
Myth #1: We don’t have separation of church and state in America because those words are not in the Constitution.          
     True, the words are not there, but the principle surely is. It is much too glib an argument to say that constitutional 
principles depend on the use of certain words. Who would deny that “federalism,” “separation of powers” and the “right 
to a fair trial” are constitutional principles? But those words do not appear in the Constitution either. The separation of 
church and state, or the “wall of separation,” is simply a metaphor, a shorthand way of expressing a deeper truth that 
religious liberty is best protected when church and state are institutionally separated and neither tries to perform or 
interfere with the essential mission and work of the other.  
     We Baptists often hold up Roger Williams’ “hedge or wall of separation between the garden of the church and the 
wilderness of the world,” and point to Thomas Jefferson’s 1802 Letter to the Danbury Connecticut Baptist Association 
where he talked about his “sovereign reverence” for the “wall of separation.” 
     But we sometimes overlook the writings of the father of our Constitution, James Madison, who observed that “the 
number, the industry and the morality of the priesthood and the devotion of the people have been manifestly increased 
by the total separation of church and state.”1 
     Even Alexis de Tocqueville, in his famed 19th-century “Democracy in America,” a work often cited by those who 
would disparage separation, writes favorably of it:

     “In France, I had seen the spirits of religion and freedom almost always marching in opposite directions. In America 
I found them intimately linked together in joint reign over the same land ... [A]ll thought that the main reason for the 
quiet sway of religion over their country was the complete separation of church and state. I have no hesitation in 
stating that throughout my stay in America I met nobody, lay or cleric, who did not agree about that.”2

     The Constitution may not have those words — church-state separation — in it, but those who wrote the Constitution 
and other early observers had the words in them.

Myth #2: We do not need or want separation of church and state because the United States is a Christian nation.   
     Depending upon the poll, a little more than half the American people agree with this statement. But it is not true. 
The United States of America is not a Christian nation, legally and constitutionally. 
     Yes, most of our founders were religious folk of some ilk, but they did not want to impose their own religion by 
law on others. And they certainly thought that a religious citizenry was important to good government; but they 
did not intend to set up a Christian regime under our founding documents. Our civil compact, the Constitution, is a 
decidedly secular document. It never mentions “Christianity.” Even the word “religious” is used only once in Article 
VI to ban religious tests for public office. And then two years later the Bill of Rights starts off “Congress shall make 
no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” This language dispelled any 
lingering doubt whether America was intended to be a Christian nation when it prevented the federal government from 
advancing or inhibiting any religious tradition. 
     Today, no one can deny that Americans are a very religious people. A 2007 Pew Forum poll showed that about 75 
percent claims to be Christian. So, yes, demographically speaking, we may be Christian, but we do not have anything 
approaching a theocracy, Christian or otherwise. We have a constitutional democracy in which all religious beliefs are 
protected. The same Constitution that refuses to privilege any religion, including Christianity, protects all religions 
and the right of other American citizens to claim no religious beliefs at all. As a result, we are a nation of Christians 
sociologically because we are not a Christian nation constitutionally.

Myth #3: We have freedom of religion but not freedom from religion. 
     No, this is not true. We have freedom of and from. If we don’t have both, then we have neither. Forced religion is 
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simply a violation of conscience, not a voluntary response to God. 
     To be sure, one does not have freedom from religion in the sense of insisting that your neighbor not preach a 
sermon on the street corner, or that religious programming be banned from television or the radio, or that our culture 
secularize itself to suit one’s worldview. But one most certainly has the right to insist upon freedom from state-
sponsored religion. 
     That’s what the First Amendment is all about. Freedom from religion and freedom of religion parallel the two religion 
clauses: no establishment (freedom from religion), and free exercise (freedom of religion). It also parallels the coming 
together in history of Enlightenment thought and religious piety conspiring in colonial times to ensconce protections 
for religious liberty in the Constitution. We must have both, or else we have neither!

Myth #4: Church-state separation only keeps the government from setting up a single national church or showing 
preference among faith groups, but not from aiding all religions equally. 
     If all the Founders wanted to do was simply to ban a single, official national church, they did not do a very good 
job of saying so in the First Amendment. An early draft of the Amendment read in part: “The civil rights of none shall 
be abridged on account of religious belief or worship, nor shall any national religion be established ....” This draft was 
passed over. And the founders had ample opportunity to state that the government should be allowed to promote all 
religion on an even-handed, non-preferential basis. 
     But the Congress repeatedly rejected versions of the First Amendment that would have explicitly permitted 
such non-preferential aid. For example, the Senate rejected this proposed language: “Congress shall make no law 
establishing one religious sect or society in preference to others ....” It rejected two more proposals with provisions 
embodying similar language. 
     No, the Founders approved much more expansive language to keep the new federal government from making laws 
even “respecting an establishment of religion.” Religion generally — not a religion or a national religion, but no religion 
at all, period. They did not merely want to keep the federal government from setting up an official national church or to 
ban denominational discrimination. 
     In addition to constitutional history, there are practical reasons to reject the attempts of government to aid all 
religion on a non-preferential basis. In our pluralistic country with its amazing diversity, it would be impossible to aid all 
religions evenhandedly. Inevitably, government will pick and choose a preferred religion, and it almost always will select 
the majority, politically-powerful religious tradition for preferred treatment.

Myth #5: The separation of church and state has resulted in God being kicked out of the public schools and banished 
from the public square. 
     What a thing to say — to presume that God can be kicked out of anywhere. No, as James Dunn has said, “God 
Almighty has a perfect attendance record.” It is only state-sponsored religion that has been banned from the public 
schools. Voluntary student religious expression is not only not prohibited, it is protected — as long as it does not disrupt 
the educational process and respects other students’ rights not to participate. 
     A partial listing of the religious activities that are permitted in the public schools — voluntary prayer, teaching about 
religion, studying religious holidays, Bible clubs before and after school, wearing religious garb — proves the point.  
     Yes, educators still get it wrong sometimes. Some principals want to return to the “sacred public schools” of 
yesteryear and others are ready to overreact and create “naked public schools” where every vestige of religion is 
stripped away. But the model that most are using, consistent with constitutional standards, is the ”civil public schools” 
where the government does not promote religion but takes religion seriously in the curriculum and, where possible, 
accommodates the free exercise needs of students. 
     To say God has been banished from the public square is also a huge misconception. The institutional separation of 
church and state does not mean the segregation of religion from politics or God from government or strip the right 
of people of faith to speak forcefully in the public square. It only means government cannot pass laws that have the 
primary purpose or effect that advances religion. 
     Religious speech in public places is common place. From bumper stickers to billboards to post-football-game prayer 
huddles, and on and on. “Civil religion” in public places is alive and well. In a culture as religious as ours, we should 
not be surprised that references to God pop up in our pledge, our mottos, our songs and our civil ceremonies and 
public rituals. These brief governmental expressions of religion (sometimes called “ceremonial deism”) will usually pass 
constitutional muster as long as they do not mandate religious worship, single out a particular religion for favored 
treatment or compel religious conformity. Some of us may have theological concerns about civil religion because it 
can be abused for political gain, morph into an idolatry of nationalism or result in the trivialization of religion. But the 
constitutional doctrine of church-state separation does not prohibit various expressions of civil religion. 
     The separation of church and state is good for both!

Endnotes: 1.Madison’s letter to Robert Walsh in 1819. 2. p. 295, Geo. Laurence trans., J.P. Meyer ed.,  
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