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EVERY A M E R I C A N W O U L D AGREE T H A T RE-

ligious liberty is a fundamental principle 
of our constitutional order. But one can-

not go much further than that without encoun-
tering difficulties. Is religious liberty fostered, 
or hindered, by various government actions 
that attempt to honor the importance of faith 
in most Americans' lives? Are the activities of 
churches or other religious organizations prop-
erly subject to government regulation—and if 
so, which activities? Do the claims of religious 
faith require the state to allow private behavior 
that would be prohibited for anyone not rely-
ing on the claims of faith? In separating public 
authority from the authority of revelation, did 
the Constitution's framers elevate an aggressive 
Enlightenment secularism as the paradigm of 
American citizenship and public discourse? 

In God and the Founders, University of Notre 
Dame political science professor Vincent Phil-
lip Munoz sheds welcome light on these ques-
tions with rare theoretical rigor, practical wis-
dom, and historical depth. What is particularly 
welcome is his ability to clarify what is confus-
ing, and to confuse what is too often taken to 
be clear. Challenging the view of some original-
ists that we can find "a uniform understanding 
of the proper relationship between church and 
state" among the founders, he demonstrates 
that instead there was significant disagreement 
among them "about the meaning of religious 
freedom and how church and state ought to be 
separated." Focusing at length on the "church-
state political philosophies" of James Madison, 
George Washington, and Thomas Jefferson, 
Munoz shows that these leading founders had 
very different views on this thorny subject. 

Madison's was probably the most philo-
sophically rigorous. Holding fast to a principle 
Munoz calls "noncognizance," Madison "main-
tained a sustained commitment to the maxim 
that the state may neither privilege nor penal-
ize citizens on account of their religion." His 
principle forbade any support on the govern-
ment's part for religion in general, since the 
government was prohibited from taking any 
notice of religion whatsoever. To use chaplains 
in the armed forces, to accord tax exemptions 
to churches that would not be available to non-
religious organizations, or to exempt citizens on 
religious grounds from laws that were generally 

applicable—these would all be out of bounds 
for Madison. But not because of any hostility to 
religion; on the contrary, Madison believed that 
faith would best flourish in a political order that 
could neither caress it nor kick it around. 

Munoz finds Thomas Jefferson's views to 
be further from Madison's than is generally 
thought. Digging deeper into Jefferson's words 
and deeds than many have done, he shows the 
third president's abiding principle to be a form 
of "anticlericalism." Convinced that "irrational" 
faith in miracles and the like had the effect of 
putting dangerous political power in the hands 
of clergymen, Jefferson was willing to counte-
nance outright state discrimination against or-
ganized religion—barring ministers from pub-
lic office, for instance. 

The book's biggest surprise is George Wash-
ington. It is a fine thing that he is included at all; 
Munoz makes a nice contribution to the ongoing 
rediscovery of Washington as a serious thinker in 
his own right. Of the founders considered here, 
our first president was the one most in favor of 
government's active encouragement of religion. 
Although the remarks of Washington's Farewell 
Address on this subject are well-known, and are 
paid proper attention here, Munoz draws ad-
ditional, important insights into Washington's 
views from his military career and his presi-
dency. From his use of military chaplains, to 
his impatience with the claims of the religiously 
scrupulous to avoid military service, to his initial 
support of tax subsidies for Virginia churches, 
to his manner of addressing religious groups and 
the wider public with pious but nonsectarian 
rhetoric, we can see that Washington followed 
a policy of "ecumcnicalism," but one that subor-

dinated the claims of conscience to the claims of 
good republican citizenship. 

FO L L O W I N G T H E E X P L O R A T I O N OF E A C H 

man's view on its own terms, Munoz 
makes an extended foray into how each 

of these founders would probably have voted 
in the most consequential cases that have aris-
en in the last several decades under the First 
Amendment's Establishment and Free Exer-
cise Clauses. One might find these pages dense 
at times, but the analysis is painstaking and 
the payoff is profound: it seems that if we are 
to rely on the founders for the answers to our 
interpretive problems, we have very different 
paths from which to choose. 

In the end, Munoz opts for a modified Madi-
sonian approach, a principle of "no legal privi-
leges, no legal penalties," as providing the most 
advantageous and just accommodation between 
faith and politics. But one could equally choose 
Washington or Jefferson and claim the found-
ing's imprimatur. And Munoz does not consider 
that Madison's church-state thinking reflects a 
kind of judicial temperament, whereas Jefferson 
seems to think chiefly in lawmaking categories, 
seeking to impart a certain shape to American 
society as a founder-legislator, while Wash-
ington (not surprisingly) thinks like an execu-
tive, responsible for the orderly lawfulness of a 
people who already have well-formed habits and 
need to get along with each other. Thus these 
three founders seem to embody the separation 
of powers, raising the further question of who 
should claim interpretive authority over the 
First Amendment. 

Given the variety of views among the Ameri-
can Founders, does Munoz reject originalism? 
On the contrary, he promises a second book 
in which he will discuss "the original mean-
ing of the First Amendment's religion clauses." 
Although this will be a very welcome sequel, 
God and the Founders already stands as a first-
rate work of history and jurisprudence on the 
space that our republic makes for the faith of its 
people. 

Matthew J. Franck is director of the William E, 
and Carol G. Simon Center on Religion and the 
Constitution at the Witherspoon Institute in 
Princeton, New Jersey. 
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Book Review by Joseph M. Knippenberg 

T H E P R A Y E R S OF P R E S I D E N T S 
Religion and the American Presidency: George Washington to George W. Bush, 
edited by Gaston Espinosa. Columbia University Press, 400 pages, $34.50 

I'm privileged to join you once again, as my prede-
cessors have for over half a century. Like them, I 
come here to speak about the ways my faith informs 
who I am—as a president, and as a person. But 
I'm also here for the same reason that all of you are, 
for we all share a recognition—one as old as time— 
that a willingness to believe, an openness to grace, a 
commitment to prayer can bring sustenance to our 
lives. 

—President Barack Obama, 
Remarks at the National Prayer Breakfast, 

February 4, 2010 

EVERY P R E S I D E N T H A S M A D E A P O I N T OF 

speaking to and praying with the Na-
tional Prayer Breakfast since its incep-

tion in 1953. But the tradition of presidents 
discussing religion, invoking God, and even 
leading the nation in prayer goes back much 
further. A cursory search of the invaluable 
American Presidency Project website (www. 
presidency.ucsb.edu) identifies almost 5,000 
presidential uses of the word "pray" (in of-
ficial speeches and documents), more than 
3,000 instances of "prayer," and a whopping 
10,984 presidential mentions of God, which 
doesn't begin to take into account the various 
locutions—"the Beneficent Parent of the Hu-

man Race" and "the Giver of Every Good and 
Perfect Gift," among many others—by which 
presidents have referred to the Supreme Being, 
the Almighty, the Lord of Hosts. 

By contrast, American presidents officially 
mention Jesus relatively infrequently—only 267 
times (and some of those references are either 
to the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day 
Saints, or to the Hispanic name). Indeed, Calvin 
Coolidge seems to have been the first president 
explicitly to mention Jesus in an official presi-
dential utterance, in a very interesting speech 
delivered at the unveiling of an equestrian statue 
of Francis Asbury, our first Methodist bishop. 
Among Coolidge's successors, Bill Clinton most 
frequently invoked Jesus' name (43 times), fol-
lowed closely by Ronald Reagan (39). If Jimmy 
Carter had served two terms, he would probably 
have set the bar even higher. Having officially 
mentioned Jesus eight times in the first eighteen 
months of his presidency, President Obama is 
keeping pace with his recent Democratic pre-
decessors and is on track to double George W. 
Bush's relatively paltry count of 29. 

These two facts—the massive evidence of 
official presidential recognition of basically 
monotheistic religion and the relative paucity 
of explicit references to Christianity (1,465 uses 
of the word "Christian" and 137 of the word 

"Christianity")—in some measure frame the 
subject of Gaston Espinosa's very useful vol-
ume, which collects authoritative essays on 13 
presidents from George Washington to George 
W. Bush and offers an array of documents, al-
most all taken from the American Presidency 
Project website. Taken together, the essays and 
documents remind us of both religion's place at 
the core of American public discourse and the 
president's role as a principal contributor to that 
discourse. 

Of course, the subject of religion and the 
American presidency is hardly exhausted by a 
consideration of presidential speeches. The essays 
in this volume explore the religious biographies of 
the selected presidents and the influence of faith 
on the policies they pursued. Thus we learn from 
Daniel L. Dreisbach and Jeffry H . Morrison how 
George Washington "used religion as a unifying 
force in the new nation," from Gary Scott Smith 
about the role of prayer in Franklin Roosevelt's 
decision-making, from Elizabeth Edwards Spal-
ding about the religious dimension of Harry 
Truman's decision to use nuclear weapons, from 
Thomas J. Carty about John F. Kennedy's strate-
gic move from Roman Catholic congressman to 
secular president, from Paul Kengor about the 
role of religion in Ronald Reagan's opposition to 
abortion and to bigotry of all sorts, and from Es-
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