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Symbols. national identity. Rooted in Puritan theology, Enlightenment
ideals, and the political theology of the Founding Fathers,
American civil religion has evolved to accommodate
historical shifts and sociopolitical challenges. This paper
explores the theological foundations of civil religion, its
transformation through major historical phases, and the
enduring role of symbols, rituals, and cultural narratives in
shaping collective national identity. By integrating
theological, sociological, and political perspectives, the study
reveals how civil religion has functioned as a mechanism of
national cohesion, moral guidance, and, at times, social
exclusion.

INTRODUCTION
1. Theological Roots of American Civil Religion

The foundations of American civil religion are deeply embedded in the theological and
philosophical frameworks that shaped the early republic. Two primary streams influenced this
development: Puritan covenant theology and Enlightenment rationalism.

Puritan Covenant Theology and National Destiny

The Puritans brought with them a vision of America as a "New Israel," chosen by God to be a
light unto nations. This idea of a divine covenant—that the nation had a moral obligation to
uphold God's law in exchange for divine favor—pervaded early political rhetoric and became
a prototype for civil religious thinking [1]. John Winthrop's famous sermon, A Model of
Christian Charity (1630), articulated the belief that America was destined to be a “city upon a
hill,” a notion that has echoed in presidential speeches centuries later [2].
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The Enlightenment and Rational Providence

While Puritanism provided a theological basis, Enlightenment ideals added a rational, Deistic
layer to American civil religion. The Founding Fathers, many of whom were influenced by
Enlightenment thinkers, reframed religious thought within a civic context. Instead of
emphasizing denominational doctrines, they focused on shared moral principles derived from
natural law and reason. Thomas Jefferson’s references to “Nature’s God” and Benjamin
Franklin’s pragmatic morality are examples of this rationalistic approach [3]. These ideas were
codified in political documents such as the Declaration of Independence, which invokes a
"Creator" and "Divine Providence" while avoiding sectarian language [4].

Thus, American civil religion was born from the convergence of prophetic Puritan tradition and
Enlightenment universalism. This synthesis allowed civil religion to serve as a unifying force
in a religiously plural society while providing a sacred narrative that justified national purpose
and moral leadership in the world.

2. Civil Religion in Historical Transitions

American civil religion has not remained static; it has evolved through pivotal moments in the
nation's history, adapting to the sociopolitical climate while retaining its foundational
theological undertones. Key historical transitions—such as the Revolutionary War, the Civil
War, and the Cold War—have each contributed to the development and institutionalization of
this unique civic theology.

Revolutionary War and the Sacralization of Liberty

During the American Revolution, civil religion coalesced around the sacralization of liberty.
Political leaders often invoked divine authority to justify rebellion against British rule. Sermons
from clergy emphasized that resistance to tyranny was obedience to God, positioning the
revolution as a holy cause [5]. This religious framing of political liberty allowed the colonists
to see themselves as a chosen people fulfilling a providential mission. The rhetoric of the era
often depicted the struggle for independence as a moral imperative sanctioned by a higher
power.

Civil War and Lincoln’s Theological Rhetoric

The Civil War marked a deepening of civil religious themes as the nation faced existential
crisis. Abraham Lincoln, more than any other political leader of his time, invoked a nuanced
theological vision to address the moral weight of slavery and national unity. In his Second
Inaugural Address, Lincoln famously stated, “The Almighty has His own purposes,”
acknowledging divine justice while avoiding simplistic moral binaries [6]. He reframed the war
as divine punishment for the collective sin of slavery, which gave the conflict a sacred meaning
beyond political preservation. Lincoln's rhetoric elevated the war to a national ritual of
atonement and renewal.

Cold War and the Institutionalization of Civil Religion

The Cold War period witnessed the formal integration of religious language and symbolism
into the machinery of the American state. Facing the atheistic ideology of Soviet communism,
the U.S. embraced civil religion as a moral counterpoint. This era saw the addition of "under
God" to the Pledge of Allegiance (1954) and the adoption of "In God We Trust" as the national
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motto (1956) [7]. These actions institutionalized civil religion within public life, education, and
governmental rituals. Leaders like Dwight D. Eisenhower emphasized that faith was essential
to the American way of life, further embedding a religious narrative within national identity

[8].
3. Symbols, Rituals, and National Myth-Making

American civil religion thrives not only through rhetoric and ideology but also through
powerful symbols and rituals that sacralize the nation’s institutions and collective memory.
These performative aspects create a shared sacred narrative, transforming secular political acts
into quasi-religious ceremonies and embedding national identity within a mythic framework.

Flag Salutes, Presidential Inaugurations, and Memorial Day

Public rituals such as the Pledge of Allegiance, presidential inaugurations, and national holidays
like Memorial Day serve as civil religious liturgies that reinforce collective belonging and
national sanctity. The flag, for instance, is more than a symbol of statehood; it is revered with
a level of emotional intensity akin to religious iconography. The phrase "one nation under God"
in the pledge explicitly invokes divine oversight, reinforcing the theological undercurrent of
national unity [9]. Presidential inaugurations often mirror religious rites, including the use of
sacred texts (typically the Bible), invocations by clergy, and language of divine blessing.
Memorial Day rituals, including wreath-laying at national cemeteries and solemn speeches,
memorialize the dead in a context that transcends politics and approaches theological reverence,
presenting fallen soldiers as martyrs of national purpose.

The Sacred Role of the Constitution and the Capitol

American civil religion elevates key civic institutions—especially the Constitution and the
Capitol—into sacred artifacts of the national mythos. The Constitution functions as a
covenantal document, treated with a reverence akin to scripture. It is not only a legal framework
but also a moral charter that reflects the nation's "higher calling" to justice and liberty [10].
Public discourse often refers to it in sacral terms, defending it as immutable and morally
authoritative. Likewise, the Capitol building, especially after moments of national crisis (e.g.,
post-9/11 or the January 6 attacks), is portrayed as a temple of democracy—symbolizing the
resilience of national ideals [11]. These sites and texts, through public ritual and collective
reverence, become integral to the myth-making process that sustains civil religion in America.

4. Criticism and Cultural Tensions

While civil religion has historically served as a unifying narrative for American identity, it has
also sparked significant criticism for its implicit exclusions and ideological contradictions.
Scholars and civil rights advocates have raised concerns about how civil religion may
marginalize certain groups and foster a form of religious nationalism that challenges the secular
foundations of the state.

Claims of Exclusion of Minority Faiths and Atheists

One of the most persistent critiques of American civil religion is its tendency to implicitly favor
Judeo-Christian values, often sidelining minority religious traditions and secular worldviews.
Despite its rhetoric of inclusivity, the dominant symbols, rituals, and theological references are
predominantly Christian in tone, leaving little space for Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, or non-
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religious citizens to feel fully represented in the national narrative [ 12]. For instance, mandatory
references to "God" in public pledges and currency (e.g., "In God We Trust") can alienate
atheists and agnostics who may view these references as coercive or as a violation of the
constitutional separation between church and state. Critics argue that such practices impose a
religious identity on national belonging, transforming patriotism into a litmus test of faith.

Debates Over Religious Nationalism vs. Secularism

Civil religion also provokes broader philosophical debates about the boundaries between
religion and politics. As scholars like Charles Taylor and Stephen Prothero have pointed out,
the fusion of religious imagery with civic identity risks sliding into religious nationalism, where
the nation is seen not just as divinely guided but as morally superior and infallible [13]. This
view can be dangerous, as it discourages critical self-reflection and may justify exclusionary or
militaristic policies under the guise of divine sanction. On the other hand, secularists argue that
a robust democracy should maintain a clear boundary between spiritual beliefs and state
functions to ensure pluralism and equal citizenship [14]. The tension between these views
remains unresolved, with legal battles over school prayers, Ten Commandments displays, and
religious language in government documents reflecting the ongoing cultural and political
struggle over civil religion’s place in public life.

5. Contemporary Relevance and Global Perspective

In the 21st century, American civil religion continues to play a significant role in shaping
political identity and public response to national trauma. Simultaneously, it invites comparisons
with civil religious patterns in other democracies, offering a global context for understanding
how nations use quasi-religious symbols and rituals to cultivate cohesion and legitimacy.

Civil Religion Post-9/11 and Political Mourning

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, marked a pivotal moment in the resurgence of
American civil religion. In the aftermath, public rituals of mourning—such as candlelight
vigils, interfaith memorials, and presidential addresses—treinforced the nation’s sacred identity
and moral purpose [15]. President George W. Bush’s invocation of divine justice and national
destiny echoed earlier themes of providential mission. Civil religion provided a symbolic
framework for collective grief, resilience, and unity, helping to reframe the tragedy as a test of
national virtue rather than mere political violence. The phrase “God Bless America,” frequently
repeated in political discourse and popular culture, became a spiritual refrain of national
solidarity. Yet, this re-sacralization also intensified political polarization, as some critics
viewed the post-9/11 civil religion as a vehicle for legitimizing militarism and suppressing
dissent.

Global Comparisons with Civil Religion in Other Democracies

Though often viewed as uniquely American, civil religion manifests in various forms across
democratic societies. In France, for instance, the concept of laicité (strict secularism)
paradoxically functions as a civic creed, with the Republic’s values—Iliberty, equality,
fraternity—treated with sacred reverence [16]. In India, national identity is often intertwined
with civil religious practices that reflect Hindu-majority symbols, leading to tensions in its
pluralistic society. Meanwhile, in countries like South Korea and Japan, ancestral rituals and
national memorials (such as Yasukuni Shrine) reflect civil religious elements shaped by
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Confucian and Shinto traditions. These cases illustrate that civil religion is not bound to a
particular theology but arises wherever statecraft, symbolic meaning, and collective memory
intersect [17]. Such comparisons highlight both the integrative and exclusionary potential of
civil religion in diverse political contexts.

Graph 1: Historical Phases of Civil Religion in America
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Graph 1: Historical Phases of Civil Religion in America

This bar chart illustrates theological influence across key historical eras, showing peaks during
the Cold War and Founding Era.

Graph 2: Cultural Symbols in American Civil Religion
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Graph 2: Cultural Symbols in American Civil Religion

This chart reflects the prominence of national symbols and rituals in American civil religion,
with flag rituals and national holidays ranking highest.

Summary

Civil religion in America has evolved from theological and political traditions to form a semi-
sacred public ideology that fuses patriotic rituals, national symbols, and divine references. Its
foundational roots lie in both Puritanism and Enlightenment deism, while its development is
marked by historical events such as the Civil War and the Cold War [18][19]. Though it offers
moral unity and cultural cohesion, civil religion also draws criticism for excluding pluralistic
beliefs and reinforcing nationalist ideologies [20]. In a rapidly diversifying and globalized
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world, understanding American civil religion is key to unpacking the tension between faith,
politics, and public identity.
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