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Chapter 1

Religion in 
Early America

Most of early America’s colonizing powers wanted to bring the Christian 

gospel to the native peoples of North America. Sometimes they did so, 

but too often the colonizers’ evangelistic overtures were paired with 

the threat of imperial coercion. The seal of the Massachusetts Bay 

Company featured a Native American man with a banner coming out 

of his mouth declaring “Come over and help us.” This was a reference 

to Paul’s vision of an imploring “man of Macedonia” in Acts 16:9, a 

verse that helped the founders of Massachusetts to see their colonizing 

enterprise as evangelistic to the core. Even before significant missionary 

work got under way, however, New Englanders were already fighting 

with Indians, most notably in the Pequot War of 1636–38, which saw 

the near extinction of the Pequot as a tribe. Far from a sign of salvation, 

the coming of Europeans seemed to many Native Americans to be an 

existential threat.

Once evangelistic work did begin in the colonies, some Native Amer-

icans under English, French, or Spanish rule committed themselves 

to Christian faith and to religious practice in a European style. Some 

internalized the precepts of Christian doctrine. On Martha’s Vineyard 

off the Massachusetts coast, Wampanoag Indians peppered English 
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Chapter 2

Reviving 
American Faith

More than a century after the start of English colonization, the Great 

Awakening reshaped religion in British America. In the 1730s and ’40s, 

thousands of people professed to have been born again, a reference 

to Jesus’s words in the third chapter of the Gospel of John. Many 

colonists experienced conversion under the dazzling ministry of the 

Anglican revivalist George Whitefield, who became the most famous 

man in America. The revivals of the Great Awakening continued in 

regional expressions through the 1770s and ’80s. The later stages of the 

awakening drew the American South into the fold of evangelical faith 

too. The southern colonies once had the lowest rates of church atten-

dance, mostly because there were so few churches there. Now southern 

Christianity began to awaken.

Critics of the Great Awakening thought the revivals amounted to 

emotional chaos. The traveling Anglican minister Charles Woodmason 

was one of those critics. In 1767, Woodmason found backcountry South 

Carolina “eaten up by itinerant teachers, preachers, and impostors,” 

including many Baptists, Presbyterians, and other evangelical missionar-

ies who had come from the North. The backcountry settlers had so little 

experience with formal Christian religion that Woodmason believed it 

9780310586173_AmericasReligiousHistory_int_HC.indd   32 8/16/19   8:55 AM



Reviving American Faith

49

WORKS CITED 
AND FURTHER READING

Brekus, Catherine. Sarah Osborn’s World: The Rise of Evangelical Christianity 
in Early America. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013.

Davies, Samuel. Sermons by the Rev. Samuel Davies. Philadelphia: Presbyte-
rian Board of Publication, 1864.

Dowd, Gregory Evans. War Under Heaven: Pontiac, the Indian Nations, and 
the British Empire. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002.

Fisher, Linford D. The Indian Great Awakening: Religion and the Shaping of 
Native Cultures in Early America. New York: Oxford University Press, 
2012.

Gatiss, Lee, ed. The Sermons of George Whitefield. 2 vols. Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2012.

Harvey, Paul. Through the Storm, Through the Night: A History of African 
American Christianity. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2011.

Hatch, Nathan O. The Sacred Cause of Liberty: Republican Thought and 
the Millennium in Revolutionary New England. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1977.

Hooker, Richard J., ed. The Carolina Backcountry on the Eve of the Revolu-
tion: The Journal and Other Writings of Charles Woodmason, Anglican 
Itinerant. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1969.

Hopkins, Samuel, ed. Memoirs of the Life of Mrs. Sarah Osborn. 2nd ed. 
Catskill, NY: Elliot, 1814.

Juster, Susan. Disorderly Women: Sexual Politics and Evangelicalism in Revo-
lutionary New England. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994.

Kidd, Thomas S. George Whitefield: America’s Spiritual Founding Father. 
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014.

— — — . The Great Awakening: The Roots of Evangelical Christianity in 
Colonial America. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007.

— — — . The Protestant Interest: New England after Puritanism. New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2004.

Klingberg, Frank J., ed. The Carolina Chronicle of Dr. Francis Le Jau, 
1706–1717. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1956.

9780310586173_AmericasReligiousHistory_int_HC.indd   49 8/16/19   8:55 AM

America’s Religious History

50

Nelson, William, ed. Documents Relating to the Colonial History of the State 
of New Jersey. Paterson, NJ: Call and Printing, 1902.

Smith, John E., Harry S. Stout, and Kenneth P. Minkema, eds. A Jonathan 
Edwards Reader. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995.

Taylor, Alan. American Colonies: The Settling of North America. New York: 
Penguin Books, 2002.

9780310586173_AmericasReligiousHistory_int_HC.indd   50 8/16/19   8:55 AM



51

Chapter 3

Religion and 
the American 

Revolution

Alexander Hamilton had just begun his college career at King’s College 

(later Columbia University) in New York City when he was swept up in 

the crisis between Britain and its American colonies. The furor over the 

Boston Tea Party and the resulting Intolerable Acts gripped him, but 

what worried Hamilton most was the Quebec Act, a British measure 

issued in 1774. Britain took control of Quebec during the Seven Years’ 

War, so Britain needed to clarify how it would administer Quebec, a 

traditionally Catholic province. In 1774, the British announced that 

they would allow the open practice of Roman Catholicism there, while 

also extending Quebec’s southern border to the Ohio River. It was 

one of the most poorly considered measures of the era. From Georgia 

to Massachusetts, colonists feared that the Quebec Act might be evi-

dence of a Catholic conspiracy within the nominally Protestant British 

administration. Hamilton wrote some of his first newspaper pieces ever 

in response to the Quebec Act. “Arbitrary power, and its great engine 

the Popish Religion, are, to all intents and purposes, established in that 

province [Canada],” Hamilton warned. “What can speak in plainer 
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difficult to contain within a single narrative thread. This is especially 

the case if you extend the focus beyond the thirteen British colonies 

declaring independence to non- Anglo settlements such as the new one 

in San Francisco. The Revolution itself was no war of religion, but reli-

gious categories framed and inspired it. Developing alongside the major 

themes of American independence was a dizzying host of visionary 

prophets, founders of immigrant congregations, and clashing Europeans 

and Indians. Still, the era of the American Revolution ushered in an 

unprecedented era of religious liberty, with cascading effects for the 

vitality and conflict in American religion.
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Chapter 4

The Era of the 
Second Great 

Awakening

By the year 1800, American Christianity, in tandem with the nation’s 

population, entered a new phase of westward growth and organization. 

The nation’s progress into the West displaced many Native Americans 

and precipitated the monumental Louisiana Purchase of 1803, by which 

the United States roughly doubled in size. Even before the Louisiana 

Purchase, white settlers surged into the Ohio River Valley region and 

the Deep South. By the 1840s, westward settlement spread out to 

California and the Oregon Territory, with people seeking gold and 

more farmland. Churches and itinerant pastors kept up with and even 

surpassed the pace of settlement, and they sometimes sought to address 

the plight of displaced Native Americans. Led by the Methodists and 

Baptists, churches socially organized the West on the ground level.

The Second Great Awakening was punctuated by massive revivals. 

These included its seminal event, the Cane Ridge Revival in Kentucky 

in 1801. Revivals often resulted in significant seasons of church growth. 

More than a series of revivals, the Second Great Awakening was also a 

process by which millions of Americans came into the fold of Christian 
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by the eve of the Civil War. Particularly across the frontier regions of 

the Ohio River and Mississippi River Valleys, restless and relentless 

leaders forged a new infrastructure for American religion. Fueled by 

bursts of revival, the pastors of the Methodists, Baptists, and many 

smaller denominations went from town to town starting new churches 

that would become the social and spiritual sinews of a growing nation. 

For lack of a better term, we call this sprawling organizational and 

revivalist process the Second Great Awakening. The leaders of that 

awakening were hardly satisfied with just building churches. They 

wanted to transform American society and evangelize the world.
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Chapter 5

Global and 
Domestic Missions

The early nineteenth century saw a great flowering of Protestant mis-

sions and social reform movements. As churches grew in influence, 

many leaders began to call on Christians to transform America’s cities, 

the American West, and even the “heathen” world with the gospel. 

The global aims of missionary leaders were nearly boundless. Yale 

College president Timothy Dwight addressed the American Board of 

Commissioners for Foreign Missions in 1813 and envisioned American 

missionaries dismantling the worldwide infrastructure of competing 

religions, including Catholicism. He envisioned a day when “the Rom-

ish cathedral, the mosque, and the pagoda, shall not have one stone 

left upon another . . . when the Popish, Mohammedan, Hindoo, and 

Chinesian worlds shall be created anew.”

Missions and social reform were hardly new concepts in American 

history. The founders of the seventeenth- century colonies often cited 

evangelism of Native Americans as one of their goals. And the Spanish 

and French Catholic colonists often did more to evangelize Indians 

than the Protestant colonies. New England’s Puritans wished to reform 

society according to Christian principles, including the ideals of charity 

and relief for the poor. Even the deist Benjamin Franklin took an interest 
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term did not necessarily mean entire abstinence, but in the mid-1800s it 

became increasingly common for Protestants to believe that an obedient 

Christian should never take a drink. The movement helped attach a new 

social stigma to drunkenness, and America’s per capita rate of alcohol 

consumption dropped significantly between the 1830s and 1850s.

By the mid-1800s, Americans had made significant advances in spread-

ing the Christian gospel, and the Bible itself, throughout America and 

around the world. They had also opened significant new fronts in battles 

against poverty, drunkenness, and lack of education. In the 1830s, the 

abolitionist movement— perhaps the most celebrated reform effort of 

the era— was just beginning. Many white northern Christians would 

also come to denounce slavery, but many other white Americans in 

the South and North saw the Bible as endorsing slavery. Most African 

American Christians, of course, had no doubt about the institution’s 

immorality and did whatever they could to undermine it. In time, this 

moral debate would feed the acrimony that finally led to the Civil War.
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Chapter 6

Slave Religion and 
Manifest Destiny

Most African slaves arrived in America with little to no background in 

Christianity, and white Christians made only slow evangelistic progress 

among African Americans before the American Revolution. By the 

1830s, however, the mass conversion of much of the African Ameri-

can population to some form of Christianity had begun. Baptists and 

Methodists made major inroads among African Americans, sometimes 

appointing African American men as pastors, exhorters, or elders. 

These black leaders, including the African Methodist Episcopal pastor 

Richard Allen and the Baptist pastor David George, were typically 

more effective than whites were at reaching African Americans. The 

specter of black conversions and black religious leadership was still 

frightening to some whites. The vitality of black Christianity set the 

stage for some of the worst outbreaks of racial violence in the ante-

bellum era.

White critics had worried that Christianizing African Americans, 

especially slaves, was dangerous. Doing so might give slaves notions 

about their rights as Christians and about God’s deliverance for those 

in bondage. Whites routinely saw religious factors behind slave upris-

ings. The 1822 Denmark Vesey rebellion was ostensibly centered in 
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Chapter 7

The Slavery 
Controversy and 

the Civil War

Abraham Lincoln, the skeptical son of Calvinist parents, used religious 

rhetoric to greater effect than any other American president. His Second 

Inaugural Address is teeming with biblical references. Perhaps his most 

intriguing religious allusion came in the Gettysburg Address (1863). 

In it, he anticipated that because of the Civil War “this nation under 

God shall have a new birth of freedom.” The concept of a nation “under 

God” may seem familiar, but what did a “new birth of freedom” mean? 

Lincoln was alluding to the new birth of conversion, or the experience 

of being “born again.” The term new birth was not quoted directly from 

the Bible but from evangelical sermons, such as George Whitefield’s 

“The Nature and Necessity of the New Birth.” Lincoln was positing that 

the carnage of the war represented America’s conversion experience. It 

was as if a nation, like a person, could be born again. The nation’s old 

self of slavery was dying; America was being born again into freedom.

Like the American Revolution, the Civil War was not a war of 

religion. More than most American wars, however, the Civil War was 

framed by religious belief. The intensity of Americans’ religious com-
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Chapter 8

Immigration 
and Religious 

Diversity

From the Civil War to the Great Depression, immigration was arguably 

the most transformative factor in American history. Immigration 

brought millions of people with ethnicities and faith traditions that 

were unfamiliar to white Protestant Americans. The movement of 

these masses into America, as well as people moving within Amer-

ica, demanded a response from churches. The remarkable life of the 

Italian immigrant Sister Blandina Segale, for example, illustrated how 

immigration presented challenges and opportunities for people of faith. 

Sister Blandina’s family emigrated from Genoa to Cincinnati, Ohio, 

around the time of the Civil War. When she was sixteen, she joined the 

Sisters of Charity in Cincinnati. The Sisters of Charity were a branch 

of a Catholic community originally founded in Maryland by Elizabeth 

Ann Seton. The entrepreneurial Sister Blandina was stationed at several 

missions throughout the West during the 1870s and ’80s. She started 

a school for Native American girls and a hospital for railroad workers 

in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Along the way, Sister Blandina became 

friends with the legendary outlaw Billy the Kid. In the mid-1890s, 
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Chapter 9

Evolution, Biblical 
Criticism, and 

Fundamentalism

Doubts about traditional Christian faith or the Bible were hardly new 

to post– Civil War America. But the trauma of the war itself, paired 

with evolutionary theory and higher criticism of the Bible, seemed to 

put unprecedented pressure on America’s heavily Christian culture. 

Christians in the post– Civil War era offered a wide range of responses 

to Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and the theory 

of evolution. The book posed the basic scientific question of whether 

species had continuously evolved over long periods of time into their 

current forms. Most professional scientists had accepted that compo-

nent of evolution by the mid- twentieth century. However, pastors and 

theologians, as well as some believing scientists, asked whether Darwin’s 

theory excluded God from the evolutionary process. Was evolution 

naturalistic by definition? Could it be reconciled with traditional belief? 

Some argued that Christians could fold evolution into their understand-

ings of the Bible and creation, just as Christians had once adjusted to 

heliocentrism, or the concept that the earth revolved around the sun.

Others were not sure about the validity of integrating evolution 
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being, modernism did seem ascendant in many of the large northern- 

dominated denominations. Traditionalism prevailed, however, in the 

Southern Baptist Convention, in Lutheran, Holiness, and Pentecostal 

denominations, and among the top leaders of the Roman Catholic 

Church. Of course, conservative theological opposition to modernism 

was hardly over. Within a half century of the Scopes Trial, it would be 

the modernist- led mainline denominations that seemed to be struggling 

for relevance and survival.
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Chapter 10

The Religious 
Challenges of 

the World Wars

The mass expansion of American business and industry following the 

Civil War led to a new era of American involvement in global affairs. 

America had prided itself in not being a colonizer, despite its conquest of 

northern Mexico in the 1840s. By the late 1800s, however, many believed 

that America was destined to guide the worldwide spread of Christian 

civilization. Some Americans, including William Jennings Bryan, still saw 

colonization— especially by military force— as antithetical to the spirit 

of Christianity. The great flashpoint of this debate came in 1899 when 

the United States annexed the Philippines. President William McKinley, 

a devout Methodist, reportedly told a group of his fellow Methodists 

that God had shown him that America needed to “educate the Filipinos, 

and uplift and civilize and Christianize them.” McKinley was hardly 

alone in this conviction about the divine purposes behind annexation. 

Senator Alfred Beveridge asserted that God had destined America to 

“administer government among savage and senile peoples” and to keep 

barbarism at bay. God had “marked the American people as His chosen 

nation to finally lead in the regeneration of the world.” Many missionary 

9780310586173_AmericasReligiousHistory_int_HC.indd   188 8/16/19   8:55 AM



America’s Religious History

204

In the wake of the war, as the horrors of it and the extermination 

wrought upon Europe’s Jews became more known, many Americans 

were left perplexed and adrift. Similarly to how Reinhold Niebuhr had 

urged theological humility and realism, post- Holocaust writers such 

as the Romanian Jew Elie Wiesel, an Auschwitz survivor who moved 

to the United States after the war, wondered about God’s silence. 

Where was God during the Nazis’ murderous rampage? In his book 

Night, translated into English in 1960, Wiesel wrote of the spiritual 

devastation wrought by the Nazis’ death camp: “Never shall I forget 

the little faces of the children, whose bodies I saw turned into wreaths 

of smoke beneath a silent blue sky. Never shall I forget those flames 

which consumed my faith forever. Never shall I forget that nocturnal 

silence which deprived me, for all eternity, of the desire to live. Never 

shall I forget those moments which murdered my God and my soul 

and turned my dreams to dust.”

The Depression, the world wars, and the Holocaust resulted in a loss 

of spiritual innocence for many as it did for Wiesel. The conclusion of 

World War II also left America as an economic and military superpower 

locked in a global struggle with the forces of Soviet communism, and 

the Cold War would come to exert a powerful influence on the shape 

of American religion and Americans’ sense of national purpose.
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Chapter 11

Civil Religion and 
the Cold War

The best- known religious figure of the post– World War II period was the 

evangelist Billy Graham. Graham’s gospel message was not substantially 

different from that of George Whitefield during the Great Awakening 

a couple centuries before. But Graham was deeply conditioned by his 

mid- twentieth- century context, not least the specter of the Cold War 

clash between Soviet communism and Western democracy. During 

the 1949 Los Angeles crusade that launched Graham to national fame, 

he preached in the shadow of President Truman’s announcement that 

Russians had successfully tested a nuclear weapon. This announcement 

crystallized the Soviet- American conflict like never before. America 

had a godly heritage, Graham told the audience, while the communists 

had “decided against God, against Christ, against the Bible, and against 

all religion. . . . Communism is a religion that is inspired, directed, and 

motivated by the Devil himself.” He warned the people of Los Angeles 

that they had many communist sympathizers among them. “In this 

moment I can see the judgment hand of God over Los Angeles,” he 

proclaimed. “I can see judgment about to fall.” Their only hope was in 

repentance and revival. Graham’s anticommunism was hardly unique. 

Many mainline Christians and Catholics agreed with it. The Catholic 
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remained the core message of his crusades, but the specifics of that 

preaching received relatively little media coverage after 1949. Graham 

would receive much more secular coverage for appearances at patriotic 

occasions and for his friendship with politicians, usually (though not 

exclusively) Republican ones, beginning with his fateful courtship of 

Dwight Eisenhower to run for office in 1952. Graham’s remarkable 

access to presidents from Eisenhower to George W. Bush helped other 

evangelicals envision permanent proximity to powerful politicians. It 

was an enticing prospect. A desire to acquire and sustain political 

influence became one of the distinguishing marks of white evangelicals.
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Chapter 12

Civil Rights and 
Church- State 
Controversy

The nearly universal popularity of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. today 

has obscured the prophetic confrontation and spiritual transcendence 

of civil rights leaders like King. That prophetic edge made the civil 

rights movement unpopular among many whites in the 1950s and ’60s. 

Southern white Christian responses to King mostly ranged from nervous 

reluctance about his cause to outright hatred for him. And the civil 

rights movement’s spiritual transcendence might seem peculiar to many 

Americans today if they recognized it.

Yet the spiritual vitality of civil rights helps to explain the violent 

reaction against it. King had no doubt about the spiritual nature of the 

movement. His own conversion experience into a civil rights stalwart 

came in early 1956. King had already begun to emerge as a major leader 

calling for an end to segregation in public facilities, knowing that his 

leadership entailed horrible risks and could lead to physical harm for 

his young family. As he endured endless insults and menacing warnings, 

he entered a crisis of faith. King came to realize that much of his faith 

was casual, inherited from the long family line of Baptist preachers in 
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evangelicals joined with mainliners, Catholics, and Jews in elevating 

American civil religion to a more heightened status than ever before 

in American history.

Yet the 1960s and ’70s gave conservative people of faith reasons 

to believe that their quasi- established status was under attack. Some 

whites were unsettled by the tactics of civil rights reformers. Others 

worried that the forces of “secular humanism,” as popular evangelical 

philosopher Francis Schaeffer called it, had forced prayer and the Bible 

out of schools and legalized abortion in Roe v. Wade. Traditionalists 

grasped for ways to retain their claim on American culture. Many of 

them, especially starting with the founding of the Moral Majority, 

would seek to do so through politics and the courts. Evangelicals still 

believed, however, that spiritual transformation remained the essential 

solution to Americans’ troubles. As Larry Norman put it in a 1972 song, 

“Why don’t you look into Jesus? He’s got the answer.”
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Chapter 13

The Christian 
Right and the 

Changing Face of 
American Religion

In 1976, it remained unclear exactly what form conservative Christian 

political alliances would take. Billy Graham had helped to secure the 

white evangelical nexus with the Republican Party starting in the early 

1950s. Yet many of Graham’s fellow white southern evangelicals remained 

attached to the Democrats’ traditional coalition, if they were politically 

active at all. Then in the aftermath of Richard Nixon’s resignation over 

Watergate, Democrats in 1976 nominated Georgia governor Jimmy 

Carter, one of the first evangelicals since William Jennings Bryan to run 

for president. The Baptist Carter did not mind telling reporters about 

his born again experience. Charles Colson, a convicted former Nixon 

aide and new evangelical believer, also helped to popularize evangelical 

conversion in his popular and controversial 1976 memoir Born Again. 

Newsweek pronounced 1976 the “year of the evangelical,” and suddenly 

it seemed that evangelicals were one of the nation’s hottest news stories. 
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founded the evangelical Patrick Henry College in Virginia in 1998, 

which catered to students from Christian homeschooling backgrounds.

Traditionalist Christians in the 1970s and ’80s vacillated in their 

stance toward dominant American society. The Moral Majority and 

the evangelical alliance with the Republican Party signaled a renewed 

establishmentarian impulse in which Christians sought to influence the 

political order and to bring their values back into the public sphere. Their 

record in the culture war battles was mixed. Roe v. Wade and decisions 

about teaching creation science suggested to conservative Christians that 

they were being pushed to the margins of American society. On those 

margins, some Christians built alternative schools and forged subcultural 

educational realms such as creation science and homeschooling. Overall, 

the educational and cultural changes of the post-1965 era left many 

Christian traditionalists wondering whether they should seek to reclaim 

the nation or retreat from a secular American Babylon.
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Chapter 14

Immigration, 
Religious 

Diversity, and the 
Culture Wars

Classic secularization theory once held that traditional religious belief 

would not survive in the modern world. As late as the 1960s, scholars 

such as the anthropologist Anthony F. C. Wallace contended that “the 

evolutionary future of religion is extinction” and that “belief in super-

natural powers is doomed to die out, all over the world.” The belief was 

that supernaturalism would become marginal and irrelevant as naturalist 

thought spread. Yet the late twentieth century dealt a severe blow to 

classic secularization theory, as the world saw global revitalization of 

traditionalist faith among Muslims, Hindus, Catholics, Protestants, 

and others.

Catholicism, for example, seemed locked into a modernizing shift 

with the changes introduced by Vatican II in the 1960s. Church officials 

and much of the Catholic laity, however, did not envision Vatican II 

as inaugurating a Catholicism tailored for modern sensibilities. In 
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changed his heart. Bush won the allegiance of Christian conservatives, 

who helped him defeat Gore in one of the narrowest presidential vic-

tories in American history.

Taking cues from evangelical professor and journalist Marvin 

Olasky, Bush as president emphasized “compassionate conservatism” 

and government partnerships with faith- based charitable organizations. 

But domestic issues would not define George W. Bush’s presidency. 

The threat of jihadist terrorism and war in the Middle East would be 

his signature concerns following the terrorist attacks in New York and 

Washington, DC, on September 11, 2001. Those attacks made the fear of 

Islamic terrorists one of the defining issues in early twenty- first- century 

American religion.
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epilogue

American Religion 
in the Twenty- 
First Century

Built in 1766, St. Paul’s Chapel of Trinity Church, New York City, 

stands across from the site of the 2001 attacks that destroyed the 

World Trade Center towers. The colonial- era structure miraculously 

survived the attacks almost unscathed. It became a quiet refuge of 

prayer, reflection, and rest for first responders and relief workers in the 

days after the attacks. Two centuries earlier, St. Paul’s had been the 

site of a worship service attended by George Washington on the day 

he became the first US president in 1789. The chapel thus reflected 

the enduring presence of faith and its vitality amid violence, from our 

nation’s earliest days to the travails of the culture war and controversy 

following 9/11. For most religious Americans, faith has remained a 

source of daily comfort and hope, even as public debates over religion 

grow more rancorous and sometimes menacing.

Yet the 9/11 attacks reframed American debates about religion and 

sharpened the concerns of many Americans about jihadist terrorism. 

America and Europe had dealt with Muslim- inspired terror for decades, 

including a 1993 bombing at the World Trade Center that killed six 
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sources of religious vitality have, undeniably, produced or overlapped 

with rhetorical rage and political combativeness and occasional outright 

violence, giving critics ample opportunity to attack American believ-

ers’ sincerity. Nevertheless, the intensity of American religious zeal 

shows little sign of waning. In the coming decades, we should expect 

Americans of differing faiths and of no faith in particular to continue 

clashing with one another over culture, belief, and the exercise of 

religion in all its forms.
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