condemned as German savagery and inhumanity. Germany, of course, saw things differently: the United States had always traded heavily with Great Britain, and the war only increased this relationship. While U.S. merchants lost little by complying with the British blockade of Germany, they could not afford to obey a German blockade of Britain. The Wilson administration’s policy of neutrality, in other words, was not really neutral at all.14

Wilson’s initial response was a classic example of Americanism blended with Christian imagery of turning the other cheek, of mixing Lincoln and Christ. “The example of America must be a special example,” he said in a speech in Philadelphia three days after the sinking of the Lusitania, “not merely of peace because it will not fight, but of peace because peace is the healing and elevating influence of the world, and strife is not.” There is, he piously declared, “such a thing as a man being too proud to fight. There is such a thing as a nation being so right that it does not need to convince others by force that it is right.” However, he soon bowed to public outrage and pressure from within his own administration and issued three stern warnings to Germany not to repeat such an atrocity. Berlin took note, but the U-boats continued to prowl the waters of the North Atlantic.15

This firmer stance caused a bitter rift between Wilson and America’s most prominent Christian peace advocate and anti-interventionist—who also happened to be the nation’s chief diplomat. Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan had already embarked on his own peace crusade before the war. One of his first initiatives as secretary of state was the launch of the Peace Treaties, a series of bilateral agreements that would allow the United States to manage world peace by mediating disputes before they were allowed to escalate into war. The Peace Treaties, thirty in all with eventually twenty ratified by 1914, were something of a forerunner to the League of Nations, but their failure to prevent the outbreak of World War I seriously undermined their credibility. Undeterred, the ever-optimistic Bryan redoubled his efforts after August 1914. As we saw during the Spanish-American War, Bryan was no pacifist. But the imperialist turn in the Philippines forced him to rededicate his Christian peace advocacy and brought him to a more uncompromising position. Yet for all his oratorical gifts and political glory, Bryan’s religious appeal was by now fairly limited. His gentle, optimistic belief in human progress was ill-suited to the hard-shell, premillennialist fundamentalism that was then coalescing, and his simple faith in traditional religion was increasingly out of step with the forward march of Social Gospel modernism. By being sympathetic to the political and theological claims of both fundamentalists and Social Gospelers, Bryan merely ensured that he would not persuade many of his fellow Christians to follow him on his latest mission. In foreign policy, one historian has aptly termed his clashing, oxymoronic ideals “missionary isolationism.” In his characteristically quixotic crusade, Bryan converted few who were not already committed against the war. When he discovered he could not convert his president and fellow Presbyterian, Bryan resigned and returned to the political wilderness.16

But Wilson also ran into trouble with pro-Allied militarists who did not find his policies firm enough. Like the peace crusaders, the militarists deployed Christian imagery and idealism in service to their cause. Most religious supporters of preparedness also strongly supported the British, for they identified Britain, and to a lesser extent France, with democracy and Germany with tyranny. For Anglophiles, such as Episcopalians, this was a natural position to take. In a January 1915 sermon, for example, the minister of Grace Episcopal Church in Medford, Massachusetts, damned Germany’s “challenge of a definitely anti-Christian philosophy of the state,” which presented a “far greater danger which threatens our democratic institutions” than war. “In her mad lust for domination Germany has sent forth a ringing challenge to the heroic soul of Christendom …. We are being driven to a decision. The world of easy-going tolerance is passing away.” William M. Walton, the Episcopal Archdeacon of Arkansas, angrily protested to Walter Rauschenbusch that “the crimes of Germany are only surpassed by her mendacity. If it were in my power, I would place a gun in the hands of every man, woman and child” living in the Allied countries so that “Germany might be taught the lesson that she cannot defy and ignore the Christian sentiment of the world.” Other mainline Protestants also felt the emotional pull of old England, especially from those denominations—Congregationalist, Presbyterian, Methodist—that had originated in the British Isles. Reverend Henry A. Stimson of the Manhattan Congregational Church—whose namesake and nephew Henry L. had been President Taft’s secretary of war and would later serve as secretary of state to Herbert Hoover and secretary of war to Franklin Roosevelt—argued in a 1915 book on the war’s “ethical factors” that “England, with whom we in America are most closely related, has steadfastly maintained the duty of peace, and respect for treaty obligation toward weaker states” by coming to the aid of Belgium, “and has done everything in her power to maintain this position.” Charles Henry Parkhurst of the Madison Square Presbyterian Church in New York went even further and called on Wilson to intervene in a “humanitarian contribution to the security of the public.”17

Nobody pushed the divinity of intervention harder than the antithesis to William Jennings Bryan: Theodore Roosevelt. Incensed by what he deemed Wilson’s timidity, Roosevelt agitated constantly for America to side with justice and right against Prussian autocracy. Continuing the biblical rhetoric from his 1912 Bull Moose campaign, Roosevelt appealed for a progressive policy based on a potent blend of muscular Christianity and the Social Gospel. A 1916 essay, “Fear God and Take Your Own Part,” outlined his message. Calling on Americans to “love God, respect God, honor God” by “obeying … the great and immutable law of righteousness,” the former president argued that those who feared God were those who unselfishly obeyed his law and furthered his kingdom on earth. This was the proper Christian basis for industrial relations as well as foreign relations, for personal as well as national conduct.

It was a distinctly Old Testament view, with Roosevelt assuming the role of a fearsome prophet ready to do battle and bear hardship in service to a glorious cause. “When we sit idly by while Belgium is being overwhelmed,” he proclaimed in a biting, thinly veiled critique of Wilson,


and rolling up our eyes prattle with unctuous self-righteousness about “the duty of neutrality,” we show that we do not really fear God; on the contrary, we show an odious fear of the devil, and a mean readiness to serve him. But in addition to fearing God, it is necessary that we should be able and ready to take our own part. The man who cannot take his own part is a nuisance to the community, a source of weakness, an encouragement to wrongdoers and an added burden to the men who wish to do what is right.



Yet Roosevelt also weaved New Testament themes of justice and eternal peace on earth with the fire-and-brimstone prophecy. He claimed to be rescuing the New Testament from the pacifists, for “the Gospels do not deal with war at all.” The result was a peculiar appeal to the idealism of both war and peace—or, more accurately, peace through war. If the democratic promise of America really was the world’s last best hope—and Roosevelt very much believed it was—then it was up to its people to fear God and take their own part in the Great War. “We are the citizens of a mighty Republic consecrated to the service of God above, through the service of man on this earth,” he concluded. Now it was time for God’s people to fulfill their almighty obligation.18

THIS WHIPSAW of idealisms, between the extremes of Bryan’s sacred peace and Roosevelt’s righteous war, produced a synthesis that eventually accepted intervention but only on the most avowedly progressive terms. It also produced a foreign policy that was both nationalist and internationalist. As we have seen, this was a common feature of American history. Not coincidentally, this was where Wilson himself ended up by 1917. However, the liberal internationalists and ecumenists of the mainline churches had envisioned this new world order from the very beginning of the war.

The liberal internationalist position anticipated Wilson’s because they all responded to the same events from a similarly theological-moral perspective. Wilson was a politician—a supremely successful politician—and so not only had to balance a variety of concerns and commitments, he also had to be willing to compromise and moderate his own views if necessary. No successful politician can defy this iron rule of democratic politics. And of course, as his biographer John Milton Cooper reminds us, Wilson did not take the nation into war for a specifically religious reason or because God told him to. Nonetheless, it is striking how similar, identical even, his response to the European war was to that of his fellow mainline, ecumenical Protestants. Neither wanted the United States to join the war; both wanted to maintain some form of neutrality, even if their sympathies tended toward Great Britain and away from Germany; both envisioned the United States brokering a peace settlement that had a world federation at its core; and in 1917, both would accept war as a last resort. For Wilson as for the churches, this would be a war for the good of the world to ensure perpetual peace. It was an ideological, theological blend of William Jennings Bryan and Theodore Roosevelt, and it would produce what one historian has aptly called a “war for righteousness.” For Lyman Abbott, it would be nothing less than a “twentieth century crusade.”19

As internationalists, mainline Protestants envisioned a world in which nations were fundamentally interconnected and mutually dependent; contrary to its mythic tradition of isolationism, the United States was no exception. However, as nationalists, they also assigned the leading role in managing this interconnected world system to the United States. Without America’s political, economic, moral, and spiritual guidance, the world system would collapse in a fury of competing petty interests and jealousies. Liberal, mainline internationalists were thus among the first to recognize a complex phenomenon that, after the interruptions of two world wars and the Great Depression, would reorder the world and its inhabitants: globalization.

It was no coincidence that religious Americans were among the first to recognize the emergence of a new global community. Christianity, after all, is a world religion that claims universal adherence; Jesus died not only for Christians, but for everyone. For over a century, American Protestant missionaries had been living life on the cutting edge of globalization, while the Protestant ecumenical movement had been cooperating intimately with sister churches in Europe, Canada, and elsewhere. In both enterprises, missionaries and ecumenists had benefited from the increasing speed of travel and communications, from swifter telegraph lines to faster shipping. They thought in global terms because they lived global lives. From these experiences, they perceived the technological changes that were bringing the world closer together. As early as 1891, Josiah Strong had pointed out that a traveler in midcentury could expect a journey from Boston to Oregon to take up to eight months; by 1891, the same journey had been cut to under a week. Three decades later, Harry Emerson Fosdick, a Baptist minister in a Presbyterian church and one of the most important religious figures of the first half of the twentieth century, reinforced the same point by observing that a single telegraph message from New York could circle the globe, making stops en route in Denver, San Francisco, Manila, India, and England—“around the world in nine minutes!”20

However, the outbreak of World War I, and especially its spread to the world beyond Europe, demonstrated that the new global interconnectedness could also be destructive. The challenge was to fix the broken world system by replacing it with a new global order, grounded in Christian principles of love and brotherhood and underwritten by American leadership. Rather than vindicate the smug self-righteousness of American isolation, the war had merely shown liberal Christian internationalists how inescapable world problems really were—and how necessary the United States was to solving them. Together, and only together, Christianity and Americanism could save the world. The “Christian social order,” concluded a wartime Protestant study group, “includes all the world. It transcends, reconciles, and unites all nations and all races.” This was something of a paradoxical worldview, based as it was on cosmopolitanism and tolerance that could only be safeguarded by the Christian faith, but it helps explain why religious internationalists claimed that their “new task … is to Christianize America’s international relations.”21

Mainline Protestants had even more to offer to a foreign policy based on interconnectedness: peace through mutual dependence. Since the interdenominational cooperation of the antebellum Benevolent Empire and Evangelical Alliance, Protestants had been searching for ways to further religious harmony. By the end of the nineteenth century, their endeavors had acquired a new urgency: not only were the new Catholic and Jewish immigrants challenging Protestantism’s demographic dominance, and not only were industrialization and urbanization undermining social cohesion, but Darwinism and biblical criticism were threatening the bases of faith itself. In such an atmosphere of crisis, denominational rivalries seemed petty indeed. Abroad, Protestant missionaries were too small in numbers and authority and could not really function alone; they found that cooperation with other denominations and foreign missionaries was a matter of survival. The same was true for the Social Gospel at home, where interdenominational cooperation furthered the pursuit of an equitable and just society. Finally, the ecumenical spirit of strength and efficiency in numbers suited the Progressive era’s “search for order.” As a means for conflict resolution, church unity was ideal. After all, asked one ecumenist, “What does Christian union amount to if it will not enable us to confer with brotherly freedom upon the points of difference between us?” This was the impulse that produced the Federal Council of Churches (FCC) in 1908. And to the ecumenists, the implications for world politics were obvious: if an interdenominational organization (such as the FCC) could bring about religious peace, then surely an international organization (such as the League of Nations) could bring about world peace.22

Independently, then, the mainline churches had already sketched out the principles that would soon be better known as Wilsonianism—peace without victory, democracy promotion, self-determination, cooperation through international organization—long before the United States had entered the war. Much of this stemmed from the Social Gospel and its plans for a just and equitable industrial democracy. Walter Rauschenbusch was the Social Gospel’s foremost theorist, and though he could not support a war against Germany his writings supplied the ideological justification in applying Social Gospel ecumenism to international relations. The first principle was the tolerance of pluralism as a way to achieve progress. The “Christian Church,” he wrote in a treatise on the premises of the Social Gospel, “can tolerate a large diversity of religious forces and forms of expression, provided they all serve the common good.” This did not mean that all religions or denominations were equal, only that the largest and strongest faiths should respect the smallest and weakest in the name of justice and fairness. But in respecting diversity, the largest faiths had a duty to lead the others toward justice. The second principle was the importance of democracy as the foundation for peace and progress. “Despotic government” lacked consent and could only resort to the use of “plentiful force to keep its unnatural structure erect.” In contrast, the “spread of democracy has brought a great softening of the horrors of criminal law and it will yet bring us a great lessening of militarism.” Rauschenbusch wrote for a domestic audience looking for answers to the questions of industrial relations, but the principles could just as easily be applied to international relations. Indeed, on the eve of war he recognized the utility of the Social Gospel in the wider world, what he called the “demands for social righteousness and fraternity on the largest scale.”23

Despite the pro-Allied sympathies of many liberal Protestant clergy, the mainline ecumenical worldview was predicated upon a peace without victory for the benefit of all. Nationalism survived as the necessity of American leadership, but to the ecumenists this was not a contradiction. Progress required action, and action would not just happen on its own. As a disinterested nation, a powerful nation, a responsible nation—above all as a Christian nation—the United States was obligated to assume the mantle of leadership. To Theodore Roosevelt, this meant Americans taking their own part. But to the liberal internationalists, it meant embracing that staple of Christianity, sacrifice. If war were to come, it must not be waged for selfish, sinful reasons, but in a spirit of sacrifice for the good of others. Just as Christ had suffered for humanity, the United States would suffer too. For Sherwood Eddy, the renowned YMCA missionary and advocate for a global Social Gospel, world peace would only come “when suffering has been accepted and borne in the right spirit.” Writing in 1916, Eddy was in the process of making the painful transition from advocate of peace to progressive warrior. Within a year, most of his fellow liberal internationalist clergy would make the same spiritual and political journey. At the point of U.S. entry into the war, Reverend William Adams Brown of Union Theological Seminary and the FCC told a devotional meeting full of skeptical anti-interventionists, “We who have borne the least, surely upon us the responsibility rests most heavily.”24


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Onward Christian Soldiers

ON THE EVENING OF April 2, 1917, Woodrow Wilson set off from the White House and made his way through the crowded, expectant streets of Washington. He was bound for Capitol Hill, where he addressed a joint session of Congress to ask for a declaration of war against Germany. The United States, he explained, had been backed into a corner; much as he hated it, there was no option left except war. Americans sought nothing for themselves, only “the vindication of right, of human right.” They would fight in response to German provocations, but they would seek something far greater than Germany’s defeat. “The world must be made safe for democracy,” he declared in ringing terms that have become the speech’s, and perhaps Wilson’s, most memorable phrase. “Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion.” The United States was “but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied when those rights have been made as secure as the faith and the freedom of nations can make them.” Wilson’s concluding paragraph summarized America’s noble case for war in stirring, eloquent language. He finished by paraphrasing Martin Luther’s riposte to his accusers at the Diet of Worms, a rebuttal to ecclesiastical tyranny that touched off the Reformation. This was likely not an incidental reference—a man of Wilson’s religious background and knowledge would surely have realized that 1917 marked the four hundredth anniversary of Luther’s “Ninety-five Theses” protesting the indulgences of the Catholic Church. America, Wilson said, would wage war for its highest ideals. “God helping her, she can do no other.”1

Sacrifice, intervening not only for America but for all the world, fighting for the highest ideals of democracy and liberty—these were the themes that Wilson stressed repeatedly to explain why America fought. Invoking a Calvinistic sense of providence, chosenness, and Christian unselfishness, Wilson told another audience in June that Americans at war were now “an instrument in the hands of God to see that liberty is made secure for mankind.” The United States had been “allowed to become strong in the Providence of God that our strength might be used to prove, not our selfishness, but our greatness.” Sounding a note that the churches would ring constantly for the next two years, Wilson declared himself “thankful for the privilege of self-sacrifice, which is the only privilege that lends dignity to the human spirit.”2

“Through no choice of our own the American people has been drawn into the world war, and we must now bear our share of the burden and sacrifice.” To Samuel Zane Batten, a Baptist preacher and secretary of the Northern Baptist Convention’s War Commission, the United States had come to war reluctantly, unenthusiastically, and regretfully. This had long been a common theme among American clergy who favored war, from 1812 to Spain and the Philippines. According to Batten, the stakes were clear: “This war for the destruction of injustice and inhumanity is a holy crusade and a continuation of Christ’s sacrificial service for the redemption of the world.” Only the most committed of pacifists dissented from Batten’s view. The only questions remaining for the vast majority of American Christians centered on execution: How would the churches mobilize their congregants? How would they administer to the pastoral needs of soldiers in the field? How would they help coordinate plans for a postwar peace settlement? To these questions, the nation’s churches and synagogues now turned their attention. Their answers—Protestant, Catholic, and Jew alike—were largely synergistic with Wilson’s, providing the president with a key base of support, encouragement, and moral authority at a moment of confusion and controversy. In so doing, they were literally answering Wilson’s call for support from the nation’s pulpits.3

In general, Protestants supported the cause in two ways: by rallying public support and by providing organization and infrastructure. Both were equally important to the war effort, particularly at home, for they gave it the moral imprimatur of nearly all the national churches and many important regional ones. Yet objectives within Protestantism differed, especially between liberals and conservatives, in ways that would help determine the confines of U.S. foreign policy for some time to come.

CONSERVATIVE EVANGELICALS and the emerging fundamentalist movement did not respond to the war with one voice. Some adhered to an unusually strict separation of church from state; these separatists viewed the government as a corrupting influence upon the church, and so refused to have anything to do with invocations of patriotism and wartime service. Others continued to embrace the New Testament’s pacifist injunctions against war and reacted to preparedness and the pre-1917 debate over U.S. intervention in much the same way as liberal pacifists. Others were more interventionist, because they despised German authoritarianism and its meddling in church affairs, or because they expressed a patriotism that demanded support for the United States in a time of crisis. Still, with their nation at war, the majority of conservatives set aside any doubts and threw their support behind Wilson. The shift by the emerging Pentecostal churches, the Assemblies of God and the Church of God in Christ, is indicative. Led by one of the founders of the faith, Aimee Semple McPherson, habitually pacifistic and anti-statist Pentecostals accommodated themselves to the government’s wartime needs and patriotically supported its war aims.4

There was, however, one key difference between liberal and conservative Protestants: conservatives were less concerned with internationalism than they were with a more straightforward patriotism and drive to win the war. Conservatism remained diverse, yet the exigencies of war also created a standardizing effect, at least in reactions to the war and American participation, a reaction that was true of liberal modernism as well. Yet unlike liberals, fundamentalists were just beginning to assert themselves as a distinct force in American life, and their response to the war differed in important ways from the elite modernists who dominated the national discussion on religion. Conservative Protestants could be just as nationalistic and militantly anti-German as mainline modernists, but for different reasons.

Conservatives were not as preoccupied with the potential terms of a postwar settlement, and did not outline plans for world federation, collective security, or international organization. They were nationalists rather than internationalists, and so did not share the liberal view of the world as interconnected, much less interdependent. Conservatives may have distrusted the state, but they loved their country. With a strong adherence to the separation of church and state as a way to guard against the government regulation of religion and thus protect their autonomy, conservative evangelicals, premillennial dispensationalists, fundamentalists, and Pentecostals were wary of statist solutions for human frailty. As one fundamentalist put it, they feared a world order in which “government will control religion, trade, and the people themselves,” leaving “no room for freedom of thought, or independence of action in any direction whatever.” Instead, the world would be controlled by a dictator, “Satan’s super-man,” at the head of a world state. Building a postwar parliament of nations would only create a system of “centralized power in the hands of a few,” warned Presbyterian magazine, which would simply mean “the realization of the German idea by another and less direct route.”5

Fundamentalist preachers commanded large audiences and national followings. The most famous of them was Billy Sunday, a bombastic evangelist who took an especially hard, crowd-pleasing stance on the war. A former left-fielder for the Chicago White Stockings, Sunday had pledged his life to Christ one summer afternoon after hearing the old-time hymns and simple gospel of Chicago street preachers. He became a preacher himself, and rose to fame on a message that was even simpler and more direct than Dwight Moody’s and a style even more emotional than George Whitefield’s. He was also, like most conservative evangelists, an American nationalist, and his support for the American war effort was just as bombastic as his preaching. “If you turn hell upside down,” he bellowed at revivals across the nation, “you will find ‘Made in Germany’ stamped on the bottom.” Sunday would also outline his wartime philosophy in somewhat more detail. “I tell you it is Bill [Kaiser Wilhelm II] against Woodrow, Germany against America, Hell against Heaven,” he railed. “Either you are loyal or you are not, you are either a patriot or a black-hearted traitor.” Gentler talk “about not fighting the German people is a lot of bunk. They say we are fighting for an ideal. Well, if we are we will have to knock down the German people to get it over.”6

More thoughtful but no less bellicose was John Roach Straton, pastor of the Calvary Baptist Church in New York City and one of the early leaders of fundamentalism. Americans, he outlined in a sermon, waged holy war against Germany’s “system of autocracy and tyranny … founded upon the idea that men are not capable of ruling themselves.” Conversely, libertarian American democracy was based on the premise “that men are essentially capable of self-direction” and that “the soul is a holy thing, and that it is competent to act under God’s guidance for itself.” The American way “believes that the voice of the people is the voice of God.” These two systems, Straton concluded, “are the practical expressions of the forces of good and evil.” American democracy protected freedom of conscience and freedom of worship, liberties that nonconformist Christians such as Baptists relied on for their very existence. If the state controlled religion in America, as it purportedly did in Germany, Straton and other fundamentalists feared their form of worship would be the first to go.7

Nationalistic, conservative Protestants did not hesitate to oppose German authoritarianism, but their animus had two important additional motivations. The first was a reaction to the corrupting influence of German theology. Fundamentalists had recently begun to resist the modernist challenge to absolute biblical authority. Evolution was a primary target, but so too was biblical criticism, then en vogue in the established, usually liberal theological seminaries and divinity schools. The Bible, claimed fundamentalists, was the literal word of God, and nothing else. The innovators of biblical criticism—and thus of modernist heresy, said American fundamentalists—were German theologians and scholars. Germany’s culture, “including her destructive criticism of the word of God, is as false as hell because its fruits are as vile as hell!” pronounced Straton. How could anyone explain the “abominable utterances” of the “hitherto highly esteemed critics, theologians, and philosophers” of Germany, asked Reuben A. Torrey, dean of the Bible Institute of Los Angeles and another important founder of Protestant fundamentalism, “except by discerning a very brainy, very astute Devil back of them?” The war had simply verified “the terrible results of the evolutionary hypothesis when carried to its logical conclusions” and the “appalling results of German rationalism and destructive criticism.”8

Second, just as important to the fundamentalist mind was the war’s role in elevating premillennial dispensationalism to the front ranks of fundamentalism. Liberal, optimistic postmillennialism had long dominated the American religious landscape and had fueled reformist movements from abolition to temperance. Christ, the postmillennialists claimed, would return to earth only after humanity had been able to reform and perfect the world. Premillennial dispensationalists believed exactly the opposite: Christ’s return depended upon the world’s degradation. Jesus would then return to lead the armies of the Lord in battle against Satan, and a millennium of peace would follow their victory. Premillennialism had been gaining in popularity since the late nineteenth century; by seeming to fulfill biblical prophecy, the Great War gave the movement a tremendous boost, much to liberal dismay and alarm. Several books of the Bible, especially Daniel and Revelation, foretold the end of the world as a series of battles between the forces of light and the forces of darkness. The Great War quickly assumed apocalyptic significance for most Christians, but for many conservative Protestants it seemed to be literally true. Germany nicely filled out the role of the Antichrist, succeeding earlier versions such as the Catholic powers Spain and France. Torrey took the lead in arguing that the war proved the validity of the word of God by fulfilling millennial prophecy. Most important was the British capture of Jerusalem from the Turks (allied to Germany) and the Balfour Declaration declaring British support for a Jewish homeland in Palestine, which created waves of premillennialist excitement because an essential prerequisite to the end times was the Jews returning to govern the ancient land of Israel. The end was nigh, and premillennialists had the war to thank for it.9

Premillennial evangelicals and fundamentalists were also natural partners of the emerging Zionist movement. Indeed, they became Zionists before most American Jews had themselves converted to the cause. The defeat of the Ottoman Empire, the British capture of Jerusalem, the prospect of a restored state of Israel—all these apparent fulfillments of biblical prophecy moved conservative Christian Zionists to back Jewish nationalist plans for a new homeland in Palestine. William Blackstone, the de facto leader of Christian Zionism in America, and theologians like Charles Blanchard of Wheaton College lobbied the Wilson administration to support Zionist plans. Blackstone deemed it providential that the United States had remained on the sidelines of the war until the moment it could participate and dictate the terms of peace. Louis Brandeis and Stephen Wise, Jewish Zionists who accepted support wherever they could find it, encouraged these Christian sympathizers. Brandeis bestowed upon Blackstone the title “Father of Zionism” because, he explained to the Christian leader, “your work antedates [Theodor] Herzl.” Brandeis and Wise even orchestrated a second Blackstone Memorial, a petition presented to Wilson in June 1917. It was no coincidence that American Zionism and premillennial dispensationalism were maturing at precisely the same moment.10

Finally, the war politicized conservative Protestants as they never had been before. Partly this was because the war politicized everyone in America. Aside from raising the most important questions of war and peace, the Wilson administration mobilized public opinion to support intervention, and persecuted those who refused to go along. But conservative politicization also resulted from wartime battles with modernists, early skirmishes that would later explode in the theological civil wars of the 1920s. Modernists attacked fundamentalists for their pessimistic premillennialism, branding it little more than a way to attack needed social reform and an excuse to ignore the squalid living conditions of many Americans. Fundamentalists attacked modernists for accepting empiricist, skeptical German philosophy and theology, which, they charged, had led to the popularity of Darwinian evolution, the rise of social Darwinism, competition among the great powers, and eventually the terrible world war. Cities with significant centers of both modernism and fundamentalism, such as New York and Philadelphia, became battlegrounds for the soul of American Protestantism. Chicago saw some of the most intense, emotional arguments as the liberal University of Chicago Divinity School and the conservative Moody Bible Institute violently denounced each other for holding beliefs that were tantamount to heresy. Both sides then used the war to attack the other, charging their adversaries with insufficient patriotism or culpability in causing war in the first place. For both sides, then, expressing their utmost support for the war, its grand objectives, and the nation was not only patriotic duty but a matter of survival.11

LIBERAL PROTESTANTS also passionately supported the war, but in different ways and for different reasons. Their rallying of support was important as well, and they elevated their postmillennial rhetoric about a reformation of the world system, but they were even more instrumental in providing voluntarist institutional solutions to many of the federal government’s unprecedented organizational problems.

Pacifist exceptions remained, although by April 1917 they were very much exceptions to the overwhelmingly prowar norm. The power of the peace crusade lingered—in June, for example, Wilson withdrew plans to co-opt church services to support the war lest they become a platform for pacifist antiwar protest—but then quickly faded. The mainline churches more or less abandoned what little pacifism they had tolerated, which left it in the hands of the traditional peace churches, Christian socialists, famous individual exceptions such as Jane Addams, and fundamentalist sects that resisted all involvement with the state. This loss of support from the religious establishment made pacifism all the more ineffective. Christian pacifists in the mainline churches, moreover, were confronted with an agonizing choice of conformity or defiance. Most conformed, but some, like Arthur Dunham with his resignation from the Presbyterian Church, became independent liberal Christians who stood on conscience alone. Pacifist societies continued their work, but only a much harder core of idealists remained. While their purity may have been intact, their effectiveness was completely destroyed. The Fellowship of Reconciliation offered aid and comfort to conscientious objectors, but they also adopted a much more strident political stance, fully embracing socialism and partnering with the antiwar socialist union, the Industrial Workers of the World. Given that the IWW was anathema to most liberals, all conservatives, and both political parties, it was evident that the main pacifist organizations had fallen out of touch with the mainstream.12

In May, Congress brought in the draft when it passed the Selective Service Act. Though draft boards only recognized the most well-established pacifist denominations, such as the Society of Friends and the Mennonites, as legitimate conscientious objectors, others came forward to claim exemption from the obligations of military service, including African American Pentecostals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the Molokan Church of Arizona. Their claims were ignored, they were punished by the government, and they suffered popular ridicule and persecution as “shirkers” and “cowards.” Even Mennonites, duly recognized as legitimate pacifists, came under fierce attack for their alleged cowardice and lack of patriotism, particularly those who still worshipped in German; some were even flogged, tarred, and feathered. But conscientious objectors from established denominations, such as Episcopalians and Presbyterians, received even harsher treatment for selfishly turning against their brethren and country. In all, only 65,000 men claimed conscientious objector status—0.3 percent of the total number drafted. Most of these claims were recognized, and the claimants performed alternative service on farms, in hospitals, or with relief agencies such as the YMCA or the Red Cross. Nearly four thousand men were imprisoned for their beliefs because they refused to participate at all, including alternative service, and of them the vast majority—over 90 percent—were Christian pacifists. Conscientious objectors established their own relief agencies; the most celebrated, successful, and enduring was the American Friends Service Committee, which worked in tandem with Herbert Hoover, himself a practicing Quaker, in administering postwar reconstruction efforts in Europe well into the 1920s.13

As Christian pacifists discovered at their peril, a principled refusal to fight had become an overwhelmingly unpopular belief by 1917—even among Christians. Even if the kaiser and Teddy Roosevelt worshipped the same militaristic God, as the pacifist Frederick Libby charged, it was now a more popular deity than the Prince of Peace. Indeed, preaching a peace sermon from the gospels of the New Testament bordered on treason. In a contest of good versus evil, pacifism seemed an ignoble, selfish, sinful response to a crisis that demanded faith, sacrifice, and suffering. Referring to the Espionage Act of 1917 and the Sedition Act of 1918, which effectively criminalized dissent, one critic of “pagan” pacifism rejoiced that all “forms of peace propaganda are at present justly and properly repressed by the Government as a war measure.” The New Testament was noble, but it was “not meant to play into the hands of the evil Power.” Instead of aiding the cause of Christ, pacifism “only gluts the ravenous maw of inhuman soulless tyranny” in a worldwide crisis “when incarnate evil sits in the very temple of God, setting itself forth as God, a time when the law of violence is openly avowed and exalted above the law of mercy and right, a time of the beast and false prophet.”14

Where these extremes met in the middle, they produced an early form of Christian realism, one of the most important politico-religious doctrines of the last century. Associated with Reinhold Niebuhr and his fight to secure U.S. intervention in World War II, the rough outlines of Christian realism, at least as it applied to questions of war and peace, were already visible in 1917. It was essentially another form of compromise between pacifism and militarism; though few at the time said so, it was also a revival of just war theory. As Harry Emerson Fosdick put it, “Force and love are not necessarily antithetical” so long as Americans wielded “the judicious application of force in the hands of love.” This insight was based upon two profound recognitions: that war was evil, but that sometimes injustice, tyranny, and aggression posed even greater evils than war. The world was a place of innate sin as well as progress, argued these early Christian realists. Or, as Henry Sloane Coffin lectured to students at Yale, the world was “tragic,” not necessarily hopeful, and a place of “judgment and redemption.” Christian realism offered a subtle yet powerful justification for those liberals who came to believe in America’s duty to fight in Europe. Though they would later go their separate ways, Fosdick and Coffin were two of Christian realism’s early apostles. So was Shailer Mathews of the University of Chicago’s Divinity School, one of the most intellectually pugnacious supporters of the war. Mathews once accosted a former friend, the pacifist Kirby Page, by accusing him of playing the Good Samaritan by simply waiting for the thieves to beat and rob the traveler before helping him. What use was such a timid faith? “If the religion of the Quakers had become the religion of the world, war would have ceased,” Mathews reasoned elsewhere. “But it has not become the religion of the world or even an appreciable section of the world.”15

Aside from a hard core of the most idealistic Christian pacifists, then, most liberals joined the crusade against Germany, even those who themselves had once been advocates of peace (or, like Fosdick, would be in the future). Their conversion to the nobler purposes of war was especially important, as it sanctified intervention and infused it with the intense, burning idealism of Christian pacifism. Reverend Hardin was one such convert: he moved to Paris in 1918 to work for the Red Cross and believed that “all that America is doing … in this grand struggle” proved it was “the hope of humanity.” Another was Sherwood Eddy, who called himself in 1918 a “Christian militant” who claimed a “right to fight.” Eddy redefined his position as one of “peace, based upon a law of right, supported when necessary by the use of force.” Against such an immoral, aggressive enemy as Germany, “armed defence” became a “moral obligation” higher even than peace. Yet another convert was John Mott, a founding member of the ultra-pacifist Fellowship of Reconciliation; in 1917, he supported U.S. intervention and oversaw the YMCA’s relief programs in Europe. Frederick Lynch now firmly supported Wilson, too, and brought the organization he headed, Church Peace Union, along with him. Washington Gladden made a similar conversion. But most astonishing was William Jennings Bryan, who despite his fifty-seven years of age immediately wrote Wilson to volunteer his services as a private in the U.S. Army.16

A critical element in mobilizing liberal Protestant support for the war, especially among those who had opposed preparedness and intervention, was the belief that the United States would use victory in war to bring nations together in a permanent settlement of world peace. In this view, the United States would have no credibility or legitimacy at all, and thus no influence, if it remained out of the war. This was an article of faith for almost all liberals, from Southern Methodist missionaries to Unitarians. If America had maintained its selfish neutrality, claimed a Minnesota Unitarian minister, it would mean that “every man’s hand would be against us” and the “world would despise us.” Instead, “America has given her answer,” to itself and to the world, by taking its rightful place “with the hosts that are battling for a great human ideal.” What was more, Americans would ennoble themselves in the eyes of the world, and of God. Robert Speer, now head of the FCC’s General War-time Commission of the Churches, framed American intervention as a progressive war “in defense of human rights, of weak nations, of innocent and inoffensive peoples, an unselfish war in which the nation seeks absolutely nothing for itself and is willing to spend everything in order that all men, including its enemies, may be free.”17

Just as critical was the conviction that the United States had intervened unwillingly, as an absolute last resort. Even if they were not committed pacifists, many mainline liberals would never support war in the first instance. War not only had to be waged with the highest, purest motives, it also could not be a matter of choice. To traditional antiwar denominations, such as the Unitarians, this was a vital distinction. “Now, in this universal Armageddon, in which we find ourselves compelled to bear our part, the choice incessantly is forced upon us,” intoned Alfred Hussey of the First Unitarian Church in Lowell, Massachusetts, in a sermon shortly before the war. “Will you throw in your lot with the forces of light or those of darkness? Will you champion truth, or falsehood, the things seen or the things unseen, God or devil?” To traditionally antiwar Unitarians, these were extraordinary questions for an extraordinary time.18

Liberals also demonized Germany as the world’s main source of tyranny and militarism, and thus as the antithesis of all that America stood and fought for. Mainline clergy sponsored boycotts of German products and turned their backs on German theology. That indefatigable crusader Lyman Abbott used the pages of The Outlook to attack the Germans mercilessly as “the Predatory Potsdam Gang.” He could not, Abbott announced, pray to “forgive them for they know not what they do” simply because “it is not true. I do not hate the Predatory Potsdam Gang because it is my enemy,” he confessed in remarkably unchristian language. “I hate it because it is a robber, a murderer, a destroyer of homes, a pillager of churches, a violater of women. I do well hate it.” When Speer, a firm supporter of the war, had the temerity to lecture an audience at Columbia University in early 1918 that the United States also had its own sins to answer for, and that Americans should love their enemies even though they fought them, he was wrongly condemned as either a seditious German sympathizer, a cowardly pacifist, or both.19

The liberal critique of German culture, however, was less straightforward than it was for conservatives because liberals had long admired Germany’s contributions to science, theology, and higher learning. Indeed, many had studied at one of the great universities in Germany and had embraced a thoroughly German approach to scholarship and Bible reading; others, including Woodrow Wilson in the doctoral program at Johns Hopkins, had imbibed German scholarship and methods from German-trained mentors. As dean of the Divinity School at the University of Chicago, Shailer Mathews was one of liberal Protestantism’s most influential figures; as an educator at Chicago, a nerve center of modernism, he was also steeped in the empiricism of higher education. When Dean Mathews of Chicago spoke, America’s liberal Protestants listened. Which made his stunning 1918 attack on German intellectualism all the more important in the service of war. The conflict, Mathews explained, had illustrated for Americans that German thought “was born of a malignant political philosophy” which had been “implanted within our intellectual life. Liberty [was] then forgotten at the shrine of a new god, Teutonic Efficiency” while “Germans sanctified anti-internationalistic patriotism by appeal to their Kultur.” This was a significant attack, for it was Germany’s vaunted culture that had elevated its status among liberal theologians in the first place. The war had revealed Germany’s worst authoritarian tendencies, and German Kultur’s subservience to the whims of a tyrant. “A religion that thus yields itself to the will of the state is certainly far enough from the Christianity of Jesus,” an argument that enabled Mathews not only to criticize Germany but rescue modernism for American Protestants.20

Woodrow Wilson actually knew this story well: Princeton, both the University and the neighboring and more conservative Theological Seminary, had been the source of some of the fiercest attacks on German biblical criticism. Just as Wilson’s affection for Britain was rooted in his own personal history and in the heritage of Presbyterianism, then, his animus for Germany was theological as well as political.21

MAINLINE PROTESTANT SUPPORT for the war was not confined merely to individuals. Churches believed their country was fighting a heavenly fight in a righteous cause, and acted accordingly. Many decorated their churches with American flags and patriotic bunting. Typical was the Second Presbyterian Church of Richmond, Virginia, which alone sent eighty-one men into military service and four women into relief work (two were field nurses, two worked for the YWCA). Most were sent into action in Europe, and two of the men died in battle; several others, noted the church’s minister, Russell Cecil, had been gassed or severely wounded. Reverend Cecil described the attitude of his congregation as “enthusiastic” yet grounded in “the spirit of self-sacrifice.” Every Sunday, he read out a special prayer to those serving overseas; often he gave a special sermon on the moral aims of the war. For the duration of the war, a Service Flag graced one side of the pulpit, an American flag the other. Many of the church’s women volunteered for the Red Cross in a room set aside especially for that purpose. Cecil recorded this information as an everlasting testament to Second Presbyterian’s wartime devotion and sacrifice. “Finally,” he wrote, “it should be said that the members of the church and congregation evinced a true patriotic spirit; and did not spare themselves or their means when called upon by the country to defend its honor in the war, and to assist in the efforts of the entente Allies in resisting the organized attempts of Prussianism to over-run the nations of Europe and dominate the world.” Second Presbyterian had given much, but it was for a noble cause.22

Almost without exception, the large organizations of liberal Protestantism placed their services in the hands of the Wilson administration and its war campaign. This was crucial assistance for a government that had only recently decided to take on the monumental challenge of waging a world war for world peace. Protestant organizations were national in scope, with memberships and activities that reached from coast to coast; though they were concentrated in the Northeast, their presence extended into every region, including the South. Their reach was lengthened by the fact that many supporters of the ecumenical movement were laymen who were either leaders of industry (Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, Jr.) or government (Woodrow Wilson, John Foster Dulles). Their overall memberships were not small, either—at its height, for example, the FCC alone represented thirty-three major denominations comprising as many as two-thirds of all American Protestants—and they were able to magnify their influence by speaking through their members, the clergy, who would pass on messages and information through sermons and other communications to their congregations. By allying itself to the national mainline Protestant institutions, then, the Wilson administration found itself with a direct line to possibly the largest captive audience in the United States.23

No group benefited more than the Federal Council of Churches. Established in 1908 as the national Protestant body, the ecumenical FCC did not initially prosper, despite having the support of nearly every major mainline denomination. What plagued the FCC was the same irony that had undone ecumenical councils before it: a body devoted to religious unity could not overcome strong denominational identities and different, often contradictory, approaches to theology and politics. Before the war, these issues had not extended much into the realm of foreign affairs. The FCC had been established not only as a means to promote Protestant unity, but also as a forum to advance the Social Gospel. Yet it was mostly ineffective, a national debating society that could not command an authoritative voice even among its member churches. That is, until the war. The Great War presented the most serious challenge to Western society on all fronts. If the Protestant churches were to be politically relevant, something they desperately wanted, they needed to have a coordinated response. This desire led naturally to the FCC, which seized its opportunity.24

The Federal Council responded to the outbreak of war in Europe by sympathizing with the Allied cause but also firmly supporting American neutrality. Though its concerns had been mostly domestic, the FCC had been supportive of the pre-1914 peace movement. Its natural tendencies, then, were toward peace. After the outbreak of war in Europe, it moved quickly to send a prayer for “brotherhood and peace” to 130,000 churches in the United States and a missive to Wilson about America’s opportunity to broker a cooperative peace. A year later, Charles Macfarland of the FCC’s Executive Committee toured Europe in a vain effort to promote an early peace settlement. But the Federal Council also saw the war in stronger, moralistic terms of right and wrong, and eventually of good and evil. To their minds, Germany had clearly violated international peace, and though the British and French were not free of sin themselves, they had responded in a measured and justifiable way. Without sensing a contradiction, many members supported both peace and preparedness. The Federal Council was thus the perfect vehicle to rally “middle ground” Christians who were neither pacifists nor militarists but somewhere in between and to some extent sympathetic to both. This was the idealistic mindset that eventually led many to support American involvement in a progressive war.25

By 1917, the Federal Council was ready for war even before America joined. “I regret to urge war,” the FCC’s Worth M. Tippy counseled Wilson in March, “but I think the time has come to go in with all our power.” The Federal Council thus needed little encouragement to rally around the flag once Wilson had planted it in the soil of France and Belgium. In order to coordinate its relief and chaplaincy programs in Europe and manage its communications and prowar message in America, in 1917 the FCC established the General War-Time Commission of the Churches. Comprised of over a hundred major Protestant leaders, including clergy and laymen, the General War-Time Commission acted as the lead agency on wartime issues affecting American Protestantism. It was chaired by Robert Speer, the missionary organizer whose work with the Presbyterian mission board and the Student Volunteers had made him one of America’s leading religious figures. Speer was an ideal choice to lead an ecumenical commission: he believed in Social Gospel reform yet was also a proto-fundamentalist who prioritized the word of God above all else; he was a mainline Presbyterian who could communicate sympathetically with conservative evangelicals; he was supportive of the war but was not a militarist; and he was a missionary leader with contacts the world over. His deputy, and the true driving force behind the General War-Time Commission’s dynamic activism, was William Adams Brown of Union Theological Seminary. Members included not only other middle ground liberals like Harry Emerson Fosdick and John Mott, but also both sides of the prewar debate, including the fervent prowar advocate Shailer Mathews and the antipreparedness dissenter Henry Sloane Coffin. Speer worked hard to secure cooperative, active participation with other groups who would not assume full membership in an FCC body, such as the Southern Baptist Convention. Aware that the war had the power to transform faith in unforeseen ways, Speer also established a study group, the Committee on the War and the Religious Outlook, to consider its ramifications for American religion.26

The FCC and its General War-Time Commission were not the only ecumenical Protestant groups active during the war. Church Peace Union, flush with Carnegie’s millions, also followed a classic middle-ground path to the war, from promoting European peace in 1914–15 and opposing preparedness in 1916 to supporting U.S. intervention in 1917. Throughout, Church Peace Union tried to maintain an uneasy balance between peace advocacy and righteous war. It sponsored, for example, a peace convention in the spring of 1917 that pledged support for Wilson’s policies but also established a legal defense fund for conscientious objectors. Yet once America was at war, its tendencies became increasingly supportive of war and it pledged its assistance to fulfilling Wilson’s ambitious postwar peace agenda.

To this end, Church Peace Union and the FCC entered into something of an unholy alliance with the League to Enforce Peace and the government’s own notorious propaganda machine, the Committee on Public Information, to establish the National Committee on the Churches and the Moral Aims of the War. Frederick Lynch, Church Peace Union’s director, had misgivings about facilitating government propaganda, but justified the new committee on the grounds that it promoted the “lofty and disinterested character” of American war aims and fostered “an overwhelming resolution in the hearts of our people to insist that out of this war must come some new international order” that would make such wars “improbable, if not impossible, forever.” Even for the progressive clergy, the ends could justify the means.27

While the Federal Council and Church Peace Union acted as bridges between the Protestant churches and the government, it was another ecumenical organization, the interdenominational Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), that took the lead in administering actual war work. For this reason, it was probably the best-known American religious group during the war. Along with its sister organization the YWCA, the YMCA was also deliberately less political and did not really take a stand on the war other than to support the American and Allied efforts after April 1917. This did not, however, stop it from receiving state support. In 1915, Secretary of State Bryan did not see why Americans should be protected while traveling into a war zone, but he still put the State Department to work to secure nonbelligerent status for American Y workers in Europe. In 1917, Bryan’s successor Robert Lansing approved the Y’s plan to assist not only American soldiers, but Italian and Russian troops too. The moral and physical welfare of soldiers were the Y’s main concerns. Sherwood Eddy, by 1917 a traveling secretary for the Y, wrote from “somewhere in France” of the “enormous moral danger” to which American troops “are exposed in this far away foreign land.” Y workers aimed to furnish these lost souls with a Bible and keep them away from the usual temptations of the war camp, from prostitutes and venereal diseases to the spiritual doubts arising from alcoholism and loneliness. But State Department officials also hoped the Y’s work in Russia could act as an antidote to Bolshevism. When Mott cabled Wilson to offer the YMCA’s services the day Congress declared war on Germany, Wilson immediately accepted. A few weeks later, he issued General Order No. 57 informing the military that “official recognition is hereby given to the Young Men’s Christian Association as a valuable adjunct and asset to the service.”28

However, not all Protestant groups flourished under the pressure of war. The success of Speer at the Federal Council and Mott at the YMCA could not disguise the suffering of overseas missions. Indeed, it was no small irony that the two driving forces behind the Student Volunteer Movement, Speer and Mott, were busy with other agencies at a time when the SVM’s own health was deteriorating rapidly. By the end of the war, the Student Volunteers had entered a downward spiral of irreversible decline. Essentially, the war made missionary work impossible. Not only was much of the world at war, including traditional mission fields and the pivotal sea lanes that linked North American missionaries to the rest of the world; money now became an issue, as funds dried up and American churches and their patrons shifted donations to wartime relief. Only a week after war broke out in 1914, Mott warned missionaries in the field that mission boards and home agencies would soon be burdened under “very large and seriously crippling financial debt” and that activities would have to be drastically scaled back. With the war distracting the YMCA, the Federal Council, and denominational organizations, missions floundered. The SVM wholeheartedly supported Wilson and the war and promised to use the global reach of its missionaries to “broadcast the life-giving principles of liberty, of the infinite worth and inalienable rights of every individual child of God,” but it was of little use. After the war, with a younger generation coming into its own, the Student Volunteers underwent a self-confessed “marked change in attitude” and focused increasingly on solving “racial and international problems,” a shift that was radical even in the liberal context of modernist mainline missions. This was too much for conservatives, but strangely not enough for many increasingly skeptical liberals, who drifted out of missions altogether. For the first time since the Civil War, missions were not at the forefront of American Protestantism.29

Overall, the war had an oddly disjointed effect on mainline Protestantism. It invigorated faith, especially at the highest levels and especially by stimulating further ecumenical cooperation. The FCC and Church Peace Union, for example, cooperated together in the creation of yet another group, the inelegantly named World Alliance for the Promotion of International Friendship through the Churches, in London in 1914. In a rare partnership with the National Catholic War Council (NCWC), the Federal Council also designed a single official Church Flag to be hung in churches during the war. With the YWCA, the YMCA’s National War Work Council orchestrated the United War Work Campaign to raise funds for religious relief efforts; among its cooperating agencies was the NCWC, and by 1919 the campaign had raised the staggering sum of $188,644,230. Yet as the fate of missions illustrates, not everyone thrived. Moreover, even despite the manifest successes of the YMCA and the FCC, Protestantism was becoming even more schismatic, fractious, and disillusioned than before 1914. The war provided motivation, and then cover, for modernists and fundamentalists to wreak havoc upon the very notion of a united Protestant endeavor.30

ROMAN CATHOLICS WERE no less active than Protestants, though their efforts were tempered by the fact that America’s Catholics had to conform to a domestic culture that was still overwhelmingly Protestant. Yet paradoxically, the complexity of their status in American society ensured that the Catholic response to the war was fairly straightforward. In general, Catholics supported the government, initially by favoring neutrality and then by mobilizing behind a president who, they believed, had been forced to fight a war he had not wanted. In April 1917, not long after Congress declared war, most of the archbishops in the church gathered at Catholic University in Washington to pledge unanimously their “most sacred and sincere loyalty and patriotism toward our country, our government, and our flag” and promise to work for “the welfare of the whole nation.” James Cardinal Gibbons, archbishop of Baltimore and the church’s leading voice on foreign affairs, called on every Catholic to maintain “an absolute and unreserved obedience to his country’s call.” To his flock in the Baltimore archdiocese, Gibbons passed on even clearer instructions: “Let it not be said that we were weighed in the balance of patriotism and found wanting.”31

More, however, was needed, at least if the Catholic hierarchy was going to fulfill these promises within the whole church, throughout the nation, because American Catholicism was too diffuse and diverse to coordinate. The best way Catholics could assist the war effort and demonstrate their patriotism was through an organization like the Protestant Federal Council. Up to this point, the Catholic Church had a well-defined hierarchy and far-reaching ecclesiastical network, but it lacked a national body that could efficiently tackle social and political as well as religious questions. There was only one Catholic Church, but within it clamored many voices, and so in some ways American Catholicism was as diverse as Protestantism. Poles, Germans, and Italians all had their own liturgical styles; many of them continued to worship in their mother tongue. (They were united, however, in their resentment of Irish dominance of the church hierarchy in the United States.) There were also authoritative Catholic laymen and lay groups—such as the Knights of Columbus, the Catholic Young Men’s Association, and the Society of St. Vincent de Paul—that worked intimately with the church and yet stood outside its official hierarchy. But the war demanded a cohesive response; without one, Catholics’ voices would be drowned out. There already existed the American Federation of Catholic Societies, but it was too large and unwieldy, its constituent members too autonomous. The solution was the establishment of the National Catholic War Council, with Cardinal Gibbons as president, at a grand convention meeting at Catholic University in August 1917. The NCWC was officially incorporated in November, and with it the Catholic Church had a single agency to coordinate the massive task of assisting the national war effort.32

American Catholics strongly supported Wilson’s program, especially his decision to fight the war as an “Associate” and not an “Ally” of Britain and his vision for a League of Nations to administer a fair and permanent peace settlement. In other words, Catholics were particularly well suited to a patriotic war in defense of American interests and in pursuit of internationalist ideals because they were not especially well suited to an alliance either with Britain and Russia or against Germany. Catholics were sincere in their American patriotism, and they took pains to demonstrate that sincerity whenever they could. But many were also first- or second-generation immigrants who maintained close ties to friends and relatives in Europe. In 1916, there were nearly sixteen million Roman Catholics living in the United States. Many had recently immigrated from eastern and southern Europe, especially Poland and Italy, but many more had come from Ireland. Moreover, older Catholic populations had moved mostly from Ireland and Germany in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. Between 1851 and World War I, more than 7.5 million Irish moved to the United States, the overwhelming majority of them Roman Catholic. Figures for the population at large are imprecise, but among the hierarchy who would set the Catholic agenda during the war, the foreign connection was even stronger: 40 percent of American bishops were foreign-born, of whom half (or 20 percent of the overall total) had been born in Ireland; in total, including American-born bishops, approximately 60 percent were Irish. The connection deepens when one considers education: two-thirds of American bishops had received their training abroad, of whom 28 percent had been trained at one of the colleges or seminaries in Rome. Their American patriotism was evident, but the bishops—the same group who ran the NCWC during the war—also retained an Irish, German, or Polish perspective, and were reluctant to fight for Britain and Russia or against Germany. They would instead fight for America.33

Couched in these terms, and with the question of loyalty lingering menacingly in the national air, American Catholics were unstinting in their support of the United States and the Wilson administration at war. Catholic leaders therefore stressed many of the same themes of American patriotism and Christian unity, suffering, and righteousness as their Protestant counterparts. Archbishop John Ireland, who had supported the Spanish-American War as a way to Americanize Catholicism, threw his considerable weight behind the Great War for much the same reason (though he also decried the Germans’ destruction of Catholic churches in France and Belgium). “If we fight like heroes and pray like saints,” ran a typical Catholic statement, “soon America will overcome by greater force and conquer lust of power by the nobler powers of sacrifice and faith.” The only major difference in Catholics’ support for the war was the absence of belligerent, anti-German vitriol.34

Particularly striking was the absence of Catholic pacifism, but perhaps the most notable feature of Catholic wartime thought was the abstention, or acquiescence, of just war theory. Long abandoned by Protestant theologians and ethicists, the just war tradition had become an almost exclusively Catholic concern, at least in the United States. Before 1917, several leading authorities on just war theory had doubted whether the war in Europe qualified. As a result, they also concluded that American intervention would fail the just war test. But the combination of Wilson’s efforts to maintain neutrality with the more immediate need to demonstrate an unqualified patriotism silenced such doubts. To satisfy the requirements of just war theory, it was particularly important for Catholic leaders to portray America’s actions as defensive and reactive and its motives as disinterested and unselfish. In 1915, Father John Burke, editor of The Catholic World, had condemned war as “by no means a Christian tradition” and argued that to be “Christian means that we are pacifists.” In April 1917, however, he told his national readership that war “has been literally forced upon our country, and she is compelled to take up arms for her own honor and for justice among men.” Father Thomas J. Campbell of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York reminded his parishioners that “as Catholics” they “must be conscious of the justice and the necessity of the war in which we have engaged.” The Great War, now an American war, was now also a just war.35

Nothing illustrates the depth of American Catholic support for Wilson more than the reaction to Pope Benedict XV’s peace proposal of August 1917. Using his papal authority, Benedict called for a very Wilsoniansounding peace without victory in order to bring an immediate end to Christendom’s ultimate civil war. Europe was being ground down under the heel of war, and the Vatican worried about the consequences to European society and the Christian faith. Most of all, Benedict feared the ideological rivals that would seek to reorder a devastated continent: secularism, modernism, and communism. But even though he too had once sought a peace without victory, Wilson summarily rejected the pope’s peace proposal as unwittingly favoring Germany and Austria, who stood to benefit from an early peace now that the United States had entered the war against them. Dictates from the Vatican normally commanded instant respect from American Catholics, but this time Catholics followed Wilson. Father John A. Ryan, a progressive Catholic intellectual, was virtually alone in calling for consideration of Benedict’s peace plan. Other Catholic leaders resolved their conflicting loyalties between Rome and Washington by favorably comparing the unselfish, disinterested nature of Benedict’s vision of peace with Wilson’s but ultimately siding with the president’s position that the United States and its partners first needed to defeat the forces of German authoritarianism.36

Catholic organizations, newly consolidated because of the demands of war, also rallied to the cause. Mostly in parallel, sometimes in partnership, and occasionally in conflict with the national Protestant organizations, the National Catholic War Council and the Knights of Columbus assisted the American war effort. Nativist Protestant fears of Catholics’ dual loyalties and concerns about the separation of church and state strained relations between Catholics and the FCC and YMCA, but for the most part Protestants and Catholics maintained good relations simply by staying out of each other’s way. The Knights, along with smaller Catholic agencies, already had a wealth of experience of relief work in war-torn Europe, especially Belgium. From April 1917, they began ministering to the needs of U.S. soldiers serving in Europe. The NCWC, headquartered in Washington, was an especially important innovation because it enabled the Catholic Church to coordinate its efforts on a national basis. The NCWC ensured that Catholic views were represented and heard in the Wilson administration and that Catholic concerns were respected and addressed. In return, the NCWC mobilized American Catholic support for the war effort, both in the United States and in Europe. Given the large number of Catholics in both the general population and U.S. forces in Europe, this was an important contribution. But just as important for American Catholicism, the war galvanized the church into becoming a cohesive national institution.37

AMERICAN JEWS ARRIVED at much the same position but from a different, more circuitous route. As with Catholics, the Jewish population was composed of a small, Americanized minority with a much larger, aspirational immigrant and second-generation majority. Unlike German, Austrian, and Irish Catholics, these Jews did not face charges of dual loyalty: almost without exception, they had little affection for the pogroms and official anti-Semitism of their homelands and felt no residual ties to any European country. And though it was gathering steam, Zionism was still an inchoate movement, dominated by Europeans, and did not pose a rival to American patriotism. The war would help change this by providing hopes for a Jewish homeland in Palestine, and by fostering Zionist sentiment among American Jews. Still, during the war few doubts emerged about Jews’ attachment to the United States.38

However, other trends within Judaism, mostly political rather than religious, complicated Jewish reactions to the Great War. Many Jews, especially recent immigrants, were active socialists. In Manhattan, where Jewish participation in left-wing and radical politics was especially pronounced, Jews ran in city elections as candidates for the Socialist Party. Backed by the predominantly Jewish United Cloth and Cap Makers Union and United Hebrew Trades, Jewish Socialist candidates won several seats to the New York State legislature and New York City council in the elections of 1917. They ran on the usual socialist platform of redistributed wealth, workers’ rights—and peace. In New York, as in many cities, those members of the peace movement not affiliated with a Protestant denomination were usually socialists. (In the case of some, such as Norman Thomas, they were both, but Thomas had received his entry into Socialist Party politics from Jewish mayoral candidate Morris Hillquit.) As Socialists, many Jews denounced what they saw as the capitalist and imperialist origins of the war. Through organizations such as the People’s Council, the Jewish Socialist Federation, and the Emergency Peace Federation, Jews helped merge antiwar politics with radical polemics.39

Moreover, Jews of all political persuasions—conservative and socialist, Zionist and anti-Zionist—protested American aid to the Allies not only on traditional grounds of pacifism but also in opposition to aiding czarist Russia. “What right have the Allies even to expect the sympathy of American Jews with their cause as long as Russia fails to make any pronouncement with regard to the Jewish question?” asked Rabbi Stephen Wise in 1914. “There is no disguising the fact that American Jews will not swallow with any great degree of pleasure the cause of the Allies,” wrote Cyrus Adler, a prominent conservative Jew, to his friend Solomon Schechter. “I have a decided feeling against Germany and her allies in this war and believe that the general cause of justice and human rights will be advanced by her defeat. I have a great feeling of friendliness for England and France but for the life of me I cannot get any enthusiasm about Russia and I think it a blot upon England and France that they have allied themselves with that barbarous country.”40

The Jewish peace movement was short-lived, however, and by the fall of 1917 most American Jews were firm supporters of the war and ardent promoters of their patriotism. This reversal was sudden but not surprising given the dramatic turn of events at home and in Europe. First and perhaps foremost, Jews feared that with the United States now at war, antiwar dissent would trigger a nativist, anti-Semitic backlash. Many had firsthand memories of Russian and Romanian pogroms and other, less-deadly forms of official harassment; the last thing they wanted to do was provoke a similar reaction in their adopted Golden Land. Second, like Catholics Jews were reliably loyal to the Democratic Party and were loathe to oppose Wilson—the first president to nominate a Jew, Louis Brandeis, for the Supreme Court—on an issue of such political, diplomatic, and moral importance.

Third, with the war having dragged on for three years, American Jews also worried about the fate of their fellow Jews in Europe, who endured even greater miseries than they had known in peacetime. In response, Jewish relief agencies were created to meet the need. The American Zionist Medical Unit sent volunteers to the Middle East to relieve the suffering of Jews living there, while the Jewish Welfare Board, a similar body to the YMCA or Knights of Columbus, solicited donations to fund pastoral care for Jewish American soldiers in Europe. It served, in the words of Vice Chairman Cyrus Adler, as a “method of providing religious services and comfort for the Jewish men” in the service. American Jews, moreover, made up the largest national contingent in the Jewish Legion, an all-volunteer unit of the British Army serving in the Middle East. American immigrants and their descendants felt lucky to have escaped the daily horrors and indignities of Jewish life in eastern Europe, and they felt a conscientious urge to assist those who were not so fortunate. “It is now our turn to do our share,” wrote labor leader Joseph Schlossberg in Advance, a Jewish newspaper in New York. “Most of us come from those very countries where this terrible conflagration is now raging,” he reminded his readers. “We have found a home of refuge in this country. Let us show that we are worthy of the advantages we enjoy in this country by responding to the cry of despair coming from our fellow human beings on the other side of the globe.”41

Finally, events in Europe and the tottering Ottoman Empire electrified American Jewish opinion and caused many to reverse their stance on the conflict. A war that was once perceived as benefiting only industrialists and imperialists was instantly transformed into a war for liberty, justice, and national self-determination. The hated Czar Nicholas II of Russia had been deposed in February 1917, and American Jews overwhelmingly supported the Menshevik revolutionaries who took power in his place. An alliance with that “barbarous country” Russia was no longer unpalatable. Cyrus Adler may not have had much enthusiasm for Zionism, but this was a cause he could now support. The communist Bolshevik revolution that followed in November complicated matters but strengthened the Jewish commitment to the war: the Bolsheviks had relinquished to Germany vast amounts of Russian territory, including most of the land settled by Russian Jews, and no Jew wanted to oust the Russian czar only to be ruled by a German kaiser.42

Even more important, in November 1917 British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour proclaimed Britain’s support for the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. American Jews had never before been especially passionate Zionists, but now, with a Jewish-ruled Israel in sight for the first time in more than two thousand years, they rallied to the cause. “The Zionist movement in this country has become another thing since the war began,” Wise reported excitedly to a friend in England. Initially wary of charges of dual loyalty and sensitive to the “100% Americanism” campaign, the American Jewish Committee found enough confidence to endorse the Balfour Declaration in early 1918. National self-determination, that very Wilsonian concept, became part of the Jewish nationalist crusade and Jewish objectives in the war across the ideological and theological spectrum, from organized labor and capital to Reform and Orthodox. “I am happy,” Alexander Marx, a professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York, wrote to a friend in November 1918, “that we are actually approaching the end of this awful war and that we can look forward to a real restoration of our people to their homeland.”43


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The Wilsonian Creed

ON JANUARY 8, 1918, Woodrow Wilson used an address before a joint session of Congress to unveil his Fourteen Points, the list of American war aims that has come to be seen as the definitive statement of Wilsonianism. Though he would refine these original Fourteen Points over the next eighteen months, his January speech to Congress set out an independent course for U.S. war aims and outlined one of the most liberal programs for a postwar settlement on either side of the Atlantic. Eight of the Fourteen Points dealt with specific issues, mainly territorial, such as where the proper borders of Poland, Belgium, and France should lie. But the other six outlined a remarkably progressive vision for the future of world politics. With little specificity, Wilson outlined six principles that placed mutual dependence and reciprocity—Christianity’s Golden Rule, which also happened to form the heart of Social Gospel progressivism—at the heart of international relations: open diplomacy, freedom of the seas (an abiding American concern since the Quasi War with France and War of 1812 with Britain), free trade, disarmament, national self-determination, and a league of nations. The Fourteen Points represented Wilson’s vision for permanent peace; some said they were hopelessly idealistic, their messenger irredeemably arrogant. “The good Lord Himself required only ten points,” complained French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau. “Wilson has fourteen.”1

Fittingly, the Fourteen Points received ecstatic support from the American churches. It represented the perfect combination of right and might that underpinned the Christian concept of a progressive crusade. And it seemed to mark the culmination of millennial hopes of a new world. “The world that existed before the War has disappeared forever,” declared Wilson’s friend John Mott. “For the world it is a new birth, a great day of God such as comes only once in 100 or 1000 years.” Shailer Mathews agreed, arguing that it was now “beyond belief” that the world “will ever revert permanently to conditions as they were before 1914.” Most appealing was the notion that this, finally, was a plan to end all war. Christianity had led the way in abolishing slavery a half century earlier, Harry Emerson Fosdick pointed out, so why not war? The Great War was this generation’s stern test, its Civil War. Just as many abolitionists had abandoned pacifism and nonresistance, by 1917–18 most liberal clergy believed that war was the only answer to tyranny and injustice. Argued Mathews, “non-resistance to evil might sometimes be the greatest of crimes.” The churches’ task, the FCC argued, was “to quicken the spirit of America in support of the President’s policies in prosecuting the war for Democracy, International Justice, and a League of Nations.” This was not a peace movement but “emphatically a war campaign.”2

To the ecumenical mind, collective security and international organization seemed to offer the best means of ensuring permanent peace. Independent of Wilson, ecumenists had been promoting this same vision of a permanent peace for years. Recall the antebellum evangelical peace societies’ dream of a “Congress of Nations” and a “League of Universal Brotherhood”; in 1911, Frederick Lynch called for the creation of a “United Nations of the World.” Recall also their support throughout the nineteenth century for permanent international arbitration panels that would resolve disputes before they led to war. Such visions of institutionalized global cooperation had become central to the American Christian worldview. So it is little wonder that Christian figures turned to the biblical concept of “the brotherhood of man” as a way out of the European war. Indeed, Andrew Carnegie had spent millions in setting up Church Peace Union for this very purpose. “Surely,” Carnegie wrote in his New Year’s greeting card for 1915,


after an armistice is established between the nations now unfortunately at war, the majority of enlightened people in all civilized lands will realize that permanent world peace would be Earth’s greatest blessing and is entirely practicable through a union of a very few powerful nations pledged to maintain it, and inviting all other civilized lands to become members thereof, each nation contributing to the cost of such union in proportion to its population and wealth.



In this way, wrote Carnegie, the “Brotherhood of Man would then have arrived, and life on this Earth flash forth glimpses of Heaven.”3

Carnegie’s plea was not unusual, for the concept of a managed peace along cooperative lines flowed naturally, inevitably, out of the ecumenical project. Groups such as Church Peace Union and the World Alliance for the Promotion of International Friendship through the Churches were established to build global links and foster a spirit of transnational cooperation and integration that would lead to peace. This was a variant of the liberal worldview, best described as ecumenical internationalism, that stemmed from concerns about globalization and interdependence, biblical ethics, and traditional Christian peace advocacy. In 1915, the YMCA leader D. Willard Lyon proposed a peace settlement established on “the law of cooperation” and a “federation of the world” guided by Christianity’s ideals and “universal values.” Such a settlement, he claimed, was the “Christian equivalent of war.” A year later, the World Alliance called for a “New Internationalism” to be founded after the war on the principle of “the equal right of all nations and races, small and great, to share in the world’s resources” under the watchful eye of “a family of nations—an international brotherhood” that would manage the new peaceful, equitable order.4

Calls for some form of a league of nations accelerated in 1917, when it became clear that the United States would hold the initiative in any peace conference and that Wilson was sympathetic to a permanent postwar international organization. This was the ecumenists’ moment, when secular groups sympathetic to a Wilsonian basis for peace were still coming to terms with its meaning, and they did not hesitate to seize it. In the ecumenical mind, if the Christian faith was universal, if the gospel was universal, and if the church was universal, then the ultimate sin was what one ecumenist condemned as “isolation and exclusiveness.” Cooperation through integration was something of an article of faith for Social Gospelers. Washington Gladden had warned of the “errors of individualism,” while Walter Rauschenbusch encouraged “the cooperative principle” because it facilitated communication, prevented misunderstanding, and reduced tension and conflict. So it was no surprise that liberal Protestant clergy would view barriers to recognition of a common humanity, such as state sovereignty and racism, as the root of all evil, and the sanctification of a transnational society based on reciprocal obligation as the source of an endless, postmillennial peace. The spread of a global society of brotherhood, declared the Home Missions Board of the Presbyterian Church, was an “incomparable missionary opportunity” for the “world’s greatest Republic [and] Christian democracy.” Other denominations, such as the Episcopalians, made similar declarations of Wilsonian intent, while a minister with the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society hailed the president’s plan for peace as the moment marking the “birth of [a] world consciousness.” Even ecumenical clergy in the Jim Crow South argued that racial integration and international organization were both necessary and mutually supportive.5

When Wilson himself announced his own Wilsonian vision with his January 1918 Fourteen Points address, and when he baptized the League of Nations as the vehicle for its success in a major speech in New York in September, mainline ecumenical clergy mobilized en masse in support. To them, the League represented “the political expression of the Kingdom of God on earth.” The reformation of the world could now begin in earnest. From this new world order, the reformation of America could also begin. Despite the wartime fervor, liberal internationalist clergy warned that even though the United States had been chosen to lead, Americans were not free from sin. Thus the “world must not only be made safe for America,” Reverend Robert Denison preached even before Wilson’s September speech, “democracy must also be made sure and complete in America. We must go on and perfect a League of Nations,” but Americans must also eliminate the injustices within their own society.6

As the largest and broadest of the ecumenical organizations, the Federal Council of Churches and Church Peace Union led the way in promoting the application of ecumenism to world politics. From the very beginning of the war in Europe, they envisioned cooperation and mutual dependence as the pillars of peace. Ironically, in August 1914 they had teamed up to sponsor a peace conference in Konstanz, Germany, near the Swiss border. While en route from Paris, delegates were roused from the train and told they could not continue because the Germans had torn up the railroad tracks and closed the border with France. The Americans made it to Konstanz eventually, but just as Europe was beginning its agonizing descent into the depths of an unusually hellish war. Powerless to stop the spread of war, the FCC and Church Peace Union delegates relocated to London and devoted themselves to the promotion of an ecumenical peace settlement once the fighting stopped. Their first step was both audacious and characteristically bureaucratic: they set up yet another organization, the World Alliance. Little did they know that the war would last another four years.7

The FCC and Church Peace Union, either individually or in tandem, promoted ecumenical solutions for the duration of the war and through the subsequent debate over the terms of peace. Their only real difference was whether peace should take precedence over justice: the FCC accommodated itself to the demands of preparedness, while Church Peace Union steadfastly remained committed to peace advocacy until the United States entered the war. Yet as ecumenists and as internationalists, they both argued that it was essential that human relations—be they economic, social, or diplomatic—be organized along the principle, in the words of Reverend Linley Gordon of the World Alliance, that “general human interests should take precedence over special national interests, and a nation no less than an individual must recognize that it lives as a member of a larger whole.” This principle represented the crucible of peace, and for the remainder of the war the ecumenical groups made the League their top priority.8

Crucially, ecumenists saw international peace and religious peace as two sides of the same coin. Nations needed to adopt cooperative, collective security, but churches needed to practice what they preached by continuing to further the ecumenical project. Such was the intensity of wartime ecumenism that U.S. intervention in turn stimulated further initiatives for church union as a natural complement to efforts to spur international peace through collective security. If Christians did not lead, they reasoned, the world would not follow. In the mission field, this meant supporting another tenet of the Wilsonian creed, national self-determination. In Korea, for example, American Protestant missionaries were instrumental in encouraging nationalists to press Wilson to support Korean independence from Japan.9

Even pious captains of industry saw no conflict between the gospel of wealth at home and the Social Gospel abroad. Carnegie had done much to promote both causes, and ecumenists hailed him as someone who could create the “United Churches of the World.” Carnegie was joined by his fellow captain of industry, John D. Rockefeller Jr. A devout Baptist and avid philanthropist, Rockefeller supported the League and pushed for greater church unity as the two best means to preserve lasting peace. Invoking scripture and the Christian aim of a “Brotherhood of Men and Nations” in a wartime speech in Denver, Rockefeller declared that modern technology and communications meant that “No longer can any man live to himself alone, nor any nation. The world has become a unit.” Just as the “peace and prosperity of any nation depend upon the happiness and the welfare of all of the people in that nation,” so the “peace and prosperity of the world are dependent upon the happiness and welfare of all the nations of the world. And no force will be so powerful in conserving universal peace and good will after the war is over as the spirit of Brotherhood among men and nations.” With stage one of his plan on track, Rockefeller then donated funds to establish the Interchurch World Movement in 1919. In matters of faith and diplomacy, Rockefeller’s golden capitalist touch let him down: American participation in both the League of Nations and the Interchurch World Movement failed. Later, no less committed to ecumenism, the Rockefellers stopped donating money directly to the Baptist church and pledged to give only to nondenominational, interdenominational, or ecumenical groups.10

Christian liberal internationalists enhanced the Wilsonian creed by adding further provisions. They all agreed that open diplomacy, freedom of the seas, free trade, and collective security were worthwhile endeavors and indispensable to peace, but they supplemented Wilsonianism’s democratic thrust with religious liberty. This was a peculiarly American preoccupation and had little resonance elsewhere, particularly in Europe where an established church was not only the norm but thought to be essential to social stability. Wilson was committed to religious liberty nonetheless and did what he could to promote it in Paris. In the Council of Four at the Paris conference, it was he who pressed—and personally drafted clauses—for the guarantee of religious liberty in the newly independent nations to be created from the dismemberment of the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires. Wilson, for example, insisted that Poland be compelled by treaty to respect the freedoms of conscience and worship, a move designed to protect Poland’s beleaguered Jewish minority.11

Wilson’s allies on both ends of the theological spectrum were even more assertive. On behalf of American missionaries, Mott implored Wilson to include a commitment to religious liberty in the terms of any peace treaty. The Southern Baptist Convention, at this stage deeply internationalist despite its theological conservatism, placed the First Amendment’s nonestablishment and free exercise clauses above all other freedoms and urged their worldwide application. The Federal Council of Churches urged the framers of the League Charter to protect religious liberty as a “fundamental feature … of vital democracy and essential to the peace of the world.” Unitarian layman and former president William Howard Taft, founder of the League to Enforce Peace and the leading Republican advocate for the League of Nations, went a step further, arguing that the essence of the League meant it would automatically protest violations of religious liberty even if religion had not been explicitly codified. To Americans, there were few if any principles as valuable as the freedoms of conscience and worship, from which all other human rights flowed.12

IT WAS NO ACCIDENT that the mainline churches and Wilson expressed the same millennial visions of a postwar peace based on collective security and world federation. As his aide Ray Stannard Baker commented to Wilson after the war, the churches represented by the FCC “are the sincerest supporters of your principles,” and the president thanked them for their support. Wilson did not turn to the clergy for advice or guidance on the Fourteen Points. His trusted adviser Colonel Edward House and the Inquiry, a confidential team of journalists and scholars who served as special advisers on postwar order, helped give shape to Wilson’s scattered images of a just peace. But the churches were not unimportant, and Wilson did not turn to them because he did not need to; he was so thoroughly steeped in mainline Protestant theology, so familiar with the premises of the Social Gospel, that it would have been surprising had his foreign policy resembled anything else. Wilsonianism was essentially an expression of Christian reformism, of the global application of progressive Christianity, not because of a conscious vision but simply because Wilson could not escape who he was.13

Throughout his life, Woodrow Wilson was a devoted Presbyterian. He was the son, nephew, and grandson of Presbyterian ministers on both sides of his family, and he took his spiritual heritage very seriously. In particular, Wilson used Calvinism as a prism through which to perceive the secular world. His belief in the comforting dictates of providence and the guiding hand of God was especially strong and would not have been out of place had he lived among the first generation of Puritans in Massachusetts Bay. “There is a spirit that rules us,” he declared on the stump during his first run for the presidency in 1912. “If I did not believe in Providence I would feel like a man going blindfolded through a haphazard world.” Wilson marveled at those “small,” futile people who would “intrigue against Providence. How God must laugh!” Or as he told a confidant during the Senate fight over the Treaty of Versailles: “If I were not a Christian, I think I should go mad, but my faith in God holds me to the belief that He is in some way working out His own plans through human perversities and mistakes.” Another vestige of his Calvinism was his belief that the United States was the chosen nation. “I believe that God presided over the inception of this nation,” he boasted during the 1912 presidential election campaign. “I believe that God planted in us the visions of liberty” and “that we are chosen and prominently chosen to show the way to the nations of the world how they shall walk in the paths of liberty.”14

Presbyterianism, learned at the feet of his father, impressed upon Wilson other ideas that had political as well as religious meaning. Perhaps the most important was covenant theology, a central tenet of the Presbyterian Church, especially the Scottish strain that guided the faith of both sides of his family. According to covenant theology, God had made a compact, a covenant, with his people. In return for their obedient faith, God would protect them and forgive their sins. This had particular resonance for American political thought, in which Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence had based the right to self-determination upon the idea that ruler and ruled were bound by a contract, and that George III had violated his end of the contract by ruling arbitrarily and tyrannically. The Scottish Covenanters of the 1630s, whom Wilson considered his intellectual and spiritual ancestors, grounded their faith and politics in the idea of God’s covenant, which motivated both their Presbyterianism and challenge to the English crown. Covenant theology informed Wilson’s thinking on history, law, education, and politics, and it followed him when he became a graduate student at Johns Hopkins, a professor at Princeton, and president of the United States.15

From his religious background, Wilson also developed a sharply defined appreciation of right and wrong, good and evil. Covenant theology left no room for ambiguity or moral relativism: a person either obeyed God’s law or did not. To Wilson, recalled Secretary of Agriculture David F. Houston, “God was an immanent presence. He was with Him in the White House, and if he could discern what He wanted, he gave no heed to what anybody else or everybody else wanted or thought.” Wilson possessed a clarity of moral vision that struck observers, particularly foreigners, as unusually dogmatic and inflexible. Most often, others used religious metaphors when describing him. Constantin Dumba, the Austrian ambassador to Washington, found Wilson to be “doctrinaire.” To Sir Cecil Spring Rice, the British ambassador, Wilson was a “hardened saint.” The economist John Maynard Keynes, a member of the British delegation to the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, shrewdly likened Wilson to “a Nonconformist minister, perhaps a Presbyterian. His thought and his temperament were essentially theological not intellectual.” Keynes worried most of all that Wilson’s “theological temperament” sometimes “became dangerous” because it was so dogmatic. Harold Nicolson, another member of the British delegation, viewed Wilson as “a prophet.” David Lloyd George, the British prime minister who should have been Wilson’s natural ally in Paris, later wrote that the president “regarded himself as a missionary whose function it was to rescue the poor European heathen from their age-long worship of false and fiery gods.” “I can get on with you,” Clemenceau confided to one of Wilson’s advisers. “You are practical … but talking to Wilson is something like talking to Jesus Christ!” Saint, minister, prophet, missionary, messiah—Wilson’s contemporaries were certainly not agnostic about his manner, bearing, and temperament.16

For Wilson, religion formed the basis for politics: from religious liberty flowed political liberty, and from religious justice flowed political justice. This is not to say that he sought to impose a particular religious vision or belief upon the nation. He had no pretensions of being a theologian or making a contribution to religious thought. As one of his biographers notes, Wilson’s “religious concerns were preeminently moral, not theological, in character; the Christian life was merely the task of acting out God’s certain commands in a world of good and evil.” But like Washington, Madison, and Lincoln before him, Wilson saw in religious faith the basic requirements for democratic citizenship, patriotism, and political responsibility. As a Christian republican, he believed that only God and Christ could claim the right of divine rule; people owed them their allegiance, and thus could only rule one another through accountable, democratic procedures. A denial of this belief was what made materialist political systems, such as communism, so undemocratic. “Some men make themselves the centre of the universe instead of making God the centre,” Wilson told his secretary of the Navy, Josephus Daniels, which gave them the “wrong outlook upon the world.” On another occasion, President Wilson told a Fourth of July audience that the “way to success in this great country” was “to show that you are not afraid of anybody except God and His final verdict. If I did not believe that, I would not believe in democracy. If I did not believe that, I would not believe that people can govern themselves.”17

Also very much in the tradition of Jefferson and Madison, Wilson saw religion as a vital source of liberty because it was the wellspring of individual thought and conscience. Religious faith provided “each man a magistracy over himself by insisting upon his personal, individual responsibility to God.” A former student from Princeton spoke of Wilson’s lectures on political freedom, in which the Scottish Covenanters had a starring role. “It was here that freedom of conscience took root,” the student recalled. It was “a steppingstone by which the past made its way into a future of wider justice.”18

A final element to Wilson’s civil religion, particularly after his adoption of progressivism, was the importance of religion to the spread of progress and the protection of justice. To be sure, his Southern Presbyterian heritage, with its instinctive separating of church from state, had always kept him somewhat at odds with the Social Gospel. The “object of the church as an organization [is] the salvation of souls” and “only indirectly the purification of Society,” he wrote in 1900. Despite an exposure to Social Gospel teachings as an undergraduate at Princeton, and despite having many mainline Protestant friends who discovered their calling in social reform, Wilson found the political activism of religious ministers distasteful and unappealing. As he explained to his friend John Mott, “I have had the fear in recent years that the ministers of our churches, by becoming involved in all sorts of social activities … have too much diverted their attention from the effectual preaching of the Word.” The “danger” was that “individual churches will become great philanthropic societies instead of being what it seems to me they ought to be, organizations from which go forth the spiritual stimulation which should guide all philanthropic effort.” But religion, with its prophetic insights and timeless moral precepts, was essential to a healthy society. Thus while Wilson found the preaching of politics distasteful, he was also an enthusiastic supporter of Protestant missions as agents of civilization and faith through progressive change. And of course, most crucially of all, Wilson himself was not a preacher. As a politician, unlike a minister, he was free to use faith as a guide to the implementation of political solutions to social problems. Thus while he could not strictly be considered a Social Gospeler, in a looser sense he shared many of their aims. To Wilson, the Christian religion was a progressive force, and he was, through and through, a Protestant reformer. “No doubt Christianity came into the world to save the world,” he proclaimed in 1909. “We are privileged to live in the midst of many manifestations of the great service that Christianity does to society, to the world that now is.”19

Politically and theologically, then, Wilson was an ecumenical internationalist. Moreover, from his devoutly Protestant background and contacts with mainline religious leaders, especially in the Presbyterian Church and within various branches of the missionary enterprise, he was already familiar with the principles of the ecumenical movement. Indeed, stemming from his Presbyterian-influenced affinity for order, organization, and governance, his theology was nearly identical to the ecumenists’. Moreover, Wilson was no stranger to ecumenical councils, and he had worked with and supported the Federal Council in its infancy. While president of Princeton University, he had given a speech on aspects of religious cooperation at the FCC’s founding convention in New York. “Cooperation is the vital principle of social life; not organization merely,” he declared in another speech to the FCC on “the translation of doctrine into life.” “But if the object of the organization is to afford a mechanism by which the whole community can cooperatively use its life, then there is a great deal in it.” From his many offers of “spiritual mediation” before 1917 to his vision for a League of Nations afterward, Wilson’s diplomacy was steeped in the ideas of ecumenical internationalism.20

Most important, perhaps, the League of Nations and a codified set of principles such as the Fourteen Points fit naturally into the very basics of Wilson’s religious and political philosophy. His historical heroes, the Scottish Covenanters, had staked their claims to just authority and as protectors of liberty upon the notion of a compact—a written contract—between ruler and ruled. God, infallible and almighty, was unique in that only he could break the compact; only he was above reproach. Yet because he was wise and loving, God would reward the faithful with blessings on earth and everlasting life after death. Such compacts were always written down—be it the Bible or the Constitution, the Ten Commandments or the Fourteen Points—so that all knew their place, role, and obligations. For Wilson, the Bible was “the Magna Charta of the human soul,” and thus the foundation of democracy. Written compacts were supremely important because they prevented arbitrary rule, circumvented monopoly power, and undermined secret diplomacy.21

This was not an exclusively religious concept, of course, as the work of political philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes and John Locke attests. But for Wilson, it had a crucially important historical and religious component, one that strengthened his faith that the League of Nations and Fourteen Points would be the means to end war forever. According to Jan Smuts, a South African delegate in Paris who was one of the original architects of the League, it was Wilson who personally insisted on the term “covenant.” So it was no coincidence that Wilson often invoked the Covenanters when promoting the League. “The stern Covenanter tradition that is behind me sends many an echo down through the years,” he said in London in December 1918. “I wish that it were possible for us to do something like some of my very stern ancestors did, for among my ancestors are those very determined persons who were known as the Covenanters,” he remarked a few days later to an audience in Manchester. “I wish we could … enter into a great league and covenant, declaring ourselves, first of all, friends of mankind and uniting ourselves together for the maintenance and the triumph of right.” It was no coincidence that the League’s founding rules and principles would not be recorded in a charter, or a constitution, but a covenant. Indeed, neither was it a coincidence that the League would be headquartered in Geneva, the birthplace of Calvinism and the seat of Reformed Protestantism.22

MAINLINE PROTESTANTS MAY have dominated postwar planning, but Catholics and Jews supported the Fourteen Points and the League of Nations for reasons of their own. Both Catholics and Jews favored internationalist solutions to the problems of world politics, and both had Wilsonian idealists and philosophers of international relations within their ranks. Advocates of social thought represented the majority of those Catholics who thought seriously about the postwar order. Father John Ryan was the Catholic internationalists’ leader, but he was not alone. “There is no longer any dream of a nation at peace,” wrote Father William J. Kerby, a Catholic socialist. “There is vision now only of the world at peace.” Similarly, Moses Baroway, a young Jewish nationalist with the American Zionist Medical Unit in Palestine, expressed the Wilsonianism typical of American Jews. From Jerusalem, now in British hands, Baroway wrote his family in New York of his hope that an “international program that spells orderly living for a long time to come” would happen as a result of the Fourteen Points, especially the League of Nations. This was also the cause Brandeis and Wise supported.23

But other, more particular concerns motivated Catholics and Jews as well, and it was no coincidence that Baroway penned his letter while visiting Palestine. For Catholic and Jew alike, national self-determination promised an end to imperial subjugation abroad. For Catholics, it was sure to mean Irish home rule and freedom from the British—most Irish Catholics insisted that Ireland would be the standard by which Wilsonianism would be judged—though some worried that the League’s protections of national sovereignty might also be a way for the British to maintain their domination of Ireland. It was, William Cardinal O’Connell declared to the Irish County Clubs of Boston, “to God and America that Ireland must look for the vindication of all that her dead have died for. American intervention promises to help small nations. Be Irish and doubly be Americans.” Stephen Wise concurred, and wrote Wilson a week after the declaration of war to urge the president to issue another declaration, in the name of oppressed peoples everywhere, for Irish home rule. Not all Irish progressives and internationalists were also Wilsonians—Irish Catholic labor unions, for example, argued that the League of Nations would simply be beholden to the same monied powers that had kept Ireland under Britain’s thumb—but on the whole most saw Wilson as the best means to achieve independence.24

Though it was left unsaid, Rabbi Wise obviously had other causes in mind besides a free Ireland. For Jews, the League of Nations was sure to lead to a Zionist homeland in Palestine. Once an almost exclusively European endeavor, Zionism was becoming increasingly popular, and as a result assertive, in the United States. The Federation of American Zionists was founded in 1897, but it remained small and ineffectual until the war. In 1914, Louis D. Brandeis was elected president of the Federation. A Supreme Court judge and brilliant legal mind, Brandeis was also close to the president who nominated him to the Court, Woodrow Wilson. Because Brandeis’s immigrant connection to Europe was many years past—his parents fled Bohemia in 1848 and eventually settled in Kentucky, where he was raised—he possessed a thoroughly American identity that instantly infused Zionism with patriotic credibility in the United States. And beyond—when Balfour traveled to the United States, the man he wanted to confer with most was not Wilson, but Brandeis.25

But Wilson himself was also sympathetic to Zionism, for political but above all moral reasons. He shared the Progressive vision that Brandeis had for the “social and political laboratory” that was to be the Jewish home in Palestine. He also saw in anti-Semitism an ominous political bellwether of tyranny and oppression. In voicing his support for Zionism in Paris, Wilson told Lloyd George and Clemenceau that he “not only had a friendly feeling towards the Jews” but that “it was perfectly clear that one of the most dangerous elements of ferment arose from the treatment of Jews.” Furthermore, the Inquiry recommended “religious determination” in the former Ottoman Empire instead of national or ethnic self-determination. In an August 1918 letter to Wise, Wilson endorsed the Balfour Declaration. This did not resolve the issue, of course, which Wilson would discover in Paris, where his support for Zionism unnerved Secretary of State Robert Lansing and other American peace commissioners. But for now, American Zionists were among the most devoted of Wilsonianism’s disciples. For Brandeis, Wise, and others, the war was not only America’s, but Israel’s.26

AFTER SUCCESSFULLY HOLDING their lines against a German offensive and launching a vigorous attack of their own in the summer of 1918, the war officially ended on November 11. Fearful of losing ground and opening the way for war to devour their own country, the Germans sued for peace directly to Wilson, for a settlement based upon the Fourteen Points. In December, Wilson traveled to Paris for the peace conference the world had been anticipating for the past four years. Wilson’s overseas journey was unprecedented for a sitting president, but his ambitions were unprecedented as well, and he dared not leave his cabinet secretaries and assistants in the hands of cynical, experienced European diplomats. Ecstatic throngs greeted Wilson in Europe, where he was hailed by the public as a messiah more than a president. Back home, the Protestant churches continued their crusade to move “From World War to World Brotherhood.”27

Protestants were not the only Wilsonians on crusade. American Zionists joined other Jewish nationalists from Europe to present their case directly to Wilson and the victorious great powers. Louis Brandeis, Stephen Wise, and Felix Frankfurter, a professor at Harvard Law School and another future Supreme Court justice, sailed across the Atlantic in search of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. First they had to stop in France, where they queued with other nationalist leaders—the young Vietnamese nationalist Ho Chi Minh, the professorial Czechs Thomas Masaryk and Edvard Beneš, the august Arab King Faisal, and the patrician Greek statesman Eleftherios Venizelos—who sought a hearing on their freedom. To Brandeis, the peace conference was “the most auspicious moment in [the] history of [the] Zionist Movement.” Thanks to Balfour and Prime Minister David Lloyd George, the British had already staked their claim to a Jewish homeland in Palestine. Wilson was sympathetic—after all, the twelfth of the Fourteen Points called for the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire—and the Inquiry had looked upon Zionist plans favorably. “To think that I,” Wilson exulted to Wise, “a son of the manse, should be able to help restore the Holy Land to its people!” Wilson was also sympathetic to the Armenians, another unhappy Christian people living under Turkish Muslim rule, and supported the idea of an independent Armenia in eastern Turkey.28

Yet in the end, they all failed. Armenians could not win an independent state of their own, and neither could Zionist Jews—at least, not yet. The United States had not declared war against Turkey and had no troops anywhere in the Middle East—and thus had no leverage. Irish Catholics did eventually gain their autonomy, but this came in spite of great power politics, not because of it, and they resented Wilson’s reluctance to pressure Britain to apply national self-determination to Ireland. Most important of all, Wilson and the ecumenical internationalists could not convince the United States Senate to abandon the unilateralist diplomatic tradition. Permanent peace would have to wait if it meant entering into permanent alliances. The Senate voted against the ratification of the Treaty of Versailles, ending any hopes of America leading the world in a League of Nations toward the millennium of unending peace.29

While Protestants, modernist and fundamentalist, had been mostly united against Germany during the war, they were deeply divided over the potential terms of the peace. Theologically liberal ecumenists favored integration and the erasure of individual sovereignties, be they denominational or national, in pursuit of a greater good. To conservatives, however, ecumenism in religion and collective security in geopolitics were tantamount to blasphemy. This difference cut to the heart of the modernistfundamentalist dispute, for fundamentalists decried the compromises that modernists were willing to make in the name of social justice and harmony. These might be worthy goals, conservatives agreed, but they were not necessarily reflections of the true religion. The very label fundamentalist, coined and worn with pride by conservatives themselves, perfectly conveyed the importance they attached to remaining faithful to the original essence of the Christian faith as outlined in the Bible—hence their belief in biblical literalism and hostility to evolution. “We will never get together on minimums of faith but only on maximums of faith,” warned Baptist pastor John Roach Straton in words that could have served as the fundamentalist creed. This was not a theology comfortable with compromise, religious, political, or diplomatic. In religion, conservative evangelicals and fundamentalists attacked ecumenical initiatives, especially the Federal Council and Rockefeller’s Interchurch World Movement, as watered-down versions of Christianity. The FCC “united on a social creed instead of a religious one” that “would make a praiseworthy platform for a political party” but was “quite inadequate” for a church body, accused fundamentalist author John Horsh. Unless a religious institution “stands for the fundamentals of the Christian faith … it does not sustain a distinctly Christian character.” Instead, “modern religious unionism stands for ignoring every fundamental of the Christian faith.” Because modernism lacked purity, it also lacked spirituality and the relevance it sought.30

Fundamentalists easily transferred this aversion to compromise on core principles from theology to foreign policy, and from the Federal Council to the League of Nations. Sensitive to the preservation of traditional morals and identity, conservatives cherished denominational autonomy. As society’s nonconformists and self-appointed guardians of heritage, they feared government regulation of religion and fiercely defended the separation of church and state. Their opposition to the Social Gospel stemmed from this raw anti-statism, even though many fundamentalists sympathized with the social reformist intentions of liberal clergy. Similarly, while many conservatives also favored the promotion of democracy after the war, they did not want the United States to be subservient to a cooperative international organization—analogous to an ecumenical organization—such as the League of Nations. They wanted to preserve America’s autonomy in the world system. As Wilson was putting the finishing touches on the peace settlement in Paris, James M. Gray of the Moody Bible Institute was attacking the League of Nations by linking it to the Interchurch World Movement. Reuben Torrey went further, equating the League with the socialist internationalism of the Industrial Workers of the World. Ignoring their own strictures against mixing religion and politics, Gray, Torrey, and other leading fundamentalists mounted a national campaign against Senate ratification of the League. Collective security under the aegis of an international organization, Gray charged, would be “national suicide.”31

Ever conscious of purity as well as identity and autonomy, fundamentalists also objected to joining a League in which the United States would be recognized as the moral and political equal of other nations. Membership in an international organization would require Americans to participate as partners of nations that were Catholic or Muslim. What good was such an organization? And what could it ever hope to accomplish? “How,” demanded an indignant Arno Gaebelein, a leading Methodist fundamentalist, “can God bless these nations, who continue in idolatries, who defy His laws? Can He bless professing Christian nations, banded together in pact with heathen nations?” J. C. Massee, a Baptist preacher and fundamentalist insurgent who led the attack on modernism in the Northern Baptist Convention, denounced the League as the very worst sort of ecumenism, “a deliberate effort to dethrone God in the earth …. We who are a professedly Christian nation are about to enter a league of nations, and into an international alliance, with nations that are altogether pagan.” Americans would incur the wrath of God, Massee warned, because, as Christians, the Bible explicitly put them “under obligation to foreswear any alliance with a pagan nation.” Mirrored across the South and Midwest, and in the booming churches of urban fundamentalism in Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, and New York, such concerns helped severely erode popular support for the League.32

Perhaps Wilson should have listened to the reservations of the most prominent conservative American Protestant at the Paris peace conference, a man who also happened to be his secretary of state. In 1915, Wilson rid himself of one fundamentalist Presbyterian secretary of state, William Jennings Bryan, only to appoint another, Robert Lansing. But despite their shared Presbyterianism and dour personalities, Wilson and Lansing did not get along. A specialist in international law with a suitably pedantic mind, Lansing agreed with Wilson that some sort of new world order had to emerge from the ashes of war. And in theory, he thought a league of nations could work. But the League Wilson envisioned made no allowances for traditional American diplomatic doctrine, especially the Monroe Doctrine, or even the Constitution. From a very early point, Lansing feared that a treaty containing the League would never pass through the Senate intact. Not coincidentally, Lansing was also a quasi-fundamentalist Presbyterian: not active enough in religious politics to earn himself a label, but nonetheless a firm believer in biblical inerrancy, miracles, and the virgin birth of Christ in addition to being an avid reader of scripture. Like most conservative Protestants, Lansing did not like to deviate from the written word. Nor was he comfortable with watering down the essence of identity, be it denominational or national, in pursuit of a common objective. He thought the League could work only if it consisted of like-minded democracies, a concern shared by many other evangelicals and fundamentalists. Lansing pressed his concerns in Paris, but Wilson ignored him, and in early 1920 the two parted ways.33

By that time, Wilson’s dream of world peace had ended. The Senate rejected the Treaty of Versailles, and with it the League of Nations. The Wilsonian creed would have to wait until another world war, more terrible than the first, had vindicated its prophecy.


PART VI
Franklin Roosevelt and the Third Crusade

The State Department, Washington, D.C., January 18, 1941. Distressed by the collapse of basic living conditions and the spread of starvation and disease in his country, Gaston Henry-Haye, the French ambassador to Washington, requested an emergency meeting with Secretary of State Cordell Hull. The emotional ambassador spoke “very earnestly and strongly,” Hull wrote afterward in his notes, “about the urgency of obtaining food” for France—including the northern half of France occupied by the Nazis—through U.S. aid and assistance. America was still officially neutral, Henry-Haye and the government of unoccupied France reasoned, and had traditionally sympathized with foreign people suffering through humanitarian disasters. And they had received encouragement from no less a figure than former President Herbert Hoover, who was in the midst of organizing relief efforts for Europe. Yet Hull was unmoved. He did not especially care for the ambassador, whom he described as “a little man with ruddy cheeks and a truculent mustache,” and he certainly did not care for his government, the Vichy-based regime under Marshal Philippe Pétain that had capitulated to the Germans and was actively collaborating with the Nazis. Hull acknowledged the “ancient friendship” between the French and American people, but that was about all he would concede. “I said that it must be made clear,” he recorded, “that we feel deeply that the future welfare of France like that of our own country makes it all the more important for Great Britain to successfully resist the Hitler onslaught,” and that naïvely shipping food and medical supplies through the British blockade to French civilians would simply end up feeding and supplying the Nazis. It was Germany’s responsibility to feed the people of France, Hull lectured the sheepish ambassador, not America’s—and certainly not Herbert Hoover’s.1

Hull was not a hard-hearted man. Nor was he uninformed of the situation in Europe. A year earlier, Polish diplomat Ludwik Rajchman had warned the State Department of widespread food shortages that had led to malnutrition and starvation. A few months later, after the German conquest of western Europe, King Leopold III of Belgium wrote Franklin Roosevelt that his people “live in anguish, scattered, without shelter, in dire distress,” and that their plight was “even more dreadful” than in 1914. And in the summer of 1940, the French, including Henry-Haye himself, had warned that hardship and hunger would only cement fascism’s grip on France. Pétain even sent a personal letter to Roosevelt pleading for “relief and assistance” from “your generous country, which is bound to mine by century-old friendship.”2

Here was a classic moral dilemma of international politics. Clearly, the humanitarian objective should be to aid the victims of aggression against starvation, disease, and other afflictions of war. But to do so might—and given the Nazis’ track record, would—instead help the aggressors without helping the victims at all. This was certainly the view of the British, who were using the Royal Navy to blockade Europe and were naturally hostile to provisioning the victims of Nazism with food and supplies that the Nazis would simply take for themselves. The British decided that despite the deepening humanitarian crisis, they “must treat Germany and the territories under her occupation on the same footing.” It was well within Germany’s power to feed those people, claimed the British, which made them doubly suspicious that relief would never actually reach its intended recipients. Moreover, it would be “entirely mistaken,” if not also immoral, to assist Germany with “the difficulties which confront her and which are of her own creation.” Yet initially, in this earlier period of the winter, spring, and summer of 1940, Hull and the State Department had been more receptive to Americans sending relief into Nazi-occupied Europe, and they were at first willing to support them with the full authority at their disposal. “The American Government feels that the right of its citizens to send medical and other related supplies to victims of war should not be interfered with by the British Government,” Hull instructed the U.S. Embassy in London in February 1940. This was a very different tone than the one he would use with Ambassador Henry-Haye a year later.3

Though the controversy over European relief was not solely a religious issue, it was fundamentally a moral concern that had religious ethics at its core. Other than the American Red Cross, the advocates of relief were mostly faith-based relief agencies, especially the American Friends Service Committee. Against tremendous odds, American Quakers had been unique in their ability to remain neutral and administer aid to both sides of the Spanish Civil War, and they aimed to do the same in war-torn Europe. Just as prominent was fellow Quaker Herbert Hoover, who worked with the AFSC but also orchestrated relief programs of his own. In 1939, Hoover founded the Commission for Polish Relief and oversaw the shipment of nonmilitary aid to Poland before German obstruction and the British blockade shut it down. The next year, after the German offensive in the west, he established the National Committee on Food for the Small Democracies (Norway, Finland, Holland, Belgium, and Poland). In announcing his relief plan for western Europe, Hoover declared that humanitarian values could not be eclipsed by military necessity or ideology “because of the teachings of Christ which have resounded down these two thousand years” and which “gave to mankind a new vision and part of that mission was mercy and compassion.” Shortly after, in a major article in Collier’s, he argued that “compassion is the woof and warp of democracy” and that the “Christian world is confronted with preserving the lives of millions” of innocent people in Europe. “We cannot as a Christian nation dismiss our concern.” Instead, Americans should act like the Good Samaritan—or like Jesus Christ himself, “the Greatest Teacher of all time” who “did not allow His immortal vision to be clouded by debate” over politics or ideology.4

Hoover’s relief efforts posed a serious problem for the British and their sympathizers in America. The blockade was seen as Great Britain’s only effective weapon; to weaken it, even for the sake of Christian charity, would weaken its defenses, particularly against an enemy who would surely take advantage of any relief supplies for itself. But to let Europe’s needy starve and freeze would make the British look not only uncharitable, but cruel. Hull and the State Department sympathized with the British, and even suspected Hoover of playing politics with an issue that could damage the president to whom he had ignominiously lost the White House in 1932. But politics aside, Hoover presented a danger to both Roosevelt and Britain. Roosevelt’s secretary of the interior, Harold Ickes, recalled that FDR “expressed concern” about Hoover’s relief plans, which would “make a very unpleasant issue in this country and would complicate the foreign situation badly.”5

But Hoover not only had Christ on his side, he also had the blessing of some of America’s most famous religious leaders. He even boasted to Lord Halifax, the British ambassador to Washington, that he could launch a campaign that would be “echoed from 10,000 pulpits.” This may have been an exaggeration, but Hoover did have tremendous support from what he called “the spiritual and moral forces of this nation.” Among the more than two hundred clergy who signed up to support Hoover were the prominent Catholics William Cardinal O’Connell of Boston and Archbishop Edward Mooney of Detroit; Protestants included John R. Mott and Reverend Daniel A. Poling. None could be dismissed as dreamy idealists or pacifists. Mooney, for example, was an early supporter of military preparedness, including conscription; Mott was an ally of Reinhold Niebuhr and a charter member of the pro-Allied magazine Christianity and Crisis; Poling had been a YMCA chaplain in World War I, was an outspoken opponent of Nazism and supporter of the Allies, and encouraged his own son, Clark, to volunteer as a chaplain in the U.S. Army. (In fact, in 1943, Lieutenant Clark Poling died aboard the stricken USS Dorchester as one of the famously heroic Four Chaplains—two Protestant ministers, a Catholic priest, and a Jewish Rabbi—who voluntarily gave up their life jackets and places on lifeboats to go down together with the stricken ship, braced against the railing while praying aloud and singing hymns.) Just as significant was the presence of Rabbi Edward N. Calisch: if a Jew could vouch for the integrity of Hoover’s program, anyone could.6

Moreover, other clergy who did not join Hoover’s organization also supported relief for occupied Europe. Without mentioning Hoover’s group, the Federal Council of Churches endorsed the need for relief in Europe and China. Reverend Ernest Fremont Tittle, a noted Social Gospel Methodist from Evanston, Illinois, argued in the pages of Christian Century and Zion’s Herald, two of the largest-circulation religious magazines in the country, that feeding Europe’s hungry might also be an opening gambit for a peace settlement. But for most, the issue was one of simple Christian charity, and many were incensed that anyone could possibly disagree. “I do not see how we in America, surrounded by comforts and a large measure of security, can deliberately advocate the starvation of thirty million neutral human beings,” wrote a Yale Divinity student in 1940.7

Yet Hoover was not the only one with Christ on his side. A group of pro-British and mostly interventionist clergy, led by Niebuhr and Henry Sloane Coffin, moved quickly to mobilize public opinion against the former president’s relief plans. Hoover and the architects of relief may have been sincere humanitarians, but they were misguided, perhaps even delusional, about both their own capabilities and German intentions. Any aid sent to occupied Europe would go straight to the Nazis, the opponents of relief charged. And even if the German forces allowed American observers to monitor the shipment of aid, they would simply requisition the same amount of supplies and foodstuffs away from prying eyes. Either way, American relief would end up perpetuating, even collaborating in, the far greater crime of Nazi aggression. Niebuhr and Coffin had support from secular groups with awkward names that mirrored Hoover’s, such as the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies or the Century Club Group. But secular critics did so on the grounds of strategy and national security. The interventionist clergy were more effective because they could debate Hoover on his own terms: morality.8

Feeding and clothing the hungry, shivering people of Nazi-occupied Europe was a morally compelling cause, Hoover’s opponents acknowledged, but it was also misleading. Here, they appealed to national security but, as Roosevelt himself would do on countless occasions before and during the war, they linked national security to the survival of values, morality, even religion itself. In a statement largely drafted by Coffin, Hoover’s opponents deployed some Christian imagery of their own. “No one can hope to evade a share of the suffering,” read their October 1940 press statement, including the victims of Nazi aggression. Two months later, another Coffin-orchestrated declaration, signed by several of the nation’s most renowned religious leaders, argued that while the issue presented “a dilemma of heart-searching difficulty,” relief would in all likelihood only strengthen the forces of Nazism. “What is at stake is not merely the security of Great Britain and the United States, but also the sole remaining hope of freedom.” Under such pressure, the advocates of relief began to relent. While the FCC—still opposed to intervention—publicly called for relief, privately it warned Roosevelt against committing to anything that would give indirect assistance to the Germans. And in a parallel and surely much more painful effort, Rabbi Stephen Wise requested the World Jewish Congress to stop smuggling relief supplies to incarcerated Jews in occupied Europe. Claimed Wise on an earlier occasion, “To die at the hands of Nazism is cruel; to survive by its grace were ten thousand times worse. We will survive Nazism unless we commit the inexplicable sin of bartering or trafficking with it in order to save some Jewish victims.”9

But most telling of all, and probably most helpful to the Allied war effort, the religious leaders who opposed aid to occupied Europe never pretended to be neutral. Coffin, Niebuhr, and Wise, along with all their associates, were fervently supportive of the British. Coffin even orchestrated his campaign against Hoover in secret collaboration with the British Embassy in Washington. Coffin also headed his own group, the Inter-Faith Committee to Aid the Democracies, which claimed Wise as a member. On his own and within the Jewish community, Wise was in fact a tireless champion of sending the same aid to Britain that he called on the World Jewish Congress to withhold from Jews suffering under Nazi occupation, including $18,000 worth of vitamins and $69,000 to build a children’s health care center in London. Rabbi Wise and his wife even “adopted” a British boy, Dennie Edward Mitchell, as a way to highlight the plight of British children in wartime. Coffin and Wise sympathized with the people of occupied Europe. But the surest route to relief, they argued, was an Allied military victory.10

The United States did eventually ship some aid to Vichy France in 1941, but it was a paltry amount designed to relieve political and diplomatic pressures in Washington, not alleviate suffering in France. The British, of course, were thrilled. They had won an important political and propaganda battle over a very delicate issue on which American public opinion was sharply divided. Their blockade—their only potentially effective weapon against the military might of Nazi Germany—had begun to leak. Now it could be resealed. Just as important, in winning the battle over the blockade Britain secured a priceless political victory in the United States. That the American public, who had been staunchly anti-interventionist and whose instincts were naturally sympathetic to the beleaguered and blameless civilians of occupied Europe, acquiesced in the blockade without much protest said a great deal about their changing view of the world crisis. For the equally beleaguered British, here was an encouraging bellwether of the future direction of the war.

The struggle over relief for Europe represented more than an argument over wartime strategy. It was also a national argument about the ethics of war that provided a glimpse into the passionate debates to come. In 1940–41, advocates of both neutrality and intervention deployed religious morality in service to their cause. Both would continue to do so for the duration of the war.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Princes of Peace and Prophets of Realism

THE PEACE MOVEMENT had ebbed and flowed for a century, rising with the launch of unpopular wars against Mexico and the Philippines and falling when redemptive violence seemed to offer the only path to justice and salvation, as in the Civil War or Spanish-American War. This pattern sped up in the five years between 1914 and 1919, with pacifism dominant in the years before 1917 and Christian soldiers on the march during the war and the peace conference that followed. Then the failure of Wilsonianism, followed by suspicions that the war had been fought to ensure profits for bankers and weapons manufacturers and not to make the world safe for democracy, reinvigorated the faith-based peace movement. For the next twenty years, Christian pacifism was in the ascendance. No longer could one support a war to end all wars. After World War I, this was no longer an acceptable, even glorious paradox but an impossible, hateful contradiction.1

IN AN INTERWAR ERA of corrosive cynicism and fearful isolationism, Christian peace advocates remained true to their internationalist vision. They were not isolationists. They did not turn their back on the world, but instead increased their efforts to reform it in a more enlightened, progressive image. They would never support war; nor would they support an aggressive, nationalistic foreign policy. In other words, they could not, said Norman Thomas after World War I, abide “armed isolationism and hemispheric imperialism.” The United States could still be “a constructive force toward peace,” intoned Church Peace Union; the nation would be “remiss if it pursued a course of complete isolation as a means of peace.” Even after the war, pacifist Christian internationalists still positioned the United States within a complex web of interconnected states with mutual rights and obligations, and they still expected Americans to lead the world to a better, warless world. Instead of being discouraged or deterred by the specter of the Great War, they used it as a lesson for what would afflict humanity if people did not join together to enforce its extinction. There were true isolationists in the country, people who desperately wanted the United States to remain free from the taint of the Old World and its aggression and avarice. But they were challenged by pacifist internationalists, mostly mainline Protestants but also larger numbers of Catholics and Jews than ever before, who wanted an activist but peaceful America.2

For their part, the traditional peace churches simply continued on the same peace crusade they had been following for centuries. Unlike the YMCA, which was ostensibly neutral but in reality acted as an adjunct of the Allied and American war efforts, during the war the American Friends Service Committee had proven its worth as a strictly unbiased relief agency. The AFSC continued its work through the interwar period, while individual Quakers delved into the pacifist politics of groups like the Fellowship of Reconciliation. Mennonites had almost unanimously refused to support the war effort in 1917, for which they were harshly condemned. Determined not to be caught in such a position of disorganized vulnerability again, their interwar pacifism was more than a continuation of long-held beliefs: it was a newly concentrated and coordinated effort to promote peace beyond the peace church.3

But whereas Quaker and Mennonite pacifism had been unfashionable, even treasonable, in the Great War, it now found itself swimming in the religious mainstream. After 1920, war became unthinkable, its permanent banishment an obsession among the mainline churches that had often associated with pacifism but were not necessarily peace churches. To those dedicated to both Christianity and pacifism, it was self-evident that war was unchristian, the most grievous of all sins. “If a thing is wrong in principle for Jesus, it is wrong for a Christian,” claimed Kirby Page, a Disciples of Christ minister and leading pacifist, and to him it was obvious that Jesus thought war was wrong. Though he was a Socialist, Page was no radical; a former Student Volunteer and YMCA secretary, his was very much a mainstream, mainline vision. He reflected the absolutist pacifism that quickly became the guiding principle for most interwar Christian pacifists: under no circumstances, including self-defense, could a Christian use violence. “Not even when the political freedom of a nation is at stake should the Christian militant make use of an unchristian weapon,” Page commanded. “The following of Jesus Christ is infinitely more important than the maintenance of political liberty at the expense of his principles.” Though his idealism may seem radical, it was commonplace in the shell-shocked 1920s and ’30s.4

However, the Depression made Page’s mission infinitely more difficult. Economies that underpinned fragile political stability in Germany, Japan, and elsewhere collapsed, enabling extremist alternatives to liberal democracy to seize power. In such an atmosphere, militarism was once again on the march. Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931, and then China proper in 1937; Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1935; fascists in Spain launched a civil war to extinguish republican democracy; Germany rearmed. At each step, America’s Christian pacifists were unable to offer a solution to the blatant use of brutal force. Enraged at the dictators and frustrated by the impotence of their own moral injunctions, many pacifists began to rethink their unbending dedication to the gospel of love. In response to the crisis in Ethiopia, Sherwood Eddy, the famed evangelist, YMCA missionary, and peace crusader, called for “a needed police power under the League of Nations by collective security and always under judicial sanctions of the League.” To an incredulous pacifist friend, Eddy explained: “You might define this as war. I prefer to define it as police power.” Aghast at Francisco Franco’s assault on Spanish democracy, Norman Thomas vowed he would “not yield to fascism anywhere without a struggle.” More startlingly, he also declared that “nonviolence is not its first and last commandment.” The Japanese invasion of China, home to thousands of Social Gospel missionaries, provoked similar changes of heart.5

Still, though the world crises of the 1930s challenged the American peace movement, they could not destroy it. Peace seemed more and more a utopian dream, but most were unwilling to abandon it completely. The kind of internationalism that Christian pacifists and peace advocates believed in called for a peaceful, equitable world order that was becoming more unlikely with each passing year. And with each passing year, it was increasingly unrealistic, and utopian, to expect it could happen through Christian persuasion and moral example. The 1930s had made the peace crusade more difficult, which no pacifist would deny. Yet despite their depleted numbers, thanks to the defection of Eddy and others, their optimism remained intact. “The cause of the peacemakers has met with frustration and opposition, but is far from being lost,” declared a Michigan pastor in a sermon that was typical of pacifism’s stubborn perseverance.6

Of course, not all religious opponents of intervention were pacifists. Some, like the Detroit radio priest Father Charles Coughlin—who in 1935 almost single-handedly killed Senate ratification of U.S. membership in the World Court—and Gerald L. K. Smith were genuine isolationists who wanted the United States to protect its sovereignty and remain free from the taint of Europe’s political and spiritual plagues. Rather than wilt under the heat of crisis, their isolationism actually hardened in the 1930s. Other Christians also opposed intervention without resorting to anti-Semitism or political extremism. From his lofty perch as the editor of the Catholic magazine America, Francis Xavier Talbot could survey the whole Roman Catholic community in the United States. His own views were “completely and absolutely anti-Communist and anti-Nazi” and “of moral, intellectual, cultural sympathy with the Allies.” But he also did not believe there was “sufficient reason” for the United States to get involved. He confessed that most Catholic priests disagreed with him, but he also sensed that “the very great majority” of the Catholic laity shared his view. He was probably right, especially when it came to German and Irish Catholics who were, once again, unenthusiastic about joining a European war against Germany and allied with Britain. In 1936, for example, the only Catholics to vote substantially against Roosevelt’s reelection were pockets of isolationist German and Irish communities who already suspected the internationalist Democrats of secretly plotting an alliance with the British.7

Catholic peace activists, led by Father John A. Ryan and the organization he founded in 1927, the Catholic Association for International Peace (CAIP), also continued to oppose intervention even as they took a stand against fascism and militarism. On the surface, with its commitment to social justice and racial equality, the CAIP seemed to be cut from the same cloth as the Fellowship of Reconciliation or the Federal Council of Churches. Moreover, the CAIP also believed that modern wars were the result of runaway nationalism, materialism, political idolatry of the kind found in fascist and communist personality cults, and Western racism and imperialism. But there was a significant difference between these Catholic and Protestant organizations that went beyond denominational intricacies of tradition and liturgy. Doctrinally, Ryan and the CAIP were not pacifists. They were peace advocates, and noninterventionists, and could scarcely imagine a scenario in which they would support the use of armed force. But the difference was that they could, in theory, imagine one. As Catholics, they looked to just war theory for guidance. So long as a nation observed the constraints of jus ad bellum and jus in bello—the just cause of war and its just execution—war could be accepted as part of the Christian order. Ryan and the CAIP were alarmed by Hitler’s rise, but as late as 1940 they still did not agree that the distant challenge of Nazism made U.S. involvement necessary or just. The reliance on just war theory led Catholics away from absolutist pacifism and, should events deteriorate, toward U.S. intervention, a distinction that Reinhold Niebuhr and his fellow Protestant Christian realists would borrow. There were Catholic pacifists, of course, most notably Dorothy Day and the Catholic Workers, but they set themselves apart as noble exceptions by never using, and eventually rejecting, just war theory.8

Nonetheless, within the broad church of religious anti-interventionism, liberal Protestants continued to predominate. And while they believed in the power of transnational Christianity, they also believed that any truly just and peaceful world order required American stewardship. This belief in the exemplary, persuasive power of American values and Christian ethics was firmly rooted in a tenet of the Wilsonian creed: people were naturally peace-loving, and appeals directly to them over the heads of unrepresentative, undemocratic leaders would constrain militarism and war. As the world’s leading democracy, the United States was best suited to the task. Pacifists did not want to avoid war so that Americans could be safe; they wanted to avoid war so that uncorrupted Americans could dictate the terms of the peace. In 1938, the president of the FCC informed Roosevelt that his member churches were “profoundly convinced that strategically, historically and providentially our country is called to lead the world along the road, not of ancient bluster, but of sacrificial peace.”9

Sometimes this belief in the power of moral suasion led pacifists to wander aimlessly down diplomatic blind alleys. But so powerful was their belief in peace, and in a natural, universal desire for peace, that they had trouble recognizing that their pacific liberal internationalism was becoming increasingly untenable. The sincere but misguided vision of Harold Fey, the executive secretary of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, serves as a poignant example. The Fellowship was perhaps the most hardline of all Christian pacifist groups; for most members, even self-defense was no justification for the use of force. In the fall of 1937, Fey found himself arguing against a rising tide of support for economic sanctions against Japan. He did not condone the Japanese invasion of China, but he also believed that coercion—even economic sanctions, which of course would likely escalate tensions and possibly spark a war—was unjustified. What else could a Christian do? Fey thought he had an answer. “Cannot American Christians go directly to influential people in Japan,” he asked a skeptical Winnifred Wygal of the YWCA, “and try to get them to see how the civilized world looks at this dreadful campaign in China and try to persuade them to use their influence to stop it?” Prodded by A. J. Muste, the Fellowship was soon applying these techniques of Gandhian nonviolent resistance, conscientious objection, and Christian pacifism to race relations in the United States, including a successful 1941 drive to integrate a public swimming pool in Cleveland. From the Fellowship emerged the Congress of Racial Equality, and from CORE emerged many of the tactics that would make the civil rights movement so successful in the post–World War II decades. But Japan presented a challenge even more daunting than American racism. “Of course nothing may come of it,” Fey conceded of his plan. “Of course we run the risk of being thought fools—fools of God.”10

As always, the Federal Council of Churches led the liberal internationalist peace crusade against war, imperialism, and isolationism. This was the special mission of Walter W. Van Kirk, an Ohio-born, Boston University–trained Methodist who headed the FCC’s Department of International Justice and Goodwill. The title of his 1934 book, Religion Renounces War, made sweeping claims of absolute certainty that were typical of modernist interwar pacifism. Using the FCC’s imprimatur and national organization, Van Kirk then went on to mount a campaign to support the passage of neutrality laws that would tie Roosevelt’s hands as Wilson’s had not been. “Neutrality,” he reminded his readers, “does not mean isolation.” Nor was it “hostile to world cooperation.” In 1935, he founded the National Peace Conference as an umbrella organization for more than thirty pacifist groups.11

It is important to remember that Van Kirk was not a lonely voice in the wilderness. Peace was demonstrably the preference of most Christian churches during the decade of crisis. Throughout the 1930s, the annual assemblies and conventions of the Presbyterian Church USA, the Evangelical Synod of North America, the Methodist Episcopal Church, and the Northern Baptist Convention all passed strong resolutions renouncing war. In 1930, when the Episcopalians gathered at Lambeth Palace in London with fellow Anglicans from around the world, they agreed unanimously that war was “incompatible” with Christianity. The Northern Baptists were the least absolutist, but even they proclaimed their “unalterable opposition to war as a means of settling international disputes, and urge non-participation except in case of invasion.” Most significant were the resolutions for peace at the 1934 annual meeting of the Southern Baptist Convention. Southerners had been more willing to march to war in 1898 and 1917 and in later decades would provide bedrock support for American wars in Southeast Asia and the Middle East. But the tide of liberal internationalism ran high in Protestant circles in the interwar period, and for a time it washed over the souls of Southern Baptists as well. Their 1934 meeting noted that the “prospect for International Peace has not been promising,” thanks mostly to the aggressively revisionist policies of Germany and Japan. But instead of calling for America to respond in kind, Southern Baptists criticized the Roosevelt administration for pursuing naval rearmament in economically crippling times. Instead of retrenching with an appeal to American patriotism, they urged the Senate to ratify U.S. membership in the World Court—“a necessary and valuable agency for preserving and promoting International Peace”—without delay.12

Nor had Van Kirk misrepresented the Federal Council. Though some were beginning to doubt the likelihood of peace and thus the effectiveness of pacifism, the overwhelming majority of ecumenists were resolutely opposed to war on the grounds of moral conviction and still believed that the principles of the ecumenical movement offered the best way forward. Yet few seemed to anticipate the irresolvable tensions within ecumenical internationalism, between collective security—which in theory was ultimately backed by force or some other means of compulsion if peaceful order broke down—and an absolutist desire for peace. And they would not appreciate it until the dilemma had been solved for them by Japan and Germany in 1941. Even as late as October 1939, the FCC could write to FDR with “support … in your purpose that our government shall not join in this war.” Ecumenists instead “seek to keep the United States at peace in the hope that our nation may thereby render a greater service to mankind.”13

Nor, finally, were Van Kirk and the FCC out of step with the peace mission of the worldwide ecumenical movement as a whole. In 1937, ecumenists from North America and Europe met at Oxford University in England to convene the Universal Christian Council for Life and Work Conference and lay the groundwork for erecting a World Council of Churches. Like the American FCC, the global WCC intended not only to manage harmonious Protestant relations but to foster world peace through ecumenical communication, understanding, and tolerance. It would, claimed its leading American light, William Adams Brown of Union Theological Seminary, “emphasize the things that men share in common above those which divide them and so make a peaceful solution of international questions easier.” Only the international church, WCC planners claimed in the summer of 1939, “has shown that it can transcend national barriers in a time of crisis.”14

BY 1940–41, the main adversary of American Christian pacifists was not a war leader like Hitler or Churchill, or dictators like Stalin or Franco, or even Franklin Roosevelt, who was slowly, surreptitiously leading America into the war. It was Reinhold Niebuhr, a professor at Union. Liberal loathing for Niebuhr was intense—had his critics not been pacifists, it would have been understandable had Niebuhr feared for his life. Feeling betrayed, one former student chastised Niebuhr for letting “your basic point of view justify you in taking unchristian positions.” He doubted Niebuhr’s views “as being even Christian” and was left “wondering what you do with Jesus.” Reverend Rufus Ansley of the First-Pilgrim Congregational Church in Buffalo dismissed Niebuhr’s writings as “British propaganda.” Ralph Brandon, a minister from Covington, Ohio, expressed his “disgust” with Niebuhr and his fellow “back-sliders” who “refuse to practice the faith in Jesus Christ.” Just because “you have cold feet and are afraid to take the ‘Way of Jesus’ in overcoming evil,” he charged, “is no reason why you should try to destroy the force of the Christian methods by coaxing others to be cowards with you.” Charles Lyttle, a church historian at Meadville Theological School in Chicago, reached “the point where I can no longer be silent at your shocking disregard for the fundamental decencies of your Christian ministry and professorship.” Lyttle castigated Niebuhr’s “very feeble yet sinister sophistries about never being perfect or ever being able to achieve our ideals in their perfection,” which were antithetical to the true spirit of Christianity. Niebuhr’s opinions were “apostasy, brazen and shameless, from your vows as a Christian minister and your duties as a professor in your field.” But perhaps the worst insult came from Reverend Albert Edward Day of the First Methodist Church of Pasadena, California. When Reverend Day received a flyer advertising subscriptions to a magazine Niebuhr had recently founded, Christianity and Crisis, he wrote Niebuhr personally to say that he was immediately sending a check for $25—to a rival magazine, Christian Century.15

What had Niebuhr, a fellow progressive, said to enrage the pacifists? How exactly had he betrayed them? Felix Frankfurter thought he had the answer. “Too many liberals,” the Supreme Court justice and ardent interventionist gleefully wrote Niebuhr, “are still enslaved by their romantic illusions, and cannot face your clean, surgeon-like exposition of reality.” Frankfurter was right; Niebuhr’s incisions had inflicted traumatic pain upon his fellow liberals. But why?16

To begin with, for over a decade Niebuhr had been one of them—indeed, in many respects he was still one of them. He always remained a liberal Protestant who believed in empirical, scientific inquiry and did not believe in the Bible as the inerrant word of God. So his theology had not changed. Nor had his commitment to ecumenical and interfaith cooperation; he never broke with the Federal Council of Churches and was an important contributor to the building of a World Council of Churches. He also still believed in social democracy, and, after a brief flirtation with Marxism, remained a member of the Fellowship of Socialist Christians and Norman Thomas’s Socialist Party throughout the 1930s. Moreover, Niebuhr continued to devote his time to Socialist pet projects, such as the Delta Cooperative Farm in Mississippi that he and Sherwood Eddy helped organize in tandem with the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union and the leftist Fellowship of Southern Churchmen. At the end of the decade, his views on political economy remained much further to the left than many of his friends and colleagues at Union, such as Henry Sloane Coffin and Henry Pit Van Dusen. He remained pro-labor and pro–civil rights at a time when many white liberals, religious or otherwise, were hastily abandoning both causes. So in many ways, Niebuhr’s liberalism remained intact.17

However, Niebuhr had also been a pacifist, and it was this that changed dramatically. In the 1920s and early ’30s, Niebuhr edited the pacifist magazine World Tomorrow, wrote prolifically for that great organ of absolute pacifism and liberal Protestantism, Christian Century, and was a senior member of the Fellowship of Reconciliation. Two of his closest friends, Kirby Page and Sherwood Eddy, were leaders in the peace movement, and of course Norman Thomas made pacifism one of the major planks in the Socialist Party platform. Thus Niebuhr’s repudiation of pacifism—flowing freely from his caustic, abrasive, withering pen—came as a painful betrayal.

But what had changed for Niebuhr? What had led him to abandon his commitment to a universal peace through Christian love? Based on his experiences in America and his reading of the international scene, Niebuhr saw, earlier than many others, that one could only be a true Christian pacifist if one lived beyond the margins of modern society. In the real world, it was sometimes necessary to use coercive means to achieve a just end. Christian ethics remained central to politics because they would help determine the acceptable limits of coercion and distinguish between just and unjust causes. Though Niebuhr was not its creator, this essentially Niebuhrian vision of politics quickly became known as Christian realism. With it, Niebuhr also criticized American exceptionalism and national self-righteousness. In the depths of the world crisis of the 1930s, he maintained that Americans were no more free of guilt and responsibility than others. Sin was universal and nobody, certainly not Americans, was free of it. But crucially, Christian realism did not prevent Niebuhr from identifying those who bore more culpability than others. There were no heroes in the Niebuhrian world, but there were definitely villains.18

At home, even before the Depression, the role of villain was played by ruthless industrialists like Henry Ford. After an upbringing in the Midwest, a divinity degree at Yale, and ordination in the German Evangelical Church, Niebuhr moved to a pastorate in Detroit, Bethel Evangelical Church, in 1915. There, he found himself in the thick of America’s industrial strife. Despite the bourgeois status of his congregation, Niebuhr leaped into the fray on behalf of workers in the automotive industry. Against the muscle of the Ford Motor Company, he discovered that nonresistance and nonviolence were in fact noneffective, especially if the government sided with industry over labor. For now, he was still willing to give peace a chance, but the seeds of doubt had been sown.

In 1928, Niebuhr left his congregation in Detroit to take up a professorship at Union Theological Seminary. Union was then a leading center of pacifism; indeed, peace was the one issue upon which conservatives like Henry Sloane Coffin and radicals such as Harry F. Ward could agree. Yet even here, Niebuhr’s faith in pacifism continued to erode. The Depression had convinced him that workers would never overcome the combined power of capital and state without sometimes resorting to coercive measures. He argued that force should remain an option for organized labor, a controversial stance that led to his resignation from the Fellowship of Reconciliation. In the beginning, then, Niebuhr’s realist turn away from pacifist idealism was rooted more in domestic turmoil and social democracy than in foreign affairs.19

Differences over foreign affairs, however, would provide the breaking point between Niebuhr and his erstwhile comrades, just as the international crisis would crystallize and sharpen the emerging dogma of his Christian realism. Ironically, it was international relations, specifically the carnage of World War I and the apparent iniquity of the Versailles settlement, that had originally inspired Niebuhr’s pacifism. But a decade and more later, things had changed; Germany’s brutality against Jews and Christians particularly moved him. Niebuhr decided that the democracies—Britain and France—might be tainted by imperialism and imperfect democracy, but they were infinitely better than the totalitarian alternatives of fascism, communism, and Nazism. Unlike the moral absolutists of the peace movement, Niebuhr perceived foreign policy as a series of realistic choices between relative goods and lesser evils.20

Personal experience also played its part. In the intervening years, Niebuhr married an Englishwoman, Ursula Keppel-Compton. At Union, he mentored a young exchange student and rising star of German theology, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who opposed Hitler and was later executed by the Nazis. Niebuhr also traveled to Britain in the summer of 1939; a side trip to Holland was cut short, another to Sweden canceled outright, all because Europe was paralyzed by the imminence of war. Niebuhr then found himself in London for two momentous events that confirmed beyond doubt his realist view of the world: Joseph Stalin’s cynical but utterly realistic pact with Hitler on August 23, and Germany’s invasion of Poland on September 3. All around him, it seemed, Britain was moving closer to his own code of personal Christian ethics while Germany, his ancestral homeland, was moving further away.21

His friend Sherwood Eddy found such logic persuasive, even morally compelling, and he followed Niebuhr’s conversion to realism. Eddy’s friends in the peace movement chided him that Gandhi was proving that nonviolence could be an effective political tool. Eddy was unconvinced, because the British Empire, as bad as it was, was still run by the British, who were completely different from Soviet communists or German Nazis. Eddy knew what he was talking about, for in 1930 he had briefly acted as an intermediary between the British and Gandhi; he had also traveled extensively in the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. Religion, he told his pacifist friends, was important because it was the source of ethics and morals, the stuff of which the human conscience is made. For nonviolence to work, the powers that be had to have at least some ethical and moral boundaries. Conscience, therefore, was the pacifist’s secret weapon. But where the human conscience had died, as in the Soviet Union and Germany, nonviolence was simply a form of surrender. Pacifists were “completely ineffectual against Stalin and Hitler, who promptly put them to death,” Eddy pointed out. “I believe that Gandhi would never have been heard from in Russia or Germany.”22

NIEBUHR GROUNDED HIS politics in theology—realists claimed that the political failings of religious liberalism demanded a return to original theological foundations—and here he made another significant break with most mainline liberals by championing neo-orthodoxy. First developed by European theologians Karl Barth and Emil Brunner in the wake of World War I, neo-orthodoxy challenged liberalism’s belief in human progress shepherded by an immanent God dwelling within the world. The Social Gospel had built its political foundation upon this and from it the idea that progress was not only possible but inevitable. As Progressives, they believed that immorality was not an innate personal defect but a product of circumstance. Drunkenness, prostitution, and theft were conditions of poverty, manifestations of a broken society; cure the poverty, repair society, and you would see the end of immoral, destructive behavior. To Social Gospelers, sin was a product of human activity that could in turn be ended through human activity. Sin was historical; love was eternal, and the cure for sin.23

Niebuhr doubted if such an optimistic theology could possibly be true. In its place, he turned to neo-orthodoxy, from which the politics and geopolitics of Christian realism grew. God was transcendent, not immanent. More important, sin was original, not historical; it was unbound by time or space and could only be mitigated, never eliminated. Humanity, Niebuhr argued from here, was inherently depraved, lustful, and ignorant, motivated by power and greed as much as by peace and justice. People everywhere, including Americans, were essentially self-interested, and no amount of reform could change that basic fact of human nature. Society could limit sin, but never end it. Society itself often enabled sin because groupings of people were less likely to behave in a moral way than individuals. This was the central thesis of his seminal book Moral Man and Immoral Society, which marked an early break with both the practicality and ethics of pacifist idealism. The glorious promise of Christianity was that it alone offered salvation for humanity’s inherent wickedness. As Niebuhr explained in a 1940 essay on “Why the Christian Church Is Not Pacifist,” Christianity held that “though Christ is the true norm (the ‘second Adam’) for every man, every man is also in some sense a crucifier of Christ. The good news of the gospel is not the law that we ought to love one another. The good news of the gospel is that there is a resource of divine mercy which is able to overcome a contradiction within our souls, which we ourselves cannot overcome.”24

Those close to Niebuhr were changing, too, and it was they who devised a philosophical architecture for Christian realism in the United States, closer to politics than European neo-orthodoxy but more grounded in the tenets of traditional faith than mainline Protestantism. In the pages of a 1933 issue of Christian Century (ironically enough), Niebuhr’s close friend John Coleman Bennett, a professor at Auburn Theological Seminary in upstate New York, first criticized liberal Protestantism’s failure to account for the pervasive influence of original sin. Inspired by Bennett’s critique, Walter Horton, a young theologian at Oberlin College, provided a fuller exposition in his 1934 book Realistic Theology. That same year, Reinhold’s younger brother, H. Richard, published a major scholarly article that made some of the strongest claims yet for a realistic religion grounded in original sin. And a year after that, Bennett expanded upon his Christian realism in his book Social Salvation.25

Perhaps without realizing it—there is scant evidence that the effort was deliberate—Niebuhr and his fellow realists also borrowed from Roman Catholic theology by applying just war theory to their Christian realism. For John Ryan and other noninterventionist Catholic theologians, war was theoretically justifiable under the right circumstances and if fought the right way, yet international events had not yet reached such a critical point. The Protestant realists used similar logic about the justness of the Allied cause, especially in comparison with Nazi Germany’s unusual barbarity. In 1936, John Bennett suggested some categories of war that would be just, including self-defense and the enforcement of League of Nations decisions. The realists also took pains to ensure that advocates of war agreed upon necessary limitations, which complicated straightforward realism by saying that the end did not necessarily justify all means. Christian realism was not simply a doctrine practiced by Christians but an ethical worldview that nonetheless sanctioned war under certain circumstances. This was just war theory for Protestants.26

In keeping with neo-orthodoxy, Niebuhr and his allies warned of the dangers of national self-righteousness that could lead to war fever, hysteria, and jingoism and end in a form of American militarism that might not be all that different from European fascism. With the humiliating legacy of the Great War foremost in his mind, Niebuhr’s colleague Henry Van Dusen emphatically impressed this point upon the authors of a Federal Council statement against U.S. intervention shortly after the outbreak of war in Europe in 1939. The “grave danger” was that if war came without proper preparation, Americans would be “swept” away on a tide of “Hun-hating” and “glorification of War.” Such a war, even against the Nazis, would not be wholly just. “Extreme begets extreme,” Van Dusen warned. “An unsound pacifism and isolationism now … are dooming us first to a bitter struggle” within Protestantism that could only end in “jingoism within the churches.” Van Dusen added a caustic concluding remark, designed to shame his friends within the FCC into realizing how isolated they really were. “On all sides I run into a rising tide of resentment because the organs of public expression within the churches have so largely fallen into control of pacifists and isolationists who are held to be unrepresentative of great numbers of laity and ministry.” Politically, Van Dusen was saying, it was time to be realistic.27

The logic of both neo-orthodoxy and just war theory, then, flowed naturally toward Christian realism, and vice versa. The “utopians” of the Christian Century, as Niebuhr usually branded them, did not understand that their vision of absolute rights and absolute wrongs was an illusion—and a supremely dangerous illusion because it contributed to American lethargy and negligence as Nazism increased in strength. By continuing to champion pacifism and nonintervention, even after the fall of France in 1940, Charles Clayton Morrison, Christian Century’s imperious editor, who had once been Niebuhr’s publisher, was guilty of spreading a “doctrine [that] is politically dangerous but morally very bad.” But to Niebuhr’s unending frustration, Morrison, like Kirby Page an ordained Disciples of Christ minister, remained dogmatically committed to peace. Morrison and his fellow pacifists, Niebuhr wrote to Bennett, were “simply the end of a Christianity which tries to find a vantage point of guiltlessness from which to judge a guilty world.” This had been bad enough in the 1930s, but after the Nazi conquest of Europe it was unforgivable. Yet ever the realist, Niebuhr continued to warn against self-righteousness. Britain, France, and America were not free of sin either, and not only because of their dereliction in failing to stop Hitler before it was too late. “Of course,” he told Bennett, “our spiritual task is not an easy one because we must defend a civilization which has been digging its grave for decades and has the right to live only because the alternative is so horrible.” Yet fools like Morrison deluded the people into believing they could have redemption without sacrifice. “Americans simply don’t know what kind of slavery the Nazis will enforce upon the world,” Niebuhr feared. Tyranny such as that could not survive for very long, but it could still “destroy everything before it is destroyed.”28

Pacifist anger was therefore understandable, for Niebuhr and his partners were contradicting—indeed, repudiating, even humiliating—the postmillennial optimism that had lifted the liberal Protestant worldview above the turbulence and ugliness of the interwar years. Through the FCC, in 1920 a group of leading Christian pacifists had declared that “Christianity does not deny that there is radical evil in human nature.” But Christians could not “accept it as final.” Human nature “is there to be changed and it can be changed, if only for a long enough time and in a thorough enough way we bring to bear upon it the principles of Christ.” This remained the liberal lodestar in the intervening decades. Now, in 1940, Niebuhr was telling his fellow liberals: no, human nature cannot be changed, or at least not so easily. Christianity did have a role to play in the nurturing and promotion of morality and human rights, but it simply could not do so without recognizing that evil would always exist and that it would sometimes need to be met in kind, with violence. After the Nazi conquest of western Europe, it was a difficult argument to refute.29

…

NIEBUHR HAD MADE a significant contribution to a shift in American opinion, but he could not have done it alone. In fact, neither the theology of neo-orthodoxy nor the politics of Christian realism were his innovations. At Union and through countless periodicals and organizations, not all of them religious, Niebuhr surrounded himself with fellow Christian interventionists. Once a sanctuary for pacifism, under the sway of Niebuhr’s celebrity Union slowly became a bastion of realism. Seminary president Henry Sloane Coffin, who had not always appreciated Niebuhr’s socialism and who had championed pacifism before 1917 and through the 1920s, embraced the realist creed, as did emeritus professor William Adams Brown. So too did Henry Van Dusen, occupant of one of Union’s most prestigious chairs. Paul Tillich, a refugee from Hitler’s Germany, one of the most influential Protestant theologians of the century, and a leading light of neo-orthodoxy, moved to Union in 1933 at Niebuhr’s behest. All this marked an important development, for Union was still home to two of the nation’s most eminent Christian pacifists, Harry F. Ward and Harry Emerson Fosdick. It also had close ties to other leading theologians, its sister divinity schools, and leading ecumenical organizations like the Federal Council. Thus the realist critique of pacifism was much more effective as a result of its capture of Union. Many of Niebuhr’s other comrades, moreover, such as Sherwood Eddy, had also been erstwhile pacifists. Others, like John Mott, were titans of the Protestant establishment in general and the ecumenical movement in particular. Not all of them were realists, and not all subscribed to neo-orthodoxy. But they did all share a commitment to defeating Nazism with American power, because though it might be a sin to use violent means it was entirely justifiable if deployed for the noble end of defeating Nazi Germany. “To refuse to fight does not necessarily mean to make peace,” the venerable, avuncular Brown chided pacifists in 1938. “If we doubted this before, what happened at Munich has made it impossible to doubt it any longer.” They all shared a prophetic vision of reformed Wilsonianism, of the United States leading the world through the horrors of war and into an enduring, ecumenical, but realistic peace. From the halls of Union and Yale Divinity School, and in new settings such as the Theological Discussion Group, they were, in one historian’s resonant phrase, “theologians of a new world order.” And by the late 1930s, they were poised to eclipse pacifism within mainline Protestant politics.30

This was particularly true of the ecumenical movement. Just as Niebuhr and his allies aimed to reform liberal, modernist Protestantism to make it more relevant and useful for modern times, they sought to capture and remake ecumenism in a realist image. As hard-boiled as Niebuhr and the realists could be, they remained committed to interdenominational and interfaith cooperation in religion and to international organization in geopolitics. Only the institutions of cooperation could help manage peace. Liberals and pacifists erred in assuming that institutional cooperation could lead to the eradication of sin and the establishment of permanent peace. Ecumenism could help manage international tensions but not eliminate them. Thus realists also saw potential in the 1937 Oxford Conference, and the plan for the World Council of Churches that emerged from it. Niebuhr told the Oxford delegates to remember that while Christian love was essential, it could also be destroyed if sin was left to grow unopposed. Bennett followed suit with his own speech. Edwin Ewart Aubrey, a conference delegate and ally of Niebuhr’s, confessed that many of the speeches at Oxford bored him, especially those by pacifists who did not yet realize how obsolete and irrelevant they had become. “Just as the decadent Protestantism of the seventeenth century gave rise to pietism on the one hand and rationalism on the other,” Aubrey mused while staring at the Sheldonian Theatre’s beautiful, Christopher Wren–designed ceiling, “so the present crisis is met at this conference in two ways that are continually in tension. Can any significant results be hoped for?” Indeed there would be, at least for Aubrey and his fellow realists, but not until American participation in the war would give them the opportunity.31

Niebuhr had a doctrine. He had surrounded himself with allies and followers. His task now was to organize it all in such a way that would influence hearts and change minds, from church pews to the halls of Congress. One way was through a new organization to combat the noninterventionism of the Socialist Party, so in 1941 Niebuhr and his allies established the Union for Democratic Action. But as a successful author of bestselling books and leading articles in national magazines such as The Nation, The New Republic, and The Atlantic Monthly, Niebuhr also turned to what he understood best and knew would be most effective: the printed word. He had already edited two journals with some success, The World Tomorrow and Radical Religion, and devoted his efforts to founding a periodical that would be dedicated solely to promoting Christian realism as the solution to the crises of the 1930s. Niebuhr intended the result, Christianity and Crisis, to be an antidote to the pacifism that continued to prevail in Morrison’s widely read Christian Century. Launched in 1941 with a powerhouse list of editorial sponsors that included Bennett, Brown, Coffin, Eddy, Horton, and Mott, Christianity and Crisis paid attention to economics, religion, and domestic politics. But its main focus was international relations, and its editorial line was robustly interventionist, anti-Nazi, and pro-Allied. The sponsors pledged to “adhere to the historic Protestant faith that men must choose between relative goods and that the attempt to practice an absolute perfection in historic decisions only serves to betray men into subjection to tyranny.” They then asked prospective subscribers to “enlist their resources in defense of democratic civilization.”32

Hesitantly, stung by Niebuhr and the Christian realists and shocked by militarism’s easy advance across Europe and China, the major Protestant organizations began to reconsider just how effective their pacifist witness could really be against determined, aggressive dictators. At the 1938 Foreign Missions Conference, the largest annual gathering of modernist missionaries in North America, Reverend Luman J. Shafer of the Reformed Church proclaimed support for peace through world federation, but he also pointed out that it needed to be backed by force. He still believed in the collective, but went further and called for security as well. Japan and Italy, he said, had uncovered the League’s “helplessness,” which led Shafer to the “vivid discovery” of “increased appropriations for armaments in order that future diplomatic protests may be more effective because there will then be behind them the threat of a greater force than at present.” It was a logical discovery, but one that shocked pacifists nonetheless: Shafer had damned their most sacred cow, disarmament. “There is an element of futility in our Christian protest against the building of ever larger and more powerful armaments,” Shafer chastised his fellow missionaries, because it left the world community at the mercy of dictators.33

Whether they learned it from Niebuhr and the Christian realist leadership, clergy throughout the country began expounding much the same message as Germany marched through Europe in 1939 and 1940. In Sunday after Sunday, sermon after sermon drove home the same message: the United States is at risk and America’s values are in danger. Just as English and colonial American Protestants believed they could not live in a world surrounded by Catholic tyranny and survive as Protestants, an increasing number of Americans in 1940–41 believed they could not survive as an isolated outpost of democracy in a world dominated by tyranny. At some point, the protective seal of isolation would break, and America would be overrun.

Consider two sermons in two different parts of the country delivered right after the turn of the new year in 1941. Reverend Harold Cooke Phillips, pastor of the First Baptist Church in Cleveland, had until this point supported the pacifists. But now, he changed his mind. If Britain were defeated, “America would find herself standing alone in a world in which every strong nation would be … aggressively hostile to her way of life.” This would preserve isolation, but “with a vengeance.” Phillips repeated pacifist warnings that going to war would create “a war psychology” and lead to the irony of American democracy being killed at home as Americans fought for its survival abroad. Yet the risks of a Nazi victory were now greater than the domestic dangers of war. The pacifists were correct in theory, he maintained, but “unfortunately the situation we face is not a theoretical one but one of stark reality. We are set down in a world in which our absolute Christian idealism … has to do business with a pagan world. We agree completely with the absolute pacifist that war is a colossal evil.” Yet that was not the issue: “what now,” Phillips demanded, “actually, realistically, is the alternative to war, to this war?”34

Across the country, before an audience at the Rotary Club of Portland, Oregon, in January 1941, Reverend Edgar Raymond Attebery of Seattle’s Grace Methodist Episcopal Church delivered a similar message. Attebery had become a staunch interventionist, a belief that would cost him his life when the unit he served as chaplain came under Japanese fire while trying to land on Biak Island in New Guinea. The past twelve months, Attebery told the Rotarians in early 1941, had witnessed “the greatest crises in all human history since Christianity began” that “may be greater in consequences, depending on whether we play the ball right at this juncture of human history.” He painted a grim portrait for his listeners. The “slumbering democracies of the world” would either “have to rise up” and “challenge the dictatorships” or “receive the inevitable consequence of slavery and serfdom.” While the United States could once monitor events from afar, the “security due to wide oceans is gone.” Those who continued to advocate an obsolete and morally suspect isolationism were forfeiting a long tradition of freedom that had been won in battle by generations past. This was not only dangerous, but a betrayal to both the past and the future. Americans were now “compelled to retreat from our neutrality” and to “face the fact that if democracy goes down in this hour of crisis, in all probability neither we nor our children, nor our children’s children, will have the privilege of the spiritual heritage with which we were born and which by the Grace of God for 150 years we have preserved and expanded in this republic.” The Americans of 1941 must learn from their forebears of 1861, a “gallant bunch of men and women” who may have “hated war” but “loved decency, truth, and humanity more.” This was heady, powerful stuff, and it was being repeated by increasing numbers of clergy across the nation.35

With the German advance in 1940 and the continuing Japanese onslaught in China, the American mood was quickly shifting. Suddenly, the rise of totalitarianism abroad did seem like a direct threat to Americans. For such an occasion, in such an atmosphere, Christian realism was ideally suited. Even if people did not understand the exegesis of neo-orthodox theology—and even if pastors did not deploy it in their sermons—Christian realism’s message that war was evil but that totalitarianism was a greater evil still could not have been more powerful or timely. For two decades, the idealism of the Christian peace movement had provided the moral core of noninterventionism. But now noninterventionism, to say nothing of strict isolationism, was itself morally dubious. Into this uncertain, ambiguous breach stepped the doctrine of Christian realism. It assured Americans that intervention was moral, in keeping with God’s will. Its refusal to believe in moral absolutes beyond the pure evil of Nazism was strangely reassuring, for by recognizing moral uncertainty and ambiguity, and yet also recognizing the severity of the world crisis, Christian realism seemed to be the only sane voice in an increasingly insane world. More important, it provided Americans with a theology and a morality for military intervention.36


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
The Simple Faith of Franklin Roosevelt

FOR HIS CONTEMPORARIES as well as historians, Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s personality and motivations have been difficult to capture, let alone analyze. He was not an intellectual, unlike his mentor, Woodrow Wilson, or his hero and distant cousin, Theodore Roosevelt, and left only a faint impression of his formative ideas and influences. Yet for all of FDR’s enigmatic traits, and for all the neglect it has suffered at the hands of historians, it is perhaps easiest to define his religious faith. Not since Abraham Lincoln had a president embodied America’s civil religion so naturally. Others had refined it, but they either lacked Lincoln and FDR’s transcendent virtues or were too self-consciously theological in presenting it to the American people. Roosevelt also succeeded in enshrining religious pluralism at the heart of the American national faith. Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt had moved Americans closer to this goal, but for all their political gifts their personalities were too complicated, and too intellectual, to succeed. FDR was neither prophet nor priest. Instead, he possessed a serene and simple faith that was more accessible to the people because it so closely resembled their own.

Fittingly, Roosevelt was an Episcopalian. In terms of social standing, the members of the Episcopal Church stood at the pinnacle of the mainline Protestant elite, much wealthier than the average Presbyterian or Congregationalist and much better educated than the average Methodist or Baptist. Perhaps as a result, Episcopalians were also far less schismatic than Methodists, Presbyterians, or Baptists. Yet despite the Church’s wealth and conservative reputation, there has always been a strongly progressive strand within the mainline Protestant Episcopal Church. Represented by the women’s leaders Ellen Gates Starr, Fannie May Witherspoon, and Tracy Mygatt, and by the pacifist John Nevin Sayre, Episcopalians stood at the very center of the Social Gospel movement. They led the “institutional church movement,” which aimed to revitalize slums for its poor, working-class residents. They formed the Church Socialist League and founded the Church League for Industrial Democracy and marched at the front of campaigns for workers’ rights, women’s rights, and an end to nationalism and war. More relevant in the case of Franklin Roosevelt was the church’s very strong ethos of noblesse oblige. Many wealthy Episcopalians, such as the Roosevelts, recognized their privileged status in society, and were determined to give something back, especially through philanthropy and public service. For a young aristocrat with a social conscience and internationalist horizon such as Franklin Roosevelt, it was an ideal spiritual home.1

This is not to say that Roosevelt’s religion was theologically profound or sophisticated. His contemporaries noted how deeply faith mattered to him, but they also noted that it lacked any intellectual depth. The president’s son James recalled that his father held fast to a “basic, simple, rather unquestioning religious faith.” Frances Perkins, who would later become FDR’s secretary of labor and the first-ever female cabinet official, formed a similar impression. At an official reception one evening, when Roosevelt was still governor of New York, he continued to chat with guests and listen to their problems late into the night, even though he was clearly exhausted. Perkins marveled not only at Roosevelt’s perseverance but his empathy with the problems of total strangers. Standing beside Eleanor Roosevelt, who was also watching the scene, Perkins said, “You know, Franklin is really a very simple Christian.” Eleanor pondered the notion and, “with a quizzical lift of her eyebrows,” replied, “Yes, a very simple Christian.” Roosevelt’s faith was simple because it was uncomplicated, pure, and sincere. “As far as I can make out,” Perkins concluded, “he had no doubts. He just believed with a certainty and simplicity that gave him no pangs or struggles.” James Roosevelt agreed. To his father, “religion was a real and personal thing from which he drew much strength and comfort. Piety was not something he put on like a cloak at election time; his feelings were deep and unshakeable.” Eleanor, herself an agnostic who argued with FDR over whether their children should attend Sunday school, marveled at her husband’s serene spirituality. “I think he felt guided in great crises by a strength and a wisdom higher than his own,” she recalled several years after his death, “for his religious faith was simple and direct …. He had a strong religious feeling and his religion was a very personal one. I think he actually felt he could ask God for guidance and receive it.”2

Franklin Roosevelt was born into the Episcopal Church. He was a thoroughly liberal mainline Protestant for whom the essence of Christianity could be captured by the teachings of Jesus and a handful of basic biblical lessons, such as the brotherhood of man and the Golden Rule. As a young man, he attended an elite private school in Groton, Massachusetts. The headmaster there, Reverend Endicott Peabody, was a rector in the Episcopal Church and a powerful, formative influence on the future president. Peabody emphasized the duties of Christian citizenship, particularly service to God and country. The bond between them was close and enduring: Peabody officiated at Roosevelt’s marriage to Eleanor and at the new president’s inaugural ceremonies in 1933.3

As his son, wife, and colleagues knew, religion was important to Roosevelt. Many of those around him observed that his legendary self-confidence, geniality, and serenity rested upon a bedrock of faith. His speechwriter Robert Sherwood noted that while Roosevelt could be “utterly cynical, worldly, illusionless … his religious faith was the strongest and most mysterious force that was in him.” He was also a loyal Episcopalian. In 1906, he followed in the footsteps of his father and became a vestryman at St. James Church in his hometown of Hyde Park, New York; later, he was appointed senior warden, the Church’s highest lay position, and became a trustee of the Episcopal Cathedral of St. John the Divine in Manhattan. Yet Roosevelt also detested the pedantry of narrow, doctrinal disputatiousness, which ran counter not only to his temperament but also to his view of religion’s essence and purpose in life. He was a Protestant Christian who respected faith in general, and thus was the most instinctively ecumenical president since Lincoln. He appointed more Catholics and Jews than his predecessors. Calling himself “very Low Church,” he preferred the simpler services of Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians to the rituals of the Episcopal Church. “In the dim distant past they may have been Jews or Catholics or Protestants,” he said of his own ancestors, in an allegory that also embodied his overall attitude toward religion. “What I am more interested in is whether they were good citizens and believers in God. I hope they were both.”4

In wearing his theology lightly but holding his faith closely, Roosevelt was closely in tune with the religious sentiments of most Americans, who valued religion as much for its social utility and spiritual comforts as for any deeper philosophical meaning. Roosevelt offered Americans a flattering reflection of their own religious beliefs and practices, be they Protestant, Catholic, or Jew. Indeed, except for Lincoln and possibly Washington, Roosevelt’s respect for non-Protestants and non-Christians was at the time higher than any other president’s. His practice of the American civil religion was successful because it seemed genuine. Catholics and Jews were naturally attracted to his social democratic vision for society: for Catholics, it was simply a governmental extension of Catholic social thought and concern for the welfare of the poor and indigent. Though some Catholics worried about the New Deal’s secular incursion into the charitable duties of the church, most became and remained loyal Democrats. Jews were similarly attracted to social democracy and statist solutions to economic problems. As predominantly urban ethnic groups heavily tied to organized labor, Catholics and Jews also appreciated the New Deal’s provisions for workers and the poor. Ever the political tactician, Roosevelt realized he could tap into a vast reservoir of Catholic and Jewish electoral support, and he cultivated both groups assiduously. One quarter of all his judicial appointments went to Catholics, an appointment rate six times greater than those of his Republican predecessors, and he broadened Catholic patronage to include not only Irish but also Italians. So closely were Jews associated with the president that his anti-Semitic enemies branded his program for economic recovery the “Jew Deal.”5

In turn, Americans of all kinds invested religious significance in Roosevelt himself: to his supporters, he appeared as an angel or saint; to his detractors, the Antichrist. Roosevelt’s faithful compared him to a “Moses who is leading us out of the wilderness” of the Depression. William Cardinal O’Connell of Boston believed the president had been “God-sent.” In 1933, before his bitter break with Roosevelt, Father Coughlin proclaimed that “the New Deal is Christ’s deal!” Even FDR’s rival for the 1932 Democratic presidential nomination, Newton D. Baker, called Roosevelt “a providential person at a providential moment.” But for all the same reasons, Roosevelt was unpopular with the devout and the doctrinaire. Fundamentalist Protestants in particular detested his watered-down ecumenism, passionately objected to his repeal of Prohibition, and distrusted the New Deal’s expansion of government power. Criticism from conservative Protestants was typically unsparing. James M. Gray accused Roosevelt of being in league with “the big dictator, the superman, the lawless one,” while Gerald B. Winrod variously branded the “wet radicals” of the Roosevelt administration “sinister,” “socialistic,” and bent on “dictatorship.” They were a minority, however; most Americans warmed to Roosevelt’s tolerant, simple faith. This was one of the secrets to his extraordinary political success.6

To the mainline Protestants, Catholics, and Jews who made up a majority of the population and together formed the New Deal coalition, Roosevelt’s confident, optimistic religion was a source of soothing stability in a world of menacing dictators and rampant extremism. Realizing that his faith was an integral part of his political appeal, Roosevelt frequently used religious imagery, symbolism, and language in his official duties. All four of his inaugural addresses were riddled with biblical rhetoric, as were many of his famous radio fireside chats to the nation. In 1935, he wrote to more than 120,000 “representative clergymen” asking them for their advice and opinions about the New Deal. Later, during the war, he established several official days of thanksgiving and prayer, resurrecting a long American tradition that began with the Puritans and continued through the various colonial wars, the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, and the Civil War. And as we shall see, he constantly framed the world crisis, and especially the conflict between democracy and totalitarianism, in explicitly religious terms. FDR may have been less theologically informed than Woodrow Wilson, but his public faith was more pronounced. The Federal Council was quite right to declare, during the darkest depths of the war, “We rejoice that in this time of crisis we have as our national leader a man of Christian faith and purpose, reared in the Church and continuing in its service.”7

ROOSEVELT WAS INDEED a man of Christian faith, and it was this faith that grounded his political beliefs. Perhaps without realizing it, he shared the Christian republican view that religion was the source of democratic freedom because it was the source of conscience and private belief. Freedom of conscience was the bedrock upon which liberty was built, because if the state could interfere with individual conscience, there was no stopping its power or potential for tyranny. Protecting religious faith and the freedom of worship were therefore essential prerequisites for democracy. Moreover, Roosevelt also believed other tenets of the Christian republican tradition, especially that religion was a source of virtue and community spirit, and that it encouraged a sense of responsibility to the welfare of others. For these reasons, in foreign affairs religion could provide an early warning of hostile states and threats. Roosevelt believed, as have most American leaders since the anti-Catholicism of the colonial era and the republicanism of the Revolutionary era, that undemocratic nations are hostage to the whims of their rulers. If religious liberty was the ultimate source of democracy, then the absence of religious liberty would indicate the absence of democracy, which would in turn identify which states were prone to aggression and conquest. The spread of religious liberty would bring with it the spread of democracy, and also peace. Faith, then, could not only provide a diagnosis for international threats, it could also provide the cure. As Roosevelt told the Chair of the Democratic National Committee and Postmaster General Jim Farley in 1933, a “proper attitude toward religion, and belief in God, will in the end be the salvation of all peoples.”8

That same year, religious liberty shaped Roosevelt’s approach to one of his first major foreign policy initiatives, the establishment of diplomatic relations with Moscow. Within the Cabinet and the State Department, there were serious concerns about recognizing a country that did not respect freedom of religion. Secretary of State Cordell Hull distrusted the Soviet Union on these grounds and feared that Roosevelt could lose the 1936 election if he did not deal with the religion question, but ultimately he favored recognition if it could be sorted out. William C. Bullitt, Roosevelt’s choice as the first U.S. ambassador to Soviet Moscow, took a somewhat harder line and insisted upon official guarantees of civil and religious rights as a prerequisite of recognition. Jim Farley, a staunch Irish Catholic, reflected the nearly unanimous opposition of the Catholic Church to recognition. Father Edmund A. Walsh of Georgetown University, an expert on foreign affairs, led the public outcry against any deal with Soviet communism. While FDR was determined to recognize Moscow, he was also determined to manufacture consensus behind his foreign policy initiatives. Thus he reassured doubters that he would trade recognition for a Soviet guarantee to relax its prohibitions on freedom of worship. In a private meeting with Walsh, Roosevelt promised he would secure religious liberty for American citizens in the Soviet Union, a policy that stretched back to John Hay and Theodore Roosevelt’s efforts on behalf of American Jews.9

But Franklin Roosevelt did not need anyone to remind him of the importance of religious liberty, or of its resonance with a large number of American voters. The president agreed that Moscow had to promise that it would at least respect the religious liberty of American citizens visiting or living in the USSR as a condition of establishing relations with Washington. When the Soviet foreign minister, Maxim Litvinov, ignored Roosevelt and instead submitted a plan for diplomatic relations that did not include religious liberty, the president firmly insisted. Roosevelt hoped to tame Soviet communism and bring it properly into the family of nations, and he believed the influence of faith would have a reforming effect on Soviet society. If an American priest, minister, or rabbi administered religious rites to Soviet citizens—including, Roosevelt specified, “baptismal, confirmation, communion, marriage and burial rites,” in any language, and in any building, including private houses—communist officials would have no choice but to stand back and allow it to happen, or intervene and incur the wrath of the United States. This was exactly how American missionaries had expanded their influence around the world, and Roosevelt hoped it would work in the Soviet Union. “Let me add,” FDR warned Litvinov at the conclusion of negotiations, “that American diplomatic and consular officials in the Soviet Union will be zealous in guarding the rights of American nationals.”10

Roosevelt personally took part in the negotiations over the normalization of diplomatic relations, often meeting directly with Litvinov in Washington. In one awkward session, Roosevelt used the religious question to throw Litvinov off balance. “Well now, Max,” FDR remarked casually,


you know what I mean by religion. You know what religion gives a man. You know the difference between the religious and the irreligious person. Why, you must know, Max. You were brought up by pious parents. Look here, some time you are going to die, and when you come to die, Max, you are going to remember your old father and mother—good, pious Jewish people who believed in God and taught you to pray to God. You had a religious bringing up, and when you come to die, Max, that’s what is going to come before you, that is what you are going to think about, that’s what you are going to grasp for. You know it’s important.



Litvinov, Roosevelt recalled, “got red and fumbled and seemed embarrassed.” He was also probably frightened at the thought of Stalin’s reaction. But Roosevelt was a shrewd bargainer, and he got what he wanted: the Kremlin agreed to respect the right to religious liberty of Americans in the Soviet Union. It was a vital concession, for it protected not only U.S. Embassy staff, but also the activities of any American ministers, priests, or rabbis who entered the Soviet Union.11

Though Roosevelt referred to these ideas domestically, they did not become a major theme of his presidential rhetoric until the full emergence of the Nazi threat became clear in 1936. From then on, and especially in the critical period between the outbreak of war in Europe in 1939 and Pearl Harbor, religion became one of the dominant ideological themes of his foreign policy. In so doing, Roosevelt was drawing upon at least 150 years of American political thought. Yet how he applied it was startlingly new, and provided the basis for his reformulation of American civil religion. Roosevelt embraced what had essentially been Protestant ideas—individual autonomy, the separation of church and state, hostility to concentrated power—but included America’s other main religions, Catholicism and Judaism, as believers in them. Building on Lincoln’s ecumenical civil religion, Roosevelt was the first president to prioritize faith itself, as opposed to Protestantism or even Christianity, as the essence of American democracy. Others before him—Washington, Lincoln, and Wilson especially—had spoken of the importance of religious toleration and of the need for an inclusive civil religion, but none had done as much to make non-Protestants an integral part of it. Roosevelt’s toleration, however, was limited in a way that was typical for American religion and politics. While he tolerated all faiths, he could not tolerate a lack of faith. Without faith, there was no morality, and without morality no democracy.

At the 1936 Inter-American Conference in Argentina, Roosevelt praised the stability of the peoples of the Western Hemisphere and attributed it to their common faith in democracy. “But this faith,” he warned, “will not be complete if we fail to affirm our faith in God.” Given the overwhelming Roman Catholic setting, this was a surprising claim coming from an American Protestant. After all, only a few decades earlier William McKinley had claimed the need to “Christianize” the already Catholic Filipinos as a justification for imperialism. But in Buenos Aires, Roosevelt pointedly did not differentiate between faiths. “In the whole history of mankind,” he declared, “the human race has been distinguished from other forms of life by the existence—the fact—of religion. Periodic attempts to deny God have always and always will come to naught.” One of those periodic attempts was of course occurring at that very moment, in Germany and the Soviet Union. By contrast, he told his fellow republicans of the Americas, embedded in “the constitutions and in the practice of our nations is the right of freedom of religion. But this ideal, these words presuppose a belief and a trust in God.”12

That same year, in a radio address on religious tolerance sponsored by the National Conference of Christians and Jews, Roosevelt made the same appeal to Americans in even more explicit terms. “We who have faith cannot afford to fall out among ourselves,” he said at a time of rising anti-Semitism and continuing anti-Catholicism. “The very state of the world is a summons to us to stand together. For as I see it,” he continued with Nazi Germany obviously in mind,


the chief religious issue is not between our various beliefs. It is between belief and unbelief. It is not your specific faith or mine that is being called into question—but all faith. Religion in wide areas of the earth is being confronted with irreligion; our faiths are being challenged. It is because of that threat that you and I must reach across the lines between our creeds, clasp hands, and make common cause.



This was probably the clearest expression of the American civil religion yet given. And it was central to Roosevelt’s view of democracy at home and security abroad.13

Protestant though he was, Roosevelt was often frustrated with the bigotry of his coreligionists. Just as Nazism and communism represented threats to religious liberty, so did intolerance. Anti-Catholicism and anti-Semitism were simply anti-American, and not problems only for Catholics and Jews but for all Americans. In 1939, he named Myron C. Taylor as his unofficial envoy to the Vatican—unofficial because Congress had prohibited official relations between Washington and the Holy See nearly a century before, and more immediately because of the anti-Catholic hostility Taylor’s appointment was bound to provoke. When George Buttrick of the Federal Council wrote to express his “misgivings” about Taylor’s mission to the Vatican on the grounds that it favored the Roman Catholic Church and thus violated the constitutional separation of church and state, Roosevelt exploded with uncharacteristic anger. He first sent a polite but terse reply. Then, in an extraordinary burst of fury, he quickly penned a second reply to accompany the first. “I am sending this additional personal letter” because of the FCC’s “completely ridiculous … objection to a sincere effort on my part to mobilize the moral and religious forces of the world on behalf of peace.” He then confessed that he was also seeking an interlocutor from the Muslim world. Presumably Buttrick would oppose that too, but just “because they were non-Christians,” Roosevelt could “see no reason why a Christian President should not seek their aid in strengthening a world-wide desire for peace.” Most incredible, and insulting, was Buttrick’s charge that “by some wild and utterly crazy stretch of the imagination that I am disregarding the separation of Church and State.” Roosevelt closed by observing that religious bigotry had been common when he was a boy; he even recalled reciting an Episcopal prayer “calling down divine wrath on ‘Jews, Turks and other infidels.’ I think that most American Christians have advanced considerably in their religious thought in the past half-century.”14

As the crises in Europe and Asia escalated, Roosevelt intensified his faith-based vision of politics and peace. Following the appeasement at Munich, he began to prepare Americans for a European war in which they would not necessarily fight but which the United States could not possibly avoid. Roosevelt’s public relations campaign, a role that is almost uniquely the president’s, relied on identifying the rise of totalitarianism as a threat to American security. Often he did so by claiming that once it had conquered Europe, Germany intended to conquer Latin America as a springboard to invading the United States. Isolationists and other anti-interventionists had a relatively easy time parrying such predictions as unrealistic. So FDR took a different approach: he warned Americans that they risked being surrounded in a world of tyranny and that they could not long survive as a free people under such conditions. A “nation whose origins go back to Jamestown and Plymouth Rock,” he said in 1940, could not live as “a lone island in a world dominated by the philosophy of force.”15

In January 1939, in his annual State of the Union address to Congress, Roosevelt gave his most explicit warning yet about the threat to American security and American values. “Storms from abroad directly challenge three institutions indispensable to Americans,” he cautioned at the beginning of his speech. “The first is religion. It is the source of the other two—democracy and international good faith.” For those perplexed by the links between faith and foreign policy, Roosevelt explained what he meant:


Religion, by teaching man his relationship to God, gives the individual a sense of his own dignity and teaches him to respect himself by respecting his neighbors.

Democracy, the practice of self-government, is a covenant among free men to respect the rights and liberties of their fellows.

International good faith, a sister of democracy, springs from the will of civilized nations of men to respect the rights and liberties of other nations of men.

In a modern civilization, all three—religion, democracy and international good faith—complement and support each other.

Where freedom of religion has been attacked, the attack has come from sources opposed to democracy. Where democracy has been overthrown, the spirit of free worship has disappeared. And where religion and democracy have vanished, good faith and reason in international affairs have given way to strident ambition and brute force.

An ordering of society which relegates religion, democracy, and good faith among nations to the background can find no place within it for the ideals of the Prince of Peace. The United States rejects such an ordering, and retains its ancient faith.



He then applied this concept of liberty as indivisible—that its component parts could not exist without each other—to the practice of foreign policy:


There comes a time in the affairs of men when they must prepare to defend, not their homes alone, but the tenets of faith and humanity on which their churches, their governments and their very civilization are founded. The defense of religion, of democracy and of good faith among nations is all the same fight. To save one we must now make up our minds to save all.

We know what might happen to us of the United States if the new philosophies of force were to encompass the other continents and invade our own. We, no more than other nations, can afford to be surrounded by the enemies of our faith and our humanity.16



As tensions mounted and war broke out in Europe, and as he edged the United States closer and closer to supporting the enemies of Nazism, Roosevelt escalated his religious rhetoric. In his 1940 State of the Union address, he accused Germany of trying to establish a world order in which people everywhere “were compelled to worship a god imposed by a military ruler, or were forbidden to worship God at all.” In May, as western Europe was coming under German occupation, he warned that “the Americans might have to become the guardian of Western culture, the protector of Christian civilization.” A year later, in announcing an “unlimited national emergency,” he feared that “the whole world is divided between human slavery and human freedom—between pagan brutality and the Christian ideal.” And in one of his most important speeches, an ominous October 1941 Navy Day address proclaiming the existence of a state of armed hostility between the United States and Germany, Roosevelt alleged that Hitler had a secret “plan to abolish all existing religions—Catholic, Protestant, Mohammedan, Hindu, Buddhist, and Jewish alike,” and replace them with an “International Nazi Church.” Mein Kampf would replace the Bible and be “enforced as Holy Writ,” while the swastika would replace the cross—claims he repeated in his 1942 State of the Union. “The god of Blood and Iron will take the place of the God of Love and Mercy,” Roosevelt preached. “Let us well ponder that statement which I have made tonight.”17

At moments of grave crisis, Roosevelt turned to faith to explain the need for an anti-Nazi foreign policy. This was entirely understandable: religion offers solace in times of turbulence and danger, it stirs passions and can thus act as a call to arms, and it provides orators with some of the most moving yet instantly familiar and accessible rhetoric in the English language. It also provides a morally compelling and politically useful platform. But Roosevelt did not merely confine religion to the phrases of speeches. He codified it as policy, consistent with the principles of his political philosophy, in some of the most important statements of American war aims. Most notably, Roosevelt reduced the cause for which Americans would fight to four essential values, his Four Freedoms, the second of which was the “freedom of every person to worship God in his own way—everywhere in the world.” In perhaps the fullest expression yet of a global Social Gospel, he also listed the freedom of speech and expression, the freedom from want, and the freedom from fear as the other Freedoms. He did not feel it necessary to mention democracy; according to him, democracy would exist wherever religious liberty could be found. Similarly, at Roosevelt’s insistence and despite the risk of arousing Soviet resentment, the State Department ensured that “religious freedom” was listed in the inaugural 1942 Declaration of the United Nations.18

Following Roosevelt’s example, efforts to promote and protect religious liberty permeated U.S. foreign policy for the rest of the war. In particular, the State Department used religion in much the same way as the president had to justify American participation in the war on ideological grounds. Like Roosevelt, Secretary of State Cordell Hull believed that Americans “have a desperate need for more religion and morality as the background for Government. The religious and moral foundations for thought and conduct require strengthening here” in America, “as well as throughout the world. There is no higher civilizing influence than religious and moral concepts.” Assistant Secretary of State Adolf Berle spread a similar message of the indivisibility of liberty. “Life, liberty, independence, religious freedom, human rights,” he told a wartime audience at Columbia University. “These are the essential conditions of free men and free minds.” Under Secretary Sumner Welles concurred. On June 23, 1941, the day after the Germans invaded the Soviet Union, Welles reminded Americans that the Roosevelt administration “has often stated, and in many of his public statements the President has declared, that the United States maintains that freedom to worship God as their consciences dictate is the great and fundamental right of all peoples. This right has been denied to their peoples by both the Nazi and the Soviet Governments.” Thus the first official American response to the most important development of the war was to observe that both Nazism and communism were opposed to religion. “Neither kind of imposed overlordship can have, or will have, any support or any sway in the mode of life, or in the system of Government, of the American people.” It was a strange choice of words under the circumstances, but not out of character for Roosevelt or his officials. In March 1942, Welles attempted to rally South American republics to the cause of the United Nations by invoking shared responsibility. “We, the American nations,” he declared in a speech in Rio de Janeiro, “are trustees for Christian civilization.”19

Such efforts continued after Roosevelt’s death in April 1945. In May, at the San Francisco Conference to establish the United Nations, Secretary of State Edward Stettinius pushed the U.S. delegation to include “freedom of worship” as one of the UN’s official goals. A few months later, in August, Roosevelt’s successor, Harry Truman, promised that Germany would be reconstructed along liberal democratic lines, with a political system built specifically upon the foundations of “free speech, free press, freedom of religion, and the right of labor to organize.” Religion, long a part of the fabric of American culture and politics, was now automatically a part of U.S. foreign policy.20

Religious faith was of course not the only driving force within Franklin Roosevelt’s diplomatic thought and foreign policy. But by offering moral clarity in a confusing world at war, Roosevelt’s religion—a simple faith to which nearly all Americans of all faiths could relate intuitively—provided America’s quickly expanding world role with direction and purpose.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The Holocaust and the Moral Meaning of the War

SO MUCH HAS BEEN said and written about Adolf Hitler that today his evil is self-evident; it is astonishing to people today that not everyone initially recognized it. Americans were not at first worried about Nazi genocide, which was still in a scarcely imaginable future. Instead, they focused on exploding the myths of the Great War, when exaggerated reports of German atrocities concocted by the British were accepted at face value. In the conclusion to his 1933 book Preachers Present Arms, a relentless exposé of church complicity in whipping up nationalist frenzy during World War I, Ray Abrams claimed to see history repeating itself. Where the kaiser was once vilified, Hitler was now cast as the ultimate enemy. “Thus,” Abrams charged, “does the campaign of hatred go on.” He acknowledged that the Nazis were meting out “excessively cruel and heinous treatment” upon Jews and that Hitler was no democrat. “But is persecution in one country remedied by stirring up hatred and vilification in another?” he asked. “Instead of laying all the blame on Hitler, might it not be more reasonable to try to understand and account for the present German situation?” The one thing nearly everyone wanted to avoid—at all costs—was another world war.1

This was especially the case among liberal Protestants of the peace movement. Like Abrams, they recognized Hitler as a special, perhaps unique, danger. They had no love for Nazism and feared it would reach into American life as the nation suffered through the Depression. Immediately after Hitler came to power in 1933, John Haynes Holmes, the Unitarian pacifist, condemned Nazism as “savagery,” “barbarianism,” and “tyranny.” Later in the decade, Kirby Page denounced Nazi Germany’s ambitions as “aggressive, atrocious, and suicidal.” But as with the Japanese challenge, Christian pacifists continued to believe that the crisis would only get worse if the United States tried to solve it with force. Through the 1930s, even after the invasion of Poland, they continued to stick to neutrality as the only sensible policy.2

Unsurprisingly, American Jews felt otherwise. They were among the earliest to warn of Nazism’s threat, they were the staunchest supporters of Britain’s isolated stand against Germany in 1940, and they were among the first to suggest a firm U.S. response that might even lead to war. This time, Rabbi Stephen Wise would not need to make an emotionally wrenching conversion from dove to hawk. He spent the summer of 1933 traveling in Europe, only a few months after Hitler had come to power. In Paris, Geneva, Vienna, and Prague, he met refugees, mostly Jews but also some dissident German Christians, who had fled the new order. At Munich in 1938, when the British and French passed up an opportunity to stand up to Hitler over Germany’s demands for the Czechoslovakian Sudetenland, Wise knew a dangerous threshold had been crossed. “You may not feel as I do,” he wrote his close friend John Haynes Holmes, who also loathed the Nazis but was not willing to abandon the peace crusade, “but to me this is one of the saddest days of history.” Contrary to the claims of American pacifists, appeasement did “not mean England and France are opposed to war.” It meant instead that they were willing to sacrifice others to save their own skins, probably in the hope that Germany would now turn on the Soviet Union. “Human liberties are fled, democracy is a sham, standards have gone, the moral realm of mankind is laid waste. God help us!”3

Wise was so upset, he quickly penned another letter to Holmes that serves not only as a moving testament to Jewish anguish but also to the moral dilemma then racking Christian internationalists over the use of force. “I know you will feel that we have been saved from the horror of horrors which is war,” he wrote. “But the evil day has only been put off.” Instead, “representatives of the two democracies have sat in conference with the two cruellest, foulest Dictators of earth.” Worse still: “They have yielded.” Most disturbingly, the Munich conference met “in the absence of Czecho-Slovakia, and without her consent! Jesus at least had the dignity of being crucified in his own presence.” And this would not be the last the world would hear from Hitler. “Don’t think we have escaped war,” Wise insisted to his Christian pacifist friend. “We have war without sacrifice. We have victory with shame!”4

WISE’S DESPAIR IS understandable, especially in light of what happened in the ensuing seven years, but he did not realize that the tide of American opinion was slowly beginning to shift in his favor. While the specter of the Great War loomed large in the American imagination, the fear that Hitler was bent on starting another began to grow, and with it the determination that he must be stopped.

Vital to this development, at least for Christians, was the perception that Nazism was both a pagan movement and a threat to all religion, including Christianity—not just to religious liberty, and thus to democracy, but to faith itself. In the eyes of many Americans, Nazism assumed many of the worst characteristics of communism, yet was even more aggressive, militant, and dangerous. According to a 1938 poll, 94 percent of Americans disapproved of Germany’s treatment of the Jews, while 97 percent disapproved of its treatments of Catholics. In 1940, Time dramatized the plight of European religion under Nazi occupation by publishing pleas from persecuted Christians. “Many parishes invaded, churches bombed and burnt … pastoral families ruined,” said one. Cried another, “Where is America? We need your help and prayers more than ever.” Protestant groups began asking themselves, “Can Christianity Survive?” Catholics may have been ambivalent about fascism in Italy and Spain, which promised to protect the church from atheists and communists, but they were overwhelmingly hostile to Nazism in Germany. “Nazism will seek to exterminate Christianity if Nazism dominates Europe,” warned Father Raymond Feely, a California Jesuit. If Americans allowed that to happen, it would only be a matter of time before the same attack on democracy and religion reached them, too.5

Hitler and the Nazis not only conjured up images of another, more catastrophic world war, they also revived awful memories of genocides past. Greek and Armenian Christians under the Turks, Jews in Russia and Romania, Cubans under Spanish tyranny, and slaves in the Old South had all provoked American religion’s righteous indignation. But compared with these historical atrocities, and even alongside the spread of religious persecution during the 1930s—Stalin’s communist atheism, Franco’s repression of Spanish Protestants, and Japan’s brutality against Chinese Christians—the Nazi hounding of German Jews raised the specter of something far more sinister. To the socialite Nancy Astor, who doubted that the Germans were capable of committing such crimes, Felix Frankfurter warned that “Hitler’s brutality and cruelty … make the old Russian pogroms seem kind by comparison.” Wise was similarly aghast at Americans who said they could reason with Hitler: “in truth,” he wrote despairingly during a visit to Geneva, “the Jews of Germany are finished.”6

Jewish relief agencies sprang into action, of course, but so too did many Christian organizations, both Protestant and Catholic. With the U.S. government still unwilling to admit Jewish refugees from Europe or take tougher measures against Germany, it was left to private relief efforts to aid European Jews and resettle them as best they could. Zionist groups saw this as an opportunity to augment Palestine’s Jewish population, while older, anti-Zionist Jewish organizations just wanted Jews to leave Germany for anywhere possible. “I would rather have him go to China than stay in Germany,” a non-Zionist Jew said of a German family member; his other suggestions included Central America, South Africa, Zanzibar, and of course the United States. For American Christians sympathetic to the plight of European Jews, the politics of Zionism were less of an issue than the politics of intervention. Deeply sympathetic to Jewry, Reinhold Niebuhr was one of the first to warn of the Nazi menace, and his advocacy for Jews became another part of his anti-Nazi campaign. But for others concerned with the fate of German Jews, it was vital that Jewish relief not lead to U.S. intervention. Thus could John Haynes Holmes plead for peace through tolerance of Jews, at home and abroad; thus could Harry Emerson Fosdick, who renounced war even in self-defense and would oppose World War II even after Pearl Harbor, rail from the pulpit against Hitler’s anti-Semitism and produce a fund-raising film for German refugees; thus could the FCC sponsor a nationally broadcast report on CBS radio, featuring Harold Ickes, about the notorious Nazi rampage of Kristallnacht. All Jews and an increasing number of Christians could agree on one end: stop the Nazi persecution of German Jews. They simply differed on the means.7

Yet this sense of urgency over the fate of European Jewry did not extend into the Roosevelt administration. Severe immigration restrictions imposed in 1924 were still in force, and though the Ku Klux Klan had diminished by the 1930s, other racist groups arose to take its place. Even respectable public opinion was overwhelmingly in favor of maintaining low levels of immigration. In addition, noninterference was government policy. A decade earlier, against the backdrop of renewed pogroms in Romania, Secretary of State Frank Kellogg told a distraught Rabbi Wise that the U.S. government might privately deplore human rights abuses abroad but it had no business telling another sovereign nation how to run its domestic affairs, a policy the Roosevelt administration maintained when faced with crises over persecution of the Catholic Church in Mexico and Spain. Moreover, there were no American lives or property to protect in Germany or Austria, so the example of pushing the Soviets to respect religious liberty in exchange for recognition did not apply. For now, at least, Roosevelt felt he could do little to stop the rape of European Jewry. Instead, in 1938 he proposed an international conference, to convene at Évian-les-Bains in France, to address the refugee crisis. Despite Hull’s insistence that America’s “purpose is to alleviate the lot of these unfortunate people,” the Évian Conference achieved nothing because Roosevelt and his special envoy for refugees, Myron C. Taylor, could not convince other nations to adopt immigration measures the United States itself was unwilling to consider. Nor was the State Department willing to pressure the British to consider Palestine as an outlet for Jewish refugees from Europe. Only the Dominican Republic, for cynical reasons of its own rather than out of any humanitarian concern, agreed to accept Jewish refugees, but even this meager measure ended in failure. In the face of sclerotic official inaction and deafness to the plight of Europe’s persecuted Jews (and Christians), it was left to churches, synagogues, and voluntary organizations to shape the nation’s conscience instead.8

While the Roosevelt administration remained inert, private individuals, sometimes including government officials acting independently, launched their own operations to help Jewish refugees fleeing Europe. One of the more remarkable of these rescue missions was a clandestine, and for the most part illegal, scheme code named Operation Texas and run through the office of a young, little known Texas congressman named Lyndon Baines Johnson. In 1937, LBJ was about to begin a torrid, seven-year affair with Alice Glass. A beautiful Southern belle who just happened to be married to Johnson’s political patron, the publishing baron Charles Marsh, Glass was a well-educated lover of the arts. She and Marsh spent that summer in Europe. In Austria, they heard not only the beauty of Mozart but the disturbed ravings of Hitler. They also met a talented young Jewish conductor, Erich Leinsdorf, who soon fled Austria, found work with the Metropolitan Opera in New York, and later took refuge at Longlea, Marsh’s sprawling estate in northern Virginia. With Leinsdorf’s U.S. visa about to expire and the immigration authorities determined to expel him from the country, Marsh and Glass turned to Johnson for help. LBJ immediately gained Leinsdorf a six-month reprieve, told him to go to Cuba, and from there apply for asylum in the United States as a political refugee. This feint inspired Johnson to launch Operation Texas, which used the Leinsdorf scheme to smuggle Jewish refugees from Europe to Texas via Latin America. Johnson’s collaborators were a wealthy Jewish businessman from Austin who had immigrated from Russia twenty-five years before; the state head of the National Youth Administration (NYA), a New Deal program with which Johnson was heavily involved; and the head of the Texas Railroad Commission. Once safely in Texas, the refugees took shelter in local NYA camps. Leinsdorf went on to have one of the most distinguished careers of any American conductor, while Operation Texas rescued forty-two Jews and resettled them in the Austin area.9

The sense of humanitarian crisis in Europe was exacerbated by the rise of fascism and virulent anti-Semitism in the United States. Fascists were never poised to seize control of Washington as they had in Berlin, Rome, and Madrid, but domestic far-right groups surged in popularity in the 1930s as the twin specters of financial collapse and big government cast a shadow over the minds of many Americans. Among conservatives, the Depression raised economic fears of poverty, destitution, and anarchy, while the New Deal raised political fears of dictatorship and social engineering. To right-wing extremists, it was clear that Jews lay behind both developments, from the international bankers who manipulated the world’s money to the New Dealers who planned a takeover of the country. Between 1933 and 1941, in response as much to the example set by Hitler and the ambitions of the New Deal as to the deprivations of the economic crisis, more than a hundred anti-Semitic groups were established in the United States. Religious extremists were not the cause of the new, harder-edged anti-Semitism, but they were certainly at its helm. To begin with, during the era of the Great War the second coming of the Ku Klux Klan coincided with the emergence of fundamentalism and was ideologically bound up with extremist Protestantism’s hatred for communism and Catholics as well as Jews. Not long afterward, in the 1930s, fundamentalist preachers like William Bell Riley accused Jews of everything from Christ-killing to the spreading of Darwinism. Father Charles Coughlin, the radio demagogue, began attacking “communistic Jews” on his wildly popular radio program in 1938. That same year, his followers set up their own organization, the Christian Front, which would protect American liberties against communists and Jews. Not coincidentally, anti-Semites were also usually among the most hard-line isolationists—Coughlin, for example, or Senator Gerald Nye, who claimed that “the Jewish people are a large factor in our movement toward war,” or the group America First, which tried but could never quite fully purge anti-Semitism from its ranks—who accused Jews of manipulating an unsuspecting America into a European war on behalf of world Jewry and Zionism.10

But of course not every Christian—not even every fundamentalist—was anti-Semitic. Premillennial dispensationalists, for example, rejected Nazism not only as the most dangerous form of pagan autocracy, but also because the Bible revealed that the Antichrist would make himself known by attacking the Jews. Many Southern Baptists who did not necessarily believe in prophecy shed their cultural anti-Semitism in light of the Nazis’ threat to human rights and democracy. Ecumenical modernists were also quick to assist and defend Jews. Against a backdrop of crisis, dictatorship, and militarism in Europe, anti-Nazi activists in the United States formed interfaith coalitions to defeat the surge of domestic anti-Semitism as an unpatriotic perversion of American democracy. In response to anti-Semitism at home and abroad, interfaith leaders harked back to a very long American tradition of grounding democratic liberty within the freedoms of conscience and worship.11

As Mark Silk and Wendy Wall have pointed out, these leaders also constructed a new national identity of America as a “Judeo-Christian” country. The National Conference of Christians and Jews, the nation’s leading interfaith organization, played an especially large role in spreading this message, and Jews spread it through the American Jewish Committee. Liberal Protestants set up the American Christian Committee for German Refugees, which aimed to help persecuted Christians as well as Jews, while Catholics established their own staunchly pro-Jewish group, the Committee of Catholics for Human Rights, which pledged to resist Coughlin’s Christian Front and assist Jewish refugees from Europe. For interventionists like Niebuhr, this argument fed nicely into arguments in favor of aiding the Allies, even of America joining the war itself. To fight Nazism at home, went the argument, it was also necessary to fight it abroad. In fact, American fascists, anti-Semites, and Nazi sympathizers made it easier to discredit respectable pacifism and anti-interventionism. Anti-fascists and opponents of anti-Semitism thus began a process of blurring ideological distinctions between domestic and foreign enemies. Said one interfaith partisan, the struggle was not really between Germany and the United States or Christians and Jews but “Nazis vs. Civilization.”12

Not all interfaith and ecumenical Jewish sympathizers favored U.S. intervention. Philo-Semitic pacifist clergy like John Haynes Holmes and pacifist groups such as the American Alliance of Christians and Jews comfortably walked a moral tightrope of aiding Jewish refugees and denouncing Hitler, but refusing to do anything more. Nonetheless, the logic of anti-anti-Semitism ran irrepressibly toward a clash with Nazi Germany. And even peace crusaders were increasingly conflicted. “Most of us feel that the Democracies cause is just yet we wonder whether Jesus would call any war righteous,” wrote one morally torn Baptist a few days after Germany invaded Poland. “I don’t know. But I am sure that liberty is bought at a great price. Perhaps peace—a really honorable peace—is a greater sacrifice than war.”13

AS ROOSEVELT WELL KNEW, religious persecution was not an abstract problem in political theory but a pressing humanitarian crisis. American Jews were careful not to press the plight of their coreligionists as the reason for their country to join the war. The Depression-stricken United States had just come through perhaps its worst-ever bout of domestic anti-Semitism, and nothing would revive it more than if Jews appeared to be manipulating Roosevelt into war on their behalf. Yet the situation became even more critical after the outbreak of war in September 1939. Many Christians and Jews pointed to Nazi attacks on European Jews as but one example of Hitler’s general threat to religious liberty, and thus to democracy. In a nationwide address over CBS Radio, for example, Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver warned that the fate of the Jews was an early warning signal of the more general fate of freedom in the world, including in America. In December 1941, Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor and Germany’s declaration of war provided all the evidence Silver needed.14

During the war, the ecumenical conflation of religion and democracy, and of Christians and Jews, was not confined to the nation’s rabbis. Roosevelt himself had ideologically grounded America’s purpose as a struggle to preserve religious freedom, and by extension political freedom, and he deliberately defined religious liberty as broadly as possible. The Nazis attacked all “monotheistic religions,” he told a Jewish audience in 1942, which was why it was “important for the lovers of freedom to work harmoniously together in mutual understanding.” Now, with the nation at war, Protestant ministers and Catholic priests similarly rallied their parishioners to the wartime crusade for faith and freedom by portraying the attack on the Jews as a more general attack on religion itself. Detecting a new ethos of interfaith tolerance that resulted directly from the war effort against antireligious Nazism, a scholar at the University of Chicago concluded that the “three great religious groups have become increasingly aware that they are allies in a common cause,” dedicated not only to securing military victory but to “upholding those basic principles of faith in God and man to which they are committed as Christians and Jews, and upon which the meaning and strength of the nation’s cause depend.” Perhaps the best example of the emergence of a truly interfaith civil religion was found in Congress. By overwhelming majorities, both the House and the Senate passed wartime resolutions explicitly condemning the Nazi persecution of the Jews and calling upon Roosevelt to do more to protect them. Anti-Catholicism and anti-Semitism remained repugnant features of American life, and tensions between Protestants and Catholics over schools and other issues continued. But religious bigotry was increasingly discredited by its association with Nazi extremism—which itself seemed to stand against everything the American ideal was supposed to represent. Such efforts to breathe life into a truly interdenominational, Judeo-Christian civil religion were critical, not only for the war effort but for fundamental changes in the complexion of American religious culture.15

For the interfaith vision of religious liberty as a human right to flourish, it was vital for Christians to rally to the cause. And rally they did. The precise details of the Holocaust were still largely unknown, yet Americans sensed that an unusual catastrophe was befalling Europe’s Jews. For example, in 1943 a Protestant chaplain at the University of Michigan asked enlisted students to name their most pressing moral quandaries. Of nineteen submitted, the most common question was, understandably, “If God is good and also powerful, why this war?” The next most pressing question, ahead of democracy and more everyday concerns like marriage and moral living, was: “What will be the place of the Jews after the war?” For some, such as Peter Maurin of the Catholic Worker movement, that place should be the United States. “America is big enough to find a refuge for persecuted Jews,” he declared in opposition to immigration restrictions that were kept in place throughout the war.16

The interfaith civil religion was even more tightly embraced by the nation’s leading Christians. In 1943, Catholic bishop Fulton J. Sheen, whose radio program the Catholic Hour reached over four million listeners, declared the war to be “not merely a political and an economic struggle but rather a theological one” that pitted the forces of democracy and faith against “the totalitarian world view which is anti-Christian, anti-Semitic and anti-human.” Americans fought not only out of self-defense but for “the Christian world view which grounds the human and the democratic values of the western world on a moral and religious basis.” Crucially, according to Bishop Sheen, the “Christian view includes not only Christians but also Jews who historically are the roots of the Christian tradition and who religiously are one with the Christian in the adoration of God and the acceptance of the moral law as the reflection of the eternal reason of God.” Bishop James Cannon Jr., a leading Southern Methodist, followed suit by calling upon America to save the Jews who “wrote the Scriptures we read every Sunday, but whom we allow to be murdered by the diabolical wretches of Naziism.”17

Government officials also joined in. Vice President Henry A. Wallace linked his vision of leftist politics with the fate of European Jews by declaring that “the efforts to destroy the Jews are only part of the war to crush the spirit of the common man all over the world.” Other notable lay leaders, such as Supreme Court justice Frank Murphy, an active Roman Catholic, established organizations like the National Committee Against Persecution of the Jews. Similarly, a sold-out rally at Madison Square Garden to “Stop Hitler Now,” assist the “five million Jews threatened with extermination by Adolf Hitler,” and “halt the liquidation of European Jewry by the Nazis” was orchestrated by Rabbi Stephen Wise, cosponsored by the American Jewish Congress and Church Peace Union, and featured speeches by New York City mayor Fiorello La Guardia, New York governor Thomas Dewey, Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas, British ambassador Lord Halifax, and the heads of the American Federation of Labor and the Congress of Industrial Organizations. The New York Times gave the rally front-page coverage.18

This was an encouraging turn of events for American Jews, but it still did not reflect the emergency of what was unfolding in Nazi-occupied Europe. When Jewish leaders warned of “the complete annihilation of the Jews in Europe and wherever else the Nazis can reach them,” as Abraham Duker did in the summer of 1942, they were not speaking of political theory or of threats to values and ideas. Duker drove the point home: “Few people believe that under certain circumstances Jewish survival is even possible in case of a Hitler victory.” Yet Duker directed his criticism not toward gentiles, but his fellow American Jews. Complacent, parochial, fearful of reawakening dormant anti-Semitism at home—for whatever reason, many Jews in the United States felt that the Jews of the United States were deaf to the pleas of their fellow Jews in Europe.19

The Roosevelt administration was not much better, though its members were preoccupied with the overriding task of winning a world war on two transoceanic fronts. Precise figures may not have been known, but administration officials, President Roosevelt included, certainly knew the Holocaust was unfolding. In 1942, Myron Taylor, FDR’s envoy to the Vatican, referred to “the Nazi plan of extermination” and verified for Roosevelt and Cordell Hull that “the atrocities in France, Poland and Yugoslavia are confirmed as generally reported.” Sumner Welles also acknowledged the Nazis’ systematic destruction of European Jewry. Yet a solution proved elusive. The Allied militaries were powerless to rescue Jews from Nazi-occupied Europe, while Roosevelt and Hull acknowledged that Congress would never relax immigration quota restrictions to accommodate refugees. Still, by 1943, the evidence—and bodies—of the Holocaust had mounted to such an extent that officials from London and Washington met in Bermuda to come up with a rescue plan. Political pressure at home, moreover, also helped push the State Department into action; Hull, for example, saw the meetings in Bermuda as a way to respond to the massive “Stop Hitler Now” rally at Madison Square Garden. Much like the 1938 Évian Conference, however, the Bermuda Conference could offer only modest rescue proposals for a meager number of Jewish refugees—in the low thousands, not millions—who had made it to neutral Spain and could go no further. And even those proved controversial, with the Joint Chiefs of Staff adamantly opposing any diversion of ships or troops from the military campaign. In the end, little was accomplished.20

WHILE FACTS on the ground were moving faster than the U.S. government recognized, the reality of the unfolding Holocaust was crystal-clear to most American Jews, especially those who were most committed to Zionism. The Pioneer Women’s Organization of St. Louis, a Jewish group, wrote their senator, one Harry S. Truman, of their “deepest distress” at the “unabated” and “deliberate extermination of the Jews in Nazi occupied Europe.” Because the civilized world had failed to prevent “these wholesale slaughters of human beings,” immediate rescue and evacuation to Palestine for permanent resettlement offered the Jews their only hope of survival as a people. The “very dignity of mankind is at stake,” feared the pro-Zionist Emergency Conference to Save the Jewish People of Europe in words that Roosevelt himself could have said. “Action cannot be postponed until after the war. In the case of the Jews, rehabilitation after the war will come too late. There may be only corpses to rehabilitate.” Stephen Wise, a leading Zionist as president of the American Jewish Congress, warned Sumner Welles in 1943 that more “than three million Jews have been brutally done to death by the Nazis and there is every reason to believe that unless halted by the action of the United Nations, the Axis powers will fulfill their pledge of complete extermination.” Not only were Zionists more active in issues affecting transnational Jewry, and thus closer to events in Europe, they also made an instant connection between the persecution of Jews in Europe and the existence of a possible safe haven in Palestine. Not all American Jews were Zionists, of course, but the Holocaust gave those who envisioned Palestine as the site of a future Jewish nation-state powerful moral leverage.21

This group also included many Christians, and not simply evangelicals who supported a Jewish state as the fulfillment of prophecy. The plight of European Jewry moved many anti-Nazi liberals to throw their considerable political and moral weight behind Zionism. It was, they believed, the least they could do. Reverend Henry A. Atkinson, a Congregational minister and leading modernist, pledged that “the Christian conscience cannot rest” until something had been done for the Jews. The “shocking scandal” of the Bermuda Conference proved that Washington and London were unable, perhaps even unwilling, to rescue the Jews of Europe, which prompted Atkinson to urge his fellow Christians to support a Jewish homeland in Palestine. Since 1939, he wrote in a 1943 issue of Niebuhr’s magazine Christianity and Crisis, “two to three million Jews have been relentlessly hounded to death. The remaining four to five million in Europe today are doomed as the victims of an avowed policy of extermination.” In the face of Anglo-American inaction, “Palestine is the only feasible solution to offer an immediate haven of refuge in this desperate emergency.” The consequences of further inaction, or of outright opposition to Zionism, were profoundly immoral, for the “only alternative is death.” By way of justification, Atkinson also applied the Social Gospel to Palestine. European Jews, he claimed, would bring the blessings of civilization to the benighted Middle East, and thus would improve the living conditions of the Arabs already living there. This was a double-sided humanitarianism, and it was not atypical for Protestants with Atkinson’s anti-fascist, progressive worldview.22

Secular foreign policy analysts also supported Zionism as the solution to the Holocaust. Upon hearing persistent rumors of genocide, the New York–based Council on Foreign Relations, the most established of Establishment think tanks, launched an investigation into the plight of the Jews. Hamilton Fish Armstrong, the imperious editor of the Council’s journal, Foreign Affairs, reported the study group’s findings in May 1943: “Probably a third of the 6,000,000 Jews formerly in Nazi-held sections of Europe have now been destroyed; many more are likely to perish.” This was a humanitarian problem of the greatest magnitude, something the world had never before witnessed. Its solution, Armstrong reported, was simple, readily available, and relatively straightforward. “The root of the Jewish problem is the homelessness of the Jews. Hence a home in Palestine offers the only satisfactory solution. Palestine is already a Jewish land. The Arab-Jewish problem can be solved if Great Britain and the United States will tell the Arabs to come to terms with the Jews who want only to be left alone but are ready to cooperate with the Arabs.” Foreign Affairs also published an article by the leader of world Zionism, Chaim Weizmann, that portrayed “a Jewish state in Palestine” as a “moral need” and a “decisive step towards normality and true emancipation.” The Christian democracies, Weizmann argued, owed the Jews nothing less.23

This was certainly consistent with the thinking of Franklin Roosevelt, at least until he ran into a wall of opposition from both Arabs and his own State Department in the winter of 1945. As president, Roosevelt needed to tread a careful line on Palestine: it was, after all, a British mandate with a sizable Arab population that drew intense interest across the Arab region—the same Arab region that controlled much of the world’s oil resources. And because Zionism was a powerful transnational phenomenon that would help determine the future of the Holy Land, Palestine attracted widespread attention throughout Europe, especially in the Vatican. Whatever his own preference, then, Roosevelt had to move cautiously. Yet his own preferences favored the Jews. As early as 1939, FDR was certain enough of this to tell Abdul Aziz ibn Saud, the king of Saudi Arabia and one of Zionism’s most implacable opponents, that Palestine was not simply about individual rights but fundamentally an issue of “a spiritual character.” (Perhaps not coincidentally, “a spiritual problem” was precisely how Sumner Welles defined Zionism.) Roosevelt also referred the king to a 1938 State Department declaration that pointed to “American sympathy in a Jewish Homeland in Palestine” as a principal basis for U.S. policy. Much later, in 1944, Roosevelt declared in a letter to Senator Robert Wagner that Zionism was “in keeping with the spirit” of the Four Freedoms. Most intriguingly, at the Yalta Conference with Stalin and Churchill in February 1945, Roosevelt had a revealing exchange with the Soviet leader over dinner one evening. “THE PRESIDENT said he was a Zionist and asked if Marshal Stalin was one,” Charles Bohlen of the State Department recorded in his notes. “MARSHAL STALIN said he was one in principle but recognized the difficulty.”24

Within a few days, Roosevelt would discover exactly what Stalin meant. After Yalta, where the bizarre exchange between Roosevelt and Stalin was the only reference to Palestine, the president sailed across the Mediterranean, through the Suez Canal, to the Great Bitter Lake, where he received King Saud aboard the USS Quincy for the first-ever American-Arab summit meeting. Saud was passionately opposed to a Jewish state in Palestine and wanted Roosevelt to support the immediate cessation of Jewish immigration. Should the Jews persist with American backing, it would only lead to war. Before his meeting with Roosevelt, the king had told U.S. diplomats in the region that he “would be honored to die on battlefield himself, a champion of Palestine Arabs.” On another occasion, King Saud explained that he would “see to the execution of any Jew that might seek to enter his dominion” because, as head of the “Moslem sect that is the spearhead of the true pan-Islam movement,” he was “unwilling to have any dealings with Infidels, not to say Jews.” For American and British Christians, however, he would make an exception. Yet the king’s patience with the Allies was not infinite. “As to Palestine,” he warned, “America and Britain have a free choice between an Arab land of peace and quiet or a Jewish land drenched in blood.” At their shipboard summit, Roosevelt’s Zionism wavered in the face of King Saud’s relentless opposition. If the Nazis had killed so many European Jews, asked the king, then why not resettle displaced Jews in Europe, where they were from? Astonishingly, Roosevelt agreed. He even pointed to Poland, where the “Germans appear to have killed three million Polish Jews, by which count there should be space in Poland for the resettlement of many homeless Jews.” He also promised King Saud “that he would do nothing to assist the Jews against the Arabs.” Later, he confirmed these views to a State Department aide.25

Yet this was simply another instance of Roosevelt’s habit of telling his audience—in this case, the Arabs and U.S. foreign service officers—exactly what they wanted to hear. Once back in Washington, with his own death imminent, Roosevelt reiterated his faith in Zionism as a just remedy for the persecution of the Jews and as a way to reaffirm his pledge to defend religious liberty. Only a month after his meeting with King Saud, Roosevelt repeated the pledges he had given to Rabbi Wise and Senator Wagner of official U.S. support for the lifting of Britain’s restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine. The State Department was unsettled by the inconsistency as much as the substance of the president’s policy, but by then it was too late to reverse it.26

This was where matters stood when Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945. As the new president, Harry Truman did little to settle the controversy of Palestine, but he did assert himself in the making of U.S. policy toward it. Temperamentally, if anything, Truman was even more favorable to Zionism than Roosevelt had been. As we shall see, throughout his Cold War presidency Truman continued—enhanced—FDR’s promotion of religious liberty as a source of democracy and antidote to tyranny. And his benchmark was not only how the Soviets treated their Christians, but how the world treated its Jews. Political calculations also played a role—Democrats like Truman lived or died on election day by mobilizing their base, which included the bulk of American Jewry. But for Truman, at least as important as politics was morality. In 1942, while still a senator from Missouri, he was one of the signatories to an advertisement in the New York Times—two full pages—on “the moral rights of the stateless and Palestinian Jews.” A year later, at a rally in Chicago “To Demand Rescue of Doomed Jews,” he called for the establishment of “a haven and place of safety” for those who had been tormented by “Nazi butchers.” Of the Jews who had been exiled within their own countries, he declared: “Free lands must be opened to them.” After becoming president, Truman reviewed the relevant files on Palestine and was struck by the near-unanimity of the State Department’s objections to Zionism. “I was skeptical,” he recalled in his memoirs, “about some of the views and attitudes assumed by the ‘striped-pants boys’ in the State Department. It seemed to me that they didn’t care enough about what happened to the thousands of displaced persons who were involved.” The diplomats did indeed care about “displaced persons,” but their sympathies lay with the displaced Arabs of Palestine rather than the displaced Jews of Europe. This was decidedly not Truman’s view. “It was my feeling that it would be possible for us to watch out for the long-range interests of our country while at the same time helping these unfortunate victims of persecution to find a home.”27

Truman moved quickly. At the Potsdam Conference in July, his first summit meeting and his first journey abroad as president, he pressed a reluctant Britain to relax its quotas on Jewish immigration to Palestine. In August, he announced that the United States wanted “to let as many of the Jews into Palestine as it is possible.” He then wrote to Churchill’s successor as prime minister, Clement Attlee, to urge the British to grant an additional 100,000 visas for Palestine to European Jews as “a sound solution” to the Holocaust. “There isn’t a reason in the world why One Hundred Thousand Jews couldn’t go into Palestine,” he vented elsewhere. Lest anyone doubt his resolve on the issue, in September Truman publicly denied that FDR had ever made a pledge to King Saud that the United States would act impartially. He also endorsed the Harrison Report, drafted by legal scholar and presidential envoy Earl G. Harrison, which called for much greater levels of Jewish migration from Europe to Palestine as both a practical way to solve the postwar refugee crisis and a matter of basic human rights. “I know you will agree with me,” Truman wrote Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, who was officially in command of Allied-occupied Germany,


that we have a particular responsibility toward these victims of persecution and tyranny who are in our zone. We must make clear to the German people that we thoroughly abhor the Nazi policies of hatred and persecution. We have no better opportunity to demonstrate this than by the manner in which we ourselves actually treat the survivors remaining in Germany.28



Under Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman, the new Judeo-Christian sensibility combined powerfully with the more traditional promotion of religious liberty. On Israel, the implications were profound, and set the United States on a different course from much of the rest of the world.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
Spiritual Diplomacy

THE RELATIONSHIP between religion and diplomacy was consistently strong throughout American history, but it had never been more direct than during World War II. In part this stemmed from a president who had made religious faith and the freedom of worship central aspects of his worldview. In part it stemmed from the vigor with which religious communities in the United States, particularly Catholics but also Protestants and Jews on certain issues, contested the Roosevelt administration’s diplomacy. And in part, it stemmed from the unusual salience of religious matters in the war, from the Holocaust to the revival of religion in the Soviet Union. In particular, America’s spiritual diplomacy was active in its dealings with the Vatican, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union.

FITTINGLY, Roosevelt was the first president to involve the Vatican in American diplomacy. This is not to say that FDR allowed the Vatican a role in the formulation of U.S. foreign policy, which would not only have flouted the natural laws of national self-interest but would have been wholly unacceptable to nearly every Protestant in the country. Instead, Roosevelt treated the Vatican as he would any other sovereign state—that is, as a place to send diplomats so they could exchange views on important issues of mutual interest. Though Stalin dismissed the influence of the Holy See—“Oho! The Pope! How many divisions has he got?” he once scoffed when reminded of the pontiff’s concern for Roman Catholics in Russia—the Vatican was a hive of diplomatic intrigue. It was literally in the middle of Fascist Italy, it commanded the allegiance of millions of Germans, Italians, Spaniards, and others throughout Europe, and it had experience in navigating the labyrinthine politics of European diplomacy. And in Pius XII, the Vatican had a pope who was not only politically engaged but also diplomatically savvy.1

Roosevelt recognized the Vatican’s obvious importance long before the United States entered the war. If nothing else, it was at the very least a sensitive listening post in the heart of fascist Europe. But it was also much more: a critical hub of European politics, particularly Italian politics, and the spiritual lodestar of millions of Europeans on all sides of the war. Both Secretary of State Cordell Hull and Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles pressed Roosevelt to send an emissary to the Vatican, as did Francis Cardinal Spellman of New York, an ally of Pius XII who was fast becoming the single most important Catholic leader in the United States. Joseph P. Kennedy, the Hollywood mogul and prominent Catholic layman then serving as Roosevelt’s ambassador to London, argued that “the Pope is the mainstay for reasonable thinking in Italy” and, if properly engaged by the White House, could act as a partner in bringing about an early end to the war. Roosevelt agreed with them all, and in December 1939 he asked Myron C. Taylor, a wealthy businessman and fellow Episcopalian, to be his envoy to the Vatican. Taylor accepted and presented his credentials as Roosevelt’s personal representative in his first audience with the pope in February 1940.2

Taylor was well-suited to the role. He was conservative but pragmatic, and unlike many business leaders had shown a willingness to work with the New Deal rather than rail against it. As the CEO of U.S. Steel in 1937, Taylor compromised with the Steel Workers’ Organizing Committee, then planning a major strike at the company’s Illinois plant. His sympathies did not lie with labor, but he had shown himself to be a problem-solver, not an ideologue. A year later, Roosevelt asked Taylor to head the U.S. delegation to the ill-fated Évian Conference. It was a thankless task, but Taylor took it seriously and worked hard to secure some sort of agreement. He did not succeed—nobody could have under the circumstances—but his diligence impressed Roosevelt nonetheless, and the president asked Taylor to continue monitoring the refugee situation in Europe and begin devising relief programs. As a conservative, Taylor was politically acceptable to the Vatican. As an Episcopalian, he was theologically acceptable as a relative moderate: not as suitable as a Catholic, but far more amenable than a Protestant from a harder-edged tradition, such as a Presbyterian or a Baptist. Taylor could do business with Pius XII, an asset Roosevelt grasped intuitively.3

However, Taylor could only serve as the president’s personal representative, not as an official U.S. ambassador. Roosevelt did not try to establish diplomatic relations with the Vatican, because he felt it would be impossible to do so without incurring significant political damage. Congress had outlawed official relations between Washington and the Holy See in 1867, and overturning this ban would have been a difficult task at the very best of times. During a world war, with anti-Catholicism still pervasive in American life, it was all but impossible. Protestant distrust of Catholicism was not simply a matter of rank prejudice, though there was plenty of it. Protestants perceived the Catholic Church, wrongly but not insincerely, as a monolithic, authoritarian institution that followed a strict chain of command that led directly to Rome. Their concerns about sending a U.S. representative to the Vatican were rooted in fears that it would give the Catholic Church in America privileged access to the federal government and enable the Church to advance specifically Catholic interests, as opposed to American interests. As expected, even the informal nature of Taylor’s mission triggered a wave of Protestant anger over violations of the separationist principle.

While the Taylor mission was a shock to Protestants, it should not have come as a surprise given Roosevelt’s instinctive ecumenism, his close relationship with Catholics, and Italy’s major role in the world crisis. The Roosevelt administration considered the Vatican so important that it also used several other approaches, some secret but most a matter of public knowledge. On December 23, 1939, FDR sent a Christmas peace message to Pius XII to seek the pontiff’s cooperation in “the re-establishment of world peace on a surer foundation.” To alleviate concerns about Catholic favoritism, he sent similar letters to Protestant and Jewish leaders in the United States—but not to an American Catholic. Protestant concerns did not deter him from making further contact with the pope. He frequently used Monsignor Michael J. Ready, head of the National Catholic Welfare Conference, as a back channel to the Vatican. Roosevelt also retained the services of an American Catholic bishop, Joseph P. Hurley, who had served as a papal nuncio (Vatican ambassador) and had personal ties to Pius. Much later in the war, Roosevelt dispatched Harry Hopkins, his most trusted adviser, to Rome. Hopkins was tasked with ensuring that there would be no lingering tensions between the Kremlin and the Vatican that could scuttle the postwar peace settlement.4

In 1940, Roosevelt elevated these links by sending Sumner Welles, a frequent collaborator with Ready and Hurley, to meet with the pope as part of a European fact-finding tour. Pius confessed he hoped the United States would help constrain Mussolini, who was not committed to war with France but might jump into the fray if Germany did well. After his meetings with Pius and his secretary of state, Cardinal Luigi Maglione, Welles left the Vatican “with the conviction that one of the constructive forces working for the regeneration of mankind will be the present Pope and many of those about him.” Later that spring, the pope and Cardinal Maglione furiously lobbied Roosevelt, via Taylor and Welles, to write directly to Mussolini and urge him to remain out of the war. As Maglione noted, “I did not fail to remind Welles that the United States can do a lot” to influence the course of the war. The Vatican envisioned a secret “parallel endeavor” with the White House. Roosevelt at first refused, and then relented. His two confidential missives to Mussolini, sent at the behest of a worried pope, urged restraint in the name of an international system that was collapsing around him. But they were to no avail: on June 10, an opportunistic Italy declared war on Britain and France.5

Though he was faced with Protestant suspicion and a world engulfed by war, Roosevelt still did not retreat from spiritual diplomacy—instead, he widened it. If Protestants claimed Catholic favoritism, then Roosevelt would demonstrate to them exactly how committed he was to the broadest religious dialogue possible. Nazism had committed itself to replacing Christianity as the faith of Europe; Nazism was therefore an enemy to religion. In response, Roosevelt sought to marshal the global forces of faith to combat atheism, paganism, and the idolatry of the state. His religious alliance already included the Protestants, Catholics, and Jews of America, even if they did not always get along among themselves, and he had begun allying the United States to the Vatican. But he aimed for more. In March 1940, after receiving yet another tedious complaint from the Federal Council of Churches that the Taylor mission violated the separation of church and state, Roosevelt asked Assistant Secretary of State Adolf Berle “to find out whether there is somebody in the Mohammedan Church,” a spiritual leader like the pope, whom he “could contact in the cause of peace.” Roosevelt also wanted to know whom he could contact in the Greek Orthodox Church. In fact, he got so carried away with his plan that he asked Hull and Berle to think of religious leaders from all across eastern Europe and the Middle East who could form a spiritual coalition for peace with the United States. This led to a bizarre conversation between Berle and Mehmet Münir Ertegün, the Turkish ambassador to the United States, in which the American diplomat was gently reminded that spiritual diplomacy violated the Turkish constitution’s strict separation of church and state and would require “a radical reversal of the policy of the Turkish government.” The best idea Berle could come up with was an approach to the king of Saudi Arabia, which would risk upsetting the Turks. Hull pointed out that appeals to Muslims in India would upset Hindus, not to mention the British. And these were only the most obvious of religious tensions Roosevelt’s coalition would probably ignite. “In view of these many considerations,” Hull dryly noted, “the President abandoned his plan.”6

Roosevelt’s grand coalition of worldwide believers came to nothing, but it did anticipate a similar plan by his successor, Harry Truman, in the early Cold War. More immediately, it did nothing to blunt Taylor’s diplomatic mission to the Holy See. Taylor remained at the Vatican until the United States entered the war in 1941, communicated with the pope through the apostolic delegate to Washington, and then returned to Rome in 1944 after the ouster of Mussolini. American belligerency brought relations between Washington and the Holy See close to a breaking point, particularly after Roosevelt and Churchill, meeting at the Casablanca Conference of January 1943, pronounced a policy of “unconditional surrender” that Pius XII not only considered immoral but a poor strategy that would prolong the war. Taylor handled two other sensitive issues: whether the Allies would bomb Rome and Italy’s postwar future.7

Just as important was Taylor’s message that the United States and the Holy See represented the forces of virtue and faith in the world and that they were on the same side of history. All Americans, Taylor told Pius XII in 1942, looked to the pope for moral leadership, just as the rest of the world looked to Roosevelt. “Because we know we are in the right,” he declared,


and because we have supreme confidence in our strength, we are determined to carry through until we shall have won complete victory …. Our cause is just. We fight, with conscience clear, for the moral rights of our nation, and for the liberties of our people; our victory will ensure these rights and liberties to the world. Even our enemies know that we seek no aggrandizement. Precisely for the reason that our moral position is impregnable, we are not open to the compromises usual to those who look for merely material gains, and who will bargain for half a loaf if they cannot have the whole.



It was a remarkably audacious bit of ideological salesmanship from the Episcopalian industrialist and novice diplomat, but it set the tone for the relations between Washington and the Vatican as they grappled with the problems of totalitarianism posed first by Nazi Germany, and then by the Soviet Union after the war.8

THE LINKS ROOSEVELT and Taylor labored to forge with the Vatican came much more naturally to America’s alliance with Britain. Historians have long realized that the Anglo-American “special relationship” was mostly a myth, a deliberate ideological and cultural construction to serve diplomatic and political goals. Yet there was some truth to the myth; as different as they were, Americans and Britons shared a similar outlook. Often politicians on both sides of the Atlantic would play up these similarities for all they were worth, but they were built upon a shared moral and historical foundation with which both American and British elites were intuitively familiar.

Nobody played this game better than Winston Churchill. Churchill was not in any sense an orthodox Christian, though like most English people he was a nominal member of the Church of England. He did believe in providence, especially with regard to himself and his own role as a maker of history, but his Christian faith, long dominated by skepticism, was nonexistent by the 1930s. If he believed in God, it was a distant deity who had abdicated the responsibility of ruling his earthly creation. And initially, Churchill opposed Hitler’s rise on classically British geopolitical grounds: no single power must be allowed to dominate the continent. But as the Nazi threat gathered pace, and as the ideological and humanitarian threat grew, Churchill began to infuse morality and religion into his anti-appeasement speeches. He pronounced that Britain wanted to protect not only Europe, but democratic civilization itself. By the Munich agreement of 1938, he conflated “democratic civilization” with “Christian civilization,” a way of life in which religion was a natural part of politics.9

Partly this was simply a matter of rhetorical convenience: few orators in modern politics have spoken in such biblical cadences as Churchill, and the Bible provided familiar images of the most fundamental struggles between good and evil. Partly this was also a matter of political expediency, for at this time Britain was still a devoted churchgoing nation, and as the crisis deepened in the late 1930s and into 1940 Britons flocked to the churches for comfort and solace. But Churchill also recognized in religious liberty a source of democratic thought, and he recognized in Germany’s essentially anti-Christian and anti-Semitic policies the denial of basic human dignities and liberties that were essential to any democracy. Perhaps most important, after the German conquest of western Europe in 1940, Churchill knew Britain’s only hope of salvation lay with the United States. And he knew that by framing Britain’s struggle with evil in explicitly Christian terms, his messages would resonate with the American people—and their president.10

For all these reasons, Churchill portrayed the conflict between Britain and Germany much as Roosevelt did the clash between democracy and totalitarianism. As the German menace became greater, Churchill’s speeches increasingly invoked religion, especially its influence upon democracy. In virtually all of his major speeches at the most pivotal crisis moments, Churchill contrasted Christianity with Nazism. His speech in Parliament after Munich warned that “there can never be friendship between the British democracy and the Nazi Power, that Power which spurns Christian ethics, which cheers its onward course by a barbarous paganism, which vaunts the spirit of aggression and conquest, which derives strength and perverted pleasure from persecution, and uses, as we have seen, with pitiless brutality the threat of murderous force.” In June 1940, now prime minister, Churchill used one of his most famous speeches to declare that “the Battle of France is over. I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilization.” A month later, he followed with a stirring call to holy war:


And now it has come to us to stand alone in the breach, and face the worst that the tyrant’s might and enmity can do. Bearing ourselves humbly before God, but conscious that we serve an unfolding purpose, we are ready to defend our native land against the invasion by which it is threatened. We are fighting by ourselves alone; but we are not fighting for ourselves alone. Here in this strong City of Refuge which enshrines the title-deeds of human progress and is of deep consequence to Christian civilization … we await undismayed the impending assault.



And again, in January 1941, in response to FDR’s proclamation of the Four Freedoms: “It is no exaggeration to say that the future of the whole world and the hopes of a broadening civilization founded upon Christian ethics depend upon the relations between the British Empire or Commonwealth of Nations and the U.S.A.”11

For both Churchill and FDR, though for different reasons, the moral meaning of the war was in large part religious, predicated upon the individualist and rights-based assumptions they believed were central to the Christian ethic. For Churchill as for Roosevelt, democracy was rooted in individual natural rights that transcended the state. For Churchill as well, democracy was rooted partly in faith because religion was the source of conscience and morality. And for Churchill, religion was a source of virtue and communal solidarity that acted as the glue in an otherwise atomized society. There existed profound differences between Churchill and Roosevelt, not least over colonialism and monarchy, but they were largely overridden, at least in the ideological hothouse of war, by a shared Protestant view of the world.

Americans were happy to play this game, too. By 1940—and arguably since his October 1937 “Quarantine” speech in response to the Japanese invasion of China—Roosevelt’s great dilemma was that while he wanted the United States to play a part in the defeat of world fascism, the American people were still in thrall to isolationism, pacifism, and other forms of noninterventionism. In Great Britain, the lone, recalcitrant holdout to Nazi domination, he found a proxy. If Roosevelt could not yet commit America to the fight, he would at least support Britain. Assisted by Hitler’s constant aggression, Roosevelt began easing the United States into a partnership with the British in which America would be an “arsenal of democracy.” Once the British proved, in the Battle of Britain, that they could prevent a German invasion, Roosevelt moved to aid the anti-Nazi cause. First came the Destroyers for Bases Agreement in September 1940, in which the U.S. Navy transferred warships to the Royal Navy in exchange for basing rights in British colonies in the Western Hemisphere. The much more significant Lend-Lease program followed in March 1941, by which the United States supplied Britain and its dominions with matériel, ships, and weapons. From that point on, the United States was effectively at war with Nazi Germany.12

But even before Lend-Lease was finalized, Roosevelt felt it necessary to tell Churchill and the British cabinet that the United States was committed to their survival. In January, he sent Harry Hopkins to London to confer with Churchill and impress upon the British a sense of AngloAmerican solidarity. “The President is determined that we shall win the war together. Make no mistake about it,” Hopkins told Churchill shortly after arriving in an England under siege. “He has sent me here to tell you that at all costs and by all means he will carry you through, no matter what happens to him—there is nothing that he will not do so far as he has human power.” Weeks later, at a dinner in Glasgow, Hopkins imparted the same message with a great deal more emotion. Rather than try to emulate Churchill’s soaring rhetoric, Hopkins simply quoted from a passage in the Book of Ruth (1:16): “Whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God. Even to the end.” Hopkins had meant to be reassuring, but the effect of his words was far greater than he had intended. According to Churchill’s personal physician, who was at the dinner, the prime minister “was in tears. He knew what it meant.” Hopkins’s impromptu sermon “seemed like a rope thrown to a drowning man.” Though the comments were censored for fear of antagonizing isolationists in the United States, presidential speechwriter Robert Sherwood recalled that “word of it spread all over Britain.” Lord Beaverbrook, in charge of Britain’s wartime industrial production, told Sherwood that Hopkins’s biblical pledge “provided more tangible aid for Britain than had all the destroyers and guns and rifles and ammunition that had been sent previously.”13

Both Roosevelt and Churchill wanted to consummate these ever-closer ties with a summit meeting. Dancing delicately around American political sensitivities and for obvious reasons of security, the Atlantic Conference met in secret, floating off the coast of Newfoundland on board the warships HMS Prince of Wales and USS Augusta, in August 1941. Roosevelt had sailed from Washington on the pretence of taking a fishing holiday off the coast of New England. Churchill’s ship sailed from Britain with an eminent passenger, Harry Hopkins, who had visited both London and Moscow in advance of the Atlantic Conference. On August 12, the two leaders signed the Atlantic Charter, a statement of war aims that has been characterized as “tantamount to America’s declaration of war” against the fascist powers. One could hardly blame Germany and Japan if they saw it as such, for the Charter listed eight points that stood diametrically opposed to the systems then being imposed in Europe and East Asia by German and Japanese military power. Roosevelt and Churchill eschewed territorial acquisition as a war aim and proclaimed their support for national self-determination, free trade, universal economic security, and freedom of the seas. The eighth and final point stated their shared belief “that all nations of the world, for realistic as well as spiritual reasons, must come to the abandonment of the use of force” and come together in “a wider and permanent system of general security” in a future international organization. In deference to the Soviet Union, allied to Britain since the German invasion in June, religious liberty was uncharacteristically omitted from this moral call to arms, but in a separate message to Congress Roosevelt reassured Americans that it was “unnecessary for me to point out that the declaration of principles includes … the world need for freedom of religion and freedom of information” because their importance was so self-evident. Later, FDR claimed that the Atlantic Charter had been designed not only to complement but to implement the Four Freedoms.14

As a symbol of democratic resolve and purpose, the Atlantic Charter was an enormous success. Much of this stemmed from the carefully orchestrated consecration of a new Anglo-American special relationship. Roosevelt was fond of using church services as political symbol, particularly Anglican church services to symbolize the spiritual solidarity between America and Britain. He had done so twice before—once at sea, in the Caribbean in 1934, when he personally led an Easter service for British and American seamen, and once at St. James’ Episcopal Church in Hyde Park, in 1939 as Europe edged closer to war, to honor the visit of King George VI. Now, on the Sunday of the Atlantic Conference, Churchill paid Roosevelt the ultimate compliment by holding an Anglican service aboard the Prince of Wales. The prime minister paid close attention to every last detail, down to personally choosing the hymns and prayers. They sang the hymns “O God, Our Help in Ages Past” and “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” among others. Fittingly, the verse for the sermon was from Joshua 1:5–6: “as I was with Moses, so I will be with thee: I will not fail thee, nor forsake thee. Be strong and of a good courage: for unto this people shalt thou divide for an inheritance the land, which I swore unto their fathers to give them.” And of course, they prayed: “Stablish our hearts, O God, in the day of battle, and strengthen our resolve, that we fight not in enmity against men but against the powers of darkness enslaving the souls of men.”15

The British journalist Henry Morton had been invited to observe the conference. As the man who had first reported the discovery of King Tutankhamen’s tomb and as the author of several travelogues of the Holy Land, Morton could appreciate the historical and religious symbolism of Churchill’s Sunday service. “In the long, frightful panorama of this War,” Morton wrote afterward,


a panorama full of guns and tanks crushing the life out of men, of women and children weeping and of homes blasted into rubble by bombs, there had been no scene like this, a scene, it seemed, from another world, conceived on lines different from anything known to the pageant-masters of the Axis, a scene rooted in the first principles of European civilisation which go back to the figure of Charlemagne kneeling before the Pope on Christmas morning.



Roosevelt was also impressed. “It was our keynote,” he said of the church service to his son Elliott, a captain in the Army Air Force. “If nothing else had happened while we were here, that would have cemented us. ‘Onward Christian Soldiers.’ We are, and we will go on, with God’s help.”16

Throughout the war, religious Americans, Protestants and Jews especially, reacted warmly to the concept of an organic special relationship between the English-speaking peoples. Britain was by no means free of anti-Semitism, but it was much more hospitable to Jews than the rest of Europe. Most important, until 1941 only Britain stood between the Nazis and total victory. But Protestant support for Britain was also a natural outgrowth of the ecumenical and missionary movements that had been predicated upon Anglo-American cooperation for the past century. Differences over the British Empire aside, British and American Protestants were used to cooperating with one another and to viewing the world, morally and theologically, through more or less the same normative lens. Special church services, such as “Great Britain Sunday” dedicated to rallying Americans to the defense of “the heritage of a common ideal of democracy and freedom and a common struggle to achieve it,” were not uncommon, especially during the Battle of Britain.17

This was true even for the Christian realists, who normally shied from moralistic claims to truth and purity. Most of the realists, including Reinhold Niebuhr, John Coleman Bennett, and Henry Van Dusen, were Anglophiles who sided emotionally as well as ideologically with the British. Whether consciously or not, they used Churchill’s imagery of Britain as an isolated island of democracy defying the satanic tyranny of Nazi Germany; they also viewed the war as a struggle between a relative good—Anglo-American democracy, as imperfect as it was—and the absolute, unmitigated evil of Nazi Germany. The world would only survive the crisis if it was led by a partnership of these two religious democracies. Henry Sloane Coffin tried to reassure a colleague that an Anglo-American alliance would not result in the United States supporting Britain’s colonial and European ambitions. Instead, Coffin believed that “we could stand with them for a world order … and that we ought to work to have our country take its responsibility for the maintenance of that world order” based on the liberal democratic principles common to both the British and American political traditions. “As I read the Bible, it seems to me fellowship in righteousness is a leading idea which runs all through. That I think we can work for.” Despite his suspicion of national and cultural pride, Niebuhr agreed. “The British,” he argued in the summer of 1941, “are fighting for the kind of civilization which has made Protestantism possible.” Flawed though they may have been, British values were infinitely superior to Nazi Germany’s, and were therefore worth preserving.18

In spreading such an idealistic message in such realistic terms, Coffin, Niebuhr, and other Anglophile interventionists played an important role in shifting U.S. public opinion away from isolationism and pacifism. This took some effort, because they had essentially propounded the same message in World War I only to see it utterly discredited at Versailles, by the Senate, and by the interwar investigations into wartime profiteering. The unremittingly aggressive nature of the Nazi threat helped them erode widespread doubts about intervention. But so too did their access to the popular media. Coffin in particular had close ties to media and publishing elites in New York, and he used them throughout 1940 and 1941 to spread sympathy for Britain. In a September 1940 nationwide broadcast over the NBC radio network, Coffin, a Presbyterian, hosted a show featuring special prayers for Britain by a Catholic priest, a Jewish rabbi, and an Episcopal bishop. In a remarkable display of America’s interfaith civil religion, they prayed for God to give the British “strength to withstand the tragic ordeal to which they are being subjected” and “that He will in due time rescue them from the ravages of ruthless totalitarianism.” While Americans remained sheltered from the world crisis for now, it was “the men, women, and children of the streets of London and the cities of England who are battling to rescue for the world that concept of liberty towards which men have struggled since the exodus of the children of Israel from Egypt.” Coffin himself delivered several more wartime radio addresses, including over the BBC, on the theme of Anglo-American democracy and its responsibility to lead.19

Yet as Coffin well knew, not everyone trusted the British. Catholics, particularly those of Irish, German, and Italian descent, were naturally wary of supporting a British crusade. “England has a natural right to defend herself,” the liberal Catholic writer Thomas Merton conceded in a 1940 diary entry. “Whether what she is defending is, in any other than a very superficial sense, just, is quite another matter.” Protestants of the Social Gospel tradition had similar qualms about allying too closely with the world’s greatest imperial power. Though Niebuhr might be right in saying that the British Empire was better than German Nazism, this was still a relative judgment. “It will be our friends, not our enemies, that we have trouble with when the war is done,” complained Reverend Marcellus Nesbitt of the First United Presbyterian Church in Beaver, Pennsylvania. “Churchill tells us specifically that he will countenance no dissolving of the British Empire,” but “Pearl Buck and Stanley Jones tell us definitely that the continuance of the white man in Asia will simply mean another racial war not many decades hence.” Nesbitt felt strongly about this, so strongly that he contended “that we are not supporting anything right at all. In the long last it would be better to see the war end in deadlock.” It was an extreme position to take, but not a wholly unusual one. E. Stanley Jones himself, a famous missionary and longtime champion of Indian independence, certainly did not think so. “With the Britain of democracy we can go anywhere,” he announced in 1944. “With the Britain of empire we cannot go unless we desire to be in perpetual wars,” because imperialism was simply “incompatible with both democracy and Christianity.”20

Moreover, missionaries, though long associated with the spread of empire, often sympathized with the people they were trying to convert rather than the Europeans they were fighting with. Minnesota congressman Walter Judd, a former medical missionary who had spent much of the previous decade in China, lamented that while “Mr. Churchill is announcing that Britain intends to adhere to her traditional policies of imperialism, the world is hungry to be reassured that America intends to stick to her traditional policies of advocating self-determination and freedom for all peoples under oppression.” This applied to India as well as China.21

Still, the majority of religious Americans embraced the special relationship even if they acknowledged its flaws. The American religious tradition, and its civil religious offspring, simply had too much in common with the Protestant heritage of the British Isles. In a world seemingly divided between democracy and dictators, this was a most natural bond indeed.

JUST AS IMPORTANT strategically as Great Britain but even more complicated politically was the Soviet Union. Aside from a handful of preachers on the radical left, like Harry F. Ward, American Christians were almost unanimous in their condemnation of Soviet communism, not merely for its atheism and materialism but also for its embrace of violence and rejection of democracy. But then Hitler confused matters by invading the Soviet Union in June 1941. Suddenly, Americans were faced with a dilemma: whom should they support in a battle between two such evil forces? Through Destroyers for Bases and Lend-Lease, the United States had clearly sided with Britain and against Germany. And for two years, it had seemed that Nazi Germany’s totalitarian cousin, the Soviet Union, stood against democracy with the forces of totalitarian darkness. But now the fate of Hitler’s Germany would rest on the outcome of its war against Stalin’s Soviet Union. Some Americans, watching with distaste from afar, were certain that the United States should simply watch and wait as the two tyrants destroyed each other. “If we see that Germany is winning,” Missouri senator Harry Truman told a reporter shortly after the German invasion, “we should help Russia and if Russia is winning we ought to help Germany and that way let them kill as many as possible, although I don’t want to see Hitler victorious under any circumstances.”22

Truman’s modest concession to the Soviet Union, apparently an afterthought, was in fact the very basis of the Roosevelt administration’s response to the German invasion, and indeed its strategy for the rest of the war. Recall Sumner Welles’s formulation of June 23, the day after the German invasion: the “freedom to worship to God … is the great and fundamental right of all peoples,” a right that “has been denied to their peoples by both the Nazi and Soviet Governments.” But that, Welles continued, was not the “present issue which faces a realistic America.” The issue was instead something more immediate: “our own national defense and the security of the New World in which we live.” As a result, it was the administration’s policy that “any defense against Hitlerism, any rallying of the forces opposing Hitlerism, from whatever source these forces may spring, will hasten the eventual downfall of the present German leaders, and will therefore redound to the benefit of our own defense and security.” On this basis, Roosevelt quickly wanted to extend Lend-Lease aid to the Soviet Union, under the same terms offered to Britain. This was Niebuhr’s realist doctrine of the lesser evil in action, and in fact Niebuhr and the realists supported the Soviets in their defense against the Nazi onslaught of the summer of 1941.23

But even as he praised the Soviet resistance and urged the United States to help it, Niebuhr continued to reject communist ideology. And among religious Americans, Niebuhr was a relatively moderate anticommunist; most others were immovably hostile. Here stood the Roosevelt administration’s biggest obstacle to aiding the Soviet Union and defeating Nazi Germany, for a great number of Americans simply could not abide communism, especially Soviet communism, even if they agreed that Germany presented an even greater danger to world peace and American security. Roosevelt may have wanted to move quickly to extend Lend-Lease aid to the Soviets, but first he had to contend with anticommunism in Congress—and through it, the churches.

Roosevelt appreciated the sensitivity, and severity, of this particular political challenge. The “religious question,” recalled W. Averell Harriman, the president’s envoy to Moscow, “was regarded by Roosevelt as a matter of the highest domestic priority.” Many of his advisers agreed, among them Harold Ickes and Supreme Court justice Frank Murphy, himself a Catholic, who believed that one of the “dangers” was that “the Catholic Church will stir up among its religionists here a feeling of alarm about communism.” Harry Hopkins confided to Brendan Bracken, Churchill’s confidant and minister of information, that while Roosevelt would probably be able to extend Lend-Lease to the Soviets, it would be difficult. “The American people don’t take aid to Russia easily,” he wrote early in September. “The whole Catholic population is opposed to it” and would move to block any assistance to defend communism. If FDR was going to aid the defense of the Soviet Union, he would first have to overcome religious opposition at home.24

This would be no small task. Liberals and conservatives, Protestants and Catholics were divided by much, but they were nearly united by a moral unease at allying so closely with Stalin. To be sure, an overwhelming majority wanted the Soviet Union to defeat Germany. In a poll of religious Americans conducted on June 24, 79 percent of Jews preferred a Soviet victory, while only 2 percent favored the Germans. But 75 percent of Protestants also preferred the Soviets (as opposed to 4 percent for Germany), as did 65 percent of Catholics (6 percent for Germany). However, when asked in the same poll whether the “U.S. gov’t should supply USSR with war materials on same basis as Britain,” solid majorities responded negatively. This time, only 33 percent of Catholics and 36 percent of Protestants agreed, and even among Jews, who presumably would have been single-mindedly focused on Germany’s defeat, only 41 percent replied affirmatively. Though not unanimous, Catholic opposition to extending Lend-Lease to Moscow was especially strong, encompassing the liberals of Commonweal magazine as well as the conservative, anticommunist extremists. Conservative Protestants naturally objected to aiding the Soviets, but so did liberal pacifists like Charles Clayton Morrison and John Haynes Holmes—who had, moreover, both been fiercely critical of Nazi Germany. In what might be called the “first Truman doctrine,” it seemed that most religiously observant Americans agreed with the senator from Missouri that while a Soviet victory was preferable, a quick Soviet victory, aided by the United States, was not.25

Public opposition to aiding the Soviet Union was swift and shrill, especially among Catholics, but it did not come as a surprise. The Vatican had taken a firm stance against communism as early as 1846, when Pius IX condemned “the unspeakable doctrine of Communism, as it is called, a doctrine most opposed to the very natural law” that would result in “the complete destruction of everyone’s laws,” even “human society itself.” This was merely the first in a series of nineteenth-century encyclicals denouncing communist ideology as antithetical to religion and morality. Most recently, American Catholics felt bound by a 1937 papal encyclical from Pius XI, Divini Redemptoris, on “bolshevistic and atheistic Communism, which aims at upsetting the social order and at undermining the very foundations of Christian civilization. In the face of such a threat, the Catholic Church could not and does not remain silent.” Pius XII, who ascended to the papacy in 1939 and remained pope until well into the Cold War, was every bit the anticommunist his predecessors had been. While Catholics worldwide, certainly those in the United States, were not rigidly controlled by the Vatican and did not automatically adhere to its every pronouncement, these strictures were hard to ignore.26

More startling, and much more worrying for the Roosevelt administration, were attempts by Protestants as well as Catholics to make U.S. aid conditional upon Stalin agreeing to ease restrictions on religion in the Soviet Union. Recall that in 1933, Roosevelt had assured anticommunist dissenters and members of his own State Department that diplomatic recognition of the Soviet Union would eventually pave the way for an increase of religious freedom. That had not happened—in fact, the situation worsened—but with the Soviets on the verge of total defeat, religious Americans sensed a unique opportunity to force liberal reform upon the USSR. Already in the summer, clergy, labor leaders, and politicians were pressing Roosevelt to offer Lend-Lease to the Soviets on the condition that they respect and protect religious liberty. And already, they suspected Roosevelt of intending to aid the Soviet Union no matter what. While FDR had spoken frequently about religious freedom as a baseline for liberty in general and its absence as a symptom of threat in the international system, and while the second of the Four Freedoms had promoted religious liberty, the Atlantic Charter’s failure to mention religion struck many as a sign of Roosevelt’s appeasement of Stalin. If FDR was seeking to facilitate U.S. assistance to the Soviet Union, his methods thus far had been counterproductive.27

Yet the Soviets’ military situation was dire, and still deteriorating, and if the Nazis conquered Russia they would in all likelihood be able to dominate Europe indefinitely. If Roosevelt was going to act, he had to do so quickly. Many of his advisers—certainly the British, whose fate now rested with the Soviet Union’s—thought he was moving much too slowly. “There were some impatient people,” recalled Robert Sherwood, the president’s speechwriter, “who thought that the President exaggerated the strength of Catholic sentiment, but it was his way to tread with extreme wariness wherever religious sensibilities were involved; he knew a lot more than his advisers did about these sensibilities.” To defuse Catholic and wider religious concerns, in the late summer and fall of 1941 Roosevelt devised a three-pronged strategy targeted at the Vatican, the Kremlin, and American public opinion.28

In July, when rumors of possible American aid began reaching Rome, U.S. ambassador William Phillips advised the State Department that “it would be helpful” if there was “any evidence … of increased religious tolerance in Russia.” Phillips then suggested that the United States declare that its aid would be made in the “hope that the Soviet Government would abandon its attitude of religious and political intolerance.” With American clergy making the same point, Roosevelt decided, after some initial reservations about pressuring Stalin, to persuade Americans and the Vatican that he could convince the Soviets to relax restrictions on religion. And after receiving private advice from Monsignor Michael J. Ready, Edward Cardinal Mooney, and other interventionist American Catholics, via Sumner Welles, he would also stress that aid to the Soviet Union would be designed to defeat Nazism and not strengthen communism.29

While many were willing to approach the problem tactically—suspending, temporarily, their anticommunism in the name of defeating Nazi Germany—it seems that Franklin Roosevelt genuinely believed the Soviet Union capable of religious reform. The war had induced a relaxation, even something of a liberalization of sorts, in Russian society, including religion. Partly because Stalin and the Kremlin were so shocked and incapacitated by the Nazi invasion and partly because military victory superseded ideological purity, the people of the wartime Soviet Union found they were able to express themselves more freely than they had in decades. Hopes of a Russian reformation soared among wartime Americans, and one of the earliest believers was the president himself. Roosevelt believed in the gradual “convergence” of the American and Soviet systems. As he explained it to Welles, the Soviet Union had progressed “from the original form of Soviet Communism … toward a modified form of state socialism,” while the United States was moving “toward the ideal of true political and social justice” advocated by communists. While Roosevelt believed that “American democracy and Soviet Communism could never meet,” he felt that they were becoming increasingly similar, even complementary. The Great Depression and World War II were hastening this process, and the emergence of religious freedom in the Soviet Union was a key indicator. Hence the president’s optimism, and hence his confidence that he could use the liberalization of Soviet society and religion to convince Catholics and other Christians in turn to relax their views of the Soviet Union.30

In September, Roosevelt sent Taylor, in Washington awaiting further instructions, back to the Vatican, thereby launching the first phase of his three-fronted strategy to extend Lend-Lease to the Soviet Union. On behalf of Roosevelt, Taylor presented Pius XII with a letter expressing the president’s hope that the Vatican would soften its stance on assisting the Soviet Union. “I believe there is a real possibility that Russia may as a result of the present conflict recognize freedom of religion … on a much better footing than religious freedom is in Germany today,” FDR wrote to Pius. More important was the urgent threat posed by the Nazis. “I believe,” he cautioned, “that the survival of Russia is less dangerous to religion, to the church as such, and to humanity in general than would be the survival of the German form of dictatorship.” Taylor made these points in several long conversations with Pius and Monsignor Domenico Tardini, one of the Holy See’s top diplomats. But as the American minutes of a conversation between Pius and Taylor recorded, an “undercurrent of distrust of the Soviet regime was … present throughout.” Tardini reminded Taylor of the persecution of the Polish Catholic Church under Soviet occupation between September 1939 and June 1941, and observed that the Vatican had no hard evidence that the Soviet Union yet had allowed for any increase of religious liberty.31

While Taylor was encouraging the Vatican to soften its view of communism, Roosevelt himself was gently prodding the Soviet Union to relax its hostility to religion. On September 11, in a meeting with Constantine Oumansky, the Soviet ambassador to Washington, Roosevelt “explained in some detail” the “extreme difficulty” of getting Congress to appropriate Lend-Lease funding for the Soviet Union due to “the unpopularity of Russia among large groups in this country who exercise great political power in Congress.” He then confessed that he personally believed that religious freedom did in fact exist in the Soviet Union and suggested that if the Soviets could provide evidence to this effect it would generate “some publicity” in the United States “regarding the freedom of religion” that “might have a very fine educational effect before the next lend-lease bill comes up in Congress.” Oumansky said he would attend to the issue immediately. When the ambassador asked whether Moscow could receive American credit even before the next Lend-Lease vote, Roosevelt reminded him of the political difficulties surrounding the issue of religious freedom.32

Roosevelt now passed the religious liberty baton to Averell Harriman, who was accompanying Lord Beaverbrook on an Anglo-American mission to Moscow. Though America was not yet at war, their goal was to convince Stalin, with whom they had three lengthy meetings, that Britain and the United States were committed to ensuring the Soviet Union’s survival and to defeating Nazi Germany together. But Roosevelt also asked Harriman to impress upon Stalin how vital it was to offer concrete demonstrations of the new Soviet tolerance for religious faith. “I told Stalin of the importance of the religious question in the United States,” Harriman cabled from Moscow. He also urged the Kremlin to publicize any “relaxation of restrictions” on religious worship. Stalin, of course, had already heard this from Oumansky, who reported to the Kremlin that “Roosevelt fears influential Catholics” and would not be able to extend Lend-Lease without placating religious opinion. Harriman was supported by Father Leopold Braun, an American Catholic priest and the only Catholic licensed to preach in Moscow. Braun told Harriman and Taylor of how difficult it was to be a Christian in the Soviet Union, but he also reported a recent easing of Stalinist restrictions. Braun urged them to use Lend-Lease as a wedge to pry open Soviet society, and he was confident it could work because of the Soviets’ enormous need for American assistance. It was time to “beat the iron while it is hot and soft and obtain from these people what they would only be too willing to grant.” Harriman was not converted and was certain the Soviets would only “give lip service and make a few gestures” rather than “give freedom of religion in the sense that we understand it.” But he was hopeful this would be enough.33

And for a moment, it seemed like it would be. Congress had begun debating the bill to renew Lend-Lease funds on September 18. At the Vatican, Pius reluctantly conceded to Taylor that under these unique circumstances helping the Soviet Union was not tantamount to assisting communism, and thus not a violation of the 1937 encyclical. From exiled Poles living in the Soviet Union, reports were emerging of Soviet officials allowing Catholics to worship openly and priests to officiate religious services. In Washington, the Polish Ambassador informed the State Department that the Soviets had granted Poles living in Russia and Polish military units serving alongside the Red Army “full cultural freedom and freedom of worship for both Christians and Jews.” In Moscow, the Kremlin officially proclaimed its respect for religious freedom throughout the Soviet Union—the gesture Harriman had predicted, but a gesture all the same. These were encouraging developments as Congress considered an extension of Lend-Lease aid.34

But then came the disastrous third strand of Roosevelt’s strategy—changing American public opinion—which nearly sabotaged all the efforts by Taylor, Harriman, and Oumansky. Believing in “convergence” and encouraged by the preliminary reports of a new attitude toward religion among Soviet officials, Roosevelt used an October 2 press conference to announce: “Since the Soviet Constitution declares that freedom of religion is granted, it is hoped that … the practice of complete freedom of religion is definitely on its way.” This led straight to questions from skeptical reporters. “As I think I suggested a week or two ago,” Roosevelt answered,


some of you might find it useful to read Article 124 of the Constitution of Russia.

QUESTION: What does it say, Mr. President?

THE PRESIDENT: Well, I haven’t learned it by heart sufficiently to quote—I might be off a little bit, but anyway: Freedom of conscience—

QUESTION: Would you say—

THE PRESIDENT:—Freedom of religion. Freedom equally to use propaganda against religion, which is essentially what is the rule in this country; only, we don’t quite put it the same way.

For instance, you might go out tomorrow—to the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue, down below the Press Club—and stand on a soapbox and preach Christianity, and nobody would stop you. And then, if it got into your head, perhaps the next day preach against religion of all kinds, and nobody would stop you.



Rather than simply telling the American people what he had told the Vatican, and what most of his advisers believed—that aiding the Soviets was essential to saving the world from Nazism and was not necessarily an endorsement of communism—Roosevelt embellished matters by claiming that the Stalinist constitution of 1936 ensured religious liberty and the separation of church and state in the Soviet Union. And he did so despite recent signs that American clergy, including influential members of the Catholic hierarchy, were willing to accept a more realist calculation that Americans would simply be aiding the enemy of their enemy. Worried that he had overreached himself, immediately after the press conference Roosevelt asked the U.S. Embassy in Moscow to dig up evidence that there was in fact religious freedom in the Soviet Union.35

But whatever the embassy staff could dig up would not be enough, for the reaction to Roosevelt’s clumsy portrayal of faith in a communist society was universally, indeed ecumenically, hostile. Religious freedom in the USSR was a “hollow mockery,” declared Edmund A. Walsh, the Catholic priest and vice president of Georgetown University who had consulted with Roosevelt over Soviet recognition in 1933. The Soviets demanded American money, ships, and weapons, even American “blood if that be necessary,” Walsh charged, but they would not permit Americans “to have a word to say respecting the freedoms for which you shall make these sacrifices.” Roosevelt’s statement would be “humorous,” the Knights of Columbus intoned, “if the facts were not so tragic.” The Catholic magazines Commonweal and America found rare common ground in opposing Roosevelt’s statement. Protestants, including liberals, also strongly criticized the president. Raymond J. Wade, Methodist Bishop of Detroit, cut to the heart of the distrust: “Undisputed imprisonment and slaying of tens of thousands of priests … together with thousands of closed churches, speak louder than printed words.” Luther A. Weigle, president of the FCC, said the American and Soviet traditions of a disestablished church were fundamentally different because Moscow “accepts atheism as the accepted philosophy of the State.” More strident was Hamilton Fish, a congressman from New York, who suggested that Roosevelt invite Stalin to the White House “so that he might be baptized in the swimming pool.” Afterward, everyone could “join the Stalin Sunday School.”36

Roosevelt persisted nonetheless, yet he need not have gone to such lengths. By the time of his press conference, with the Soviets on the brink of defeat, most Americans had already decided it was in their national interest to aid the Soviets. While FDR wanted to oversee an arsenal of democracy, most were content to provide the arsenal for victory. In this spirit, a thousand Protestant leaders relieved the pressure on Roosevelt by presenting him with a petition calling for the defense of the USSR. On the other hand, while they accepted an alliance with the Soviets as a condition of wartime necessity, many people simply did not want their president to fool himself into believing that the Soviet Union would liberalize as a result. “To welcome Russia as an associate in the defense of democracy,” warned the Soviet expert and U.S. diplomat George F. Kennan, “would invite misunderstanding of our own position and would lend to the German war effort a gratuitous and sorely needed aura of morality.” Such doubts aside, Roosevelt got his wish, and in late October Congress approved new funding for Lend-Lease and allowed the president to dispense it at his discretion as commander-in-chief.37

SIX WEEKS LATER, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Germany and Italy declared war, and the United States found itself a full-fledged belligerent in alliance with Great Britain and the Soviet Union. Under these new conditions, religious anticommunism in the United States became deeply conflicted between a Rooseveltian optimism about Russian reform and a harder-edged pessimism based on a lingering, fundamental distrust of communist ideology and Stalinist intentions. Both religious currents would help fuel the onset of the Cold War after 1946, as American perceptions of Soviet postwar behavior outraged the optimists and vindicated the pessimists.

Strangely, though, Stalin himself complicated the debate by actually allowing a significant increase of religious freedom in the Soviet Union. Liberalization occurred in many facets of life in the wartime Soviet Union, though few benefited as much as organized religion because, unlike political dissent, the Russian Orthodox faith tended to reinforce the intense levels of patriotism needed to power the Soviet Union’s colossal war effort. Stalin, moreover, was adept at making gestures toward religious freedom, especially ones that would sow dissension within the ranks of American religion. His choice as envoy to Poland, for example, was Father Stanislaus Orlemanski, a rare pro-Soviet Catholic priest from Springfield, Massachusetts, who seemed to refute the anticommunist consensus among American Catholics. Monsignor Ready condemned Orlemanski’s visits to the Kremlin as a “political burlesque, staged and directed by capable Soviet agents,” but Roosevelt took encouragement from Stalin’s willingness to listen to Catholic opinion.38

Coupled with the workings of the wartime alliance, these signs of reform led to an improvement of the Soviet Union’s image in the United States. Helped along by Roosevelt and his theory of “convergence,” the intense anticommunist politics of the early 1920s and the late 1930s quickly receded in 1942. For one thing, it was important for Americans not to offend their new ally. For another, the Roosevelt administration courted Communist Party–led unions to forestall strikes that could cripple wartime production. Of Stalin, FDR predicted that Americans “are going to get along very well with him and the Russian people—very well indeed.” Wendell Willkie toured the USSR and wrote wondrously of the Soviet system’s achievements in industrial production and wartime sacrifice. Americans “do not need to fear Russia,” he said. “We need to learn to work with her.” The wartime spirit of collaboration influenced views of Soviet policies on religion, too. Between June 1942 and August 1944, Time published five major articles on religious revivals in the Soviet Union, while its sister magazine, Life, featured a photographic essay on the perseverance of Christianity in the Soviet Union. In early 1945, with the end of the war in sight, Roosevelt asked Edward Flynn, a Catholic layman who was head of the Democratic National Committee, to visit the Soviet Union and convince the Kremlin to relax its restrictions on religion, permanently.39

One American caught in the emotional whipsaw between optimism and pessimism was the practicing Presbyterian, diplomat, and Soviet expert George F. Kennan. As the founder of containment, Kennan’s views will be examined more closely in a later chapter. But given his importance to the Cold War, it is striking that his views on Soviet society swung so wildly during World War II. In 1942, while he was posted to the U.S. Embassy in Lisbon, Kennan received a letter from Myron Taylor soliciting his views on the revival of religion in the Soviet Union. Kennan was skeptical, he told Taylor, because Soviet leaders “see in the Church … a spiritual rival” that posed a direct threat to the political supremacy of communism. Increased religious freedom was a tactic—Harriman’s “lip service”—designed to help win the war rather than open up Soviet society to the forces of religion. The Kremlin, Kennan argued,


did all in its power to build Communist ideology into something like a competing religious life in its own right, with similar requirements of spiritual devotion and even of public profession in ceremony and symbol.

That this latter effort could not be successful—that Christian faith could not be adequately replaced by a materialistic economic doctrine which had no answers to the problems of suffering and death—is obvious to all of us who have been brought up in a Christian atmosphere.



For now, it was in the Kremlin’s interest to tolerate greater levels of religious freedom, but would Stalin actually loosen his grip on religion once the pressure of the war had eased? Kennan doubted it. The Soviet revival, he wrote in a subsequent report for the State Department, “has little or nothing to do with the state of religion in the Soviet Union” but was instead “founded in the determination of the regime to make available for its own use every possible channel of influence in foreign affairs.”40

By the end of the war, however, even Kennan found himself swept away by the tide of enthusiasm for the Soviet-American alliance. In May 1945, he was struck by the extent to which the Kremlin “has lost moral dominion over the masses of the Russian population.” This did not mean that the people had turned against their government. “But it does mean that there are no longer many illusions among the Russian people as to the moral or spiritual quality of all that the state represents. The fire of revolutionary Marxism has definitely died out.” This was an arresting conclusion from Kennan, who had built a career upon a wariness of communist ideology and Russian nationalism. But the war had had a transformative, regenerative effect on the Soviet system. And he could see the new Soviet Union most clearly in its attitude toward religion. Soviet citizens “crowd the churches and even the whole city districts surrounding them in an atmosphere of intense excitement and emotion.” Certainly the Communist Party could not elicit “even a shadow of the atmosphere of real emotional excitement” that Kennan recently witnessed over Easter. “The party has been successful in retaining that which is Caesar’s,” he concluded, “but its initial bid to retain that also which was God’s has been quietly and decisively rejected.” He saw reason for hope, which in turn bred a confidence that the ultimate destruction of the Soviet system would come from within as long as it was kept in check by countervailing forces. Though he had not yet coined the phrase, Kennan had begun to construct a strategy of containment.41

Yet while many Americans were encouraged by Soviet-American wartime collaboration, pessimism continued to prevail among the devout. Most American Christians retained their innate suspicions of communist ideology and remained skeptical that the Soviet Union could ever really reform. A 1942 State Department survey of religious attitudes in the United States concluded that only the most liberal Protestants, mainly Unitarians, were confident that Stalin was truly and permanently liberalizing his country’s religious practices. John Foster Dulles, a leading voice of mainline Protestantism, told a 1942 religious conference in England that the Soviet-American alliance was purely a matter of converging interests, not systems, and that “the feeling in America was strongly anti-Russian.” As if to prove Dulles right, speakers at the 1943 founding convention of the National Association of Evangelicals equated fascism with communism as totalitarian enemies of Christian democracy. Similarly, Reinhold Niebuhr warned some of his optimistic colleagues at the FCC that “the lack of democracy in Russia is more dangerous” than they had assumed. Almost all Catholic organizations, from the conservative Knights of Columbus to the centrist NCWC to the liberal Catholic Association for International Peace, distrusted the Soviets. Even Harry F. Ward, the radical Social Gospeler and erstwhile champion of Leninism, thought Stalinism was beyond redemption. Such thinking did not bode well for the continuation of the Grand Alliance after the war.42

In viewing the wartime alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union, then, most Christians agreed with Edward Cardinal Mooney, archbishop of Detroit, who warned Roosevelt administration officials not to push reformist hopes too far because of the lingering “suspicion of insincerity which rightly attaches to … Bolshevik pronouncements on the subject of religious freedom.” Mooney was willing, as almost all Americans were during the war, to provide military and financial aid to the Soviet Union. But he was unwilling to accept the Soviets as full partners in the causes for which Americans fought, including the Four Freedoms, the Atlantic Charter—even the 1942 Declaration of the United Nations, to which the Soviet Union was a signatory. “Freedom of worship, even in its most restricted sense,” Mooney bluntly concluded, “does not actually exist in Russia today.”43

It was a damning indictment that had already doomed prospects for postwar cooperation between the United States and the Soviet Union. Just as the United States had fought a war for religious liberty under Franklin Roosevelt, it would now try to forge a peace on the same basis under Harry Truman. But in his dealings with the Soviet Union, Truman would soon discover just how complicated the religious influence could be.


CHAPTER TWENTY
The Church Unmilitant

AT THE END OF THE WAR, religious Americans celebrated victory over Germany and Japan along with all other Americans. Aside from posing a seemingly existential threat to religion and democracy, the war had raised difficult questions of faith and morality, and few mourned its passing in 1945. “We lift our hearts in thanksgiving this day for the assurance that the threat of the totalitarian form of government has been destroyed,” preached Benjamin Hersey, a New York Universalist, upon the death of Hitler and the capitulation of Germany. Few disagreed.1

But joy at war’s end could not hide the divisions within the churches that resulted from the war in the first place. There is a myth, particularly powerful and enduring, that because World War II was a “good” war, it was also a war of consensus and solidarity. If they had once sought to avoid Europe’s strife, the American people patriotically united as one behind a noble cause after Germany and Japan had forced war upon them. Reinforced subsequently through film and television, and maintained by the demonstrable evil of Nazism, the notion that World War II was “the best war ever” remains as popular as ever in the American imagination.2

And of course it was a good war, in the sense that the adversaries, Nazi Germany and imperial Japan, were aggressive tyrannies bent on regional if not global hegemony. (Yet even this traditional narrative has come under criticism from recent historians who have chronicled the terrible costs inflicted by the Allies.) It was not an especially good war, however, when we consider domestic solidarity and consensus. For at the time the war was deeply controversial; the tide of patriotic fervor released by Pearl Harbor did not completely wash away dissent, pacifism, anticommunism, or isolationism. If Franklin Roosevelt conceived of the war as a crusade for religion, liberty, and democracy, it was for the American people, especially the churches, a “cautious crusade” driven by “a cautious patriotism.”3

STILL, the heady mix of patriotism and faith traditionally found in wartime was not entirely absent. Religion still had its uses in the presentation of war aims and in mobilizing support. In fact, the president himself led the way by sanctifying the war as a holy enterprise. In addition to the Four Freedoms and numerous speeches portraying America’s war as a struggle for religious liberty, Roosevelt set aside national days of prayer and thanksgiving. In a 1942 fireside chat, he led Americans in prayer for “the cause of all free mankind” and “victory over the tyrants who would enslave all free men and Nations.” Perhaps Roosevelt’s most famous prayer, suitably couched in the lyrical, foreboding style of the King James Bible, came shortly after D-Day and the invasion of Europe. He asked God for “strength” and “Faith” in this almighty battle against “the unholy forces of our enemy.” He also asked Americans not to set aside only one day of prayer, as had been his custom, but to pray continuously.4

Other wartime leaders used the rhetoric of faith to build support for America’s war and to demonize the enemy. Vice President Henry Wallace, a modernist Social Gospeler whose dabbles in New Age spirituality would damage him politically, perceived the war in Rooseveltian terms of a “fight between a free world and a slave world,” with the “ideal of freedom … derived from the Bible with its extraordinary emphasis on the dignity of the individual.” Fascism and Nazism were antithetical to faith, while “Democracy is the only true political expression of Christianity.” But Wallace also had darker, more apocalyptic visions. In this same, bizarre speech, he invoked Satan—by name—five times. Stranger still were the rhetorical links he made between fighting Nazism abroad and injustice at home. Wallace was shrill not only out of a desire for victory, but because Hitler’s Nazism seemed to be a twisted, populist bid for the allegiance of the “common man,” and thus a direct threat to Wallace’s own Christian progressivism:


Through the leaders of the Nazi revolution, Satan now is trying to lead the common man of the whole world back into slavery and darkness. For the stark truth is that the violence preached by the Nazis is the devil’s own religion of darkness. So also is the doctrine that one race or one class is by heredity superior and that all other races or classes are supposed to be slaves. The belief in one Satan-inspired Fuhrer … is the last and ultimate darkness.



It was as if Wallace had channeled the spirit of William Jennings Bryan and his firebrand, fundamentalist populism. But he was just getting warmed up. “In a twisted sense, there is something almost great in the figure of the Supreme Devil operating through a human form, in a Hitler who has the daring to spit straight into the eye of God and man.” Americans now realized they could never appease such evil: “No compromise with Satan is possible.” Instead, the “people’s revolution is on the march, and the devil and all his angels can not prevail against it. They can not prevail, for on the side of the people is the Lord.” He then quoted scripture—Isaiah 40:29–31, on the awesome powers God granted to the righteous—and concluded: “Strong in the strength of the Lord, we who fight in the people’s cause will never stop until that cause is won.”5

Less dramatic but probably more effective was General Dwight D. Eisenhower, commander of D-Day, who had not yet found God—that would come later, during his presidency—but who nonetheless used religion to steel his troops for the trials that lay in store. Instead of adopting Wallace’s imagery of Armageddon or Roosevelt’s language of the Bible, Eisenhower invoked the ideas of an American civic religion, thought to date back to the Puritans, that fused patriotic destiny with moral virtue. Eisenhower did not quote Christ, but John Winthrop. “You are about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we have striven these many months,” he said to the D-Day soldiers hours before they landed on the shores of Normandy. “The eyes of the world are upon you. The hopes and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with you …. And let us all beseech the blessing of Almighty God upon this great and noble undertaking.”6

For their part, many churches and synagogues followed suit. While some Christians remained ambivalent about the war, others rallied to the cause and threw their support behind a war for freedom against fascism and religion against paganism and atheism. The Japanese strike on Pearl Harbor, particularly the fact that it was a surprise attack that violated treaty obligations while diplomats were still negotiating, provoked a furious response. Until then, Japan had avoided much of the American furor over religious liberty: the Japanese did not appear to have an explicitly anti-Christian program as did the Nazis and Soviets, and missionaries to Japan formed a vocal body of pro-Japanese sentiment in America. For many, Pearl Harbor changed all this. American Protestants had long prioritized the written word, an objective, lasting testament for all to read themselves, as the rock of Christian civilization. Pearl Harbor therefore seemed, in a manner perhaps only Hitler would dare, to defy all civilized behavior and Christian norms. “Japan not only slaughtered Americans last Sunday,” preached Albert Day of the First Methodist Church of Pasadena, California, a week after Pearl Harbor. “She assaulted that faith in the pledged word without which neither men nor nations can achieve understanding and cooperation. She cleverly deceived us but basely betrayed that mutual trust which is humanity’s only bulwark against chaos.” Not surprisingly, after Pearl Harbor it did not take long to uncover Japan’s supposed plot against religious freedom. Time reported ominously that the Japanese had abolished Christianity in Filipino schools and that Tokyo vowed to shut down Christian churches throughout Asia that did not openly support Japanese policies. It all added up, the magazine warned in a play on the phrase the Japanese used to describe their ambitions, to an “Un-Christian Co-Prosperity” sphere in East Asia. U.S. diplomats abroad reported accounts of intensifying Japanese cruelty toward U.S. missionaries and other civilians in Japan, Korea, Manchuria, and occupied China.7

The spirit of righteous nationalism pervaded the armed forces, as well. The ranks of the chaplaincy swelled in all three branches of the military (a separate air force did not yet exist), and among them were few if any doubters of either the faith or the cause. One of the most popular songs during the war, “Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition,” told the story of a navy chaplain’s attempts to rally troops under heavy Japanese fire. When some members of the clergy back home complained that the song was blasphemous and warmongering, a chaplain stationed in the South Pacific responded angrily that “out here” he and the fighting men sang the song “with religious zeal.” He thanked God “that there are men in the ministry who still have sufficient practical and immediate faith in the Almighty … to stand on battleship in an hour of dark … and sustain the men by saying, ‘Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition!’ ” This was in stark moral contrast to the comforts of home and the “ministers who are so far detached from the struggle as to be wholly unaware that it exists.” Another hit song among enlisted men was the sanguinary “God Is My Co-Pilot,” in which the protagonist “strafed Japs swimming from boats we were sinking” and “blew a Jap pilot to hell out of the sky.”8

Remarkably, and crucially for the war effort overall, the patriotic, interventionist mood enveloped institutions that had for years fought against the drift to intervention. In the first of many declarations of support, the Federal Council of Churches, once steadfastly opposed to American belligerency, organized a 1942 petition in support of the war signed by nearly a hundred of the nation’s leading Protestant figures. A year later, the FCC reiterated its support for the war and declared, controversially for many liberal Protestants, that peace could only come through military victory. Church Peace Union abandoned its antiwar stance to call for a “complete military victory” to secure a peace that would be “backed by an international police force.” Individual denominations also pledged their support and cooperation. Methodists who had once been among the most passionately pro-labor and antiwar of the mainline churches now condemned workers’ strikes as unpatriotic and called on the government to enforce a quick settlement in industrial disputes. The Catholic hierarchy had been wary of war before Pearl Harbor, but now they too presented a united front. In November 1942, the Catholic Archbishops and Bishops of the United States, the most important body of American Catholic leaders, officially declared its unreserved support for Roosevelt and the war effort (even as it expressed reservations about the administration’s encouragement of women to take industrial jobs while working men enlisted in the service). Given the strongly isolationist sentiment among Catholics before the war, this was vital support indeed.9

Just as important was the often shrill support for the war by renowned individual clergy. The 1940s remained a time when religious leaders were national public intellectuals and could command not only audiences of millions over the radio, but access to the nation’s most important secular newspapers and magazines. Because Roosevelt had declared America’s cause to be virtuous and moral, it was important for the recognized guardians of virtue and morality to pronounce a similar message. And so they did. If Francis Cardinal Spellman had had his doubts about intervention in 1940, he most emphatically did not in 1942. In wonderfully purple, patriotic prose, Spellman recalled the moment when the Japanese, “with fire and brimstone,” forced war upon peace-loving Americans. “America’s throat was clutched, her back was stabbed, her brain was stunned,” he wrote of Pearl Harbor; “but her great heart still throbbed.” That day, “America began the fight to save her life.” The archbishop even offered all Americans, not only members of his Catholic flock, a wartime “Prayer for Victory” that was, characteristically, equally pious and pugnacious in linking the sanctity of family and nation:

    
                   Lord, give us Victory.

                       In the clearer visioning of

                           The mission of America;

                           The glory of manhood;

                           The achievement of paternity;

                           The beauty of motherhood;

                           The sacredness of childhood;

                           The inviolability of our souls, our homes, our

                           nation, our altars.




Lord, give us victory;

Not alone in the might of our arms,

But in the righteousness of our cause,

The defense of the defenseless,

The succoring of the weak

The shackling of Injustice, Greed and Passion;

Lord, give us Victory.10



Spellman had always been a nationalist and never a pacifist, so his turn to support the war was not especially surprising. More remarkable was the change of heart by many pacifists, mostly Protestant, who renounced their peace witness to support what they deemed not only a necessary war, but a noble one. Norman Thomas, the inspirational leader of American Socialists, quietly abandoned his Christian pacifism after Pearl Harbor. Others followed his lead. “If many of us didn’t see it yesterday, let it pass,” pleaded a Congregationalist minister and former peace crusader from Chicago. “We see it today.”11

Unlike Spellman and Thomas, Right Reverend William T. Manning, an Episcopal Bishop and rector at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, FDR’s preferred church in New York City, had been a consistent supporter of aid to Britain and American intervention. After Pearl Harbor, he focused his efforts not only on rallying support but on marginalizing pacifists and doubters. “We all know what the issues are in this great World Battle,” he declared in an August 1942 sermon. “America, and all that America stands for in human life, is in mortal peril.” The fate of the free world hung in the balance, which made reflective soul-searching, normally a most Christian quality, a form of sabotage. “No Church which is true to its principles, and to its Mission in this World, can stand lukewarm, or half-hearted, or apathetic in a conflict such as this.” To those who called themselves prophets of peace, Manning had only this to say: “there will be no Peace, and no new World Order, unless our Armed Forces, and those of our Allies, win this War.”12

Manning’s excoriation of outright pacifists and ambivalent doubters was not a random outburst. As we shall see, conscientious objection and condemnation of American strategy and military tactics were common among the faithful, and not only in the traditional peace churches, which explains why Manning was so eager to mount a public relations campaign. Led by an otherwise implausible alliance of Spellman and Father John A. Ryan, Catholic leaders launched a vigorous defense of the just war tradition, and with it the idea that pacifism was not synonymous with Christianity. In a just war, explained Ryan, a Christian did not in fact have the right to follow the dictates of his or her conscience over the demands of government. And World War II was exactly such a just war. “No man who is acquainted with Catholic moral teaching can honestly be a pacifist,” he concluded shortly after U.S. entry into the war. In a war to defend democratic and Christian values, said others, it was the pacifist who suffered from a shortage of morality. At Union Theological Seminary, president Henry Sloane Coffin took the highly unusual step of publicly denouncing those of his students who refused, on grounds of Christian conscience, to register for the draft.13

While the leaders of liberal Protestantism wrestled with their recalcitrant and unenthusiastic members, conservative evangelicals and fundamentalists had no such problems. True, many had embraced a hard-shell isolationism before 1941, while some, such as Gerald L. K. Smith, had adopted an anti-Semitic hostility toward fighting a Jewish war. But while Christian conservatives had often been opposed to the government, they were passionately patriotic, which eased their post–Pearl Harbor transition to supporting the war. Their anti-statism, moreover, instinctively alerted them to the dangers of totalitarianism in which a single leader could dominate the lives of ordinary citizens. And perhaps most important, just as Mormons, Catholics, and Jews had learned in previous conflicts, supporting the war effort would alleviate concerns among the rest of the population about the “eccentric” ways of the evangelical subculture. Youth for Christ, an important new group of young evangelicals, staged patriotic revival meetings in the United States and for U.S. forces overseas. Aimee Semple McPherson, the nation’s leading Pentecostal, did likewise. In 1942, she held a war bond rally in Los Angeles that raised over $150,000 in a single hour. “How many of you would like to see Hitler covered with boils from head to foot?” she called out. “Well, I would!” This was a noteworthy conversion for a group of people who normally distrusted the growth of government power. But the most astonishing about-face came from William Bell Riley, who throughout the interwar years had accused Jews of propagating Darwinism as a way to weaken America and dominate the world. He changed his tune in 1941, when he abandoned anti-Semitism (at least in public) and accused Nazism of being “the philosophy of evolution in action” and Hitler with being “the BEAST-MAN!” Riley even revived the old World War I charge that Germany was the home of biblical Higher Criticism and atheist philosophy, which Hitler was adapting to a new era to bring about German world domination.14

So overwhelming and cohesive was Christian conservative support for the war, and so ambivalent were liberals, that World War II marked a decisive shift in religious attitudes toward patriotism. After two decades of being portrayed as extremists, the war offered Christian conservatives a lifeline back into the mainstream. In the interwar period, fundamentalists had stridently attacked the hedonism of American society, the plausibility of modern science, and the legitimacy of the U.S. government (especially the New Deal). Some had even flirted with fascism and anti-Semitism. But, aside from Darwinism, World War II settled many of these issues so decisively that they were no longer a matter of debate, while the ethos of wartime sacrifice brought the conservatives’ stern morality back into fashion. Because Christian conservatives had always loved their country even when they hated their government, they felt completely free to support a war that provided a clear-cut crusade for religion, democracy, and American security.

On the other hand, liberals and other heirs to modernism still had difficulty overcoming their bitter experience with ultrapatriotism during the Great War. They were just as patriotic as fundamentalists and evangelicals, but they now saw dissent as a form of patriotism because it would protect Americans from their more aggressive impulses. This proved to be a most controversial stance in wartime, and Christian conservatives used it to discredit religious liberalism. Patriotism does not usually sit well with ambivalence or moral self-reflection, so it is no surprise that conservative clarity began to prevail over liberal soul-searching. For some liberals, then, it was essential that they support the war not only to preserve freedom and democracy in the great crises overseas, but to protect themselves in religious politics at home. Those “who are commonly rated as patriotic belong almost exclusively to the Fundamentalist sect,” complained a United Presbyterian educator from Chicago in a letter to Niebuhr. Their patriotism “has become one of the worst incriminations against Modernism.” This was why prowar liberals like Niebuhr were so important, for they showed “that not every liberal theologian is taking to the woods.”15

World War II enabled conservatives to rescue a reputation that had been tarnished by their political and theological extremism of the previous two decades, for their uncompromising patriotism was now very much in tune with the national mood. Victory over Germany in May 1945 and Japan in August not only brought widespread celebration but also provided the best example of a civil religion of American righteousness. Purity of faith and nation had prevailed over the forces of paganism, atheism, and tyranny. God carried America to victory and ensured that the devastations of war would remain far from its shores. In this heady atmosphere, it was no surprise that evangelicalism surged in the armed forces. Writing in the American Journal of Sociology, the FCC’s F. Ernest Johnson was astonished by the growth of faith in the military, especially when compared to civilians. The triumph of a righteous America sped the process of evangelizing the military, but it was also encouraged by evangelicals at home who now viewed the U.S. military as a mission field in itself. In turn, the armed forces encouraged religion as an ideological glue that would hold together a massive body of soldiers who had only just enlisted. To speed the process, the State Department and the newly founded United Service Organizations drafted prowar religious leaders, such as Henry Sloane Coffin and Sherwood Eddy, to produce moral propaganda for the troops.16

President Truman therefore spoke for many when, in announcing Germany’s surrender in May 1945, he offered “thanks to the Providence which has guided and sustained us through dark days of adversity.” He spoke of “the debt” that Americans “owe to our God,” praised the nation’s “sacrifice and devotion” that won the war “with God’s help,” and asked people to “give thanks to Almighty God, who has strengthened us and given us the victory.” He then declared the first Sunday after VE Day to be an official day of national prayer. In August, Truman repeated these rites of civil religion in announcing the surrender of Japan. Again, he proclaimed a national day of prayer, and called “upon the people of the United States, of all faiths, to unite in offering our thanks to God for the victory we have won, and in praying that He will support and guide us into the paths of peace.”17

THE WAR SHOULD have been a time of unbridled, triumphalist nationalism. Given that the United States achieved victory on two fronts on two separate continents a world apart, all without suffering any physical damage itself, and given how wealthy the nation emerged after fifteen years of war and Depression, it would not have been a surprise had Americans treated world events as a total vindication of their way of life. And of course, many if not most Americans felt exactly this way, and celebrated accordingly. But many others did not, and most of those who questioned that the war provided confirmation of America’s goodness or disagreed that it had come at a worthwhile cost were religious Americans. Religious belief is often a source of dogmatic moral certainty, but it can also cause profound doubt and self-reflection, even among the most devoted. This seems to have been the case during World War II, for a sizable number of religious Americans did not support the war.

For obvious reasons, American Jews supported the war with near unanimity and Jewish pacifism was marginal to the point of irrelevance. Yet a sizable number of Protestants and a small but articulate and passionately motivated hard core of Catholics opposed America’s participation throughout World War II, even after Pearl Harbor and even with a victory that seemed to justify it all. Just as important were the much larger numbers of Christians who believed the United States should fight but who strongly denounced the ways in which the Roosevelt administration and U.S. military did the fighting. Either through pacifist opposition, halfhearted ambivalence, or moral criticism of military strategy and tactics, Christian dissent represented a major challenge to the self-satisfied triumphalism of self-righteous nationalism.

“Whatever … this war is named, there is one thing it is plainly not,” complained a prowar writer in the New Republic in June 1942. “It is not a Holy War. On the civilian front, it is being waged with less benefit of clergy than any major war of our history.” This was an exaggeration: faith-based antiwar movements had been major aspects of the War of 1812, the Mexican War, and the Philippine War, to say nothing of the religious character of the Loyalists during the American Revolution. Yet it was a valid point. The clergy had formed the moral core of pacifism in the 1920s and anti-interventionism in the 1930s, and many of them simply could not abandon the cause even after Pearl Harbor and Germany’s subsequent declaration of war upon the United States. With most secular pacifists abandoning the cause, absolutist pacifism became an almost exclusively faith-based phenomenon. But even those erstwhile pacifists who now supported the war did so reluctantly and with little enthusiasm or vigor. In its critique of the “church unmilitant,” the New Republic charged institutional religion with a dereliction of duty. Instead of rallying the American people to a noble but difficult cause, the clergy, especially the mainline Protestant clergy, were in a state of “spiritual immobilization” that was “notably lame, halting and sometimes shameful.”18

Both the State Department and the British Foreign Office were unsettled by the mood of the churches, and for good reason. In the Great War, almost all mainline Protestants, even those who had campaigned in the peace movement, had converted to the cause of the Wilsonian creed in 1917 before returning to the pacifist fold after postwar disillusionment had set in. But now, in 1941–42, thousands refused to budge from their opposition to war—all war, including this war. The traditional peace churches, among them Quakers and Mennonites, did not support World War II. Yet neither did many mainline Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists, which posed a significant problem for the government and helps in part to explain why Roosevelt featured religion so prominently in his wartime proclamations. The mainline churches continued to claim the nation’s moral high ground and still counted millions among their flock. Though the laity did not always follow their preachers’ lead, the clergy nonetheless had an influential platform at their command. They were articulate and well-connected, and they could not be moved. “I feel sure that pacifists will do better to stick to our main business,” wrote Harry Emerson Fosdick to Reverend John Nevin Sayre in 1944, “proclaiming that this unspeakable horror now going on is war, is essentially and irredeemably war, that war reaches out for every new power and turns it to destructive purposes,” and that “all military strategy is an utter denial of Christian motives.” The “whole military business,” Fosdick concluded balefully, “is essentially antichristian.”19

As the New Republic feared, even many liberals who supported the war could not bring themselves to do so wholeheartedly. America itself was also a source of profound injustice, they said, especially on matters of race; Americans could not claim innocence or be absolved from responsibility for the world’s problems. “The rise of Hitlerism is no accident,” wrote one erstwhile pacifist who grudgingly supported what he called a “just war of unjust nations.” The Nazis were simply the most extreme manifestation of an evil that imperial Britain and France and racist America had allowed to flourish. “Had the democracies been what they are supposed to be, they would have been impregnable. Our defects gave Hitler and his allies their chance.” In a similar spirit, as late as 1944 the annual meeting of the Northern Baptist Convention passed a prowar platform but made a point of removing stridently patriotic phrases from the first draft. Perhaps learning from the FCC’s controversy, the Northern Baptists also emphatically declared, “we will not bless war.”20

Neither, for the most part, would missionaries, both Protestant and Catholic, who had always coexisted uneasily with imperialism. After the Great War, missionaries themselves began to appreciate just how closely associated their movement was with imperialism, and just how easily its conversion initiatives facilitated Western political and military dominance. Led by E. Stanley Jones, Sherwood Eddy, and other Social Gospel–minded evangelists, and prodded by the 1932 Laymen’s Report that reevaluated the purpose of mainline missionaries in a strikingly radical direction, Protestant mission boards increasingly stressed their independence from, even outright opposition to, great power politics. On balance, this did not change with the war, even though many within the single largest group of evangelists overseas, the China missionaries, had come around to the idea of using military force to fend off the encroachment of Japan, and even though some liberal missionaries, like Eddy, supported the war. Throughout 1941, missionaries across the theological spectrum pressed their case for peace with Japan. Bishop James E. Walsh and Father James M. Drought of the Catholic Foreign Mission Society met privately with Roosevelt and Hull to argue that a clash was not inevitable and that Japanese had genuine grievances. Similarly, E. Stanley Jones badgered Roosevelt and the State Department to accept his services as an intermediary between Tokyo and Washington; he even entered into freelance discussions with Japanese officials, suggested that New Guinea could be turned over to Japan as a way to appease its desire for territory, and, less than a week before Pearl Harbor, vowed to bring peace to the Pacific through Christian understanding. Needless to say, none of them received much encouragement—or success—yet they refused to budge. Even in 1942, the Foreign Missions Conference, the largest body of mainline missionaries, pointedly refused to sanctify the war. Instead, as Christians they stressed their “supranational and truly ecumenical loyalty” to all peoples, ally and adversary alike.21

Just as novel was the emergence of a full-blown pacifist movement in the Catholic Church. By accepting the legitimacy of the Augustinian just war, Catholics essentially denied that a Christian could ever be a pacifist. The true Christian should not condone war except under certain circumstances and within certain rules outlined in just war doctrine, but this was much different from denying the validity of any war at any time under any circumstance. This was the position of the Vatican as well as the Catholic hierarchy in the United States, including those on the left such as John Ryan. Yet the Catholic Worker movement represented something different. Ryan, Spellman, and other Catholics had not supported intervention before December 7, 1941, but they had little hesitation in doing so afterward. Catholic Workers did not join them. In its first issue after Pearl Harbor, The Catholic Worker defiantly pledged to “continue our pacifist stand” against the surge of wartime patriotism. “We are still pacifists. Our manifesto is the Sermon on the Mount, which means that we will try to be peacemakers.” Allied with like-minded souls in the Association of Catholic Conscientious Objectors, Catholic Workers extended their search for social justice by rejecting the validity of just war doctrine. No Christian could justify war, not even one against Nazi Germany.22

ASIDE FROM THE WAR ITSELF, four issues in particular troubled the consciences of American Christians: the draft, the Allied strategy of total war and unconditional surrender, Japanese internment, and the use of atomic weapons. On each of these issues, religion comprised the predominant strand of dissent because moralistic people of faith were much more likely to be ill at ease with the methods used to prosecute the war.

For the hard core of pacifists who refused to accept the moral meaning of the war, a clash between God’s law and U.S. law was inevitable. In September 1940, Congress passed the Selective Service Act and instituted the first peacetime draft in American history. Nonetheless, conscientious objectors refused to cooperate with draft boards, and even encouraged young men to defy the law by not registering. They continued to obstruct selective service after Pearl Harbor. While much of the rest of the nation prosecuted a foreign war with Old Testament fervor, conscientious objectors adhered to a New Testament gospel of love. “When Jesus said that His disciples should not resist evil, should turn the other cheek, should love their enemies, that His kingdom is not of this world,” wrote Dan West of the Church of the Brethren in 1943, “we thought He meant that for us too.” Friends, Mennonites, and Brethren continued their historic stand against war, but this time they were joined by mainline Protestants, radical Catholics, and even liberal Catholics from establishment institutions like the Catholic University of America.23

This time, unlike during the Great War, their right to do so was supported by Christians who supported the war. When it looked as if Congress was going to resurrect the draft laws of 1917, which limited conscientious objection to the traditional peace churches, Roswell P. Barnes of the Federal Council testified before the House Committee on Military Affairs to urge lawmakers to broaden their definition. To Roosevelt and the Senate Military Affairs Committee, the FCC’s Walter Van Kirk likened conscientious objection to the freedom of religion FDR had enshrined in the Four Freedoms. Other religious bodies followed suit, including the House of Bishops of the Episcopal Church and the annual meeting of the Southern Baptist Convention. Even Coffin, an ardent interventionist who had publicly censured COs at Union Theological Seminary, used his close personal ties to Secretary of War Henry Stimson to ensure that pacifists from the Fellowship of Reconciliation received a hearing on Capitol Hill. These efforts were largely successful. The Selective Service Act included a watered-down definition of who could claim CO status and provided for the establishment of alternative forms of service through domestic Civilian Public Service camps that were administered and run by the peace churches themselves. Toward the end of the war, moreover, the FCC called upon Congress to terminate the draft once victory had been achieved. More surprising was the director of Selective Service, General Lewis Hershey, whose ancestors were Mennonites and who proved sympathetic to the more capacious definition of COs.24

Conscientious objectors were often vilified as cowards and shirkers, but for COs the moral stakes involved were worth the sacrifice. “Bear in mind that each of us is responsible for the actions of our government,” admonished one conscientious objector, “and if these actions exceed the limits” of morality “the guilt is ours.” This was no idle warning. According to most COs, by 1943–44 the U.S. government was engaged in warfare of a most dubious morality. The intensity of conscientious objection actually increased as the war dragged on and as victory neared. Though the true scale of Nazi atrocities was becoming clear, the Allies’ own strategy was increasingly brutal and, said an increasing number of Americans, immoral. Much to the fury of the Soviets, who had borne the brunt of the Nazi war machine, the British and Americans could not open a second European front until the invasion of Italy in 1943. Even this did little to blunt the Nazi war effort, and the Normandy invasion was still a year away. But in the skies, the Allies had superiority at a much earlier point. Their obvious recourse was to pound Germany into submission from the air. At the same time, U.S. war planners arrived upon a similar solution to their inability to mount a direct assault against Japan. But the resort to what critics called “obliterative bombing” triggered furious protests. From Europe, victims of German aggression could not fathom why the Allies would imitate their indiscriminate tactics. The British writer Vera Brittain condemned Allied bombing as immoral, while continentals who had endured years of German occupation now found themselves in a new line of fire. “How can this conduct be justified before the reason and conscience of mankind?” pleaded Cardinal Jozef-Ernest Van Roey, the head of the Belgian Catholic Church. In the United States, Fosdick led other prominent clergy in protesting the “carnival of death,” while others exhorted that by allowing the killing of “innocent women and children,” even if they were German or Japanese, “we Christians must stand our share of the blood-guilt.”25

The dissent of Protestants like Fosdick and A. J. Muste called into question the Allies’ claims to moral superiority, but a much more serious challenge emerged from the Catholic Church. Pope Pius XII did not much like fascism or Nazism, but while he sympathized with Allied objectives he could not bring himself to support a war that would devastate the European continent. Instead of rallying to one side or the other, Pius continued treading the careful line of neutrality he had laid down in the two years before 1941. However, in 1943–44, he leveled a strong moral condemnation of the Allied campaign. That same year, fearing a repeat of the inconclusive end to World War I, Roosevelt and Churchill vowed they would accept nothing less than Germany’s unconditional surrender. However, Pius believed that unconditional surrender was unnecessarily brutal and merciless, and he criticized indiscriminate aerial bombing as tantamount to mass murder. That it was mainly Catholic countries—Germany, Italy, Belgium, France, Poland—that bore the brunt of Allied bombing made it even more difficult for the Vatican to accept, even as an unfortunate necessity of war. The Vatican’s polite requests to Roosevelt that “the civil populations be spared the horrors of war” went answered but unheeded. As the war ended, the Vatican complained bitterly that the United States had never “been able to comprehend the fatal damage which they have inflicted upon this continent, casting it into the depths of misery by aerial bombardment.”26

Following this papal lead, American Catholics condemned Allied strategic bombing. Not only antiwar pacifists but Catholic just war ethicists in the United States issued stern moral rebukes of their own and likened Allied bombing to a war crime. Perhaps the strongest, most eloquent denunciation came from John Ford, a Jesuit priest whose detailed, theologically informed article, “The Morality of Obliteration Bombing,” became required reading for American Catholics and Protestants much as Vera Brittain’s “Massacre by Bombing” had before.27

The sordid story of Japanese internment also provoked vigorous religious dissent, this time over race as well as militarism. Deemed an internal security threat, hundreds of thousands of Japanese Americans, most of whom were U.S. citizens, were forcibly imprisoned in camps scattered throughout the American West. It was a drastic thing to do, but most Americans approved of internment as a matter of wartime necessity. Typically, however, many if not most Christian leaders did not approve, including in the West. In the shadow of the rugged Sawtooth Mountains, Reverend Emery E. Andrews delivered one of the most impassioned moral protests against internment. Andrews had lost his entire congregation to the war, for his parishioners had been Japanese Americans. Speaking to the 1943 Idaho Baptist Assembly, he excoriated America for its violation of basic liberties at home while it professed to defend them abroad and pleaded that the Japanese Americans were innocent. Upon hearing that his congregants were to be locked up, Andrews confessed that “two conflicting emotions stirred within.” He would either “become the most ardent and fanatical conscientious objector” or “I would seek revenge on those who were responsible for such injustice to an innocent people.” In the end he did neither, though he did become one of the war’s sterner critics. “What a sad commentary on our civilization,” he lamented. “This we have done in Christian America to people just as loyal as you or I. How loyal would you be if you were treated the same way that these people are treated? I would not be loyal. There are some things I would not fight for, even in America.” Other western Christians, such as the Colorado Council of Churches, offered lonely voices of protest amid the anti-Japanese din. But opposition to internment was not confined simply to pacifist opponents of the war or preachers of Japanese American congregations. It was “important to go before the public and make an appeal in behalf of justice for our Japanese citizens,” Reinhold Niebuhr believed. “This is a time when people who keep their heads will have to work hard against the hysteria of the nation.”28

Perhaps no other event caused as much soul-searching as the use of nuclear weapons against Japan in the very last days of the war. President Harry Truman authorized the use of two atomic bombs on Japanese targets: Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, and Nagasaki on August 9. Not long after, Tokyo sued for peace. Truman himself expressed no doubts, at least in public, although there is compelling evidence that privately he felt troubled by his decision even if he ultimately thought it was necessary. And Truman’s ambivalence was by no means exceptional. As Paul Boyer has noted, Americans reacted to the news of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki with a wide variety of emotions: exultation that the war had ended victoriously, relief that it had finished quickly, vindictive satisfaction that the “Japs” had been brought so low, discomfort about atomic warfare. These were certainly some of the emotions of those sitting in the nation’s pews. But from the pulpit, opinions were not so divided. Among the nation’s clergy, an overwhelming majority responded to the atomic bombs with trepidation, fear, and moral outrage. Thus as Boyer has also pointed out, “the greatest concentration of critical comment on the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings came from the churches.” There was little triumphalism among the clergy. In fact, for many of them the war’s culmination in a mushroom cloud reignited their drive for world peace.29

Moral protest was not simply confined to the pacifist Protestant left. Supporters of a righteous, progressive war for democracy and human rights against Germany and Japan also voiced their outrage. One minister’s condemnation of the bomb as “moral degeneration” reflected widespread disgust. Thirty-four prominent church leaders signed an open letter to Truman to express their opposition to “an atrocity of a new magnitude” and to Truman’s “reckless and irresponsible” decision to commit “so colossal a crime.” Among the signatories was the missionary leader E. Stanley Jones, which was not surprising. Missionaries, many of whom had either lived in Japan or knew people who had, reacted to the bombings with a particular revulsion. “I am in soul agony over that Atomic Bomb dropped on Hiroshima,” lamented William Axling, one of the leading Japan missionaries. “That is not war, it is mass murder. I hold no brief for the militarists who are in the saddle in Japan today but whatever Germany and they have done it is heart breaking to see my beloved America resorting to such diabolical measures.”30

This was typical stuff from Axling, who for years had criticized American racism and condescension toward Japan. Less expected was the moral criticism from those who had actually been in charge of the war effort. Admiral William D. Leahy, chief of staff to Roosevelt and Truman during the war, believed the bomb was immoral because it killed not only through immediate destruction but through “poisonous” long-term radiation. As the first country to use nuclear weapons, Leahy charged, the United States “had adopted an ethical standard common to the barbarians of the Dark Ages.” It was a way of waging “uncivilized warfare” and represented “a modern type of barbarism not worthy of Christian man.”31

Among Protestants, the FCC used its institutional authority to assume a leading role in opposition to the bomb. Its first foray into the moral politics of nuclear weapons, an August 9 statement by John Foster Dulles and G. Bromley Oxnam, a Methodist Bishop and president of the Federal Council, was relatively tame. Writing after the attack on Nagasaki, Dulles and Oxnam hailed the wonders of American science and refrained from direct criticism of the bombings. But they also called on Truman to declare a halt to further use of the bomb and hinted that only international control of atomic energy would ensure peace. Privately, however, the FCC was much more pointed in its criticism. The same day as the Nagasaki bombing and the Dulles-Oxnam statement, Samuel McCrea Cavert, the FCC’s general secretary, wrote Truman that American Christians were “deeply disturbed” by atomic weapons “because of their necessarily indiscriminate destructive effects and because their use sets extremely dangerous precedent for the future of mankind.” Cavert instead urged Truman to regard the secret of splitting the atom and harnessing its power as being held in “trust for humanity” by the United States, and not as a weapon of war. Two weeks later, Richard Fagley of the FCC’s Commission on a Just and Durable Peace combined the moderate internationalism of the Dulles-Oxnam statement with the stridency of the Cavert letter. The discovery and use of the bomb, Fagley said in a statement, had brought on a “profound crisis of man” that could not be solved by the United States alone.32

Following logically from their wartime denunciations of strategic bombing, Catholic priests were almost uniformly opposed to the atomic bombing of Japan. Much more than even the most conservative forms of Protestantism, Catholicism viewed life as sacrosanct. The taking of human life was justified according to the just war tradition, but only under the most deliberately considered and circumscribed conditions. World War II fulfilled those just war requirements, but not by much and, for most Catholics, not until the Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor. Then it became not only a war for democracy, which was just, but a war of self-defense, which was even more clearly just. Yet as we have seen, American Catholics and the Vatican together condemned many aspects of Allied strategy, especially strategic bombing and unconditional surrender. Their denunciations of the atomic bomb were therefore unsurprising, but their tone adopted an even greater sense of urgency. L’Osservatore Romano, the Vatican newspaper and a reliable indicator of papal opinion, condemned the atomic bomb as a “catastrophic conclusion” to a war full of “apocalyptic surprises.” Father John Ryan, who had done much to shape Catholic response to the upheavals of the 1930s, categorically condemned the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as immoral and unbecoming of American values. “Here is obliteration bombing with a vengeance and upon the largest scale,” he declared in a statement. Americans “must reflect upon what is in store,” in terms of both God’s infinite judgment and world politics when America’s adversaries obtained the atomic secret for themselves. Blunter still were Catholic pacifists, who simply condemned the atomic bombings as acts of “murder.”33

The sudden appearance of the bomb also raised the most profound existential questions of the kind that had preoccupied the greatest minds in Christianity and Judaism for centuries. For fundamentalists such as Carl McIntire, it was second nature to conclude that the atomic bomb “makes seem more real the Biblical statements of the earth’s destruction.” Paradoxically, then, the scientific mastery behind the bomb merely corroborated the conservative belief in an inerrant, literally true Bible. Yet even the liberal Christian Century observed that the “function of Christians is to make preparation for world’s end. For generations this fundamental aspect of the Christian faith has been ignored or relegated to the subconscious.” But after Hiroshima, eschatology now “confounds us at the very center of consciousness.” This was quite an admission for a modernist magazine that itself normally avoided eschatology—indeed, did not even realize that millions of conservative Christians believed in end times prophecies—which illustrates just how difficult it was to avoid questions about the meaning of life in the atomic age. Fortune magazine, not normally known for its philosophical or theological musings, predicted that the bomb would trigger a “religious awakening” and a “reaffirmation of Christian values” across America. After the war, Americans wanted to return to their normal lives, back to things the way they were before depression and war. But that was impossible, claimed Reverend Benjamin B. Hersey of the Church of the Divine Paternity in New York. “Back to what?” he asked his congregation in a sermon based around the unveiling of the four horsemen of the apocalypse in the sixth and seventh chapters of the Book of Revelation. “The world as it was? O no, things have gone too far for that. There is no going back. That possibility vaporized with the steel tower on the New Mexican desert and in the explosions over Hiroshima” and Nagasaki.34

AND OF COURSE, while religion influenced the war, the war in turn exerted a profound, lasting effect upon American religion. We have already examined Roosevelt’s cementing of the interfaith civil religion that Washington, Lincoln, and Wilson had nurtured over the past century and a half. But the war had other effects, mostly by spurring spiritual mobilization and regeneration. While the idea that the interwar era marked a “depression” of religion has been exaggerated—only liberal mainline Protestantism declined, while fundamentalism, evangelicalism, Pentecostalism, Catholicism, and Judaism all flourished—the war nonetheless triggered a process of tremendous growth and resurgence in virtually all corners of American religious life.35

In particular, spiritual mobilization spurred Christian conservatives forward. Contrary to popular belief, evangelicals and fundamentalists cared deeply about wider social, cultural, and political issues. As the government expanded first with the New Deal and then with the war, they realized they too would need to consolidate and speak as one if they wanted their voices heard. The effectiveness of the liberal Federal Council, which claimed to speak for the majority of Protestants, was an unending source of frustration for conservatives. But now, instead of simply lambasting the New Deal state and the FCC, conservatives used the “united action” ethos of the war to imitate them. Led by Reverend Carl McIntire, an indomitable, extremist Presbyterian, fundamentalists established the American Council of Christian Churches in 1941. Evangelicals followed with the founding of the National Association of Evangelicals two years later. At a time when internationalism was finally coming of age, the NAE enacted a form of collective security for America’s Christian conservatives. Still, by adopting “Cooperation Without Compromise” as its motto, the NAE made it clear it would not abandon the sanctity of sovereignty and autonomy that underpinned the Christian conservative worldview.36

Wartime spiritual mobilization also created space for political and social mobilization. For conservatives, this meant a push for moral reform. With parents away fighting or working long hours, young people had more free time on their hands than ever before. The result was a full-scale moral panic over an epidemic of juvenile delinquents. Evangelicals mobilized Youth for Christ to divert gangs of wayward adolescents away from the boredom that led to petty crime. Not coincidentally, this mobilization coincided with the initiative to establish the NAE. Conservative missionaries made similar efforts abroad. Their champion, Walter Judd, a Minnesota congressman and former medical missionary to China, prodded U.S. diplomats to ensure that the control of opium and other drugs was enshrined in the UN Charter.37

For liberals, especially pacifists, wartime spiritual mobilization meant a push for racial reform. Campaigning against the war was frustrating and lonely work, and pacifists quickly decided to channel their energies and organizational skills into causes at home. The war, wrote a Presbyterian minister from Plainfield, New Jersey, was “exposing” Americans to their own “deadly perils” by making them “painfully aware of the ways in which we are defying the will of the righteous and loving God, in our treatment of minority groups like the Japanese Americans and the Negroes.” Harry Emerson Fosdick pursued this line by linking domestic peace and tranquility with the success of postwar collective security. Both, he claimed, would succeed only if they respected difference by enshrining tolerance. Writing to Senator Harry Truman in 1943, Fosdick hoped that Americans would do “everything that we can do, both for the sake of our own democracy at home, and of a better understanding between the different races of the United Nations, to improve interracial relationships.” African Americans certainly hoped so. According to a black Baptist preacher from Ann Arbor, Michigan, their World War II was one in which Americans “died that civilization might be saved from utter destruction by ruthless nations” and “that all peoples of the earth, all nationalities and races might be free.” Similarly, Protestant and Catholic missionaries used the moral meaning of the war to push for the repeal of anti-Chinese immigration laws.38

Clearly, a wide gulf was opening up between religious conservatives and liberals over political rather than theological issues, foremost among them foreign policy. Though it was not yet apparent, the climate of war had been much kinder to patriotic conservatism than dissenting liberalism. However, their disputes did not dissipate after the war. On the contrary, as we shall see: they intensified, and provided Cold War policymakers with both their most ardent supporters and their sternest critics. In this sense, the religious response to the bomb was important, for it revived a liberal peace witness and critique of American power precisely at a time when victory in a righteous war might have killed it off. Instead, the Cold War began a new argument over the soul of American foreign policy.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
John Foster Dulles and the Quest for a Just and Durable Peace

THE ENDURING IDEAL OF peace, combined with the immediate fact of war, shaped wartime religious thinking more than anything else. Pacifists were active in their support of peace, of course, but they were mostly ignored by the administration. Instead, most of the interwar peace crusaders and isolationists supported the war effort. But as we have seen, many remained ambivalent and did not give the Roosevelt administration carte blanche. On the issue of postwar order, they demanded that FDR fulfill Woodrow Wilson’s promise and fight a war to end all wars. War might be an ugly necessity in this instance, they agreed, but the real challenge would begin when the guns fell silent.

As in World War I, liberal Protestants played a large role in planning for a postwar world order. As one of the closest chroniclers of American internationalists has noted, “Virtually all were old-stock Protestant Americans.” And as before, the Federal Council of Churches assumed the mantle of leadership. The FCC had opposed intervention well into 1941, and while Pearl Harbor may have changed its stance on the war it did nothing to dilute the FCC’s pacific impulses. Thus most members of the Federal Council supported the war, and urged the United States to pursue a total victory, but they did so with certain caveats. The first was that Roosevelt should aim not simply to defeat Germany, Italy, and Japan but begin constructing an architecture for permanent peace. The second was that the war must be waged justly, proportionately, and not in a spirit of rancor or vengeance; this was a lesson learned from the misplaced patriotic fervor of the Great War. The FCC’s third caveat expressed the conflicted exceptionalism of American liberals: the United States must fight the war and fashion a peace along internationalist lines of global interdependency, as a nation among nations; but that, as the world’s most powerful democracy, America had a responsibility to take the lead in building a better world. Overall, then, the spirit of Walter Van Kirk and the pacifists lived on, but in harness to that of Reinhold Niebuhr and the Christian realists.1

…

TO FURTHER THEIR AIMS, in 1940 the Federal Council established the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace. Over the next five years, this small group would become one of the most influential nongovernmental organizations in U.S. foreign policy. But rather than turn the Commission over to one of its illustrious theologians or preachers, the Federal Council entrusted its vision to a legalistic Presbyterian layman, John Foster Dulles. It was a momentous decision.

A cultural Calvinist of the most stubborn, puritanical kind, Dulles was not exactly blessed with charisma. After a 1942 meeting in London, British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden, who would spar with Dulles throughout the 1940s and ’50s, called him “the wooliest type of useless pontificating American. Heaven help us!” Later, a frustrated Eden called Dulles a “preacher in a world of politics” who often “had little regard for the consequence of his words.” Churchill memorably classified Dulles as “the only case of a bull I know who carries his china closet with him.” When he was secretary of state, Dulles’s special assistant described his negotiating style as “carefully weighing every word and putting it down on the table exactly next to the last word.” Time reported that colleagues referred to him as “dull, duller, Dulles.” Yet this stern, dour, pedantic Wall Street lawyer was an ideal choice to head the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace, for he possessed a brilliant mind, religious faith, diplomatic experience, and sterling political connections.2

Dulles was a devout Christian who came from a family in which religion played a major formative role. His grandfather was a Presbyterian missionary to India who lived in Madras and died in Ceylon (Sri Lanka). Dulles was the son of a Presbyterian minister, like Woodrow Wilson, and grew up in Watertown, New York, listening to his father’s weekly Sunday sermons, studying the Bible before and after school, and singing morning hymns on the front porch during the summer. Also like Wilson, Dulles experienced the Presbyterian milieu as a young undergraduate at Princeton. In fact, Wilson was president of the university during Dulles’s time at Princeton, and he attended Wilson’s lectures on constitutional government. After graduation, Dulles decided, contrary to his family’s expectations, that he would not enter the ministry but instead become a lawyer. “I think I could make a greater contribution as a Christian lawyer and a Christian layman than I would as a Christian minister,” he told his parents. His prescience soon became apparent: after law school at George Washington University, family connections secured him a job at Sullivan and Cromwell, one of Wall Street’s most prestigious firms. There, he would specialize in matters of international law.3

Crucially, this Christian lawyer was a liberal Protestant. The distinction is important, for had Dulles been a theological conservative, much less a fundamentalist, he would not have become involved with the Federal Council and most likely would not have become a prominent diplomat. In Watertown, Reverend Dulles had firmly sided with the modernists. He took his Bible seriously and ensured that his children knew it intimately, but he did not take it literally. Later, during the fundamentalist-modernist battles of the 1920s, John Foster Dulles represented Harry Emerson Fosdick in a heresy trial before the Judicial Commission of the Presbyterian General Assembly. Dulles, then, was a modernist: pious, but accepting of secular society and scientific empiricism, and he did not believe that the Bible expressed the inerrant word of God. And while he was a proud Presbyterian, he was also, as his father had been, strongly ecumenical. This too was a badge of theological liberalism. Beginning in the late 1930s, after a period in which he became busy with his legal career and allowed his religious observance to lapse, Dulles became very active in church activities, not only within the Presbyterian Church but within Protestantism more generally; in 1947, an Episcopal newspaper anointed him “the most influential layman in the world.” He was not just a Christian; nor was he simply a mainline Protestant—every Dulles biographer has recognized these influences. More precisely, and much more importantly, he was an ecumenical Christian. Indeed, it was his participation in the 1937 Oxford Conference, and its interdenominational cooperative spirit, that had regalvanized his faith after a period of spiritually aimless uncertainty.4

On foreign policy, Dulles possessed impeccable, impressive credentials. On his mother’s side, both his grandfather (John W. Foster) and uncle (Robert Lansing) had been secretaries of state; both had also been successful lawyers. Unusually for diplomats of the era—who were often political appointees with more business acumen than diplomatic expertise—John W. Foster enjoyed a long and distinguished career in foreign service; in 1907, during his senior year at Princeton, young Dulles accompanied his grandfather to the Second Hague Peace Conference—where, not unusually, he was representing not the U.S. government, but the Chinese. In 1919, Dulles accompanied Lansing—his “Uncle Bert”—to the Paris Peace Conference as an official member of the U.S. delegation. In Paris, he was witness not only to the polished intricacies of diplomacy, but also to his uncle’s reservations and clashes with Wilson over the League of Nations.5

Diplomat, international lawyer, modernist Protestant, influential layman, ecumenist—uniquely, Dulles embodied the characteristics and background best suited to advance the cause of ecumenical internationalism. It is not difficult to see why the Federal Council turned to him to lead their deliberations on the purpose of the war and the planning of the peace.

BUT DULLES was not widely known at first, at least not for his religious work, and certainly not outside the United States. Thus his participation in the Universal Christian Council for Life and Work Conference, held at Oxford in 1937, marked something of a debut on the world Protestant stage. As a lay delegate of some importance in American legal and political circles, Dulles was asked to give a nationally broadcast address about Oxford over the NBC radio network shortly before sailing for England. Henry Sloane Coffin had organized the radio talks as a way to promote a better Christian understanding of world politics, and he was hoping Dulles would be able to broaden this message beyond the avid churchgoing crowd. Though he lumped Soviet communism, German Nazism, and Italian Fascism together as “a false god” that had “deified” the state, Dulles pointedly did not advocate an American response, and instead called for greater sacrifice among American Christians to reduce their sins of nationalism and racial pride.6

In Oxford, Dulles gave this view a fuller airing. Echoing Niebuhr’s call that sin could never be overcome, he told the assembled ministers, theologians, and divinity professors that war was an endemic part of the human condition. But he also believed war could one day be ended. Pacifists had erred by attempting to meet the problem of war head on, by “abolishing” or “outlawing” it through agreements like the 1928 Kellogg-Briand Pact. Dulles chided that such a quixotic approach was always bound to fail. Here, his childhood observances of his father’s sermons proved helpful. “The river which periodically bursts its banks we do not hold in check by a frontal dam,” he explained in a simple analogy typical of a Sunday sermon. “We go back toward the sources and canalize them so as to effect a peaceful diffusion.” The solution was not to outlaw war by mere declaration, but to provide other, more productive outlets for human energy. Dulles believed that in world politics, national sovereignty functioned like a dam, artificially blocking people’s aspirations and building up international tensions. So, just as he would not dam but “canalize” a river in order to tame it, he called for the dismantling of the inviolable sovereignty of nation-states. He acknowledged that the total eradication of national sovereignty was impractical and infeasible, but he urged its dilution to a level much weaker than had ever existed in the modern world. American federalism offered one possible model: after all, the United States was nothing more than a collection of previously sovereign states that had ceded some, but not all, of their autonomy to a centralized federal government. This was the worldview of an ecumenical internationalist.7

Overall, however, Dulles’s application of religion to foreign policy was confused in the years before Pearl Harbor, and in the end only Pearl Harbor could clarify it. In part this stemmed from his attempts to fit his long-standing political views into a religious framework. He had already worked out intricate theories of foreign policy; now they were being shaped to correspond with his faith, and the result was not always coherent. He often used a Christian realist diagnosis to arrive at a liberal pacifist conclusion, and vice versa. He had a neo-orthodox appreciation of sin and a realist’s grasp of the role of power in geopolitics, and he had little faith in the persuasiveness of moral authority or public opinion. Treaties were not sacrosanct, he warned: “history teaches that few treaties survive after they cease to become mutually advantageous. If they do survive, it is only because one party has such superior power that it is useless for the other to seek to extricate itself.” And he was never a pacifist. Even in the period of disillusionment following the Great War, Dulles agreed with his fellow liberal Protestants that war was unchristian, but he pointedly refused to accept the conclusion that war and preparations for war were therefore “at all times and under all circumstances, evils which no Christian should at any time countenance.”8

Yet unlike the realists, Dulles did not see the point of American belligerency until after Pearl Harbor. Though he predicted as early as October 1939 that the United States would enter the war, he felt that war was an abhorrence that should be avoided at almost any cost. “War has become so totalitarian and destructive that it is no longer tolerable,” he proclaimed. “Space distances have largely lost their meaning” because “the world has been shrunk” due to “inventions of science” and “a steady increase in population and population pressures.” He would go to great lengths to avoid war. In July 1939, at a meeting in Geneva with a group of European clergy, he defended appeasement and, according to one participant, “was ready to make considerable concessions” to Germany. He was hostile to Germany’s aims, but he was not especially alarmed by Hitler’s broken promises. Moreover, Dulles emphatically rejected Niebuhr’s doctrine of the lesser evil. “I cannot believe that it is ever a Christian duty to choose that which is evil,” he wrote Coffin in May 1940. “If the doctrines of Nazism are to be defeated, Christians at least should … try to defeat them in Christian ways and not on the theory that good will come out of evil. I have not lost faith in the power and methods which Christ taught.” And he made it clear that he thought an American alliance with Britain and France would itself be an act of evil because it would mean “an effective guaranty of the British and French empires.”9

Dulles placed Christianity at the very heart of his worldview, and thus at the center of planning for the postwar world. If peace were to be “just and durable,” it would also have to be Christian, or at least based on Christian principles that could then be applied more broadly. Dulles liked to contrast the endlessly pedantic wrangling of diplomats with the goal-oriented approach and cooperative spirit of the churches, particularly ecumenical bodies. One of the reasons the Oxford Conference made such an impact upon him was his participation, shortly before Oxford, in the Institute of Intellectual Cooperation, a Paris-based meeting held under the auspices of the League of Nations. The delegates in Paris were intellectually “barren” and “permeated with extreme nationalism.” The contrast with Oxford, where people from “many nations, races, and creeds” were able to discuss their problems “frankly,” was stark. To Dulles, the message was clear. While the diplomats’ “self-interest” was “not to be discarded,” it would only move the world forward if it was “enlightened self-interest. And if we are to be enlightened, we must have and use those qualities of mind and soul that Christ taught.” Without religious faith and Christian ethics, world order would lack a moral foundation, as Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and the communist Soviet Union had proven. Thus Christianity could act as the “solvent of world conflict.” While it was not the only spiritual force in the world, it was, said Dulles, the most widely practiced faith by the widest variety of peoples. It was a transnational force that transcended international borders and national sovereignties. If “a religion itself seeks universality, and if it seeks to spiritualize desires and inculcate a willingness to sacrifice, then it cannot fail to project more broadly the ethical solution,” he wrote in his 1939 book War, Peace and Change. “Few religions conceive of their deity as concerned with the welfare of all mankind. Christianity has attained, at least in theory, the concept of a god whose interest is universal.” Naturally, Dulles pointed to the Protestant ecumenical movement as the most universalizing force within Christianity.10

WHEN THE AMERICAN war began—a war he unhesitatingly and fully supported after Pearl Harbor despite his earlier doubts—Dulles stood at the crux of Protestant idealism and realism. This explains much of his appeal to a wide variety of religious constituencies and his ability to bridge the various political factions within liberal Protestantism and produce a consensus document. He was a devout Christian, a staunch internationalist, was sympathetic to neo-orthodoxy and Christian realism, but had also opposed U.S. intervention: he could work with almost anyone.

Largely at the behest of his friend and fellow Presbyterian Henry P. Van Dusen, Dulles was named head of the FCC’s Commission on a Just and Durable Peace in December 1940 after presenting an outline of his worldview to the biennial meeting of the FCC. Without Dulles, the Commission would have been just another Protestant study group; with him, it became one of the most important nongovernment organizations for thinking and planning on the postwar world order. It was actually the Dulles Commission, “really a one man show” according to Van Dusen, and “a rubber stamp for John Foster Dulles’ ideas.” He had in fact been drafted precisely for such a role. Even though Dulles had opposed intervention, he was enough of a realist and diplomat to know that winning both the war and the peace was paramount. Van Dusen worried about the “pacifist-isolationists” who would inevitably be in “full weight” on the Commission and who could “strangle realistic discussion.” Even those Commission members who had recently abandoned their pacifism, like Walter Van Kirk, could not be fully trusted. In helping to orchestrate Dulles’s appointment as chair, Van Dusen hoped to neutralize the pacifists while also taking advantage of their passion for a new world order.11

Ever interested in foreign affairs, desperate to make an impact on the Roosevelt administration’s internationalist policies, and unimpressed with other nongovernmental organizations planning for the postwar world, Dulles effectively turned the Commission into his own private think tank. He did not run it on his own; nor did he ignore the advice of his Commission colleagues. But its findings almost always reflected his own views. In turn, the FCC as a whole, which adopted almost all of the Commission’s recommendations, became a forum for the promotion of Dulles’s views. His lieutenant on the Commission was none other than Walter Van Kirk, the interwar peace prophet who abandoned his pacifism in 1940 so long as force was used for “establishing justice.” Dulles and Van Kirk invited a wide variety of people onto the Commission, from realists to erstwhile pacifists. But Dulles was clearly in charge. Interwar pacifists Harry Emerson Fosdick—who continued to be a pacifist through the war—and Roswell P. Barnes often took part in the Commission’s deliberations. Reinhold Niebuhr was also invited to join, but, busy with his own activities, only occasionally took part in the Commission’s discussions.12

The Commission to Study the Bases of a Just and Durable Peace held its first meeting in New York in March 1941. Dulles announced that its main goal was to “arouse Christians” to their “responsibility” for world peace. More specifically, he said that the Commission would pursue two equally important objectives: first, to devise a suitable framework for a “just and durable” postwar world order that would, despite its Christian core, be applicable to all; and second, to build support among American Christians for a new, internationalist world order that would include the United States. Members of the Commission, like all American internationalists, were terrified by a possible return to isolationism after the war. This prospect also kept the latent pacifism and idealism of several Commission members in check. None had been isolationists, but many—such as Van Kirk—had been pacifists or—like Dulles himself—anti-interventionists. They saw their mission as one of drawing up an ethical, peaceful world order that was both workable and palatable to most Americans. It was a daunting task, but the churches felt up to it. A week after this first meeting, the FCC printed 450,000 copies of a handbook produced by the Commission, “A Just and Durable Peace,” and distributed them throughout the country.13

To Dulles and his fellow FCC commissioners, an international organization that managed a system of world federalism was indispensable to a just and durable peace. Dulles had already outlined his reasons for a federated world at Oxford: only the dilution of national sovereignty could provide for a healthy flow of people, goods, and ideas across the world. Blocking these natural flows would either create pressure or stagnation; Dulles identified both as causes of war. But the unshakeable belief in international organization—indeed, in a federal world government—among liberal Protestants was also deeply rooted in their ecumenical ideology. Integration was assumed to be a means of conflict resolution because it facilitated communication and understanding. Barriers to integration, be they national or denominational, only created fear and distrust, and eventually conflict. At home, on religious matters, this was the need fulfilled by the Federal Council of Churches. It served as a neutral meeting place for disparate groups—Protestant denominations—each with their own agenda and interests. The FCC did not require denominations to forfeit all of their identities, but it did require them to sacrifice a small piece of their individual identities in the name of a common good. In U.S. domestic politics, moreover, as Dulles and fellow Commission members Richard Fagley and Justin Wroe Nixon pointed out, the relationship between the federal government and the states functioned along the same lines. Regarding world politics, the “Federal” Council’s own name is telling: ecumenists argued that global anarchy would be tamed and world peace managed by a federated union of nations rather than a unitary world state. Now, with the world in crisis, it was their moment “to create a world-wide community in Jesus Christ, transcending nation, race, and class.”14

However, when Roosevelt and Churchill issued the Atlantic Charter on August 14, 1941, Dulles and the Commission were deeply disappointed. The Charter’s eight declarations of “common principles”—including national self-determination, free trade, and freedom of the seas—certainly appealed to Dulles, but they were vague and imprecise, expressions of idealistic intent rather than a detailed plan of action. They were, in Dulles’s words, “tentative and incomplete.” And none of them addressed what most American internationalists believed was the most important ingredient for postwar peace: a new league of nations. But at least Roosevelt was thinking internationally. Dulles’s criticisms of the Atlantic Charter were therefore pointed but intended to be constructive. Published by the Commission, through the FCC, Dulles’s “Long Range Peace Objectives,” released a month after the Atlantic Charter, chided Roosevelt and Churchill for their hypocrisy—though he did not use that term—of calling for measures when the “United States has in the past been a principal violator of good international practice.” Great Britain, of course, was probably even worse, with its imperial possessions and preferential trading system. Dulles then criticized Roosevelt and Churchill for failing to mention international organization. World peace would only come when Americans “use our power, not to perpetuate itself, but to create, support, and eventually give way to international institutions drawing their vitality from the whole family of nations.” The Atlantic Charter merely proclaimed a vague desire to return to the world as it existed before 1929, or 1933, even 1939. It was therefore not a revolutionary document but a conservative one. To Dulles, the failure to address international organization was rooted in an even greater failure to think about the fallacies of the world system as it was and had been. “It has been demonstrated, beyond doubt, that the old system of many disconnected sovereignties, each a law unto itself, inevitably breeds war,” he concluded. “We must not keep humanity chained to such a wheel.”15

Such extremes of thought were not unusual for Dulles during the war. It is interesting that while he derided plans to abolish war as unrealistic, he himself was insistent upon abolishing the system of sovereign nation-states that had prevailed for the past three centuries. While some Europeans viewed the war as a larger and more violent version of previous wars, Dulles and other Americans perceived it in millennial terms, as ushering in a totally new epoch. The war “is not just one more war in the history of the world,” ran a typical wartime statement by the FCC, but instead was “bringing with it the liquidation of the old and the birth of a new world order.” The Europeans found such thinking alarming, but due to U.S. power and American Protestantism’s dominance of transatlantic ecumenical and missionary councils, they could do little to stand in its way. But even back in the United States, the Commission formed the vanguard of internationalist thinking. Unlikely as it was, Dulles had become a radical.16

In July 1942, Dulles and Van Kirk traveled together to Britain, to see the war up close and compare notes on postwar planning with their Protestant brethren in Oxford and with Cabinet ministers and government officials in London. Included on Dulles’s itinerary was a meeting with Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden (it was this encounter that led Eden to dismiss Dulles as a “pontificating American”). While Van Kirk concentrated on religious matters, especially the ecumenical initiative, Dulles focused mostly on questions of war and peace. To his dismay, he found members of the Cabinet focused almost solely on winning the war against Germany; it seemed nobody had time or energy for postwar planning. Aside from victory, the British were preoccupied with maintaining their economic system of imperial preferences and protecting the integrity of the Empire itself, even though both were quickly becoming obsolete, even dangerous, in the modern world. Dulles also found it disconcerting that Britons did not appreciate the revolutionary character of the war, the “fundamental changes” that required “new planning and the birth of a new faith.” Most disappointing was that he found “virtually no thinking about a revived League of Nations.”17

At Balliol College, Oxford, Dulles and Van Kirk held meetings with British ministers and church officials, including the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Bishop of Chichester. Also present was the historian Arnold Toynbee, a deeply religious man. Dulles spoke bluntly. He said that the problems likely to emerge after the war were “insoluble except in terms of the type of spiritual approach which Christianity was able to give.” But he lamented that not enough people, particularly in Britain, shared this view; he also worried that too many Europeans thought the world could return to a status quo ante after the defeat of the Nazis. If this happened, warned Dulles, “if we relapsed into the same state of mind as that of the interwar period, we should certainly lose the third world war.” He then pointed to the new world order that was forming before their very eyes, whether they could see it or not: the legitimacy of colonialism was eroding, which created “the necessity of getting non-Christian assent to the proposals which we as Christians made.” The ability to provide for the basic welfare of humanity was becoming easier, which made it “necessary for us to do something to raise that standard of life” in the non-Western world. Call it liberal empire or progressive imperialism, but the great powers had to begin acting out of concern for the welfare of others, and not simply dominate them. Given that he was a Republican who was close to the likely 1944 GOP presidential nominee, New York Governor Thomas Dewey, the most startling part of Dulles’s appeal was his invocation of the New Deal to describe postwar planning. They needed some sort of new, regulatory order, “something like a ‘new deal’ … There was a great opportunity in the world today to raise the moral, material and spiritual standards of life in the whole world and in this there was a tremendous amount of work to be done.” Pointing to the need to spread the West’s prosperity more widely, Dulles closed with a progressive call to alms: “if a man became content with the world as it was, he had ceased, in fact, to be a Christian.”18

His tour of England convinced Dulles that the world would not change—and thus would not survive, at least peacefully—without American leadership. The Soviets were too atheistic, autocratic, and economically stifled, while the British were contaminated by imperialism and exhausted by war. Only the Americans, imperfect as they were, could save the world from itself. Only the United States could bring about a truly new world order. Dulles was realistic in that he recognized the need for compromise and, if necessary, gradual reform, but he was determined that victory over Germany and Japan would also bring with it the chance to build a federal world system. Now he and the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace just had to spread the word.

THEY DID SO through the best means available to the Federal Council: publish a book, donate several hundreds of thousands of copies to churches nationwide as well as offer it for sale to the general public, and instruct member clergy to use it as the basis for their sermons on the war. Accordingly, in March 1943, before a “distinguished audience” of leaders in finance, industry, labor, religion, government, and higher education, the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace hosted a book launch on the sixty-fourth floor of Rockefeller Center’s RCA Building. The book, Six Pillars of Peace, aimed to improve upon the generalities of the Atlantic Charter and the Four Freedoms by laying out the essential principles that would need to form the core elements of any postwar system. The first pillar, international organization, was the most important because all others would emanate from it and be managed by it. The second was more complicated: providing for economic justice by limiting the ability of states to pass domestic laws that would have global ramifications; clearly, Dulles and the Commission had the protectionist measures of the 1930s in mind. The third pillar called for political reform of the world system by making treaties more flexible to reflect changing circumstances. The fourth, fifth, and sixth pillars upheld more familiar goals of liberal Protestants: decolonization, disarmament, and the protection of individual freedoms, especially religious and intellectual liberty. Most of Six Pillars of Peace elaborated on these themes and linked them through the solution to them all, and Dulles’s particular concern: the dilution of all national sovereignty.19

Six Pillars of Peace provided Dulles and the Commission with a major voice in postwar planning. The FCC’s national and international reach ensured that it received attention: an initial print run sold more than eighteen thousand copies, while over a hundred regional newspapers ran feature stories on the Dulles plan. And Six Pillars did receive widespread attention, not merely for the prominence of its chair or the institutional strength of its sponsor but simply because it was one of the only substantive plans for U.S. postwar planning. The New York Herald Tribune featured an explanation of the six pillars on its front page. The New York Times also devoted it considerable attention and, in addition to giving it front-page coverage and printing an article by Dulles, published favorable assessments by Harry Emerson Fosdick; Minnesota Senator Joseph Ball, a Republican internationalist and leading proponent of international organization; Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles, the Roosevelt administration’s leading advocate for world government; and New York Governor Thomas E. Dewey. The Times of London, the quasi-official newspaper of the British establishment, prominently featured Six Pillars. Time reported that Dulles had devised a plan for “American participation in an international alliance of all nations to preserve the postwar peace” and printed abridged versions of each of the six pillars. As the British Embassy in Washington, which tracked Dulles and the Commission closely throughout the war, reported to London, the “influence of the crusade begun by the Protestant churches, inspired by John Foster Dulles … is not to be underestimated.”20

In political terms as well, Six Pillars of Peace catapulted the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace into an important role. Dulles himself was an emerging political player, a longtime Republican with close personal and political ties to Thomas Dewey. But Dulles’s political ties and ambitions, either to run for office himself or to become Dewey’s secretary of state, proved both a blessing and a curse for the Commission: Dulles’s stature and the success of Six Pillars ensured it would receive a hearing from the Roosevelt administration, but it also meant that the Democrats in the White House and State Department would instinctively distrust Dulles and his motives. Still, Dulles worked with the Roosevelt administration as closely as he could. Welles had acted as an unofficial consultant to the Commission during the writing of Six Pillars. A week after the lavish Rockefeller Center book launch, President Roosevelt himself met with Dulles, Reverend Barnes, and Henry St. George Tucker, the president of the Federal Council and presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church, to discuss postwar planning. Roosevelt agreed with the six pillars in general but reminded them of the need to be realistic. He was a firm believer in the need for some form of postwar international cooperation, but he feared repeating Wilson’s fatal mistake: a refusal to compromise on the specific workings of the system, both with domestic critics and international leaders.21

Next came several meetings between Dulles and either Roosevelt or Secretary of State Cordell Hull. In their Oval Office meeting, FDR and Dulles had agreed upon the need to be realistic in order to compromise. But it soon became clear that the president was acting much too realistically for the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace, and not necessarily as a way to facilitate compromise. In November 1943, the United States, Britain, the Soviet Union, and Nationalist China issued the Moscow Declaration, which vowed that Grand Alliance cooperation would continue after the war in the name of keeping the peace. Just as important for American internationalists, the Declaration also marked the first time the Allies jointly pledged to establish a permanent international organization to maintain peace. Dulles publicly supported the Moscow Declaration’s call for a permanent United Nations, which had been established earlier in 1943 as a way to manage wartime relief efforts, but privately he seethed at the Declaration’s blatant reliance on traditional great power politics. In particular, Dulles bridled at the great powers’ insistence that postwar peace would be “based on the principle of the sovereign equality of all peace-loving states” and that they would “consult with one another and as occasion requires with other members of the United Nations, with a view to joint action on behalf of the community of nations.” In January 1944, the Commission issued a statement of reservations about the Moscow Declaration; a month later, Dulles gave a speech criticizing the administration’s plans for the “perpetuation of any given status quo” as “wholly unrealistic.” This earned Dulles and Tucker another invitation to the White House, where Roosevelt tried to mollify them, with little success. They urged FDR instead to seek a peace that was “curative and creative,” not simply reactive. To keep up the pressure, the Commission orchestrated a petition, signed by 1,251 prominent clergy and laypeople, calling for the immediate establishment of a permanent United Nations Council to begin preparing for peace.22

DULLES WAS BECOMING a problem for Roosevelt: 1944 was a presidential election year, and FDR planned to run for an unprecedented fourth term. Not everyone was pleased with this, including some Democrats. As the popular governor of a populous state, Dewey was the presumed GOP nominee, and he stood a good chance of upsetting Roosevelt. Dulles had to tread a fine line between his nonpartisan role on the Commission and his political commitments to Dewey, which by April 1944 included drafting Dewey’s foreign policy speeches. Unsurprisingly, the Roosevelt administration perceived Dulles’s critique of its policies not merely as a contribution to the debate on postwar planning but as a real political threat at the beginning of what was going to be a long and fiercely contested presidential election campaign. In August, after wrapping up the Republican nomination, Dewey attacked Roosevelt’s diplomacy on precisely the grounds Dulles and the Commission had criticized the Moscow Declaration—as a sordid sellout to the kind of great power politics at which the British and Soviets excelled. This was no coincidence: Dulles had helped Dewey write the speech. Hull lamented that Dewey’s speech “suddenly shattered” the bipartisan spirit that had thus far underpinned postwar planning.23

Duly alarmed, Roosevelt sent Secretary of State Hull to deal with these troublesome Republicans. Hull was ideally placed to settle the dispute, and in Roosevelt’s favor, for he had earned a reputation in Washington as a practitioner of bipartisan foreign policy. For Hull, more than most others, politics truly did stop at the water’s edge, but he was not naïve enough to assume that domestic politics always was kept out of foreign affairs—hence his role as an intermediary between Roosevelt and Dewey. Dewey would not meet with Hull, which would have made him look like FDR’s supplicant rather than his equal. In his place as Hull’s interlocutor, Dewey sent the one man he could trust on foreign policy as well as politics: Dulles. Dulles, of course, was not only temperamentally stubborn but also an international lawyer with vast experience in the art of the deal. Hull and Dulles entered into several days of difficult negotiations; one afternoon was devoted to a tedious argument over the meaning of the words “bipartisan” and “nonpartisan,” with an exasperated Hull at one point brandishing a dictionary. “I had hoped that we would agree within a few hours,” Dulles said of the negotiations. “Actually, we had three days of almost continuous conference. The Secretary seemed to me very stubborn. Perhaps I seemed that way to him.”24

In the end, they agreed to keep discussions of postwar planning “nonpartisan”—that is, completely out of politics, as opposed to the “bipartisanship” of two parties actively working together—for the duration of the campaign. Dulles may have been a shrewd negotiator, but Hull realized he had the upper hand. Dulles had been working for a postwar international organization, and hopefully a world federation, for four years, and would not do anything to jeopardize its fulfillment. “I emphasized to Dulles that Governor Dewey was in a position where he might destroy the movement under way to get a postwar security organization,” Hull told Dulles, who of course was leading that very movement. “I added that Dulles had a real opportunity to help put over this project which meant so much to mankind.” Or as Assistant Secretary of State Breckenridge Long commented, without Dewey’s approval there would be no Senate approval, and “without that approval and our cooperation this time there will be no World Organization and we might as well get ready for World War III and the end.” It was a masterstroke, but Hull did not gloat. A month later, at the conclusion of the Dumbarton Oaks conference in Washington that began constructing the United Nations Organization, he ensured that Dewey and Dulles were kept fully informed.25

Hull had won a major victory for internationalism, for he not only neutralized Dewey over the issue, he had also cornered Dulles and the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace into supporting the Roosevelt administration’s postwar planning. This was significant because the peace planning at Dumbarton Oaks—with a permanent Security Council consisting of five great powers and an international police force to ensure the maintenance of peace—strikingly resembled the Moscow Declaration. Yet the Commission meekly issued a statement urging Americans to support Dumbarton Oaks. “There must be world organization,” it declared. Without it, the “underlying causes of war,” such as the “quest for power, economic and political maladjustment, exploitation in colonial relationships, racial discrimination and the denial … of spiritual and intellectual freedoms” would not ease. The Commission came to terms with the use of force to maintain peace. It was only after Roosevelt’s victory in the November election that Dulles felt free to attack Dumbarton Oaks as only a “beginning” to postwar planning because it “partakes too much of a military alliance.”26

ONE PART OF the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace’s mandate was to contribute specific proposals, grounded in Christian ethics, to the national debate on the structure of postwar peace. But the other part, equally important, was for Commission members to help build support for international organization among the American people, especially in the Protestant churches. And at this, they were wildly successful. There was already support, but there was also much opposition, and even much of the support was neither deep nor committed. Partly in response to the urgings of the FCC and the Commission, partly out of their own fervency for global cooperation, the Protestant churches mobilized themselves behind plans for a just and durable peace based upon a new world order.

As always, the liberal Protestant churches were boisterous in their support for a permanent United Nations. As early as January 1942, the ministers of the famous Old South Church in Boston and the Fourth Presbyterian Church of New York called for a “Superstate of Free Peoples” and a “World Brotherhood in God.” Appeals to racial and religious tolerance were by now ritualistic for most liberals, but between 1943 and 1945 they mustered the old enthusiasm for an equitable world order one more time. National bodies, such as the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, endorsed world security through racial tolerance. Central to this message was the need to extend Christian love not just to allies but former enemies; also central was the old missionary paternalism that was strongly progressive as well. Anything less would ensure a new world war. “As we form our attitudes toward the other nations of the earth,” preached a Congregationalist in Connecticut, “it will not be enough to ask, ‘Will this step be good for the United States?’ We must also ask, ‘Will it be good for our brethren? Will it be good for England and France, for Russia and China? Yes, will it be good for Italy and Germany and Japan? Will it be good for India and Africa and all the other little people who are now exploited and oppressed?’ ” The worry was not over the need for a progressive international organization. It was, said a United Methodist bishop, that there “are too many people who are talking about a new world order after the war but are not willing to make any sacrifice to obtain” it.27

In the last two years of the war, liberal Protestant churches and interdenominational organizations mobilized as one in support of collective security and resource sharing under the management of a world government. In terms of funding and organization, their efforts in World War II dwarfed even those during the Great War. With Sumner Welles featured as the keynote speaker, in October 1943 over five thousand Protestants gathered at New York’s Episcopal Cathedral of St. John the Divine to launch the Christian Mission on World Order. This three-week campaign, devoted entirely to promoting Six Pillars of Peace, toured 102 cities and led to the observance of World Order Sunday by thousands of churches nationwide. World Order Sunday even attracted the support of the Southern Presbyterians, normally the careful guardians of denominational and national sovereignty.28

Encouraged by the results, individual denominations joined in with their own missions. Under the energetic leadership of Bishop G. Bromley Oxnam, a key Dulles ally and frequent collaborator with the Commission, the Methodists mounted a “Crusade for a New World Order” in January 1944. Every Methodist church in America was encouraged to write their local congressman and plead for a postwar united nations. This was no small undertaking, but the Methodists were confident they could pull it off; they had, after all, done something similar in leading the temperance campaign and could call upon the energies of over 8,000,000 members in 41,000 churches. According to the historian Robert Divine, Oxnam’s Crusade achieved “spectacular results” that included “one of the largest outpourings of mail in [the] history” of Congress. The Northern Baptist Convention followed with its own World Order Crusade, designed to build support for “a world organization in which every nation is invited to participate” and “which will face realistically all problems that relate to human well-being.” After the Baptists came the Congregational Church with its World Order Compact, built on the pro–world government conclusions of its in-house study group, the Council for Social Action, and modeled on the Mayflower Compact of 1620.29

Of course, interdenominational and ecumenical groups joined in as well. The Federal Council sponsored World Order Day, to be held on November 12, 1944. Using St. Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians admonishing Christians to wield the sword of the spirit and don the shield of faith, the FCC called upon its 150,000 member churches to “unite their forces in a common effort to win the peace” based upon “a world settlement consistent with Christian principles.” Other groups followed suit. The United Council of Church Women began campaigning for “world community” in 1944, while the World Council of Churches acted as a broker for world government from its wartime headquarters in Switzerland.30

But the most important thing about this new peace crusade was that this time others joined in. Indeed, if there was ever a consensus moment in American religious politics, it was over the need for a federal world order. Vice President Henry A. Wallace, a Social Gospeler by temperament and upbringing, supported an explicitly faith-based internationalism as the path to world peace. More surprising were Southern Protestants, who normally defended the principles of identity and autonomy but were just as enthusiastic about world order as liberal Northerners like Wallace. In the spring of 1944, John W. Frazer, pastor of the First Methodist Church of Opelika, Alabama, even established a new organization to further the cause. His proposed group, the Southern Council of Churchmen, would build local support “in setting up a Post War World built upon the Atlantic Charter and other principles of International justice.” “Does a Persons Race Preclude Membership?” asked an SCC promotional flyer. “No!” The SCC quickly added members from across the Deep South, earning rare regional praise as politically active civic-minded ministers. Decades later, Southerners would turn angrily against politically minded ministers who marched against Jim Crow, but this time the confluence of national and international progressivisms led many to support racial tolerance. It seemed that the only thing distinctively Southern about the SCC’s manifesto was its vehement rejection of pacifism.31

Distrust of pacifism aside, it is striking that many Protestant clergy from Jim Crow states were unequivocal in calling for a global peace based on religious—and racial—tolerance. “As we struggle against racial hatreds, poverty and disease,” said the Fellowship of Southern Churchmen, “we prepare in the sorrow of the present a bulwark of faith for the world of the future.” While the Southern Baptist Convention, assembled for its annual conference in Atlanta in 1944, disavowed any official role in peace planning so as not to violate the separation of church and state, it passed a world peace platform nonetheless. Given segregation’s grip on Southern society, the result was astonishing. To the Southern Baptists, Christ’s command to “love thy neighbor as thyself” was a clear “condemnation of the policy of isolation on the part of any nation. No nation is justified in seeking to separate itself from the rest of the world,” proclaimed the habitually separatist Baptists. “We are inevitably members of one another.” They called for an international organization with economic sanctions and police power at its disposal to enforce the peace, and they called for national self-determination and decolonization. But then the Southern Baptists went further still:


Believing in the worth of every individual, we deplore race prejudices and hatreds as undermining the respect to which every individual is entitled, and as destroying the spirit of good will, which must be the foundation of enduring peace. This is true whether we consider racial tensions in our nation or in international relationships.



Elsewhere, Southern ministers made appeals to a world order based on economic justice that harked back to the South’s Populist glory days. “Let me be specific,” wrote Reverend Lawrence Lay of Britton, Oklahoma, in response to a survey by another FCC commission. “I will attempt it by stating a specific core from which may radiate a thousand specific principles for which Christians can and must fight to the last ditch or all is lost. All the natural resources of this earth belong to all the people of the earth.”32

Catholics were also strong proponents of the United Nations. Pope Pius XII had issued his own program, Six Conditions of a Just Peace, which dovetailed with both the Atlantic Charter and the FCC’s Six Pillars. The Holy See and the White House had had their differences over wartime strategy, and they would have more during the Cold War. But on the need for the United Nations, they were of one mind. With Washington and the Vatican in agreement, the National Catholic Welfare Conference issued the Bishops’ Statement on International Order, a strongly internationalist document. But even before, American Catholics, led by John Ryan and the Catholic Association for International Peace, had spent the war calling for the establishment of a just peace based on international organization and multilateral cooperation. Moreover, for social justice Catholics the pursuit of a more equitable and peaceful international order was an integral part of improving American society at home, especially on industrial and racial questions. In 1945, both the Catholic Association for International Peace and the National Catholic Welfare Conference would send high-powered delegations to the UN Conference in San Francisco, where they made important contributions to the codification of international law and a balancing between individual political rights and group social and economic rights.33

As staunch progressives and internationalists, and as charter members of Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition, Jews were natural proponents of the United Nations as well. As the victims of Russian and German aggression during the past half century, they were also apt to support an organization that would curtail the sovereignty and power of tyrannies and keep their ambitions in check. But Zionism complicated matters. The desire to build a Jewish homeland reflected a very old-fashioned type of nationalism that ran counter to the “one world” internationalist visions of the UN’s supporters. In the future, who would need nationalism in a world of diluted sovereignty and global governance? Not coincidentally, Jews who opposed Zionism proved to be some of the UN’s most impassioned supporters. Rabbi Louis Finkelstein, president of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York, was one of the leading voices of Conservative Judaism and a long-standing opponent of Zionism. When he looked at the causes of the war, he saw the specter of aggressive nationalism; when he peered into a future of peace, he saw only the bonds of universal tolerance. “The creation of an enduring peace presupposes an active cooperative relationship among nations and peoples, which makes the question of statehood less and less relevant,” he wrote in 1943. On the other hand, “emphasis on national sovereignty anywhere must be fatal to civilization.” Jews, including Zionists, overwhelmingly supported the creation of a permanent United Nations, but already the question of statehood in Palestine was complicating the postwar world.34

Thus the desire for international peace managed by the United Nations was, at least among religious Americans, nearly universal: not just interdenominational, but interfaith. In October 1943, hundreds of leaders from all of America’s major faiths signed an “Interfaith Declaration on World Peace” that promoted the new internationalism. “For the first time in our history,” wrote one of the declaration’s key authors, Episcopal Bishop of Albany George Ashton Oldham, to President Roosevelt, “we have secured the collaboration of not only Protestants and Jews, but of leading members of the Hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church.” He did not exaggerate. Though serious Protestant-Catholic tensions would survive the war and continue into the postwar era, there was active collaboration for world order among Protestants, Catholics, and Jews. As evidence, Oldham sent FDR a seven-point plan for world peace signed by leading figures from all three faiths. Led by Roosevelt and his promotion of interfaith tolerance, the war marked a coming of age for American civil religion, and nearly everyone espoused the same message of global tolerance and pluralistic harmony.35

NEARLY EVERYONE, that is, but not quite everyone. Evangelicals and Southern Baptists, most Catholics and Jews, and of course mainline Protestants were now all staunch internationalists. But Protestant fundamentalists and conservative evangelicals could not bring themselves to support the construction of a regulatory global state that would herald the birth of a new world order. True to their theology, premillennial dispensationalists claimed that postwar planning was futile because the end times were approaching. Indeed, proclaimed M. G. Hatcher, a fundamentalist Baptist preacher from Muscatine, Iowa, “Scripture does prophecy” the establishment of world government, which “will make it possible for the World Dictator, the Anti-Christ, to take over control.” The wartime United Nations was thus the first step in creating “a reign of suffering and terror as the world has never known.” The logic of premillennialism was not entirely consistent—if world government would hasten the end times, and with them the Second Coming of Christ and the salvation of the faithful, why not encourage it?—but this did nothing to allay Christian conservatives’ fears of international organization.36

Moreover, conservative anti-statism, based upon reflexive fears of regulation and government interference with matters that rightfully belonged to the family and the church, surged whenever people spoke of a federated world order. To many conservatives, a United Nations probably meant world government, and world government would mean foreign interference in American life. William L. Blessing, a self-styled savior of true Christianity from Denver, equated the “God-denying, Christ-rejecting, Holy Ghost–blaspheming, Bible-hating atheistic” Federal Council of Churches with the “anti-Christ world order” of a postwar international organization. Gerald Smith, an extremist preacher and sometime fringe candidate for president, mounted a protest against the planned “superstate” and “world police force” that would take away the liberties of ordinary Americans. Dan Gilbert, a Congregational fundamentalist, accused Dulles of “wiping out of the independence and sovereignty of nations” and planning a “scheme for world-wide socialism.” Gilbert also equated the evils of the UN with those of the FCC. Just as the Federal Council “makes itself the mouthpiece for almost every secular and religious group,” so too would the United Nations include every voice on every issue from all over the world, no matter how blasphemous or sinful. The FCC’s superstructure simply ignored “the great company of millions of Bible-believers who are denominationally tied to its organization,” robbing them of their voice and their autonomy. This, Gilbert charged, was just what the UN would do to Americans.37

BUT EVEN SOME LIBERAL PROTESTANTS—those who had adopted neoorthodoxy—could see the wisdom of such logic. H. Richard Niebuhr, Reinhold’s brother and professor of Christian Ethics at Yale Divinity School, was one of the leading architects of Christian realism and neo-orthodox theology in the United States, and his belief in original sin and humanity’s innate capacity for evil made him skeptical that a world state was the best thing for peace. “Perhaps you took for granted that world government would be responsible and limited government, but these things must not be taken for granted,” he warned Richard Fagley of the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace shortly after the war. “Better to die than to submit to tyranny—that motto applies to world government as well as to any other.” Niebuhr agreed upon the need for the United Nations, but one that was constrained by its members, just as the U.S. government was kept in check by its reliance upon the consent of the governed. Dulles could safely ignore the fundamentalists’ fears; Richard Niebuhr’s hit closer to home, and he knew he would have to address it sooner or later.38

Older brother Reinhold’s contribution to the debate on world order was more constructive because it was more amenable to the idea of international organization. With other realists, such as Henry Van Dusen, John C. Bennett, and Paul Tillich, Niebuhr cooperated with Dulles and the Commission and attended many of its meetings. He also shared Dulles’s concerns about Dumbarton Oaks. In keeping with his realism, Niebuhr did not believe that international organization could eliminate war; he doubted it could even eliminate the competitive nature of states. Like all realists, Christian or otherwise, Niebuhr believed the international system was inherently, irredeemably anarchic. Only a world state, an international leviathan, could bring it under control, but this was unwise and even dangerous because to be effective it would have to wield absolute, dictatorial authority. Yet Niebuhr also agreed that international organization was necessary for the maintenance of peace and that any postwar settlement would need to be based in large part upon the establishment of an international confederation. For Niebuhr, as for Dulles and the ecumenists in general, the shrinkage of the world due to modern weapons technology had made war too dangerous, and potentially apocalyptic, to continue unregulated by the international community. But the rise of American power and the nature of the world system meant that the responsibility of establishing a new world order rested with the United States. “There is a fateful significance,” Niebuhr wrote in 1943 in an article that called attention to the Dulles Commission’s efforts,


in the fact that America’s coming of age coincides with that period of world history when the paramount problem is the creation of some kind of world community. The world must find a way of avoiding complete anarchy in its international life; and America must find a way of using its great power responsibly.



The most “urgent problem” facing the world was “the establishment of a tolerable system of mutual security” that would “avoid both a tyrannical unification of the world and the alternative anarchy,” but such a system would be possible only “if each nation is ready to make commitments, commensurate with its power.” The stakes could not be higher. “If America fails to do this, the world is lost for decades to come,” Niebuhr concluded. “America must not fail.”39

Niebuhr complemented Dulles’s work by popularizing world order beyond the leadership circles of the ecumenical movement. Dulles may have had access to the corridors of power in Washington and New York, but Niebuhr was a public intellectual of international scope who wrote not only in religious periodicals but national newsmagazines. During the war, Niebuhr used Christianity and Crisis as a platform for international organization. The editors proclaimed they were “committed to the realization of a community of nations founded in justice,” and their articles continually promoted the establishment of a postwar international organization. Perhaps uniquely among major periodicals, the magazine also linked the guiding premises of ecumenism to a framework of collective security. Yet, ever the realist, Niebuhr warned against the American “tendency to oscillate between utopianism and disillusionment” that would result from a demand for “a world state or nothing.” While international organization might be necessary, its powers would have to be limited to account, to some extent, for national priorities and the inevitability of power politics. Thus Niebuhr’s overall contribution to the cause of ecumenical internationalism was to merge it with the realities of power by making it less innately pacific and more beholden to American leadership. As he argued toward the end of the war, a “global civilization requires a collective and mutual defense.” In a word, ecumenical internationalism was becoming realistic.40

AS THE WAR drew to a close, and as the Allies planned to meet in San Francisco to transform the United Nations from a wartime alliance to an organization for the maintenance of postwar peace, Dulles and the Commission hoped to play a part in framing the American approach to world order. But thanks to his ties to the Republican Party, it was unlikely that the Roosevelt administration would consult Dulles. The State Department suspected him as the source of damaging leaks during the campaign and were reluctant to entrust him with a role in San Francisco. But Roosevelt was also determined to avoid what everyone acknowledged had been one of Woodrow Wilson’s signature errors in 1919—a lack of bipartisanship—and sought Republican participation to prevent politics from sabotaging the conference. And so, also thanks to his ties to the Republican Party, especially to Michigan Senator Arthur Vandenberg, the party’s leading voice on foreign affairs, Dulles was invited to join the U.S. delegation. Vandenberg, who had drafted the GOP’s foreign policy platform for the 1944 National Convention, was “greatly impressed” by Dulles’s advice and negotiations with Hull, and found him “totally trust-worthy.” A formerly hard-core isolationist who had converted to a cautious internationalism during the war, Vandenberg wanted to be on hand to ensure that the president signed a treaty that all Americans, conservatives included, could support. The historical irony was rich, and would not have been lost on Dulles: his “Uncle Bert,” Robert Lansing, had raised precisely these concerns twenty-six years earlier.41

Though it would turn out to be a temporary departure, Dulles resigned from the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace and made his way to San Francisco. “The Conference will need Christian prayers and the guidance of Christian judgment,” he wrote Van Kirk. To further this lofty goal, he wrote a prayer to the other members of the U.S. delegation “that the movement toward world organization shall be advanced … in such a way as to invoke the moral and creative forces of mankind and not rely on repressive force.” Christianity did in fact play a role, though thanks less to Dulles and more to the great powers’ revolutionary decision to admit nongovernmental organizations to provide expert testimony and advice. This opened the door to many NGOs, though none had the Federal Council of Churches’ national and international scope or massive membership (approximately twenty-five million). The Commission was invited to attend, along with other FCC bodies. Most important was the role played by O. Frederick Nolde of the Joint Committee on Religious Liberty, a body set up by the FCC and the Foreign Missions Conference. Nolde was tasked with pushing for the inclusion of explicit human rights provisions in the UN Charter, specifically religious liberty, which, he argued, “affects all other human rights.” This was a crucial fact neglected by other NGOs. “Unless man can move and speak and act in accordance with the dictates of his conscience, limited only by the well-being of his neighbor, he has no freedom,” Nolde explained. As the source of conscience, religious liberty therefore held “a primary place among all human rights.”42

Yet things did not quite turn out the way Dulles envisioned. His ecumenical internationalism rose and fell with the war itself, soaring and then peaking with American entry in 1941 and victory in 1945. With the end of the war in Europe, around the time of his departure for San Francisco, the specter of Nazism disappeared. Ominously, a new specter was emerging that would haunt Dulles for the rest of his life and completely twist his worldview.

For Dulles, Soviet communism had always been an evil at least as great as Nazism, and much greater than fascism. Its looming presence at San Francisco, not to mention in Eastern Europe, led him to recommend modifications that diluted the powers of the United Nations. The issue at hand centered on whether the members of the UN legally had the right to withdraw from the organization—a secessionist clause. Normally, Dulles would have summarily dismissed the very concept of withdrawal; as secession had once threatened the Union, it would just as surely undermine the UN. But now, faced with what seemed to be Stalin’s betrayals of promises made at the Yalta Conference to respect Polish independence after the war, Dulles told Vandenberg that the United States “must have a withdrawal clause.” Dulles had previously been unconvinced, but “he has now come to the conclusion that it must be made specific. We dealt in blunt, plain realism,” Vandenberg confided to his diary that night. “Since coming to Frisco, our relations with Russia have worsened all over the world (as well as here). Russian pledges at Yalta are being everywhere defied. Yet we are proposing to enter a Peace Partnership with her based upon mutual faith—and she is getting a ‘veto’ … upon our freedom of action all round the globe to a substantial degree.” Alarmed by the prospect of American interests being tethered to a Soviet-driven agenda at the UN, Dulles drafted a withdrawal clause.43

This must have been a painful moment for Dulles, who had worked tirelessly for an organization like the United Nations for the past five years. Now, at what should have been his moment of triumph, he was instead determined to shorten its reach. “Dulles said he has been reluctantly driven to the conclusion,” Vandenberg wrote, “that America cannot enter such an arrangement without a definite right of withdrawal because we cannot foresee the future.” But Dulles had foreseen the future: during the war, he prophesied a world flourishing in a just and durable peace; now, he foresaw a new apocalypse if atheistic, materialistic, autocratic, militaristic communism was not stopped. America—Dulles—had made the mistake of appeasing evil once. It must not do so again.44

Another specter appeared alongside the Soviets, though, and it too led Dulles to distort his commitment to one world: the Democrats. As his most perceptive biographer has shown, Dulles’s work with Dewey awakened within him a previously dormant instinct for political partisanship. His closeness to Dewey and Vandenberg led most political observers to assume that Dulles would become the next secretary of state if the GOP captured the White House in 1944 or 1948. And while Dulles may have been a devoted internationalist, not everyone in the Republican Party was. Even those who had recently converted to the cause, like Vandenberg, still retained the conservative impulse to protect American sovereignty even as it moved to become a full member of the global community. At San Francisco, Dulles was not merely a member of the U.S. delegation—he was a member of Vandenberg’s Republican cohort, there to advise the senator and other Republicans on how best to build the UN without violating American autonomy or sovereignty.45

Initially, Dulles tried to stick to his internationalist principles, but each time they ran up against the hard realities of international and domestic politics. For example, he defended regional security arrangements, such as the Monroe Doctrine and the Inter-American System, even though they undermined the universalism that should have provided the UN’s very foundation. He also said that while he favored the unlimited “compulsory jurisdiction” of the World Court in theory and was confident that international law would evolve to a point where all cases would automatically come before the World Court, he opposed it in practice and felt it should not be codified in the UN Charter.46

More startling were his efforts to remove matters of purely “domestic jurisdiction” from the UN mandate, which would allow countries to violate human rights domestically so long as the consequences did not spill beyond their borders. In 1944, as head of the Commission, he had vigorously opposed “domestic jurisdiction,” but in 1945, as a member of the GOP, he supported it. Interestingly, in one of his first meetings with the U.S. delegation in San Francisco, Dulles “objected” to removing domestic jurisdiction because it was “a contradiction in terms to say that a matter which threatened the peace of the world was solely a matter of ‘domestic jurisdiction.’ How could that be?” Vandenberg coolly explained that “without it there would be no possibility of getting the Charter approved by the United States Senate.” From then on, Dulles was a staunch supporter of domestic jurisdiction. And yet its recognition would not only ensure the UN Charter’s passage by an otherwise skeptical U.S. Senate, it would also have the unfortunate effect of protecting the Jim Crow South from international law and American industry from international labor standards, though these were not Dulles’s motives. Perhaps it was pure politics; perhaps it was the fear of communism; or perhaps it was the ghost of Robert Lansing reminding his nephew that Wilson had failed by a refusal to compromise. But for a man who had campaigned for international organization first and foremost upon the belief that national sovereignty was the main cause of international conflict and war, it was a shocking defection from principle.47

Nonetheless, despite such compromises, the assembled delegates in San Francisco established the United Nations, and with it the political framework for a world community that was based on consensus and voluntary membership rather than imperial coercion. It was a momentous occasion. “If it were not for the churches of this country,” Dulles reflected with evident pride in 1947, “there probably would not be a United Nations today.” This extravagant claim obviously goes too far, but Dulles’s pride was not entirely without justification. The publicity generated by the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace was an invaluable tool for educating both the public and elites about world order. The various FCC conferences, books, sermons, and pamphlets had spread the message to an audience wider than any other. Church and missionary links between the United States and the rest of the world ensured a symmetry of views that transcended national borders. Most important was the effect on the American people, whose support was crucial and who had absorbed the message of ecumenical internationalism. A 1941 Gallup poll listed “international federation” and “reform based on toleration and Christian principles” as the two most popular solutions to the problem of war. Thanks in large part to the FCC, by April 1945 some polls recorded 90 percent approval ratings for the establishment of a permanent United Nations. The difference between 1945 and 1919 was dramatic, and much of it had to do with the organizational effort of the churches. Rather than presenting arms or calling for peace at any price, they prepared the way for a new world order. The triumph of “anti-isolationist opinion” in America, observed the British Embassy, was due to the efforts of two groups of people: congressional internationalists, especially in the Senate; and “Dulles’s influential conference of various churchmen’s and Wilsonian organizations, which led to defeat of the extreme anti-imperialist and near-isolationist positions of the Christian Century group.”48

The Commission on a Just and Durable Peace attended the San Francisco Conference and, like other NGOs, was invited to submit proposals. It, along with Nolde’s Joint Committee on Religious Liberty, proposed nine items for inclusion into the UN Charter, of which four—a statement of moral aims; the codification of international law; a commitment to decolonization through trusteeship; and a declaration of fundamental human rights—were accepted. The Commission was not the only body to propose such measures, of course, but it was among the most adept. Rarely had religious lobbying been so effective, or so consequential.49


PART VII
The Cold War and the Fourth Crusade

The White House, Washington, D.C., August 1947. Wherever President Harry Truman surveyed the world scene, he saw communism on the march. In eastern Europe, occupied by the Red Army, the Soviet Union had spent the previous two years installing pliant communist governments. In Iran and Turkey, the Soviets had demanded access to strategically vital shipping lanes and oil fields. From the Kremlin, Stalin had declared that capitalism and communism could not peacefully coexist and had even predicted the outbreak of a third world war. In China, Mao Zedong and the Communist Party kept up their relentless advance against Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalists. Even in Vietnam, the French were finding it difficult to suppress an anticolonial uprising led by an obscure communist revolutionary named Ho Chi Minh. If the United States was to avoid getting dragged into another major European war, if it was to prevent the emergence of an anarchic world that would give rise to new threats, then Truman and his advisers were sure they had to act. U.S. foreign policy had stumbled along uncertainly in the immediate postwar period, lurching from anticommunist belligerence to a willingness to negotiate. But now, in the summer of 1947, convinced that the United States must assert some control over an increasingly hostile world, Truman put the United States on the offensive.

By August, the most important parts of Truman’s new Cold War strategy, known as containment for its intention to stop the spread of communism, were already in place. In March, in the Truman Doctrine, he had announced American aid to Greece and Turkey, who were then fighting communist movements of their own. In June, Secretary of State George C. Marshall announced the creation of the European Recovery Program, better known as the Marshall Plan, which delivered billions of dollars of unconditional financial aid to help Europe rebuild from World War II. And in July, Truman signed the National Security Act, which established the Department of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Central Intelligence Agency, and the National Security Council—and with them, a national security state that could compete with the Soviets on something close to a permanent wartime footing. Politically, diplomatically, ideologically, economically, and militarily, the Truman administration was ready to do battle with communism.

Yet something was missing. Economic power and military might were considered necessary, and they played to certain American strengths. But to Truman, what ultimately distinguished the United States from the Soviet Union was not prosperity or power, but their political systems, in particular their differing attitudes toward individual freedom. And the key difference between Americans and Soviets, he concluded, the one thing that neither system could claim in common with the other, was religious faith. Truman, like Franklin Roosevelt before him, saw religion as a source of democracy because it protected freedom of conscience, and thus the individual’s autonomy from the state. The Soviets, avowedly atheist and materialist, rejected faith completely. Both sides of the Cold War claimed to want peace, progress, and prosperity for the world. But only one side could claim God.

And so to politics, diplomacy, economics, and military power, Truman added religion. It was, he believed, the missing element in U.S. foreign policy, and potentially its secret weapon. When “the sages and the scientists, the economists and the statesmen have exhausted their resources in the search for peace and security in this troubled world,” he explained, “one solution and only one solution will remain—the substitution of conscience for force in the government of man. The alternative is the annihilation of civilization …. Religion alone has the answer to humanity’s twentieth century cry of despair.”1

To wage this spiritual Cold War, Truman hoped to rally the forces of world religion—not just Protestants, not even just Christians and Jews, but all people of faith. That August, he and his advisers drafted a letter to one of the unquestioned leaders of global faith, Pope Pius XII. Pius was not only the head of the Roman Catholic Church with influential protégés in America—not least Francis Cardinal Spellman—he was also an ardent anticommunist himself. (Two years later, in 1949, the pontiff threatened to excommunicate any Catholic who belonged to or aided the Communist Party.) He was, in short, an ideal partner to demonstrate the ecumenical vitality of the religious forces arrayed against communism. “I believe that the greatest need of the world today, fundamental to all else, is a renewal of faith,” the president wrote to the pope. “I seek to encourage renewed faith in the dignity and worth of the human person in all lands, to the end that the individual’s sacred rights, inherent in his relationship to God and his fellows, will be respected in every land.” Truman then professed “with heartfelt conviction” his belief that “those who do not recognize their responsibility to Almighty God cannot meet their full duty toward their fellow men.” Later that month, Pius responded warmly to Truman’s overture. The foundations of “a lasting peace among nations,” he agreed, “can be secure only if they rest on bedrock faith in the One, True God, the Creator of all men.” Was Truman “over-sanguine in hoping to find men throughout the world ready to cooperate for such a worthy enterprise?” the pope asked rhetorically. “We think not.”2

Thus began Truman’s quest to unite the forces of faith against the threat of “godless” communism. To make it happen, he renewed and expanded the otherwise completed wartime mission of Myron C. Taylor, presidential envoy to the Holy See. Roosevelt had toyed with the idea of assembling a religious front against Nazism, but he abandoned the idea and instead concentrated on Taylor’s diplomacy with the Vatican. Now, in the midst of a global Cold War, Truman revived Roosevelt’s plan and charged Taylor with putting it together. Truman and Taylor were both devout Protestants who shared a deep commitment to basic interfaith tolerance. Both saw communism as an ultimate menace to faith and democracy, and both envisioned world religion as the antidote to the poison of communism. At first, Truman wanted Taylor to form an anticommunist alliance with only the Vatican, but he quickly expanded the mission to include all the religious forces of the world with the immediate goal of gathering them all together for a spiritual summit in Washington. “Looks as if he and I may get the morals of the world on our side,” the president boasted. “We are talking to the Archbishop of Canterbury, the bishop at the head of the Lutheran Church, the Metropolitan of the Greek Church at Istanbul,” even “the top Buddhist and the Grand Lama of Tibet. If I can mobilize the people who believe in a moral world against the Bolshevik materialists … we can win this fight.”3

However, they met with some unexpected opposition. Though it was politically motivated, Truman’s plan represented one of the most ambitious ecumenical initiatives since the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions. It would also be the crowning symbol atop his vigorous promotion of America’s Judeo-Christian civil religion. Yet ironically, it all proved a step too far for some of the nation’s leading ecumenists, especially the normally tolerant Protestants of the Federal Council of Churches. America may have been in the throes of its Judeo-Christian moment, but Protestants of almost all denominations still feared the Catholic Church. Catholicism, they charged, was too hierarchical, too authoritarian, and too beholden to the Vatican. They agreed with Paul Blanshard, formerly one of their own but now an avowed atheist, whose bestseller American Freedom and Catholic Power warned of the authoritarian Catholic Church’s unrivaled power to dictate the terms of American politics and government policy. The liberal Protestants of the FCC especially disliked the pope’s extreme anticommunism, which threatened to stir up tensions that could lead to war, and they disliked even more the Catholic Church’s oppression of Protestants in Spain and Latin America. Truman’s goal was to bring “all believers in God and human liberty to join together to bring pressure of a common desire for peace upon the atheistic communistic government of Russia,” but this proved too much for a modernist establishment that felt that containment was already too aggressive and that the Vatican was no partner for peace. Methodist Bishop G. Bromley Oxnam, one of the leading mainline voices in the country, told Truman that opening official relations with the Vatican would “precipitate a tremendous flood of unhappy controversies.” Truman and Taylor were especially shocked by the opposition from the World Council of Churches. Taylor complained that the organization’s title, which reflected its ambitions to the world’s ecumenical voice, was a “mis-nomer” and “deceptive,” but to no avail.4

Reluctantly, Truman and Taylor abandoned their plans for a religious world summit. But Truman was still determined to solidify the closer bonds Taylor had formed with the Vatican. In 1951, after Taylor decided to retire for good, Truman announced that he would establish official diplomatic relations with the Holy See and replace Taylor, a personal envoy, with a permanent ambassador. But the establishment of relations with the Vatican had been expressly prohibited by an act of Congress during Reconstruction; recognition would require a change in law, and thus the inevitably arduous passage of congressional legislation. Secretary of State Dean Acheson—son of an Episcopal bishop and alumnus of the staunchly Anglican Groton School—had an intuitive sense of Protestant sensibilities even if his faith was no longer as strong as his father’s, and he warned Truman of the firestorm of controversy that awaited him. But most others in the State Department were eager to establish official ties with the Vatican, indeed, with all major world religions. Taylor was particularly insistent, and Truman pushed forward. To avoid controversy, he appointed a war hero, Army General Mark Clark, who was a prominent Episcopalian and Mason.5

American Protestants from across the theological spectrum united in opposition, ostensibly because official ties with the Vatican violated the separation of church and state but in reality out of fear and loathing of the Catholic Church. Nothing united fundamentalists and modernists, evangelicals and liberals, more since the crusade for Prohibition. After Clark’s nomination, the White House received its heaviest volume of mail on record, with passionate opposition outnumbering support by more than six-to-one. Acheson recalled that Senator Tom Connally was “incoherent with rage” at the news of such a controversial appointment. Edwin T. Dahlberg, president of the Northern Baptist Convention and a renowned pacifist, complained that the United States would be “thrown into opposition to Russia” by allying with the “ecclesiastic totalitarianism” of the Vatican. Even Harry Emerson Fosdick, the lion of tolerant modernism, leader of pacifism, and champion of black civil rights, wrote Truman to protest the “tragic blunder” of Clark’s appointment. Though Truman wanted to persevere, Clark wilted under the pressure and withdrew his name from consideration. Truman could not quite believe it. He was convinced that containment was a necessity, but he was also concerned that it lacked a moral and spiritual foundation. With the demise of the Clark nomination, thanks to “violently bigoted” American Protestants, Truman felt that the nation had missed an opportunity to put its religious divisions behind it once and for all. And he feared that U.S. foreign policy would suffer as a result.6

Faith seemed to be an obvious ideological, rhetorical, and political—and at times even diplomatic—weapon in the Cold War. More surprising was its ability to spark division as well as foster unity. On foreign policy as in domestic politics, the religious impulse did not lead only in one, presumably anticommunist, direction. Instead, the burgeoning influence of Cold War faith created several competing visions of America’s proper role in the postwar world.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The Faith of Harry Truman and the Theology of George Kennan

FOR MANY AMERICANS, the Cold War was an intensely spiritual affair. For the first time since the Civil War, it raised ultimate questions about life and death, of national survival—even, thanks to apocalyptic air power and the use of the atomic bomb, the very meaning of human existence itself. But religion was important to diplomacy for other reasons. Nuclear weapons changed not only how people viewed life on earth, they altered the once-timeless character of great power rivalry and conflict. No longer could great powers fight each other directly—to do so in the nuclear age would invite the total annihilation of all humanity. This revolutionary nature of the Cold War facilitated a religious role for American diplomacy: while the era most certainly did not mark a time of peace, the risks of direct military confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union pushed them toward a greater use of nonmilitary methods. Indeed, it is no coincidence that the Cold War marked the zenith of espionage and propaganda and the emergence of culture and foreign aid as essential tools of foreign policy. In other words, the absence of direct fighting between the superpowers created space for other means of competition and conflict. For this reason, scholars speak of a “cultural Cold War” in a way that seems foreign even to other conflicts, such as World War II, in which ideas and propaganda were central.1

But we would do just as well to speak of a “religious Cold War,” for the same conditions that afforded a greater role for culture, propaganda, and espionage also enabled religion to play a substantive role in the framing of U.S. foreign policy. And to understand America’s religious Cold War, we first need to understand the faith and motivations of its two key architects: President Harry S. Truman and diplomat George F. Kennan.

IN CHRISTIAN FAITH as in Democratic politics, Harry Truman drew his inspiration from the example set by Franklin Roosevelt. Truman was a religious man, a devout Christian, and an ecumenist at heart—in fact, more truly ecumenical than the professional ecumenists of the Federal Council of Churches. Though he cared little for theology, liturgy, or doctrine, and though he attended church infrequently, Truman was, in the words of one biographer, “deeply religious in a larger sense.” Like Roosevelt’s religion, Truman’s was a simple faith. Raised in a staunchly Baptist household, he attended a Presbyterian Sunday school because it was closer to his family’s home in Independence, Missouri. The young Truman suffered from acute myopia, which ruled out sports and other outdoor activities. Reading distracted him instead, and though he would never become an intellectual he maintained a reverence for the “great books” of the Western canon and retained a detailed knowledge of their lessons and stories. In particular, Truman read the Bible, twice from cover-to-cover by the age of twelve and several times thereafter for the rest of his life. As another of his biographers notes, Truman possessed “an almost Fundamentalist reverence for the Bible.”2

Truman was no fundamentalist, but biblical tenets, Christian ethics, and a fierce commitment to religious tolerance did play a central role in shaping and maintaining his worldview. After his education in the Presbyterian Sunday school, at the age of eighteen he joined the Baptist Church of Grandview, Missouri. As a Baptist, Truman practiced one of the most populist of faiths. It offered, he liked to boast, “the common man the shortest and most direct approach to God.” Baptists were not only the most autonomous of Protestants, they were also the least hierarchical and the least deferential to established authority. As such, they were the least tied to organized religion, and thus the least connected to formal church structures. “I’ve never been of the opinion that Almighty God cares for the building or the form that a believer approaches the Maker of Heaven and Earth,” Truman wrote in his diary during the last year of his presidency. “Forms and ceremonies impress a lot of people, but I’ve never thought that The Almighty could be impressed by anything but the heart and soul of the individual. That’s why I’m a Baptist, whose church authority starts from the bottom up—not the top.” Baptists were also among the most ardent supporters of social reform. Truman shared these progressive and populist strains in equal measure, and they helped nurture similar instincts in his politics. His democratic faith, in other words, inspired his Democratic politics. And underpinning it all was the sanctity of the Bible and the timelessness of its moral instruction. The prophets, he once explained, “were the protagonists of the common man” because they tried “to help the underdog, and the greatest prophet was crucified because He was trying to help the underdog.”3

The simple, democratic character of Truman’s religion led naturally to one of his most important and enduring beliefs: religious tolerance. The autonomous streak of Baptists often leads to a strong denominational identity, but in Truman it created the exact opposite impulse. He was not so much a religious independent as a believer in eclectic informality. His family on both sides practiced a variety of low-church Protestantism, from Disciples of Christ to a variety of Baptist churches. And as a Baptist who had attended a Presbyterian Sunday school, ecumenism had been an inherent part of Truman’s religious outlook from childhood. Later, as an aspiring Democratic politician in Jackson County, Missouri, Truman worked with the infamous Pendergast machine and allied with its boss, Tom Pendergast, a Roman Catholic. Like many Protestants of his era, and especially his class, Truman flirted with the Ku Klux Klan during his 1922 campaign to become a judge of the Jackson County court, but when a Klan organizer told Truman that, if elected, he would be expected to fire the court’s Catholic employees and replace them with Protestants, he quit and demanded a refund of his $10 dues payment.4

Religious morality stood at the center of Truman’s worldview. He was no puritan, as his fondness for off-color language and poker illustrate. But neither did he believe that American society could function properly without a clear sense of right and wrong that only religion—almost any religion—could provide. He was delighted when his daughter, Margaret, began attending Sunday school in 1936. “She ought to go to one every Sunday—I mean a Sunday school,” he wrote his wife, Bess, while he was away at the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia. “If a child is instilled with good morals and taught the value of the precepts laid down in Exodus 20 and Matthew 5, 6 and 7, there is not much to worry about in after years. It makes no difference what brand is on the Sunday school.” “My political philosophy is based on the Sermon on the Mount,” President Truman explained years later in a formulation he repeated frequently. It was also based on the Ten Commandments, delivered by Moses and recorded in Exodus 20, which offered rules for a virtuous life and the “fundamental basis for all government.” When he was sworn in as president, he requested his Bible be opened to the twentieth chapter of Exodus so he could place his hand directly upon the Ten Commandments. Most important was the Golden Rule (Matthew 7:12), which taught believers to treat others as they would be treated themselves and which Truman felt was a belief common to all great religions.5

This applied to international politics and society as well, for without faith morals could not exist, and without morality there could be no peace. And while Truman acknowledged that the United States was not a perfect society, he believed that America practiced the world’s truest application of Christian ethics. As he declared at the outset of his 1948 State of the Union message, the “basic source of our strength is spiritual. For we are a people with faith. We believe in the dignity of man. We believe that he was created in the image of the Father of us all.” For the same reason, Americans believed in the sanctity of the individual and held “a deep concern for human rights.” Thus it was America’s mission to spread morality and democracy the world over. “Though we may meet setbacks from time to time,” he declared at a Navy Day celebration to mark the end of World War II, “we shall not relent in our efforts to bring the Golden Rule into the international affairs of the world.” America’s mission was providential, mandated by God, a responsibility which Americans simply could not forsake. Truman was no Calvinist, but he firmly believed in the doctrine of predestination that had become central to the American civil religion. In building support for the United Nations and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, two international commitments that ran against the American temperament and the grain of U.S. history, Truman spoke variously of “the responsibility which I believe God intended this great Republic to assume” and the “responsibility which God Almighty” invested in the United States. This had much in common with Lincoln’s sense of providence: America was God’s instrument on earth, whether Americans themselves realized it or not.6

The emerging Judeo-Christian consensus was thus perfectly suited to Truman’s religious outlook. The concept of “Judeo-Christianity” is not an ancient tradition but a relatively recent one, forged in the fires of religious conflict and war in the era of World War II. But to a person of Truman’s ecumenical instincts, it seemed as timeless and natural as faith itself. And although the Cold War did not mark the creation of America’s Judeo-Christian identity, it did solidify it into something permanent. For unlike World War II, when the United States was allied to the godless Soviet Union, the Cold War pitted religion against atheism in an existential struggle of indefinite duration. In such an atmosphere, it mattered little whether one was Methodist or Baptist, Protestant or Catholic, or even Christian or Jew. This more elemental distinction divided believers from nonbelievers, faith from godlessness, morality from immorality, and democracy from tyranny. As Truman himself put it, “Minor, and even major, differences in how we choose to worship God strike me as being of relatively little importance in the face of an aggressive foe threatening to destroy all freedom of worship and other individual liberties.”7

With the application of the Golden Rule worldwide, and with ultimate faith in the peaceful instincts of a people properly educated in religious morality, Truman was a firm believer in the democratic peace. The further democracy and religion spread, together, the further away the world could push the threat of tyranny and war. “Our American heritage of human freedom is born of the belief that man is created in the image of God and therefore is capable of governing himself,” Truman declared as the ideological outlines of the Cold War hardened. From it, Americans had created


a government dedicated to the dignity and the freedom of man. It is a government whose creed is derived from the word of God, and its roots are deep in our spiritual foundations. Our democracy is an expression of faith in the spirit of man, and it is a declaration of faith in man as created by God.

On these spiritual foundations we have established a creed of self-government more precious to us than life itself.



If others around the world could only share in such a political system, rooted in democratic faith, there would be no cause for war. “If man could achieve self-government and kinship with his God throughout the world, peace would not tremble in the constant dread of war.” Here lay America’s advantage over communism. While the Soviets had “no intellectual honesty and no moral code,” the United States could “organize Exodus XX, Matthew V, VI & VII to save morals in the world.” If “I could succeed in getting the world of morals associated against the world of no morals,” Truman vowed, “we’d have world peace for ages to come. Confucius, Buddha, Moses, our own Jesus Christ, Mahomet, all preached: ‘Do as you’d be done by.’ Treat others as you’d be treated.”8

Yet peace could not prevail so long as the world faced an enemy to freedom and faith. In communism, liberty and democracy faced their antithesis, and, according to Truman, their greatest threat. However much faith he placed in the Sermon on the Mount and the Golden Rule, Truman was no pacifist. He pointed out that while the prophet Isaiah (2:4) admonished the faithful to “beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruninghooks,” the prophet Joel (3:10) called for the exact opposite. In the name of self-defense, Joel urged God’s people to “beat your plowshares into swords and your pruninghooks into spears: let the weak say, I am strong.” As Truman interpreted the Bible, a book he knew from memory, the rightfulness of war depended upon its degree of necessity, which in turn depended upon the circumstances and nature of the threat. In a religiously pluralistic nation, in the depths of the Cold War, Truman participated in the revival of the just war tradition. It was time, he decided in July 1950, shortly after the outbreak of the Korean War, to “succeed in our quest for righteousness” and, “in St. Paul’s luminous phrase, put on the armor of God.” Truman was not the first president to invoke the just war by quoting from the Epistle to the Ephesians. Nor would he be the last.9

And the Cold War was a just war, Truman proclaimed, because it was a war of self-defense. Not only did Soviet communism attack America’s allies, and not only did it threaten the security of the United States, it menaced the values upon which American democracy had been founded and by which Americans lived their daily lives. If Franklin Roosevelt had warned the nation that it could not live as an island of democracy in a sea of tyranny, Truman would now do the same. “At the present time,” he declared in a speech during the Korean War at Washington’s New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, where Lincoln used to pray during the Civil War,


our nation is engaged in a great effort to maintain justice and peace in the world. An essential feature of this effort is our program to build up the defenses of our country.

There has never been a greater cause. There has never been a cause which had a stronger moral claim on all of us.

We are defending the religious principles upon which our Nation and our whole way of life are founded. We are defending the right to worship God—each as he sees fit according to his own conscience. We are defending the right to follow the precepts and the example which God has set for us. We are defending the right of people to gather together, all across our land, in churches such as this one.

For the danger that threatens us in the world today is utterly and totally opposed to all these things. The international Communist movement is based on a fierce and terrible fanaticism. It denies the existence of God and, wherever it can, it stamps out the worship of God.10



It was supremely ironic that Truman borrowed so heavily from Roosevelt’s faith-based formula for portraying America’s struggle as one of necessity against an implacable and unalterably evil enemy. Roosevelt had used religion as an ideological weapon against Germany and Japan, but he refrained from doing so when discussing the Soviets because he thought postwar peace would last only as long as the United States and the Soviet Union could work together. In emphasizing the importance of religious liberty, in stressing the threat to the ideas of religion and democracy as well as the physical security of the North American continent, in mobilizing an interfaith coalition against godless enemies, both Roosevelt and Truman rallied Americans to the fight. The only difference was their choice of enemy.

GEORGE F. KENNAN almost single-handedly established the foundations for American foreign policy in the Cold War. For better or worse, few diplomats in history have seen their ideas play such a major role shaping their geopolitical environment. That he did so in a four-year period in which he ranked no higher than a consular official in Moscow and head of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff is all the more remarkable.11

Kennan’s main contribution was the strategy of containment, first outlined in an eight-thousand-word cable, known to history as the “Long Telegram” he sent from the U.S. Embassy in Moscow in February 1946. If the United States wanted to limit Soviet expansionism without resorting to war, he wrote under the pseudonym “X” in the July 1947 issue of Foreign Affairs, it should adopt “a policy of firm containment, designed to confront the Russians with unalterable counter-force at every point where they show signs of encroaching upon the interests of a peaceful and stable world.” From then on, containing the global spread of communism would define, and sometimes imprison, the foreign policy of every president from Harry S. Truman to George H. W. Bush. Though they would each modify it in important ways—from Dwight D. Eisenhower’s New Look to John F. Kennedy’s flexible response to Lyndon Johnson’s war in Vietnam to Richard Nixon’s détente—until the fall of the Berlin Wall each president placed the containment of communism at the very heart of American national security. Few foreign policy doctrines have been as enduring.12

Containment was predicated equally upon two fundamental aspects of Kennan’s character: realism and anticommunism. Yet despite the endurance of containment over four decades, the two premises were not necessarily complementary. Realism is based on identifying the national interest and pursuing it with force if necessary, but it is also grounded in a recognition of the limits of national capabilities and resources. Realists do not embark upon moral crusades on behalf of national ideals, especially if they do not conform to the national interest. Realists distrust what Kennan once derided as the “legalistic-moralistic” and “universalistic” mindsets so common among idealistic Americans. While postwar American leaders may have led the greatest power the world had yet seen, Kennan argued that they must first and foremost distinguish between what was vital and what was peripheral. He perceived Soviet communism as a national security threat, but he saw less danger in other forms of communism. For example, he later argued that while Vietnamese communists might be violent and repressive, Vietnam itself did not represent a vital strategic concern for the United States; hence his opposition to the Vietnam War.13

Cold War anticommunism, on the other hand, was often based on a moralistic identification of right and wrong, good and evil, that did not coexist peacefully with the idea of merely “containing” communism’s growth. Anticommunists did not necessarily share Kennan’s realist caution; they wished instead to “roll back” communism where it already existed, starting in Eastern Europe, and eradicate it from areas where it had since made gains, such as China, Vietnam, and Cuba. Many anticommunists possessed a moralistic streak that Kennan found worrying because it was unrealistic, unnecessary, and prone to dangerous extremes.

Kennan’s most significant achievement, then, was to reconcile realism and anticommunism within a single, coherent premise. And a major reason he was able to sustain what others saw as an untenable paradox was the inherent duality of his religious belief. In fact, Kennan argued, the global conditions that made realism necessary also made Christianity indispensable, for it was religion that provided morality in a world of inherently narcissistic individuals. The problem with American society, naturally individualistic as it was, was its increasing faith in science and decreasing faith in God. “The Christian layman of our age has a far greater need for stiffening in the face of the dilemmas of personal life than did any other Christian layman in history,” he claimed. Only the “Church has within its power” the ability to preserve a moral spirit that was fast disappearing in “an environment of almost unnatural abundance and luxury.” When asked about the place of Christian ethics in world politics, Kennan replied that God did not care about the normal diplomatic questions regarding free trade or territorial disputes. What mattered was a higher, moral law that pervaded everything. “The moral laws which we acknowledge predicate the existence of a certain sort of world … in which people live,” he wrote in the pages of the Atlantic Monthly. “This setting presumably reflects God’s purpose. We did not create it; we do not have the right to destroy it.” To the British historian Arnold Toynbee, whose bestselling books were infused with a powerfully devout Christian faith and who complained of Kennan’s derision of “moralistic” foreign policies, Kennan protested that he had never meant to attack morality per se. Morality was essential, he told Toynbee; a moralism by which Americans believed themselves to be the unblemished moral arbiters of the world was not. This belief that morality was indispensable to diplomacy but that moralism was dangerous was what made Kennan not just a realist, but a Christian realist.14

In particular, Kennan held a deep faith that had been powerfully shaped by his family’s centuries-long membership in the Presbyterian Church. He was an active churchgoer and frequently delivered guest sermons, including scriptural references for guidance and instruction, from the pulpit. Presbyterianism was central to his intellectual formation, especially its traditional adherence to the teachings of John Calvin. In essence, Calvinism, as theology but especially in its political applications, is based upon a contradiction: it is at once deeply pessimistic yet profoundly optimistic. Pessimistic Calvinism believes humanity to be inherently sinful and depraved (Kennan’s realism); following largely from this theology but also from the severe anti-Catholic politics of the Reformation, it also has little hesitation in identifying evil in the world and calling it by name (his anticommunism). Less recognized is optimistic Calvinism, which recognizes these dangers but is confident they can overcome through faith in God and trust in providence. Evil existed, in other words, but it could eventually be overcome.

As Kennan himself readily acknowledged, pessimistic Calvinistic theology had a profound impact upon his own realist worldview. In its purest dogmatic expression, Calvinism attributes original sin to every human being and denies them any agency in rectifying their inherent sinfulness. According to Calvin and his most literal followers, life on earth is predestined according to God’s will and there is absolutely nothing anyone can do about it. Kennan found such rigorous Calvinism not only distasteful but unchristian. But there was something about Calvinism that appealed to him, for he thought it explained much about human nature. People were not inherently good, but sinful. He believed that Calvin’s best modern interpreter was not a theologian but the founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud. Freud also ruminated on human nature and, like Calvin, argued that people were born with certain primordial instincts that did not always conform to Christian mores or the dictates of modern society. This, Kennan reasoned, was a doctrine of original sin for the modern age.15

Kennan stripped away the most absurd excesses from the thought of Calvin and Freud to produce a distinctly realist view of human nature: at heart, people were selfish and self-interested; their natural tendencies were not toward charity or virtue but self-preservation. In the real world, this required both “the need for individual humility” and “the need for collective humility.” Practically, it meant that people should not assume their own or their nation’s moral superiority. It also meant that this world was sinful, and dangerous, and that no amount of crusading would change this basic fact. What made religion so important was its sole capacity to mediate human life above self-interest. Kennan could think of no better interpreter of Christianity than John Milton, whose epic poem Paradise Lost had inspired the political thought of Jefferson and Madison. In it, Kennan explained, Adam realizes what life must be like, for all time, after his expulsion from the Garden of Eden. As Adam admits to the Archangel Michael at the end of Milton’s tale,

    
                       Henceforth I learn, that to obey is best,

                       And love with fear the only God: to walk

                       As in his presence: ever to observe

                       His providence; and on him sole depend…



The lesson was simple: Americans must rally to their own self-defense against communism, but they must not crusade against it. They must be righteous, but not self-righteous. “With regard to other nations,” he said on another occasion, using guidance from the Book of Matthew (7:1), “let us not judge, that we not be judged. Let us not attempt to constitute ourselves the guardians of everyone else’s virtue; we have enough trouble to guard our own.”16

Calvin, Freud, and Milton were not Kennan’s only theological influences. In Reinhold Niebuhr, Kennan found a kindred spirit who warned of the dangers of both Soviet communism and American exceptionalism. Though Kennan exaggerated when he described Niebuhr as “the father of us all,” it is little wonder he was excited by the theologian’s ideas. Kennan counted himself “more indebted” to the ideas and values of Niebuhr “than to those of any other person of our time.” In turn, Niebuhr praised Kennan’s exposé of the “legalistic-moralistic” approach and his brilliance in illuminating “the evils which arise from the pursuit of unlimited rather than limited ends, even by highly civilized nations in the modern era.” This was a critique of precisely the kind of ideologies—pacifism, Nazism, fascism, communism—that Niebuhr had fought throughout his career. Like Niebuhr, Kennan was a Christian realist who believed in the fundamental importance of original sin. What he most appreciated in Niebuhr’s thought was the realization of “the essential weakness of every such utopian approach to human affairs—of every outlook that professes to have discovered some gimmick, lying within man’s own power of action, by which he could be relieved of his self-will and his estrangement from God.” Kennan may not have spoken of neo-orthodox theology, but his religious views were consistent with it—so consistent that he often brought Niebuhr to Washington for consultations with the Policy Planning Staff.17

In 1953, in a “Laymen’s Sunday” sermon to the First Presbyterian Church of Princeton, Kennan noted that while technology and science made it “hard, in our day, to be a Christian,” he believed that “it is perhaps harder not to be one.” The alternative to faith in God was faith in science, and blind faith in science, without the moral infusion of Christianity, would lead to totalitarianism. This explained the fate of Soviet Russia. “I am trying to draw a distinction between, on the one hand, any form of belief that accepts the existence of a divine order and a personal moral law and, on the other, the state of mind of those people who accept none of this,” he explained. “Russia has long been the seat of one such experiment.” In confronting communism, Americans must not be complacent or self-righteous; they must have faith in themselves and their religion, but they must not take their strength for granted. But neither, he told the congregation at First Presbyterian, should they “underestimate the strength of evil itself. Evil is a force in this world of no mean quality, a force in its own right, with its own pride and even its own desperate self-respect. That is what our ancestors meant when they believed in the reality and physical proximity of the devil.”18

But the optimistic side of Calvinism also pervaded Kennan’s diplomatic thought, especially in the ideological fulcrum of the early Cold War. Adam, Christ, and Milton had taught him there was little use in despairing. So did Calvin. Calvinists believe themselves to be God’s chosen people—the elect—and that divine providence will actively promote and protect them in unforeseen, mysterious ways. Calvinists also reconcile pessimism with optimism by noting that the presence of evil is simply a way for God to test his chosen people and that by passing such tests, they will ensure that good will ultimately triumph. The Cold War, Kennan wrote in a little-noticed passage toward the end of his Foreign Affairs article, “is in essence a test of the over-all worth of the United States as a nation among nations …. Surely there was never a fairer test of national quality than this.” In rising to this ultimate test, Americans would “experience a certain gratitude to Providence which, by providing the American people with this implacable challenge, has made their entire security as a nation dependent on their pulling themselves together and accepting the responsibilities of moral and political leadership that history plainly intended them to bear.” John Calvin himself could not have put it any better. Neither could Harry Truman.19

TRUMAN AND KENNAN could not have been more different temperamentally and politically. Instead, it was their shared spirituality and anticommunism that helped shape U.S. foreign policy in the formative early years of the Cold War. As the historian William Inboden observes, religion offered the Truman administration both a diagnosis of the problem of communism and its potential cure. This was, we have seen, in keeping with the Anglo-American use of religion in world politics dating back to the sixteenth century: what English imperialists and colonists feared in Catholicism, Cold War Americans feared in communism.20

Most disturbingly, Soviet communism seemed to present not just a rival ideology but a rival religion that threatened to destroy traditional faith. Secretary of Defense James V. Forrestal was not alone in his uncertainty “whether we are dealing with a nation or a religion—religion after all being merely the practical extension of philosophy.” As Christians and Jews, Americans professed ultimate allegiance to a faith and ethical tradition that was not of their making, that had lasted for thousands of years, and that had been sanctified by the one power whom all people must obey. Communism’s moral claims rested on a doctrine of social justice similar to Christianity’s, but it emphatically rejected the institutional legitimacy of the Christian church and denied the existence of a supernatural higher power that had created the world and continued to guide it. It was, in other words, so different from Christianity and yet very similar, which is precisely what made it seem so dangerous.21

The Cold War, however, did not immediately follow the end of World War II. True, many of the sources of Cold War tensions had rested uneasily within the contradictions of the Grand Alliance, and the ideological character of the war and the postwar bore stronger similarities than differences. But after the surrender of Germany in May 1945, the Truman administration grappled uncertainly with the twin problems of postwar reconstruction in Europe and the enigma of Soviet intentions. Truman and his advisers felt that Soviet communism presented a threat, but they were still unsure what exactly their response should be. In this year of uncertainty, religion did not play much of a role in U.S. foreign policy. Myron Taylor, still officially acting as the president’s envoy to the Vatican and other religious leaders in Europe, had so little to do he even contemplated retirement. In the winter of 1946, Methodist bishop Ivan Lee Holt of St. Louis told Truman he was embarking on a tour of postwar Europe and would meet with the WCC and other church officials. Did Truman have any messages he wanted conveyed to the religious leaders of Europe? Holt only received a boilerplate message of vague goodwill. Other prominent ministers received a similarly tepid response.22

During the fateful year 1946, the Truman administration began to reconsider its approach to the Soviet Union. Perhaps most important was the arrival of George F. Kennan’s legendary “Long Telegram,” sent from the U.S. Embassy in Moscow to the State Department in February. From there, Truman’s national security strategy became more focused—too focused—upon containing the spread of both communist ideology and Soviet power in Europe. Not coincidentally, this period also marked the reemergence of religion and the reappearance of Taylor. In announcing his decision to continue Taylor’s mission to the Vatican even after a peace treaty with Italy had been finalized, Truman told reporters that America’s spiritual diplomacy would continue indefinitely. “However long it takes, we will go through with the thing to the end.” When asked if “the end” meant the signing of the Italian treaty, Truman simply replied: “Peace in the world.”23

And they were not alone. “I am for the Pope,” wrote Winston Churchill in a private letter to Taylor in January 1946. “I join Him in combating Communism.” Churchill wanted Taylor to convey his greetings to Pius XII, and he encouraged Taylor’s efforts to provide a spiritual and moral counterpart to the West’s grand strategy. Two months later, Churchill did his own part in a speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri. The occasion had the feel of a small-town revival, and the British war hero, probably then the most famous person in the world, did not disappoint. A small, Presbyterian college with a strong denominational loyalty, Westminster was known locally as “the Bible School.” For the thousands of Missourians who flocked to Westminster to see or hear Churchill, the women of Fulton’s Methodist Church prepared a dinner of Missouri ham, twice-baked potatoes, and angel cake. With Truman sitting on the stage immediately behind him, Churchill revived his wartime religious rhetoric to deliver a call to arms that coined the phrase “Iron Curtain.” The Red Army did not simply pose a threat to European security, Churchill warned; “Communist parties or fifth columns constitute a growing challenge and peril to Christian civilization.” After the speech, Churchill kept crying out “God bless you all!” to the cheering throngs.24

The next day, Truman parted company with Churchill and traveled to Columbus, Ohio, where he addressed the annual general meeting of the Federal Council of Churches and delivered his own summons to civic and religious duty. The setting was important, for as we shall see the mainline liberals of the FCC were already questioning Truman’s anticommunist foreign policy. “Dictatorship, by whatever name, is founded on the doctrine that the individual amounts to nothing,” he reminded the gathering of Protestant theologians and ministers. In a world still unhealed from the scars of war, where hunger and poverty created conditions ripe for the growth of communist dictatorship and where the rule of violence and injustice seemed unbreakable, Truman presented an alternative future:


Now that we have preserved our freedom of conscience and religion, our right to live by a decent moral and spiritual code of our own choosing, let us make full use of that freedom. Let us make use of it to save a world which is beset by so many threats of new conflicts, new terror, and new destruction.



American Christians had a responsibility, to themselves and to the world. They had no choice but to embrace it as part of God’s design. To do otherwise would be to commit the greatest sin possible. To do otherwise would be unbecoming of a great people—a chosen people—at their moment of destiny.25

A year later, on March 12, 1947, before a special joint session of Congress, Truman issued what amounted to a declaration of Cold War. The chaplain of the House of Representatives, Reverend James Shera Montgomery, began the session with a prayer asking that God’s “way may be known upon earth, Thy saving health among all nations.” Americans must praise God, and be humble before Him, “for Thou shalt judge the people righteously, and govern the nations upon earth.” The president’s speech, known as the Truman Doctrine, promised American aid to fund the anticommunist crusade in Greece and Turkey. But its real objective was much grander, for the Truman Doctrine unveiled containment as the basis for American strategy worldwide. After explaining the immediate problems facing Greece and Turkey, Truman placed them in a global context, as early warning signals of the challenges the United States would face everywhere in the world. He divided the world into two camps, a world in which “nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of life,” although the “choice is too often not a free one.”

Truman was borrowing a rhetorical and ideological tactic from Franklin Roosevelt, although he was also, intentionally or not, tapping into a much longer American religious tradition of dividing the world into forces of light and forces of darkness. This starkly moralistic worldview had been a staple of the Puritans, of the Patriots who campaigned against French Catholics and Anglican bishops, and of Lincoln’s fulminations against slavery. Thus while the Truman Doctrine itself was not an explicitly religious speech, it possessed all the hallmarks of an American diplomatic sermon. Moreover, the choice facing the world was not a matter of political theory; the national security of the United States depended upon its outcome. “One way of life,” he explained,


is based upon the will of the majority, and is distinguished by free institutions, representative government, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and religion, and freedom from political oppression.

The second way of life is based upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror and oppression, a controlled press and radio, fixed elections, and the suppression of personal freedoms.



In the face of such a threat, Truman declared that “it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures. I believe that we must assist free peoples to work out their own destinies in their own way.” To syndicated newspaper columnist Walter Lippmann, one of containment’s earliest critics, it sounded as if Truman was not announcing a foreign policy but launching a “crusade.”26

The Truman Doctrine was by no means an exception. Truman constantly linked religious rhetoric and imagery to the implementation of containment, and his pious tone suffused the rest of his administration. National Security Council Report 68 (NSC-68), one of the most important documents in American diplomatic history, is a prime example. NSC-68’s phrasing and meaning derived directly from the libertarian impulse of the Reformed Protestant tradition that still held the American imagination in thrall. In presenting a blueprint for waging a more aggressive Cold War, NSC-68’s language was intense, at times shrill and hyperbolically alarmist. Given that it was never aimed for public consumption—and was not declassified until 1975—it provides a reliable guide to the thinking of American officials charged with devising a way to fight communism and win the Cold War without triggering World War III.27

The Soviets, wrote NSC-68’s authors, presented a completely new and fatal danger, for they threatened America’s ideas and values as well as its physical security. They presented a spiritual as well as a political and military challenge because they advanced a new, aggressive form of religion: communism. The Soviets were “unlike previous aspirants to hegemony,” different even from the Nazis, because they were “animated by a new fanatic faith, antithetical to our own,” and sought to impose “absolute authority over the rest of the world.” At stake was not only “the fulfillment or destruction of this Republic but of civilization itself.” Americans believed in a “free society” founded on “the dignity and worth of the individual.” Soviets, by contrast, lived in a “slave state” based upon the “submission” and “degradation” of the individual “under the compulsion of a perverted faith.” Under such tyranny, the individual “can only find the meaning of his existence in serving the ends of the system. The system becomes God, and submission to the will of God becomes submission to the will of the system.” The individual must internalize the communist system and truly believe in it; any signs to the contrary, and the individual would be destroyed by the state. The communist state risked its own destruction if it did not crush all individual thought or conscience, “for the spirit of resistance and the devotion to a higher authority might then remain, and the individual would not be wholly submissive.” After wiping out individual conscience, and with it any possible dissent, communist rulers had at their disposal “a new universal faith,” practiced obediently by millions of adherents who were ready to launch “an international crusade.”28

THE NEXT STEP was to contain communism with a moral offensive that only religious faith could muster, and Truman directed many of these efforts himself. As his speechwriter George Elsey recalled, in longhand Truman would often insert religious themes and phrasing into speech drafts that lacked a moral or spiritual dimension. This presidential lead established guidelines for the rest of his administration. The Food for Peace program, which began in 1949, exported America’s agricultural surpluses via the people who knew how to distribute them best: mission boards and religious relief organizations. The United States Information Exchange programs, administered by the State Department, consulted with religious leaders like Francis Cardinal Spellman on the most effective means of deploying religion in the West’s moral combat with the Soviet Union; during the debate over whether to join NATO, Truman personally called upon Spellman to drum up popular support for the North Atlantic Treaty, and the cardinal enthusiastically complied. The Psychological Strategy Board, an important new organization created by Truman, also used religion in its ideological war against communism. The “potentialities of religion as an instrumentality for combating Communism are universally tremendous,” the PSB advised the Central Intelligence Agency in 1952. In Europe, Latin America, Africa, and Asia, the shield of faith could be used to defend against the growth of communist ideology; in eastern Europe, a region of traditionally intense religious devotion, the sword of the spirit could be wielded effectively against communist regimes.29

Truman recognized that European religion represented the one institution that not only stood for anticommunist principles but also had the wherewithal and motivation to implement them. Usually, in postwar Eastern Europe, this meant the Catholic Church, but it also meant Eastern Orthodox, Protestants, and Jews. Communist Party infringements upon religious liberty seemed to present a clear case of totalitarian aggression that aimed to dominate not only territory, but also the souls and minds of the people. Unsurprisingly, such crackdowns provoked an impassioned response in the United States, particularly among Catholics but also Protestant fundamentalists. In determining policy, the Truman administration viewed religion as an advance indicator of Soviet intentions. If communist officials allowed the churches some measure of freedom, as they had during the war, then Americans could hope for peace. But if there was a crackdown on religion, then it could only mean that the communists were on the march. A government that did not respect religious freedom could not be democratic, and an undemocratic state was likely an aggressive state. As American diplomats in Moscow, Warsaw, Budapest, and elsewhere began reporting on communist violations of religious freedom in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, the State Department and White House studied the evidence with growing concern.30

As the Cold War intensified, communist persecutions of religion took on an increasingly public profile. In 1946, the government of Yugoslavia charged Archbishop Aloysius Stepinac with wartime collaboration with the fascists and sentenced him to sixteen years of hard labor. The arrest of Stepinac was controversial in the United States, but it did not provoke a serious crisis because the Truman administration, wary of the archbishop’s ties to Croatian fascism during the war, decided not to rally to his cause. Two years later, however, the new communist regime in Hungary condemned Jozsef Cardinal Mindszenty, an outspoken anticommunist with no ties to fascism, to life in prison. Hungarians reacted with “stunned amazement” and “anxious anticipation,” reported the ranking U.S. diplomat in Budapest, Selden Chapin, but they were not as stunned and anxious as Chapin himself. The Mindszenty arrest, he believed, was the “worst example” of an “affront to human liberties since [the] Jewish persecution.” It also had “major significance” for the Cold War. “For if a prince of the church,” he asked his superiors in Washington, “may be unceremoniously ill treated, browbeaten and broken in order [to] obtain alleged incriminating evidence, what chance for justice has [an] ordinary citizen who objects to or criticizes unlimited state power on moral or spiritual grounds?” This was not an idle philosophical problem or isolated incident, Chapin argued, but a portent of ominous things to come. In other words, it was a problem for U.S. foreign policy:


[The] cynical arrest of Mindszenty and his probable ruthless liquidation culminates a long series of blows striking at basic human freedoms and transcends all sectarian considerations. In this issue we are faced with a direct assault on one of the most vital main streams of the western heritage. It seems to me therefore that if it becomes manifest that Communist officials who locally represent Soviet power may arbitrarily violate religious freedom and flout local opinion and conscience without arousing violent condemnation from free peoples and institutions, the declaration of human rights of which we are a signatory will be regarded as a “scrap of paper,” the moral leadership of the US will suffer severely, and the foundations of hope for the 100,000,000 or more newly condemned inhabitants behind the curtain will have been destroyed. It will be obvious, moreover, that the harmful effects of this assault on western spirituality by Marxist materialism may well dishearten other peoples wavering between conflicting ideologies.



As John Foster Dulles, then a delegate to the UN, wrote to the State Department’s Dean Rusk in another context that same year, the Soviets would not invade Europe as the Nazis had invaded Poland and France or the Japanese had invaded China. Instead, Soviet “aggression is primarily against individual rights and freedoms” while the communists’ “use of terror” would “stifle opposition.” It was a new form of conquest, and Mindszenty was one of its first casualties.31

Encouraged by the Vatican, which issued no fewer than three papal encyclicals on Hungary in the space of a week (comparatively, Pius XII issued forty encyclicals during his entire twenty-year papacy), the Catholic Church in America exploded with rage at the arrests and warned that they represented a form of religious persecution that heralded a new age of tyranny. In New York, Francis Cardinal Spellman excoriated the “satanic Soviet sycophants” who had arrested and tortured Stepinac in the name of the “perfidious pattern of communist godlessness, barbarism, and enslavement.” Following Mindszenty’s arrest, Spellman rallied Americans to the “defense of the rights of God and man against Christ-hating communists whose allegiance is pledged to Satan!” Spellman’s outbursts were typical of Catholic reaction, but they were by no means isolated. Interfaith demonstrations against the arrest of Mindszenty sprang up across the country. In response to the outcry of both U.S. diplomats in Eastern Europe and American public opinion, Under Secretary of State Robert A. Lovett ridiculed the cardinal’s arrest as a “sickening sham” that augured the communist domination of Europe. In a cable to London, Secretary of State Dean Acheson called it the most “flagrant” example yet of a more “systematic suppression [of] human rights and freedoms.” Truman concurred, and the United States escalated its anticommunist offensive.32

This dichotomy between good and evil, free and enslaved, fanatical atheism and true religion, also found anticommunist expression on the ground, both in Europe and in Asia. Simultaneous to Taylor’s initiative, an even more important and altogether more successful religious initiative was taking place. Washington offered support for a “third way” alternative to communism and fascism in France, West Germany, and Italy: Christian Democracy. With variants of fascism still tainting their societies and with communism an increasingly popular political movement, French, German, and Italian anticommunists turned to the traditional conservative politics of religion. Closely allied to the Vatican, Christian Democrats rejected communism and socialism by combining faith in the free market with an even greater faith in Catholic social welfare. It was, in Tony Judt’s apt phrase, a movement of “politicized clericalism” that represented the antithesis of Marxism. Despite some misgivings about the movement’s conservative Catholicism, this was exactly what the Truman administration was looking for to stabilize its half of postwar Europe. In France, where secularism and an anticlerical tradition were strongest, the movement stalled. But in Germany, it succeeded by entwining effectively with Protestantism. And in Italy, where the Catholic Church remained a major political player but where the Communist Party seemed poised to win the 1948 elections, the Truman administration orchestrated campaigns of support, both overt and covert, to help the Christian Democrats to victory. With Cardinal Spellman in New York teaming up with Myron Taylor in Washington, the United States ensured that communism would not expand its reach into Italy.33

American officials thought Christianity held similar potential for an anticommunist reconstruction in postwar Asia. American missionaries had for over a century taken the lead in spreading both the gospel of Christ and the gospel of modernity throughout Asia. They had allied themselves to anticolonial and anticommunist nationalist movements in China, Korea, India, and elsewhere, and had long been proponents of Western modernization in Japan. They saw no reason why their work should not continue after the war, and neither did Washington. In China (explored in a later chapter), where the United States ostensibly supported Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalists but in reality washed its hands of such a corrupt ally fighting a losing battle, this task was left to the missionaries.

But in Japan, where the U.S. military maintained an indefinite occupation and controlled all aspects of Japanese political life, government and military officials took the lead in promoting Christianity as a modernizing, democratic force. Truman set the tone shortly after the Japanese surrender. If Japan was to “evolve into a peaceful nation, with an international as against a nationalistic outlook, she must understand and appreciate the religious forces of the world,” he declared. Joseph Grew, a former U.S. Ambassador to Tokyo and influential American voice on Japanese affairs, was even more specific in proclaiming his belief “that democracy and progress in Japan must be based on fundamental Christian principles.” In July 1946, James Forrestal, then secretary of the navy, paid a visit to Tokyo to confer with General Douglas MacArthur, who commanded the occupation. MacArthur feared the growth of communism in Asia as much as Forrestal feared it in Europe, but he also felt the United States had a secret weapon. The “two great ideas” that America could use to “oppose … the crusade of Communism,” MacArthur revealed, “were (a) the idea of liberty and freedom, and (b) the idea of Christianity.” MacArthur had been reading about the crucifixion of Christ and only now realized the purpose of his suffering: “it was there for us to learn a lesson from; that Christ, even though crucified, nevertheless persevered.” According to Grant K. Goodman, a young foreign service officer and Japanese translator who had worked for MacArthur in the Philippines and followed him to Tokyo, the general “did everything possible to facilitate the evangelical activities of American missionaries and religious leaders,” including the establishment of International Christian University with Grew as its general chairman. In 1947, MacArthur invited the YWCA to Japan and encouraged them to spread the values of “Christian internationalism.” At home, these efforts were complemented by private religious initiatives, most often by churches and missionary societies, to facilitate Japan’s postwar rehabilitation in an American image.34

THE RELIGIOUS ROLE in containment had mixed success, but Truman fared better with another faith-based initiative: the recognition of the state of Israel in May 1948. Of course, recognition of Israeli independence and sovereignty was not exclusively a religious concern. But while religion was not the only determinant, it was one of the most important, and it flowed from much the same religious impulses that guided Truman’s thoughts on Soviet communism. Without religion, moreover, it is unlikely that Truman would have acted as he did in the face of ferocious and nearly unanimous opposition from the State and Defense Departments. Unlike the establishment of relations with the Vatican, the recognition of Israel required nothing more than a presidential directive. Understanding Truman’s personal motives, then, is essential to understanding his decision.

Three motives, all connected to some degree to religion, were particularly important: domestic politics, biblical faith, and humanitarianism. National security considerations were not irrelevant, but the dictates of the national interest leaned more toward the Arab states and their vast reserves of oil than toward the recognition of Israel. For this reason, and for fear of uniting the Muslim world in anger against the United States and possibly moving them toward an alliance with the Soviet Union, the State Department vehemently opposed recognizing Israel. Secretary of State George C. Marshall, perhaps the most respected man in America and a personal favorite of Truman’s, was especially adamant; so too was the highly respected James V. Forrestal, the nation’s first-ever secretary of defense after a major overhaul of the government combined the War and Navy Departments. This was formidable opposition that only a president could overcome. Eventually, Marshall promised not to obstruct Truman even while refusing to endorse the president’s decision (afterward, with the presidential election looming, Truman would sometimes exclude Marshall from discussions on Israel “because of their political implications”). With Marshall on board, all other internal opposition melted away. Yet even this required Truman to take a forceful stand. “All I can say,” Clark Clifford, Truman’s confidant and point man on Israel, warned a colleague in the State Department, “is that if anyone is going to give, it is going to have to be General Marshall because—I can tell you now—the President is not going to give an inch.” On purely strategic grounds, then, the United States would likely not have recognized Israel. Instead, other factors at play in the mind of the man who alone would decide U.S. policy came to the fore.35

Domestic politics was certainly important, especially in an election year. Though Truman needed no reminding of the importance of the Jewish vote to the Democratic Party, American Zionists pressed their claims relentlessly; at times, they even explicitly linked the fates of Zionists and Democrats together. “You let me have the Jewish vote of New York and I will bring you the head of Ibn Saud on a platter,” Democratic Party strategist and fund-raiser Bernard Baruch told a Zionist. “The Administration will sell all seven Arab states if it is a question of retaining the support … of the Jews of New York alone; never mind the rest of the country.” The State Department, focused on the national interest, found political logic such as this “embarrassing,” but Truman could not simply ignore it. He faced a difficult campaign, and after losing control of Congress in the 1946 midterms the Democrats could not afford any defections from their base. Truman deeply resented such pressure, but he could do little to avert it and nothing to deny the substance of its message. “I have to answer to hundreds of thousands who are anxious for the success of Zionism,” he snapped at a dissenter from the State Department. “I do not have hundreds of thousands of Arabs in my constituents.” So domestic politics was crucial, even though, in the end, it was also largely irrelevant: Truman lost New York State but won the presidency anyway.36

Biblical faith also played a part. Truman, we have seen, was devout but not a fundamentalist. He knew the Bible by rote, but he could also apply its meanings and lessons to current affairs. Because he did not expect the prophecies of Revelation to come true, he did not support a Jewish state in Palestine because it would help fulfill the end times. But he did know his Bible, and this was no small influence upon deciding the issue of Jewish statehood in the Holy Land. Clark Clifford noted that Truman often quoted scripture when talking about Israel, especially the passage in Deuteronomy (31:7) in which God tells the Israelites to “go and take possession of the land which the Lord hath sworn unto your fathers.” Indeed, Truman enjoyed fitting his own part in Jewish history into a larger biblical narrative. “What do you mean ‘helped create’?” he asked incredulously when, years later, he was introduced at a function as the man who had helped create the modern state of Israel. “I am Cyrus!” The obscure biblical reference was vintage Truman. Cyrus the Great, king of Persia, allowed the Jews to rebuild the state of Judea in the sixth century BCE, and Truman felt he was the ancient king’s modern heir.37

The recognition of Israel also dovetailed perfectly with America’s new Judeo-Christian ethic, something Truman himself had done much to cultivate. Judeo-Christian identity was biblically based in that the Bible—namely, what Christians call the Old Testament—provided the traditions, morals, and spiritual heritage for Protestants, Catholics, and Jews alike. As Vice President Truman reminded Americans only a few weeks before he became president, “It was the Hebrews who first fought the worship of pagan idols in the western world and who preached eternal faith in one God—the God in whom we all put our trust.” There were few Muslims in the United States, and though they too partly shared this same biblical heritage they were not considered a part of America’s interfaith civil religion. Truman revealed perhaps too much when he joked with King Saud that Arabs and Jews “are all cousins” because of their common lineage descended from Abraham; yet Truman did not mention that Christians, too, shared the same biblical ancestry. The joke did little to conceal the cultural gulf that lay between the president and the king. Instinctively, Truman was predisposed to seeing the world through a Judeo-Christian lens that either obscured Islamic concerns or refracted them beyond all recognition.38

But the most influential of Truman’s motives were the twin engines of his humanitarianism: religious tolerance and the horror of the Holocaust. The Nazis’ persecution of the Jews was terrible enough, but the refugee crisis it triggered continued well into the postwar era. The Harrison Report of 1945 and consistent British obstructionism had helped convince Truman that Europe’s Jewish problem could not be solved by Europeans. He could not, he confessed, simply “stand idly by while the victims of Hitler’s madness were not allowed to build new lives. The Jews needed someplace where they could go.” At first, this did not necessarily mean Palestine. The Jews, argued Myron Taylor, were accustomed to being a diasporic people and would adapt to their surroundings wherever they went. But as always, few places were willing to admit a large infusion of Jewish immigrants, and the Jewish refugees themselves overwhelmingly wanted to move to the Holy Land, even over moving to their traditional Golden Land of the United States. While the Allies held hundreds of thousands of Holocaust survivors in disused Nazi facilities and squalid refugee camps, the Jews of Palestine pleaded for an infusion of newcomers to strengthen their claims to statehood.39

Unable to escape such logic, in October 1946, on the eve of Yom Kippur, Truman pledged U.S. support for a Jewish commonwealth in the Middle East. This prompted an immediate angry response from King Saud. “I feel certain that Your Majesty will readily agree that the tragic situation of the surviving victims of Nazi persecution in Europe presents a problem of such magnitude and poignancy that it cannot be ignored by people of good will or humanitarian instincts,” Truman replied. “This problem is worldwide. It seems to me that all of us have a common responsibility for working out a solution which would permit those unfortunates who must leave Europe to find new homes where they may dwell in peace and security.” These were blunt words for the protector of Islam’s holiest shrines and the acknowledged leader of opposition to Zionism. Yet Truman continued. The plight of the postwar Jews was “particularly tragic” because it reflected the fate of “the pitiful remnants of millions who were deliberately selected by the Nazi leaders for annihilation.” These Jews “look to Palestine as a haven where they hope among people of their own faith to find refuge, to begin to lead peaceful and useful lives, and to assist in the further development of the Jewish National Home.” Surely the American president could not have expected the Saudi king to be persuaded by such concerns. But to Truman, it seemed like a patently obvious solution. The Jews had to go somewhere, so why not Palestine?40

Why not indeed. As the State Department reminded him endlessly, and as he well knew from his communications with King Saud, the Arabs were implacably hostile to any kind of Jewish state in Palestine. Rather than providing safety and justice for Jews, Zionism seemed to be the latest in a long line of Western imperial land grabs. Bringing justice to Jews, said the Arabs, would merely result in injustice for others. Yet these were secondary concerns for Truman, who remained committed to a Jewish solution above all else. And a Jewish solution meant religious tolerance for a people who had long been denied it, even if it came at the expense of the rights of others. In a heated argument with Clifford, Forrestal pointed out that the Arabs outnumbered the Jews fifty-to-one in the Middle East. “Why don’t you face up to the realities?” demanded the Secretary of Defense. “Jim, the President knows just as well as you do what the numbers are,” Clifford shot back, “but he doesn’t consider this to be a question of numbers. He has always supported the right of the Jews to have their own homeland, from the moment he became President. He considers this to be a question about the moral and ethical considerations that are present in that part of the world. For that reason, he supports the foundation of a Jewish state.”41

After he had made his decision to recognize Israel, Truman remarked, “My soul objective in the Palestine procedure has been to prevent bloodshed.” Whether it was a misspelling of a common homonym, a Freudian slip, or a deliberate pun, Truman’s justification revealed much about the overriding priority he had given to matters of religion.42


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
High Priests of the Cold War
EISENHOWER AND THE SECOND COMING OF DULLES

AFTER A PERIOD of national uncertainty through Depression and war, the resurgent 1950s marked another of America’s “great awakenings.” Church membership rose from 49 percent in 1940 to 69 percent in 1960 as public religiosity reached new highs. The war had ushered in a new era of abundance, and after decades of scrimping and saving, churches and synagogues indulged in a frenzy of new building projects. What was most striking about the Cold War awakening was its ecumenicity—its interfaith formula of “Protestant-Catholic-Jew,” according to the title of one of the decade’s bestselling books. Critics, and not only theological conservatives, assailed the religious revival as broad but not deep, a rootless belief in God without any of the philosophical or liturgical complications of actual religion, a watered-down “faith in faith.” William Lee Miller, one of the more perceptive observers of the era’s religious practices, decried the ostentatious “piety on the Potomac” and criticized President Dwight D. Eisenhower in particular as “a very fervent believer in a very vague religion.”1

Whatever its qualities, the signs of religion were absolutely everywhere in Cold War America. From politics to pop culture, the era was saturated with excessive piety as people competed to demonstrate their devotion to God, and to America as God’s country. In one year alone, the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, first published in its entirety in 1952, sold more than 26.5 million copies. Music charts saw religiously themed singles race to the Top 10, while Hollywood churned out biblical epics like The Ten Commandments, Ben-Hur, Quo Vadis, and Solomon and Sheba. By leading packed revivals in cities across the country, evangelist Billy Graham became one of the most famous and admired people in America, while the Jehovah’s Witnesses emulated his feat by filling Yankee Stadium for their first international assembly. Not unusually for the times, the infusion of religion and culture had explicitly geopolitical purposes, as well. Cecil B. DeMille, director of The Ten Commandments, described his portrayal of Moses and Exodus as based on “whether men should be ruled by God’s law, or by the whims of a dictator like Ramses. Are men the property of the state, or are they free souls under God?” DeMille then elaborated in case anyone had failed to grasp his meaning: “This same struggle is still going on today.”2

Politicians followed suit. At precisely the moment the Supreme Court—the branch of government least susceptible to popular pressure—was beginning to shore up the wall of separation between church and state in a series of cases involving religion in schools and other public venues, Congress busied itself with efforts to bring more religion into public life. Though sponsoring one religion over another was now taboo in Judeo-Christian America—a Senate bill proposing a constitutional amendment to recognize the authority and law of Jesus Christ failed to attract any support—sponsoring faith itself was most definitely not. Accordingly, Congress inserted the words “under God” into the Pledge of Allegiance in 1954 and established “In God We Trust” as the official national motto two years later. As Eisenhower said in support of changing the Pledge, “Whatever our individual church, whatever our personal creed, in our fundamental faith we are all one. Together we thank the Power that has made and preserved us as a nation.” The president himself began several civil religious traditions: he was the first to say a prayer before his inaugural address, the first to begin Cabinet meetings with prayer, the first to be baptized while in office, and the first to preside over a National Prayer Breakfast. Even the Supreme Court joined in the revival. “We are a religious people whose institutions presuppose a Supreme Being,” wrote Justice William O. Douglas in one of his opinions.3

As politics reflected religion, so too did diplomacy. Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles both, in differing ways and to varying degrees, applied faith to foreign policy. Their moral rectitude has not always sat well with historians. Dulles, noted Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., was “the high priest of the Cold War” who waged an ideologically aggressive, even reckless, campaign of American exceptionalism. Schlesinger captured his subject well, and most observers have since concurred. Yet this characterization of Dulles, and by extension Eisenhower, also ignores the sources of their public piety and their reasons for applying it to foreign policy. For all their stridency and bluster, the religious views of Eisenhower and Dulles were more subtle than most portraits would suggest. They had their reasons, which went beyond the simplicities of reactionary anticommunism. Whether their stewardship of U.S. foreign policy was shrewd is another matter. To better understand what they did, however, we first need to understand their religious views more fully.4

AS PRESIDENT, Dwight D. Eisenhower exhibited a faith that was more broadly ecumenical and less doctrinally informed than any since that of another general-turned-politician, George Washington. There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of Eisenhower’s faith, though many observers do: because it was so theologically imprecise, because he spoke in almost deist generalities, and because he did not join a church until he became president at a time when religious devotion was a political necessity, his religion has been easy to deride and dismiss as a political tactic or mere rhetoric. He was, Democratic Senator Matthew Neely angrily charged in 1954, a “publican,” someone who worshipped only so he could “parade” his religion “for political purposes.” For a man so ostentatiously pious, Eisenhower could also be shockingly irreverent. As he said to Ezra Taft Benson, a prominent Mormon who was secretary of agriculture, “we’ve got to deal with spiritual matters. I feel your church connection … is a distinct asset.” Or when reminded that he had begun a Cabinet meeting without first pausing for reflection—a custom, after all, he himself had begun—he snapped, “Oh, goddammit, we forgot the silent prayer.” Such comments, as well as his habit of playing golf on Sundays instead of attending church, did nothing to allay concerns that Eisenhower’s commitment to religion was not especially strong.5

“Although Eisenhower himself cannot be characterized as a devout man,” notes one of the most astute historians of the era’s religion and politics, “his rhetoric is indicative of the climate of opinion during his administration, and the president, a shrewd political animal, knew how to exploit prevailing attitudes.” As with Arthur Schlesinger’s portrayal of Dulles, this assessment of Eisenhower is mostly correct: the president was indeed politically shrewd, and part of this skill was knowing how to deploy religious imagery in support of his policies and his own personal appeal. But it is also incomplete. While Eisenhower’s faith was neither sophisticated nor profound, it was consistent, and consistently devout. He essentially held fast to one big idea—that religious faith was the source of democratic politics—and applied it loosely throughout his presidency, especially to foreign policy.6

David Dwight Eisenhower—his names were switched in childhood—was born in Texas in 1890 but moved with his family to Abilene, Kansas, when he was only a few months old. Abilene, named for a biblical region mentioned in the Book of Luke (3:1), was a very small town lost in the vast remoteness of the Kansas prairie. Known initially as the fabled Wild West’s most rambunctious, licentious outpost, Abilene had settled into a more sedentary lifestyle by the time the Eisenhowers arrived. The region’s desolation had incubated religious movements of burning intensity for decades, and in this sense, the Eisenhowers could feel at home. Young Dwight’s paternal grandfather had been not only a successful farmer but also a preacher in the River Brethren, a small, fundamentalist Protestant sect that originated among the German immigrants of Pennsylvania. His parents raised their children in a strict religious household, with Bible readings several times a day. Even his name, Dwight, was steeped in American faith, coming not from a family member but in honor of the great evangelist, Dwight L. Moody. The River Brethren were such a tiny group that in a place like rural Kansas, far from most of their fellow believers back east, they had to worship in one another’s homes. “There is no question about the regimen of religious instruction,” notes Peter Lyon, an otherwise skeptical biographer, of Eisenhower’s childhood. “The boys were steeped in it.” Much later in life, Eisenhower reflected that he and his brothers “are all very earnestly and seriously religious. We could not help being so considering our upbringing.” They continued to “devoutly believe in the extraordinary virtues of our parents,” he remarked in 1954. “First of all they believed the admonition ‘The fear of God is the beginning of all wisdom.’ ” Later in life, his parents joined another strict sect of uncompromising values, the Jehovah’s Witnesses.7

“I am a serious and fervent Protestant and have been so throughout my career.” Such a statement, issued in the spring of 1952 as Eisenhower considered a run for the presidency, smacks of special pleading and tactical savvy. And no doubt it was both. After leaving provincial Abilene for West Point and a military career that would take him around the world, Eisenhower rarely attended church. Yet special pleading and tactical savvy do not necessarily contradict, let alone eliminate room for, sincere religious devotion. Eisenhower may not have gone to church during his long military career, but churchgoing had never been a part of his life, not even in his fervent fundamentalist upbringing. As a national politician at a time of unusually strong popular religiosity, it would indeed have made great political sense for him to make an issue of his religion. But it does not mean that he lacked religion, only that he was exploiting one of his best natural assets. “I am one of the most deeply religious men I know,” he claimed at a 1948 press conference at Columbia University, years before the presidency beckoned, and there is no reason to doubt him.8

Religious, perhaps, but not theological. In keeping with a boy who had been raised on a steady diet of uncompromising but unchurched faith, Eisenhower’s religion was vague to the point of formlessness. It was an American civil religion as much as it was a Bible-based faith. At that same Columbia press conference, he explained that being deeply religious “doesn’t mean that I adhere to any particular sect or organization. I do not believe that Democracy can exist without religion and I do believe in Democracy.” He rarely quoted from scripture or made biblical allusions and loathed denominational identities and liturgical disputes. He became a member of the National Presbyterian Church in Washington after living an adult life without a spiritual home, but he did not become a sectarian. He explained that he had always “treasured my independence” in religious matters “because I like to note the difference in the several Protestant denominations.” Eisenhower was broadly devout without being narrowly doctrinal. He was, in short, perfectly attuned to his times.9

This was no accident. Eisenhower was careful to cultivate his religious image, not just for partisan political advantage but as the nation’s moral custodian. He felt it his duty, as president, to provide moral inspiration and guidance. And being moral meant being religious. Prodded by Clare Booth Luce to lead by example, Eisenhower decided to root his presidency in acting as the minister-in-chief for a reinvigorated civil religion. He believed he had a responsibility to serve “not only as the political leader, but as the spiritual leader of our times.” With his own devout but unlimitedly broad religious faith, he was ideally suited to serving in such a role. Some of his closest aides certainly thought so. “What President Eisenhower wants for America is a revival of religious faith,” wrote Stanley High, a former Republican campaign strategist who became an editor at Reader’s Digest. “He is determined to use his influence and his office to make this period a spiritual turning point in America, and thereby to recover the strengths, the values, and the conduct which a vital faith produces in a people.” As president, claimed senior White House aide Frederic Fox, who also happened to be a former Congregational minister—the first member of the clergy to be a White House staffer since the Civil War—Eisenhower “has a new responsibility. He is not only the Upholder of the Constitution; he is the ‘Defender of the Faith.’ ”10

What Fox meant was that religion had a geopolitical role, too. For in the Cold War, when America seemed to face an existential threat to its values and political system as well as its physical security, religion offered both a sword and a shield. For Eisenhower, religion was important in that it alone could distinguish between the justness of America’s cause and the wickedness of the Soviet Union’s. Religion told Americans who they were, what they stood for, and thus also what they fought for. Though there was more on the margins, Eisenhower’s religious rhetoric essentially struck a single theme over and over again: religious faith, and with it freedom of worship, was the bedrock of democracy. Here, Eisenhower was tapping into and reinventing a very old tradition of American thinking of the relationship between religious and political liberty. He was already familiar with this idea, having deployed it in the war. Nazi Germany’s assault on civilization, General Eisenhower said in 1943, “constitutes a direct conflict between the forces of evil and those of Christian principles of human rights and dignity.” And on this point, his belief in a civil religion of watered-down ecumenism served him well—but not without controversy.11

In December 1952, speaking at a meeting of the Freedoms Foundation at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York, President-elect Eisenhower reminisced about Georgi Zhukov, the Red Army general who had engineered the Soviet Union’s victory over Nazi Germany on the Eastern Front much as Eisenhower had done for the British and American armies in North Africa and France. Despite their clashing views, Eisenhower spoke fondly of Zhukov and surmised that the Soviet general’s postwar fall from grace stemmed from their wartime friendship. But Eisenhower also spoke of the great ideological and moral gulf that separated them. Zhukov once told him that communism was an idealistic, moral philosophy that appealed to humanity’s better instincts but nonetheless required individual sacrifice for the good of all; by contrast, the United States told its people “they could do as they pleased” because it was grounded in a “materialistic and selfish” ideology. Eisenhower did not berate his Soviet friend. Instead, he pitied him, because a communist could never understand the true source of American ideas. “I knew it would do no good” to argue with Zhukov, Eisenhower told his audience at the Waldorf, because the American system “is founded on religion,” and the Soviet general would not understand the importance of faith. “In other words,” Eisenhower continued in words that would later come to haunt him, “our form of Government has no sense unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious faith, and I don’t care what it is.” Most commentators stop there, and hold up Eisenhower’s words as proof of his banality or insincerity. But Eisenhower himself had not stopped: “With us of course it is the Judo-Christian [sic] concept but it must be a religion that all men are created equal. So what was the use of me talking to Zhukov about that? Religion, he had been taught, was the opiate of the people.”12

Eisenhower’s meaning, inelegantly expressed, was a version of the Christian republicanism that had helped shape American political thought for the previous two hundred years. People were inherently equal in the eyes of God because they had been created in his image. God, moreover, was the only being to whom they owed their automatic allegiance; below God, everyone else was equal. Eisenhower was fond of paraphrasing (he rarely quoted it accurately) the Declaration of Independence to this effect. “ ‘We hold that all men are endowed by their Creator’ with certain rights,” he explained to a friend a year later. “The point is that except for this equality of right, a gift from the Almighty, there was no sense, logic or reason in free government.” Once people had agreed on this basic premise—fundamental to monotheistic religions such as Christianity and Judaism—as the Founders had in 1776, they could construct a democratic system built upon political equality. Atheistic societies, such as the Soviet Union or the People’s Republic of China, lacked such built-in safeguards for democratic equality and were thus prone to tyranny. To Eisenhower, this was an elemental and elementary concept, almost self-evident. As he explained to the United Jewish Laymen’s Committee, “Our Democracy needs Religion; our Religion also needs Democracy.” It was as simple as that.13

Eisenhower had a very traditional fear of concentrated power, such as communism, that was particularly strong in both American and Protestant political thought. As he said in a 1948 speech, “danger arises from too great a concentration of power in the hands of any individual or group.” If unchecked and “allowed to dominate,” such concentrations of power were “fully capable of destroying individual freedom.” In Eisenhower’s mind, religious liberty and free enterprise were the most important sources of freedom, even more important than the right to vote or freedom of the press. No matter how diluted it had become, his Protestant faith—particularly his highly autonomous, anti-statist fundamentalist background—was a powerful source of these ideas. “Our Protestant beliefs and convictions,” Eisenhower exclaimed in a revealing detour out from under the Judeo-Christian umbrella, provided the foundation for “our civilization and government.”14

Religious liberty was thus an essential protector of civil liberty; without the first, the second could not exist. “The freedom of a citizen and the freedom of a religious believer are more than intimately related,” he said in 1958, “they are mutually dependent. These two liberties give life to the heart of our Nation. We are politically free people because each of us is free to express his individual faith.” Atheists were not only amoral, and probably immoral, but were incapable of democratic self-government. Elinor Smith, the aviator and freethinker, castigated Eisenhower’s stance as “freedom of religion for everyone but agnostics. You can have any you like, but you gotta pick one.” Intended to be sarcastic, her joke in fact interpreted Eisenhower’s meaning perfectly. In a very impolitic statement that caused a storm of controversy, he told a delegation of Nebraska Republicans that the “one place where France has gone astray” was that “50 per cent of their people [are] agnostics or atheists. It takes no brains to be an atheist.” It also meant that French “moral fiber has disintegrated.”15

Normally, the religious complexion of France would not have been America’s concern, but for Eisenhower, as for almost all policymakers at the time, the interconnected world of the Cold War was not a normal time or place. France’s alleged atheism was an irritant, not a threat, but Eisenhower felt the same could not be said of Soviet communism. Perhaps the greatest concentration of power ever known, communism was in service to an expansionist Soviet state. It was not simply an ideological irritant but a geopolitical threat. He believed, as he told world leaders assembled for the United Nations’ tenth anniversary celebrations in 1955, that “man—a physical, intellectual and spiritual being—has individual rights, divinely bestowed,” and that “to deny any person the opportunity to live under their shelter is a crime against all humanity.” The key difference between French and Soviet atheism was that France did not seek to deny anyone else from holding their own beliefs, while the Soviet Union did. Thus it was important to identify communism not merely as a military or political threat, but as a moral and religious one. “Communism denies the spiritual premises on which your education has been based,” he warned Baylor University’s graduating class of 1956. According to the communists, “there is no God; there is no soul in man; there is no reward beyond the satisfaction of daily needs.” The implications were terrifying: “toward the human being, Communism is cruel, intolerant, materialistic.” Most ominously for the United States, it was also “committed to conquest by lure, by intimidation and by force” and sought “to destroy the political concepts and institutions that we hold to be dearer than life itself.”16

In two of his most famous speeches, Eisenhower began and ended his presidency with this same warning. His first inaugural address, in 1953, used religion to celebrate America’s virtues and identify the Soviet menace. “At such a time in history,” he declared,


we who are free must proclaim anew our faith. This faith is the abiding creed of our fathers. It is our faith in the deathless dignity of man, governed by eternal moral and natural laws.

This faith defines our full view of life. It establishes, beyond debate, those gifts of the Creator that are man’s inalienable rights, and that make all men equal in His sight.

 … This faith rules our whole way of life. It decrees that we, the people, elect leaders not to rule but to serve.



After reaffirming “our dedication and devotion to … the watchfulness of a Divine Providence,” Eisenhower turned to the antithesis of the American creed and echoed holy war rhetoric from the Puritans to NSC-68:


The enemies of this faith know no god but force, no devotion but its use. They tutor men in treason. They feed upon the hunger of others. Whatever defies them, they torture, especially the truth.

 … This conflict strikes directly at the faith of our fathers and the lives of our sons. No principle or treasure that we hold, from the spiritual knowledge of our free schools and churches to the creative magic of free labor and capital, nothing lies safely beyond the reach of this struggle.

Freedom is pitted against slavery; lightness against the dark.

The faith we hold belongs not to us alone but to the free of all the world.



Almost exactly eight years later, as he prepared to depart the White House, he repeated this stark warning. In his farewell address, the same speech in which he warned against the increasingly concentrated power of America’s own “military-industrial complex,” he reminded Americans that they faced “a hostile ideology—global in scope, atheistic in character, ruthless in purpose, and insidious in method.” America, he said, must never let down its guard.17

But, like his fellow Presbyterian George Kennan, Eisenhower believed that America would prevail if it remained true to itself. It would be a difficult test, but he was certain Americans could pass it. “Confronted by a militant atheism and brazen materialism, our religious institutions were never more important to our way of life,” he wrote to a retired general in 1954. “It is only as we are strong in faith that we are adequate for our age.” And like Kennan, he believed that communism contained the seeds of its own destruction. No political system without faith, and thus without individual autonomy, could survive against the wishes of its own people for very long. “The destiny of man is freedom and justice under his Creator,” not communism, he told the Baylor students. “Any ideology that denies this universal faith will ultimately perish or be recast.” Religion was an essential part of containment: it was an intangible and thus unstoppable force. It was a faithful, penitent America’s secret weapon. “The free world has one great factor in common,” he told a national television audience before departing for the 1955 Geneva Conference. “We are not held together by force but we are held together by this great factor. It is this. The free world lives under one religion or another. It believes in a divine power. It believes in a supreme being.” Then he asked all Americans, “165 million of us,” to pray for peace on Sunday. “This would be a mighty force.”18

Through the efforts of Secretary of State Dulles, examined below, but also in other ways, the Eisenhower administration sought to apply this mighty force of faith to the practice of U.S. foreign policy. A large part of these efforts were simply through presidential rhetoric, which mobilized Americans into action by identifying their adversary and reminding them why they must struggle against it. Religion could also apply pressure to atheist regimes who did not respect faith but whose people did. In 1954, Eisenhower declared September 22 to be an official National Day of Prayer, and he invited people living throughout Europe to join in. As he explained to Senator William Knowland, the Soviets had “not succeeded in extinguishing the religious faith and aspirations of the peoples behind the Iron Curtain.” Appealing to the people of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union therefore “supports our conviction that, if the present oppressive regime were removed, we should probably quickly establish friendly relations between our nation and the peoples now so cruelly cut off from the free world.” Through the universal religious impulse, Eisenhower hoped to drive a wedge between communist rulers and their people.19

At the World Council of Churches’ second assembly, held in 1954 in Evanston, Illinois, Eisenhower used his address to call for a World Day of Prayer that would, if only for a few moments, unite the global faithful as a single community bound not by any government but only by their shared individual belief in a higher deity. Despite its logistical difficulties, the United States Information Agency was eager to launch the president’s plan. “To be successful,” the USIA’s Abbott Washburn enthused to the White House,


the world-wide moment of prayer must embrace not just Christians but Mohammedans, Buddhists, and all major religions—each person praying as an individual. Thus the great action would not be ecclesiastical, but personal. Each in his own way. Some standing. Some kneeling on prayer rugs. Some, behind the Curtain, praying only in their minds, silently. Some in services in their own familiar churches. Some at home. Some listening to and participating in a vast global radio service, led by the temporal and spiritual leaders of free countries.



This would not really be an ecumenical initiative but a weapon in the Cold War. It would be, Washburn continued, “a dramatic event of magnitude and impact” that would “give us and the Free World the initiative in the movement for peace. (The Soviets continually label us war-mongers.)” It would also “reveal the true spiritual foundation of our Government and our society, in contrast to the Russian. (The one thing the USSR cannot promote is prayer for peace.)” It would “stress the real unity of human aspirations, in spite of differences of race, culture and religion,” and of course establish the United States as the guarantor of that moral unity. Above all, said Washburn, it would be “unstoppable. No man, not even a prisoner, can be stopped from prayer, providing the prayer is the prayer of the heart.”20

Beyond propaganda, religion inflected the direction of policymaking as well. The fact that South Vietnam’s Ngo Dinh Diem was Roman Catholic, for example, was a significant factor in leading Eisenhower and Dulles to support his bid for the leadership of an overwhelmingly Buddhist country. During Hungary’s 1956 revolt against Soviet rule, Radio Free Europe vigorously promoted Jozsef Cardinal Mindszenty, the head not only of the country’s Catholicism but perhaps also its most prominent anticommunist, as the rightful leader of the uprising. Dulles told the NSC that Mindszenty, not Imre Nagy, was the rebellion’s “unifying force,” while Eisenhower used a press conference to hail the Cardinal as a symbol “of freedom and the desire for liberation.” When the revolt failed, the U.S. Embassy in Budapest gave Mindszenty emergency refuge, and then granted him permanent asylum; he would not leave the embassy grounds for the next fifteen years. In more systematic fashion, religion was also an important part of the Eisenhower administration’s propaganda campaign, conducted by the Operations Coordinating Board and the U.S. Information Agency, to convince the world’s people of the evils of communism and the virtues of Americanism.21

But these were not even the most important policies to be influenced by faith. And with the second coming of John Foster Dulles, Eisenhower was not the only high priest of America’s Cold War.

IN KEEPING WITH the spirit of the times, Eisenhower chose John Foster Dulles to be his secretary of state. Dulles was of course eminently qualified to serve as a spiritual statesman, having been a delegate to the peace conferences following both world wars and an architect of the United Nations. His most formative experience in world politics, we have seen, came as head of the Federal Council of Churches’ Commission on a Just and Durable Peace. The ecumenical internationalism he imbibed and internalized at the Commission provided him with a coherent worldview and strategic outlook. He was a spiritual diplomat, equally adept in both worlds, and it was this versatility that appealed to Eisenhower. “There is probably no one in the world who has the technical competence of Foster Dulles in this diplomatic field,” the president reflected midway through his presidency. But as much as his diplomatic skill, Eisenhower also admired Dulles’s “great intellectual capacity and moral courage.” Stanley High, an Eisenhower adviser during the 1952 campaign, praised Dulles’s “pronounced spiritual convictions” and esteem among “church people, as no other man of this generation, as a Christian statesman.” Eisenhower did not disagree.22

Yet Dulles in power scarcely resembled Dulles the ecumenist. Where he had once warned against the temptations of military intervention, now he seemed to advocate using force as a first resort; where he had once questioned the atomic bombing of Japan, now he seemed to flaunt a cavalier attitude toward nuclear weapons; and where he had once helped design the UN to be a forum for all people to conduct their affairs together, now he divided the world into good and evil, freedom and communism, faith and godlessness. “You may have to recognize the fact of evil,” Secretary of State Dulles said in what amounted to a wholesale rebuke of both Christian pacifists and realists, “but that doesn’t mean that you have to clasp it to your bosom.” As secretary of state, Dulles’s piety seemed to acquire a harder, more triumphalist edge. “No one in the State Department knows as much about the Bible as I do,” he crowed after moving into Foggy Bottom, and he seemed intent on proving it. The “terrible things” happening around the world were because geopolitics had been “separated from spiritual content,” he warned in words that bore more resemblance to a fundamentalist sermon than his usual mainline fare. “Such conditions repel us. But it is important to understand what causes these conditions. It is irreligion.” How could this new Dulles have anything in common with his old self when they seemed to be two completely different people?23

The answer is deceptively simple: they were not so different after all. Contrary to most portraits, there was no real inconsistency between his work for the Federal Council and his stewardship of the State Department. In fact, his second coming was a product of, rather than a reaction to, his wartime work. The positions that Secretary of State Dulles took as the nation’s leading holy warrior did not repudiate his earlier views so much as take them to their logical extremes. And even in the remoteness of those diplomatic extremities, when he sometimes seemed isolated from not only allies and public opinion but also his own president, Dulles privately continued to believe what his public persona could not: that war was a sin, that nuclear weapons had a greater potential for evil than good, that integration was still the best means of facilitating cooperation, and that cooperation was still the surest path to peace. Beneath a doggedly, aggressively anticommunist exterior still lurked an ecumenical internationalist.24

Admittedly, to say that Dulles was not completely different from his earlier self is not to say there was no difference. For after 1953—indeed, after 1946—he did adopt a much more strident, dogmatic, aggressive approach to the Cold War, and specifically to the Soviet Union. But here lies the solution to the riddle of Dulles. World War II had defeated Nazism and other forms of fascism, and Dulles was in the vanguard of fashioning a new world order that would make great power war unnecessary, and eventually obsolete. But after the war, Soviet communists seemed intent on sabotaging this new world order simply in order to advance their own expansionist and tyrannical ambitions. They acted not on behalf of humanity, but for their own selfish ends. A visceral hostility to communism now began to consume Dulles, not only because he disliked its atheism, its dictatorship of the proletariat, and its command economy, but because the Soviets—and only the Soviets—stood between the people of the world and an era of peace and prosperity. At San Francisco, Dulles confessed he had “some doubt as to whether the Soviets really wanted a world organization.” Now, in the Cold War, he was sure of it.25

Thus from 1946 until his death in 1959, Dulles modified his ecumenical internationalism to do battle with communism in order to rescue ecumenical internationalism. First in occasional partnership with the Truman administration and Protestant ecumenists, and then much more substantially as Eisenhower’s secretary of state, Dulles mounted a crusade to rid the world of communism so it could find the peace it deserved.

…

UNTIL THE COLD WAR, Dulles had never been an anticommunist crusader. Before 1945–46, in fact, he had shown little interest in communism and certainly did not see it as an all-consuming threat to Western civilization. To be sure, anticommunism was part of his intellectual and personal background. While serving as Wilson’s secretary of state, his uncle Robert Lansing responded to the 1917 Bolshevik revolution by denouncing “these dangerous idealists” who appealed to the world’s “ignorant and mentally deficient, who by their numbers are urged to become masters.” Communism, Lansing concluded straightaway, was “a very real danger in view of the present social unrest throughout the world.” Unlike many mainline Protestants in the interwar period, Dulles had never admired communism’s industrial achievements or commitment to social justice, and during the war he worried about America’s enthusiasm for its Soviet ally. Temperamentally and intellectually, Dulles and communism were simply too unsuited to each other. Like fascism, communism abridged the freedom of worship and respect for individual liberties that Dulles believed to be indispensable to peace, justice, and democracy. But before the end of World War II, communism had never been his overriding concern. Most of the time, he simply ignored it.26

For at least a year after the surrender of Germany, Dulles did not abandon his dream of world peace through global governance, international organization, and world brotherhood. He still believed, very deeply, that the UN reflected the universal hopes of all humanity. That it actually reflected a very Western, indeed predominantly American view of world politics seems to have totally escaped him. In March 1946, after resuming his duties with the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace, he drafted a comprehensive statement of guidance for the Federal Council of Churches. Other than a passing reference to Stalin’s meeting with Truman and Churchill at Potsdam, Dulles did not once mention communism; nor did he even allude to a Soviet threat. Instead, reprising his wartime ecumenical vision, he called for the United States to work through the UN, “accept the jurisdiction of the World Court in all legal disputes,” help draft an International Bill of Rights, maintain control of nuclear policy in civilian hands, sponsor comprehensive and mutual disarmament, abolish conscription, and “seek the development of international or universal law.” It was a classically mainline peace manifesto that would not have been out of place if published in the noninterventionist pages of the Christian Century circa 1938.27

As his biographer has noted, Dulles’s mood changed sharply only a month later. The timing of this sudden transition in the spring of 1946 was not unusual for American officials and those, like Dulles, who had a vested interest in foreign policymaking. In the previous months, Stalin had declared capitalism and communism to be incompatible and a third world war inevitable, Churchill had declared the Iron Curtain to be descending across Europe, Kennan had written his Long Telegram from Moscow, and the Soviets had seemed to threaten a takeover of northern Iran. Witness to what he thought was communist obstructionism and expansionism as the rest of the world began the tasks of economic reconstruction and political settlement, Dulles turned sharply against the Soviet Union. First, in June 1946, courtesy of his fellow Christian cold warrior Henry R. Luce, came two major articles in Life magazine that sounded the trumpet for a new American crusade. According to Dulles, the Soviets had divided the world into three spheres—inner, middle, and outer—and aimed to dominate all three. They conceived the world, as did internationalist Americans such as Dulles, as interconnected and indivisible; therefore, in order to maintain Soviet security, Moscow had to spread its system into as much of the rest of the world as possible. It was a classic strategy of security through expansion, but Dulles did not have the presence of mind to note that it was a mirror image of his own American geopolitics. Like Stalin, internationalist Americans perceived the world as irreversibly interconnected, and to protect U.S. security, they would have to expand, as widely as possible, America’s own political and economic system. In order to feel secure, both had to create an international environment in which they could feel at home. It was a recipe for conflict that was as natural as it was unavoidable, yet increasingly Dulles did not see it this way.28

The articles in Life provoked something of a backlash among his colleagues at the FCC. In a pivotal meeting to decide the future direction of the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace just days after the publication of the first article, Dulles faced a barrage of skeptical questions. Even Niebuhr, who as we shall see was in some ways every bit as much an anticommunist Cold Warrior as Dulles, thought he had gone too far. The Soviet Union was a danger, Niebuhr conceded, but it was acting “out of a sense of her weakness.” The best thing the United States could do now would be to remove the sources of Soviet suspicion. Doing so would not end all tension, but it would alleviate the worst of it. Bishop Bromley Oxnam, perhaps the Commission member who was personally and professionally closest to Dulles, was the most bewildered. He simply could not understand why his friend had so quickly become such a hard-liner. Oxnam warned that Dulles’s new stance raised the “danger of developing a holy war against Communism.” The United States had enough social, racial, and economic problems of its own, Oxnam reminded Dulles, so why should Americans assume a posture of moral superiority? Niebuhr sided with Oxnam. John Coleman Bennett wanted Dulles and the Truman administration instead “to let the Russians know that we are not going to try to destroy their system.” Though he did not use the term, Niebuhr then suggested that Soviet-American tensions were caused by what political scientists call the “security dilemma”: when a state feels threatened, it reacts in a way that it sees as defensive but that others perceive as aggressive, thus making them feel threatened; defensive moves seem aggressive to others, triggering an escalating cycle of tension. Resolving the security dilemma requires a level of trust that is usually impossible to attain. “You are dealing with a highly organized society that feels itself imperiled but is spreading out further and further on the basis of its feeling,” Niebuhr said of the Soviet Union. There “is such a thing as a vicious circle of fear. Fears of the Russians are plausible. They produce the situation which they fear. If you don’t say anything about that then I don’t think you can say [anything] about having peace with Russia.”29

But Dulles would not budge. The Soviet Union was not a partner for peace—believing so was America’s big mistake during the war—but a threat to be contained. Interestingly, the rhetoric of rollback—of eradicating, rather than merely containing, global communism—was not yet a part of his ideological arsenal. On this point, Dulles thought himself much more the realist than the neo-orthodox Niebuhr and Bennett. “In order to have a peaceful outcome of this thing we must realize quickly that the attack is there and if we don’t do something quickly about it we shall have to surrender or go to war,” he said in a rebuttal to his Commission colleagues. “The main question is, are we going to tell the American people that they face this kind of a challenge or are we going to say that the Soviet [Union] is sweetness and light? The challenge came—how are we going to parry it?” Under these new circumstances, it would be foolish for the Commission and the FCC to call for the usual mainline goals—the very same goals Dulles had reiterated as recently as March—of disarmament and unconditional dialogue. “If we were to proceed to disarm today that would leave unchecked the forces which would bring ruin on the world. Just now there is one thing which is holding the forces of the Soviets and their satellites back from complete invasion of Europe”—the Allied occupying forces. The “heart of the problem” and the “reason we face the danger of war with the Soviet Union and don’t face it with other countries,” Dulles continued, “is that the Russian system in its present mood is one of very extreme intolerance and of the feeling that it is right and justified to use any available method, including force and violence to eliminate those who don’t share the views they think are right.” Instead of negotiating with the Soviets, who would never do so in good faith, Dulles insisted on the need for “a clear and direct demonstration of the vigor and vitality of our system.” When Oxnam pointed out that in fact the American system had also been guilty of intolerance, aggression, and imperialism, Dulles shot back, “Why do we have to run all that down? Why present ourselves as such a terrible species of being?” Especially at a time, he argued, when the Europeans themselves were desperate for American assurances. The United States had had its problems, Dulles admitted, but in the final analysis its record on democracy and human rights was incomparably better than the Soviet Union’s. “I just don’t see how we help our case at all by deprecating all that.”30

Dulles’s views on the United States and the Soviet Union were changing dramatically. In the United States, which he had once seen as a paradoxical embodiment of racist democracy and progressive empire, he now saw an exceptionally virtuous nation of faith that had committed sins of omission, not commission, and was a leading light to the rest of the world. Americans, he told a forum sponsored by the New York Herald Tribune in 1947, “have a great heritage.” Some thought it political, some economic, but their heritage “is, in its essentials, a religious heritage” that had become “widely known as an experiment in human freedom.” Instead of deriving rights from the state, the “sovereignty of man rests upon a religious estimate of his nature. Without this estimate he tends to slavery,” as in a communist society.31

Conversely, in the Soviet Union Dulles saw an awesome military juggernaut that marched at the command of an unremittingly hostile atheist ideology and at the whim of a malevolent dictator. It was natural, he declared in a Philadelphia speech in the fall of 1946, for allies to squabble after they had defeated their common enemy. “This time, however, what is happening is more than that. We seem to be witnessing a challenge to established civilization—the kind of thing which occurs only once in centuries.” Dulles compared the Soviets not to more recent hegemonic challengers, such as the Nazi Germans or Napoleonic French, but to the Islamic hordes who had “swept over much of Christendom” in the Middle Ages. “The faith and institutions of Soviet Communism differ vastly from those of the Western democracies,” he explained, and it was the Soviet Union’s mission to see its faith and institutions triumph over all rivals. Whereas the Soviets were materialistic, dictatorial, communistic, and violent, the West was based on religious faith, democracy, free enterprise, and a peaceful order. His colleagues on the Federal Council still called for disarmament, but Dulles wanted “to keep the United States strong militarily as long as it was under the guns of a threatening power.”32

An awkward divide now began to separate Dulles from his erstwhile colleagues in the mainline churches. They still agreed theologically—Dulles had not become more conservative on religion. But on foreign policy, Dulles was inching toward the right, certainly in relation to the FCC. He complained that the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace—and by extension, mainline liberal Protestantism as a whole—“has been derelict in not facing up to the Russian problem.” For their part, liberal Protestants felt disappointed, even betrayed, by Dulles’s newfound anticommunism. James A. Crain of the mainline United Christian Missionary Society thought it was “extremely unfortunate” that Dulles, “the man who has become the symbol of Protestant thinking about World Order,” would use the prominence of Life magazine “to express views which are so widely at variance with the spirit, if not the actual text,” of the FCC’s foreign policy views. Yet Dulles was still unacceptable to fundamentalist Protestants, such as Carl McIntire, who accused him of being “an effective tool” of the “extremely radical and pacifist” Federal Council.33

Could Crain and McIntire both be right? On almost all other matters, no. Yet it is a testament to Dulles’s complexity and contradictions that on this issue they each had a point. With Dulles, both liberals and conservatives could have cause for grievance. McIntire’s complaint is especially interesting, for while Dulles became a crusading Cold Warrior wielding the sword of the spirit, he also retained enough of his mainline liberalism to keep the shield of faith nearby. What McIntire recognized that many historians have not, in other words, was that Dulles had not completely repudiated his earlier views. In 1946, as a result of his debate with Niebuhr, Bennett, and Oxnam, the final version of Dulles’s Commission statement on the Cold War accepted the security dilemma—and its explicit recognition of Soviet concerns as to some extent understandable, even perhaps legitimate—as a fundamental cause of tension. In 1947, in a private meeting about Security Council voting procedures with Andrei Gromyko, the Soviet Ambassador to the UN, Dulles confessed that he “could understand” that the Soviets “would be particularly sensitive” about their position in the world. A year later, he publicly recognized that “Russian leaders do not now want war and would not initiate war unless they genuinely believed that war was our intention.” He also acknowledged that “Russia suffered horribly from the last war. Because she emerged victorious and because her leaders now adopt a hard attitude, we forget how deeply she was wounded.” He still insisted that there was a Soviet threat, but it was one based on “penetration, propaganda, and terrorism” that could be defeated through vigilant containment. Two years after that, in 1950, he and Walter Van Kirk, an old friend and a leading light of the Protestant peace crusade, coauthored an NCC statement declaring that war with the Soviet Union was neither “inevitable nor imminent” and that “the best hope of preventing global atomic war lies in preventing the recurrence of global war itself.” Moreover, his belief in racial and religious tolerance had not ebbed. “Most people of the world are not white and they are not of the Christian or Jewish tradition,” he said in a 1947 statement. “In fact, no race and no religion can muster a majority of the whole. Thus no group is accepted in the world as a friend, if its members seem to be contemptuous of races or religions different from their own.” Nor had he abandoned the FCC’s commitment to decolonization. He regarded “the colonial system as obsolete,” he declared as a member of the U.S. delegation to the UN, “and wished to see it abolished.”34

Rather than a simple fear of the Soviets, then, Dulles’s worldview was in fact a complicated mix of anticommunism and American nationalism with ecumenical internationalism. But as the Cold War deepened, his anticommunism and nationalism began to eclipse his ecumenical internationalism. Dulles still believed that broadly integrative organizations, such as the United Nations and the World Council of Churches, could steer the world toward peace. But how could the UN and the WCC resolve international problems if the Soviets and their allies took advantage of the good faith on which they were based? To Dulles’s great frustration, already in 1944, at Dumbarton Oaks, the Soviets seemed to be intent on sabotaging Dulles’s six pillars of peace. Now, at the UN, the Soviet veto was proving to be an obstacle to peace and the undoing of global governance. Meanwhile, at the WCC, communist sympathizers who had the temerity to call themselves Christian were sabotaging the ecumenical project from within. Infiltration, subversion, sowing dissension—these, Dulles believed, were the hallmarks of an eventual communist takeover.35

The tensions between Dulles’s anticommunism and his ecumenism, once buried deep within, came rushing to the surface at the World Council of Churches’ founding assembly in Amsterdam in 1948. With the Czech theologian Josef Hromadka criticizing the West in general and American capitalism in particular, Dulles felt he had to counteract a dangerous threat to the unity of the Christian West. The clergy and laity who assembled at Amsterdam “represent both great diversity and great unity,” he said in his address. Diversity was a strength, but not without moral unity; hence the importance of the WCC, the FCC in the United States, and the UN. But the WCC gathering “comes at a fateful hour, for, in the world, division is assuming an ominous character.” Ecumenical convocations such as the WCC and international organizations such as the UN could only work if they were based on two fundamental principles that were the source of all human and civil rights: moral law and the dignity of the individual, both of which “rest on fundamental religious assumptions.” For those in the audience who had not yet grasped that his address was also an attack on atheist Soviet communism, Dulles elaborated:


Marxian communism is atheistic and materialistic. Its leaders reject the concept of moral law. There is, says Stalin, no such thing as “eternal justice”; laws are merely the means whereby those in power carry out their will, and human beings have no rights that are God-given and therefore not subject to be taken away from them.

 … The Soviet communist regime is not a regime of peace and, indeed, it does not purport to be …. It is inevitable that orthodox communism should reject peaceful ways, except as a matter of temporary expediency, because it rejects the moral premises that alone make possible the permanent organization of peace. Peace can never be stabilized except by institutions that seek to reflect the moral law and that respect the dignity of the individual.



For democratic, peace-loving Christians, the source of their salvation was ironic: resistance. Here, Dulles approached something of the tragic element in Niebuhr’s thought, though Niebuhr abhorred Dulles’s American exceptionalism. “The solution,” Dulles explained, “is for those who have faith to exert themselves more vigorously to translate their faith into works.” Elsewhere, he claimed that if “communism and fascism are hateful because of the consequences of their godlessness, it is equally true that they can be successfully resisted only by societies imbued with strong spiritual convictions.” It was a logical point. Dulles’s problem, however, was that many of those in Amsterdam agreed with Hromadka’s communist logic instead.36

To overcome this dilemma, Dulles followed his own advice: he strove to turn faith into works. He did not abandon the ecumenical initiative, but instead sought to narrow it. Despite their universalist pretensions, the FCC and WCC themselves believed in limiting their membership by excluding Roman Catholics and Protestant fundamentalists, and Dulles had something similar in mind for world politics. Organizations, he had reminded his fellow delegates to San Francisco in 1945, “have the power to determine” whether a potential member “has or has not the characteristics that entitle it to representation.” Similarly, if the Soviets sabotaged the UN then it was up to the United States to create a more workable international organization that reflected its own beliefs, and work outward from there. The UN was still necessary, Dulles conceded, but for the time it simply was not a practical solution to world problems. With democratic governments comprising only a fifth of the UN’s membership, and with the Soviet Union intent on dominating the globe, world government “could not be other than despotic.” It was easy to create the UN, Dulles said shortly after the WCC Amsterdam assembly; the hard part was in finding a common morality around which all the members could coalesce. It was not simply “a matter of organization” but of finding “the will, the perseverance and the capacity of the members in support of the organization.” At a time when half of the world was dominated by atheists who did not believe in natural rights or religion, it was time to build a new organization of fellow true believers.37

This was how Dulles, one of the leading American proponents of United Nations universalism, also came to be one of the leading American proponents of Western regionalism in the form of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. He had of course already shown an ability to compromise his principles in the face of political pressure. What was significant about his support of NATO was a willingness to adapt his principles in a manner that was not exactly inconsistent with his earlier, universalistic views. Dulles explained away the apparent inconsistencies by claiming that the Soviets were tainting the UN with “their kind of reality,” based on “the principle of unanimity” that would destroy diversity of opinion, enforce conformity, and “lead easily to the argument that world peace and security could be accomplished only on a basis of universality.” Unlike the UN, which the Soviets could cynically manipulate, NATO members would be cohesive, “distinctively identified with Western civilization and its institutions of political freedom.” NATO, he told an interviewer for NBC News, was thus “a logical step in the unification of Western Europe,” and that “unity must come if Western civilization is to survive.” Dulles was also willing to cross the partisan political divide and advise the Truman administration during NATO’s planning stages.38

It was no idle commitment. In a quirk of politics due to the illness and sudden retirement of Senator Robert Wagner, Dulles found himself appointed to represent New York in the U.S. Senate. He began his term in July 1949, right in the middle of the contentious debate over NATO ratification. The North Atlantic treaty marked a significant change in U.S. history. Americans had always interacted with the world, but always on their own terms—more unilateralist than truly isolationist. The U.S. government had signed many treaties in the previous 150 years, but it had never bound itself to an entangling alliance of indefinite duration. Most controversially, Article 5 of the NATO Charter obligated all members automatically to the defense of all other members. NATO, in other words, seemed to take away from Congress the exclusive right to declare war. Led by Robert A. Taft of Ohio, Republican senators expressed deep reservations about committing to such an open-ended commitment and abridgment of American sovereignty. Breaking Senate etiquette against new members speaking on the Senate floor, Dulles rose to confront the members of his own party. “It is apparent now,” he argued, “that security could not be achieved at a single step through a single world organization.” Instead, it was now “necessary to advance progressively through a series of organizations for collective self-defense.” Dulles was still very much the ecumenist, though his vision was much more narrowly defined.39

UNDERSTANDING DULLES in an ecumenical context is vital to understanding his anticommunist turn in the early Cold War. But it is also essential if we are to reach a fuller appreciation of his tenure as one of the nation’s most influential—and controversial—secretaries of state. It is as Eisenhower’s global attack dog, not his work for the Federal Council, that we remember Dulles. Yet as we have just seen, the two cannot be separated, because his anticommunist convictions sprang from an almost parental desire to protect his offspring, an international order based upon cooperation through interdependence and integration. But even more interesting was the consistency of ecumenical internationalism that continued to run through his policies as secretary of state.

Picturing Secretary of State Dulles as a foreign policy liberal does violence to the historical imagination. In 1954, he coined the phrase “massive retaliation” to explain that the United States would use its overwhelming nuclear superiority to respond to any kind of communist expansion. Massive retaliation was bad enough, but two years later Dulles made it even worse with his infamous strategy of “brinkmanship.” Of diplomacy, Dulles told an interviewer from Life that the “ability to get to the verge without getting into the war is the necessary art. If you cannot master it, you inevitably get into a war. If you try to run away from it, if you are scared to go to the brink, you are lost.” When the art of brinkmanship was joined with the doctrine of massive retaliation, it seemed as if Dulles was using America’s nuclear weapons to play chicken with the Soviet Union.40

Such needlessly exaggerated rhetoric earned Dulles the reputation as a warmonger. It also provoked even greater distrust from religious liberals, especially those at the National Council of Churches (the FCC changed its name in 1950). Beneath the mandatory surface pleasantries, by the mid-1950s Dulles and the mainline clergy had completely lost faith in one another. As John Mackay, president of Princeton Theological Seminary, leading ecumenist, and fellow Presbyterian, reflected, Dulles lacked “a constructive approach” to America’s role in the world. “I cannot but feel that in this, Mr. Dulles was not really true to his deepest self and to insights which he had formerly expressed.” For his part, Dulles thought the churches had simply lost touch with the realities of geopolitics.41

There was some truth to these charges and countercharges, yet they obscured as much as they revealed. For beneath his anticommunist bluster, Secretary of State Dulles remained truer to his “deepest self” than the mainliners realized. He continued to hold beliefs and express doubts that were rooted in the tenets of ecumenism and liberal Protestantism. Moreover, his ecumenical instincts attuned him to the sensitivities of liberal views that he knew would be at odds with the Eisenhower administration’s more conservative policies. On a surprising number of issues, especially when his ecumenism and his anticommunism complemented each other, he seemed very much his old self. Only by remembering his ecumenical background—and not simply his religious rhetoric—can we really understand his motivations and policies.

On nuclear weapons, for example, the issue on which Dulles and church leaders clashed most often, there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that he privately shared some of their concerns. The author of massive retaliation was not averse to disarmament—so long as it was monitored by the international community. Nuclear weaponry “was too vast a power to be left for the military use of any one country,” he told Eisenhower in 1955. Ideally, it should instead be “internationalized for security purposes.” This would not undermine America’s defenses because it would simply “universalize the capacity of atomic thermonuclear weapons to deter aggression.” Deterrence, in other words, would be no longer national but international. And he knew, from his intimacy with liberal Protestants, that nuclear weapons would be not only controversial but morally troubling. “Propaganda picturing us as warmongers on account of our atomic capabilities has done incalculable harm,” he told a National Security Council meeting in 1954, perhaps forgetting it was he who had done the most to paint this picture. In any event, he realized that this was not in America’s interests, because, as he noted to Eisenhower, U.S. strategy rested upon America’s “atomic striking power. However, that striking power was apt to be immobilized by moral repugnance. If this happened, the whole structure could readily collapse.”42

Another aspect of foreign policy that is better understood in light of Dulles’s ecumenism is U.S. support for European integration. Here, there was not as much tension between his ecumenical internationalism and U.S. national interests, for most American policymakers believed that only a strong, prosperous, united Western Europe could stand as a bulwark against the spread of communism. European union fit perfectly with Dulles’s old ecumenical instincts as well as his new strategy, first seen with NATO, of limiting integration by joining forces not with everyone but only those who shared vital interests and a common moral heritage. From their time on the American and French delegations to the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, Dulles was old friends with Jean Monnet, the leading inspiration behind the European community that, after years of fitful attempts, began to take definite shape in the 1957 Treaty of Rome. Again in tandem with Monnet, Dulles vigorously promoted the European Defense Community (EDC), a plan to rearm Western Europe, including West Germany, in a measured way that would not alarm people about restoring German military power. As secretary of state, he encouraged Europe’s efforts in what were essentially secular forms of ecumenical integration. To Dulles, the underlying principles were certainly the same.43

Other issues were not so simple. Unlike many of his administration colleagues but very much like his mainline coreligionists, Dulles supported greater levels of foreign aid to the decolonizing and developing worlds. Foreign aid was not especially high on the Eisenhower administration’s agenda, a stance that Democrats and modernization theorists—they were mostly the same people—denounced as shortsighted and uncharitable. Without aid, instability would grow, and with instability would almost inevitably come communism. Dulles realized he was in the minority in the administration, and that Congress was not in the mood to be generous to countries that were prone to criticizing the United States. He hoped nonetheless that Americans would “more bountifully dispense aid and comfort to those who are materially less fortunate,” and he called on the NCC for help in publicizing this cause. In 1958, after consulting with the Commission of the Churches on International Affairs and backed by an NCC publicity campaign, Dulles testified before a Senate committee on behalf of increased foreign aid, even though it was neither a typical Republican concern nor a priority for the Eisenhower administration.44

IN THE FINAL analysis, the discrepancy between Dulles the church leader and Dulles the diplomat stemmed from the fact that as a church leader he had no policymaking power and few political constraints. This was obviously not the case during his time in the Eisenhower administration. Frederick Nolde, the ecumenical missionary who led the churches’ campaign for international human rights in San Francisco, was unusual among religious liberals in recognizing the constraining effect of the demands of power. The conflict between Dulles and the mainline churches was based on a “misunderstanding” because the clergy “failed to reckon with the difference between a leader of the opposition and a leader of the party in power. In a sense, the churches were always in tension with the government,” which came, Nolde believed, with a responsibility of speaking truth to power. But he also conceded that Protestant ministers “have to keep in mind that the government has a responsibility and cannot take certain risks that the critical opposition calls upon them to take.” Nolde was right: Dulles was not a different person, but he did carry different responsibilities.45

And of course, the greatest mainstay in his life was the United Nations, even though it also caused him the most grief. His view of the world as fundamentally interconnected and interdependent—the globalized worldview, in other words, of a liberal Protestant—had not faded even slightly in the years since his work with the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace. Indeed, globalization was what made communism so potently dangerous, for its spread could not easily be stopped in an interconnected world. Integrative organizations that pooled the moral, spiritual, and material resources of like-minded people, such as NATO, the WCC, and the European Defense Community, were vital; larger endeavors, such as the UN, would simply have to wait until the world had been purified. Famously, Dulles the arch–Cold Warrior condemned the neutralism of the Non-Aligned Movement, a grouping of Third World nations that sought to belong to neither East nor West, communist nor capitalist. In a world divided between freedom and tyranny, between faith and atheism, nations that did not choose sides undermined international security just as much as the communists, for they refused to pool their own strengths and thus denied others a better chance to prevent their enslavement. Relying on the collective security aspects of ecumenism rather than merely its internationalist leanings, Dulles called for the “creation of power on a community basis and the use of that power so as to deter aggression.” “By uniting their strength,” he said elsewhere, the Europeans “can and ought to become a great citadel of freedom and well-being.” As expressed in NATO and the EDC, this was a very extreme version of Dulles’s ecumenism—but it was a version nonetheless.46

Thus the new danger of communism did not make the United Nations irrelevant or obsolete. If anything, establishing a truly cohesive world community, with a properly functioning governing body, was more important than ever. It may be an impossibility for the time being, Dulles mused at several points during his time as secretary of state, but it must not be abandoned. And if it were ever to become a success, it would be through the moral and spiritual forces of the world. The UN had “grievously disappointed” its founders, Dulles chided those gathered in San Francisco to celebrate the organization’s tenth anniversary in 1955. Any successes it enjoyed were not the work of all its members but rather “have been largely due to those throughout the world who believe that there is a God, a divine Creator of us all,” that faith provides the moral foundations for harmonious personal and domestic relations, and that these faith-based “moral principles” must also “govern the conduct of nations.” Eventually, communism would not be able to continue to sustain its own monstrous tyranny, and would collapse. And when it did, the world could finally unite as one.47

Communism did not negate “the indispensability of interdependence,” Dulles explained in the pages of Foreign Affairs two years later; it simply complicated matters. He denounced the concept of inviolable national sovereignty—a very old Dulles cause—as an “obsolete” practice that allowed selfish nations to “put what they deem to be their own national rights and interests above the need of the whole society of nations.” It was no coincidence that the atheistic and materialistic nations were also the selfish ones. Americans had their faults, but selfishness and irresponsibility were not among them. “Because of our religious beliefs we attach exceptional importance to freedom,” he explained. Religion enabled Americans to believe in “the sanctity of the human personality” but also that “individuals as well as governments are subject to moral law.” These were the bases of the American political mind, and as such were the bases of U.S. foreign policy:


We are as a nation unsympathetic to systems and governments that deny human freedom and seek to mold all men to a preconceived pattern and to use them as tools to aggrandize the state. We are also unsympathetic to assertions of sovereignty which do not accept the concept of social interdependence.48



At its very foundations, then, America’s diplomacy was a spiritual diplomacy—it could be no other way, and nor should it be. This, at least, was the gospel according to John Foster Dulles.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
The Great Schism and the Myth of Consensus

THE EARLY YEARS of the Cold War are remembered as a golden age of bipartisanship, when politics supposedly stopped at the water’s edge and Democrats and Republicans put aside their political differences in a common pursuit of the national interest. Perhaps this was true of politics—though it almost certainly was not—but it is wildly inaccurate when we consider religious opinion in the early Cold War. Instead of a monolithic anticommunist consensus, what actually occurred was a great schism between religious liberals and conservatives, a schism that led to the kind of bitter arguments over America’s role in the world normally associated with the partisanship of later decades.1

This great schism stemmed in large part from differences over foreign policy, but its root causes were the result more of social and cultural changes to American religion. As a religious nation, the United States underwent a profound transformation in the middle decades of the twentieth century. Two changes were especially important and had lasting effects on religious attitudes toward war and diplomacy.

First, the nature of religion altered dramatically. Although Protestantism was still the majority faith, and although it continued to be the dominant religious influence on culture and politics, it was no longer the only religion. After years of immigration and intolerance, Catholicism and Judaism had finally matured as American faiths and become part of the mainstream. Anti-Catholicism and anti-Semitism were not yet dead, but they were fading fast; by the 1960s, they would more or less be consigned to the hateful, lunatic fringe, marginalized in both religion and politics. Just as important was the rise of secularization. On the major questions in life, many Americans were turning to science instead of religion. In a wide variety of institutions—medicine, education, the law—religious authority could no longer command automatic allegiance and deference. Religion was still a force in politics, mainly because of the efforts by the faithful to keep it relevant. There was nothing inevitable about secularization, and it did not spell the end of American religion. But the increasingly wide division between the sacred and the secular in modern American life meant that religion’s social importance could no longer be assumed.2

Second, as the nature of American religion changed, the relationship between religion and politics changed with it. Religion still mattered in politics, but its influence became much more complicated. The kind of separation between church and state established by the Founders and maintained throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had not been intended to remove religion from the public sphere. Religion was thought to be a source of community spirit and moral values, both of which were considered vital in preventing American society from becoming too fractious and self-interested. Though the notion of a hard “wall of separation” is rightly attributed to Thomas Jefferson, it did not form the legal basis of church-state separation until after World War II. Partly this resulted from the fact that America was no longer a Protestant nation, or even an exclusively Christian nation. While Protestantism had always played an intimate and unifying role in politics, its role became more contentious when not everyone was a Protestant. Newly confident postwar Jews, for example, took the lead in using the courts to tighten the First Amendment and ensure that Protestants and Catholics did not receive preferential treatment at their expense. And of course, even Protestants were divided among themselves between fiercely competing liberal and conservative factions.3

But perhaps most important, the balance of power between church and state had begun to shift away from the church and toward the state. With the New Deal, the Cold War national security state, and the rights revolutions of the 1960s and ’70s, the federal government was increasingly responsible for things that had normally been the church’s prerogative. Thus the hardening of the wall of separation contributed to, rather than caused, the empowerment of the state at the expense of the church. All this led to religious identification being determined more by political issues rather than the other way around. For example, religious liberals and conservatives were becoming defined as “liberal” and “conservative” not only by where they stood on the virgin birth or belief in miracles, but by where they stood on divisive political, cultural, and social matters such as school prayer, abortion, welfare, and women’s rights. Over time, moreover, conservative Protestants and Catholics partly overcame theological differences to form once-unthinkable alliances on social and political issues. Anomalies remained, and the changes would not become fully apparent until the 1970s. But the foundations had begun to shift nonetheless.4

Long before the culture wars of the 1960s and after, foreign policy was probably the first of these divisive issues to provoke religious and political controversy. Most historians identify the extreme anticommunism of the early Cold War with the postwar surge in religious piety, but religious views of world politics were much more diverse and complex. They tended to divide between conservatives, who usually were ardent anticommunists, and liberals, who were not. Conservatives not only wanted Truman and Eisenhower to pursue containment, they often called for rollback. Liberals, on the other hand, thought containment was too rigid and feared that it distorted issues, such as decolonization and global poverty, that did not fit so easily into an anticommunist foreign policy. Moreover, liberals were much less willing to support the militarization of containment and much more supportive of diplomacy and the United Nations.5

Essentially, the great schism did not divide anticommunists from communist sympathizers, for most religious Americans were to some degree opposed to communism. Instead, a division emerged between conservatives who wanted U.S. foreign policy to promote liberty and liberals who wanted their country to pursue progress. The apostles of liberty set aside all other priorities in favor of containing and perhaps even defeating communism at home and abroad. The apostles of progress, on the other hand, believed that questions of global social justice should drive foreign policy, even if it meant working with communists, socialists, nationalists, and even the Soviet Union itself.

“THE AMERICAN PEOPLE stand firm in the faith which has inspired this Nation from the beginning,” Harry Truman declared in his inaugural address of January 1949. “We believe that all men are created equal because they are created in the image of God.” In the pursuit of their ideals and security, Americans “find themselves directly opposed by a regime with contrary aims and a totally different concept of life,” a regime that “adheres to a false philosophy which purports to offer freedom, security, and greater opportunity to mankind.” This was a dangerous new heresy, a rival vision of progress and liberty that actually threatened to destroy all hope of true progress and liberty forever. In issuing his call to arms, Truman wanted to be clear about who this enemy was. “That false philosophy,” he warned starkly, “is communism.”6

For many religious Americans, Truman was preaching to the choir. Communism represented the antithesis to everything they and America stood for: atheism instead of religion, materialism instead of spirituality, dictatorship of the proletariat instead of liberal democracy, command economy instead of free enterprise. To some liberal Protestants, communism embodied a system of violent materialism; to virtually all conservative Protestants, communism represented the ultimate nightmare of state power at the expense of individual liberty; and to most Catholics, communism represented the ultimate rejection of God and Christian ethics. To Whittaker Chambers, the ex-communist turned professional anticommunist who had dabbled in the Episcopal Church and Quaker meetings, the fundamental struggle of the modern world was between Christianity and communism. “At every point, religion and politics interlace,” he wrote in his 1952 bestselling memoir, Witness, “and must do so more acutely as the conflict between the two great camps of men—those who reject and those who worship God—becomes irrepressible.” Even more ominously, these two camps “are not only outside, but also within nations.”7

The intense ideological atmosphere of the early Cold War—when extreme anticommunism flattened out the fine, subtle distinctions between social democracy, socialism, and outright communism—benefited religious conservatives who were unafraid to attack any form of leftist politics. Because anticommunism dovetailed so closely with the tenor of their faith, evangelicals and fundamentalists were most able to exploit the red scare climate of McCarthyism. Conservative Christians had largely faded from popular view after the 1925 Scopes trial and the end of Prohibition. They rallied during the religious fervor of the war and organized their growing numbers: moderate “neo-evangelicals” formed the National Association of Evangelicals while arch-fundamentalists, led by Carl McIntire, established the American Council of Christian Churches (its very name a deliberate patriotic challenge to the ecumenical Federal Council). Thus by the early Cold War, conservatives were poised for a major revival. Unlike liberals, conservatives felt no hesitation about attacking communist ideology or the Soviet Union, and they felt no compunction in calling for the most vigorous response that American foreign policy could muster. And unlike liberals, ambivalent and internally divided on all these questions, their patriotism was never in doubt.8

Their champion, and soon to be the new face of American Christianity, was a handsome young evangelist with a soft Southern drawl from Charlotte, North Carolina. By the time of his 1949 breakout revival in Los Angeles, which made him a national figure, Billy Graham was already something of a rising star in evangelical circles. He had been a regular speaker on the Youth for Christ circuit and—like evangelists from George Whitefield to Dwight Moody before him—had launched a successful revival tour of England. But the eight-week tent meeting in Southern California surpassed all expectations and reintroduced evangelicalism to mainstream America. That the L.A. revival met with success in the fall of 1949, when revivals only a year or two earlier had received a tepid response, was no coincidence: it came during a wave a hysteria over the spread of communism, bracketed between the Soviets’ first successful atomic test in August and the “fall” of China to Mao and the communists in October. Graham explicitly linked the cause of Christ with the cause of America, of Christianity’s struggle against Satan with America’s struggle against communism. “There are communists everywhere,” he proclaimed in Los Angeles, and “unless the Christian religion rescues these nations from the clutches of the unbelieving, America will stand alone and isolated in the world.” Communism stood “against God, against Christ, against the Bible, and against all religion. Communism is not only an economic interpretation of life—Communism is a religion that is inspired, directed, and motivated by the Devil himself who has declared war against Almighty God.” As Graham’s biographer William Martin has noted, the evangelist’s blend of intense patriotism, stern moralism, fervent anticommunism, sunny optimism, and simple Christian message was perfectly “geared to the times.” This was an evangelism for the Cold War, and it propelled Graham to the front ranks of American public life.9

But Graham the Cold Warrior could display nuance and vision as well as wield fire and brimstone. He was not a fundamentalist, but something rather new on the American religious scene: a neo-evangelical, straddling the vast chasm between Carl McIntire’s hard-shell fundamentalism and the Federal Council’s soft-touch modernism. If Graham and his cohorts from the National Association of Evangelicals were going to have broad-based success, they would need to tailor conservative Protestantism to the modern age. They did so brilliantly, by adapting evangelicalism to contemporary society. They were masters at using the media to spread a message of born-again love rather than fundamentalist anger. The neo-evangelicals were also adept—much more adept than liberals—at appealing to young people, which gave them a critical advantage in a society that was becoming increasingly obsessed with youth. Thus Graham’s message for the Cold War could be moderate as well as dogmatic. While he wanted Americans to “stand firmly” against the “incoming tide of atheistic communism and all that comes in its wake,” and while he urged them to “remember that at this moment all of civilization is in the crucible,” in the next breath he also called for commonsense restraint. “There are those in the United States … who have been talking about a preventive war,” he warned. But an attack on the Soviet Union “cannot be done … on the basis of the principles of Western civilization and Western culture, because of our basis of Christian principles.” America, he preached, must be vigilant but not vengeful. It was a message of both love and strength, and Americans adored Graham for spreading it.10

Rather more direct was the troublesome fundamentalist Presbyterian Carl McIntire, who was a constant thorn in the Eisenhower administration’s side because even Republicans did not receive leniency in his uncompromising, all-consuming crusade against communism. Eisenhower aide Frederic Fox described McIntire’s followers as “230,000 humorless souls” and, referring to Jesus’s parable on the dangers of being judgmental, described McIntire himself as “a discredited Presbyterian minister with a big log in one eye and a beam on his shoulder.” If Fox exaggerated, it was only slightly, for McIntire’s anticommunism was harder-edged than most. But it was not unusual among fundamentalists. He ascribed the invention of communism not to Marx and Engels but Satan. Satan intended to enslave the world, and the “most brilliant scheme he has ever invented for this purpose is the totalitarian State. He is the author of it; and communism, its most highly developed form, is his brain child. It looks very much like his last trump card.” If America could defeat communism, it could defeat Satan; but if Americans did not defeat communism, Satan would eventually overtake the world. At home, the danger lay in the welfare state, a form of creeping socialism that had already found expression in the New Deal. Such a government seizes power “which it actually does not have under God” and results in “great bureaucratic combines” that become “burdensome, crushing, destructive of freedom.” McIntire also pointed to the objectivity of the written word as the source of all liberty, comparing the sanctity of the Bible with that of the Constitution. “The Author of liberty,” God, “has given us the Book of liberty. The issue confronting the Western world is the Christ of this Book versus the Marx of Moscow.”11

Protestant neo-evangelicals and fundamentalists were flourishing, but no group benefited more from the Cold War than Roman Catholics. For more than fifty years, Catholics had debated how their hierarchical church could function alongside the pluralism and individualism of American society. Their concern with “Americanism” subsided as time went on and Catholic immigrants successfully assimilated while maintaining their religious traditions. But nothing helped settle the issue like anticommunism. While Protestants and Jews differed among themselves as to the nature of the communist threat, Catholics did not. They were perhaps the most robustly anticommunist group at a time when communism became the nation’s overriding priority and when the validity of someone’s patriotism largely depended on their attitude toward communism. To be sympathetic to communism was not only to be anti-American, but positively un-American. Though he was not especially observant, Senator Joseph McCarthy, an Irish Catholic, represented the apotheosis of the Catholic anticommunist crusade. Mitigating McCarthy’s buffoonery and legitimating his message was a new generation of Catholic laymen, led by the journalist and public intellectual William F. Buckley Jr., who advanced a sophisticated but no less robust anticommunism. For their part, Catholic Church leaders seemed to compete with one another to see who could issue the strongest attacks against the communist menace. In religion, Francis Cardinal Spellman paralleled McCarthy’s efforts in politics. More philosophical but equally strident was Bishop Fulton Sheen, who damned communism as an ideology that “wishes to be not only a State but a Church judging the consciences of men.” Catholic McCarthyism was not monolithic—Senator McCarthy found opponents in the National Catholic Welfare Conference, Commonweal magazine, and other prominent Catholic laypeople such as fellow Senator Eugene McCarthy (no relation)—but it was dominant. It was also durable, surviving Joe McCarthy’s ignominious downfall in 1954 only to be reinvigorated by the trials of Cardinal Mindszenty and the failed Hungarian uprising of 1956.12

However, if Cold War anticommunism enabled Catholics to move closer to the cultural mainstream, it had the explosive potential to do the opposite for Jews. It did not help that two of the leading fundamentalist crusaders against communism, the Reverends Hyman Appelman and Fred Schwarz, were foreign-born Jewish converts to American Protestantism, leaving the mistaken impression that Jews could only be true anticommunists if they were not Jews. Schwarz’s organization, Christian Anti-Communism Crusade, was especially active, and his bestselling book You Can Trust the Communists (to Be Communists) sold more than a million copies. Nor did it help that two of the most notorious communist spies of the era, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, were Jewish.13

Unfortunately for Jews, their politics made it easy for extremist opponents to tar them with the brush of anticommunism, however unfairly. Unlike Catholics, who could easily mount an anticommunist crusade because it was rooted deep in the politics and culture of their church, naturally internationalist, progressivist Jews could be accused of being soft on communism because they were indeed softer on communism. In Israel, Zionists established a socialist state, while in America polls revealed that Jews were much less confrontational toward the Soviet Union. In 1948, for example, while less than a third of Catholics and Protestants said they would “allow communists to speak over the radio,” 78 percent of Jews said they would. They were also similarly out of step on Joseph McCarthy: in a November 1954 poll, after his senatorial censure, 58 percent of Catholics still held a favorable view of him while only 15 percent of Jews did. This of course did not mean that Jews were communists, or even communist sympathizers: such views reflected the importance Jews ascribed to tolerance and dialogue, values they had prioritized after centuries of being persecuted themselves. Still, anti-Semitic anticommunists made much of the impression that Jews were closet communists and thus a danger to the nation. Reverend Gerald L. K. Smith, leader of the Christian Nationalist Crusade, maintained his virulent anti-Semitism even as he pivoted opportunistically from interwar isolationism to extreme Cold War interventionism.14

Nonetheless, anti-Semitism remained confined to these marginalized extremes. Despite the best efforts of Congressman John Rankin, a notorious red-baiting anti-Semite, and despite the intensive investigations of the House Un-American Activities Committee, most Americans did not lump communism and Judaism together. Most telling of all was Joe McCarthy himself, who not only refused to make anticommunism a form of anti-Semitism but also supported Israel and campaigned for the rights of persecuted Jews in the Soviet Union. When asked why he was soft on Jews but hard on communism, McCarthy simply replied, “I have many friends who are Jewish.” Among them was his chief investigator, Roy Cohn, who had been one of the prosecuting attorneys in the Rosenberg espionage trial, and Cohn’s assistant and best friend (and possibly lover), David Schine. Notwithstanding the haunting specter of old Jew-hating ghosts, America’s Judeo-Christian civil religion, one of its prime weapons in the Cold War, held together.15

Cohn and Schine were the unlikely exemplars of a new trend: Jewish anticommunism. American radicalism remained disproportionately Jewish, but a new generation of disillusioned Jewish leftists was moving quickly toward anticommunism. They were the first of the neoconservatives, though they were not yet known as such, moving swiftly through the political spectrum from left to right. One of their main concerns was Soviet communism, which they saw as a new form of the old totalitarianism and thus a menace to both international security and universal rights. Many Jewish public intellectuals, from Will Herberg to Irving Kristol, feared that liberals were not taking communism seriously enough and vowed to do something about it. Magazines such as Commentary—founded in 1945 by the American Jewish Committee—assumed a stridently anti-Soviet editorial stance; the predominantly Jewish Partisan Review adopted a similar tone. Also common to both magazines, stemming from a desire to assert Jewish patriotism and a fear that anti-Semitism would be roused once again if Americans began associating Jews with communism, was a desire to promote the Jewish and American identities as complementary. If Catholics found their anticommunist views to be an easy way to assimilate into a broader American culture, anticommunist Jews felt they could do the same. “As Americans of the Jewish faith we have an especially profound challenge,” intoned Rabbi Norman Gerstenfeld in 1951. Because European Jews had historically been subjected to “tyranny and superstition” and denied basic liberties, American Jews, “the greatest Jewish community in the world and the freest in all the pages of historic time,” had a special obligation to fight communist autocracy.16

IF COMMUNISM WAS anathema in theory, it was positively dangerous at home. Religious Americans worried about the power of communist ideology when deployed by the military and political might of the Soviet Union, but they were just as concerned with the encroachment of communism in the United States. This was in keeping with the general postwar hysteria over communist espionage, but religious Americans also worried that the nation’s values were a communist target. They were terrified most of all by what they saw as a tightening embrace between the mainline churches of liberal Protestantism and the collectivist aspirations of communists. As early as 1945, McIntire predicted that “America faces the greatest struggle of her existence. In the postwar world the conflict between a free economy and the Russian idea of controlled economy will produce its severest conflict within the United States.” Economics was a concern not because most conservative Christians were wealthy—far from it—but because liberty was considered to be absolute and indivisible: if tyranny could weaken one element of freedom, all would eventually succumb. “Liberty plus liberty equals liberty,” McIntire explained elsewhere. “Tyranny plus tyranny equals tyranny. But liberty plus tyranny equals tyranny!”17

Either out of ideological zeal or tactical savvy—probably both—secular organizations also used the libertarian strain of Protestantism to attack communism. In 1946, the National Association of Manufacturers, the largest and most powerful lobby for American business interests, established a quarterly newsletter “devoted to cooperation between clergymen and businessmen” at a time when “Church and Industry face a common foe.” Communism, claimed the NAM, “destroys all liberty—religious, economic, and political.” Church and industry had to unite to stem “the rising tide of collectivism—a system in which man’s dignity and independence is lost to him, and he becomes a slave to the State.” The National Economic Council, a much smaller and even more conservative organization based in New York, warned of a global campaign “to marry Communism to Christianity.”18

Conservative Protestants mounted a parallel campaign to discredit the liberalism and ecumenism of the Federal Council and its successor body, the National Council of Churches. McIntire, founder of the rival American Council of Christian Churches, railed against liberals and their “Superchurch” that “twisted Christ to propagate their perverted, revolutionary, new order.” Just as Stalin and the United Nations aimed for a global political and ideological monopoly, liberal ecumenists hoped for a religious monopoly that would “produce a tyranny in ecclesiastical circles that the world has never seen.” Such “one-world planning” for a “one-world social order” sought to build on earth “the Kingdom of Antichrist.” To McIntire and others, the monopolistic tendencies in the FCC and NCC were but an extension of the Soviets’ totalitarian methods and communist ideology. Members of the ACCC were incandescent with righteous fury when the NCC’s Walter Van Kirk proclaimed that “the Christian community in the United States is unanimous in its judgment that nation states must surrender to the organized international community whatever measure of their national sovereignty is required to establish peace and justice on a global scale.” Not surprisingly, they focused not only on Van Kirk’s call for a world state but on the presumptuousness of his claims to unanimity.19

Rhetoric such as this marked only the latest round in a battle that had begun during World War I and continued during the Depression and World War II. Both modernists and fundamentalists, liberals and conservatives had regularly used world events to impugn the patriotism and religious fidelity of their opponents. But now, thanks to the Cold War, conservatives had the advantage. Liberals could of course be anticommunists, too. In 1948, Reinhold Niebuhr helped found the liberal anticommunist group Americans for Democratic Action, the logical culmination of his fiercely antitotalitarian worldview that had begun forming a decade earlier. Among liberal Democrats, Niebuhr’s views were becoming the mainstream, but among liberal Protestants, they were atypical. Most did not like Soviet communism, but they either contextualized its abuses or downplayed its danger. And of course, in the interwar period many liberal clergy had either embraced socialism or flirted with communism. Their subtleties and progressive politics were easy targets for religious conservatives.20

As a result, liberal churches of the Social Gospel tradition came under furious attack in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Norman Vincent Peale, the Presbyterian pastor of the Marble Collegiate Church in New York and bestselling motivational author, warned as early as 1945 that the “campaign to swing American clergymen to collectivist programs is well organized” and “gaining ground.” Using Galatians 5:1 for scriptural guidance—“Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage”—Peale told his congregation that the current crisis was just as serious at home as it was in Europe: “The present question is whether new philosophies or old philosophies in new form, calling themselves liberal, but actually reactionary, are not further imperiling freedom.” Communism in the churches represented the most dire threat to American freedom because it was in the church where children learned the stories of the Bible; it was there Americans learned their morals. For this reason, the Truman administration warned, in NSC-68, that as providers of “moral strength” the nation’s churches were one of communism’s “prime targets.” But conservatives went even further, charging the mainline churches with complicity. United Evangelical Action, the official magazine of the National Association of Evangelicals, accused many of the nation’s leading divinity schools and theological seminaries of teaching the ministers of tomorrow that “ ‘the profit motive’ and ‘corporate enterprise’ are sinful.”21

As they had in the antebellum period over slavery, Protestant denominations split into liberal and conservative factions, divided this time by the controversy over communism. Methodists were particularly riven. Conservative Methodist muckrakers attacked Bishop Bromley Oxnam and the Methodist Federation for Social Action for unwittingly helping the Soviets undermine the foundations of a free American society. One Methodist magazine denounced the Federation for Social Action as “subversive in character and dangerous to the future of our nation.” Another warned that Oxnam was at the head of a “Communist conspiracy in religion” that was “seeking to change our traditional, American economic order.” In 1953 Stanley High—once a seminary student training for the Methodist ministry, then an Eisenhower campaign strategist, now an editor at Reader’s Digest—published the results of his investigation into communism and the churches. The resulting article, “Methodism’s Pink Fringe,” plunged the church into the turmoil and recriminations of a religious civil war. Unfortunately for Bishop Oxnam, High’s article attracted the attentions of another Methodist layman, Congressman Harold H. Velde, an Illinois Republican who also happened to be chair of the notorious House Un-American Activities Committee. Even worse for Oxnam was the fact that one of HUAC’s most tenacious investigators, J. B. Matthews, was an ordained Methodist minister and had done mission work overseas. Velde hauled Oxnam before HUAC in 1953, doing incalculable damage to the church but finding no communists.22

Ironically, despite the conservative assault on the FCC and NCC, splits such as the Methodists’ actually spurred a new kind of ecumenism in which interdenominational cooperation on political issues blurred traditional religious identity. Liberal Baptists, Methodists, and Presbyterians closed ranks together against a similarly interdenominational front of Christian anticommunists. As was becoming customary in the Cold War, the beneficiaries of this new ecumenism were large conservative organizations such as the National Association of Evangelicals. With numbers and unity came strength, and upon such strength Christian conservatives were able to construct a new platform for a very old style of religious politics.23

COMMUNISM AT HOME seemed like such an imminent threat because it was seen as the tip of the Soviet spear. Even before Harry Truman and George Kennan had found it necessary to devise containment, many religious Americans were convinced of the need for an anticommunist, anti-Soviet foreign policy. Composed of an unstable coalition of Catholics, evangelicals and fundamentalists, and a handful of mainline liberals, they promoted an activist, global foreign policy, grounded in Christian values of sacrifice and responsibility. At the same time, the Truman administration appreciated such support and used religion in a battle not only of tanks and bombs, but for hearts and minds.

Once again leading the way was Reinhold Niebuhr, who saw his mission to rally the nation against Soviet communism as something of a reprise of his crusade against pacifism and Nazism in the 1930s. Now, as then, he had to convince the overwhelmingly peace-minded mainline Protestant clergy that vigilance was required before compromise. In 1946, after a tour of Europe, he wrote a major article for Life calling for the reconstruction of Germany and the containment of communism. A year before the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan, then, Niebuhr had already outlined his own plan for political and economic containment. But Niebuhr also sought to strike a balance between sounding the alarm and sounding alarmist. In this, he was very much a realist, like Kennan, warning of the Soviet menace but also warning of the dangers of an American overreaction. And like Kennan, who later lamented that his refined theory of containment had been militarized, bluntly and brutally, in its implementation, Niebuhr had trouble convincing his fellow Cold Warriors of the need for balance in U.S. foreign policy.24

As Truman was to Kennan, Henry Luce was to Niebuhr. Born in China to Presbyterian missionaries, the Time-Life publishing baron was a devout Christian, a committed believer in America’s worldwide manifest destiny, and a proponent of Judeo-Christian America’s duty to fend off the godless communist menace. His wife, the equally pious congresswoman Clare Boothe Luce, had converted to Catholicism under the guidance of Bishop Fulton Sheen. Encouraged by Clare, Henry Luce’s abiding faith led him to espouse a particularly virulent strain of anticommunism. He was happy to publish Niebuhr’s anticommunist warnings but could not understand his ambivalence about U.S. foreign policy. Niebuhr spoke of a nation “confident and even over-confident in its ‘rightness,’ ” Luce wrote to the theologian, but “I see, at the moment, no such America.” Niebuhr saw America as “a powerful country on the offensive,” but to Luce it was communism that was on the march. “I think, on the contrary, that we are defensive,” guilty not of aggression but timidity and faithlessness in an age of increasing materialism. America, charged Luce, was “a powerful country dissipating its power, tragically, on a false and stultifying defensive.” For now, in the early Cold War, it was Luce’s mission rather than Niebuhr’s realism that won out.25

What was needed most was action by the United States, not the United Nations. In keeping with their anti-statist and ultrapatriotic worldview, evangelicals and fundamentalists were generally suspicious of a regulatory world government that would compromise American sovereignty, identity, and security for a greater, presumably socialist, good. “I am opposed to yielding to foreign dictation in regard to our own welfare,” cried Anson Gustavus Melton, a Baptist preacher in Ashland, Virginia. “Are we not in the middle of a bad fix in the so called UN? If I figure rightly it is a misnomer. In fact it is an Ununited Nations.” Melton found it particularly galling that the Soviets had “an honorable seat” in the UN “while they furnish arms to kill U.S. soldiers in Korea.” Other conservatives criticized the world body for their own reasons. Because it seemed so closely to resemble the armies of Satan in the prophetic books of the Bible, premillennial dispensationalists feared the UN as a harbinger of the apocalypse. But even neo-orthodox liberals warned that the UN was not an answer to the world’s prayers. Their concerns were grounded less in fears for U.S. sovereignty than in concerns over the UN’s efficacy. Though he was a staunch internationalist, Niebuhr was discovering just how unhelpful the Soviets could be in global governance. Americans should not expect too much of the United Nations, he cautioned, and certainly not a capacity to lead. Ironically, Niebuhr warned, attempts to expand the UN’s powers into something like the domestic authority of a national government were bound to lead directly to the very thing the UN was designed to avoid: war.26

APOSTLES OF LIBERTY such as Henry Luce were concerned about China as much as they were about Europe, but there the story of Christian liberty and progress was complicated by the fact that the United States held a decidedly weaker hand. The morality tale for China was also much murkier than it was in Japan, where Americans had enforced unconditional surrender upon a demonstrably evil enemy. Under Mao Zedong, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) held the genuine loyalty of many Chinese, while at the same time America’s corrupt and ineffectual Christian ally, Chiang Kai-shek, was steadily losing whatever support he had left. For the Chinese, World War II had begun not in 1941 or even 1939, but in 1937, with the Japanese invasion. The civil war between Nationalists and Communists was folded into this larger international war, and when it stopped in 1945 the factions of competing Chinese simply continued their own struggle. But though Americans were beset by a red scare at home and pursuing containment abroad, the Truman administration had had enough of Chiang and the Nationalists. In 1949, more than two years after George Marshall had failed to secure a truce and fed up with the Nationalists’ mounting political and military problems, Secretary of State Dean Acheson washed America’s hands of Chiang and published a thousand-page “white paper” illustrating that there was little Washington could do to avert a Communist victory.

American missionaries, however, did not find it so easy to walk away from China. It had been their biggest mission field—and, they believed, their most promising. For its size and prestige, the conversion of China was the missionary movement’s ultimate prize—hence their reluctance to just let it go as had the Truman administration. And once again, missionaries on the ground, many of whom were living in areas under CCP rule, helped form American impressions of the struggle for China. The “Chinese Communists are totalitarian, anti-religious, and anti-western,” warned an anonymous missionary in China; they were also powerful and probably unstoppable. By contrast, “the Christian Church is pitifully vulnerable.” “Communists are terrorizing the people and causing intense suffering and loss of life and property,” wrote Gertrude McCulloch, a Woman’s American Baptist Foreign Mission Society missionary based in Hangzhou, in a 1948 newsletter to friends and supporters in the United States. Hangzhou remained under Nationalist control for now, but the news from missionaries further north was not encouraging. “Christian work has been treated ruthlessly wherever they have come to stay,” McCulloch said of the Communists, “and we are fearful for our Chinese Christians.” For their part, these Chinese Christians stoked fears of a communist takeover, warning, as did one Beijing convert, of “a struggle between democracy and anti-democracy. No middle way out!” Luce thought of the Chinese Communists as the forces of the Antichrist. He was especially concerned for the fate of the American missionaries who continued to toil for Christian freedom and progress in China. So was the State Department, which had kept a close watch on CCP abuse of American missionaries since World War II. Under such conditions, the fundamentalist Independent Board for Presbyterian Foreign Missions cabled Truman, it was essential that the United States act quickly to prevent China “from falling into the complete dominance of godless communists” and enable Chiang “to preserve the nation for freedom and open doors for the preaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”27

Both ordinary Americans and the U.S. government had long turned to missionaries to explain and interpret China and the Chinese. So it was not unusual for Truman to do the same, and in 1946 he appointed J. Leighton Stuart as America’s ambassador to China. As a missionary, Stuart had been issuing strong warnings against the growth of Chinese communism since the early 1930s. But despite his ties to Chiang Kai-shek, he was also a realist who recognized by 1947 that the Nationalists had virtually no chance of winning the civil war. Stuart did not believe that the Communists could reform or that they would convert to Christianity. Instead, he hoped that Mao would tolerate a missionary presence in China after the CCP took power. From there, missionaries would win over the Chinese people, and their Communist rulers, with a simple message of justice that was ideally suited to an Asia being transformed by decolonization, nationalism, and development. The “Christian faith,” Ambassador Stuart explained in 1949, “as a determined effort to realize the ideal social order which Jesus described as the kingdom of heaven on earth, as the most dynamic revolutionary movement of all time, cannot fail in its appeal to the Oriental peoples.”28

Stuart’s gospel of progress, however, failed to win over the conservative apostles of liberty who wanted to oppose Chinese Communism without any compromise. Many of them, not coincidentally, also had missionary experience in China. From the floor of Congress and his seat on the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, Walter Judd had an insider’s view of U.S. foreign policy. As a former medical missionary with a decade of service in China, he also held an emotional stake in its unfolding drama. And he did not agree with Stuart about the prospects for Christian missions under CCP rule, or even on the legitimacy of working with Mao at the possible expense of Chiang. “If the Communists win in China,” Judd warned a missionary friend in Beijing, “there isn’t going to be any missionary work anywhere in areas they control.” As for Chiang, Judd accused the Truman administration of setting its expectations unreasonably high. Chiang was an anticommunist and a devoted Christian. He was the only hope for true democratic reform in China, even if prevailing conditions had made it impossible for him to fulfill this potential. Judd thought it incredible that Truman and Marshall demanded “perfection” from Chiang at a time when he was fighting for his life and China’s against Communist tyranny. How could the Nationalists govern China after fifteen years of war and insurrection? “Georgia didn’t recover from … Sherman for 50 years,” he later told an interviewer. “But Chiang had to recover from 8 years of Japanese occupation in 30 minutes, so to speak. It couldn’t be done.” These uncharitable, unchristian “blunders” by Truman were also unwise, for they paved the way for a Communist seizure of power in China and deepened American isolation in an increasingly godless world.29

In June 1950, the outbreak of war in Korea seemed to confirm missionary predictions that the world’s future would be determined in Asia, not Europe. The North Korean invasion stunned most observers, including an off-guard Truman administration that had, said Billy Graham, “blundered” into the war by being too soft on Asian communism. Though U.S. officials had been sending strong signals that they would not go to war over Korea, Truman did not hesitate to do just that. He committed U.S. forces to stand and fight within a day of the North’s invasion, and then, with the Soviets boycotting the Security Council, quickly brought the United Nations alongside. The invasion stunned the American religious community, which reacted with rare unanimity to support Truman’s policy. Religious opinion at home either supported a war for the defense of Korea against communism or a war for the defense of the United Nations against abuse and irrelevance. Even the Federal Council, a most reluctant supporter of war in 1941, endorsed the Korean War. In his annual Thanksgiving sermon, Henry Sloane Coffin condemned the Soviets “who egged on the North Koreans, their puppets,” condemned also those in America who “little understood the men of the Kremlin,” and endorsed the war as a matter of self-defense much as he had World War II. Even Church Peace Union endorsed the war as an example of collective security in action. If Truman’s efforts “curb aggression and halt world war, then it follows that we must be ready to pay the price, specifically in Korea.” This was a far cry from interwar pacifist denunciations of collective security as just another form of unchristian warmongering.30

In this, American religious opinion mirrored that in South Korea, where Christians, their faith and nationalism fired by American missionaries and Cold War evangelists like Graham, demanded that the faithful “Arise altogether for the emancipation of our northern brethren.” As one Korean evangelical exclaimed during the war,


We Koreans learned about liberty and the rights of man from American Christians, when they brought us the Word of God. With God’s help, we shall prove our faith. Marching arm in arm with our fellow defenders of the faith, we are determined to uproot this scourge, to destroy this blight. This is the crux of the conflict—light or darkness, good or evil. Let us pray for strength.31



With Syngman Rhee leading South Korea, trumpet calls such as this were not at all out of place. Raised in a Confucian household, Rhee converted to Methodism while serving a prison sentence for anti-Japanese activism. He later spent several years in exile in the United States, even earning a doctorate from Princeton. Christianity was a larger part of Rhee’s anticolonial nationalism than it was for Chiang Kai-shek, and it was integral to the anticommunist Korean national movement which Rhee led in the South. Like Chiang, Rhee was an autocrat, but for Americans his Christian faith and commitment to fighting communism overrode his dictatorial tendencies. His leadership was vital if the United States aimed to transform Korea into what Clare Boothe Luce called a “bulwark of Christian democracy” for a region threatened by communist domination.32

The Korean War also drew the energies of a new generation of evangelical missionaries who wanted to retain the conservative emphasis on doctrinal purity while at the same time pursuing good works projects that had long been the preserve of liberal mainline missions. The primary emphasis remained, as it always had, on leading lost souls to the love and light of Christ. But now, improving daily lives on earth was increasingly seen as a way to prepare for eternal life in heaven. This represented something of a shift in American religion. While the nation as a whole was experiencing a great awakening, mainline missions were declining precipitously, soon be replaced by a vastly larger cohort of evangelical missionaries who possessed an increasingly rare ability to combine conservative religion with progressive geopolitics. Spurred by the proselytizing ambitions of groups like the National Association of Evangelicals and Youth for Christ, conservative Christians were determined to win the world to Christianity, and away from communism.

The largest and most successful of these new conservative missions was World Vision, founded by Bob Pierce, a Youth for Christ worker, as a way to further several goals simultaneously. Pierce wanted to spread true Christianity, unadulterated by liberalism, and alleviate the suffering and refugee crisis caused by the conflict in Korea. But perhaps above all, he wanted to mobilize religion against communism. “All over the world the Russians are outpreaching us, outsacrificing us, outworking us, outplanning us, outpropagandising us and outdying us in order to gain their ends,” he once said. The solution was for Americans to do a much better job in mobilizing their strongest resource: faith.33

This new breed of evangelical missionary, eager to dispense material aid as well as the gospel, thrived in the Cold War. They promised to deliver a solution to instability and the expansion of communism because the two seemed fundamentally connected. Poor living conditions in the Third World, they argued, created the necessary conditions for the emergence and growth of communism, a point many American policymakers were forced to concede. “Hunger,” not communism, “is cause number one of the conditions that make wars,” wrote Frank C. Laubach, a prominent missionary who ran literacy programs throughout the developing world. Thus if hunger could be ended, so too could communism, especially if the word of Christ followed to counteract the atheism and immorality that communists spread. Laubach concluded that “the moment government, church, business, and philanthropy join hands in all-out sincere, unselfish effort, the whole world will love us …. And when we begin this, God will be on our side.” With the decline of mainline missionary enterprise, the Social Gospel’s global mission was moving sharply to the right.34

CHRISTIAN CONSERVATISM WAS a source of crucial support for policymakers because it was not the only religious voice on foreign policy. Over the same period, religious liberals of almost all denominations formed a powerful critique of America’s role in the world and offered a compelling alternative. During the Truman era, they hesitated to support containment; during the Eisenhower presidency, they were outright critical of U.S. foreign policy and increasingly skeptical that the United States should be pursuing containment at all. And among liberals, support for rooting out communists at home was almost nonexistent.

Instead, religious liberals offered a competing vision of America’s mission in the postwar world. In place of containment, they called for substantive and unconditional dialogue with the communist world, nuclear disarmament, and the promotion of human rights and genuinely equitable economic development even if it meant working with leftist and nationalist regimes that were hostile to short-term U.S. national interests. Only a foreign policy of diplomatic engagement, civil rights, and social justice, said these apostles of progress, could provide a workable alternative to communism. Like the conservatives, they promoted individual rights—freedom of worship, expression, conscience, and so forth—but they also pursued group rights, such as social justice and economic equality. As a result, they were more inclined to focus on foreign aid, decolonization, and international racial equality than on straightforward anticommunism.

Mainline Protestants comprised the largest of this dissenting contingent, but on most issues it also included leftist, social welfare Catholics. This ecumenical coalition established by the apostles of progress may not have been what Truman or Eisenhower had envisioned, but it represented an authentic alternative to the patriotic American civil religion championed by conservatives. The apostles of progress would contest the Cold War on this basis, not in moral opposition to the Soviet Union or China but their own government. Often such liberal clergy were out of step with their own congregations, and during the Cold War a large gap opened up between a liberal leadership and a more conservative laity on issues like civil rights and foreign policy.

From the very beginning of the Cold War, the apostles of progress criticized containment as excessively dogmatic and militaristic. Their view of Soviet communism was much more optimistic than that of the apostles of liberty, resembling Roosevelt’s wartime theory of convergence much more than Truman’s strategy of containment. In 1946, even the president of the Southern Baptist Convention, Louie D. Newton, could travel to the Soviet Union and be impressed by its commitment to social progress as well as its wartime sacrifices. Just as importantly, Newton felt that Soviet society was becoming freer and more relaxed in its treatment of religion. He was allowed to preach in several Russian churches and meet with Russians of various denominations. They all assured him that they were as free to practice their religion as any American because the Soviet constitution enshrined the very same separation of church and state as the First Amendment. Newton was not only impressed, but convinced. He published a travelogue upon his return to the United States; Bishop Bromley Oxnam provided the introduction. “I have preached the Gospel in Soviet churches,” he told his undoubtedly shocked Southern Baptist flock. “I have seen and talked with the Soviet people at work, at play, and in worship; I have savored the war-born sorrows and the soaring hopes of the mighty people that first defeated Hitler.”35

Religious liberals were unlikely to damn communism. Rather, while they criticized the Soviet Union’s political abuses, they also cautiously extolled communism’s social and economic virtues. Like Newton, they saw potential in the Soviet Union for religious reform and revival and did not believe the Russian Orthodox Church was merely an agent of the Kremlin. They refused to condemn communism while a very different set of evils within capitalism went unchecked. And they refused, most of all, to identify with crusades against either communism or capitalism, instead seeing them as two flawed systems whose potential for progress must be unlocked but made humane. “There are those who would mobilize the Church in a ‘holy war’ against communism,” Oxnam proclaimed in his 1946 presidential address to the Federal Council of Churches. “There are others who would mobilize similarly against capitalism. The Church must herald a new day but it must not become the voice of reaction nor the voice of revolution …. We refuse to identify the Christian gospel with an economic order, whether it be capitalist, communist, or socialist.” This neutralist doctrine of moral equivalence would land Oxnam in trouble with HUAC and other anticommunists, and a decade later his friend Dulles would call it immoral. But it expressed the dominant sentiment among the liberal Protestant clergy nonetheless.36

Two years later, at its founding convention in Amsterdam, the World Council of Churches made a similar declaration of moral equivalence and refused, despite tremendous pressure from Truman and Myron Taylor, to join forces with Washington and the Vatican in an anticommunist crusade. Josef Hromadka, the Czech theologian who argued with Dulles over the nature of communism, proved to be an effective critic of the United States and its ambitions in Europe. The West was deluding itself, he argued in Amsterdam, “when it imagined it possessed freedom and others did not.” Instead of embracing containment, the architects of world Protestant unity essentially wanted to combine the individual rights of capitalism with the group rights of communism. But in doing so, the WCC acknowledged that communism was potentially redemptive. “Christians should ask why Communism in its modern totalitarian form makes so strong an appeal to great masses of people in many parts of the world,” stated a WCC report on world affairs. “They should recognize the work of God in the revolt of multitudes against injustice that gives Communism much of its strength. They should seek to recapture for the church the original Christian solidarity with the world’s distressed people.” Both liberty and progress were possible, but only if they were treated with equal respect and priority. The World Council then issued a stark critique of capitalism that infuriated the White House. “The Christian church should reject the ideologies of both Communism and capitalism, and should seek to draw men away from the false assumption that these are the only alternatives. Each has made promises which it could not redeem.” Instead, it was “the responsibility of Christians to seek new creative solutions which never allow either justice or freedom to destroy the other.”37

This unflinching denunciation of national and ideological exceptionalism found broad appeal among liberal theologians. Even Niebuhr, also at Amsterdam and normally wary of communist political incursions, thought the WCC’s declaration was “quite right.” The Federal Council then used the impetus from Amsterdam to issue its own assessment of human rights. It was the churches’ duty, said the FCC, to promote both individual rights (mostly through religious liberty) and group rights (through the promotion of social and economic equality). Frederick Nolde, the veteran ecumenist who had contributed to the 1945 San Francisco Conference, continued his work with the UN and ensured that its 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights included respect for religious liberty and struck a balance between individual and group rights.38

The WCC’s equivalence of communism and capitalism, and mainline Protestantism’s enthusiasm for the WCC, reflected the perseverance of ecumenical internationalism in the United States. The United Nations was not simply a diplomatic meeting point where governments could present their own narrow, national self-interests, but a forum for all peoples of the world to meet, discuss issues of mutual importance, realize one another’s viewpoints on points of difference, and work toward peaceful solutions to world problems. And the WCC was not simply an ecumenical body for Protestants but the UN’s religious counterpart in a campaign for world peace. Without the UN, said the missionary and ecumenist Henry Smith Leiper, the world would experience another war, but without the WCC, the UN would lack a soul and a conscience. Similarly, in honor of the 1948 World Congress of Religion, Harry Emerson Fosdick epitomized the spirit of ecumenical internationalism, and its enduring pacifism, in a special prayer for the UN:


Eternal God, Father of All Souls: Grant unto us such clear vision of the sin of war that we may earnestly seek that cooperation between nations which alone can make war impossible. As man by his inventions has made the whole world into one neighborhood, grant that he may by his cooperation make the whole world into one brotherhood.



Writing for Church Peace Union, Justin Wroe Nixon said Christ would have approved of the UN because it was a worldwide mechanism for “bearing one another’s burdens.”39

Support for the UN was broad as well as deep. The United Church Women repeatedly announced it would “pray for the success” of the world body because it was the only vehicle that could truly express the hopes and fears of an entire planet. In 1948, the Federal Council–sponsored United Nations Sunday was widely observed across the nation. In November 1950—after the outbreak of the Korean War—the International Convention of the Disciples of Christ, meeting in Oklahoma City, called for the United States to join with others “to move by constitutional means as rapidly as possible toward a limited world federal government with democratically held and exercised powers.” Spurred by the National Catholic Welfare Conference, the Catholic Association for International Peace, and a new UN office dedicated to Catholic concerns, American Catholics placed their faith in the UN even as they continued their anticommunist crusade. In 1956, the NCWC pronounced that the UN, despite its flaws, embodied “the hope of humankind” and offered “the only present promise we have for sustained peace in our time; peace with any approximation of justice.” Throughout the era, overwhelming majorities of liberal Protestants, Catholics, and Jews expressed support for a UN that would shepherd a truly ecumenical world peace.40

By contrast, support for policies that were driven by American leadership, especially military leadership, or that did not reflect the ecumenists’ absolute internationalism, was tepid at best. The Truman Doctrine and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization were the two main examples. Both divided the world into West and East, good and evil, free and enslaved, and both pledged to combat communist tyranny in the name of democratic liberty. As we have seen, religious anticommunists such as Dulles and Niebuhr supported NATO because they had concluded that the Soviets would always sabotage designs for a truly ecumenical new world order. But liberals would not abandon their vision so easily. In pursuing such aggressive, particularistic policies, they charged Truman with jeopardizing any chance for peaceful, universalistic solutions. He was also making Soviet intransigence a self-fulfilling prophecy, for why would Moscow ever trust Washington when the president was adopting such a hard line? No wonder the Soviets were troubled by NATO, remarked the FCC, just as surely as Americans would be by a communist alliance of Latin American republics. The Truman administration met with similar obstacles in its domestic campaign for congressional ratification of NATO. After the State Department’s Charles Bohlen spent hours explaining it to the FCC’s 1949 National Study Conference, after Dulles pleaded with his fellow delegates not to condemn U.S. foreign policy, and after an hour of what the New York Times called “heated debate,” the conference would only vote “neither to endorse nor oppose” NATO.41

The best place to begin practicing international control was nuclear energy. Until 1949, the United States maintained an atomic monopoly. Though in reality it proved to be ineffectual, the monopoly provided American leaders with a potentially enormous source of power and leverage. Nonetheless, many Catholics, Jews, and liberal Protestants denounced nuclear weapons and called upon Truman to begin disbanding the nation’s atomic arsenal. In a typical episode, a Protestant missionary in Japan challenged her fellow Americans to take a quick tour of Hiroshima and see for themselves the immoral effects of nuclear weapons. For Catholics, only the existential angst caused by nuclear arms could mitigate their hostility for communism. The nuclear monopoly was not only ineffective, said three leading Catholic just war theorists, it was provocative, and therefore dangerous. Even those charged with maintaining America’s nuclear might were troubled by its power. David Lilienthal, head of the Atomic Energy Commission, was so repelled by nuclear weapons and perplexed by their spiritual challenge that he sought the counsel of Bishop Oxnam several times in 1948. Most religious opponents of the bomb realized that the nuclear genie could not simply be rebottled, and so rather than call for the abolition of nuclear energy they urged Truman to place it under international control. Only the UN’s involvement could lead to both nuclear disarmament and the harnessing of nuclear energy’s almost unlimited potential. Because war had become “total and diabolical,” declared A. J. Muste, the United States must no longer be a part of it.42

That Muste could continue his career as a leading critic of U.S. foreign policy revealed much about the endurance of pacifism and the widespread unease with the onset of the Cold War. In the first years after the war, when internationalism flourished widely, Christian pacifism enjoyed something of a revival. But even during the dark days of McCarthyism and the Korean War, pacifists maintained their critique of the abuses of American power. Not even the munificent Marshall Plan could win their affections: the best thing Muste had to say was that Truman’s plan to fend off destitution and communism presented pacifists with “a bitter dilemma.” He was also a trenchant critic of his fellow Protestants, particularly liberal Christian realists, who gave support and spiritual guidance to the Truman and Eisenhower administrations.43

Muste’s Cold War pacifism was an important precursor to the more widespread dissent of the Vietnam era, but even in the depths of the early Cold War he was not alone in calling for a pacifist foreign policy. In 1948, the Baptist Council for Christian Social Progress organized an interdenominational Conference of Church People on World Peace that called for peace through negotiations, nuclear disarmament, the UN, decolonization, foreign aid, and the permanent abolition of the draft. In classically pacifist terms, the Conference condemned war as unchristian and concluded that if Americans only acted sensibly, “war need not be either imminent or inevitable.” That same year, the General Conference of the Methodist Church, which met every four years, acted as if nothing had changed in two tumultuous decades and pronounced the “sinfulness” of war and that Christianity was “utterly opposed” to it. “The task of the Church is healing, reconciliation, the removal of prejudice and hate, the cementing of bonds of brotherhood, the exalting of God as the Father and Ruler of all mankind and Christ as the Savior of all.” This task could not be completed if the church supported aggressive policies such as the Truman Doctrine. Instead, only dialogue with the Soviets and a willingness to make sacrifices and compromises would bring about peace; the Methodists vowed to support nothing else.44

Just as the anticommunism of Christian conservatives and liberal realists gained in strength during the Truman years, religious dissent gained momentum by feeding off the energy generated by the intense fears and emotions of the early Cold War. With allies in high politics, such as former vice president and presidential aspirant Henry Wallace, the apostles of progress posed a real threat to the domestic supports that were essential for the pursuit of containment. By the winter of 1947, Niebuhr was alarmed enough to use a leader in his magazine, Christianity and Crisis, to attack the dissenters. In it, he relied on all the credibility he had gained in being the lonely voice to warn against Nazism and used it on his modernist colleagues without restraint. “We are told that a policy of firmness must inevitably lead to war, while conciliation could guarantee peace,” Niebuhr wrote caustically. “In the Nazi days this was called appeasement.” It was a blunt, harsh message that he would repeat often, with great effect, over the next few years.45

Despite the apparent wickedness and anti-Christian zealotry of the Chinese Communists, despite even the outbreak of the Korean War, a Cold War consensus was just as elusive on Asia as it was on Europe. Protestants were especially divided, with liberals criticizing the excessive anticommunist zeal of Catholics and conservative Protestants as well as the Truman and Eisenhower administrations. To mainline modernists, China was a classic example not of the expansionism of communism, but of the political consequences of despair. Poverty, malnutrition, a lack of education, and Nationalist tyranny and corruption were the true evils that had enabled communism to thrive. In classically Progressive, Social Gospel fashion, liberals saw the malfunctioning of Chinese society, and not the CCP, as the source of China’s problems. The Communists had simply taken advantage of the situation, not created it, said the FCC in 1947. The “dynamic” was not political, but “the pressure of poverty” and the “negative and repressive measures used by the Government” of Chiang Kai-shek. Alleviate poverty, hunger, and other societal ills, and communism would cease to be a problem. While the CCP’s consolidation of power in October 1949 electrified American opinion, it did nothing to change the FCC’s opinion. “The fear that Russia might control Asia must not tempt us into a reliance upon military strategy when it is obvious that Communist influence cannot be arrested apart from a general effort to further the economic betterment and growing independence of Asiatic peoples,” its Executive Committee explained in a December 1949 statement. “The real issue is whether or not our government is prepared to advance the greater welfare of the peoples of Asia, with higher standards of living, and with cultural, social, and political institutions which will accord with the free choice of the peoples directly concerned.”46

American missionaries had been brutalized and harassed, and eventually deported, and many of them used their bitter experience to push for a hard-line U.S. approach to China. But interestingly, in 1948–49, as a CCP victory in the civil war seemed inevitable, many mainline missionaries continued to believe in engagement, dialogue, and forgiveness. Above all, they continued to believe that the solution to China’s problems, and thus to America’s problems in China, were development and national self-determination. Liberal hopes persisted even after the Communists came to power in October 1949. Only a month after the establishment of the People’s Republic, the Foreign Missions Conference concluded that because the struggle for China “is not primarily a test of arms” but rather “a social and political convulsion of revolutionary proportions,” the Truman administration “should promote in every way the economic well-being of the peoples of the Far East.” Beijing, not Taipei, should represent China on the UN Security Council. Through the United Nations, the United States “should labor incessantly for the observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms for the peoples of Asia.” Just as important was racial justice. “The status of inferiority thus far imposed upon these people by the West must come to an end. Asiatics, no less than ourselves, are children of the Heavenly Father and, as such, are entitled to be dealt with on the basis of racial equality.”47

Above all, the apostles of progress assumed that admitting China to the United Nations would unravel Sino-American tensions and prevent future wars such as Korea. Even during the Korean War, liberal Protestants called for the seating of China at the UN. According to the Peace Council of the East Harlem Protestant Parish, a mission set up by Union Theological Seminary, it was a step that would not only end the war but “restore the United Nations as an effective agency of mediation.” After the war, the Foreign Policy Commission of Christian Action kept up the pressure, arguing that Chinese inclusion in the UN would make the world body “an even more effective instrument for peace.” Throughout the 1950s, the National Council of Churches joined these calls for the admission of the People’s Republic to the UN. And when secular leaders such as Eleanor Roosevelt made similar appeals, they knew they would find a receptive audience among groups like the United Church Women, a national organization she described to Truman as politically important. Progress could only happen, the church women believed, when the United States admitted China into the family of nations.48

…

AS THE COLD War matured in the Eisenhower years, religious dissent matured with it. Indeed, many of the themes that observers found new and startling in the protest movements of the 1960s had been repeatedly tried and tested in the Truman and Eisenhower eras, and not only by radicals on the margins of American political life. The mainline churches, from a wide variety of denominations, joined Protestant and Catholic pacifists in calling for a more humane foreign policy based not on military strength but compassion and charity. The world system’s increasingly globalized nature—indeed, the emergence of something akin to an international society—required the leading religious nation, the United States, to play a commensurately leading political and economic role. “If ever there were a time to beg God’s help,” a Catholic order wrote Eisenhower in 1956, “it is now, for the affliction of our fellow men across the ocean has become our own affliction.” Social problems in one part of the world could not be kept isolated from another, and so had to be dealt with by all. And this was not simply a matter of doing good works. It also made for smart policy, because poverty, hunger, and disease were also assumed to be leading causes of communism and tyranny the world over.49

True to his contradictory, quarrelsome nature, Reinhold Niebuhr was one of the leading apostles of progress. The anticommunist gospel of liberty still motivated him, but by the 1950s it became clear that his anticommunism was actually a much more specific anti-Sovietism. He still had no time for communist ideology, but what he saw emerging in the Third World was not Soviet expansionism, nor even the ideological rapacity of Marxism, Leninism, and Stalinism, but a socialist means to several ends: decolonization, development, and national self-determination. Calling the North Vietnamese “communist” simply distorted the meaning of the Cold War and drew attention and precious resources away from the very real struggle with the Soviet Union.

Americans, Niebuhr wrote in a 1955 statement for Americans for Democratic Action, were dangerously blind to the “continued weight of the inheritance of ‘colonialism.’ ” Despite the independence of the Philippines in 1946, colonialism was part of the American inheritance just as much as the European—if, that is, Americans wanted to consider themselves leaders of the West and the free world. Decolonization was a problem, partly because of its slow pace and partly because the West still acted as if it was the rest of the world’s master. Niebuhr warned that instead of instilling gratitude, the “emancipation” of colonial peoples “has frequently aggravated their resentments because their new freedom did not cure them of all the ills” attributed to colonialism. Liberty was important, but so too was progress; development must follow independence. Yet Eisenhower and Dulles, who continued to fold every complex world crisis into the simplistic binary of the Soviet-American Cold War, did not seem to be able to grasp this very basic point. They instead fostered a “persistent illusion,” Niebuhr complained, by giving “military strategy a false priority in our total strategy” that merely “veiled the social and political realities with which we must come to terms.” The Soviets recognized what the Eisenhower administration did not, which was why they were winning the global battle for hearts and minds. Though they had once been ecumenical allies, the secretary of state particularly galled Niebuhr. “Mr. Dulles has confused the picture by his simple moral preachments and distinctions,” he said elsewhere to a friend, “and thus the whole non-committed world of Asia and Africa have been alienated.”50

Niebuhr’s message—that geopolitics could not be defined simply in terms of a struggle between East and West—epitomized the liberal approach to the Cold War. No longer did world politics turn on Europe and the United States; others were now just as important and had to be considered as equals in the international system. Praising the 1955 Bandung Conference in Indonesia, which gathered dozens of noncommunist, non-Western nations to form a neutral, “nonaligned” movement, one liberal Protestant rejoiced that “the nineteenth century was decently buried, and the twentieth century was proclaimed for Africa and Asia!” “NOW is the time,” declared the American Baptist Women two years later, to welcome “that rising Asian-African bloc” that was neither East nor West. “Will we make every effort to understand their fears, their needs, their ambitions, so that together we may make the world safe for the survival of ideas and way of life we hold dear?” That the Third World’s fears, needs, and ambitions centered as much on such basic issues as food, water, and education made the West’s preoccupation with communism seem wasteful and selfish, even perverse. The world needed more food and better access to clean drinking water, not nuclear weapons. Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish organizations all scrambled to facilitate development in the Third World, and all lent vocal support to Truman’s Point Four program to increase U.S. development aid. Mission boards were particularly well-placed to inculcate modernization.51

Race—or more specifically, racism—in international relations was another liberal preoccupation, closely connected to global poverty and decolonization because most of the world’s nonwhites constituted most of the world’s poor and colonized. In the United States, Judeo-Christian appeals to tolerance had arisen out of a need to distinguish Americanism from anti-Semitism, fascism, and Nazism. But in the context of the Cold War, religious tolerance was broadened to include racial tolerance as well. It is important to remember, for example, that Truman’s 1948 Executive Order desegregating the military also prohibited religious prejudice. Most of the major white liberal Protestant organizations mobilized behind the cause of racial tolerance, at home and worldwide. Since 1928, the Federal Council of Churches had sponsored Race Relations Sunday, an annual event that highlighted the evil of racial prejudice in America. These special services continued into the Cold War but assumed a new urgency. Tolerance, religious and racial, declared one minister in 1949, was the key to conflict resolution and thus “the only real hope for the world.” This was a message all Christians must heed. After all, preached the pastor of the Parkchester Baptist Church in Brooklyn, if “God created anyone, He must have created everyone.” The United Church Women issued a similar appeal on the World Day of Prayer in 1954 and drafted prayers for the UN, for poverty relief, and for racial tolerance. “Let us pray for those in areas of racial tension,” appealed the church women, and “that the love of God may fill their hearts so that love of all men as brothers must follow.”52

To further this goal, white mainline churches allied with African American Protestants campaigning for racial justice at home. Mainline Protestants, liberal Catholics, and many Jews had long sympathized with the plight of African Americans, but until now they had done little about it. Aside from large, symbolic gestures such as Race Relations Sunday, before the 1950s only radical pacifists from the Fellowship of Reconciliation and the Catholic Worker movement had actually mobilized to advance the cause of civil rights. But in the 1950s, in a development critical for the eventual success of the civil rights movement, white mainline liberals began to team up with blacks. The ideological climate of the Cold War, pitting the “free world” against communist enslavement, gave them confidence. With the Soviets and the Third World nonaligned movement able to use Jim Crow to undermine America’s claims to be the leader of the free world, it was becoming increasingly more difficult to maintain segregation at home while pursuing “freedom” abroad.53

The most significant figure in these early bridge-building initiatives was Benjamin E. Mays, a renowned black Baptist preacher, president of Morehouse College in Atlanta, and founding member of the World Council of Churches. Mays was a commanding presence in the black community and had nurtured several generations of civil rights leaders—including one of his former students at Morehouse, Martin Luther King Jr., who called him “one of the great influences in my life.” Mays had also been one of the leading thinkers of liberal Protestant theology in America, mixing company and sharing ideas with both the neo-orthodox crowd and the pacifists of the Fellowship of Reconciliation. In 1954, in Evanston, Illinois, the WCC held its first assembly since its founding in Amsterdam in 1948. This summit of world Protestantism, now including many Eastern Orthodox churches as well, featured Mays as one of its keynote speakers. Addressing the assembly in a country that still respected legally sanctioned racial persecution, Reverend Mays called for all churches, white and black, to live up to the demands of their Christian witness, unite as one, and dismantle racism everywhere in the world—including America.54

Blacks had of course already been campaigning for their civil rights for decades. Activists aimed to recapture the gains of Reconstruction that had been consumed by the hatred and persecution of Jim Crow. Organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (founded in 1909) agitated for black freedom with little success. At the same time, African Americans had fought with distinction in each of the nation’s foreign wars since 1898—so that foreigners could have access to the same rights denied to them at home. This cruel discrepancy fed the fires of the black freedom struggle, and as the scale and ideological stakes of the conflicts escalated from the Spanish-American War to World War I to the conflicts of the 1940s, so too did the intensity of the African Americans’ struggle at home. The Cold War both hindered and helped the civil rights movement. While anticommunist red baiting could be wielded to delegitimize domestic causes as antithetical to Americanism, the stridency of Washington’s Cold War claims to moral legitimacy made the gap between Cold War rhetoric and American reality too large to ignore and impossible to sustain.55

African Americans were thus able to use the Cold War to achieve progress in civil rights, with black churches and organizations such as King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference leading the way. But they also applied the same moral pressures to U.S. foreign policy. Beyond the United States, the Cold War world was a place of “agonized scarcity” populated by the “hungry, homeless, destitute,” declared the Synod of Catawba, North Carolina, an African American body of the Presbyterian Church (USA). These were threats to world peace every bit as much as communist expansionism. But of “all the factors in the world today that militate against Christian brotherhood, race prejudice is one of the most outstanding, and the most dangerous. Out of race prejudice has grown the race problem, which is one of the most perplexing problems in the world.” Without racial justice, there could be no racial peace; and without racial peace, there could be no world peace.56

With this in mind, American Protestants, both black and white, brought pressure to bear on the apartheid regime in South Africa at the same time they campaigned against segregation in the South. With Africa’s position in world politics taking on “new significance,” the AME Church focused attention on apartheid. Not unlike the segregated American South, white South Africans claimed that separate was not necessarily unequal. But just as in the South, apartheid was “not applied Justly. There are two different communities not side by side, but one which enforces its will upon the other.” This was precisely the evil that Americans, of all faiths and races, had fought to eradicate in the war. It was now time to finish the job, though this time peacefully. Liberal white Protestants agreed. “The churches,” declared the New York–based International Missionary Council in a 1954 report on Africa, “have a responsibility to find solutions for inter-racial conflict.”57

But of all the liberal causes of the early Cold War, nothing earned such widespread support as the campaign against nuclear weapons. It was not yet the broad-based popular movement it would become in later decades, especially the 1960s and 1980s. But it was already a cause that earned widespread sympathy among religious liberals. And for pacifists, nuclear weapons sustained their cause in an otherwise unsympathetic age of Christian realism and anticommunist containment.

In fact, opposition to nuclear weapons was the main cause that could unite mainline liberals and pacifist radicals. Mainline Protestants were forming a fairly solid consensus on a number of foreign policy issues that would sustain a powerful moral critique not of communism, but of the U.S. government. Some, such as Reverend Robert J. McMullen of the Presbyterian Church of Chapel Hill, North Carolina, called for “the outlawing of such destructive forces and the mass annihilation of peoples and nations that can be caused by them.” Others advanced slightly different proposals that included unilateral disarmament by the United States. Liberal Congregationalists acknowledged that the secret of atomic energy could not be simply unlearned or forgotten, but they suggested that the U.S. government cooperate with the Soviet Union to ensure only civilian uses prevailed. More important, they unequivocally condemned the military applications of nuclear power. “The security of the United States is a very precious thing,” conceded the United Church of Christ magazine Social Action. “But the Christian conscience should not dare attempt to protect that security at the price of the atomized cities of another nation—even if we could prevent the same thing happening to our country.” Some did not go quite so far—the National Federation of Temple Sisterhoods, a Reform Jewish organization, urged Eisenhower to embark upon prudent disarmament through the UN while also pushing him to embrace quicker desegregation policies at home—but overall, liberals were united in their desire for the United States to begin dismantling its awesome nuclear arsenal.58

And of course, pacifist opposition to nuclear weapons—and to U.S. foreign policy in general—remained even more resolute. Whereas the mainline Protestant churches could oscillate between support for some policies and opposition to others—could applaud, for example, the Korean War while criticizing its tactics—Christian pacifists were steadfast in their conviction that the United States government was perhaps the world’s single greatest purveyor of violence. Nuclear arms had something to do with this, but the pacifist critique was rooted much deeper in a sense that U.S. officials had betrayed, and were continuing to betray, America’s true calling in the world. Any form of containment was repugnant, any use of force an affront to God. While some veteran pacifists—most prominently Norman Thomas—lost their way after the Holocaust had vindicated military intervention and communism had vindicated containment, others kept the faith. A. J. Muste certainly did so, as did Dorothy Day and her Catholic Workers. They were a small minority, to be sure, but they were a noisy minority who raised troubling questions about America’s role in the world. And just as Christian pacifists from the Fellowship of Reconciliation had teamed up with civil rights campaigners Bayard Rustin, James Farmer, and A. Philip Randolph during the war, Muste and the FOR would link up with a new generation of leaders in the black freedom struggle. In 1950, Martin Luther King Jr., still a divinity student at Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania, was “deeply moved” by a Muste lecture on nonviolence. Though initially skeptical, the young King had been introduced to pacifism, a significant turning point encouraged by the religious activists in the FOR who linked nonviolent resistance against imperialism abroad to the fight against segregation at home.59

As Muste, Day, and King illustrated, just as a shared anticommunism was bringing conservative Protestants and Catholics closer together, leftist dissent could also lead to ecumenical cooperation. The Cold War, then, blurred denominational boundaries on the left as well as the right. For example, when Day and other Catholic Workers deliberately got themselves arrested by refusing to participate in New York air-raid drills and nuclear shelter exercises—which contravened state law—the American Friends Service Committee stepped in to pay for their legal defense. On other occasions, Catholic Workers and Quakers worked together to protest air-raid drills as provocative to the Soviets and corrosive to American life. This hinted at the broad-based peace coalitions that would come in the following decade, not only over nuclear weapons but also civil rights and the war in Vietnam.60

By the 1950s, the unsettling realities of thermonuclear warfare had even stirred the consciences of the Christian realists. Once again, Niebuhr proved to be an important bellwether. Niebuhr had previously been more accepting of atomic weapons than his mainline colleagues. But the hydrogen bomb, which represented a quantum leap in destructive capacity, pushed him away from perceiving nuclear arms as simply another weapon. Especially repugnant were the strategists, like Herman Kahn and Henry Kissinger, who had declared nuclear war to be winnable. Kahn had even contemplated the number of “acceptable” American deaths in a nuclear exchange with the Soviet Union—anything under so many tens of millions of dead would be considered a success because it would likely mean greater Soviet casualties and thus a U.S. victory. Niebuhr had little patience for those, like Kissinger, who considered nuclear arms “tactical rather than strategic” and thus available for use like a conventional weapon. “I think this is monstrous,” he complained to John C. Bennett after Eisenhower had likened a nuclear bomb to conventional weapons, such as a bullet or a tank, “and I am saying so.”61

In saying so, time and again, as both an apostle of liberty and an apostle of progress, Niebuhr epitomized the contradictions and tensions of an era falsely remembered for its homogeneity. Yet these tensions were but rumblings compared to the earthquake that would hit the United States—and its foreign policy—in the decades to come.


PART VIII
Reformation and Counterreformation

Seabury House, Greenwich, Connecticut, March 1963. It was a remarkable sight and, to the liberal mainline clergy gathered for the occasion, a hopeful one. The National Conference Center of the Episcopal Church, better known as Seabury House, had played host to numerous religious gatherings over the years, but few such as this. Mingling with the leadership of the National Council of Churches and several mainline denominations were sixteen clerics from the Soviet Union, mostly Russian Orthodox and Protestant. They had spent the past month touring the United States, from Iowa to New York, on a visit of international goodwill and Christian unity. After harrowing crises over Berlin and Cuba that had twice brought the world to the brink of nuclear war, the Cold War was entering a period of reduced tension between the superpowers. Rejoicing at the new geopolitical climate, the NCC had taken it upon itself to further this cause. “If nations of the world are ever to enjoy orderly procedures and peaceful change,” Reverend Stewart Herman told his Soviet-American audience at Seabury House, “surely it is incumbent upon the Christian churches to furnish practical examples in the conduct of their own national and international affairs.” The NCC believed it was doing what churches do best: leading by example.1

However, the Soviets’ visit was not a product of détente so much as its forerunner, and it was actually the return leg of an exchange with their American counterparts. Half a year before, in the late summer of 1962, the National Council of Churches sent a delegation to tour the Soviet Union. That visit, the NCC said, was “held in a spirit of Christian mutual understanding, fraternity, and cordiality.” It was also intended to help “overcome some of the dangerous hostility and rigidity between our two nations” and to prove, Cold War tensions notwithstanding, that “God has not lost control of his world, which includes the Soviet Union.” Despite the prevailing climate of international hostility, the American ministers wanted to make contact with their Soviet colleagues as a way to build bridges and transcend the ideological competition between communism and capitalism. Most of all, the Protestant ministers wanted to humanize and demystify the Soviet Union, and to prove to the American people that the Soviets were not inherently evil but every bit as human as themselves. As Reverend Eugene Carson Blake put it, the “real reason for a trip like this” was simple: “There are people over there.”2

Through the State Department and the U.S. Information Agency (USIA), the federal government had already made cultural exchange a Cold War priority. After all, in a global battle for hearts and minds, it was a lot cheaper and safer, and a lot less controversial, than nuclear brinkmanship. Initially, the Truman administration promoted tourism as a way to build transatlantic anticommunist solidarity. Subsequently, the Eisenhower administration set up a wide variety of cultural exchange programs, such as the People-to-People Program, that would bring foreigners to the United States and send Americans overseas. The idea, explained the USIA, was to make “every man an ambassador.” An ambassador, of course, represents his or her country and tries to advance its interests, and it was the government’s intention to use public funds to send private Americans around the world to spread, either implicitly or explicitly, a pro-American and anticommunist message. But this was not quite what the NCC had in mind. These apostles of progress tended to be almost as critical of the United States and capitalism as they were of the Soviet Union and communism. They did not seek or accept government funding for their cultural exchanges; nor would they accept official direction as to what they should say or do. They wanted an ecumenical peace in which each system could respect, tolerate, and live with the other. The exchange, explained the NCC, was neither “an isolated undertaking nor the product of a quixotic impulse.” Instead, it was “part of a long ecumenical process” of mutual and peaceful understanding that would hopefully contribute to an improved understanding between the superpowers. Later, the mainline churches hoped to expand their mission to include China and Cuba. Said one liberal Baptist minister in San Francisco, “We think things are changing. The world marches on. It’s a very realistic thing in today’s world. As Christians who believe in reconciliation, we believe God intends us to talk to Communists. We are interested in contacts of some kind. You must establish communications if you are going to reconcile.”3

Yet it was this very purpose, with its implications of moral equivalence between the United States and the communist world, that touched a nerve among many other American Christians. The Soviets, these conservative Christians argued during the 1963 visit, were not in fact ordinary people like themselves. They were evil, and did evil things in communism’s name. New York Times headlines like “Soviet Presses War on Religion,” which ran shortly before the Soviet clergy arrived in America, certainly did not help the liberals’ cause. Nor did the case of thirty-two Siberian Pentecostals, who stormed the U.S. Embassy in Moscow in hopes of finding political asylum and religious liberty only two months before the Soviet church tour of America. Nor especially did the involvement of the National Council of Churches, which the apostles of liberty reviled as an unrepresentative and apostate organization and which Carl McIntire accused of knowingly hosting KGB agents, not men of God. Whatever the reason, Christian conservatives reacted to the exchange, particularly the return visit of the Soviet clergy, with outrage. The solution, they said, was not ecumenical tolerance and dialogue, which only watered down faith to its lowest common denominator and bleached it of any true meaning. Instead, Americans must stand their ground and resist communism forever. One angry fundamentalist from Old Hickory, Tennessee, wrote that Americans needed “fewer organizations like the National Council of Churches if our Nation is to survive the onslaught of Communism.” After listing the evils of communist doctrine, he outlined the dangers of the NCC exchange. “Coexistence and peace are other advocated Communist policies. Coexistence in this case means our compliance to their demands; peace means our enslavement. If we maintain our Christian civilization, we’ll have to fight for it.” If the NCC wanted to help the Soviet people so much, it “could do its work better by transferring its head quarters to Russia. Such a course would also be a benefit to American Churches.” George McMillin, head of the Indiana Committee for Captive Nations, wondered if the NCC was “so naïve as to think that the good patriotic American does not know that the war has never ceased, either hot or cold, since its start in 1939.”4

Was America at war? This question spoke to a profound, unbridgeable difference between religious liberals and conservatives. For liberals, the Cold War was an abomination, an artificial construction of an unnecessary and misguided foreign policy. The Cold War could only be transcended, and then overcome, through peaceful endeavor, mutual understanding, and unfettered communication. For conservatives, however, the Cold War was a necessary, unavoidable struggle against the forces of godless tyranny. Dialogue would do nothing except weaken America’s vigilance. Such differences spoke to the religious, political, and cultural gap between liberals and conservatives—domestic differences that, we shall see, shaped their views of America’s role in the wider world. This domestic cold war within the global Cold War carried over into the new era of the Kennedy presidency, and intensified over the next three decades. But gradually, after Vietnam, irrepressible grassroots conservatives, armed with the doctrines of patriotism, true faith, and inviolable religious liberty, gained the upper hand. Following a period of blasphemous détente, these apostles of liberty ensured that America would resume its offensive, and that a second Cold War would begin. U.S. foreign policy would not be immune to forces of reformation and counterreformation that engulfed American religion and politics.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
The Revolutionary Church in a Revolutionary Age

BY 1960, Americans had lived for three decades with presidents who had used religion to define their political values and foreign policies. When Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and Dwight Eisenhower needed to justify or explain the purposes of diplomacy, they found a ready answer in religious faith. Central to their messages, with only slight variations in tone, were the links between faith and freedom, especially between interfaith tolerance and democratic politics. Thus the election in 1960 of the nation’s first Roman Catholic president, John F. Kennedy, was in many ways the logical culmination of their efforts. And at first, JFK seemed to continue promoting their presidential civil religion. “I have sworn before you and Almighty God the same solemn oath our forebears prescribed nearly a century and three quarters ago,” he declared at the outset of his inaugural address. “And yet the same revolutionary beliefs … are still at issue around the globe—the belief that the rights of man come not from the generosity of the state but from the hand of God.” The new president pledged his support for “those old allies whose cultural and spiritual origins we share” and asked God for “His blessing and His help” while acknowledging that “here on earth God’s work must truly be our own.”1

Slain by an assassin’s bullet in November 1963, Kennedy never lived to finish God’s work. The task was left to his successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, who used his 1965 inaugural address to share his vision of building a Great Society in America. Under a “covenant of justice, liberty, and union,” LBJ proclaimed, “we have become a nation—prosperous, great, and mighty.” Yet this did not mean God’s work was finished. Americans were a blessed people, but they had “no promise from God that our greatness will endure. We have been allowed by Him to seek greatness with the sweat of our hands and the strength of our spirit.” Americans had work ahead of them, hard work, even in a time of plenty. Johnson, in a prophetic mood, left them with no alternative. “If we fail now then we will have forgotten in abundance what we learned in hardship: that democracy rests on faith, that freedom asks more than it gives, and the judgment of God is harshest on those who are most favored.”2

Yet the religious rhetoric of Kennedy and Johnson marked a subtle but significant change. It seemed as pious as the language that had come before, but it was more ambivalent, less comfortable in the absolute certainties of faith. In pledging to do God’s work on earth, Kennedy signaled a more humanist, even secular, approach to solving the problems of the world. Johnson’s tone was even sharper, warning Americans against complacent exceptionalism and reminding them that God would not look kindly upon those who did not put their vast powers to good use. Perhaps without realizing it, Kennedy and Johnson reflected a shift that was taking place in religion’s influence on politics and especially on foreign policy. In a modernizing society that was both increasingly secular and pluralistic, religion’s role could never again be assumed. The presidents could look to faith, but they could not rely on it. As a result, neither Kennedy nor Johnson provided Americans with guidance on how to apply the teachings of religion to the practice of world politics.

However, religious Americans felt no such ambivalence or hesitation. In fact, under pressure from the same secular and pluralistic sources, people of faith on both the left and the right strengthened the application of their religious beliefs to public life. In an uncertain and constantly shifting world, religion seemed to provide the only remaining fixed points of moral reference. With no direction from the White House, they were left free to channel their religious energies and passions into whichever outlets they thought best. The result was chaotic. For the first time since the interwar period, the religious influence on American foreign relations, from both the left and the right, was mostly oppositional and rarely in concert with policymakers.

IT IS NO small irony that one of the least religious of presidents should have been the agent of such profound religious change. With his election in 1960, John F. Kennedy broke one of the oldest and strongest cultural prejudices in America, anti-Catholicism, simply because of his inherited faith. And yet it was this very faith that compelled him to deemphasize the role of faith in the presidency. Pierre Salinger, JFK’s press secretary, recalled that Kennedy was “determined to lean over backward to disprove the suspicion that he would be a Catholic president.” Kennedy’s determination not to favor one religion meant that he would give favor to no religion.3

Kennedy was not irreligious, and he certainly was not an atheist. But neither was he devout—at least, not in a spiritual sense. He believed in God and the Catholic Church, but did not seek their counsel for guidance on earthly matters. On religion, his sister Eunice noted that “he was always a little less convinced about some things than the rest of us.” Raised in a strongly Irish Catholic household by a mother who was deeply devoted to the church, Kennedy was proud of his Catholic identity. In Boston, a city of deep sectarian divisions, it gave him a sense of solidarity with a community that would always remain loyal. But while he remained respectful of the church, he exhibited a humanist independence, and at times a skepticism, from a young age. Thus began a strongly pragmatic, problem-solving mindset that would later characterize his presidency. Ted Sorensen, his longtime speechwriter and confidant and perhaps his closest political adviser from the Senate to the White House, noted that Kennedy was a Catholic “by heritage, habit and conviction” but “did not believe that all virtue resided in the Catholic Church” or “believe that all non-Catholics would (or should) go to hell. He felt neither self-conscious nor superior about his religion but simply accepted it as part of his life.” Arthur Schlesinger, another White House aide and observer, agreed: “Kennedy’s religion was humane rather than doctrinal,” and he had “little knowledge of or interest in the Catholic dogmatic tradition.” Perhaps his strongest belief about religion was that it should be an entirely private and personal matter.4

This emphasis on privacy, and by political extension on a firm separation of church and state, was to serve him well in the 1960 presidential election campaign. We may now realize that Protestant hostility to the Catholic Church had already begun its decline by 1960, but at the time the notion that a Catholic president could loyally serve the United States was controversial. Evangelicals and fundamentalists were particularly concerned, but mainline liberal Protestants expressed reservations as well. Could a Catholic avoid having two loyalties, one to church and one to state? The answer was unclear, even for racially tolerant Protestant leaders who were simultaneously championing the cause of African American civil rights. Charles Clayton Morrison, the former pacifist leader and longtime editor of Christian Century, charged that there were “two powerful monarchical” systems in the world, “the Communist Dictatorship and the Infallible Papacy,” and Americans had to resist both if they wanted to preserve their free way of life. “How do you feel about a Catholic candidate for President?” Look magazine asked two of the most prominent liberal ministers in the country, Methodist Bromley Oxnam and Presbyterian Eugene Carson Blake. “Uneasy,” they answered, because Kennedy would find himself confronted with tough decisions in which he would have to choose between his Catholic faith and his presidential duties. A Catholic president would also provide the Church with a means to undermine the separation of church and state by, for example, using public money to fund parochial schools. The Kennedy campaign hired James Wine, a lawyer and active Presbyterian layman, to handle the religious issue, though many Protestants thought he had made a pact with the devil. “Had John Knox felt as you do, then perhaps we would all still be held in the throes of this ecclesiastical monster,” a Baptist pastor from Arkansas City, Kansas, complained to Wine. “[Y]ou are a traitor to the Protestant Religion and a contemptible scoundrel,” protested another.5

Kennedy allayed such fears by stressing, in the strongest possible terms, that religion was strictly a private matter. This represented something of a sea change from the public piety of the Truman and Eisenhower eras, but it quelled Protestant fears of a Catholic conspiracy to take over the U.S. government. Kennedy argued his case first in the Democratic primary in West Virginia, a state with few Catholics and many devout Protestants, and then in a famed speech to the Greater Houston Ministerial Association, a grouping of the kind of conservative Protestants who were most uneasy about Kennedy’s candidacy. In Houston, JFK declared his belief in the firmest possible separation between church and state. “I am not the Catholic candidate for president,” he told the skeptics in Houston. “I am the Democratic party’s candidate who happens also to be a Catholic.” His religion was a personal matter, irrelevant to the presidency. He won over both the West Virginians and the Houstonians, critical turning points not only in his own political career but in the increasing secularization of American religion, especially its division into private and public spheres. Predictably, his stance angered some Catholic priests and intellectuals, who wondered just what kind of Catholic Kennedy was if the Church’s values were personal and not applicable to politics.6

Most Catholics did not care about such matters on election day—at least, not as much as they hoped to send a Catholic to the White House. In fact, even though Kennedy’s religion damaged his showing in the popular vote, it increased Catholic turnout in key battleground states and contributed to his victory over Richard Nixon. After the election, most Protestants buried their suspicions of the Catholic Church. Baptists, traditionally among the staunchest defenders of the separation of church and state and the denomination that had probably caused Kennedy the most trouble during the campaign, eagerly approached the new president after his inauguration. They “want the President to know they consider him their President,” Bill Moyers reported to presidential adviser Kenneth O’Donnell. It was a widely shared sentiment that killed off anti-Catholicism as a major feature of American public life and, at least for now, effectively removed religion from presidential politics.7

Kennedy had helped usher in a new era. But in a strange and completely unintended way, Lyndon Johnson actually embodied the decade’s religious confusion, experimentation, and dynamism much better than Kennedy. Raised in a conservative religious town in the Texas Hill Country—one resident recalled that local churches tried to “out-Baptist the Baptists”—by a father who was religious but loathed fundamentalism and a mother who was a devout Southern Baptist, Johnson converted to the Disciples of Christ, a pious and evangelical but informal and liberal Protestant denomination, at the age of fifteen. Later, as president, he encouraged his daughter’s and wife’s own conversions (to the Episcopal Church). Johnson himself often dabbled in the services of other denominations, especially the Catholic Church (to which his other daughter converted), and would often carry a scriptural verse with him to suit the political moment. He was also extremely close to Billy Graham, the nation’s most prominent religious figure, and leaned heavily on the evangelist for emotional support and spiritual comfort during the worst years of race riots and Vietnam. Like Truman and Eisenhower before him, Johnson was an ecumenical president, deeply religious without believing that any one denomination had a monopoly on spiritual truth: he was devout without being doctrinaire. As Jack Valenti, one of his closest advisers, observed, LBJ “believed in God” but “simply detached himself from any dogma, indeed, found rigidly-fixed doctrine as unappetizing in religion as he disavowed it in politics.” As the difficulties of his presidency mounted, Johnson found solace in faith. “During his years in the White House,” recalled Joseph Califano, another close adviser, “Lyndon Johnson had become increasingly religious.” When confronted with issues of profound moral quandary and complexity, such as the impact of war upon Vietnamese civilians, Califano noticed that Johnson openly turned to the reassurances of religion. “Over time, the President talked more often about seeking guidance from the Almighty and praying. I had a sense that he found comfort in his relationship with God, particularly during his final year in office.”8

THE SIXTIES ARE rightly remembered as a decade of turmoil and instability resulting from rapid social change. In matters of race, gender, and sexuality, long-held traditions came under attack from a new generation of rights campaigners. The new role of the federal government, forged by Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programs, was especially revolutionary, much more so even than Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal. Whereas FDR sought merely to stabilize the economy and create conditions for economic growth, LBJ wanted to create a more egalitarian society by establishing a new set of ground rules for how people treated one another. Despite pleas from African Americans, the New Deal had mostly ignored race relations, while gender issues were never even considered. By tackling these most sensitive of social and cultural questions, then, the Great Society proved itself to be far more radical than the New Deal—or, for that matter, any other domestic reform program since Reconstruction. The monumental ambition of Johnson’s social engineering proved to be its key weakness as well as its main strength. But even though it was only a mixed success, the Great Society triggered a Rights Revolution in which the very fundamentals of American identity were no longer certain. From it spun a continuing series of subsequent “rights revolutions,” largely beyond LBJ’s control, on privacy, sexual orientation, and reproductive rights that lasted well into the next decade and beyond. America would never be the same again.9

Nor would its faith. “Nothing changed so profoundly in the United States during the 1960s as American religion,” claim two leading historians of the radical decade, and it is easy to see why. Judaism largely escaped the tumult, but American Christianity underwent its greatest period of strife and restructuring in forty years. Both Protestants and Catholics challenged the very basics of what it meant to be a practicing Christian. As a result, some changed the tenets or conventions of their faith completely; others, as we shall see, reaffirmed the traditional bases of their religion. Many switched sides, by breaking the shackles of conservatism or fleeing the chaos of liberal change into the comforting assurances of traditional faith. Others simply lost their faith entirely, or embraced the new religious pluralism that resulted from the arrival of a new generation of Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim immigrants from Africa, India, and the Middle East. As a result, many Americans embraced foreign religions—Zen, Hare Krishna, and New Age spiritualism—that only a few years before would have tested the bounds of plausibility, let alone acceptability. All told, in the decades after 1960 American religion not only radicalized and polarized between contending forces of politicized religion but diversified into a wholly new mosaic of world faith.10

While religion was not necessarily on the Great Society’s agenda, the federal government was not inactive on matters of faith. In the early 1960s, in response to petitions by parents who were either religious minorities or atheists, the Supreme Court decided three cases that built an insurmountable wall of separation between religion and public education. In 1962, in the case of Engel v. Vitale, the Court decided that a nonsectarian prayer to “Almighty God,” approved by an advisory board comprised of ministers, priests, and rabbis, constituted a violation of the First Amendment’s establishment clause. In two cases the following year—Abington Township v. Schempp and Murray v. Curlett—the Court upheld and widened the new prohibition on prayer in public schools. In hardening and raising the wall of separation between church and state, the Supreme Court was responding to but also accentuating the secularization of American public life, a profound change in itself that in turn stoked the fires of religious reformation and counterreformation.11

Protestantism changed more than at any other time since the emergence of Darwinism, biblical criticism, and modernism in the late nineteenth century. In 1960, the election of John Kennedy coincided with the waning of America’s Cold War great awakening. Public religiosity ebbed with the departure of Eisenhower and the acquiescence of his successor, who wanted to deemphasize the public role of his own Catholic religion. But the receding tide of religious revivalism left behind a new generation of innovative, imaginative Protestant theologians who believed their mission was to reconcile religion with the increasing pace of modern life. In doing so, they pushed the bounds of faith itself, with ramifications for U.S. foreign policy.

Protestant intellectuals advanced a radical version of Christianity that rejected its spiritualism but embraced its ethics. Philosophically burdened and emotionally troubled by the Cold War and its stalemate of nuclear terror, liberal Christians turned increasingly to existentialism. Many embraced the faith-based Christian existentialism of Paul Tillich and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a young German minister who was executed by the Nazis at the end of World War II. But others incorporated secular ideas about death and the meaning of life, particularly from German (especially Friedrich Nietzsche) and French philosophers (Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre). In 1961, Gabriel Vahanian, a French-born and Princeton-educated theologian at Syracuse University, published The Death of God. The modern world, he argued, had overtaken the supernatural God of the Bible; to keep God relevant, Christians must adapt their faith to the times. The “mythological world-view of Christianity,” Vahanian wrote, “has been succeeded by a thoroughgoing scientific view of reality, in terms of which either God is no longer necessary, or he is neither necessary nor unnecessary: he is irrelevant—he is dead.” To Vahanian, this was a positive development. From here emerged the doctrine of “secular theology,” espoused by young Protestant theologians across the country. In 1963, Paul Van Buren of the University of Texas published The Secular Meaning of the Gospel; two years later, Harvard Divinity School’s Harvey Cox followed with The Secular City, which sold over a million copies; a year later came Radical Theology and the Death of God by Thomas Altizer and William Hamilton. Speaking for most of his fellow Protestant radicals, Cox attacked the spiritual bases of Christianity by declaring that “cultic worship is no longer necessary,” that “there is no otherworldliness in Jesus,” and that “the barrier between the sacred and the secular is not only abolished, but in many instances completely reversed.” In 1966, Time scandalized the nation by bringing the still-obscure notions of secular theology, and its roots in Nietzschean philosophy, to a wider public. “Is God Dead?” the establishment magazine asked in bold red letters against a stark black cover. To many disillusioned Protestants living in a paradoxical age of affluence and abundance, but also Holocaust memory, nuclear missiles, race riots, and the Vietnam War, the answer was no longer clear.12

“It is no longer possible for Protestantism to survive in its present form,” concluded Stephen E. Rose, a young religious intellectual who issued a “Manifesto for Protestant Renewal” in 1966. And for many Americans, it did not. As the supernatural foundations of liberal Protestant belief crumbled, its fixed moral bearings collapsed as well. Most famous was the advent of “relativism,” the idea that there are no moral absolutes but only a series of constantly shifting relative goods. Nobody, not even Christians, had a monopoly on truth and righteousness. In 1966, at the height of secular theology’s fame, Joseph Fletcher, an Episcopal divinity school professor from Massachusetts, published Situation Ethics. Carrying the provocative subtitle The New Morality, Fletcher’s book argued that it was simply impossible to reconcile traditional morality with the dynamism and pluralism of modern life. Christians should instead make moral decisions based on the circumstances and context of the situation immediately before them, not on the Bible or teachings of the church.13

Similarly, a new generation of black theologians, such as Union Theological Seminary’s James H. Cone, adapted Christianity to suit an assertive black identity that aimed for equality but not necessarily integration with whites. First in the provocative book Black Theology and Black Power, published in 1969, and then a year later in the equally provocative A Black Theology of Liberation, Cone presented Christ as a subaltern figure of African descent, a revolutionary who fought the wickedness of authority to ensure the salvation of the oppressed. “Black Power and Christianity have this in common: the liberation of man!” he argued. “And if Christ is present today actively risking all for the freedom of man, he must be acting through the most radical elements of Black Power.” Cone’s message was a blend of the decade’s most powerful religious ideologies of the oppressed: Black Power plus liberation theology incorporated from leftist and outright Marxist South American Catholics. It was a far cry from the more soothing message of Exodus preached by Martin Luther King, but by the end of the decade it was also a better reflection of how many African Americans felt. In books such as The Black Messiah and Black Power and White Protestants, other black Protestant intellectuals advanced similar arguments.14

American Catholics also underwent a process of wrenching change that was truly revolutionary. The terms of Catholicism had not changed much in the preceding century since the First Vatican Council established many of the modern Church’s ground rules, even under the pressures of immigration and assimilation to American society. But in a process initiated by no less an authority than Pope John XXIII, the Second Vatican Council, or Vatican II, initiated a reformation of the Catholic faith. Meeting intermittently from 1962 until 1965, the decisions made by worldwide Catholic authorities at Vatican II liberalized many of the practices of the Church, particularly concerning liturgy and worship. Ecumenism was also a central theme, epitomized by John XXIII’s promise to tolerate and cooperate with other Christian denominations. Moreover, the Church took a more progressive stand on social and political questions, such as on issues of race and war and peace. Although some reforms, such as the marriage of priests and the use of birth control, proved too much even for the reformers, it is difficult to overestimate the significance of the changes that were approved. Vatican II modernized a church that had long taken pride in resisting modernization. As a result, by 1970 many American Catholics, for better or worse, scarcely recognized the church of 1960.15

Yet further changes to American religious life were still to come. In 1965, Congress passed the Immigration and Nationality Act, which lifted racist restrictions and quotas imposed by the 1924 National Origins Act. The result was a flood of new immigrants from Africa, India, the Middle East, and East and Southeast Asia who brought with them religious beliefs—traditional African faiths, Hinduism, Islam, and Buddhism—that were completely new to the vast majority of Americans. In terms of sheer numbers, adherents to the new faiths were still dwarfed by the standard Protestant-Catholic-Jew composition of American religion. But their mere presence was a startling challenge to existing norms, and they became especially popular among a younger generation of Americans who were desperate to break free from the constraints of their Judeo-Christian heritage and willing to experiment with foreign alternatives. The popularity of Eastern and New Age spiritualities that began slowly in the 1950s blossomed into a religious phenomenon in the more philosophically curious, irreverent Sixties. Islam, conducive to Black Power ideology and the emerging pan-African movement and already practiced by American variants such as the Nation of Islam, caught on among African Americans who were less willing to embrace black Protestantism’s ethos of patient sacrifice and eventual salvation. The practice of traditional African faiths grew alongside the spread of Islam. As a result of this new immigration, American domestic life was quickly becoming globalized. Perhaps it was no coincidence that 1965 also marked the founding of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, and with it the Hare Krishna movement in America.16

UNSURPRISINGLY, the religious liberals who had been the apostles of progress during the staid 1950s flourished in the reformation Sixties. Their quests for progressive change in religion and politics mirrored and fueled each other to the extent that crusades against poverty and racism and crusades for inclusiveness and innovation in faith became opposite sides of the same coin. The Kennedy and Johnson administrations welcomed these reformers, but not without mixed feelings, for religious liberals wanted to push a reformist agenda, at home and abroad, much further and faster than government officials thought possible.

The Kennedy administration generally shared the liberals’ goals but not necessarily their moral passion or sense of urgency. The apostles of progress kept alive the internationalist Social Gospel tradition by calling for the United States, the world’s wealthiest nation, to help cure socioeconomic problems around the world. Americans needed to share their wealth and lift starving billions out of destitution, but doing so would require sacrifice for the good of all humanity. “A fat and complacent and luxury-loving America can never preach Christ persuasively to a starving, struggling world,” declared Reverend John M. Krumm, chaplain of Columbia University, after a 1960 tour through Asia. Instead, Americans must find solutions, “perhaps even through higher taxes,” to level the global economic playing field and “lift the level of life around the world to something approaching our own incredible level.” Reflecting widespread concerns about the domestic poor, in 1962 the National Council of Churches told Kennedy that “it is no longer necessary to tolerate poverty” and demanded that the president commit the nation to “an all-out effort to abolish it, both at home and abroad.”17

Kennedy did not disagree, illustrated by the fact that foreign aid and development stood at the heart of his foreign policy, even if his efforts were not exactly all-out. Through programs such as the Peace Corps and the Alliance for Progress, he aimed to inoculate the Third World against communism by stimulating economic growth that would lead to political stability. Exiled to the banks of the Charles River during the Eisenhower administration, modernization theorists flocked to Kennedy’s Washington and filled the ranks of the State Department and National Security Council. Led by Walt Rostow, who in 1960 wrote The Stages of Economic Growth, an avowedly “non-communist manifesto,” modernization theorists believed they had unlocked the political and economic secret to steering the world toward capitalism and, in the process, winning the Cold War peacefully. As Rostow would discover in Vietnam, however, the road to modernization was not so straightforward.18

Neither was the role of faith. Kennedy and his advisers were committed to a reformist agenda abroad, but they remained unsure about the role religion should play. For one thing, modernization theory presupposed the fading away of religion. For another, it was not an altruistic means of delivering charity to the world’s poor but a weapon in the Cold War. Thus at a basic level, modernization theory and religious reformism were incompatible, perhaps even contradictory. Moreover, Kennedy was concerned not to let it appear that his faith was determining his policies, including his foreign policy. Religious faith marked an essential difference between East and West, he acknowledged to a 1961 prayer breakfast held by the International Christian Leadership, but it was no more than that: “I do not regard religion as a weapon in the cold war.” In case the assembled evangelists and apostles of liberty did not understand him the first time, he repeated himself the following year. “I do not suggest that religion is an instrument of the cold war,” he declared at the 1962 prayer breakfast before largely the same audience. “Rather it is the basis of the issue which separates us from those who make themselves our adversary. And at the heart of the matter, of course, is the position of the individual—his importance, his sanctity, his relationship to his fellow men, his relationship to his country and his state.” Thus it was left to the individual, not the state, to promote religious solutions to international problems.19

Yet religion could not be purged so easily from U.S. foreign policy, much less from American public life. As Kennedy would soon discover, voluntarist activity could not always be easily separated from public policy—at least, not without rancor. The Kennedy administration may have had a special interest in development, but it also happened to be a field in which America’s large contingent of overseas missionaries and faith-based relief agencies—Protestant, Catholic, and Mormon—had tremendous experience and expertise. Missionaries from the Southern Baptist Convention and relief workers from Church World Service and Catholic Relief Services approached the Kennedy administration as partners in a global war on poverty. Some officials, such as Assistant Secretary of State for International Organization Affairs Harlan Cleveland, called for a more formal partnership between government and religious organizations, especially mission boards, but on the whole they were lonely voices in an administration preoccupied with social science and problem solving. “This is a group we need to cultivate,” said Bill Moyers, an aide to then vice president Johnson, of the Southern Baptist missionaries. Few paid him any heed.20

Characteristically, religious groups pushed on regardless. The NCC and mainline Protestant denominations were active, but more surprising was the leading role taken by the Roman Catholic Church. The Vatican II reforms ushered in sweeping changes to the life and worship of Catholics, but it also renewed an activist mission of worldwide peace and social justice that had in recent decades been subsumed by the demands of the Church’s anticommunist holy war. Now, the Vatican called for a more equitable world order and for ecumenical cooperation with Protestants, Eastern Orthodox, Muslims—even, to a degree, communists. In May 1961, Pope John XXIII issued Mater et Magistra, a progressive encyclical on economic life in the modern world. Rather than unfettered capitalism, John enjoined that “all forms of economic enterprise must be governed by the principles of social justice and charity.” Rather than engaging in economic and political competition, “man’s aim must be to achieve in social justice a national and international juridical order … in which all economic activity can be conducted not merely for private gain but also in the interests of the common good.” The pope pointed out that the world was in the midst of being re-created by decolonization and globalization, in which “nations are becoming daily more interdependent,” which in turn created the imperative for international cooperation across religious and ideological lines. The encyclical focused on economics, national and international, and John stressed one theme above all: “Economic progress must be accompanied by a corresponding social progress, so that all classes of citizens can participate in the increased productivity. The utmost vigilance and effort is needed to ensure that social inequalities, so far from increasing, are reduced to a minimum.” In other words, “the economic prosperity of a nation is not so much its total assets in terms of wealth and property, as the equitable division and distribution of this wealth.”21

Two years later, at the height of Vatican II, John XXIII extended such thinking from economics to the realm of world politics. Pacem in Terris (“Peace on Earth”), an encyclical addressed “to all men of good will,” argued that the preservation of peace was the duty of all humanity in an age of nuclear weapons. Human rights, based upon a careful balancing of individual rights with collective social justice, must be the basis of international relations. There would naturally be differences among people over how best to achieve such a balance. Everyone, not only Catholics, had to remember that people who believed in “erroneous doctrines” such as communism were fellow human beings who sought the same objectives: peace, stability, justice, prosperity, equality. It did no good to condemn communists or damn them to the eternal fires of hell; denunciations such as these only fueled the Cold War without offering constructive solutions for its end. “Besides,” asked the pope, “who can deny that those movements, in so far as they conform to the dictates of right reason and are interpreters of the lawful aspirations of the human person, contain elements that are positive and deserving of approval?” Because peace was essential, tolerance was now also essential. The pope led by example by meeting with Soviet officials, much to the consternation of the State Department.22

The Vatican’s next step was to seek a partnership on international social justice with the world’s most powerful nation. Aware that the usual American sensitivities about undue Catholic influence would be heightened during a Catholic presidency, Vatican officials and allies made discreet contact with Kennedy administration officials to see if some sort of alliance could be struck. This marked a change from Harry Truman and Myron Taylor’s approaches to Pius XII, in which the United States sought an anticommunist alliance of all religious believers against the Soviet Union. Now, it was John XXIII’s turn to solicit American cooperation in establishing an ecumenical peace of all peoples, communists included. Norman Cousins, the editor of Saturday Review and an intimate of several Kennedy administration officials, was granted a papal audience in 1962 with the knowledge that the conversation would be passed along to the White House. The pope suggested that 1962 could be a “Geo-Humanistic Year” in which the United States and the Soviet Union embarked upon a “Peace Race” that would not only ensure the “absence of nuclear conflict” but also “provide adequate education for the world’s young” and “develop the creative potential of every child.” Yet John’s vision of peace caused concern in Washington, not hope. Kennedy officials told reporters they were “puzzled” by the Vatican peace offensive; others expressed “concern.” The State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research concluded that the Vatican’s new diplomacy “could conceivably be a dialogue and even collaboration” with regimes behind the Iron Curtain, while a CIA analysis warned that the Vatican was creating a geopolitical atmosphere that was “permissive rather than positive.” By 1963, Kennedy himself was pursuing a détente of sorts with Moscow, but he and his advisers worried that the Vatican was pushing the process too quickly, and in ways that would not always be conducive to American interests.23

In Catholic America, the pursuit of peace had been dominated by left-liberals, such as Father John Ryan and the Catholic Association for International Peace, and radicals, such as Dorothy Day and the Catholic Workers. The hierarchy took social justice seriously, but when it came to international relations anticommunism took precedence over all else. But now, with the impetus of Vatican II, many bishops and priests embraced a peace crusade that sought the extension of global social justice to all. “Our moral responsibility,” proclaimed the National Catholic Welfare Conference in 1961, “transcends the limited circle of our individual lives and the confining borders of our country. Our interests and our obligations are world-wide,” especially in the developing world, which might begin with material aid but must also include “a recognition of their dignity.” Other Catholic leaders were willing to go even further.24

Mainline Protestants, particularly those who debated the “death of God” and “situation ethics,” were for the most part even more radical than Catholics. They believed that not only was the church in revolution, but the whole world was. And according to Princeton Theological Seminary’s Richard Shaull, as both Christians and Americans “we may feel quite at home in the midst of revolution.” Often this revolutionary critique of the Cold War was also a critique of the United States, especially on the American record on perpetuating racial and economic inequalities at home and around the world. In fact, Americans were so morally compromised, so used to tolerating human rights abuses by their own government and people, that they were no longer a truly Christian people. “We live in the time of the invalidation of the Christian gospel by Christians themselves,” lamented Harvey Cox in 1963. “We have managed to prove to most of the world’s people that we don’t really mean what we say.” Cox called for a renewal of America’s belief in Christian ethics by tackling racism in all America—not just in the South—and curtailing its imperial ambitions abroad. The “first thing the church must always do,” he urged his fellow Christians, “is to find out where God is on the move in his world today, and then make all possible haste to be there with him.” For Cox, God’s locations were obvious: Mississippi, Harlem, Latin America, Indochina, and other places where poverty and injustice thrived.25

While reformist Catholics and liberal Protestants cheered Kennedy’s policies of international uplift, such as the Peace Corps, they despaired of his more traditional use of force. Foremost among liberal concerns was America’s continuing strategic reliance on nuclear weapons—indeed, for many liberal ministers and theologians, many sins flowed from the looming shadow of nuclear terror. Because nuclear weapons threatened all life on earth, placed in human hands the power that should be God’s alone, cost so much, and seemed so illogical and unnecessary, religious liberals believed that further reform was not possible unless the United States committed itself to nuclear disarmament. The Friends Witness for World Order, a Quaker peace group, sent Kennedy a petition that called for unequivocal support of the United Nations, foreign aid, and recognition of communist China, but above all pressed for a general disarmament to begin with nuclear weapons. The Central Conference of American Rabbis made a similar plea to JFK, this time linking nuclear disarmament to civil rights and support for Israel. After the Soviets resumed atmospheric nuclear testing in 1961, Kennedy felt the United States could not afford to fall behind and authorized new American tests in the spring of 1962. An incensed Thomas Merton, the celebrated American Catholic intellectual, antinuclear activist, and perhaps the world’s most famous Trappist monk, typified the shock and anger of religious liberals. Merton was “convinced,” he wrote not long after the resumption of testing, that America “is not only capable of starting a preemptive nuclear war but is perhaps on the way to doing it.” “Is peace possible?” Church Women United asked on World Community Day in 1964. Not without disarmament. “To build international peace with justice and freedom,” liberal church women across America prayed, “nations in community must not trust in armed might as their greatest resource for strength.”26

The liberal critique of American foreign policy accelerated as the tumultuous decade wore on, race relations deteriorated, and the war in Vietnam escalated. By continuing to rely on brute force, Lyndon Johnson and his successor, Richard Nixon, seemed determined to block the historical changes sweeping the world into the postmodern age. If the Soviet-American clashes over Berlin and Cuba in 1961–62 had appeared to be the product of mutual hostility, American interventions in the Dominican Republic (1965) and Chile (1973) seemed to be a more clearly one-sided case of wanton aggression. And they were only the most obvious cases of American imperialism. “Repression has intensified,” Cox reported to friends after a 1970 tour of Latin America, due mostly to the rise of “right-wing dictatorships that often seized power with American encouragement.” Cox promised that “hope is still alive,” thanks not to the United States but to local grassroots resistance movements of “workers and farmers, students and intellectuals, priests and ministers.” These people’s movements “are trying to wrench the future of their continent away from the ruling cliques and their American sponsors,” and they were succeeding due to the galvanizing effects of their “buoyant religious vision.” Cox was witnessing the growth of liberation theology, a popular movement that started in Colombia in 1968 with the aim of resisting war, authoritarianism, and the United States through a powerful blend of Marxism and Catholicism.27

By the end of the 1960s, the renewal of the global Social Gospel was in full swing. Believing that their own society and the world at large were in the midst of revolution, liberal clergy called for immediate action producing immediate results. Like Cox, they saw their efforts as existing in opposition to the policies of the U.S. government. Though they might disagree on some issues, such as the use of birth control to slow world population growth, Protestants and Catholics promoted a global agenda of peace, human rights, and equitable economic development with equal vigor. A 1969 report on Christian missions by the United Methodist Church summed it up best: “Poverty, health, race relations, peace—you name it,” said Bishop Lloyd C. Wicke. “These are the concerns of the whole church; these are the gospel’s concern, the concern of the entire family of man.” American Catholics launched a similar mission drive, while Catholic writers, such as Michael Novak (later a neoconservative), affirmed the radical critique of American politics and society. Pope John VI joined in with a 1967 encyclical, Populorum Progressio, that blasted the developed nations for hoarding their wealth and keeping the Third World in a state of dependency and destitution. The World Council of Churches, led by an American Presbyterian, Eugene Carson Blake, reaffirmed in 1968 that in “the struggle for peace and justice, the Church must bear witness” and that the clergy “must speak out where no one else dares to, or where truth is not respected, where human lives or human dignity are endangered, and where opportunities for a better future are neglected” to bring about the “application of social justice to all human relations.” The following year, the WCC swore to do all it could to end racism throughout the world, even if it meant supporting leftist “national liberation” movements. Perhaps most significant was the fact that liberal Protestants and Catholics now saw each other as allies rather than competitors. In 1968, Francis Sweeney, an American priest with intimate papal ties, even invited Blake to the Vatican to present a united front in the “establishment of international order.”28

THE MARKED AMBIVALENCE that characterized the relationship between Democratic officials and religious liberals meant that there was little synergy, or even cooperation, between the Kennedy and Johnson administrations and the apostles of progress on foreign policy. This was in stark contrast to the mostly warm relations the Eisenhower administration had enjoyed with the apostles of liberty. Kennedy was not interested in deploying religion while Johnson, who was more willing to work with religious leaders, found himself sharply at odds with liberals over the Vietnam War. But also crucial was the fact that neither Kennedy nor Johnson, nor most of their advisers, understood the new American religious landscape or grasped the importance of religious pluralism in a globalizing world. From the beginning, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Kennedy’s adviser and in-house historian, noted the difference with Eisenhower in both style and substance. “The John Foster Dulles contrast between the God-anointed apostles of free enterprise and the regimented hordes of atheistic communism bored him,” Schlesinger wrote of Kennedy. “Seeing the world as an historian rather than as a moralist, he could not utter without embarrassment the self-serving platitudes about the total virtue of one side and the total evil of the other.”29

Accordingly, the attitude of Kennedy administration officials toward religion’s place in world politics ranged from indifferent to hostile. Whether Americans protested the harsh treatment of Catholics in Poland, Jews in the Soviet Union, or Protestants in Spain, they received little encouragement from Washington. As the Kennedy State Department aridly informed Congressman Walter Rogers of Texas, angered by the treatment of American Protestants in Catholic South America, the U.S. government was “obliged to recognize that these are primarily internal matters under the jurisdiction of other sovereign governments.” Advocates of Soviet Jews received a similarly lukewarm response. Religious persecution of Soviet Jews was regrettable, the National Security Council wrote to one concerned individual in 1963, but “it is believed that formal United States Government representations would not be in their best interests.” To Congressman Steven Derounian of New York, the State Department questioned whether persecution of Soviet Jews “has its actual basis in anti-Semitism” and, veering into anti-Semitic territory itself, suggested that Jews were simply targets of “the presently intensified campaign of the Soviet authorities to stamp out black marketeering, speculation and other economic crimes involving illegal manufacturing, theft or misappropriation of state property, bribery of officials, and other economic abuses.” In any event, life in the Soviet Union was hard for everyone. Even if Soviet Jews were being persecuted simply for being Jewish, it was doubtful they were being subjected to “a disproportionate amount of condemnation and victimization.”30

It is also doubtful whether the Kennedy and Johnson administrations had much of a clue about the majority of the world’s people who were not Protestants, Catholics, or Jews. Given that U.S. foreign policy would become less preoccupied with Europe and more entangled with parts of the world that were highly religious, this was not an entirely auspicious development. In South Vietnam, for example, the 1963 Buddhist uprising caught the Kennedy administration completely flatfooted. “How could this have happened?” a perplexed JFK asked his advisers about the Buddhists. “Who are these people? Why didn’t we know about them before?” They were merely the people who made up almost 90 percent of South Vietnam’s population, and the fact that Kennedy and his advisers found their presence shocking is shocking in itself.31

Vietnamese religion was not an exception. In similar fashion, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, who served throughout both the entire Kennedy and Johnson administrations, tried to separate religion from politics in the Middle East but was only left more perplexed as a result. Rusk had been raised in a poor Georgia farming family but rose, by dint of education, hard work, and a knack for making the right connections, to become a pillar of the American establishment. His father was an ordained Presbyterian minister who had been trained at Louisville Theological Seminary, one of the South’s premier centers of religious learning. A chronic throat problem prevented him from becoming a full-time preacher, but he nonetheless ensured that his children received a religious upbringing that included daily Bible lessons and regular church services and Sunday school. He also took young Dean to see the famed evangelist Billy Sunday. It seemed as if Dean would follow in his father’s footsteps and pursue a career in the ministry or become a missionary to China. At the age of eleven, he became statewide president of the Junior Christian Endeavor, a major honor for any young Southern Presbyterian. Later, as a senior at Davidson College—which he described as having “the religious core of a Presbyterian school” where there was “considerable evangelical pressure”—he served as president of the college’s YMCA affiliate. But he was not destined for a religious life. He “became skeptical” while at Davidson and shed his religious belief; he retained Christianity’s ethical core and ideals, its doctrine of works, and willingness to confront evil, but not its spirituality. “I gradually lost interest in questions of that sort,” he later noted, and “abandoned the idea of the ministry.” As a Rhodes Scholar to Oxford, where he wryly admitted that he “fell from grace,” Rusk lived the carefree, alcohol-fueled life of a typical undergraduate. As an adult with a successful career in the Truman administration and then as president of the Rockefeller Foundation, he politely condescended to his relatives, some of whom had become Jehovah’s Witnesses and wanted to convert him to the Christian faith.32

By the time Rusk became secretary of state, then, he was ill-disposed to linking religion to politics or diplomacy, even if the foreigners he dealt with viewed the world through a religious lens he had broken long ago. For Rusk, faith was either irrelevant or unfathomably enigmatic. This meant that the Middle East was a mystery to him, just as Vietnam was a mystery to Kennedy. The “intractable nature of the divisions between Jews and Arabs … almost defy solution,” Rusk later remarked. “They involve deeply human passions, the holy war psychology of the Arabs and the sense of apocalypse of the Jews.” For Rusk, secretary of state at the time of the 1967 Six Day War, this made diplomacy especially difficult, if not impossible:


I never knew anybody in our government, including myself, who felt he had the answer to peace in the Middle East. When both Jews and Arabs are convinced they’re speaking for God, that makes for a tough negotiation. I’ve been at the table when Arabs quoted the Koran while Jews quoted the Book of Moses. And I couldn’t say, “Oh, come on now, don’t give me any of that stuff!”



Perhaps a better understanding of the Holy Land’s religious psychology would not have resolved the impasse between Muslim and Jew, but it certainly would have given Rusk a better insight into the nature of the Middle East’s political problems.33

The issue of religious liberty, moreover, once a major and uncomplicated part of the Truman and Eisenhower administrations’ anticommunism, was no longer a weapon in America’s ideological arsenal. Race and civil rights, not religion, now set the agenda for national discussions on individual and collective freedom. The objectives of foreign policy had also changed. Following the Cuban Missile Crisis, both the Kennedy and Johnson administrations were committed to a policy of détente with the Soviet Union. Now remembered as the policy of Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger, détente actually began, albeit fitfully and with little success, under Kennedy and Johnson. Protestations about Soviet atheism or violations of religious freedom threatened to scuttle the emergence of détente, and so were ignored.34

But perhaps most important was the fact that in Vietnam, the United States itself became a party to religious persecution. South Vietnam, an American ally, was governed by the Roman Catholic Ngo family even though the vast majority of its people were Buddhist. This in itself would not necessarily have posed a problem had President Ngo Dinh Diem not been so undemocratic and unrepresentative. Buddhists responded politically with two major uprisings, in 1963 and 1966, that criticized American support for a regime that infringed upon the freedom of worship. In 1967, Thich Nhat Hanh, a Buddhist poet from Saigon, published Vietnam: Lotus in a Sea of Fire, an antiwar screed that criticized the United States for not respecting Vietnam’s rights to freedom of religion and national self-determination; Thomas Merton provided an elegiac preface. Against such a backdrop, it was decidedly not in Washington’s interest to promote religious liberty as an antidote to godless communist tyranny.35

Overall, neither Kennedy nor Johnson really knew what to make of the religious changes of the 1960s, much less what to do with them. For the first time in three decades, faith acted as a complication rather than a complement to foreign policy. In retrospect, perhaps their only saving grace was that their successors would not fare much better.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
The Valley of the Shadow of Death

NOWHERE DID THE LIBERAL critique of U.S. foreign policy reach higher intensity or have greater impact than on Vietnam, which sparked the largest antiwar movement in American history. The clergy—Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish—played a key role in mobilizing dissent against the Vietnam War. Their role was critical in many ways, but three in particular stand out. First, along with student groups, they were among the earliest antiwar protesters. Second, by transferring their pre-1964 activism on nuclear weapons and civil rights to the Vietnam War, they legitimized protest over an American foreign war and continued the growth of the liberal critique of America’s Cold War. Third and probably most important, the clergy were important simply because of who they were. Ministers, priests, and rabbis were pillars of American society; they were also the recognized guardians and interpreters of morality, ethics, and virtue. Their opposition to the war hindered Lyndon Johnson’s efforts to justify it to the public. The national discussion over just war theory returned to the nation’s pulpits and magazines, but unlike 1940–41 this was a debate the president was destined to lose. As Richard John Neuhaus, a Lutheran minister and leading antiwar critic, declared in 1970, the clergy had “succeeded in making opposition to the Vietnam War respectable.” At a time when the antiwar movement was indelibly associated with radicalism, anti-Americanism, and the counterculture, this was a notable contribution indeed.1

However, the decade was also one of conservative renewal as well as liberal and radical rebellion. As we shall see in the next chapter, a broad grouping of Christian conservatives, better known as the Religious Right, was forming alongside the liberal churches in revolution. And just as the Vietnam War brought all the elements of protest together, it also provided a rallying point for evangelicals, fundamentalists, and conservative Catholics. In fact, conservative backing for this complicated and confusing war was not really about the war itself. Instead, conservatives rallied to support a wartime president, and by extension the honor of America. Their anticommunism and fervent patriotism made these feelings sincere, but their views were shaped just as much by a desire to check the forces of radicalism and prevent them from destroying the country as a whole. The Vietnam War, in other words, also helped spark the counterreformation.

POLITICALLY, Vietnam was an exceedingly challenging war for American leaders to justify. There was no national anticommunist consensus pushing Johnson to war in 1964–65, and it is not difficult to understand why. South Vietnam was a truculent ally, its government authoritarian and corrupt and seemingly unable to win the allegiance of its own people against the communist insurgency. Who wanted to defend a regime that drove Buddhist monks to burn themselves to death in protest? The Kennedy and Johnson administrations’ arguments for supporting South Vietnam did not ring true. Secretary of State Dean Rusk spoke of the need to uphold commitments to allies even when most of those very same allies were calling for negotiations and withdrawal. On the ground, moreover, this was a war with an internal logic that made no sense. U.S. troops brought the war to Vietnamese civilians, citing the need to destroy their villages in order to save them. While it is true that public opinion supported Johnson until the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong launched the Tet Offensive in January 1968, it is also true that the support was shallow. Many who told pollsters they supported the war actually supported their president in a time of war, a very different thing.2

In such a climate, it was natural for clergy and religious intellectuals to raise their concerns about the war. They were, after all, already critical of what they thought was the aggressive, militaristic nature of U.S. foreign policy, especially in the Third World. They were also unafraid of communism and were quite willing to see a country become communist if that was what its people thought best. Religious Americans did not necessarily like the atheism of communist ideology, but in some circumstances it could be overlooked in favor of national self-determination and socialist progress. When liberals criticized U.S. foreign policy, they did so because they saw their country as an obstacle to international social justice. Their critique of foreign policy, then, was also a critique of America itself and of what the nation should stand for and try to achieve in the world. The illogical and brutal nature of the war, and the antiwar movement it produced, helped galvanize and then radicalize other protest movements and rights revolutions on race, gender, and sexuality. Domestic problems, especially poverty and race, became inextricably bound up with foreign problems, such as Indochina, because they seemed to emanate from the same sources of American racism, violence, greed, and empire. The Vietnam War marked the broadest and most egregious violation of American principles. As such, it marked the culmination of the liberal cause, not a new beginning.

Jews opposed the war in overwhelming numbers that, proportionally, easily exceeded those of Protestants and Catholics. Yet on the religious scene, they were overshadowed by their Christian counterparts because most Jews who resisted the war did not do so on religious grounds, and most Jewish antiwar activists were not rabbis or religious figures. Secular antiwar groups, especially in the student and New Left movements, were disproportionately Jewish, but this was mainly because Jews were numerous within the groups at the forefront of opposition to the war, namely, students and intellectuals. When Rabbi Abraham Heschel of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York voiced the “Moral Outrage of Vietnam,” his message found a greater resonance among Christian clerics than his fellow rabbis. Even so, Jewish religious leaders mostly opposed the war. Notwithstanding their staunch support for Lyndon Johnson and the Democrats, beginning in 1965 most of the major Jewish organizations in America—including the American Jewish Congress, the Synagogue Council of America, and the Central Conference of American Rabbis—passed resolutions condemning the war.3

Catholics were more divided, and most actually supported the war until 1968, but those who went into opposition provided a vital boost to the antiwar movement. After the anticommunist crusades of the 1940s and 1950s and the election of Kennedy in 1960, few Americans questioned the patriotism of American Catholics. Certainly nobody doubted their hostility toward communism, which gave their criticism of an anticommunist war in Southeast Asia greater legitimacy. While the upper echelons of the hierarchy, namely the bishops, largely supported the war (or at least did not oppose it), many priests and nuns were free to act according to their conscience. Thomas Merton was but one of many examples. “I think the U.S. military would do more for democracy if they got out of Vietnam than they are doing there now,” he lectured LBJ shortly after the launch of the first major bombing attacks against North Vietnam in February 1965. Motivated by John XXIII’s vision of world peace expressed in Pacem in Terris, antiwar Catholics established the Catholic Peace Fellowship (CPF); inspired by the ecumenism of Vatican II, they affiliated it with the interdenominational Fellowship of Reconciliation, the leading faith-based pacifist group since World War I. In 1965, the CPF decreed that “peace on earth” necessarily meant “peace in Vietnam,” and called on Johnson to negotiate and young men to avoid the draft. Every Catholic presumably knew at least the basics of just war theory, and the CPF reminded them that the just war’s “basic moral principles are consistently violated in the war in Vietnam.”4

However, the Protestant clergy formed the bulk of religious opposition to the war. And nobody expressed the critique of American power more effectively than Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. King’s main cause was civil rights, but his politics, fueled by Christian spirituality and informed by Christian ethics, were also those of a committed social democrat. Throughout his career, and not simply after passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965 removed the last barriers to legal segregation in the South, King and the organization that supported him, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), called for progressive social justice as well as political equality. We now remember civil rights as a political movement that promoted African Americans’ right to vote in the South. But alongside voting rights, King and the SCLC called for blacks to have equal jobs, fair pay, better schools, decent housing, and access to affordable health care across the nation, in the North as well as the South. For King as well as for virtually all other civil rights campaigners, racial equality could never be achieved by the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act alone, but only in tandem with Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, especially its War on Poverty. King finished his career—and his life—directing the Poor People’s Campaign, a crusade for all Americans against the indignity and injustice of poverty. He was, through and through, a preacher of the Social Gospel.5

Which meant that he was also a preacher of a global Social Gospel. King was naturally preoccupied with domestic American issues, but he was just as concerned with social justice in the wider world. Not unlike most other religious liberals, he wanted the United States to promote sustained and equitable development in the Third World through foreign aid and local empowerment. He wanted the rich, mostly white Western nations to devolve power to the non-white peoples of the world. Just as he criticized white Americans for their paternalistic attitude toward African Americans, he called for a level playing field in foreign affairs. He warned that “the Peace Corps will fail if it seeks to do something for the underprivileged peoples of the world; it will succeed if it seeks creatively to do something with them.” But he worried that America’s leaders would not heed this advice and would instead seek to maintain control of a world system that increasingly resisted such control. “For some reason, we just don’t understand the meaning of the revolution taking place in the world,” he lamented to a friend after Kennedy’s disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961. “There is a revolt all over the world against colonialism, reactionary dictatorship, and systems of exploitation.” Through such neocolonial adventures as the Bay of Pigs, America was in danger of having “no real moral voice to speak to the conscience of humanity.”6

From the very outset of the war in Vietnam, then, King felt his nation had gone morally astray in Vietnam. On March 2, 1965, the same day that Operation Rolling Thunder began the continuous bombing of North Vietnam, he used a speech at Howard University to call upon Johnson to seek a negotiated settlement. Characteristically, he linked American society’s three innate problems—racism, poverty, and violence—to its prosecution of an unnecessary war in Vietnam. As Johnson ignored him and escalated the war, King escalated the pace and tenor of his antiwar speeches. This supreme act of betrayal provoked LBJ’s legendary wrath—after all, had he not given blacks more than any other president since Lincoln? In August, Johnson snubbed King at the signing ceremony for the Voting Rights Act and encouraged others to attack King’s lack of patriotism. But though King toned down his public antiwar rhetoric, he would not support Johnson’s war. It was too blatant a violation of Christian morality, too violent a betrayal of the global Social Gospel. It was also, he rightly worried, destroying the Great Society in its very infancy. King calculated that for every $53 Washington spent to help a poor person in America, it spent $500,000 to kill a person in Vietnam. Johnson was turning his back on American blacks and the Vietnamese people, condemning them both to misery and even death. “To war against your own people while warring against another nation is the ultimate in political and social bankruptcy,” King railed. “The Negro who runs wild in a riot has been given the example of his own government running wild in the world.”7

After eighteen months of fitful protest and moral brooding, King used the year 1967 to launch his own war against the war. Instead of giving speeches here and there on Vietnam, he now made it the centerpiece of his public rhetoric and linked it to the “racist decision-making” by “Men of the white West.” He also used Vietnam as a general springboard to criticize all U.S. foreign policy, from its acquiescence in South African apartheid to its isolation of Communist China. On April 4, exactly a year before his death, King spelled out his views at Riverside Church in New York. Entitling his sermon “A Time to Break Silence,” he called on all men and women of God to take a public stand against a demonstrably unjust war that was tearing apart the nation and deflecting it from the goals of social justice and racial equality. “If America’s soul becomes totally poisoned,” he cried out, “part of the autopsy must read Vietnam.” King referred to himself as a man of peace as well as a man of God. “This is a calling that takes me beyond national allegiances,” he declared to the assembled faithful,


but even if it were not present I would yet have to live with the meaning of my commitment to the ministry of Jesus Christ. To me the relationship of this ministry to the making of peace is so obvious that I sometimes marvel at those who ask me why I am speaking against the war. Could it be that they do not know that the good news was meant for all men—for Communist and capitalist, for their children and ours, for black and for white, for revolutionary and conservative? Have they forgotten that my ministry is in obedience to the one who loved his enemies so fully that he died for them? What then can I say to the “Vietcong” or to Castro or to Mao as a faithful minister of this one? Can I threaten them with death or must I not share with them my life?



To King if not to Johnson, the answers were obvious. “I am convinced,” King said in his final sermon, a Passion Day address at the National Cathedral in Washington only a few days before his 1968 assassination in Memphis, that Vietnam “is one of the most unjust wars that has ever been fought in the history of the world.”8

The answers were just as obvious to the many other religious liberals. These anti-warriors included many who had once been pillars of liberal anticommunism but had still supported progressive reform at home, especially on civil rights. One example was William Sloane Coffin, a Presbyterian minister, chaplain of Yale University, and nephew of Henry Sloane Coffin, a leader of muscular liberalism and interventionism in the interwar and World War II eras. William enlisted in the army during the war and served as a CIA officer in the 1950s. Disillusioned by containment’s inability to deal effectively or justly with decolonizing and developing nations, he made the simple transition from campaigning for civil rights to campaigning against Vietnam and became, by the end of the decade, one of the antiwar movement’s most compelling voices. Another example was Reverend Kenneth M. Johnson, the staunchly anticommunist minister of Memorial Methodist Church in Asbury, North Carolina. In a December 1966 sermon, before a congregation that included parents of soldiers serving in Vietnam, Johnson said that America “desperately needs someone to ‘guide our feet into the way of peace’ ” and help Americans “learn from Jesus …. We must learn to forgive our enemies. We must learn to love them.” And yet another was the Episcopal bishop of California, James A. Pike, who had once given LBJ the benefit of the doubt. Pike initially proclaimed Vietnam a “righteous conflict” but soon changed his views. “Jesus was a revolutionary like the Vietcong,” he declared one Sunday morning, “and a freedom fighter like Martin Luther King, Jr.” Only a liberal apostle of progress could undergo such a conversion.9

The Christian realists made a similar journey. Despite their Cold War anticommunism, both Reinhold Niebuhr and John Coleman Bennett could be counted among the Vietnam War’s staunchest opponents. In the 1930s, they had been religious insurgents within their own churches. Now, in old age and vindicated by their earlier stands against Nazism and communism, they stood as the gatekeepers of mainline theology: by 1965, Niebuhr towered over American religious life as its most authoritative voice, while Bennett had become president of Union Theological Seminary. Nobody could accuse them of being cowards or of opposing any war for the sake of opposing all wars. “I reject the pacifist interpretation for two rather general reasons,” Bennett wrote in 1965, the same year Johnson Americanized the war in Vietnam. The first was “the need of power to check power for the sake of justice and freedom. For us to leave a monopoly of the decisive form of external military power in the Soviet Union or in the communist orbit would be wrong.” The second followed from the first: “any government has a responsibility for the security and well-being of a nation as interpreted by its citizens.” Bennett therefore objected not to all wars on any grounds, but to this specific war in Vietnam. U.S. policies, which Bennett condemned as “this cumulative evil” in prepared testimony before a 1970 Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing, demonstrably failed to meet the realists’ just war criteria.10

Niebuhr felt much the same. He could never embrace the pacifism of a King or a Muste; nor could he condone radicalism. Like Bennett—indeed, like his old friend and fellow realist George Kennan, who also publicly criticized the war—Niebuhr believed in the general necessity of war but did not believe that a war for Vietnam was necessary; and because it was unnecessary, it was by definition unjust, “futile and cruel.” Niebuhr’s influential magazine, Christianity and Crisis, which had once sounded the trumpet for intervention against Nazi Germany and containment of the Soviet Union, now sounded a retreat from Vietnam. Niebuhr also decried the crusading moralism with which Johnson, Rusk, and other officials justified the war, especially “the whole argument of making these sacrifices in behalf of ‘democracy’ in Asia.” With his oblique hints at the need to withdraw from Vietnam, Nixon offered a brief glimmer of hope. But as he pulled troops out of Vietnam, Nixon searched for “peace with honor” by escalating the bombing of North Vietnam and sponsoring the invasions of previously off-limits Cambodia and Laos. “Nixon’s madness in extending an unpopular war he was elected to end” would only induce further trauma, both in America and in Indochina, Niebuhr complained to Bennett in 1970. Thanks to Nixon, Americans “must fear for the future of our nation in this crisis. May God have mercy on this nation for its combination of the pride of imperial power and the pride of virtue.” Niebuhr worried about the destruction of life in Vietnam, but he also feared for “the conscience of this deeply troubled nation” that acquiesced in such unnecessary violence.11

IN 1966, antiwar protest took a decisively radical turn, both in terms of its message and its tactics, and religious dissent was no different. Ministers, priests, and rabbis, once expected to be models of respectability, now adopted the same kind of shock tactics employed by New Left students, Black Power nationalists, and counterculture radicals. Some of the new radicalism was rhetorical, such as Stanford theologian Robert McAfee Brown’s accusation that the U.S. government was committing war crimes in Vietnam; among the signers of Brown’s statement were Martin Luther King, John Coleman Bennett, Harvey Cox, the religious historian Martin E. Marty, and Joseph Fletcher, author of Situation Ethics. The Jesuit legal scholar (and future Massachusetts congressman) Robert F. Drinan went even further, comparing the American war in Vietnam with the Nazi conquest of Europe. According to Drinan, antiwar demonstrators and conscientious objectors were compelled by morality and the law: “The American ethic not merely gives them this right but, in the light of Nuremberg, imposes this duty.” Coming from the dean of the Boston College Law School, this could not be dismissed as extremism from the radical fringe. Nor could the vexing words of ordinary ministers throughout the country. “You know, this country used to be the international symbol of justice, and freedom and democracy and a lot of other related values as well,” preached Reverend Waldemar Argow of the First Unitarian Church of Toledo, Ohio, in a 1965 sermon. “But lately the image has become a little tarnished and Uncle Sam has begun to appear less as a symbol of peace and freedom and more as a sort of short-sighted, fumbling giant who in his confusion is destroying scores of Vietnamese towns and villages, killing thousands of people, most of them civilians, and generally bringing the world more than a little closer to Armageddon.”12

Other aspects of the new radicalism were based on the civil rights movement’s tactics of nonviolent civil disobedience, which men and women of God justified as morally courageous acts of conscience. When Southern California clergy blockaded the entrance to Camp Pendleton, for instance, Rabbi Abraham Heschel called them “examples of great moral courage and self-denial.” In Virginia, only a court order prevented an ecumenical group of antiwar clergy from holding a powerfully symbolic and deliberately provocative memorial service at Arlington National Cemetery.13

Much of the civil disobedience centered on the draft. New faith-based groups, beyond traditional organizations like the Friends, the Fellowship of Reconciliation, and Catholic Workers, were founded to undermine the draft and protect every American’s right to conscientious objection. One of the most important of these groups was New England Resistance, which used a network of churches in Massachusetts to shelter draft resisters. In 1967, Reverend George Williams of Harvard Divinity School called on the young draft-age men of Boston to turn in their draft cards at Arlington Street Church. More than two hundred did so, while another sixty burned their draft orders in the flame of the church’s altar candle. Following these leads, liberal churches, theological seminaries, and divinity schools across the nation offered “sanctuary” for those who refused to be drafted on the grounds that in protecting the right of individual conscience, a house of God was beyond the reach of the state. King’s old comrade in the peace and civil rights movements, A. J. Muste, swiftly launched a new crusade against Vietnam and the draft, employing the same peacefully obstructionist tactics and message he had perfected in protests on racism and nuclear weapons.14

Even more shocking were the actions of the Berrigan brothers, Daniel and Philip. As Catholic priests—Daniel was a Jesuit, Philip a Josephite—the Berrigans were custodians of the just war tradition. After being drafted in 1943, Philip even received artillery training and briefly served in Germany, though he did not see any action. But they were also early champions of the civil rights and antinuclear movements. Vietnam represented an even higher perversion of morality, not only of the just war tradition but of all that Christians held sacred. Following their consciences, the Berrigans acted accordingly. First attuned to the injustices of American power during the Cuban Missile Crisis—Kennedy and Khrushchev were “deciding whether I was to live or die,” Philip told an interviewer, “with no consultation whatsoever. Nobody was asked. And I thought to myself, these guys are playing God with us”—the Berrigans began to agitate for a more peaceful U.S. foreign policy. Agitation became full-scale protest with the escalation in Vietnam, which they were convinced was an extension of American brutality at home. The war, said Philip, “would not have been possible against white people. It was against a brown skinned people, and we made the transition here in this country very, very easily because of the history of racism here and because of our impressions of blacks.” In November 1967, Philip and three other Catholics burst into a Baltimore Selective Service office and poured vials of their own blood over the draft files. Next May, while still awaiting trial for their bloodletting protest, Philip and Daniel seized draft files from the Selective Service office in Catonsville, Maryland, and burned them in the parking lot with a homemade version of napalm. Their actions were justified because “we have experienced intimately the uselessness of legitimate dissent,” Philip wrote from his Baltimore jail cell while awaiting trial. “Americans would not quarrel with destroying German gas ovens or the Nazi and Stalinist slave camps.” So why not draft boards? Their protests continued. Rather than return to prison, the Berrigans went underground to plan new raids. Catholic priests had never behaved in such fashion before. Not even the pacifists of the Catholic Worker movement resorted to such shocking and sensational tactics.15

In order to protect the right to protest an unjust war and the right of conscientious objection for draft-age Americans, as well as to criticize the war itself, leading religious liberals decided to seek safety and strength in numbers. In October 1965, under the direction of a Lutheran minister, John Richard Neuhaus; a Catholic priest, Daniel Berrigan; and a Jewish rabbi, Abraham Heschel; and with the encouragement of John Coleman Bennett, in whose Manhattan apartment they first met, antiwar clerics formed Clergy Concerned About Vietnam; the name was shortly changed to Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam (CALCAV), though this new name was not especially accurate because few of the laity actually participated. Other antiwar clergy would later join, including Martin Luther King, who became CALCAV’s national co-chair in 1967. It was an elite enterprise, driven by the famous theologians and ministers in its slender ranks. But CALCAV could easily compensate for lack of numbers with the star power of its members, many of whom commanded international attention and had access to national media outlets. The National Council of Churches gave them office space and logistical assistance. Many of their members could also rely on sympathy and aid from their powerful home institutions, such as Coffin’s Yale Divinity School or Heschel’s Jewish Theological Seminary. Whereas Union Theological Seminary had censured conscientious objectors as immoral during World War II, it actively encouraged them under Bennett’s leadership during Vietnam. Meanwhile, local affiliates of CALCAV sprung up across the country, including the South.16

More than any other group, CALCAV provided an air of respectability to antiwar dissent. As the group’s executive director Richard Fernandez—not one of its famous names—recalled, “Half the clergy I would talk to had studied with these luminaries. My little letterhead with all these names … opened every door in every city I wanted to go to.” This came in handy as Fernandez traveled the country soliciting support from local churches that were often more conservative and reflexively patriotic than their intellectual and theological leadership. At the very least, CALCAV raised troubling questions about the war’s necessity and morality, even if these local churches would not come right out in opposition to the war. And when CALCAV adopted the shrill rhetoric of the antiwar movement—such as planning a Los Angeles rally for “cleansing the spirit of America”—it was difficult for churchgoers to dismiss them, even if they did not agree or approve.17

CALCAV was an effective instrument for respectable dissent, but it paled in comparison to the antiwar activities of an incomparably larger and more powerful religious body: the Vatican. During the Buddhist Crisis of 1963, which pitted the majority Buddhists against the Catholics of the ruling Ngo family, the NSC encouraged the Vatican to intercede and restrain the Ngos. But if officials in Washington wanted Vatican involvement, they got much more than they bargained for. Following the start of sustained U.S. bombing in early 1965, a “deeply worried” Pope Paul VI caused headaches for the Johnson administration by constantly proposing peace initiatives or offering to broker talks between the United States and North Vietnam. “It is important that Pope Paul fully appreciate your personal dedication to peace, particularly with regard to Vietnam,” Dean Rusk advised Johnson shortly before his first meeting with the pope at the UN in October 1965. But it seemed the pontiff was not convinced. In 1966, he called for a Christmas truce; the next year, he received both Soviet leaders and Lyndon Johnson to press for peace negotiations; and in 1968, he offered to broker peace talks held in Sweden. Johnson could not reject these overtures outright, even though he knew they were unlikely to lead to a settlement acceptable to both Washington and Hanoi, for who would want to be seen as sabotaging the pope’s drive for peace on earth? Yet LBJ had to reject them somehow, quietly, for he knew that negotiations were unlikely to succeed and that he would be blamed for their failure. Ironically, for precisely this reason Ho Chi Minh called upon the Vatican to help end the war.18

IT IS IMPOSSIBLE to know definitively whether this religious opposition to the war had an effect on policy. Perhaps it limited Johnson’s options by making further escalation too controversial. But most likely it did not, at least not directly. Still, there are tantalizing hints that at least one architect of the war was troubled by the moral implications raised by religious dissenters and that his troubles led to the most serious internal challenge to Johnson’s war strategy. No Johnson official, not even Rusk, was as indelibly associated with the war as Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara. Known for his acute intelligence and almost blind faith in the power of numbers to solve almost any problem, McNamara’s statistical methods formed the very basis of wartime strategy. Before taking over at the Pentagon in 1961, he had taught at Harvard Business School, helped invent the discipline of systems analysis in the 1940s, and led Detroit’s “Whiz Kids” to the rescue of Ford Motor Company in the 1950s.

To most Americans, when it was not “Johnson’s War” it was “McNamara’s War,” a label he initially wore with pride. But when the war stalemated and forced McNamara to make morally untenable decisions about life and death on a mass scale, he began to crack. In 1966 and 1967, he mounted a campaign against further escalation from within the Pentagon, applying his formidable number-crunching powers to proving the ineffectiveness of bombing. He became quietly infamous among Washington’s power elite for bursting into tears whenever the subject of Vietnam came up, as it invariably did. He wept in his Pentagon office. “He does it all the time now,” one of his secretaries told her friend. “He cries into the curtain.” He even cried at an NSC meeting shortly before his departure from the Johnson administration. Morally shell-shocked, McNamara left the Pentagon at the beginning of 1968 a broken man. He became head of the World Bank, where his policies, especially the promotion of Third World development and health initiatives, were liberal to a fault. Though he would never admit it, these and other demonstrably good deeds were likely his way of doing penance for Vietnam.19

Less well known are McNamara’s religious and moral views. Despite his record on Vietnam, which earned him the reputation as a cold, calculating war planner, he had a strong moralistic sense of right and wrong which, in turn, had a firm grounding in Christian ethics. The son of a Catholic father and a devout Presbyterian mother, McNamara had attended a Presbyterian Sunday school while growing up in San Francisco. Later, while living in Michigan when he was with Ford, he became a Presbyterian elder, and as secretary of defense he and his wife regularly attended Washington’s New York Avenue Presbyterian Church. He also read widely—not just the usual businessman’s fare, but also books on philosophy and religious ethics. McNamara was not necessarily a profoundly spiritual man. But according to his biographer, he enjoyed learning about and then discussing the philosophical and ethical dimensions of Christian moral theology, and he took the teachings seriously. He at least was aware of the implications of immoral behavior, including doing harm to others. And this moral awareness, coupled with the moral intensity of the antiwar movement, bothered him.20

Nothing bothered him as much as Norman Morrison. On November 2, 1965, Morrison, a young, clean-cut Quaker pacifist, set fire to himself in protest against the Vietnam War. He did it in a Pentagon parking lot which, not coincidentally, had a clear view of McNamara’s office window. His final words to his wife, who did not know his intentions that morning, were: “What can I do to make them stop the war?” From his window, McNamara saw the twelve-foot high flames engulf Morrison’s body, and then the ambulances converge. It was too terrible to bear contemplating, but McNamara could not push the episode out of his mind. “Morrison’s death was a tragedy not only for his family but also for me and the country,” McNamara recalled in his memoir of the war. “It was an outcry against the killing that was destroying the lives of so many Vietnamese and American youth. I reacted to the horror of his action by bottling up my emotions and avoided talking about them with anyone—even my family.” But those emotions would soon resurface, in the form of doubt, guilt, and ultimately his resignation. The journalist Stanley Karnow first noticed a change in McNamara, strangely subdued and lacking in his usual confidence, at a briefing in February 1966, only a few months after Morrison’s suicide. By 1967, McNamara did not want the war to be his any longer. He did his best to sabotage the war from within, and then left. Soon after, reeling from McNamara’s defection and the shock of the Tet Offensive, Johnson announced a halt to the bombing and an end to his political career.21

…

ON A WARM spring day in May 1970, Gordon M. Torgersen, pastor of the First Baptist Church of Worcester, Massachusetts, mounted the steps of City Hall to make an announcement. “This is no easy thing to do,” he began uneasily. “We are in a time of national peril and there is peril in what we do right now.” His church members knew he had become deeply distressed by the war, but Nixon’s recent invasion of Cambodia pushed him over the edge. He loved his country, he said—“I love it as a patriot”—which made what he was about to do difficult but necessary. Nixon was out of control, comparable only to Hitler. As a Christian who believed in Christ’s gospel of peace, Reverend Torgersen pledged to withhold the proportion of his income tax that would otherwise go to fund the military budget.22

Such a stance was not unusual for liberal American clergy. But what happened next was also not unusual, and it provides the flip side of the home-front story: Reverend Torgersen then had to face his congregation. And most of them were as unhappy with Torgersen as he was unhappy with the war. Many of them acknowledged that the war posed difficult moral questions, but they were not comfortable seeing their pastor mount such a public, “undignified,” and “unpatriotic” protest. The Board of Deacons of the First Baptist Church of the nearby town of Holden informed him that they “shudder to think of the consequences of thwarting the laws of the land.” Some of his own church members were even angrier. At a church meeting after his City Hall theatrics, Torgersen admitted that while “so many have been very charitable in their opposition … there have been others who have spoken or written very harshly.” And, more ominously, “there have been the anonymous notes.” Only a last-minute compromise prevented his ouster from the pulpit of First Baptist, but a year later he was at it again with an unflinching antiwar sermon that condemned Americans as “self-absorbed” and “detached from humanity” because “we are the ones who are creating the blood bath right now.” Soon, Torgersen found his position in Worcester untenable. He left his Massachusetts church for the safety of an ivory tower, Colgate Rochester Crozer Divinity School in upstate New York, where his antiwar radicalism was not so radical.23

In a wholly typical and oft-repeated way, the Torgersen episode reflected the activities and views of both the antiwar movement and the large number of Americans who supported Johnson, Nixon, and the war. Not all religious Americans rejected the moral bases of the war in Vietnam. Many liberal clergy marched against the war, but not all joined them. Few Catholics, and even fewer Protestant evangelicals and fundamentalists, opposed Vietnam. Moreover, when the views of the laity are considered alongside those of the clergy, religious support for the war becomes even clearer. Divisions between liberal clerics and conservative congregants had always existed, especially on matters of race, but they were rarely as wide as on Vietnam. In a 1968 poll, for example, 57 percent of Protestant clergy supported an immediate and total bombing halt, while 60 percent of the laity opposed one. Gallup polls from 1965 to 1967 revealed that a substantial majority of Protestants supported the war even if their ministers did not. Only in the extremely liberal churches—the Society of Friends, the United Church of Christ, and the Unitarian-Universalists—did those in the pews share the concerns of those in the pulpit. “Officially the churches may coo like a dove,” observed a Lutheran denominational magazine, “but the majority of their members are flying with the hawks.”24

Among evangelicals and fundamentalists, the clergy and laity agreed on the need to defend South Vietnam and support the president once he had committed U.S. troops to the fight. In the summer of 1968—in other words, after the Tet Offensive had convinced most Americans, including LBJ, that victory was a mirage and that the bombing must stop—a poll of religious opinion recorded support for continued bombing and even an increase in U.S. military intervention among 97 percent of Southern Baptists, 91 percent of independent fundamentalists, and 70 percent of Missouri Synod Lutherans; only 2 percent of Southern Baptists and 3 percent of fundamentalists favored a negotiated withdrawal. Similarly, a 1971 survey of Missouri college students concluded that there were strong correlations between religious conservatism and support for the war.25

Conservatives blamed liberal protests for undermining American morale and bolstering North Vietnamese resolve. The South Vietnamese, said religious conservatives, deserved protection from communism just as much as the Germans or Japanese, and to abandon them would be positively unchristian. America’s war, trying though it was, was therefore God’s war, and American sacrifices would bring salvation from godless tyranny. “In a land of bullets, bombs, and the slinking Viet Cong, God’s angels are stationed also,” a Pentecostal wrote of U.S. troops. “And they cannot be touched by bullets or bombs! You see, angels never go to battlefields to fight but to free.” At its 1967 annual convention, the Carl McIntire–led American Council of Christian Churches passed resolutions supporting the war and condemning CALCAV and the NCC. “America must win in Vietnam,” read Resolution No. 12. “There is no other acceptable course. To surrender, or show weakness before the Communist onslaught would be the greatest disaster ever to befall America. The conflict with Communism is God versus anti-God, Christ versus anti-Christ.” Elsewhere, McIntire sanctified the war as “a righteous and holy cause,” while Billy James Hargis, a pioneer of televangelism, praised it as a struggle “against an aggressor, fought for freedom, fought for the security and protection of the United States.” Antiwar protest was therefore not only unpatriotic, but immoral. A placard at a 1970 prowar demonstration, the “March for Victory,” put it best: “Why Lose When You Can Win?”26

As might be expected, Billy Graham supported the war. Yet he was surprisingly ambivalent, and actually supported Johnson and Nixon while harboring grave doubts about the necessity and wisdom of the war. He was not a reflexive proponent of fighting in Vietnam as he had been during World War II and Korea. Vietnam seemed different, the need less clear, the fight against a poverty-stricken, preindustrial country less morally compelling. Graham had not softened on communism, but he had softened on war, especially this “complicated, confusing, and frustrating” war. “How can we have peace?” he wondered. “I don’t know. I don’t have any answers.” Despite his lack of answers, Graham publicly supported the war nonetheless and backed Johnson and Nixon against their tormentors. And it was this ambivalence that demonstrated just how resolutely patriotic Christian conservatives could be. If Graham’s support for war was no longer reflexive, his patriotism certainly was.27

Graham was not unaccustomed to taking difficult political stands. He had, for example, begun to criticize Jim Crow in the late 1950s, a remarkable thing for a Southern evangelical to do. But even considering Vietnam’s perplexing nature, Graham believed it sacrilegious to criticize the president—and through him, America itself—for prosecuting a war against godless communist tyranny. Jim Crow was wrong, that much was clear; Vietnam, on the other hand, was not inherently wrong, just difficult. Graham believed that the United States had not sought world leadership, but he also believed that no other nation could lead. Americans therefore had a responsibility, a duty to the nation, the world, and God, to persevere despite the difficulties. That was what God’s people did in a test of their will. “We either face an all-out war with Red China, or a retreat that will cause us to lose face throughout Asia. Make no mistake about it. We are in a mess,” he told an audience in Hawaii. But he was just as certain that Americans had to clean up the mess rather than turn their backs on the South Vietnamese. “I have no sympathy for those clergymen who [urge] the U.S. to get out of Vietnam,” he declared during a Denver revival. “Communism has to be stopped somewhere, whether it is in Hawaii or on the West Coast. The President believes it should be stopped in Vietnam.” At the invitation of U.S. commanders in South Vietnam, Graham paid two Christmas visits to U.S. troops, in 1966 and 1968, and encouraged them to keep fighting the good fight. On the Fourth of July in 1970, not long after the largest spasm of antiwar demonstrations against Nixon’s invasion of Cambodia, Graham hosted an Honor America Day rally at the Lincoln Memorial. “There is just too much negativism,” he told the assembled. “There are too many people knocking our institutions—the government, the church, the flag.” Instead, Americans must “Honor the nation! … And as you move to do it, never give in. Never give in! Never! Never! Never! Never!”28

Graham had reasons for supporting the war other than reflexive patriotism. Like Niebuhr and Bennett, his neo-evangelicalism was based on the neo-orthodox theology of original sin. The world was not yet redeemed, and would not be so long as Christ had not returned to do battle with the armies of Satan. Until that time, the world would be locked in a struggle between good and evil. Thus to do good, God’s people sometimes had to resort to a little evil themselves. They had to choose the lesser evil, and in Vietnam the lesser evil was fighting communism. Pretending that the world would improve purely through a doctrine of works and blind Christian charity was not only foolish but dangerous. “There are those who have tried to reduce Christ to the level of a genial and innocuous appeaser,” Graham said in obvious reference to CALCAV and other mainline dissenters. But, he continued, paraphrasing a passage from the Book of Matthew (10:34), “Jesus said, ‘You are wrong—I have come as a fire-setter and a sword-wielder.’ ” As the Bible instructed, sometimes God’s people must beat their swords into ploughshares, and sometimes they must do the reverse. It depended on whether the need to fight was just and necessary, and Graham, despite his persistent misgivings, believed the struggle in Vietnam was both. “War is sinful, yes,” he argued. “But as long as you have human nature so wild as it is, you’re going to have to use force.” Graham’s associate Sherwood Wirt agreed. After one blocked out all the noise generated by the domestic debate over the war, the basic issue was simple. “Vietnam,” he argued in 1968, “becomes rather the same basic issue that free men have faced in two World Wars and Korea: Will a man fight for his freedom? Because if he won’t, in a sinful planet he will not have it long.”29

Graham and his flock were not alone. Despite the fame which Niebuhr, Bennett, King, and others brought to the antiwar cause, not all Protestant intellectuals or Christian realists opposed the war. Some of Niebuhr’s allies at Christianity and Crisis, who used the same realist logic to support America’s stand in Vietnam, felt betrayed by his antiwar turn. In fact, another authoritative Protestant theorist of Christian ethics and the just war—perhaps even more authoritative than Niebuhr—defended the war and Johnson’s methods of waging it. Through the middle decades of the Cold War, Paul Ramsey taught ethics and philosophy at Princeton; his 1950 primer Basic Christian Ethics became the starting point for every young theologian or aspiring mainline minister. In a bracing 1965 speech to the Religious Leaders’ Conference on Peace, held at the Church Center for the United Nations, Ramsey reminded his audience that they and their flock lived in the real world, in which difficult and sometimes impossible moral choices would have to be made. Vietnam was one such choice where there were no perfect moral options. Outright withdrawal would abandon South Vietnam to unwanted communist tyranny and as such would be an irresponsible abdication of leadership in the Cold War. Ramsey turned Niebuhr’s anti-Nazi doctrine of the lesser evil on its head for the Vietnam dilemma. “Anyone who is impressed only by the immorality and probable ineffectiveness of interventionary action,” he scolded his startled listeners, “should sensitize his conscience to the immorality and probable ineffectiveness of nonintervention.” “Is Vietnam a Just War?” Ramsey asked three years later in his influential book, The Just War. The answer was complex, but definite: yes, in every possible sense, and it was the war’s opponents who lacked a clear understanding of the relationship between morality and world politics. “There is nothing much wrong with Secretary of State Dean Rusk except that he keeps saying that this should be a world in which neighbors leave neighbors alone,” Ramsey noted sardonically. “Jesus of Nazareth said something like that too.”30

While Ramsey made the intellectual case for war, faith-based relief agencies and mission boards actually helped to implement it, if at times uncomfortably. Groups like Church World Service (Protestant) and Catholic Relief Services delivered food aid to South Vietnamese and helped clothe and house refugees in South Vietnam, and they did it all within the confines of the U.S. pacification program and with the cooperation of the government in Saigon. Church World Service (CWS), a mainline group based in the grassroots laity rather than the clerical elite, distanced itself from its partner organization, the clergy-oriented National Council of Churches, which continually leveled strong protests against the war. Though the CWS-NCC tensions never led to a rupture, they revealed the liberal-conservative divisions between the laity and the clergy and the fissures between religious liberals and conservatives that would open and widen over the next several decades. Just as important, CWS and Catholic Relief Services showed the willingness of charitable organizations to help solve the Vietnam problem, even if it meant coordinating with unsuitable partners such as the U.S. military and the regime in Saigon. Evangelicals, who mostly backed the war and could be found predominating in the American missionary enterprise and increasingly the U.S. military, found South Vietnam a particularly fruitful mission field.31

The efforts of Catholic Relief Services were broadly representative of another major feature of religious support for the war. Notwithstanding the Berrigan brothers, a solid majority of Catholics backed the war until the Tet Offensive. This was perhaps to be expected: South Vietnam was in part a Catholic country, and the fiercely anticommunist Catholic hierarchy had given it staunch support from its very inception, when the 1954 Geneva Accords partitioned Vietnam into northern and southern halves. One of America’s only propaganda victories during its entire involvement in Vietnam came that same year, when the U.S. Navy helped nearly a million Catholics flee from communist North Vietnam to the South. In addition, South Vietnam’s president, Ngo Dinh Diem, was a devout Catholic, and his brother, Ngo Dinh Thuc, was the bishop of Hue. Polls throughout the war, right up to the United States’ withdrawal after the 1973 Paris Peace Accords, showed consistently higher levels of support among Catholics than among Protestants (both were far higher than among Jews). If there was ever a war American Catholics were predisposed to supporting, it was Vietnam.32

On foreign policy in general, and on Vietnam in particular, Catholics followed the same path as Billy Graham: protests against America’s mission abroad were condemned as assaults on the nation itself. Philip Berrigan noticed that his fellow Josephite priests were willing to be radical on civil rights, but not Vietnam. The Josephites were happy to focus on the “salvation” of African Americans, Berrigan later complained, but “when I plunged into the Vietnam War and got into trouble over that, there was almost no support for that. They’d visit me in jail once in a while, but not too often, and only one or two of them.” Overall, the Catholic hierarchy backed President Johnson. In 1966, the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB) tried to reconcile the pope’s call for “peace on earth” with American treaty and moral obligations in Southeast Asia; in this standoff between pope and president, LBJ came out ahead. Not until 1971 did the NCCB officially come out against the war, long after the rest of the country.33

Few people, religious or otherwise, epitomized the continuing Catholic support for the Vietnam War better than Francis Cardinal Spellman. His support for the war was automatic simply because his support for all U.S. foreign policy was automatic. But he was especially devoted to Vietnam. This was a relatively easy position to maintain in the revivalist and anticommunist atmosphere of the Eisenhower era, but Spellman held fast to it when the communist insurgency picked up in the early 1960s and Diem was overthrown in 1963. When the ranks of antiwar protesters swelled at home, the cardinal took it upon himself to counter their moral arguments with ones of his own. The turning point came with another act of antiwar self-immolation, this time by a young Catholic Worker, Roger LaPorte, who burned himself to death on the steps of the UN. Spellman blamed the Berrigans—especially after Daniel Berrigan delivered the funeral sermon and, against Spellman’s strict orders, used it to attack the war—and moved to ostracize them from Church activities. But, ironically, his immovable support for the war in Vietnam put him at odds not only with the Berrigans and Catholic Workers, but also with the institution he had faithfully served his entire career. Under John XXIII and Paul VI, the Vatican had moved away from the vitriolic anticommunism of Pius XII. They wanted peace on earth, which included peace in Vietnam. But Spellman remained unmoved. To demonstrate his full support for the war, he paid Christmas visits to Saigon in 1965 and 1966. Billy Graham was also there in 1966, and the two shared many of the same venues. They also shared a meeting with the overall U.S. commander in Vietnam, General William C. Westmoreland—who found the cardinal “a tough man when it comes to principle”—and a White House debriefing upon their return. On these occasions, though Johnson and Westmoreland appreciated such steadfast support, even Graham was taken aback by Spellman’s aggressively optimistic support for the war. The night before Spellman died of a massive stroke in December 1967, he reiterated the need for America to uphold its moral duty and maintain the defense of South Vietnam.34

LONG AFTER THE fighting had ended, Vietnam continued to serve a political purpose for those who had supported the war. In 1984, at the height of the conservative revival, Tim LaHaye, a fundamentalist writer, commentator, and coauthor of the spectacularly successful Left Behind novel series, repudiated the strategists and protesters who had all but ensured defeat. “Her failure to use military might in Vietnam was a national disgrace,” he said of a troubled nation then in the throes of liberalism and secularism, “permitting the enslavement or murder of twenty million people.” Rus Walton, another fundamentalist writer and professional anticommunist, took a similar view: “What must the nations of the free world think of a country that spends the lives of 58,000 splendid young men and then gives up? Just quits and walks away and says, ‘Sorry, fellas, it was all a mistake.’ ”35 During the war, the anti-Vietnam demonstrators, many of them led by ministers, priests, and rabbis, claimed the moral high ground. But the war’s defenders, the conservatives who would fuel the Religious Right, provided a vigorous counterargument that was also grounded in morality, albeit of a sterner kind. It was this moral vision that eventually triumphed and reoriented the normative bearings of U.S. foreign policy. But before it could, its adherents first had to defeat the relativism and internationalism of their liberal adversaries. Then, in the years of Richard Nixon, they turned upon the government itself.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Get Thee Behind Me, Satan

WHEN RICHARD NIXON WAS inaugurated as president in January 1969, America’s position in the world was at its lowest point in nearly a century. Vietnam was obviously the main problem, but it was not the only one: the Soviets had achieved strategic parity by equaling the U.S. nuclear arsenal; the German and Japanese economies were surging (which, ironically, was possible partly because the United States bore the heavy costs of German and Japanese security); through Ostpolitik, the Germans were also exploring ways to open links with Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, thereby weakening transatlantic solidarity; and the French undermined American leadership by withdrawing from NATO’s military command and leading a run on the dollar. At the same time, the U.S. economy was straining under the inflationary pressures of funding a major war without raising taxes, some of the nation’s major cities lay in smoldering ruins, race relations were reaching new lows, and many universities were nearing a state of insurrection. In between the disasters of the 1961 Bay of Pigs and the 1979–80 Iran hostage crisis, Nixon inherited leadership of a nation on the verge of a collective nervous breakdown.

To manage America’s decline in world politics and protect it from new vulnerabilities, Nixon and his chief foreign policy adviser, Henry Kissinger—who served first as national security adviser and then, from 1973, as secretary of state—adopted a new foreign policy based upon superpower détente. No longer would the United States follow through on Kennedy’s promise to bear any burden, support any friend, and oppose any foe. With the Sino-Soviet split out in the open and Beijing and Moscow fearing each other more than they feared Washington, Nixon and Kissinger moved to triangulate world politics away from its familiar U.S.–Soviet bipolar axis. Détente with the Soviets, the sensational opening to China, negotiating an end to the Vietnam War: these were intended to be the maneuvers behind a tactical retreat that would allow the United States to come through its period of decline, reemerge with new strength, and regain the initiative. Such policies astonished the world, not least of all Americans. But they also required a certain amount of dealing with the devil and treating as equals those who had only recently been denounced as godless, autocratic butchers. It was a foreign policy that avoided the crusading moralism of previous eras. It was a foreign policy of realism.1

Few architects of U.S. foreign policy have been chronicled as thoroughly as Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger. Their combustible mix of brilliance, hubris, and petty personal insecurities are legend. Less well known are the religious influences on their lives and politics. But there is good reason for this: despite coming from intensely religious households, they were not especially religious men. On August 7, 1974, with the pressure of Watergate having built to unbearable levels and facing impeachment by Congress, Nixon made up his mind to resign the presidency. Late that night, he called Kissinger in for one final conversation. Nixon was disconsolate; Kissinger, one of the only administration officials to remain free from the taint of scandal, spent the next several hours bucking up his spirits. As Kissinger, emotionally exhausted, was about to leave, Nixon asked him to pray. “Henry,” he said, “you are not a very orthodox Jew, and I am not an orthodox Quaker, but we need to pray.” With that, the two men knelt on the carpet of the Lincoln Bedroom, and prayed. Kissinger, feeling uncomfortable but also trapped, relieved the tension not by thinking of God but by silently reciting Greek poetry. Nixon prayed aloud, and then wept quietly. It was a supremely awkward moment for both men—“the most wrenching thing I have ever gone through in my life,” Kissinger said at the time—but the awkwardness was entirely fitting.2

Nixon’s parents, Frank and Hannah, were devout Quakers from Whittier, California, a small, dusty farming community twenty miles east of Los Angeles. Settled in the 1880s as a Friends colony, Nixon’s hometown had been named for a Quaker poet, John Greenleaf Whittier. However, California Quakerism bore little resemblance to the staid style of Friends worship back in Philadelphia; having been shaped by successive waves of revivalism, by the early twentieth century California Friends were in most ways indistinguishable from evangelicals. They still retained the intense cultural and social morality of conventional Quakerism, and they still believed in an “inner light” that gave every individual a personal and direct connection with God. But they were increasingly emotional in their style of worship, they believed in an inerrant Bible, and their language increasingly assumed the pietistic tenor of evangelicalism. Hannah, Nixon’s mother, set the religious tone of the household; this included the faith of her husband, Frank, who agreed to convert from Methodism. “Hannah practiced her religion in utter seriousness,” observes Nixon’s biographer Roger Morris, and she made sure the rest of her family did so too. Southern California was prone to evangelical revivalism, and Frank took his sons to see famous preachers who passed through Los Angeles, including the Pentecostal leader Aimee Semple McPherson. Frank also taught sessions in the local Friends Sunday school that became famous in the community for their intense piety and revivalist emotion. According to a family friend, Frank was “extremely religious, almost to the point of being fanatic.”3

Yet almost as soon as he could, Richard Nixon shed his Quaker faith. The separation began in college, but the final break came in World War II when he joined the navy against the wishes of his traditionally pacifist Quaker mother and her side of the family. Still, Nixon could not completely let go of his religious roots—not if he wanted a career in politics. He began his ascent in postwar Southern California, a time and place where religion was a political necessity. Here, his western-style Quakerism, with its emphasis on individualism and faith, was perfectly attuned to the Cold War anticommunism of the Republican Party. In 1946, during his first successful run for Congress, his campaign ads said that Nixon’s religion “typified the American way of service to God” because it was based upon “the solid heritage of Quaker faith.”4

For Nixon, however, there is little indication that religion was anything more than a political asset. In this sense, among others, he was unlike Eisenhower, who returned to faith later in life with a full embrace as well as an astute political awareness. As president, Nixon reached out to evangelicals in an attempt to woo them to the Republican Party. He often alluded to religion, certainly more often than either Kennedy or Johnson, and much of it stemmed from his Quaker upbringing. In his first inaugural address, he made reference to two staples of the Society of Friends: peace (“The greatest honor history can bestow is the title of peacemaker. This honor now beckons America—the chance to help lead the world at last out of the valley of turmoil and onto that high ground of peace that man has dreamed of since the dawn of civilization”) and inner light (“To a crisis of the spirit, we need an answer of the spirit. And to find that answer, we need only look within ourselves”). Having served for eight years as Eisenhower’s vice president, Nixon also needed no reminding about the importance of civil religion. In fact, he was the first president to close an address with the words “God bless America.” But his displays of piety rang hollow to those who were closest to him. Nixon struck up a very close and—for Nixon—unusually intimate relationship with Billy Graham. The evangelist had even met Hannah Nixon at a California revival before he had ever met her son. During his presidency, Nixon sought Graham’s counsel frequently. But he also was fairly aggressive in trying to co-opt Graham’s name for political purposes. Eventually, seeing through the constant but shallow and politically transparent displays of piety, Graham came to doubt the depth, even the sincerity, of Nixon’s faith. “Where religion was concerned with him, it was not always easy to tell the difference between the spiritual and the sentimental,” Graham concluded in his memoirs. “In retrospect, whenever he spoke about the Lord, it was in pretty general terms.”5

Henry Kissinger was even less pious than Nixon, yet his religious background probably had more of an influence in shaping who he was and how he viewed the world. Born in Weimar Germany to an Orthodox Jewish family, Heinz Kissinger was a bookish but well-adjusted adolescent, serious about his religion but at home in German society. His world, like that of all German Jews, collapsed when Hitler took power in 1933. In 1938, after agonizing for several years over whether to leave their homeland, the Kissingers fled Germany for the safety of the United States. After finding a haven in America, Kissinger, now known as Henry, served in the U.S. Army, eventually returning to Germany as a conqueror rather than a victim. Following the war, the GI Bill enabled Kissinger to attend university. He was accepted at Harvard, where he would remain for two decades as he progressed from undergraduate to doctoral candidate to junior faculty to tenured professor. Here, even though his Judaism quietly dropped away, he benefited from Judeo-Christian America’s newfound willingness to tolerate a certain amount of upward social mobility among Jews. Such powerful formative experiences, unique to Jews, could not help but shape Kissinger’s emerging worldview. “I have never forgotten that thirteen members of my family died in concentration camps,” he revealed in 1977, “nor could I ever fail to remember what it was like to live in Nazi Germany as a member of a persecuted minority.” But as his biographer Jeremi Suri has pointed out, the experience of personally witnessing the Nazis come to power democratically, riding on a wave of populist discontent, mass rallies, and carefully orchestrated mob rule, instilled in young Kissinger a suspicion of democracy and its potential to create a tyranny of the majority. It also led him to a certain wariness of crusading ideology, righteousness, and moralism in public life, and instead to prioritize order and stability. Emigration to the United States illustrated the benevolence of America, while victory in the war provided as clear a demonstration as possible of the uses of power in world politics. In other words, it was no accident that Kissinger became a realist whose lodestar was the primacy of American power.6

NIXON AND KISSINGER may not have been especially pious, but they came to power at a time when the nation at large was becoming increasingly religious. In fact, they entered office at precisely the moment when the liberal Sixties reformation was waning and the conservative counterreformation was about to begin. Nixon was well aware of these developments, and, under the assumption that the surge of conservative religion would benefit the Republicans, did his best to encourage them. But when it came to foreign policy, this was a high-risk and ultimately counterproductive strategy because Nixon and Kissinger found themselves buffeted by contradictory pressures that each demanded its own response. On one hand, the international system demanded retrenchment, a more realistic appraisal of which interests were vital and which were peripheral (for example, Vietnam), and a recognition that American capabilities were not limitless. On the other, the resurgence of traditional religion and morality, and the emergence of conservative religion as a political force, especially within the Republican Party, demanded an assertion of American exceptionalism, righteousness, and mission in foreign affairs. World politics called for realism, while domestic politics demanded moralism. Nixon and Kissinger felt it imperative to deal with the devils of Moscow and Beijing; Christian conservatives responded with Jesus’s admonition against temptation (Matthew 16:23) that was also a common refrain in gospel music: “Get thee behind me, Satan.”

The counterreformation was grounded predominantly in domestic politics, and because those views would do much to shape national attitudes on foreign affairs they are worth exploring in greater detail. The counterreformation was not created by a simple backlash against liberalism and secularism. Christian conservatives had been growing in numbers and confidence since at least World War II, if not before, and they surged confidently into the mainstream comforts, suburban mores, and McCarthyite red scares of the 1950s. And while the fires of the national great awakening may have been waning by the Kennedy era, the passions of the conservatives were not. In between 1960 and 1964, the fortunes of some of the most conservative preachers soared: Billy James Hargis’s publication Christian Crusade doubled its circulation to just over 98,000; Carl McIntire expanded his radio network from one station in 1958 to over five hundred in 1964; Fred Schwarz crisscrossed the country to host Christian Anti-Communist Crusade (CACC) rallies featuring the likes of John Wayne, Pat Boone, and Ronald Reagan; and the John Birch Society saw its annual income from donations jump from $600,000 in 1958 to $3,200,000 in 1964. “We look forward to a period of growth,” boasted a CACC newsletter in 1962, as “we propose to launch the greatest anti-Communism campaign America has ever known.” Other far-right Protestant groups, such as the Circuit Riders, based in Cincinnati, or the American Council of Christian Laymen, based in Madison, Wisconsin, also experienced strong growth. The Kennedy administration was aware of the danger from the right—“the radical right-wing constitutes a formidable force in American life today,” concluded aide Myer Feldman in an analysis that singled out McIntire, while the president himself issued a warning, prompted by Hargis and his incessant attacks, over “those on the fringe of society” launching “crusades of suspicion”—but was powerless to stop it.7

Nonetheless, the 1960s marked a difficult time for evangelicals and fundamentalists. The nation they loved—a god-fearing, Christian nation—was at risk of disappearing completely. The liberal theological innovations, such as the “death of God” school, were disturbing to the evangelical mind. “There was a time earlier in the Christian era when the evangelist’s best ally was the theologian,” wrote a dismayed Carl Henry, the widely respected editor of Christianity Today. “But today many theologians themselves need to be evangelized.” In the absence of the true gospel, the apostasies of the mainline clergy were inflicting untold damage on Christian America. “Their tantalizing theories and their flash fads soon disappear, leaving the modern man still in desperate need of spiritual help and salvation.” Melvin Munn, a fundamentalist radio preacher in Dallas, was even more categorical: “In every major main line Christian church I know anything about,” he told his listeners, “national control or direction is heavily influenced by liberal, innovative, and non-Biblical concepts and doctrines.” It was a conspiracy by an elite minority, just like communism. It was time, Munn declared, for ordinary laypeople to wrest control of their faith from the clergy before they inflicted further damage.8

Even more troubling was the steady pace of secularization at the hands of the Supreme Court. In 1962–63, the Engel and Schempp cases on school prayer raised the wall of separation between church and state to a previously unimaginable height. Traditionally anti-statist Christian conservatives, we have seen, had always been among the staunchest defenders of the First Amendment. But that was when church-state separation kept the government out of religion, not the other way around. Until the 1960s, religion had no difficulty in playing an active, and often activist, role in public life. With its school prayer rulings, however, the Court redressed that imbalance, and religion found itself pushed into the private sphere. An explosion of anger erupted among conservatives, yet school prayer was only the first of many such controversies. For the next two decades, Christian conservatives mounted crusades against sex education, obscenity, pornography, and birth control, all of which in their view undermined the very foundations of American life and all of which were protected by the Supreme Court. In 1973, the Court’s verdict in Roe v. Wade legalized abortion nationwide. But the ultimate insult came in 1978, when the Internal Revenue Service, backed by the Supreme Court and the newly created Department of Education, withdrew charitable tax-exempt status for thousands of Christian private schools that had avoided racial integration. Faced with this threat to their way of life, conservatives mobilized politically in a way they had not done since the temperance movement. The “social crisis today has reached proportions so acute,” Henry wrote in his 1971 jeremiad A Plea for Evangelical Demonstration, “that Christian moral protest has become imperative.” At first, conservative religious politics emerged as uncoordinated individual protest rather than as a cohesive political movement. It was not until the 1970s that right-wing religion became the Religious Right.9

Because of civil rights, Southern evangelicals were especially upset with the Great Society’s intrusions into the local way of life. In 1963, Alabama governor George Wallace was one of the first to blend evangelicalism, populism, and racism in opposition to civil rights. “We are a God-fearing people—not government-fearing people,” he declared in an infamous segregationist speech delivered at the entrance to the University of Alabama. In the 1970s, North Carolina senator Jesse Helms began to coalesce these forces and harness them not just to the conservative movement but to a Republican Party that would “resist the secular humanists who are taking over our schools, our society, our businesses, our institutions at every level.” In 1979, Reverend Jerry Falwell, a fundamentalist Baptist preacher from Lynchburg, Virginia, established Moral Majority, a political pressure group for religious conservatives that completed the formation of the Religious Right. This was quite a step for Falwell, whose 1965 sermon “Ministers and Marches” had condemned politically active clergy—in other words, liberals who campaigned for civil rights and against Vietnam—and pledged never to be one himself. Falwell, like most fundamentalists, was a “separationist” who vowed to live a purified life with fellow puritans untainted by mainstream society. By 1979, however, the nation was in danger of being lost to Christianity forever; in such an emergency, strictures against mixing religion with politics no longer applied. Moral Majority would not join the mainstream, but change it one voter at a time.10

Falwell’s timing was perfect. In the 1970s, the cultural mainstream, once a forbidding wasteland for any self-respecting evangelical, became saturated with conservative Protestantism. Already in the Sixties, despite the prevailing atmosphere of revolution, Christian conservatives had built their own national community in which evangelical youth groups, authors, and musicians could flourish. During the next decade, they successfully expanded this network and adapted it to appeal to non-evangelicals, many of whom became evangelicals themselves. By the middle of the decade, more than a third of all Americans claimed to have been born again. Newsweek called 1976 “The Year of the Evangelical,” while the journalist Tom Wolfe labeled the entire decade the “Third Great Awakening.” While mainline churches stagnated, membership in conservative congregations boomed: the Southern Baptists grew by nearly a quarter between 1970 and 1985, while mainline Methodist, Presbyterian, and Episcopal churches shrunk by an average of 15 percent. Liberal churches were also losing their political clout: moderate mainline Protestants found themselves hopelessly outnumbered in the Republican Party and not particularly respected by the increasingly secular Democrats. At the same time, conservative denominations were not only growing in size, they were becoming even more doctrinally and politically conservative. In 1979, the same year Moral Majority was founded, fundamentalists defeated moderates at the Southern Baptist Convention’s (SBC) annual conference and won the right to determine the SBC’s future direction. The Social Gospel–oriented SBC, the one that had endorsed integration as early as 1944, was now extinct. Southern Baptists would now look to restore a lost American Eden rather than build a progressive future.11

Yet a focus on Wallace, Helms, Falwell, and the SBC, however warranted, obscures equally important developments. The emerging Religious Right was not simply a product of the South; nor was it entirely a creature of Protestantism. Instead, the Religious Right was national and interdenominational; Northern and Western as much as Southern; and Catholic and Mormon as much as Protestant. The South still had a lot to do with this, of course: as the historian Darren Dochuk has observed, millions of white evangelicals and fundamentalists left the impoverished South in between the 1920s and 1950s, bringing their uncompromising Christian faith and anticommunist values with them. This white Southern diaspora then established smaller versions of Southern culture in the rest of the country, from Michigan to California. With the coming of the counterreformation, their values, now nationalized, suddenly became fashionable for Americans who had never lived in the South.12

But something else was happening, too: the emergence of conservative ecumenism. Catholics and Mormons held many of the same cultural values as conservative Protestants, and with the rise of a Judeo-Christian ethic and the Sixties reformation these three groups began to mobilize together on cultural-political issues such as abortion and the proposed Equal Rights Amendment for women. For example, the John Birch Society, on the fringe of the far-right fringe, called itself “nonsectarian.” Anticommunism, not anti-Semitism or anti-Catholicism, must be America’s priority. To a fellow anticommunist activist who focused narrowly on Jews, Kent Steffgen, the John Birch Society’s coordinating secretary, retorted that the Birchers’ mission was “to give any morally motivated Jew, Christian, Moslem, etc., his chance to make up his mind between ‘truth and repose.’ … Not all Jews are communists in our belief, yet this is what any anti-Semite is actually implying.” This was not exactly what FDR or Truman had in mind when they sought to unite the forces of faith against the forces of atheism, but it did mean that for the first time in American history conservative religion had the potential to form a broad-based interfaith political movement.13

Most important was the new attitude of Roman Catholics—or rather, a new political commitment to very old attitudes—and their ability to explore alliances with Protestants on issues of common concern. Until now, Catholics had been reliable members of the New Deal coalition. In the nine presidential elections between 1936 and 1968, only once did a majority of Catholics not vote for the Democratic candidate, and that was in 1956 when Eisenhower carried most of the country; on average, during this period only 32 percent of Catholics voted Republican. However, with the new political prominence of religious-cultural issues such as abortion, combined with the growing affluence of Catholics which made conservative fiscal policies more attractive, combined with the hollowing out of many industrial cities due to deteriorating race relations and the suburbanization and more evenly spread national distribution of Catholicism, American Catholics were increasingly attracted to the Republican Party and the conservative movement. In the nine elections following the watershed year 1968, a majority of Catholics voted Democratic only three times, while on average 52 percent of them voted Republican. Essential differences remained, but throughout the period Catholics responded to the very same issues as evangelicals—abortion, education, birth control, the outrageousness of “secular theology” and the “death of God” school—in much the very same way. Under such banners as the Orthodox Roman Catholic Movement, Catholic traditionalism—the closest analogue to Protestant fundamentalism—emerged to combat the theological, liturgical, and cultural modernization of the Church. Nationwide, members of the Catholic hierarchy, such as Francis Cardinal McIntyre of archconservative Orange County, California, successfully applied conservative theology and culture to a new conservative politics and visceral anticommunism. At the same time, Catholic students at Notre Dame, Fordham, and elsewhere helped make interfaith conservative groups like Young Americans for Freedom powerhouses of grassroots political activism. And of the national leaders and organizers of the New Right, two of the most important—Paul Weyrich and Richard Viguerie—were staunch pro-life Catholics.14

The Republicans stood to benefit from these Catholic political wanderings, a fact not lost on the Nixon White House. In fact, Nixon had them foremost in mind when he appealed, in a November 1969 national television address, to the “silent majority” of moral, patriotic Americans who did not march in protest at every little grievance. It was “clear,” wrote a Nixon aide, “that future victory for the President and the Party in the Northeast lies in … adding to it by the tens of thousands of ‘gut’ conservative, predominantly Catholic, Silent Majority Democrats.” So far, media attention had focused on Nixon’s “Southern Strategy” of using racially loaded code phrases like “law and order” and “states’ rights” to wean the South off the Democratic Party. But the Nixon strategy was national, not regional, and it appealed to conservative instincts well beyond race. “Let the press squeal about a ‘Southern Strategy’ all they wish,” the aide continued gleefully. “What they don’t seem to realize is that in addition to adding Southern Protestants by the tens of thousands to the New Majority, we are making it a national one by adding as many Northern Catholics.” The conversion of ethnic voters in the Northeast and Midwest, mainly Irish, Polish, and Italians, became such a priority that the White House established a “Catholic division” devoted solely to the task.15

CONSERVATIVE PROTESTANTS, and to some extent conservative Catholics, were driven to oppose the liberal revolutions of the Sixties by a powerful anti-statist ideology. Evangelicals and fundamentalists had always prized the separation of church and state because it prevented the government from regulating religious life. This meant everything to the eccentric, unconventional, and emotional churches of evangelicalism, to say nothing of even more radical offspring like Mormonism and Pentecostalism. By the twentieth century, anti-statism had become hardwired into the genes of conservative Protestants.

In the previous few decades, however, the rise of big government—first with the New Deal welfare state, which assumed the powers of charity and mercy traditionally left to the churches, then the Cold War national security state, and then finally the Great Society and the rights revolution—threatened the purpose and autonomy of religion. To be sure, many evangelicals, Billy Graham foremost among them, had no trouble supporting Great Society measures like the War on Poverty. Sherwood Wirt, editor of Graham’s magazine Decision, invoked passages from Deuteronomy (15:7–11) and Luke (6:20) to argue that “For the Christian the ‘war on poverty’ is not a political option. It is a lifelong battle based on the mandate of Jesus Christ, who loved the poor.” But when Great Society programs appeared to fail, and worse yet actually seemed to encourage welfare dependency and inner-city violence at the expense of decency, what support it had from Christian conservatives wilted.16

At the same time, they would also seek to reverse the process of secularization that was threatening to relegate religion entirely to the private sphere. To save their country, Christian conservatives, Baptists included, would launch a new crusade to bring America back to its true faith. If the forces of liberalism and secularism would not respect church-state separation, neither would they. While nationalistic Christian conservatives distrusted the federal government, they loved their country unconditionally. Indeed, they envisioned their new political activism as an attempt to rescue the nation from the state. The Williamson County Baptist Association of Marion, Illinois, put it plainly in a letter to their senator, Everett Dirksen. “Certainly, we need no crystal ball to see that our country is tearing apart at the seams,” the Illinois Baptists wrote in May 1968. “The heavy problems of war, racism, poverty, and civil rights are, first of all, spiritual problems. They require solutions from men moved and motivated by God. The time for action in the cause of righteousness is now!” In many ways, all other, more specific concerns—on economics, race, and gender—stemmed from the visceral hostility to the federal government’s attempts at social engineering and from the fear that the new political order threatened to destroy American freedom.17

Here it is difficult to separate racism from anti-statism and patriotism as motivating factors for faith-based opposition to civil rights. There was certainly an unhealthy amount of rank prejudice, and for some evangelicals white supremacy would always guide their way. But for most Christian conservatives, racist or not, civil rights legislation represented a threat to local autonomy and identity. As scholars have pointed out, evangelicals who prioritize individual autonomy and free will find it difficult to appreciate systemic social inequalities that afflict racial minorities and perpetuate racism. For them, civil rights legislation marked one of many infringements of individual and community autonomy at the hands of a liberal and increasingly secular government. The same secular, liberal elites who perverted the natural order of things by banning school prayer but allowing abortion were pushing a radical civil rights agenda that defied local tradition and the realities of daily life. Thus Christian conservatives across the country, including those who had no direct stake in the South’s race relations, attacked the Kennedy and Johnson administrations’ progressive ambitions. And when they did, not coincidentally, they linked the growth of American state power with the spread of world communism. When George Wallace literally barred the doorway to integration at the University of Alabama, Carl McIntire’s New Jersey–based newspaper Christian Beacon hailed him as the “Christian Patriot of the Year,” an award undoubtedly motivated in part by racism but even more by a hatred of government intervention in American life. When Falwell, undoubtedly a segregationist but also philosophically a strong anti-statist, delivered his “Minister and Marches” sermon, he excoriated the “Communists” in the civil rights movement, the Northern churches, and the federal government who would impose a foreign settlement on a sovereign Southern people. Nearly a decade later, Reverend John Book, a fundamentalist preacher, led the anti-busing campaign in Richmond, Virginia, by declaring that “the combining of all races by force is communism.” The conservative argument against civil rights—that the church should not be involved in politics—was often a fig leaf to disguise racism, but it was also based on an intense desire to protect local autonomy against the encroaching forces of big government liberalism.18

These same developments brought many Catholics into the anti-statist camp, which marked something of a fundamental shift in Catholic thought. Coming from a church organization steeped in ideas of corporatism, social justice, and an ordered society, American Catholics had always found it easy to live with the government’s economic activism and modest social welfare provisions. Their anti-statist backlash in the 1960s and ’70s was in reaction to a liberal state that had overreached in the far more intimate matters of identity, gender, sexuality, local autonomy—and especially educational matters in which the Church, not the state, had always reigned supreme. For example, Catholics throughout the country mounted furious, and sometimes violent, opposition to busing programs that aimed to integrate schools. In Boston, Louise Day Hicks, an Irish Catholic Democrat and the “Mother Superior” of the anti-busing campaign, led the charge against government interference in local affairs that set the tone for Catholics and other conservatives nationwide.19

THESE HARD-SHELL CONSERVATIVE views on patriotism, government, morality, and culture had a profound effect on foreign policy. Nixon invoked civil religion much more than his Democratic predecessors, but with little substance or follow-through. His religious formulations were almost entirely symbolic and had no substantive policy relevance. With Nixon continuing the Kennedy-Johnson approach of providing almost no guidance on religious questions, especially regarding foreign policy, religious groups took it upon themselves to agitate for a foreign policy that would reflect and advance America’s morals and values. They revived the unilateralist tradition, which rejected the premises of liberal internationalism—interdependence, collective security, multilateralism, diplomacy—and sanctioned U.S. involvement in the world on American terms only. Indeed, it is no coincidence that popular support for liberal internationalism declined in the mid-1970s at precisely the moment evangelicalism entered mainstream politics and culture.

But the counterreformation had not waited for Nixon; by the mid-1960s, it was already in full flow. “Our world is on fire, and man without God will never be able to control the flames,” Billy Graham cried out in 1965. “The demons of hell have been let loose,” in America and around the world. “We seem to be plunging madly toward Armageddon.” If liberals embraced the revolutionary world and saw themselves as revolutionaries, conservatives abhorred it and were proud to call themselves counterrevolutionaries. But though they feared the spread of revolution—especially in a country beset by race riots, the drug counterculture, and student protests—they also reveled in the prospect of a world in flux. Carl Henry, for one, saw opportunity in the world’s time of trouble. “Our century of crisis now faces a final choice between world evangelism or world revolution,” he explained in 1969. It was up to America’s Christians to convert the world to Christ. Never was there a better moment to do so, for the tribulations of the developing world—famine, poverty, disease, war—had created conditions ripe for the spread of God’s law, as well as his love. And, Henry warned, never was there a greater need, for failure meant unleashing the full power of the forces of hell:


The world stands at the crossroads, at the brink of doom. The evangelical task force dare not fail the Lord who sends us and the world that needs us. Of all failures in church history, none would be more costly, none more ignominious, than this. Of all the opportunities for spiritual advance, few are more exciting and promising. Let us link minds and hearts and prayers and get on with our Lord’s bidding.



Link them they did, as evidenced by the soaring numbers of evangelical missionaries who took to the mission field all over the developing world. Not even mainline missions at their height in the late nineteenth century could match the evangelizing armies of Christ America sent forth to meet the world revolution.20

Anticommunism, of course, featured prominently. While McCarthyism may have waned in the country at large in the mid-1950s, and while some evangelical leaders, like Billy Graham, moderated their hard-line views, it never really ended for most Christian conservatives. And even Graham continued to warn that “Communism is real and it is dangerous! The Communists believe in, they plan toward, and they work for ultimate triumph.” For most Christian conservatives, all forms of communism abroad and their suspected sympathizers at home came under the closest scrutiny and suspicion. In 1965, Marion Reynolds, president of the American Council of Christian Churches, warned that the “apostasy” of liberalism’s “soft attitude toward Communism” had led America straight into “civil disobedience” and “racial revolution.” Faith-based groups such as Christian Youth Against Communism and Fred Schwarz’s Christian Anti-Communist Crusade flourished in a supposedly liberal era. “I am convinced that Communism is winning World War III without firing a single shot or losing a single soldier,” railed Billy James Hargis, thanks to a combination of Soviet strength and the (in his view) treasonous activities of American labor unions, civil rights groups, and ecumenical mainliners. Pentecostals blamed communist infiltration for the Supreme Court’s decision on school prayer. Reverend Charles B. Robertson of the International Church of the Four Square Gospel warned that if “Christ-hating Communism … should envelop this world,” then “all genuine preachers of the Gospel would be imprisoned or assassinated.” By the same token, even if communists were not to blame, they would surely stand to benefit from liberal measures such as the banning of school prayer. “We feel that Communism has already reached too far in the lives of our young people,” a group of conservative Philadelphia ministers protested, “and unless we can call a halt somewhere along the line of righteousness, we had just as well join them and dis-recognize God altogether.”21

These were not merely the ramblings of the paranoid, fundamentalist right-wing fringe. Russell Kirk, the intellectual godfather of modern conservatism, also portrayed communism as a “false religion” and “caricature of Christianity.” America stood for something different, yet too many Americans had lost sight of it. “Our real power,” he wrote in 1963, “has its source in religious conviction, and particularly Christian doctrine,” because “God has given to the essence of life certain laws” that could not be erased by any earthly ideology or tyranny. Any “politico-economic creed which denies those laws must defile mankind,” and would ultimately fail. Why did some Americans doubt this simple truth? Because they lacked faith. “Communism, or any other voracious ideology,” he concluded, “rushes in to fill a spiritual and intellectual vacuum.” In America, the causes of that vacuum were secularism, theological modernism, and political liberalism.22

In addition to Vietnam, then, Christian conservatives took a hard anticommunist line on virtually all foreign policy issues. Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev “means to rule the world and is determined to do it,” preached Norman Vincent Peale in one Sunday morning sermon in 1961. “There he is as a Goliath up there shaking his spear and every time he shakes his spear we get into a dither.” Instead, Americans—especially the vacillating Kennedy, to whom members of Peale’s Marble Collegiate Church sent a copy of the sermon—“ought to stop being afraid of him,” stop thinking of peace at any price, and start resisting his evil. Khrushchev “can pull a trigger and blow us up and we’ll all die,” Peale noted. “So what? Is the worst thing in life to die or is the worst thing in life to be afraid to die? At least we can die like men and we’ve got something to die for.”23

Few foreign policy issues triggered as much emotion as Cuba. Cuba was a Catholic country where government had had close ties to the Church, but Fidel Castro’s leftist-nationalist revolution upset the traditional order and threatened the Church’s role in Cuban society. American conservatives, both Protestant and Catholic, saw Castro as an arch-villain, a godless tyrant in the mold of a Stalin or Mao. At the outset of Castro’s rule, Cardinal Spellman expressed “deep concern over the Communist trend in Cuba” and derided Castro as “insane and therefore impossible to work with.” In South Florida, the Catholic Church cared for refugee children who had fled Castro’s revolution and nurtured a stridently anticommunist exile community. Billy James Hargis embarked on a cross-country tour in 1962, dubbed “Operation Midnight Ride,” that called upon Kennedy to invade Cuba.24

The problem, according to conservatives, was that U.S. foreign policy under Kennedy and Johnson had lost its moral bearings by losing its religion. Thus a centerpiece of their campaign to reinvigorate America’s moral purpose in the world was the Christianization of the national security state. The United States Agency for International Development and the Peace Corps came in for resounding criticism for restricting the participation of religious agencies and mission boards in distributing government aid programs overseas. “Nothing has so stirred up the leaders of the conservative and fundamental religious organizations in the South and Southwest,” warned Bill Moyers, then working at Peace Corps headquarters in Washington. Moyers, not only a Texan but also an active Baptist layman with a divinity degree, sensed what most of his Kennedy administration colleagues could not: religion mattered on such questions, and ignoring or marginalizing it would only lead to trouble. Yet this did nothing to prevent Sargent Shriver, head of the Peace Corps, from warning that while he was willing to work with religion, no faith-based group would receive assistance “unless it forswears all proselytizing on the project it proposes.” This effectively ruled out—or at the very least severely constrained—cooperation with missionaries, who were by now mostly evangelicals.25

Christian conservatives had greater success infiltrating the military, where their mix of faith, patriotism, and anticommunism was wildly popular. At the Glenview Naval Air Station on Chicago’s North Shore, Fred Schwarz held regular classes on the basics of Christian anticommunism, with each class attracting crowds in the hundreds. Even more important were the activities of army chief of staff general Harold K. Johnson, an evangelical who promoted Christian morality for all U.S. soldiers. Johnson was a member of several conservative religious groups for enlisted personnel, such as Protestant Men of the Chapel and the Officers’ Christian Union, and held regular prayer breakfasts at various U.S. bases around the world. Schwarz and Johnson helped build a growing Christian phenomenon that would transform the armed forces over the next four decades.26

UNSURPRISINGLY, then, when the Nixon administration came into office and did not pursue a counterreformationist foreign policy, it came in for fierce criticism from conservatives. Détente and the opening to China headed their list of complaints. Hargis, always a good bellwether of fundamentalist attitudes, was incensed at the new relationship with Mao and the resultant betrayal of Chiang Kai-shek and Taiwan. “A Bible-believing Christian Conservative, by definition, is anti-Communist, and therefore anti-Red China,” he angrily wrote shortly after Nixon’s historic visit to Beijing. “In this hour,” he concluded with a reference to the ancient Israelite dispute over the sacrilegious worshipping of the golden calf, America needed “more Amoses and fewer Amaziahs.” The Christian Nationalist Crusade leveled a similar charge against what it condemned as the dangerous prevarications of détente: “Under the Kissinger policy, the West is foreswearing interference in the affairs of Communist bloc countries while the Soviet Union continues to undermine countries of Western Europe in an attempt to destroy the NATO Alliance system.” In the words of Phyllis Schlafly, a pious, conservative Catholic from St. Louis who had become one of the Religious Right’s first national leaders, Americans should be alarmed by Kissinger’s “defeatism” and “surrender syndrome.”27

According to conservatives, the answer to America’s problems was not Kissingerian retrenchment but revival. Christian conservatives had always been among the most patriotic Americans. The early Cold War period, when patriotism, anticommunism, and Judeo-Christian faith became the agreed bases of Americanism, both accentuated and vindicated Christian nationalism. Americans needed to praise their country, not criticize it; they needed to assert their power abroad, not rein it in. In 1976, the year of the bicentennial, Jerry Falwell began hosting a series of “I Love America” rallies across the country; they ran every year until 1980, spreading a message of family, faith, and patriotism to audiences in the thousands. At each rally’s conclusion, he would close with the same reading from scripture, II Chronicles 7:14: “If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land.” Falwell’s purpose was clear. “We are committed to revival in our time,” he wrote to the White House in announcing his plan to hold the rallies. “We believe our nation must come back to God or else.” If the president would not do it, someone else had to.28

But there was more to the conservative worldview than simple old-time patriotism. Just as conservative opposition to civil rights legislation was not solely due to racism, Christian views on foreign policy were not entirely a product of reactionary nationalism and anticommunism. Instead, as with civil rights, the conservative worldview was shaped by a deep-rooted hostility to government interference and a fear of unrepresentative bureaucratic power. Recall the issues that spurred the creation of the Religious Right—school prayer, abortion, Christian academies—and then recall the institutions that pushed these issues into the conservative consciousness and onto its political agenda—the Supreme Court and the IRS, two of the most remote forms of concentrated secular power in the American political system. It is little wonder that people who prized local autonomy above almost everything else would portray the Supreme Court and IRS—or the National Council of Churches, for that matter—as servants of the Antichrist. The editors of Christianity Today, America’s largest evangelical magazine, asked President Gerald Ford what he planned to do about the “threat to religious liberty by big government and expanding government regulations.” This visceral anti-statism found expression in evangelical views on foreign policy in support of unilateralism. It even helps explain the endurance of vitriolic anticommunism in an era when other Americans, including the Nixon administration, were pursuing détente. As one fundamentalist commentator wrote, communism “is fundamentally a monopoly …. When it is complete, there is no way to counteract it, no way to escape it, and no political power left to change it. It is a total control of the life style.” It was the logical culmination of big government.29

When blended together in the Christian conservative worldview, patriotism, local autonomy, and anti-statism combined to produce an implacable hostility to international organizations and multilateral institutions, such as the World Bank, the European Economic Community, and the United Nations—derided by Edgar Bundy of the Church League of America as the “sacred cow of the one-worlders and liberals.” These were international equivalents of the concentrated power wielded at home by the Supreme Court, the IRS, and the Department of Education. And like the Court and the IRS, these world bodies would enforce secularism and conformity on a people whose faith had always been defiantly populist and nonconformist. Not even UNICEF could escape the fundamentalists’ wrath: the Daughters of the American Revolution banned its members from purchasing UNICEF Christmas cards lest they contribute funding to a secularist world state, while Carl McIntire commanded his followers to shun UNICEF donations on Halloween. “This plan to associate the United Nations with Christmas and have it replace the religious aspect of Christmas,” explained May Gaskill of the DAR’s National Defense Committee, “is believed to be part of a broader Communist plan to destroy all religious beliefs and customs so that one day we shall awaken to find that December 25 is being celebrated as a One World Peace Festival instead of the birthday of Christ.” If Americans ceded too much control to the UN, they would be compelled to follow orders from non-Christians. As the Pentecostal R. A. Kerby pointed out, “the majority vote in the U.N. is now being cast by heathen peoples from Asia and Africa” who, along with American liberals and mainliners, worshipped the United Nations as a false idol. With the United States as one member nation among many, unilateralism was the conservative way of preserving America’s local autonomy against the encroachments of a dreaded world state.30

Similarly, like the NCC at home, conservatives condemned the World Council of Churches with being too large, remote, and unresponsive to the actual views and values of practicing Christians. To conservative fury, in 1975 the WCC assembly elected Metropolitan Nikodim, the Russian Orthodox archbishop of Leningrad, to its six-member presidential council. No religious leader could advance so high in the Soviet system without being in league with the Kremlin, American evangelicals and fundamentalists charged. Allowing Nikodim to serve with the WCC proved the organization’s lack of true faith. “The strategy of the Communists in the use of the Moscow clergy has been successful,” concluded McIntire, not least because American mainline liberals had allowed it to happen. Worse, at the same council the WCC condemned Israel for its occupation of the West Bank and treatment of Palestinians while remaining silent on Soviet violations of human rights. “It is a case of pinkeye,” stated Ohio congressman John Ashbrook on the House floor, “literally and figuratively.”31

The United Nations attracted fear not only for its supposed capability to weaken America, but also for the future role it would play in the end of the world. Premillennialists and those who shared their belief in the imminent unfolding of biblical prophecy were certain that these world organizations would provide the vehicle for Satan’s challenge to Christ, as foretold, or at least alluded to, in the Books of Daniel and Revelation. Christ would return to earth only after the forces of hell had established their rule in the Tribulation, presumably through a global tyranny. Thus institutional integration and globalization were seen as important prerequisites for the coming of the end of the world. Satan, most fundamentalists agreed, would impose “a World State, based on collectivism, the planned economy, the regimentation of the individual, and a political and religious dictatorship.” Some took this to mean the UN, others that “the kingdom of the antichrist is the [European] Common Market.” One of the decade’s bestsellers, Hal Lindsey’s 1970 prophecy book The Late Great Planet Earth, warned that the European Community was preparing the way for the armies of Satan. When the UN expelled Taiwan from its ranks and admitted the People’s Republic of China instead—a decision made possible by Nixon and Kissinger’s diplomacy—premillennialists took it as a sign that the end was near. Two decades later, in their wildly successful Left Behind series of apocalyptic prophecy novels, Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins created the character of Nicolae Carpathia as the Antichrist. His organization? The Global Community.32

Prophecy belief was important, but it was not the only theological determinant of the conservative Christian distrust of liberal internationalism. Temperamentally and ideologically, evangelicalism and fundamentalism were ill-suited to the finely balanced nuances of détente, diplomacy, and liberal internationalism. Christian conservatives reacted to 1960s liberalism, and its relativistic doctrines such as “situation ethics,” with horror. They spoke of the need to return to basics—of faith, family, and nation. While the notion of compromise is central to the UN’s mission, it is for the most part incompatible with Christian conservatism. Indeed, the very bases of evangelicalism and fundamentalism are ideological, theological, and cultural purity grounded in a refusal to compromise with the irreligious and immoral forces of liberalism—hence the emphasis on biblical inerrancy. As Moral Majority’s Ed Dobson admitted after becoming disillusioned with political lobbying, “politics is essentially the art of compromise and negotiation, and fundamentalists don’t place a high value on compromise and negotiation.” Yet international organizations like the UN functioned on an endless series of daily compromises, and the very premise of the General Assembly of the United Nations—that each nation is respected as an equal simply on the basis of its sovereignty—required America to deal with devils, as equals, every day. This was not an especially desirous task when the devils in question included communists, atheists, anti-Israel Arabs, and anti-Americans the world over. Any act of compromise, even with the seemingly innocuous UNICEF, was instead an act of capitulation.33

Such charges were nothing new. As we have seen, the religious debate between nationalism and internationalism had been raging since the antebellum era. But by the 1970s, the nationalist argument had taken on a new urgency, simply because for the first time conservatives feared for the very existence of their way of life. Bans on school prayer and protections for abortion had much to do with it; so too did the relative weakness of American power in world politics, which the morally milquetoast policy of détente did little to quell. But the changing nature of the economy was also a significant factor in powering a conservative nationalist worldview. With rapid advances in technology—especially in computers, communications, and transportation—and with the cumbersome Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates coming under strain and giving way to financial deregulation, the U.S. economy spent the decade undergoing a painful transition from heavy industry and manufacturing to information and services. In other words, the U.S. economy was globalizing, exporting jobs where labor was cheaper and importing highly skilled workers. Comprised predominantly of people with lower incomes and lower levels of education, evangelicals and fundamentalists felt these changes acutely. Once again, elite, remote forces of concentrated power well beyond their reach or control—in this case, international economic organizations and multinational corporations—were affecting their daily lives. “As we look at this monolithic commercial system which has controlled the world and today controls our lives, we realize that the policies of nations are formed by and for commercial interests’ sake,” warned Chuck Smith, pastor of the fundamentalist Calvary Chapel in Southern California, one of the fastest-growing churches in America, in 1977. “More and more our lives are being manipulated …. We are victims, and we are helpless to do anything about it. These men play chess with the lives of the people of the world.”34

In 1975, the United Nations embarked on two initiatives that appeared to confirm its meddling, irreligious intent. First, the UN General Assembly passed a resolution officially condemning Zionism “as a threat to world peace,” an “imperialist ideology,” and “a form of racism and racial discrimination.” Americans, whether Jewish or not, largely reacted with outrage; the next day, a crowd of 100,000 pro-Israel demonstrators choked the streets of midtown Manhattan. Daniel Patrick Moynihan, the U.S. ambassador to the UN, angrily noted that “there cannot since the 1930s in Germany have been as much anti-Semitism spoken in one chamber.” The normally even-tempered National Conference of Christians and Jews was so shaken it called for the United States to withdraw from the UN altogether. It would have seemed a radical, shocking, even unfeasible suggestion had not Congress already been in serious deliberation to do just that.35

Second, in pronouncing 1975 as International Women’s Year (IWY) the UN promoted a very different measure that provoked a very similar U.S. response. Americans were just then in the midst of an impassioned debate over whether to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment. When Congress passed ERA, in 1972, it seemed uncontroversial, even straightforward. But government-mandated gender equality touched the same nerve already rubbed raw by school prayer, abortion, birth control, and civil rights. Motivated largely by religion, antifeminist activists charged that ERA would undermine the sanctity of the family and force traditionally minded women to change their ways. The UN’s International Women’s Year was framed around a summit in Mexico City that, for good measure, also passed its own resolution condemning Zionism and equating it with South African apartheid. In turn, the Mexico City conference spawned a partner conference in Houston to meet two years hence. Dianne Edmondson, an activist from Oklahoma, called for the burgeoning ranks of conservative women to show “how as Christians we must do good as the Lord commands by opposing this evil.” Phyllis Schlafly, who led the antifeminist opposition, suspected that the UN was using IWY to influence the American debate on ERA. Schlafly’s interfaith coalition of female Catholics, Mormons, evangelicals, and fundamentalists mobilized against ERA and IWY simultaneously, portraying them as two sides of the same socialist coin that would destroy America’s sovereignty and morality. Conservative women held a parallel conference, also in Houston, that undermined the IWY conference. But Schlafly also thought the pro-ERA camp had overreached itself. The “Women’s Lib movement has sealed its own doom by deliberately hanging around its own neck the albatross of abortion, lesbianism, pornography and Federal control.” She was right: IWY failed to generate much support beyond its adherents, and ERA died not long afterward when it failed to win enough state capitals to secure ratification. Local autonomy had been preserved.36


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
A Judeo-Christian Foreign Policy

ON THE WHOLE, Jews stood apart from the convulsions generated by the American reformation and counterreformation. Of course, they participated in the cultural, social, and political movements of the day, particularly on behalf of liberalism. But Judaism, as a faith, did not experience a revolution. Instead, by the 1960s, Jews were secularizing at rates higher than Christians, and in 1964 Look magazine featured the plight of “the vanishing American Jew.”1

But then three developments, none of them directly related to or caused by American Jewry, reinvigorated a commitment to both Jewish cultural identity and Judaism. The first was the emergence of the Holocaust as a significant cultural and political force in American life. Jews had never exactly ignored or forgotten the Holocaust, but neither had they dwelt on it. It evoked an unsettling range of emotions—guilt, shame, remorse, anger—that they understandably wanted to avoid. And avoid them they could, so long as Germany had been rehabilitated as a faithful NATO ally against communism and so long as nothing stirred the collective memory of the awful events of only a decade or two before. In 1960, however, Israel captured one of the key architects of the Final Solution, Adolf Eichmann, in Argentina; he was tried, convicted of mass murder, and executed in 1962. Hannah Arendt, a political philosopher and theorist of totalitarianism and herself a Jew, attended the trial and published her observations in a hugely controversial book, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. The trial, followed by Arendt’s book, reintroduced the Holocaust to a people who had thus far discussed it only privately, in hushed tones. For a younger generation of American Jews, the Holocaust was no longer taboo. Over time, it would instead become a basic common denominator of what it meant to be Jewish.2

The second development, equally important, reinforced the new resolve among Jews to defend their identity in the modern world. Over the course of six days in June 1967, Israel and its Arab neighbors fought a war for supremacy in the Middle East. Tensions had been ever-present since the founding of Israel in 1948, and following the Suez Crisis of 1956 Egypt and Israel began a low-level state of almost continual warfare. In May 1967, Egypt closed the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping, and armies on all sides mobilized. It was unclear whether the Arab coalition—Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq—was about to invade, but to Israel and its supporters in America it seemed clear that the very existence of the Jewish state was at risk. On June 5, Israel launched a surprise preemptive attack against its main threat, Egypt, and went on the offensive; six days later, on June 10, the Arabs sued for peace. For Arabs, the war was an unmitigated disaster that resulted in Israel’s capture of Jerusalem and occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. For Jews, however, it was celebrated as a resounding triumph that ensured the survival of Israel.

For American Jews, the impact was momentous. Zionism was widely applauded but its popularity had never been especially deep or profound. To most American Jews, Israel was an abstraction that held little emotional attachment. The Six Day War reversed those attitudes almost instantly. Jews, Rabbi Marc H. Tanenbaum explained to an appreciative audience at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, “have experienced a profound transformation since the six-day war … No one can truly understand Jews or Judaism today … unless one takes into account the magnitude and depth of this transformation, which verges on collective metanoia,” or spiritual conversion. At first, Jews feared that Israel would be annihilated, driven into the sea by the same atavistic forces of anti-Semitism that had fueled the Holocaust. Then, with Israel’s stunningly lopsided and completely unexpected victory, Jews celebrated the victory of Jewish might and resolve. If the war began as potentially another Holocaust, it ended with a new dawn of Jewish perseverance. Among American Jews, support for Israel now became the identifier of both their Judaism and their Jewishness. Anti-Zionist Jewish groups, such as the American Council for Judaism, closed their doors after June 1967 for lack of support. This Jewish American identification with Israel deepened with the Yom Kippur War of October 1973, when Egypt and Syria attacked Israel on two separate fronts only to wind up with the same result: an Israeli victory. Israel, wrote social scientist Charles Liebman afterward, “provides the major symbolic content for the American Jewish religion today.”3

Finally, the rise of multiculturalism enabled Jewish pride to flourish in a domestic climate that was receptive to ethnic assertions of a unique and not originally “American” identity. Before, the immigrant experience was based upon the melting pot and its assumptions of assimilation. However, the emergence of a powerful rights consciousness among minorities in the 1960s, pushed forward by the civil rights and Black Power movements and the removal of immigration quotas, challenged the legitimacy of the melting pot. Native Americans followed with their own “Red Power” movement and the establishment of political action groups like the American Indian Movement. Descendants of older European immigrant generations, among them Jews but also Italians, Poles, Irish, and Greeks, claimed recognition for their own special qualities, a development marked by Michael Novak’s 1972 book The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics—which, not coincidentally, marked the beginning of his conversion from leftist radicalism to neoconservatism. In multicultural America, nobody doubted the patriotism of these ethnic communities. It was now safe to proclaim the virtues of old world ethnicities—and faiths. Indeed, it was not only safe but fashionable. Non-Jewish Americans, mired in their own humiliating stalemate in Vietnam, applauded Israel’s decisiveness, strength, and vigor against Arab enemies who were indelibly, if not always accurately, associated with Islam. Not coincidentally, Conservative Judaism, an American innovation that had attempted to preserve Jewish traditions by subsuming them within a generic Americanism, declined in the 1960s and ’70s at the expense of Orthodoxy.4

Moreover, Jewish self-confidence and mainstream acceptance bolstered the already considerable political influence of American Jews. Though Jewish support for Israel had already played a large role in domestic politics, it had not yet coalesced into one of the most effective lobbies in Washington. The Six Day War changed that almost overnight. Donations to the American Israel Political Action Committee and other pro-Israel groups soared; memberships to the major Jewish organizations also increased. While most Jews remained liberal despite their climb up the socioeconomic ladder—Milton Himmelfarb quipped that they lived like Episcopalians but voted like Puerto Ricans—their backing for Israel came at a time when many of their fellow liberals were becoming increasingly critical of Israel, especially its occupation of the territories seized in the 1967 war, and sympathetic to the Palestinians. Though they remained loyal Democrats, on policy toward the Middle East and the Soviet Union Jews often found common cause with the Republican Party. With an appeal in both parties, and with their population scattered throughout the country but concentrated in key states—Florida, New York, and California in particular—Jews were able to influence the domestic debate on Middle East policy, sometimes (but not always) decisively. Their opinions certainly could not be ignored, no matter which party was in the White House. From a loose collective of various Zionist organizations, the Israel Lobby was born.5

Thanks in large part to Israel’s victories in the Arab-Israeli wars of 1967 and 1973, the new Jewish self-confidence also coincided with the sudden reemergence of Christian Zionism. Swinging wildly across the ideological spectrum, most Christian conservatives had abandoned anti-Semitism for Christian Zionism, or at the very least a pro-Israel and anti-Arab view. Whereas Jews had once been vilified as Christ-killers and money manipulators, Israel now stood at the heart of premillennialist prophecy belief in America—all other developments, be they the activities of the United Nations or the Soviet Union, were dependent upon those of the Jewish state. As evangelicalism and fundamentalism surged in popularity and numbers in the 1970s, premillennial dispensationalism and other forms of prophecy belief surged with them, even into mainstream culture. Hal Lindsey’s Late Great Planet Earth popularized biblical prophecy and rejoiced that recent developments in Israel had brought humanity to the brink of the end times. In order to protect Israel, and thus help ensure the unfolding of prophecy, Bible-believing Christians became arch-Zionists. Already distrustful of socialist Baath parties, pan-Arabism, and Islam, evangelical Christian Zionists had little to moderate their pro-Israel views. Among non-Jews, they quickly became the Jewish state’s staunchest defenders.6

Just as important was the rise in support for Israel among liberals. In the 1950s, pro-Israel mainline Protestants such as Reinhold Niebuhr had been anomalies; now, in the 1970s, they represented the mainstream. Several developments were responsible. The emergence of Holocaust memory had a profound impact on Christians as well as Jews. In light of the Holocaust, Israel’s plight in the 1967 and 1973 wars led many newly sympathetic Christians to rally to its side. “The Yom Kippur attack on Israel, and the threat posed, are as vicious a challenge as that put by Hitler’s ‘final solution’ just a generation ago,” said the mainline group Christians Concerned for Israel in a statement typical of wider attitudes. The Judeo-Christian ethic and the civil rights movements had made prejudice against Jews—and by extension, Israel—unacceptable, even un-American. Many Christians, particularly mainline liberals, criticized Israeli occupation of the West Bank and harsh treatment of the Palestinians, but the prevailing attitude was broadly sympathetic to Israel. Overall, then, the plight of the Jews, be they Israeli or Soviet, fit perfectly into several of the major narratives of Americanism, for liberals as well as conservative evangelicals.7

UNDER PRESIDENTS Nixon and Ford, détente became the centerpiece of U.S. grand strategy. It was not an attempt to end the Cold War but to manage it (though that was not how Nixon and Kissinger portrayed it to the American people). Its main components included both the substantive—the expansion of East-West trade, nuclear arms limitation talks, ending the Vietnam War—and the symbolic—Nixon’s stroll along the Great Wall of China, his trip to Russia in 1972, a visit by Soviet Premier Leonid Brezhnev to the United States the following year. The 1975 Helsinki Conference, a comprehensive attempt to settle the status of Europe, was a mixture of both substance and symbol and marked the climax of détente. By the time Gerald Ford left office in 1977, détente was already reeling under the strains of both domestic and international politics. It would be dead by 1979, the victim not only of great power rivalry but also the unpredictable vagaries of U.S. domestic politics.8

In fact, the seeds of détente’s demise had been sown shortly after the Moscow summit between Nixon and Brezhnev in May 1972. Despite its potential to ease the world’s nuclear nightmare, some Americans were becoming restless with détente. They had never been comfortable with the warmer, cooperative relations with Moscow that détente needed to function. Their focal point was an emotionally charged issue that ultimately led to détente’s unraveling: the Soviet Union’s treatment of its Jews. Because of the Soviets’ semi-official persecution of Jews (not unlike Russia’s semi-official pogroms in an earlier age), Soviet Jews desperately wanted to immigrate to Israel; and Israel, now a strong U.S. ally, desperately wanted to receive them. The Kremlin consented to the right of Jewish emigration, but only on individual payment of a punitive fee—by some counts as much as $30,000—which only further inflamed opinion in the United States. It was one thing for the Soviets to persecute their own people; it was another thing entirely to prevent them from fleeing such persecutions. To the rights-conscious American mind, here was as clear a violation of human rights as one could find, especially the freedoms of worship and movement.

Since the late nineteenth century, the status of Jews in Russia and the Soviet Union had been a perennial concern in the United States. But it only became a major issue capturing the attention of those beyond the Jewish community when political or geopolitical conditions gave it a wider resonance. Such was the case in the early 1970s, with the maturation of a global human rights discourse that had begun with the founding of the United Nations in 1945 and the signing of its Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. Suppressed by the geopolitical exigencies of the Cold War, human rights promotion was not widespread until the 1970s when legitimacy, based on a respect for human rights, became a genuinely significant factor in world politics. Human rights activism was especially pronounced at the grassroots. With increasing domestic political support in a number of countries, NGOs dedicated to the promotion and protection of human rights grew in size, stature, and authority throughout the decade. Much of the impetus for this growth came from liberals in support of liberal causes, such as the exposing of war crimes and police brutality in right-wing authoritarian regimes. And in many cases, U.S. support for dictators became as noteworthy as the dictators’ crimes themselves.9

However, the rise of human rights also fueled an anti-communist agenda, for fewer regimes in the world violated human rights as systematically as the Soviet Union and its satellite states in Eastern Europe. The range of communist human rights abuses was vast, but anti-détente activists focused on two in particular: religious liberty and emigration. Freedom of worship had a long history in debates over U.S. foreign policy, often emerging from the bottom up to influence policymaking elites. This was certainly the case over the treatment of Soviet Jews, an issue that Nixon and Kissinger wished would just disappear. But at a time when religion was again flourishing in the public square, when the Religious Right was in formation and flexing its muscles, when Israel gave American Jews a new confidence, and when human rights was a legitimate concern for international relations, Soviet Jews presented themselves as a perfect vehicle for the destruction of détente from within the United States. In turn, with its presumably universal relevance, religion was an ideal vehicle for the promotion of universal human rights.

For American Jews, supported by their Christian sympathizers, the status of their coreligionists in the Soviet Union was nothing new. In 1963, prompted by reports of orchestrated mob violence against Jews, the City of Philadelphia passed a resolution calling on President Kennedy “to reaffirm the unequivocal opposition of our country to acts of repression and discrimination against the Jewish people of the Soviet Union,” which City Council president Paul D’Ortona then passed on to the White House. The next year, protesters marched on the Soviet UN mission in New York and listened to denunciations of Soviet anti-Semitism by Senators Kenneth Keating, Jacob Javits, and senatorial hopeful Robert F. Kennedy. In 1965, the American Jewish Conference on Soviet Jewry asked the Johnson administration for public support in its fight against the Kremlin’s “policy of forced assimilation which has brought the second largest Jewish community in the world today to the brink of religious and cultural extinction.” And in 1968, Republican presidential nominee Richard Nixon condemned Moscow’s interference with Jewish education and religious training. Overall, however, advocates of Soviet Jews received little comfort from the White House and State Department.10

Much as he wanted to leave it on the campaign trail, Nixon continued to face the issue as president. In March 1969, Lewis Weinstein of the American Jewish Conference on Soviet Jewry, an organization that had strong backing from virtually every major Jewish group in the country, asked Nixon for a meeting to discuss ways to ease the burden on Soviet Jews and allow them to emigrate to Israel. And for the next eight years, the cause of Soviet Jews would simply not go away, no matter how inconvenient it was for détente. Throughout the presidencies of Richard Nixon and his successor, Gerald Ford, a wide range of groups—Jewish and Christian, religious and secular—maintained constant pressure on the White House. In 1973, on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Israel’s founding, nearly 100,000 demonstrators—many of them dressed symbolically in striped pajamas to resemble both concentration camp victims and Soviet prison inmates—chanted “Free Them Now” and marched through the streets of New York to highlight the condition of Soviet Jews. During Brezhnev’s U.S. tour, supposed to be a watershed in the establishment of normal U.S.-Soviet relations, demonstrators hounded the Soviet premier in every city he visited. The National Conference of Catholic Bishops called upon the Soviet Union to respect the religious rights of its Jewish population. “The conscience of humanity is aroused,” claimed Bishop James W. Malone of Youngstown, Ohio, “and the USSR must understand that its anti-Jewish policies are morally intolerable to free men everywhere.” The San Francisco Labor Council made a similar appeal by focusing on the case of Mikhail Shtern, a renowned endocrinologist who had been sentenced to hard labor in a Siberian prison after his two sons had successfully fled to Israel; other defenders of Shtern publicized his case with ads in the Washington Post. More incongruously given his geopolitical views, Hans Morgenthau, a University of Chicago political scientist and the founder of American realism, implored Nixon not to abandon Soviet Jews to their communist-controlled fate. Détente, he said, was simply not worth it.11

As the issue of Soviet Jews grew, it broadened to include the rights of Soviet Christians as well. Alexandra L. Tolstoy, the daughter of the great Russian novelist who fled to America after the Bolshevik Revolution, wrote Nixon in 1970 to highlight the anguish of the Russian Orthodox community in the Soviet Union, who could practice their religion only under very tight restrictions established by the Kremlin. Ukrainian Americans did the same for the rights of persecuted Catholics in Ukraine, as did Latvian and Lithuanian Americans for persecuted Lutherans and Catholics in the Baltic states. Likewise, American evangelicals pressed the case of beleaguered Soviet Protestants, particularly Baptists and Pentecostals. Even the religious freedom of the Russian Orthodox Church, assumed by many to be a stooge of the Kremlin, became an issue. In a return to the strategy first deployed by FDR and Truman, Americans were once again turning to religious liberty as a geopolitical weapon—only this time, the pressure was coming almost entirely from below.12

Like Kennedy and Johnson before him, however, Nixon was unwilling to go beyond platitudes about the importance of religious liberty because, like Kennedy and Johnson before him, he was unwilling to risk détente over what was essentially an internal matter of a sovereign nation. Yet for Nixon, the stakes were much higher. Kennedy had only just begun the process of détente, while Johnson had to set it aside due to the complications of Vietnam. For Nixon and Kissinger, on the other hand, détente was central: without Soviet cooperation, they believed they could not end the Vietnam War or maintain leverage in their new relationship with China. And precisely because détente was so central to Nixon and Kissinger, it was also where they were most vulnerable. What the Soviets wanted from the United States was trade, surplus food, and credit; what they prized most was Most Favored Nation status (MFN), which would give them the same access to American goods and technology as any other country and would allow them to develop the full potential of their vast natural gas reserves. Nixon and Kissinger were happy to oblige, but these economic aspects gave détente’s opponents their opening, for only Congress could authorize the executive’s economic promises to Moscow.

Inconveniently for Nixon and Kissinger, the Senate’s leading critic of détente was also its fiercest advocate for Soviet Jews. Senator Henry M. “Scoop” Jackson was a classic Cold War liberal from Washington State cut very much from the same cloth as Harry Truman. In domestic affairs, Jackson was a progressive, allied closely to organized labor and an early supporter of the civil rights movement. But on foreign policy, he was staunchly anticommunist and a tireless proponent of a large military, positions he stuck to into the 1970s after they had become deeply unfashionable among most other Democrats. He remained an unwavering supporter of the Vietnam War, even after Nixon was elected president and many other Democrats became full-time doves. This was to be expected for a politician from a state that relied economically on defense spending—for good reason, Jackson’s nickname was “the Senator from Boeing.”

But Jackson’s fierce anticommunism and his commitment to America’s military strength were matters of conviction, too. Colleagues and observers, allies and enemies all noted how relentlessly moralistic Jackson’s political convictions were. Kissinger, himself not a pushover, marveled at Jackson’s tenacity during their frequent battles over détente: “Stolid, thoughtful, stubborn, as could be expected from the combination of Scandinavian origin and Lutheran theology, Jackson mastered problems not with flashy rhetoric or brilliant maneuvers but with relentless application and undeflectable persistence.” His ostentatious defense of Soviet Jews smacked of presidential posturing, especially for a non-Jew, and he made no secret about his White House ambitions for 1976. But to Jackson, Soviet Jews represented something much more than political opportunity: he was one of the Senate’s strongest supporters of Israel, he genuinely sympathized with the plight of Soviet Jews, and their symbolic power offered him a devastating weapon in his fight against détente. It was no coincidence that Jackson mentored a generation of neoconservatives who were hard-line anti-Soviet and pro-Israel, among them Richard Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, Elliott Abrams, and Douglas Feith. He was, Kissinger later acknowledged, the Nixon administration’s worst possible enemy: “a man of high principle” who was also “stubborn and persistent.”13

And like Truman, Jackson abhorred religious prejudice. He was a vocal supporter of Kennedy’s campaign in 1960 and came out strongly against Kennedy’s nativist Protestant critics, especially Norman Vincent Peale. He credited his feelings on religious liberty to a formative experience from his childhood in Everett, Washington. When local children taunted one of Everett’s only Jewish residents with shouts of “Kike!” Jackson’s mother rushed out to chase them away. “My mother was a Christian who believed in a strong Judaism,” he later recalled. “She taught me to respect the Jews, help the Jews! It was a lesson I never forgot.” Thus while Jackson was determined to undermine détente, the cause of Soviet Jews was a matter of principle as well as politics. Senator Jacob Javits, a Republican from New York and a key Jackson ally, claimed that their crusade was not simply a way to attack détente but a means to protect American values and the universal human right of religious liberty. Attacking détente was indeed one of Jackson’s prime motivations, but the most important goal was to relieve pressure on Soviet Jews.14

Jackson’s partner on foreign policy, his chief legislative aide Dorothy Fosdick, had strong views of her own. The daughter of Harry Emerson Fosdick, Dorothy Fosdick had been raised on debates over the role of Christian morality in international relations. She may have been the daughter of the famous pacifist from Riverside Church, but she also formed an intellectual bond with Reinhold Niebuhr at Union Theological Seminary next door. Her worldview owed something to both men but in the end resembled that of neither: she integrated her father’s unbending idealism with Niebuhr’s realist emphasis on original sin and willingness to deploy power. The result was a highly moralistic sense of right and wrong in international politics, and a fierce conviction that the United States had a responsibility to right the wrongs. Observers called her “hard-headed, warm-hearted.” With a doctorate in international relations from Columbia, Fosdick was also a Christian intellectual in her own right. She attended the landmark 1937 Oxford ecumenical conference as a missionary delegate; that same year, she gave a nationally broadcast radio address on religious liberty and the threats it faced from Nazism, fascism, and communism. As Jackson’s national security assistant, Fosdick bolstered her boss’s position on religious liberty with theological and intellectual substance.15

While Jackson and Fosdick led from the Senate, defenders of Soviet Jews could also be found in the House of Representatives. John G. Dow of New York suggested to Nixon that the Voice of America start broadcasting its programs into the Soviet Union in Yiddish, the mother tongue of Soviet Jews. Charles Vanik of Ohio was also a relentless campaigner for Soviet Jews, and soon teamed up with Jackson to sponsor congressional legislation on their behalf. But nobody was as indefatigable as Robert F. Drinan of Massachusetts. As a Jesuit priest, Drinan had a highly developed ethical worldview; as a practicing lawyer and former dean of the Boston College Law School, he also had a finely honed legal mind. He combined both his moralism and his legalism in a fierce advocacy of universal human rights. Drinan had made his name as an outspoken opponent of Vietnam and won election to Congress in 1970 on an antiwar platform. But his other main foreign policy concern—and the most important one for his many Jewish constituents in suburban Boston—was the condition of Soviet Jewry. To Drinan, both issues were grounded in basic human rights concerns: in one case, the United States was at fault, in the other the Soviet Union. What was important was not the moral superiority of communism or capitalism but the protection of rights of those who could not protect themselves. Like Javits, he was sympathetic to the idea of détente, but not if it came at the expense of morality. Not coincidentally, in campaigning for Soviet Jews Drinan often used the peaceful civil disobedience tactics from his campaigns for the rights of Vietnamese and Cambodians. In one episode, he and New York Congressman Benjamin Rosenthal barged into the Soviet Embassy in Washington demanding to present a petition on Soviet Jews to the ambassador; after a half-hour standoff, the two left without a meeting but with a clear moral and political victory. In another, Drinan asked Kissinger to help him obtain a visa to visit the Soviet Union. He would certainly have known that the Soviets would deny his application. The important thing was to embarrass them in the process—and Kissinger with them.16

But Kissinger was not so easily moved. Though Jewish himself, realism was the strongest current running through his worldview. The world turned on states exercising their power, not on individual people or groups exercising their human rights. “I have no doubt that Soviet Jews as a group are severely disadvantaged,” he told a colleague in April 1969, long before détente had become the overriding strategic priority, “but there is virtually no way in which we as a government can exert pressure on the Soviet Union to ease their plight. In fact,” Kissinger continued in what would become a common refrain over the next eight years, American pressure would be “counterproductive” because the Soviets “are exceptionally defensive about the Jewish problem, and inevitably regard any official US Government action on the subject as an attempt to interfere in Soviet internal affairs.” In late 1973, in a letter to his friend and former Harvard colleague David Riesman, Kissinger explained that “in our relations with the Soviets and in our efforts to improve those relations … we have recognized that differences in ideology and basic differences between our two systems will continue to exist.” Crusades to remove those differences would only lead to tension, possibly even war, which was decidedly not in the American national interest and certainly not at a time when the nation’s international power was at a low point. The Soviets had actually dealt with the United States quite reasonably, Kissinger said on another occasion; it was Jackson who demanded too much.17

Even under tremendous political pressure, Kissinger’s realism remained unaffected by the protests of Jackson, Javits, Vanik, Drinan, and other advocates of Soviet Jews. The important thing was stable relations between states, especially if they were nuclear superpowers. All else, including human rights, would then follow from détente. In the meantime, Americans simply had to be patient. It was not only unrealistic but also dangerous, Kissinger protested in 1969 to Daniel Patrick Moynihan, at the time a colleague but later a great critic of détente on human rights grounds, to expect the Nixon administration to do anything more. If the Kremlin felt threatened, he said in response to Moynihan’s moralistic exhortations, it “will probably act in regard to Soviet Jews exactly as it has recently in Czechoslovakia—in a cold-blooded manner designed to protect perceived Soviet national interests. If necessary, they will completely defy the UN Charter and world opinion.” Be reasonable, Kissinger seemed to be saying not only to Moynihan but to all his critics: détente will draw the Soviets into a more Western orbit and thus will give the United States precious leverage. “We will be able to secure an improvement in the lot of Soviet Jewry only if we somehow can convince the Soviets that an improvement will be in their own national interest, or conversely, that they will suffer some meaningful national damage if an improvement does not take place.” The promotion of justice could only be possible with the establishment of order. Détente was the first important step. But for now, Moynihan and the others would have to wait.18

Ironically, it was precisely the last part of Kissinger’s peroration to Moynihan that advocates of Soviet Jews had in mind: make the Soviets suffer the consequences of their brutality. Jackson was the most dogmatic. He believed that national sovereignty was no defense against the violation of human rights, a commonplace idea today but a new development in world politics then. Human rights were universal, not particular, and they transcended national borders. The condition of Soviet Jews “is not just a Jewish issue,” he declared, “but an American issue and a great humanitarian issue.” Jackson did not suggest going to war over Soviet Jews, but he did think it entirely reasonable for the United States to use whatever leverage it had to induce the Soviets to let their Jewish population emigrate. The universality of human rights, and the confluence on this issue between American ideals and interests, made it essential. Jackson made this point with characteristic emotion, telling a crowd in Denver: “Today, while we’re bargaining with the Russians over dollars and rubles, let’s do some bargaining on behalf of helpless human beings. When we talk about free trade let’s talk about free people, too.”19

In private, however, Jackson doubted that this would actually work. He did not trust communist ideology, and he certainly did not trust the Soviet Union. The Kremlin would never do the right thing, even if it was in its own best interest. Despite his jeremiads, Jackson was certain that the diplomacy of quid pro quo—American capital, credit, goods, and technology in exchange for Soviet compliance on a number of geopolitical issues—would never work in America’s favor. The concept that America, with its economic might, could induce changes in Soviet political behavior “is extremely doubtful,” concluded a report prepared by Fosdick. Kissinger believed that expanded trade ties would make the Soviet Union beholden to the United States, but the “more likely result is Soviet leverage on the United States.” Already skeptical about détente, angry at arms control (and the jobs it would cost Washington State), and convinced that trade would not relax Soviet restrictions on Jewish emigration, Jackson resolved to do all he could to scuttle the linchpin of Nixon and Kissinger’s grand strategy.20

Neither Kissinger nor Jackson was willing to compromise to break this impasse (though to be fair to Kissinger, there was little he could do without abandoning détente, for only the Soviets could accede to Jackson’s demands). When Nixon traveled to Moscow in May 1972, he and Brezhnev discussed a new trade relationship predicated on the Soviets receiving most favored nation (MFN) status. But when Nixon returned to Washington with hopes of getting Congress to pass a trade bill that would grant the Soviets MFN, Jackson moved swiftly to sabotage his plans. Jackson teamed up with Representative Vanik to sponsor an amendment explicitly forbidding MFN to any country that did not have open emigration policies. The Soviets were unlikely to change their policy, not simply because it would undermine communist control but because they could never be seen to be bowing to foreign pressure to change their own internal political system. Without the trade bill, détente was effectively dead; but thanks to the Jackson-Vanik amendment, which had overwhelming support in Congress, the likelihood of the Soviets abiding by the terms of the trade bill were virtually nonexistent. Thus by the summer of 1972, even before Watergate, the Nixon administration found itself in a Cold War standoff not with the Kremlin, but the United States Congress.

During Brezhnev’s visit to the United States in June 1973, with Jackson-Vanik hanging ominously over their heads, American and Soviet officials hammered out the final details of a comprehensive trade agreement. Brezhnev made a conspicuous effort to win over distrustful senators, particularly those who had spoken out in favor of Soviet Jews. Some were indeed won over—“I think he was opening the door and saying, for goodness’ sake, can’t we get along?” exclaimed Vance Hartke of Indiana—but not Jackson, who said the moribund communist economy made the Soviets as vulnerable as “a crippled bird” and thus susceptible to further American pressure. Nixon, he warned, must demand more in the way of concrete, verifiable guarantees that a certain number of Soviet Jews would be allowed to emigrate annually. Jackson eventually suggested the figure of 100,000, which was more than double the number of Jews who had left in any one year previously and was totally unacceptable to the Soviets. In October 1973, the Yom Kippur War complicated matters: the Soviets were now desperate to curry favor with their beleaguered Arab allies, who were of course opposed to any increase in Israel’s Jewish population, and the United States was even more firmly allied to Israel. Meanwhile, throughout the entire process, the Israeli government quietly worked behind the scenes to build support for Jackson-Vanik on Capitol Hill.21

Now aware of the danger to the trade bill and thus to détente as a whole, Kissinger negotiated simultaneously with Jackson to lower his demands and with the Kremlin to allow more Jews to emigrate—and his sympathies were often with the Kremlin. Neither side, however, would concede very much, certainly not enough to break the deadlock. In late 1974, with Nixon felled by Watergate only to be replaced by a relatively weak figure in Gerald Ford and with congressional assertiveness on foreign policy at fever pitch thanks to Indochina, Congress was in no mood to compromise. The trade bill passed both houses of Congress in December 1974 and became law shortly after the new year—including Jackson-Vanik. As brilliant as he was, Kissinger had severely underestimated popular American sympathy for Soviet Jews and overestimated the appeal of détente. He dealt with the issue as a peripheral concern despite mounting evidence that it had become the central domestic political issue, even more important than arms control. Ever focused on the national interest, Kissinger lost sight of national ideals; when he realized their importance, he proved ill-suited to convey their meaning to the American people. He felt trapped—“Soviet behavior will depend on the incentive they feel in maintaining good relations with us” and Jackson had destroyed all such incentive, he complained to President Ford on the eve of the trade bill’s passage—but he had been caught as much by his own political obtuseness as by Jackson’s maneuvering.22

“Probably no other single question did more to sour the atmosphere of détente than the question of Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union,” the Soviet ambassador to Washington, Anatoly Dobrynin, reflected ruefully in his memoirs. Kissinger agreed. Jackson had mobilized an anticommunist crusade for human rights and religious liberty behind a coalition of liberals and conservatives, Democrats and Republicans, Christians and Jews. Only in retirement did Kissinger realize what had happened. Jackson had acted as “the indispensable link” between “conservatives who hated Communists and liberals who hated Nixon” and brought them together “in a rare convergence, like an eclipse of the sun.” Yet it was not such a freak occurrence. Religious liberty touched a nerve deep in the American worldview and was not bound by partisanship or ideology. To be sure, the atmosphere of the 1970s, especially the new emphasis on universal human rights, was unusually conducive to Jackson’s promotion of Soviet Jews. But in the American tradition, religious liberty is perhaps the oldest and most sacrosanct of all human rights. Kissinger was slow to recognize this, and in the end it cost him détente. And the Soviets never did receive MFN status.23

THIS WAS NOT the end of the story, however. Détente was reeling, already fragile by the time Jimmy Carter became president in 1977. The Soviets cut off all negotiations over Jewish emigration because they were no longer interested in MFN. Carter’s election victory brought Jackson’s presidential ambitions to a sudden end. But the defenders of religious freedom behind the Iron Curtain continued their crusade nonetheless.

Nearly two years before, on August 1, 1975, the United States, the Soviet Union, and over thirty other countries signed the Helsinki Final Act, the culmination of years of intricate negotiations toward a final settlement of postwar Europe. The Helsinki Accords, historians now agree, were a watershed moment in the Cold War, perhaps even marking the beginning of the end. But nobody perceived this at the time, and they were much derided in the United States as a sellout to communist tyranny and thus the ultimate sin Kissinger had ever committed in pursuit of détente. Behind a thicket of diplomatic bureaucratese, all signatories to the Helsinki Accords essentially agreed on two basic principles: the permanency of Europe’s existing boundaries—in other words, recognition of communism as the legitimate governing system of half of Europe—and the inviolability of basic human rights. The Helsinki Final Act was a document with a paradox at its heart, with its simultaneous pursuit of both order and justice. And because nobody seriously believed the Soviets and their allies would respect human rights, everybody focused on the concessions to legitimizing communist rule. Critics charged Ford and Kissinger with appeasement, and “détente” became such a dirty word in American politics that Ford banished its use during the 1976 election campaign.24

Yet in the long run, Helsinki’s human rights provisions were far more significant than its codification of borders. For the rest of the 1970s and into the ’80s, U.S.–based “Helsinki groups,” foremost among them Helsinki Watch (later renamed Human Rights Watch), partnered with churches and other religious groups to investigate communist rights abuses in Eastern Europe; they then reported these abuses to the media and Congress, making it impossible for the Soviets—and the Ford administration—to ignore them. The Ford Foundation and other philanthropic agencies, in addition to Congress itself, generously funded many of the Helsinki groups, such as the Christian Committee for the Defense of Believers’ Rights in the USSR. Armed with the wording of the Final Act and backed by popular opinion in America, human rights campaigners like Father Drinan traveled to Romania, Israel, and elsewhere to interview victims of “Russia’s irrational and erratic” record on religious freedom.25

For a region where faith had once flourished and where underground churches were still active—and, in the case of Poland, were openly active—religion provided Helsinki watchers with an ideal measurement to gauge communist compliance. Unsurprisingly, they found it wanting. “Too many people,” Jackson told the National Council of Jewish Women in 1979, “think that Jackson-Vanik applies only to Soviet Jewry. It does not and never has.” By way of example, he referred to a family of Pentecostals who had recently sought refuge in the U.S. Embassy in hopes of fleeing the Soviet Union. “Before the Soviets can enjoy MFN and other trade benefits from the American taxpayer, these people too must have a hope of escape.” With information fed to him by Helsinki Watch and Christian Solidarity International, Jackson maintained the pressure on Soviet violations of religious freedom, of Christians as well as Jews. Motivated by the case of Reverend Georgi Vins, a Soviet Baptist, Jackson sponsored a 1979 Senate resolution on behalf of “Christians and other religious believers” in the Soviet Union who were “being persecuted simply because they desire to worship God according to the dictates of their conscience and the precepts of their faith rather than according to the dictates of the state.” Vins and his family were then given asylum in the United States, where they settled down in Elkhart, Indiana. Shortly after, the Senate invited Vins to offer an official prayer, in which he gave thanks “for the gift of freedom” and “the goodness of the American people.” Afterward, Jackson addressed his colleagues. “Throughout history,” he declared triumphantly, “there have been men and women who have said: You dare not coerce conscience. You dare not coerce worship. We must obey God rather than man.” This had always been a matter of God’s law and U.S. law. Now, thanks to Helsinki, it was also Soviet law, and religious liberty advocates would not let them forget it.26


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Ronald the Lionheart

IT WAS AN OCCASION imagined for decades. Now, in 1987, shortly before Christmas, Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev had given the world the gift of nuclear disarmament. On December 8, the two leaders signed the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty whereby the United States and the Soviet Union pledged to eliminate their stockpiles of intermediate-range nuclear arms. It was the first time the superpowers had agreed not only to limit their nuclear arsenals but to begin reducing them. It was a significant moment, and, after Gorbachev had returned to Moscow, Reagan reflected on its significance in an address to the nation. The INF Treaty symbolized his conviction that “the postwar policy of containment is no longer enough.” But instead of the hard-line rhetoric of rollback with which people had associated Reagan, he offered a policy of “world peace and world freedom.” He hoped that all Americans could now work together, with the Soviets, “for a day when all of God’s children will enjoy the human dignity that their creator intended.” It was not backroom negotiators who had scored the breakthrough, but the prayers of ordinary Americans; and “in the prayers of simple people,” Reagan explained, “there is more power and might than that possessed by all the great statesmen or armies of the Earth.” And then he said his own prayer of thanksgiving: “Let us then thank God for all His blessings to this nation, and ask Him for His help and guidance so that we might continue the work of peace and foster the hope of a world where human freedom is enshrined.” The Cold War ended two years later—peacefully.1

How did such a miraculous turn of events come to pass, especially during one of the most bellicose anticommunist presidencies in history? In part, the answer lies in Reagan’s handling of religion, particularly the symbolic power of religion on both sides of the Iron Curtain. Ironically, Reagan’s greatest feat was to make his own idealistic synthesis by successfully blending the militant nationalism of religious conservatives with the peaceful aspirations of religious liberals. After strutting onto the world stage as a brash new crusader, a self-styled Ronald the Lionheart, he discarded the sword of the spirit for a shield of faith. Not long after, the Cold War—and Reagan’s crusade—came to an end, and he exited the stage an unlikely peacemaker.

IN 1976, FOLLOWING a tumultuous decade of war and resistance to war, religious liberals hoped for a new president who could successfully transcend the Cold War and set America on its rightful path as the world’s leader in the promotion of social justice. Instead, they got Jimmy Carter.

To be fair, Carter meant well. Having inherited a deindustrializing and globalizing economy and a foreign policy in crisis, he aimed to transcend the power politics of the Cold War, particularly the strictures of containment that bound America to a static and negative approach to the world. And for religious liberals, Carter offered something more: he was one of them, a pious progressive even if he was also an evangelical. A lifelong Southern Baptist, he had been a regular fixture at the First Baptist Church in his hometown of Plains, Georgia, throughout his early life: baptized at the age of eleven, Sunday school teacher as an adult, appointed deacon in 1958 at the age of thirty-four.2

After losing Georgia’s 1966 Democratic gubernatorial primary, Carter completely reevaluated his life. Religion had always mattered to him without necessarily being central. His faith was well-grounded, yet it offered him little solace in defeat. But with the help of his evangelical sister, he had a conversion experience, accepted Christ into his heart, and became a born-again Christian. He continued teaching Sunday school and Bible study classes, not only to children but to adults as well, and traveled to the Northeast as a Southern Baptist missionary. But evangelicalism was not Carter’s only religious influence. He invested a nearly sacred meaning into the Baptists’ traditionally firm separation of church and state. Curiously, he also discovered original sin through the writings of Reinhold Niebuhr and incorporated them into his evangelical outlook. The result was idiosyncratic and, except in Carter’s mind, paradoxical: a worldview based equally on evangelical optimism and conviction, Niebuhrian hostility to national pride and exceptionalism, and Baptist separationism. With his mind and self-confidence settled by his newfound faith, Carter resumed his political career. In 1970, four years after his third-place primary finish, he won the governorship of Georgia in a landslide. Six years later, benefitting from a post-Watergate, anti-Republican, anti-incumbent backlash, he narrowly defeated Gerald Ford in the presidential election. Once in the White House, this Niebuhrian evangelical tried to govern as both a moralist and a realist.3

On foreign policy, Carter should have been the ideal Social Gospel president. He was a Democrat of deep faith who had made progressive change one of his signature campaign themes. He condemned Nixon’s and Kissinger’s “Machiavellian tactics,” “secret diplomacy,” “excessive concern with power politics,” and “neglect of principles and morality.” And he sought to transcend the Cold War and recalibrate U.S. foreign policy for a new era. Foremost on his agenda was the cause of human rights. Carter came into office in 1977 claiming to have found the source of the “modern concept of human rights” in the “laws of the prophets of the Judeo-Christian tradition,” and vowed to make them his administration’s overriding concern. According to National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, who admitted he did not share his president’s views on the subject, the administration’s “commitment to human rights reflected Carter’s own religious beliefs.” And indeed, Carter fulfilled many liberal dreams, such as turning sovereignty of the Canal Zone over to Panama, canceling the B-1 bomber, and granting legal amnesty to Vietnam-era draft avoiders. He also pledged to continue détente and work with the Soviets to reduce tensions that could lead to nuclear war. But while complementary in theory, little did he realize just how contradictory the twin goals of peace and justice were in practice. Emphasizing human rights, for example, was bound to upset the Soviets, thereby undermining détente. And criticizing key U.S. allies for their own human rights abuses, as Brzezinski frequently warned, was bound to complicate the pursuit of U.S. foreign policy. The result produced the occasional triumph—the Camp David Accords in 1978—with tragedy—the Iran hostage crisis. Détente, already in a fragile state, eventually collapsed under the burgeoning weight of Carter’s own contradictory impulses.4

Ironically for a man of such faith, part of Carter’s problem was that he did not comprehend the religious mood of the country. In particular, he erred in trying too stringently to separate religion from politics. The most successful presidents deftly appealed to the shared principles of the civil religion, especially in the execution of foreign policy. Carter refused to do so. He did not hide his religiosity, but neither did he promote it. Jody Powell, Carter’s press secretary, noted that his boss “probably quoted less Scripture … than any public official we’ve had in a long, long time”—indeed, probably since Thomas Jefferson. On the rare occasions when Carter did invoke scripture, it was often to chastise Americans. He set the tone at the outset, quoting from the Book of Micah (6:8) at his inaugural: “He hath showed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God.” Most damagingly, Carter issued Niebuhrian jeremiads when the country looked instead for uplift and inspiration. As presidential historian Gary Scott Smith points out, Carter was more prophet than priest: he reminded Americans of their sins and warned them of the hellfire that awaited if they did not repent. “Christ admonishes us against self-pride, against the condemnation of others, since we too are sinful,” he declared on one occasion. On another, he told Americans that despite their “great natural resources and great wealth,” they had “no special claim to be God’s chosen people.”5

On the surface, it seems surprising that the nation’s first born-again president would be so tone deaf to broader cultural developments involving religion. Yet Carter’s traditional Baptist faith in the separation of church and state blinded him to the changes occurring around him. “I have never found any incompatibility between my religious convictions and my duties as a President,” he told a questioner at a town hall meeting in Pittsburgh during the 1980 campaign. “Every night I read a chapter in the Bible, with my wife when we’re together; we read the same chapter when we’re separated. It’s part of my existence. I’ve done it for years.” But, he continued, “I have never found anything in the Bible, in the Old or New Testament, that specifies whether or not we should have a Department of Education in the Federal Government or whether you should have a B-1 bomber or the air-launched cruise missiles or whether we should share with Panama … operation of the Panama Canal … Those kinds of measuring rods to define what is an acceptable Christian are contrary to my own beliefs.” Carter mentioned the biblical politics of Jerry Falwell, and by extension other leaders of the Religious Right, as embodying the antithesis of his own beliefs. But he had forgotten that the Protestant left, though smaller in number, and major institutions like the Catholic Church, also looked to religion for political guidance. To them as to the Religious Right, the Bible was in fact pretty clear on whether the United States should develop the B-1.6

This was not only politically unwise but also geopolitically disastrous, for the Carter administration was just as indifferent to the revolutionary changes then sweeping through world religion. Almost certainly in reaction against the overweening ambitions and central planning of the modernist secular state, conservative religion was surging not only in the United States but worldwide. Beginning in the 1960s, Shiite fundamentalists in Iran struggled against the Shah’s grand modernization projects. They aimed instead to return Iran to its fundamental values and morals just as Moral Majority hoped to return the United States to what they perceived as its roots. By January 1979, Shiites had gathered enough strength and support from other Iranians to overthrow the shah and evict the “Great Satan,” the United States. But the rise of Islamic fundamentalism caught the Carter administration completely off guard. From the White House to the CIA, foreign policymakers grossly underestimated the seemingly irrational religious forces fulminating in Iran. The Islamic radicals seemed too divorced from the realities of modern politics to pose much of a threat. As one U.S. official working on Iran blurted out, “Who ever took religion seriously anyway!” But if Jerry Falwell could not make Carter or the national security bureaucracy take notice of political religion, the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini could. “We will teach you about God,” one of the Iranian revolutionaries told his American captives in the besieged U.S. Embassy in Tehran. It was a harsh lesson that should have been unnecessary. Thanks to the shock, the Carter administration learned it too well. When the Soviets invaded Afghanistan in December of that same year, Brzezinski and other cold warriors in the administration began assembling a coalition of Muslim nations to resist the godless communists in the belief that this would also realign the Islamic world’s sympathies toward the United States.7

THE SOCIAL GOSPEL was still around, but its message was weighed down by an ineffectual liberal president stumbling through some of the worst international crises to hit America in two decades. But more important, religious liberals simply could not match the intensity of the surging Religious Right. In 1979 alone, Christian conservatives founded four major political action groups that aimed to coax conservative voters to the ballot box: Moral Majority, Religious Roundtable, Christian Voice, and National Christian Action Coalition; the next year saw the establishment of the Family Research Council. Abortion, school prayer, the autonomy of Christian academies, and gay rights remained their abiding concerns, but the Religious Right was immersed in foreign policy issues as well. The Soviets appeared to have retaken the offensive and were marauding all around the world. Carter was either incapable or incompetent to meet the communist threat, said Falwell and other leaders of the Religious Right, and had made it worse through his dithering, disarming, and negotiating.8

It did not matter that in the second half of his term, Carter embarked on a rearmament program that was unusually aggressive for peacetime. Nor did it matter that, as he re-launched the very same Cold War he had tried to suspend only two years earlier, Carter used religion to galvanize Americans for the struggle and demonize their enemies. “The Soviets represent a totalitarian nation; we are committed to peace and freedom and democracy,” he told a questioner at a news conference in October 1979. “The Soviets subjugate the rights of an individual human being to the rights of the state; we do just the opposite. The Soviets are an atheistic nation; we have deep and fundamental religious beliefs.” A month later, an emotional Carter charged that the new Islamic government of Iran’s part in the seizure of American hostages “violates not only the most fundamental precepts of international law but the common ethical and religious heritage of humanity. There is no recognized religious faith on Earth which condones kidnapping. There is no recognized religious faith on Earth which condones blackmail. There is certainly no religious faith on Earth which condones the sustained abuse of innocent people.” But to Christian conservatives in America, none of this mattered at all. The damage had already been done.9

To evangelicals, America’s national and international weaknesses were inextricably linked. Communists abroad and their allies at home were weakening the nation. “In the late seventies,” recalled a Moral Majority official,


the threat of communism was great, whether it was seen as a “hot” war or an undermining action to take over this country by giving away our freedoms and our rights, including the freedom to preach and the freedom to have a church and be separate and be different. Now whether that was real or not, it was perceived as real by fundamentalist people. We felt a threat. We really had a fortress mentality: “Let’s hang on. We are losing ground every day to society, to the world, to bureaucracy, to the federal government.” It was a very real threat, and Falwell had an easy time rallying people for a strong America.



Christian conservatives had had enough. It was time for America to be America again. Accordingly, in time for the 1980 election, groups like Moral Majority and Christian Voice came out with vigorous foreign policy platforms that criticized Carter’s continuation of Nixon and Ford’s détente, especially nuclear disarmament negotiations with the Soviet Union (the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty, SALT II under Carter); the recognition of the People’s Republic of China (Nixon had never established official ties; it was Carter who normalized relations, in 1979); and the handing over of the Panama Canal.10

In 1979, after an unproductive fence-mending meeting with Carter, Tim LaHaye expressed the frustrations of many Christian conservatives. “We had a man in the White House who professed to be a Christian, but didn’t understand how un-Christian his administration was.” After the meeting, while waiting outside the White House for his car, a bewildered and angry LaHaye made a vow to defeat Carter in the next year’s election. “I stood there and I prayed this prayer,” he recalled: “God, we have got to get this man out of the White House and get someone in here who will be aggressive about bringing back traditional moral values.” That man, he believed, was Ronald Reagan.11

REAGAN’S FAITH WAS eclectic rather than systematic, lived rather than learned. He was a devout, Bible-believing Christian, but he also harbored a rather more unorthodox spiritualism, such as a belief in ghosts; his wife, Nancy, dabbled in astrology. In this sense, Reagan’s devout but unconventional beliefs had more in common with those of George Washington, John Quincy Adams, or Abraham Lincoln than they did with Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, or John Kennedy. Even Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon were more mainstream than Reagan, at least in their religious practices. But Reagan’s enigmatic syncretism was a strength rather than a weakness for, in the hands of a politician of Reagan’s gifts, it afforded his stewardship of America’s civil religion an almost limitless flexibility.

Reagan was raised in Dixon, Illinois, in a religiously divided household. His father was a lapsed Irish Catholic who expressed little outward sign of faith. But his mother, Nelle, who was to leave a strong imprint on her son, was a member of the evangelical Disciples of Christ, otherwise known simply as the Christian Church. Nelle’s faith, based on an unbridled, postmillennial optimism and a firm belief in the all-powerful goodness of God’s providence, was typical of the Disciples. It was a fervently evangelical denomination, often bordering theologically on fundamentalism, yet it was grounded in a doctrine of good works and liberal politics. Recall other members of the Christian Church—Kirby Page, the interwar pacifist; Charles Clayton Morrison, the founding editor of Christian Century; Lyndon Johnson, who converted to the Disciples as a teenager—and then recall their progressivism. Young Reagan had an active church life as a boy: he chose to be baptized in 1922, at the age of eleven, and taught Sunday school as an adolescent. The Social Gospel was important to the Reagan family, as it was to most Disciples, but they supported a more conservative interpretation of progress. They believed in moral uplift, but more by voluntarism and individual faith, much as Herbert Hoover and Richard Nixon’s western interpretations of Quakerism had informed their conservative politics. Despite their later support for the New Deal, the Reagans were not John Dewey pragmatists but temperance progressives, evangelicals who sought moral and spiritual uplift through clean living and traditional values. They were progressives, then, but conservative progressives—an oxymoron, perhaps, but the Reagans did not see it that way, and young Ronald learned the invaluable political skill of living comfortably with contradictions at an early age. After high school Reagan attended nearby Eureka College, which had official ties to the Disciples of Christ and where daily Bible reading was part of the curriculum. In this religious atmosphere, he formed an intense hostility to communism, a steadfast belief in the Bible, especially the inerrancy of the New Testament, and a firm belief in the guiding hand of providence.12

After his happy if sheltered Midwestern upbringing, Reagan’s life in Hollywood could not have been more different. Initially, his faith receded, at least as part of his daily life. But it did not disappear. When his film career began to wane in the late 1950s, he turned to politics, and as he did, religion became important once again. Along the way, he traded his New Deal liberalism for staunch western conservatism and a suspicion of government, beliefs to which his Disciples faith could easily adapt. In 1964, no doubt with electoral strategy in mind but also out of genuine political and theological conviction, he began regularly attending services at the Bel Air Presbyterian Church in Los Angeles. Elected governor of California in 1966 and reelected in 1970, Reagan’s faith returned in full force. “I have spent more time in prayer these past months than in any previous period I can recall,” he confessed shortly after moving into the governor’s mansion. “I’ve always believed there is a certain divine scheme of things,” he said elsewhere. “Whatever I do has meaning, only if I ask that it serves His purpose.” As governor, Reagan vigorously courted and associated with religious conservatives and invited Billy Graham to speak to the legislature on two separate occasions. He also began claiming born-again status, as in this statement from his 1976 bid for the Republican presidential nomination: “In my own experience there came a time when there developed a new relationship with God … So yes, I have had an experience that could be described as ‘born again.’ ” But he also displayed a pragmatic streak, signing into law a relatively liberal abortion bill years before Roe v. Wade. His conservative supporters did not like it, but Reagan suffered no lasting damage as a result.13

That Reagan could bridge such a wide gap between rhetoric and reality was testament to his tremendous political skills. As Robert Dallek has pointed out, foremost among these skills was his mastery of “the politics of symbolism,” which served him particularly well in presidential politics. Reagan was especially adept at deploying religious imagery and appealing to the patriotism of civil religion that linked together God and country, mission and nation. In 1980, he recognized the latent power of the Religious Right and moved swiftly to take advantage of it in ways nobody else could. After winning the Republican nomination, Reagan attended the National Affairs Briefing in Dallas. Organized by Religious Roundtable’s Ed Robison, one of Christian conservatism’s most militant leaders, the National Affairs Briefing was designed as a forum where politicians and the Religious Right could exchange ideas about domestic politics and foreign policy. Carter and independent candidate John Anderson declined Robison’s invitation, but Reagan accepted. In speeches and study sessions on SALT II, Panama, and the Middle East, delegates propounded on the unilateralist Christian conservative worldview. In a speech delivered right before Reagan’s keynote, Robison issued a call to arms that was shrill even by the rhetorical standards of the Religious Right. With the forces of secularism on the march at home and the communists rampaging abroad, the stakes could not be higher. “We’ll either have a Hitler-type takeover, or Soviet domination, or God is going to take over this country,” he railed. The audience, including Reagan, loved it. Reagan then followed with his own speech praising traditional morals and condemning the Supreme Court for banning school prayer. The National Affairs Briefing was ostensibly apolitical, which is why Carter and Anderson had been invited in the first place, but it was clearly a showcase for the emerging alliance between Christian conservatives and the Republican Party. Reagan certainly knew it, and he said as much. “You can’t endorse me, but I endorse you,” he declared to his officially neutral but obviously supportive audience.14

Once elected president, Reagan made religious faith an important part of his political persona. This is not to say he was insincere: everything he did in the realm of political religion was consistent with what we know of his private beliefs. Unlike presidents before him, Reagan deployed religious rhetoric to rally his supporters rather than to bind the nation together as a whole behind a common cause. In a significant but little-noticed shift, Reagan reconfigured the Judeo-Christian civil religion from what it had been since the 1930s—a way to foster inclusiveness—into a rhetorical device to attack liberalism and secularism. “I know this may often be laughed and sneered at in some sophisticated circles, but ours is a Judeo-Christian heritage, and ours is a loving and living God, the fountain of truth and knowledge,” he told the annual convention of the National Parent-Teacher Association. “I can’t help but believe that He, who has so blessed this land and made us a good and caring people, should never have been expelled from our classrooms.” This subtle recasting of the Judeo-Christian concept spoke to the core concerns of religious conservatives, Protestant and Catholic alike, who feared that the First Amendment was being used as a weapon against faith itself. As he argued before an evangelical audience in Dallas, “We establish no religion in this country, nor will we ever. We command no worship. We mandate no belief. But we poison our society when we remove its theological underpinnings. We court corruption when we leave it bereft of belief. All are free to believe or not believe; all are free to practice a faith or not. But those who believe must be free to speak of and act on their belief, to apply moral teaching to public questions.”15

Throughout his presidency, Reagan promoted many of the causes of the Religious Right. In 1982, he submitted to Congress a constitutional amendment to legalize school prayer. In his 1983 State of the Union address, he urged passage of the school prayer amendment and defended the notorious Christian academies by urging “tuition tax credits for parents who want to send their children to private or religiously affiliated schools.” Elsewhere, he criticized liberal theologians for portraying Jesus as “merely human” rather than the son of God who was crucified and rose from the dead. He also took issue with Darwinian theories of evolution and believed biblical creationism should have an equal opportunity to be taught in science classes. His views on creationism were characteristically expressed in one of his favorite jokes. As he told the 1988 Annual National Prayer Breakfast, “I’ve had an unholy desire to invite some atheists to a dinner and then serve the most fabulous gourmet dinner that has ever been concocted and, after dinner, ask them if they believe there was a cook.” He even repeated the joke to a gathering of dissidents while visiting the Soviet Union for his final summit with Gorbachev in May 1988.16

Reagan was also friendly to Catholics, who comprised many of his top-level appointees. Both of his secretaries of state (Alexander Haig and George Shultz), three national security advisers (Richard Allen, William Clark, and Robert McFarlane), and one director of Central Intelligence (William Casey), in addition to many lower-level aides and speechwriters, were Roman Catholics. And in 1984, Reagan fulfilled Harry Truman’s goal and established normal diplomatic relations with the Holy See.17

Yet overall, when it came to actual policy Reagan delivered very little to religious conservatives. The school prayer amendment did not pass; Darwinism remained in the schools; abortion remained legal—in fact, Reagan appointed a known abortion-rights advocate, Sandra Day O’Connor, to the Supreme Court. The Religious Right grumbled, but it did not abandon him. Because the alternatives were far worse, there was simply nowhere else to turn. And at least Reagan promoted their causes, even if he was unsuccessful in doing so.18

REAGAN FULFILLED MUCH of the Religious Right’s political platform in only one area: a hard-line anticommunist foreign policy. But this was more correlation than cause, for Reagan was already committed to ending détente and reigniting the Cold War. He could not undo some of the things Carter had done—for instance, he could not retake the Panama Canal, at least not without triggering a war—but he could increase defense spending, escalate his anti-Soviet rhetoric, and look for ways to contain and perhaps even roll back communist rule. He issued the Reagan Doctrine, which pledged U.S. political support and military aid (but, with the Vietnam trauma fresh in the collective memory, not troops) to “freedom fighters” resisting communist governments anywhere in the world. Behind the theory of the Reagan Doctrine lay the reality of Central America, specifically Nicaragua and El Salvador, where leftist and communist parties had either come to power (the Sandinistas in Nicaragua) or were threatening to (a Cuban-backed coalition in El Salvador). Though conflicts elsewhere were also critical, Nicaragua became the focal point of both the Reagan Doctrine and its domestic critics, including a majority in Congress. The Reagan administration funded and trained the Contras, a right-wing insurgency that aimed to topple the Sandinistas. In 1983, he also authorized the invasion of the Caribbean island of Grenada out of fear that communists were poised to take over the country.19

Religion did not cause or drive these events, or even shape U.S. policy toward them. But for many people in both North and Central America, religion helped frame their perceptions of, and political position on, the key issues. As we shall see, the Catholic Church was deeply involved in the Central American controversies. But religion played a broader role, as well. Symbolically, Reagan framed his reescalation of the Cold War in religious terms that bore striking resemblance to those once used by Truman, Eisenhower, and Dulles. Unlike Kennedy, Johnson, or Carter, Reagan was not squeamish about invoking God’s name in America’s crusade, and unlike Nixon, Reagan spoke as if he meant it.

Picking up from the Helsinki groups, Reagan attacked the Soviet Union for its systematic violations of religious freedom in the Soviet republics, such as Ukraine, and in Eastern Europe. “Two visions of the world remain locked in dispute,” he proclaimed during Captive Nations Week in 1983. “The first believes all men are created equal by a loving God who has blessed us with freedom”; Abraham Lincoln was its most eloquent spokesman. The second vision, following the dictates of Lenin, “believes that religion is opium for the masses. It believes that eternal principles like truth, liberty, and democracy have no meaning beyond the whim of the state.” In a speech before the Irish parliament, Reagan framed the Cold War in religious terms that would have been instantly familiar to Harry Truman; the only difference was that Reagan also aimed his message at the liberal and secular doubters in the United States and throughout Western Europe. “The struggle between freedom and totalitarianism today is not ultimately a test of arms or missiles, but a test of faith and spirit. And in this spiritual struggle, the Western mind and will is the crucial battleground,” he told the Irish legislators. “We must not hesitate to express our dream of freedom; we must not be reluctant to enunciate the crucial distinctions between right and wrong—between political systems based on freedom and those based on a dreadful denial of the human spirit.”20

Reagan’s bellicose stance was controversial—three members of the Irish parliament stormed out in protest—but at least he had an ally. The United States and the Catholic Church had often shared a visceral anticommunist outlook, but they just as often differed about other priorities. But it was no coincidence that, forty-five years after FDR had first sent Myron Taylor to Rome, it was Reagan who normalized relations between the two leading voices of Christian anticommunism, the White House and the Vatican. In 1978, the College of Cardinals elected Karol Wojtyla, a Polish cardinal, as Pope John Paul II. Unlike John XXIII and Paul VI, this new pope—the first non-Italian in centuries—was committed to applying traditional solutions to modern problems. Coming from Poland, anticommunism was part of his political birthright. Such was the strength of the Catholic Church in Poland that the communist authorities had never been able to suppress it. Tacitly allowed to remain, the Polish Church became a quiet symbol of defiance, outwardly apolitical but representing a living, lasting blemish on the supposed purity of communist orthodoxy. “Imbued with a hatred of communism and a love of God,” writes the Cold War historian Melvyn Leffler, John Paul II “was an omen of the times.” In an increasingly interdependent world governed by standards set in Helsinki, Washington and the Vatican pressured communism from opposite ends, almost as if in tandem. In the end, Moscow could do little to resist.21

Reagan’s most famous (or infamous, depending on the audience) use of religious anticommunism—branding the Soviet Union an “evil empire”—came in a widely reported speech to the 1983 annual meeting of the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE). While many Americans and Europeans were calling for a return to détente, Reagan called instead for eternal vigilance. In doing so, he held little back: “There is sin and evil in the world, and we’re enjoined by Scripture and the Lord Jesus to oppose it with all our might.” It was rare for a president to use as bracing and unequivocal a word as “evil,” but Reagan knew his audience. “Evil” was not simply a concept to the pastors and evangelists gathered at the NAE convention, but a reality. Satan was real, not figurative, and he wrought mischief upon the world through his acolytes, the godless communists of the Soviet Union. Evil also had eschatological significance, especially for the premillennial dispensationalists who thought the end of the world was approaching. With all this in mind, Reagan’s script returned to the theme of evil repeatedly. At times, he even sounded like a preacher himself: “Yes, let us pray for the salvation of all of those who live in that totalitarian darkness—pray they will discover the joy of knowing God. But until they do, let us be aware that while they preach the supremacy of the state, declare its omnipotence over individual man, and predict its eventual domination of all peoples on the Earth, they are the focus of evil in the modern world.”

Reagan then quoted the Screwtape Letters by C. S. Lewis, a hero revered by evangelicals, to warn Americans not to be lulled into a false sense of security by the “quiet men,” the outwardly bland but ruthless communist functionaries—supported by unwitting allies in America—who spoke of peace while waging war against freedom. Especially galling was the “nuclear freeze,” a disarmament protest movement then gaining ground in the United States and Europe, especially in the Catholic Church. Because these quiet men “sometimes speak in soothing tones of brotherhood and peace,” Reagan warned in an unmistakable reference to the liberal apostles of progress at home, “some would have us accept them at their word and accommodate ourselves to their aggressive impulses.” Americans had learned this lesson once already, in the 1940s; they must not forget it now. If “history teaches anything,” Reagan continued, “it teaches that simple-minded appeasement or wishful thinking about our adversaries is folly. It means the betrayal of our past, the squandering of our freedom.” This was a pretty stern message, one that was already bound to be controversial, but Reagan did not stop there:


So, I urge you to speak out against those who would place the United States in a position of military and moral inferiority. You know, I’ve always believed that old Screwtape reserved his best efforts for those of you in the church. So, in your discussions of the nuclear freeze proposals, I urge you to beware the temptation of pride—the temptation of blithely declaring yourselves above it all and label both sides equally at fault, to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong and good and evil.



To his audience, the links between today’s evil empire and tomorrow’s Armageddon would have been obvious.22

Reagan’s other major foray into religious geopolitics had even greater consequences. Following Brzezinski’s lead, the Reagan administration, guided mostly by the enthusiasm of CIA director William Casey, significantly expanded U.S. support for the mujahedin resisting Soviet rule in Afghanistan. This meant working even more closely with conservative Islamists not only in Afghanistan, but Pakistan and Saudi Arabia as well. It required Casey convincing skeptical career CIA officers that arming Islamic radicals was a good idea. And it also involved the importation of fanatical Islamic warriors from elsewhere in the Muslim world, principally the Arab states of the Middle East.

Critics abounded, mostly within the State Department and CIA. But to its adherents on both sides, the alliance between the Reagan administration and the Muslim fighters made perfect sense: both hated the Soviet Union for its aggression, its communism—and its atheism. Casey, who often traveled secretly to Islamabad and Riyadh to solicit funds not only for the mujahedin in Afghanistan but the Contras in Nicaragua, found it easy to speak to devout, anticommunist Muslims on a gut level of basic faith and morality. Reagan’s intelligence czar was a veteran of the wartime OSS as well as the Cold War CIA, and so brought to the task a formidable talent in the dark arts of intelligence. But he was also a fervent Catholic who rarely missed Sunday mass—even when traveling in Saudi Arabia, where Christian worship was officially illegal—and filled his house, which he named Maryknoll after the Catholic order, with religious relics and icons. He had thoroughly enjoyed his Jesuit education from elementary school right up through his undergraduate years at Fordham, the spiritual home of serious, intellectual, conservative Catholicism. During the Spanish Civil War, he was an outspoken supporter of Franco and the Nationalists who fought the fight of faith against communism. Like Reagan, then, Casey was a Christian anticommunist, a true believer who hesitated at nothing to beat back the Soviet menace. Through his contacts in the worldwide Catholic Church, he funneled funds and supplies to the Solidarity movement in Poland as well as the Contras and the right-wing government of El Salvador. But Afghanistan was his largest feat. In 1984, supported in public by the rowdy Texas Congressman Charlie Wilson, Casey transformed low-level U.S. support for the mujahedin into a massive and increasingly sophisticated military juggernaut. He did not worry that the United States was allying with Islamic fundamentalists. To Casey, it made perfect sense for the faithful, of whatever faith, to wage war together against godless communism.23

NOT EVERYONE SHARED Casey’s commitment. Religious liberals did not recede with the coming of the age of Reagan but instead regrouped and maintained their own pressure on U.S. foreign policymakers. They continued to push for the adoption of a global Social Gospel and resisted Reagan’s policies whenever they deviated from this vision (as they almost always did). Thus continued the great schism between religious liberals and conservatives that had emerged with the postwar world. The Social Gospelers had strong views on many topics, but the two aspects of Reagan’s foreign policy that generated the most religious controversy were Central America and nuclear weapons. Both were essentially the continuation of struggles from earlier periods.

For many Americans, Nicaragua and El Salvador bore all the hallmarks of Vietnam. Though the situations in the two countries were fundamentally different—in Nicaragua, Reagan supported the insurgents, while in El Salvador he backed the government—they both seemed to share with Vietnam a dynamic in which the United States supported brutal right-wing thugs against the will of the majority of the people, all in the name of a reactionary anticommunism. The conflicts in Central America, liberals charged, committed American support for dictators who systematically violated the most basic human rights of their own people. They also pitted an all-powerful United States against some of the poorest people in the world. And both conflicts raised the possibility of gradual U.S. military escalation leading to a full-scale war in the jungles of Central America, something even Reagan wanted to avoid.

Religious Americans, particularly Christians, were in the vanguard of opposition to Reagan’s policies partly because of their personal experiences or personal contacts in Central America. Though she tried to be balanced, Lisa Fitzgerald, a thirty-nine-year-old Nicaragua-based Catholic nun from Troy, New York, could not help but wonder why her country had picked a fight with a people mired in abject poverty. Should Reagan not instead help these people with humanitarian and economic aid rather than stocking right-wing militias with weapons to destabilize the Sandinista government? In 1983, Fitzgerald returned north to testify about her Nicaraguan experiences before Congress. She did not want to choose sides, she said, but circumstances were forcing her to. “It is harder and harder for people to express my views without being branded as a leftist, like the red-baiting of the 1950s,” she complained to a reporter. Communism was an abstraction, she argued, a political luxury for a people struggling against poverty and hunger. What was important was sustainable, equitable development, not warmongering. “When I hear the Reagan people talk about this in terms of Communism, I get really mad.” To see the conflict through “cold war eyes,” she concluded, “is to distort it.” That same year, Nicaragua-based missionaries from nineteen different American Catholic orders, supported by the ecumenical Inter-Religious Task Force on Central America, sent a letter of protest to Congress alleging that Reagan’s policy was based on distortions of the true situation on the ground. Still, opposition to the Reagan administration’s aid to the Contras was not widely shared within the Catholic hierarchy; after all, the Sandinistas were backed by the Soviets and Cubans and had clamped down on the Catholic Church. And the Church hierarchy in Nicaragua was firmly opposed to the Sandinista government, as was the Vatican.24

Liberal Protestants were a different story. Their critique of the oppressive nature of U.S. foreign policy had changed little since it had begun in earnest in the 1950s and escalated dramatically during the Vietnam War; Nicaragua was but the latest episode in a long sordid tale of global injustice. Taking advantage of a hemispheric network of Christian churches and missions, thousands of Americans headed to Nicaragua to witness the conflict for themselves. What they saw appalled them. Two members of the North Carolina–based Resource Center for Women and Ministry in the South, a mainline Protestant organization, spent two weeks in Nicaragua in the summer of 1985. They returned with horror stories of Contra brutality and U.S. support for it. The situation, they wrote to supporters in the United States, “inspires both hope and fear”: hope from the perseverance of ordinary people, fear from the tyranny of the right-wing militias. Contrary to Reagan administration propaganda, the people supported the Sandinistas because “reforms are happening” that would bring about “impressive change in a poor country where most people still work with a hoe and machete to survive.” The Nicaraguan government was certainly a threat, argued the women, but only to American corporations that wanted to keep Nicaraguans in a state of dependent destitution and virtual slavery. To religious liberals, freedom meant economic and social progress, not freedom from communism. “To stop these evil deeds being done in Nicaragua, we will need to persuade our fellow Americans that the threat of the Left is not automatically a threat to our economic or political security,” explained Reverend William Sloane Coffin, a veteran of crusades against Vietnam and nuclear weapons. “Most of all we need to recognize that the real source of insurgency in all of Central America is not Moscow or Havana, but decades of economic inequality and political dictatorships.”25

Opposition from mainline feminist peace activists and William Sloane Coffin were to be expected. More worrying for Reagan was the spread of opposition to normally supportive conservatives. Most Christian conservatives, Protestant and Catholic, firmly backed Reagan’s policies. But not everyone did, especially those churches and denominations that had missionary contacts in Central America who could eyewitness events and relay information back home. In 1985, Bishop August E. Wenzel of the Texas-based Southern District of the American Lutheran Church wrote Reagan to convey the moral misgivings of his denomination. At its annual convention, the Southern District passed three resolutions declaring its opposition to U.S. policy in Central America. “You should know also that the Southern District … would, by most standards, be considered conservative theologically and politically but that these resolutions passed with a sizeable majority vote,” Wenzel explained. “The experience of many of our people in these countries and our contact with refugees do not coincide with the kind of information that many of us believe is shaping our nation’s policy.”26

Actually, what concerned the Lutheran Church’s Southern District even more than the Contras was U.S. support for the authoritarian regime in El Salvador, and especially the Reagan administration’s obstructionist policy toward the refugees generated by the conflict there; two of the convention’s three resolutions dealt with El Salvador. While religious opponents thought Reagan’s Salvadoran policy of supporting right-wing dictators was grotesque, they were even more disturbed by the U.S. government’s refusal to grant asylum to the thousands of refugees who fled the conflict and headed north. People fleeing communist countries were automatically granted asylum and residency in the United States; Cuban exiles and Vietnamese boat people were two recent examples. But refugees from El Salvador were instead turned away at the border and shipped back to their country, usually to face certain imprisonment, torture, and even death at the hands of a regime they had sought to escape. Reviving a tactic pioneered during the anti–Vietnam War movement, churches across the United States offered sanctuary to refugees and refused entry to immigration authorities seeking to deport them. The rhetoric of the sanctuary movement was emotional, and it cast the U.S. government not as a protector of human rights but as their worst violator. To do so, the sanctuary movement used the language of revolutionary patriotism normally confined to the extremist, anti-statist right. “When the laws of a nation underwrite genocide, and compassion becomes a subversive activity, it is time to change the laws of that nation,” Reverend Lee Taylor of the Pilgrim Congregational Church in Anacortes, Washington, explained to the members of his church. “When a democratic nation no longer represents the interests of democracy, but chooses instead the interests of corporate greed and violence, it is time for the people of that democracy to take that government back into their own hands.”27

Quakers, Unitarians, and mainline Presbyterians and Congregationalists were among the most common denominations to offer sanctuary, but in fact nobody had more sanctuary churches than Roman Catholics—by 1985, Catholic churches and organizations such as Catholic Worker accounted for nearly 10 percent of the four hundred sanctuary churches. The difference between El Salvador and Nicaragua was that the Salvadoran Catholic Church backed leftist revolution while the Nicaraguan Church opposed it. From their contacts in El Salvador, Catholic priests, nuns, and laypeople fed secular human rights groups with detailed and fairly precise information about the number of government death squads, right-wing militias, murders, and “disappearances” that occurred with American backing. In homage to those fighting for freedom and justice in Central America, more radical Catholics (and Protestants, especially feminists and Black Power advocates) turned to liberation theology, a fusion of Christianity and Marxism that explained the conflicts as struggles against the neocolonial ambitions of American corporations and the U.S. government.28

Domestic opposition to U.S. policy in Central America was passionate, broad-based, and continual, and as such it applied uncomfortable pressure on the Reagan administration. But so long as it was confined to the religious left, Reagan and his advisers were confident they could withstand it. More difficult was the issue of nuclear weapons, which provoked a much wider protest movement that voiced anger at Reagan’s expensive military buildup and nuclear rearmament program at a time when he had also pushed through deep tax and spending cuts. “As military spending continues to grow, the ability to meet social needs declines,” and the gap between rich and poor within America and between nations continued to grow, the Women’s Missionary Society of the African Methodist Episcopal Church pointed out in 1984. In rare harmony, American Muslims and Jews joined Protestants and Catholics in the World Conference on Religion and Peace to urge Reagan to disarm America’s nuclear arsenal, preferably under UN supervision. In a broadside typical of the religious left, the ecumenical Sacramento Religious Community for Peace linked “the problems of the arms race … with concerns about justice, hunger, poverty, war in Central America and our responsibility to our children.” Such protests were part of the nuclear freeze movement Reagan had singled out for special condemnation in his “evil empire” speech. As with the anti–Vietnam War protests, religion was a significant but by no means sole influence within the nuclear freeze movement. But as during the Vietnam era, protest by otherwise respectable churches and clergy gave the movement a moral and political credibility it might otherwise have lacked.29

This was never more evident than during the deliberations of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB). Normally one of the strongest bodies of support for U.S. foreign policy, particularly when it was directed against communism, the NCCB was having serious second thoughts about the nuclear basis of the Cold War. Crucially, the NCCB was no longer dominated by Cardinal Spellman’s generation. By the 1980s, the formative experiences for most bishops were Vatican II, civil rights, Vietnam, and Watergate, not the anticommunist crusades of Pius XII and Bishop Fulton Sheen. From time to time, the bishops issued pastoral letters instructing the laity on the proper Catholic approach toward a wide variety of subjects. But in November 1980, alarmed by the breakdown of détente and the rise of international tensions, the bishops began drafting a pastoral letter on nuclear strategy. Judging the issue to be the most important facing humanity, they deliberately wrote their letter to be accessible to all Americans, not just Catholics. A handful of bishops, such as Archbishop Raymond Hunthausen of Seattle, were committed pacifists and were thus opposed to nuclear weapons on any grounds. Another group, led by Archbishop John O’Connor of New York, supported traditional deterrence theory. The majority of bishops stood between these two extremes but, guided by just war doctrine, found it difficult to imagine a circumstance in which the use of nuclear missiles would be proportionate, and therefore just. Father J. Bryan Hehir, the main author of the letter’s final version, had to balance all these viewpoints, but in the end he followed the will of the clerical majority. This did not bode well for Reagan.30

In May 1983, following two years of wide-ranging consultation, including with Reagan administration officials, the NCCB published Hehir’s conclusions in The Challenge of Peace. Because it involved the deliberate targeting of civilians, deterrence was immoral; obviously so was any recourse to actually waging nuclear war. Hehir and the bishops did not totally repudiate American nuclear strategy, but they came very close. “The nuclear age is an era of moral as well as physical danger,” they concluded. “We are the first generation since Genesis with the power to virtually destroy God’s creation. We cannot remain silent in the face of such danger.” By every consideration, the bishops had determined that “good ends,” such as national self-defense and protecting freedom, “cannot justify immoral means.” In an unsubtle reference to Reagan’s foreign policy stewardship, they expressed “fear that our world and our nation are headed in the wrong direction.” The whole premise of U.S. foreign policy, indeed of the Cold War itself, was predicated upon deterrence and the threat of war. But the bishops had decided it was now time to end that system. “Peacemaking is not an optional commitment. It is a requirement of our faith. We are called to be peacemakers, not by some movement of the moment, but by our Lord Jesus.”31

This was, of course, the very same Lord Jesus who had called Reagan to resist communism wherever it reared its satanic head. Thus it was no surprise that the White House could call upon a number of conservative Catholics to resist Hehir and the bishops. To combat the “leftward drift” in the Church, New York–area Catholics established the American Catholic Committee as a rival voice to the NCCB. William F. Buckley Jr., one of the leading lay Catholic writers in the country, warned the Church against being tempted by the sin of appeasement. In a similar spirit Michael Novak, the Catholic neoconservative and an editor at Buckley’s National Review, founded his own journal to promote a more realistic application of Catholicism to world politics; in a nod to Niebuhr, he called it Catholicism in Crisis. With a foreword by Billy Graham and an introduction by Buckley, Novak then followed with Moral Clarity in the Nuclear Age, a book-length response to what he saw as the dangerous moral relativism found in the bishops’ pastoral letter. (And after that, he published a scathing critique of liberation theology and anti-Contra protests.) In the usually more liberal pages of the New Republic, Patrick Glynn penned a critique of the NCCB’s position that Assistant Secretary of State Elliott Abrams recommended to National Security Adviser William Clark, himself a Catholic, as “the best analysis I have ever seen of the recent political activism of the Church.” Characteristically, Catholic traditionalists simply condemned the bishops’ peace drive as the work of the Antichrist.32

But the most extraordinary response of all was a joint letter to Archbishop Joseph Bernardin of Chicago, sent under Illinois Congressman Henry Hyde’s name and signed by twenty-three other Catholic members of Congress, that carefully attacked the bishops’ terms point by point. As elected representatives, it was their job to ensure the security of the American people; if nuclear weapons served this purpose, argued the lawmakers, then so be it. Nuclear weapons kept in check “the very real threat of Soviet communism” and its “aggressive intentions.” Arms control efforts had been sabotaged by Soviet recalcitrance and dishonesty. In any event, arms control would not itself lead to peace because nuclear weapons were a symptom of international tension, not a cause of it. The Catholic congressmen also rejected the bishops’ implication that the nation’s only Catholic president “was less than moral in defending our freedom during the Cuban missile crisis.” And anyway, conventional weapons killed millions more people than nuclear arms, so surely the bishops should focus on a very real problem instead of a largely theoretical one. Rarely had the gap between clergy and laity been so wide.33

Even though they had not been able to bring an end to deterrence, the National Conference of Catholic Bishops had inflicted severe damage on the Reagan administration’s foreign policy. If the nation’s Catholic bishops, once the final defense of anticommunist forces in America, a body of clerics who did not come out against Vietnam until 1971 and tepidly at that, could condemn a staple of Cold War national security policy, then something had to be seriously wrong with U.S. foreign policy. And of course, the Catholic bishops were not isolated: just as Billy Graham and William F. Buckley had teamed up in a conservative alignment, mainline Protestants praised the NCCB pastoral letter and crusaded with liberal Catholics against the nuclear threat. Thus while Reagan found he could drastically escalate the Cold War, he also discovered that the Soviets were not his only opposition. With the evil empire speech, in Central America, and with rearmament, Reagan had taken the initiative. But he had also provoked an equally strong reaction, mostly at home. And by the time of his reelection, it was unclear how much longer he could keep waging this battle on two fronts.34

TO BREAK THE deadlock between East and West, peace and war, Reagan began to reach out, quietly at first, to Soviet leaders. Mikhail Gorbachev’s rise to become general secretary of the Communist Party in 1985 provided a partner who was willing and able to do business with the West, but Reagan had already been moving toward a modification of his hard-line stance two years before. On two of the Cold War’s most divisive issues, individual liberty and nuclear weapons, he eased off the extreme positions he had taken in order to create space for a new dialogue with Moscow. Central to both these issues, and thus at the very heart of the end of the process that led to the end of the Cold War, stood religion.

Thanks to his mother, Nelle, and the comforting evangelical faith of the Disciples of Christ, Reagan grew up believing in the literal truth of the word of God as laid down in the Bible. He held fast to this biblically inerrant outlook even as his faith began to wander off, amiably if aimlessly, in various spiritual directions. One book of the Bible particularly seized hold of his fertile imagination: the end times foretold in the Book of Revelation. And within Revelation, one episode in particular fascinated him: the battle of Armageddon. Christ’s prophecy of the future, revealed after his death to the disciple John, describes a climactic battle with the Antichrist on the plains of Armageddon. Victory against Satan would eventually presage Christ’s return to earth and give rise to a new heaven and a new earth. Reagan referred to Armageddon on several occasions before his reelection in 1984—in other words, during the most dangerous phase of his presidency, when Cold War tensions reached levels unseen for decades—and clearly cast the Soviets in the role of the Antichrist. Unsurprisingly, many observers worried that their Bible-thumping commander-in-chief cited Revelation as a precursor to unleashing nuclear hell on the Soviet Union. An interfaith group of liberal clergy called upon Reagan not only to stop mentioning Armageddon but to repudiate its relevance to the modern world. “The president had fairly strong views about the parable of Armageddon,” National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane later told an interviewer. “He believed that a nuclear exchange would be the fulfillment of that prophecy [and that] the world would end through a nuclear catastrophe.” And soon, too. As Reagan revealed on televangelist Jim Bakker’s program, The PTL Club, in 1980, “We may be the generation that sees Armageddon.”35

Yet it was a different reading of the end times, largely unnoticed at the time, that was really guiding Reagan’s thoughts. For Reagan was not only fascinated by the Book of Revelation, he was terrified of it. And though he did not doubt that the world would one day end, he wanted no part of it. We now know what Reagan knew then: that the year 1983 brought the superpowers closer to an exchange of nuclear weapons than they had been since the Cuban Missile Crisis. Tensions were already high thanks to Reagan’s evil empire speech and the Soviet downing of a Korean passenger jet earlier in the year that killed all 269 people on board; 61 U.S. citizens died, including a member of Congress. Then in November, during NATO military exercises code-named Able Archer, the Soviets believed they were about to be attacked and mobilized their military, including their strategic nuclear arsenal, for a preemptive launch against the United States. Shaken by events that seemed to lead straight to Armageddon, Reagan began to step back from the brink. Already convinced that nuclear weapons were a menace to humanity, he became something of a nuclear abolitionist—thanks in part to his literal belief in the Bible’s eternal truth.36

In fact, courtesy of the Vashchenkos, a family of Pentecostals from Siberia, Reagan had already been looking for a way out of the Cold War. On July 3, 1978, five members of the Vashchenko family and two others from their hometown of Chernogorsk, near the Mongolian border, barged their way past startled Soviet police officers guarding the U.S. Embassy entrance. They had tried the same tactic in January 1963, only to be turned away at the embassy doors. They made it through this time, though the U.S. foreign service officers in the embassy wished they had not. Despite the reluctance of U.S. officials to prolong an obvious irritant to the Soviets, and despite the lack of proper living quarters in the embassy, the Vashchenkos settled for an indefinite stay, all seven of them living together in a single twelve-by-fifteen-foot room. Embassy staff collected whatever blankets and bedding they could and made sure these religious refugees were well fed. But soon, some of the family went on a hunger strike; two had to be hospitalized. Their demand: exit visas so they could emigrate to America, where they could freely practice their faith.37

The Carter administration paid them little heed, but the “Siberian Seven” attracted widespread sympathy in the United States. Church groups called attention to their plight; so did a contingent of congressional representatives visiting the Soviet Union in 1979. The pace of protest quickened after Reagan’s election as president, probably on the assumption that he would be more attentive to the Pentecostals’ ordeal. Indeed he was, but there was little he felt he could do about it for now, especially with a reluctant State Department. Still, Americans kept up the pressure. The National Interreligious Task Force on Soviet Jewry informed Reagan it was “most anxious about the safety of the Pentecostal Seven.” New York Representative Benjamin Gilman consulted with Ray Hughes, the general overseer of the Church of God, the nation’s oldest Pentecostal denomination and one of its largest, to find a home for the Vashchenko family. A freshman lawmaker from Massachusetts, Barney Frank, was particularly indefatigable on behalf of the Siberian Seven. As the successor to Father Drinan in Massachusetts’ Fourth District, Frank may have felt compelled to maintain pressure on the Soviet Union’s appalling human rights record, especially on religious liberty. Perhaps, as a Jew, he empathized with people suffering communist tyranny for their religion. Whatever the reason, he urged Reagan to help. “The struggle of the Pentecostalists is a compelling human drama highlighting their fight to practice religious beliefs without harassment and intimidation,” Frank wrote Reagan in May 1981, only a few months after being inaugurated into Congress. A year later, he and Tom Harkin of Iowa led the signatures of nearly eighty other congressmen and -women in a petition to Reagan to come up with a solution that would allow the Pentecostals to emigrate “so that they may be allowed to practice their religious beliefs in freedom.”38

Reagan was not a policy wonk and was notorious for drifting off during detailed briefings, especially on technical matters of diplomacy or strategy. But as Barney Frank had guessed, the old actor was instinctively drawn to a “compelling human drama,” and he followed the Pentecostals’ story with great interest. Indeed, he had already done so before 1980 in radio broadcasts and his nationally syndicated newspaper column. After coming into office, he sent the hunger strikers a personal note expressing concern for their health, recommending that they begin to eat again, and urging them “to continue your courageous course, a struggle that is an inspiration to all who value religious freedom and individual human rights.” In November 1981, Reagan summoned diplomat Jack Matlock to the Oval Office to discuss Soviet affairs. Matlock had just returned from a stint in the Moscow embassy, and he had been there in 1978 when the Vashchenkos stormed through the embassy doors. Once it was clear the religious refugees would not leave, Matlock and his wife, Rebecca, made sure they were as well fed and decently housed as possible under the circumstances. Now, back home in 1981, Matlock expected Reagan to quiz him about the war in Afghanistan, unrest in Poland, or economic conditions in the Soviet Union. But Reagan only wanted to talk about the Pentecostals. “Why don’t the Soviets let them go?” he asked, almost plaintively.39

Eventually, Reagan thought he might as well ask them himself. Just over a year after his meeting with Matlock, Secretary of State George Shultz discreetly escorted Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin through the White House basement garage and into the president’s private living quarters. Incredibly, two full years into the Reagan presidency, it was the first time the president had met the Soviet ambassador outside of crowded White House functions. Reagan wanted to begin a dialogue with the Kremlin, and he wanted to keep it quiet. Above all, he wanted to probe their sincerity, to see if they too wanted a new and more productive relationship. “Probably,” Reagan said to Dobrynin, “people in the Soviet Union regard me as a crazy warmonger. But I don’t want a war between us, because I know it would bring countless disasters. We should make a fresh start.” He then suggested the place he would most like a fresh start: the Siberian Seven. Shultz noted the president’s “sincere intensity” when he spoke about the Vashchenkos. For his part, Dobrynin was only just coming to realize that the Pentecostals were “Reagan’s favorite subject.” It was a bewildering turn of events—as Dobrynin put it, two full years in office “and at his first meeting with the Soviet ambassador, the president actually raised only one concrete issue … as if it were the most important issue between us.”40

Dobrynin had not survived Soviet politics and Washington’s bureaucratic battles for two decades for nothing, however, and he immediately recommended to the Politburo that they grant Reagan’s request. It was obviously personally important to the president and would therefore be a gesture of good faith that could go a long way. The Soviet leadership agreed and sent Shultz a message hinting that the Vashchenkos would be allowed to emigrate, but only if they first returned home to Chernogorsk and applied for exit visas like everyone else. Shultz considered the oblique, subtly worded message “a significant overture” that “could open other avenues for progress.” It was indeed significant, and not only for the concession on emigration, for it began a mutual exchange based solely on trust. The Soviets promised, if only implicitly, to allow the Pentecostals to leave the Soviet Union (via Israel, the same inconspicuous route that refusenik Jews had already traveled) while the Americans promised that they would, as Reagan later put it, “never mention it as an exchange or concession” and thus embarrass the Soviets. A few months later, both sides proved as good as their word, and the Vashchenkos left the Soviet Union forever. In fact, dozens more Siberian Pentecostals were allowed to leave with them. Reagan was delighted. “Quiet diplomacy is working,” he exulted in his diary. When Indiana Senator Dan Quayle, who had close ties to the Religious Right, asked that the Pentecostals be hosted at the White House when they moved to the United States, Reagan demurred. It would not be “appropriate,” said the official who replied to Quayle’s letter on Reagan’s behalf.41

Perhaps, Reagan surmised, the successful resolution of the Pentecostals’ case could mark a new beginning. To Dobrynin, Shultz, and Matlock, it demonstrated that the White House and the Kremlin could work together, quietly and constructively, to ease tensions. It did to Reagan as well, but it also meant much more. To him, the Pentecostals might become the symbol of a new Soviet Union that tolerated its religious people. If so, it would be an important first step on the long road to reform. “Ronald Reagan was intensely interested in the fate of individuals in trouble,” recalled Matlock. “He wanted to do everything in his power to help them. His harsh judgment of the Soviet leaders was based … on his perception of the way they treated their own people.” If the Soviet leaders were going to treat their people better, perhaps they themselves deserved better treatment. Reagan sensed that religion had provided him with an opening, and he was determined to seize it.42

At the same time, Reagan encouraged his friend Billy Graham—who had also become a convinced nuclear abolitionist in recent years—to ignore the opposition of the State Department and most Christian conservatives and accept Moscow’s invitation to take his crusade to the Soviet Union. “I believe God moves in mysterious ways,” he told Graham at the White House in 1982, when criticism of the evangelist’s Moscow trip was at its height. “I’ll be praying for you every mile of the way.” Billy Graham walking in the peacemaking footsteps of the National Council of Churches’ 1963 exchange? These were strange times indeed. Graham traveled twice to the country he had spent a lifetime demonizing, in 1982 and 1984, and on both occasions he spoke the rhetoric of freedom but also the language of peace. He called for increased religious freedom, but he also called for mutual respect and understanding between the two sides of the Cold War. During his 1982 visit, he met with the Pentecostals in the U.S. Embassy, but they simply berated the evangelist for even coming to the Soviet Union in the first place. Behind the scenes, Graham urged Soviet officials to let the Pentecostals emigrate, not only in the name of human rights but in the name of Soviet-American harmony. Reagan, Shultz, and Dobrynin would later make the decisive intervention that led to the Vashchenkos’ freedom, but Graham’s private efforts certainly helped. Like Reagan, and with the president’s support, he had come to the realization that the Cold War, especially the arms race, was futile, perhaps even meaningless.43

With understandable puzzlement, Dobrynin noted in his memoirs that it was “most difficult for us to fathom” why Reagan would keep delivering “vehement public attacks on the Soviet Union while he was secretly sending … quite different signals seeking more normal relations.” After all, only three weeks after his first, secret meeting with the Soviet ambassador, Reagan delivered his incendiary “evil empire” speech to the National Association of Evangelicals. But to Reagan, this strategy was not contradictory or confused but a deliberate blend of offense and defense. Reagan’s détente would not be a Nixonian or Kissingerian pact with the devil, in which human rights would be sacrificed upon the altar of Cold War stability. He wanted détente, but on terms that were conducive to American ideals that he assumed to be universal. Matlock noted that most people looking back at the 1980s and the end of the Cold War assumed there were two Reagans: the first, a bellicose cold warrior, gave way to the second, a congenial statesman, shortly after the 1984 election and the coming to power of Gorbachev. But Matlock found this a bit too facile, because “in Reagan’s mind his policy was consistent throughout.” Perhaps, then, he was not a crusader, but a missionary out to spread his values—America’s values—as widely as possible and by whatever means necessary. “Unlike many of his advisers,” Matlock concluded, Reagan “believed that, if given the chance, he could convince the Soviet leaders that these goals were in the Soviet Union’s interest—provided, and only provided, they came to understand that military competition with the United States was a losing strategy.”44

In the Vatican, Pope John Paul II shared Reagan’s vision. From personal experience and years of bitter struggle, the pontiff knew the Polish people had retained their ancient faith. From little more than an optimistic hunch, the unfortunate Pentecostals, and some carefully selected anecdotes, Reagan believed the same was true of the people of the Soviet Union. After John Paul’s remarkable homecoming to Poland in 1979, when he was greeted by millions of adoring Catholics and which the communist authorities were powerless to stop, Reagan had predicted that “religion might very well turn out to be the Soviets’ Achilles’ heel.” But more important, he believed that if the suppression of Russian religion were lifted, it might just provide the path to world peace. As had most of his predecessors, Reagan assumed that religion provided a baseline for democracy and that once a state allowed its people to worship it could do little to hold back the swell of other freedoms. “The truth is, politics and morality are inseparable,” he told an audience during the 1984 campaign. “And as morality’s foundation is religion, religion and politics are necessarily related. We need religion as a guide. We need it because we are imperfect, and our government needs the church, because only those humble enough to admit they’re sinners can bring to democracy the tolerance it requires in order to survive.” Thus the easing of restrictions on religion in the Soviet Union would create the conditions for peaceful internal revolution—and perhaps even an end to the Cold War. “Like you,” he wrote to a friend while watching the funeral of Soviet Premier Yuri Andropov on television in February 1984, “I continue to believe that the hunger for religion may yet be a major factor in bringing about a change in the present situation.” He got his chance to convert Gorbachev during the 1988 summit in Moscow by making a case for the existence of God and urging the atheist leader to relax restrictions on the thousands of churches, synagogues, and mosques throughout the Soviet Union.45

“It’s been said that an icon is a window between heaven and Earth through which the believing eye can peer into the beyond,” Reagan told a gathering of religious leaders in Moscow in May 1988, when Gorbachev’s reformist policies of glasnost and perestroika were at their height. Here, in a church in the middle of the capital of world communism, an American president could now address a religious audience on the importance of religious liberty to political freedom. It was their task, Reagan told the assembled clerics, to foster the spiritual bases of peace and freedom. He confessed to being moved by “the deep faith that lives in the hearts of the people of this land,” a faith that had been “tested and tempered in the crucible of hardship. But in that suffering, it has grown strong, ready now to embrace with new hope the beginnings of a second Christian millennium.” Speaking on behalf of the American people, he revealed his dream that one day, hopefully soon, the people of the Soviet Union could reclaim their golden religious heritage:


We in our country share this hope for a new age of religious freedom in the Soviet Union. We share the hope that this monastery is not an end in itself but the symbol of a new policy of religious tolerance that will extend to all peoples of all faiths.

Our people feel it keenly when religious freedom is denied to anyone anywhere and hope with you that soon all the many Soviet religious communities that are now prevented from registering, or are banned altogether, including the Ukrainian Catholic and Orthodox Churches, will soon be able to practice their religion freely and openly…

We may hope that perestroika will be accompanied by a deeper restructuring, a deeper conversion, a mentanoya, a change in heart, and that glasnost, which means giving voice, will also let loose a new chorus of belief, singing praise to the God that gave us life.



Only with faith could the political and economic freedom promised by glasnost and perestroika flourish. It was a moving message, but it was also an example of Reagan’s idealistic synthesis that deftly blended the promotion of ideals with the soothing, conciliatory tones of détente—albeit strictly on American terms. With this in mind, he closed with a message of America’s hope: “In our prayers we may keep that image in mind: the thought that the bells may ring again, sounding throughout Moscow and across the countryside, clamoring for joy in their new-found freedom.”46


EPILOGUE
The Last Crusade?

St. Paul’s Chapel, New York City, December 2001. Three months after the terrorist attacks of September 11, Rudy Giuliani, New York’s mayor for the past eight years, delivered his farewell address. Already something of a national figure by the time of 9/11, Giuliani had become internationally renowned as the public face of his stricken city. Though term limits prevented him from running for reelection, his newfound stature gave him a political and cultural platform to interpret the terrorist attacks and America’s response to them. His choice of venue was revealing: St. Paul’s Chapel on Church Street in Lower Manhattan. An Episcopal Church only a block from City Hall, St. Paul’s is the oldest public building in New York. Built in 1766, a few years after the Seven Years’ War had redrawn the map of colonial North America and only a year after the outbreak of protest against the Stamp Act, St. Paul’s had been George Washington’s place of worship on his—and the nation’s—first presidential inauguration day in 1789. A special pew commemorating Washington’s visit has remained in the church ever since.

But more important for Giuliani was the proximity of St. Paul’s to the World Trade Center site, now ominously known as Ground Zero. The chapel stands directly across Church Street from Ground Zero, yet it suffered no damage—not even a broken stained-glass window—when the towers collapsed and other, more modern buildings were toppled or severely damaged. For many, including Giuliani, the incredible survival of St. Paul’s—“miraculous may not be too strong a word,” intoned the New York Times—symbolized the resilient power of both faith and nation. In the weeks and months after 9/11, St. Paul’s served as a refuge and recovery coordinating center, a haven for weary rescue workers and, of course, a place of worship for bewildered New Yorkers. Exhausted firefighters, police officers, and rescuers slept on the pews of St. Paul’s while others prayed beside them. All told, it was an eminently fitting location for the mayor of New York’s farewell address.1

“The reason I chose this chapel is because this chapel is thrice-hallowed ground,” Giuliani told his listeners. “This is a place of really special importance to people who have a feeling and a sense and an emotion and an understanding of patriotism.” The church was first hallowed when it was “consecrated as a house of God” in 1766. Its next sanctification came at the birth of the nation. In April 1789, Giuliani explained, “George Washington came and after he was inaugurated as the first president of our republic he prayed right here in this church, which makes it very sacred ground to people who feel what America is all about.” And it was hallowed again, this time in tragedy, on September 11, 2001. Giuliani reminded his listeners of the extraordinary perseverance of St. Paul’s under extraordinary pressures. The devastation obliterated much of the area, but the chapel, only a few hundred yards from the World Trade Center complex, was left untouched. “And,” he continued,


I think there’s some very, very special significance in that. The place where George Washington prayed when he first became president of the United States stood strong, powerful, untouched, undaunted by the attacks of these people who hate what we stand for. Because what we stand for is so much stronger than they are.

 … So this chapel stands for our values. And it’s a very important place. And I hope you return here often to reflect on what it means to be an American and a New Yorker.



Giuliani took the idea of hallowed ground seriously—and literally. Ground Zero and St. Paul’s would be sacred sites of memory for all Americans for all time, for both religious and patriotic reasons. “Long after we are all gone, it’s the sacrifice of our patriots and their heroism that is going to be what this place is remembered for. This is going to be a place that is remembered 100 and 1,000 years from now, like the great battlefields of Europe and of the United States. And we really have to be able to do with it what they did with Normandy or Valley Forge or Bunker Hill or Gettysburg. We have to be able to create something here that enshrines this forever and that allows people to build on it and grow from it.”2

Rudy Giuliani’s turn to religion for reassurance and resolve was not unusual in the months following 9/11. Many Americans from all walks of life, from coast to coast, from the policymaking elite to the modest local church, sought comfort in faith. Ministers, priests, and rabbis noted a surge in attendance at their services, especially in the weeks immediately after the attacks. Neither was Giuliani’s mix of religious faith and patriotism out of the ordinary. The faith-based vision of a virtuous, tolerant, and democratic America was invoked constantly, even by those who were convinced that U.S. foreign policy was at least partly responsible for triggering the attacks. Americans, in other words, turned not simply to religion, but to civil religion. “As the horror of last week unfolded, people from every conceivable community of faith expressed an interest in doing something,” observed a county official in Maryland. “People seem to want to be together. They want to touch each other and express both faith and patriotism.” Reverend Leroy Bowman of the First Baptist Church in Annapolis, Maryland, agreed. “I think that the Lord intends for us to draw this nation closer together.”3

Reverend Lloyd John Ogilvie, chaplain of the U.S. Senate, expressed these same feelings even more forcefully. But he also cast the basic issue in Niebuhrian terms of using just force in an unjust world. People might be moral, but international politics was often too rough for moral niceties, and justice had to be done. “I preach and teach and counsel forgiveness in personal relationships,” Ogilvie told an interviewer. “There are times, however … when there must be a confrontation of force to bring justice.” World War II, Reinhold Niebuhr’s finest hour, was a case in point, because armed force was “the only way the evil of Nazism could be rooted out and defeated,” despite the claims of Christian pacifists. “Almighty God,” Ogilvie prayed at the start of Senate proceedings on September 12, “we praise You for the consistency and constancy of Your presence with us to help us confront and battle the forces of evil manifested in infamous, illusive, cowardly acts of terrorism.” Ogilvie thanked God for having “been with us in trouble and tragedies of the past” and for giving America “victory over tyranny” in previous conflicts. Above all, he prayed that God would “Bless the women and men of this Senate today as they join with President Bush in decisive action. Guide them as they seek justice against the perpetrators of yesterday’s evil destruction and seek to devise a long-range solution to the insidious problem of terrorism.” When he finished, Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle thanked Reverend Ogilvie and applauded his message: “I know he speaks for us all.”4

He certainly spoke for President George W. Bush, whose use of both religion and civil religion was constant after 9/11. Perhaps this was because Bush, an evangelical Methodist, felt himself called by God at this moment in history. Shortly after the attacks, a leading cleric in the Lutheran Church (Missouri Synod) told him, “you are a servant of God called for such a time like this.” Bush did not disagree and simply replied: “I accept the responsibility.” In a rare quiet moment after 9/11 with his chief political aide Karl Rove, Bush confided his belief that “I’m here for a reason, and this is going to be how we’re going to be judged.”5

In deploying religion, Bush appealed to both the sword of the spirit and the shield of faith. He spoke of launching a “crusade” against Islamic terrorism, apparently unaware of the bitter historical memory of the medieval Christian Crusades that still lingered in the minds of Arabs. Yet on several occasions, he also invoked the Judeo-Christian tradition of religious tolerance to deflect Americans from seeking revenge against Muslims. “The face of terror is not the true faith of Islam. That’s not what Islam is all about,” he said on September 17. Islam instead represented “peace” because it was “a faith that brings comfort to a billion people around the world … and that’s made brothers and sisters out of every race—out of every race.” But most of all, Bush blended the language of faith and nation to offer benediction to America’s mission in the world—a mission that intended peace even when it resorted to war. Following the launch of the air war against Afghanistan, which continued to provide a base for al Qaeda, he explained that the Taliban was “hearing from a tolerant nation, a nation that respects Islam and values our many Muslim citizens. They are hearing from a prayerful nation, a nation that prays to an almighty God for protection and for peace. And they are hearing from a patient and determined nation, a nation that will continue this war for as long as it takes to win.”6

Bush’s words, all of them, rested comfortably within a bipartisan tradition of using religion to frame foreign policy. This was no coincidence. “Just 3 days removed from these events, Americans do not yet have the distance of history,” he declared in one of his most important post-9/11 speeches, at the National Cathedral in Washington on September 14, which he had declared a National Day of Prayer and Remembrance. “But our responsibility to history is already clear: To answer these attacks and rid the world of evil.” The National Cathedral address framed the morality of the terrorist attacks and America’s response to them. And to do so, Bush touched on many of the themes that had animated the religious influence on American war and diplomacy during the previous four centuries: the links between religion and democracy; the importance of religious liberty; the blessing of America’s errand to the world; the tragic necessity of using force for justice in an unjust world; the presence of evil as a test to the faithful; the responsibilities that come with power and wealth. God had given much to America; he expected much in return. But Bush’s pronouncement at the National Cathedral had a harder edge to it, too, resolute but also defiant, even aggressive. And it was clear what would come next. “War has been waged against us by stealth and deceit and murder,” he continued. “This Nation is peaceful, but fierce when stirred to anger. This conflict was begun on the timing and terms of others. It will end in a way and at an hour of our choosing.” This was not Bush’s will, but God’s. “As we have been assured, neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things present nor things to come, nor height nor depth, can separate us from God’s love. May He bless the souls of the departed. May He comfort our own, and may He always guide our country. God bless America.”7

The ecclesiastical setting was not incidental, and the address was not simply a foreign policy speech that just happened to be delivered in a place of worship. Bush intended the speech to be a statement of foreign policy, but he hoped it would also be something more profound. “I saw it as a moment to make sure that I helped comfort and helped get through the mourning process,” he recalled in an interview with the journalist Bob Woodward. “I also really looked at it from a spiritual perspective, that it was important for the nation to pray.” He confessed that the speech “really was a prayer …. I believed that the nation needed to be in prayer.”8

Bush’s speech—some called it a sermon—was widely hailed, but it did not sit well with everyone. Some worried about the appearance of a secular official, one charged with upholding the laws of the land that included the separation of church and state, using a religious setting to make a statement of government policy. Some objected to the use of a church to justify war, no matter how worthy or necessary it might be. Some objected to the impending war itself. And some objected to Bush’s appropriation of the moral high ground by appealing to a religious faith they did not necessarily share. As one Christian commentator argued in the Washington Post, “A War President Shouldn’t Ask What Jesus Would Do.” The journalist E. J. Dionne, a close observer of American religion and its political role, was more subtle in issuing a similar rebuttal to those who would claim God’s favor. “Faith is more credible when it stands as a challenge, when it insists on aspirations beyond those of our own political movements, communities or nations,” Dionne wrote in response to Bush’s National Cathedral speech. He concluded with an allusion to Lincoln: “The prayers of this faith do not express certainty that God is on our side, only the hope that this might prove to be true.”9

At the time, many Americans, supporters and critics alike, thought of Bush’s rhetoric as exceptional and that his use of religion to frame and justify foreign policy was a radical break with the American diplomatic tradition. Many also criticized his close political relationship with Christian conservatives as unusual. Bush’s use of religion was certainly more pervasive than some of his predecessors’. But as we have seen, the religious influence on foreign relations has been a constant throughout American history. After all, only three years earlier, on September 11, 1998, President Bill Clinton delivered a strikingly similar speech from the very same spot—the pulpit of the National Cathedral—following the al Qaeda bombings of U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. Clinton called for a “common commitment to carry on the cause of peace and freedom,” but he also promised “to find those responsible and bring them to justice” and “not to rest as long as terrorists plot to take more innocent lives.” For America’s “larger struggle, for hope over hatred and unity over division,” he explained, “is a just one. And with God’s help, it will prevail.” Religion has not always been a determining or formative influence in the history of American foreign relations, but it has been consistent. Whether one supported or opposed Bush’s particular foreign policies, his use of religion was entirely in keeping with American tradition.10

For better or worse, the last twenty-five years have followed in this tradition. The religious influence has sometimes stemmed from the personal beliefs of individual policymakers. But just as often, it has emerged as a result of political pressures emanating from below, as religious Americans—liberals and conservatives, Democrats and Republicans, Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, and those of many other faiths—have organized, mobilized, and brought their views to bear on politicians and policymakers. Unlike intelligence data, weapons expertise, diplomatic experience, or fluency in a foreign language, anyone can possess a religious faith if they want to; and because religion can belong to everyone, it has provided a common denominator for dialogue between policymaking elites and the wider public. It has provided a shared language with which all Americans can negotiate the terms of their engagement with the rest of the world. If Bush had indeed launched the United States on a crusade, it was certainly not for the first time. Nor would it be the last.

IN THE 1988 ELECTION, Vice President George H. W. Bush campaigned like Ronald Reagan. He claimed born-again status, promised to support constitutional amendments on school prayer and abortion, and assiduously courted the Religious Right. But once in office, Bush governed like Richard Nixon, especially on foreign policy. “I and a lot of other evangelicals are getting fed up too soon with President Bush. I didn’t expect much; we’re getting less,” one pastor complained to a White House aide. “I would suggest to you: don’t unpack everything. Four years will pass all too soon.” Evangelicals, who comprised much of Bush’s electoral base, wanted him to launch a post–Cold War crusade for religious liberty and human rights, especially in the Balkans, China, Africa, and the Soviet Union. Instead, the arch-realist Bush administration prioritized order over justice, stability over human rights. The people of Ukraine, Tibet, and China got little support from Washington as they confronted war and oppression. When asked if Washington would intervene to halt genocide in Bosnia, Secretary of State James A. Baker summed up the Bush administration’s attitude: “We have no dog in that fight.”11

While evangelicals wanted a more activist foreign policy, many Catholics, Jews, and liberal Protestants wanted a more modest one. Bush’s signature foreign policy achievement, victory over Iraq in the Gulf War, was at the time intensely controversial, especially among religious groups. Their criticism of his use of force followed from earlier misgivings about other episodes in the Bush foreign policy, especially the 1989 invasion of Panama and the reluctance to engage in wider-ranging nuclear reduction talks with the Soviet Union. The Catholic hierarchy reacted to operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm cautiously. While the National Conference of Catholic Bishops told Bush they “strongly support and commend your efforts to build global solidarity,” as the NCCB’s head, Daniel Cardinal Pilarczyk, wrote, they also implored him to find “a peaceful solution that seeks to bring justice to the region without resort to war.” The National Council of Churches expressed similar reservations, while the Most Reverend Edmond L. Browning, the presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church—the president’s own denomination—met with Bush at the White House and bluntly told him, “In no way is the war option going to serve our national interest.” It was, Bush recalled, “a very emotional meeting, at least for me.”12

In the end, the Bush foreign policy pleased very few religious Americans. For most liberals, it was too robust; for most conservatives, too amoral; for others still, too vacillating and accommodating. Other problems abounded. Prophetic Christians and fundamentalists recoiled in horror from Bush’s promise that America would build a “new world order,” and from his deference to the United Nations, which all seemed suspiciously similar to the Antichrist’s plans for world government. Christian Zionists refused to support Bush and Baker’s attempts to use victory over Iraq to begin a peace process in the Middle East that would severely curtail Israeli ambitions. Overall, then, George H. W. Bush pleased nobody, and he paid for it at the ballot box in 1992. Even the evangelicals and fundamentalists of the Religious Right, who had closely allied with the Republican Party since 1980, deserted him. While 70 percent of white evangelicals had voted for Bush in 1988 (and 80 percent for Reagan in 1984), only a small majority—55 percent—voted for him in 1992 and many more stayed home; moreover, only 46 percent of Catholics voted for him, the lowest total for a Republican candidate in nearly two decades. Bush’s realist foreign policy, which blended a willingness to use military force with an aversion to moral crusades, turned off religious liberals and religious conservatives almost in equal measure.13

CLINTON FACED SIMILAR problems throughout the 1990s, a decade in which public religiosity may not have reached the levels seen in the 1950s and 1970s but that did witness unusually high levels of faith-based political activism. It was also the scene of some of the most polarized, politicized religion since the Protestant-Catholic feuds of the interwar era, for the 1990s saw the revival of the culture wars between liberals and conservatives over school prayer, abortion, gender, race, and gay rights that had begun in the Sixties. On many issues, Christian conservatives gained predominance. A watershed year in conservatism, in 1992 the Religious Right was able to use the Republican defeat to its advantage. Christian conservatives’ defection from Bush illustrated their cohesive bloc voting power that future Republican candidates could not afford to ignore. Afterward, the Religious Right stood as one of the strongest groups in conservative politics.

On foreign policy, Christian conservatives pushed three big ideas particularly hard, though not always in sync. The first was unilateralism—not necessarily isolationism, but the safeguarding of American sovereignty while the nation involved itself in the world. The second, both cause and consequence of the first, was the zealous promotion of America as exceptional: different, virtuous, and strong, God’s chosen nation. These two ideas, unilateralism and nationalism, found a wide audience through conservative commentators such as Pat Buchanan (Roman Catholic) and Pat Robertson (Pentecostal), whose 1991 bestseller The New World Order painted a dark picture of America subservient to the secular humanists, communists, and heathens of the United Nations.14

The third big conservative idea was the promotion of human rights, which mostly meant individual rights—especially religious liberty—but not group rights that would guarantee socioeconomic equality. As the editors of Christianity Today reminded their mostly evangelical readers, “Despite communism’s decline, torture and persecution continue.” And it was America’s duty to do something about it.15

Enacted mostly by a Republican-dominated Congress whose leadership was sympathetic toward the Religious Right, many of these ideas became policy. Most important was the 1998 International Religious Freedom Act, which created an Office of International Religious Freedom in the State Department and the Commission on International Religious Freedom, an independent federal agency. Both would monitor global infringements upon religious liberty, with violators potentially subject to U.S. sanctions. Moreover, mission boards and faith-based aid organizations began receiving vastly larger amounts of public funding to dispense to poor countries and development projects around the world. Finally, Christian Zionists, including many members of Congress, helped renew and expand America’s unwavering support for Israel.16

GEORGE H. W. BUSH’S SON would not commit the political sins of his father. Indeed, as George W. Bush told Bob Woodward, Bush Sr. “is the wrong father to appeal to in terms of strength. There is a higher father that I appeal to.” Instead of ignoring the Religious Right, as his own father did, George W. Bush formed a tight bond with Christian conservatives. Richard Land, head of the Southern Baptist Convention’s Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission and the leading SBC spokesman on foreign policy, observed that Bush the son not only listened to the views of evangelicals, he actively solicited them.17

As president, moreover, Bush surrounded himself with fellow devout Christians, including those who had a major hand in foreign policymaking. Michael Gerson, Bush’s chief speechwriter, was a fellow evangelical who framed Bush’s key speeches on world affairs around highly moralistic Christian themes of mission, charity, redemption, and crusade. Condoleezza Rice, national security adviser in Bush’s first term and secretary of state in his second, was a devoted Presbyterian. Thanks to her father, Reverend John Wesley Rice, she had been literally raised in a church—a small, four-room apartment attached to the Westminster Presbyterian Church in Birmingham, Alabama—and absorbed its teachings, particularly its Calvinist ideas of sacrifice, chosenness, responsibility, and destiny. “The peace and love of God is real,” she told an interviewer. “In fact, there’s so much confirmation of Christ in my life that faith and reason don’t conflict in very important ways. I have been religious all my life. I cannot remember when I did not believe.” Colleagues observed that in moments of crisis, she prayed.18

Bush himself spoke of his own faith in similar terms—openly and unabashedly—perhaps more than any president before him. Just as he relied on religion to shape America’s response to the 9/11 attacks, he used it to frame other aspects of policy, both foreign and domestic. At home, in the controversial “faith-based initiatives,” he significantly increased the amount of public funding for charitable purposes received by churches and other religious organizations. Abroad, he discussed his own faith and the importance of religious liberty with world leaders, including Russia’s Vladimir Putin and China’s Jiang Zemin. Partly at the behest of Gerson, who was close to evangelical missionaries, Bush devoted more attention and funding to Africa, especially for AIDS treatment and prevention. He also was receptive to the Republican Congress’ desire to rein in or deny foreign aid that would contribute to birth control and abortion programs. And of course, he turned to the language of faith to help launch the war against Iraq in 2003.19

Yet the United States did not have a monopoly on faith-based geopolitics. Beginning in the 1970s, most of the world had experienced a boom in religion, especially in countries—Russia, China, India, and Turkey—that had spent much of the previous century trying to restrain faith or even eradicate it altogether. In particular, Islam surged in popularity and replaced its secular rivals, such as pan-Arabism, Ba’athism, nationalism, and socialism, as the dominant ideology throughout the Middle East. Christianity soared as its center of gravity shifted from Europe and North America to the developing world, where the largest churches—Protestant and Catholic—could now be found in Africa. Evangelical Protestantism, especially Pentecostalism, won millions of converts in East Asia and Latin America. What was striking was not simply the growth of faith, but the growth of conservative and fundamentalist faith—particularly in Islam and Christianity, but also in Judaism and Hinduism—and its intimate role in politics, governance, and international relations. The world had become defined not only by George W. Bush, but also Osama bin Laden.20

Nor did Bush have a monopoly on faith at home, where his pious vision and sense of global mission were challenged by a wide array of religious Americans. The resurgence of Christian conservatism in the 1970s, the culture wars of the 1990s, and the crusading faith-based policies of Bush after 2001 triggered a reaction from the left. Progressive religious activists—Rabbi Michael Lerner; Catholic intellectuals E. J. Dionne and Garry Wills; and evangelical Protestant Jim Wallis, founder of the organization Sojourners—mounted countercrusades to reclaim faith from what they condemned as conservative extremes. Rather than war, they and others said, a penitent America should use its strength and wealth to bring food to the hungry, clean water to the thirsty, and peace to a war-torn world. Bush had not implemented the will of God, but subverted it. And if Bush enjoyed the support of Christian conservatives, he also often disappointed them when he was unable, or unwilling, to implement everything they wanted. Meanwhile, the nation’s fastest-growing religious group, Muslims, were largely repelled by the Bush administration’s foreign policy, especially its wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and its unbending support for Israel.21

Nor, finally, was Bush an aberration in the American diplomatic tradition. His strain of evangelicalism was not especially radical, and his application of religious principles and rhetoric to public policy, including foreign policy, was not unusual. No matter what their ideology or party affiliation, to some extent almost all presidents framed and justified their foreign policies in religious terms.22

THOUGH HIS POLITICS and policies differ sharply, the presidency of Barack Obama is showing every sign of continuing these religious traditions in U.S. foreign relations. Raised with the input of various intellectual, social, and cultural traditions on two continents, Obama’s faith did not really coalesce until he moved to Chicago, in the 1980s, and joined Trinity United Church of Christ. Trinity’s minister, Reverend Jeremiah Wright, was heavily influenced by Christian Black Power and liberation theology, especially the writings of James H. Cone, and these ideas formed the basis of Trinity’s mission on Chicago’s impoverished South Side. But as important as this milieu was, Obama’s intellectual and spiritual curiosity led him to other theological influences, especially the Social Gospel ministry of Martin Luther King and the Christian realism of Reinhold Niebuhr. Jimmy Carter had found such combinations politically lethal, but Obama was not a born-again Christian and was thus unbound by normal conventions. He was, simply by virtue of who he was, free to be as ecumenical, syncretic, and experimental as he wished.23

With Obama, two things became clear. The first was the intellectual depth of his faith. The second, not unrelated, was the political relevance of his religion. He bridled at suggestions from conservatives that religion was no place for the progressive politics of liberalism. When Kansas Republican Senator Sam Brownback, a staunch Christian conservative, introduced Obama during a joint appearance at Rick Warren’s Saddleback Church in California with the words “Welcome to my house,” Obama was not slow to respond: “There is one thing I’ve gotta say, Sam, though: This is my house, too. This is God’s house.” But he was equally dismayed by his fellow liberal Democrats who felt there was no place for religion in politics at all. In the summer of 2006, he bluntly warned that “secularists are wrong when they ask believers to leave their religion at the door before entering into the public square. Frederick Douglass, Abraham Lincoln, William Jennings Bryan, Dorothy Day, Martin Luther King—indeed, the majority of great reformers in American history—were not only motivated by faith but repeatedly used religious language to argue for their cause.” On this point, Obama would not be misunderstood. “So to say that men and women should not inject their ‘personal morality’ into public-policy debates is a practical absurdity. Our law is by definition a codification of morality, much of it grounded in the Judeo-Christian tradition.”24

Like his heroes, Obama has used religious language to argue for his causes too, including those in the wider world. But, characteristically, he has put his own spin on longstanding traditions. Niebuhr’s Christian realism is one, and perhaps the most important. In a play on Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “good neighbor policy” toward Latin America, one commentator has even dubbed Obama’s foreign policy the “Good Niebuhr Policy.” Niebuhr may have been a realist, but he was unlike a Nixon or a Kissinger: he was instead a Christian realist for whom faith must provide the moral core of American foreign policy. Without religion, Niebuhr argued, realism would invariably lead the nation astray because it would lack a moral compass and thus lack moral purpose, but without realism, religion could also be damaging because of its tendency to veer off into destructive idealistic crusades. Niebuhr advised American leaders to be righteous without indulging in self-righteousness; he wanted them to be moral without being moralistic. This was a delicate balance to maintain, but it suited Obama perfectly. “He’s one of my favorite philosophers,” Obama told New York Times columnist David Brooks when asked about Niebuhr, because of his “compelling idea that there’s serious evil in the world, and hardship and pain. And we should be humble and modest in our belief we can eliminate those things. But we shouldn’t use that as an excuse for cynicism and inaction.”25

In accepting the Nobel Peace Prize in December 2009, Obama invoked Niebuhrian realism and the timeless “notions of just war and the imperatives of a just peace.” And while he recognized the heroic Christian pacifism of Martin Luther King, he also firmly rejected it:


We must begin by acknowledging the hard truth: We will not eradicate violent conflict in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations—acting individually or in concert—will find the use of force not only necessary but morally justified.

 … I face the world as it is, and cannot stand idle in the face of threats to the American people. For make no mistake: Evil does exist in the world. A non-violent movement could not have halted Hitler’s armies. Negotiations cannot convince al Qaeda’s leaders to lay down their arms. To say that force may sometimes be necessary is not a call to cynicism—it is a recognition of history; the imperfections of man and the limits of reason.



“The spirit of Niebuhr presided over the Nobel address,” observed George Packer.26

On a visit to China, Obama referred to a different concept from the canon on religion and foreign relations: the importance of religious liberty. In the American tradition, this was an even older concept than realism or the just war. In a November 2009 town hall meeting with “future Chinese leaders,” Obama lectured his hosts on the principles of good governance. The United States was by no means perfect: Americans had tolerated the sin of slavery for far too long, and it took a civil war to eradicate it; it then took a civil rights movement to make good on the original promise of emancipation. But freedom prevailed nonetheless, and it ensured America’s role as the guarantor of world freedom. “And that is why,” Obama continued in a reiteration of the first two of Franklin Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms,


America will always speak out for these core principles around the world. We do not seek to impose any system of government on any other nation, but we also don’t believe that the principles that we stand for are unique to our nation. These freedoms of expression and worship—of access to information and political participation—we believe are universal rights. They should be available to all people, including ethnic and religious minorities—whether they are in the United States, China, or any nation. Indeed, it is that respect for universal rights that guides America’s openness to other countries; our respect for different cultures; our commitment to international law; and our faith in the future.



Religious liberty, Obama told the Chinese, was one of the preconditions for political liberty. And with political liberty would come peace, at home and abroad.27

Obama has also stressed the importance of religious pluralism to harmonious international relations. In perhaps his most famous foreign speech, in Cairo in June 2009, Obama conceded that the United States had made mistakes in the region but maintained that America’s Judeo-Christian civil religion, and especially its grounding in religious tolerance, provided a path to peace. Echoing two centuries of American political thought, he told his Egyptian and largely Muslim audience that “freedom in America is indivisible from the freedom to practice one’s religion.” The universality of religious liberty and its centrality to the democratic peace meant that all faiths required accommodation. “People in every country should be free to choose and live their faith based upon the persuasion of the mind and the heart and the soul. This tolerance is essential for religion to thrive,” while freedom of religion “is central to the ability of people to live together.” The Golden Rule, Obama concluded in another nod to FDR, was common to every religion, not just Christianity. “It’s a belief that pulsed in the cradle of civilization,” he preached, “and that still beats in the hearts of billions around the world. It’s a faith in other people, and it’s what brought me here today.” The importance of pluralism and tolerance have been common refrains in Obama’s speeches since, particularly at moments, such as the “Ground Zero mosque” controversy and the anniversary of 9/11, when religious prejudice has flared in the United States.28

Thus continues the religious influence on American foreign relations. There will be American crusades in the future just as there have been in the past. Whether from the top down in the form of the personal piety of American leaders, or the bottom up in the form of pressure from religious groups and individuals, whether for peace or for war, religion remains, and will continue to remain, an integral part of foreign relations. It may not always determine the direction of policy, but it will be an ever-present factor. Those who conduct U.S. foreign policy ignore it at their peril.
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