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What Does It Mean To Be
Presbyterian in America

Revolution and Declaration:
18th Century America

Bill Petro
your friendly neighborhood historian

billpetro.com/happydaze
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• Identify Enlightenment themes: Deism

• Understand the relationships between 

Religion and American Revolutionary War

• Survey the religious views of a few of the Founding 

Fathers 

Objectives
By the end of this session you should be able to
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American Church History

Colonial National Modern Postmodern
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Emotional - Intellectual
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Enlightenment

• Post-Reformation

• Rebellion against it, in the guise of intellectualism, 

Empiricism denied the faith of the Reformation

• “Reality is what I observe with my own senses”
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Approaches to Authority and the Enlightenment
Reformation
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The Founders

“Most of the Founders
were Deists”

“Most of the Founders
were Evangelical

Christians”
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Deism

• A system of belief that a transcendent God left 
his creation to be governed by Natural Laws 
discernable by reason.

• “God is absentee”
• No miracles, no revelation, no God-man
• Jesus as Moral Teacher
• Bible as guidebook for ethical life, virtue, piety
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Deism: Origin
• Science: universe operated on fixed principles,

hence, is a machine operating by fixed natural laws
– Copernicus, Galileo (helio-centricism), Newton (gravity)

• Philosophy: if universe runs on fixed laws,
then the universe can be known by Reason, 
without Revelation
– Francis Bacon – Inductive method (observe vs. authority)

• Theology: man can start with himself and find truth 
apart from any help
– Descartes: “I think, therefore I am” (mathematical laws)
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Deism: Results

• Contributed to the concept that: if a ruler failed in 

responsibility, the people could revolt

– Root of American Revolution

• Developed the concept of man’s goodness

• Developed theory on destructive criticism of Bible
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John Locke

• 1632-1704

• Political philosopher, 

physician

• Empiricist

• Father of “Liberalism”
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“Letter Concerning Toleration”

• Became a “Bible” in the 

18th Century

• Argued for the 

“reasonableness” of 

Christianity
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Religion and the 
American Revolution

• Religion as a Cause of the Revolution

• Religion as a Participant in the Revolution

• Religion in Consequence of the Revolution
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Religion as a Cause of the Revolution

• Influence of the 1st Great Awakening

• Fear of English political control thru Anglicanism

• Clergy molded public opinion by political sermons
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Religion as a Participant in the Revolution
• Congregationalists – most active

• Anglicans – loyalists, but 2/3 of signers of DoI

• Quakers – generally pacifists, but Betsy Ross

• Presbyterians – 1st to accept DoI & identify w/Rev.

• Baptists – intensely loyal, suffered in R.I.

• Catholics – non-committal

• Methodists – despised as loyalists
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Religion in Consequence of the Revolution
Positively:

• Anglicanism disestablished as state religion

• Congregationalism disestablished in New England

• Churches organized nationally:
– Anglican → Protestant Episcopal Church

– Methodist Episcopal Church – Asbury & Coke

– Catholics: Nationally: Catholic Church in the U.S. of A.

– Presbyterians: General Assembly w/ John Witherspoon



23

Religion in Consequence of the Revolution
Negatively:

• Religion declined because of attention to War

• Reorganizational process for denominations led to a 
decline of interest in evangelism

• Stress on rights & worth of the individual led to a 
decline of Calvinism

• Not all American leaders were orthodox religiously
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George Washington
• Personal prayer diary:

– God would accept him because of 
“the merits of thy Son Jesus Christ” 

• Attended church inconsistently & 
never took Communion 

• On God:
– "The Grand Architect" 
– "The Governor of the Universe"
– "The Supreme Dispenser of All Good" 
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John Adams
• “To be good, and to do good, is all we have 

to do.”

• On Predestination: “If there is no liberty, 
there is no responsibility. No virtue, no vice, 
no merit or demerit, no reward and no 
punishment.”

• “I do not…attach much importance to creeds 
because I believe he cannot be wrong whose 
life is right.”

• “The Government is not in any sense 
founded on the Christian religion.”
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James Madison
• In 1778 to the Virginia Convention on 

Ratifying the Constitution: 

"Freedom arises from the multiplicity 
of sects [denominations], which 
pervades America and which is the 
best and only security for religious 
liberty in any society. For where there 
is such a variety of sects, there cannot 
be a majority of any one sect to 
oppress and persecute the rest." 
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Thomas Jefferson

• For the last 50 years of his life, read 

NT daily, often in Greek & Latin

• “I am a real Christian…sincerely attached to 

his doctrines, in preference to all others.”
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Thomas Jefferson
• Trinity: “mere abracadabra” 

• Jesus’ miracles: “vulgar ignorance… & fabrications”

• Calvin “introduced more new absurdities into the Christian 

religion than can readily be imagined” 

• “The prophecies in Revelation are the ravings of a maniac” 

• “I trust that there is not a young man now living in the 

United States who will not die a Unitarian”

• “I am of a sect by myself, as far as I know.”
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Thomas Jefferson on Religion
• “… our rulers can have no authority over such 

natural rights, only as we have submitted to them (in 
a social compact.) The rights of conscience we never 
submitted, we could not submit. We are answerable 
for them to our God… But it does me no injury for 
my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or 
no God.”

• Sept 1800 Election, was called: “an enemy to pure 
morals and religion, and consequently an enemy to 
his country and his God.”
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Jefferson’s Tombstone:

Author of the 

•Declaration 
of American Independence

of the

•Statute of Virginia for
Religious Freedom

And

•Father of the 
University of Virginia
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Christianity: Federal and State
• Federal Government: Article I, Amendments to the Constitution

Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof.”

• State Government: Article 22, Constitution of Delaware

“Every person who shall be chosen a member of 
either house to any office or place of trust… [shall] 
also make and subscribe the following declaration, 
to wit: “I do profess faith in God the Father, and in 
Jesus Christ His only Son, and in the Holy Ghost, 
one God, blessed for evermore; and I do 
acknowledge the holy scriptures of the Old and 
New Testament to be given by divine inspiration.”
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Christianity and Enlightenment:
Agreement of Goals for Different Reasons

To Protect the Elect
(Man is Evil)

Separation of Church and State

To Permit Man to be Autonomous
(Man is Good)

Christianity

Enlightenment 
Rationalism
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Alexis de Tocqueville

• The reason America is great is because it has 

a “Christian Soul”

• Dr. David A. Noebel, Summit Ministries: 

“America has a Secular Mind”
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Fundamental 18th-19th Century Shift

Calvinism

Deism
(Rationalism)

(modified)
Evangelicalism

Sovereign God Sovereign Man
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1-Word Summary
• Catholic Church Merit
• Luther Justification
• Zwingli Sovereignty
• Calvin Omnipotence
• Arminius Ability
• “Calvinism” TULIP
• Knox Thundering
• Henry VIII Married
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1-Word Summary
• Pilgrims Separatists
• Puritans Saints
• Whitefield Dramatic
• Wesley Methodism
• Edwards Glory
• Great Awakening Fire
• Enlightenment Rationalism
• Deism Mechanistic



More?

• What Does it Mean to be Presbyterian:

billpetro.com/happydaze

• History of the Holidays:

billpetro.com
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