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Introduction

“Faithfulness to history is the beginning of creative wisdom.”
—Josiah Royce, The Spirit of Modern Philosophy (1892).1

We study our own history in order to know ourselves better.
Knowing our own history, being faithful to it, is a difficult process
that brings with it several challenges, including trying to “get it
right” based on the sources that are available. But this is not simply
a matter of data and interpretation; our attitude towards the past
helps or hinders the process. Sometimes a nostalgia for what we
imagine as a better time drives the pursuit of reconstructing the past.
Alternatively, there is a danger in seeking to tell a story of triumphant
progress, in which the past is judged as inferior but as necessarily
building to a present, more glorious era. The writing of this book
is motivated neither by nostalgia nor the desire to judge the past in
favor of the present. Instead, this book is premised on the idea that
in reconstructing the history of Christian thought in America, we

1. Josiah Royce, The Spirit of Modern Philosophy (New York: Norton, 1967), p. viii.
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tell ourselves a story about who we are and we begin to imagine
possibilities for the future. And, as the American philosopher Josiah
Royce noted at the end of the nineteenth century, history can yield a
kind of wisdom that is informed by past traditions but still open to an
unknown future. The story of Christian thought in America is, above
all else, a story of soulful struggle.

Scope of the Book

There are several expansive histories of religion in America—some
now rightfully considered classics because of their thorough and
informed treatment of the material.2 For several decades, these
histories tended to take Christianity, and more specifically Protestant
Christianity, as their singular focus. More recent works take an
inclusive approach, with an eye toward the pluralism of religions in
America as well as attention to the Native American traditions that
pre-date the arrival of the colonists in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. Alternatively, there are also now available studies of
religion in America that are very narrow in how they circumscribe
their subject, drawing out a specific theological trajectory
(evangelical, liberal, nature-centered, etc.) or focusing on the
experiences of a particular group (African-Americans, Catholic
Americans, etc.). Solid in their scholarship, these works tend to be
either too large or too specialized for a reader looking for an
accessible introduction. This book offers a brief introduction to the
history of Christian thought in America, with suggestions for further
reading and study. Drawing upon the available resources and
scholarship in the field, we hope here both to satisfy an initial interest
in the subject as well as encourage further pursuit.

2. See bibliography at end of chapter for some examples.
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As a short history of Christian thought in America, this book does
not attempt to address the rich diversity of religions in America,
although it does explore the diversity within Christian culture,
including some of the denominational splits and schisms that
developed for theological and other reasons. In keeping with its
influence within the American context, Protestantism receives the
lion’s share of attention. However we will also attend to relevant
developments in Catholic thought.3 To those who would seek a
narrow definition of what counts as Christianity, some of the
religious groups and movements included and described in these
pages may raise an eyebrow. We have chosen to approach
Christianity in broad terms and with an eye toward how a movement
or group understood itself. Therefore Unitarians as well as Mormons
(Church of Latter-Day Saints) and some of the new religious
movements that emerged in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
are included in this story because they have played an important role
historically in the American context and many remain significant.

The term “America” has received critical attention in recent years
and has been rightfully scrutinized. While we will briefly explore
some of the contours of Native American thought in general, since
this is a history about Christian thought in America their main role in
this tale is as part of the colonists’ mission to the Indians, often with
tragic outcomes. We use “American” here not as a geographic term
(which would include North and South America) but as indicating
that constructed identity of the people that came to be known
politically as the United States. Indeed, one of our aims here is to
explore how struggles within Christian culture were precisely part of
the construction of that identity over generations.4

3. As will be later noted, many difficult choices had to be made in keeping this history brief. One
of those choices was to not treat Orthodox traditions in America.

4. Michael Walzer begins his essay on “What is an American?” by referring to Horace Kallen’s
comment that “The United States . . . has a peculiar anonymity” precisely because the term
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This book focuses on the history of Christian thought, and in
doing so necessarily privileges intellectual traditions, drawing upon
published sermons, theological tracts and philosophical treatises. It
explores theological debates and developments more than doctrine
and practice. It also examines how American Christians have
understood themselves, their faith and their obligations, and the effect
this has had on their understanding of what it meant to be an
American. As E. Brooks Holifield noted in Theology in America,
this kind of theology-centered focus goes against the grain of most
of the recent work in the rich field of American religious history,
which has turned “away from literate elites, the history of ideas, the
abstractions of intellectuals and the activities of leaders” but which
has also “produced a rich bounty of knowledge about lived religion.”5

There has been a marked shift in interest from intellectual to social
history, and even, recently, to work in the material culture aspect of
religion in America.6 However, the articulation and development of
Christian thought in American history is a fascinating story, one that
is relevant to religion as it was “lived” and one that is of interest to
many now.

“American” does not designate a particular people ethnically or otherwise. Walzer concludes
that the term “provides no reliable information about the origins, histories, connections, or
cultures of those whom it designates.” See What it Means to be An American (Marsilio Reprint,
1996), pp. 23-24.

5. E. Brooks Holifield, Theology in America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), p. viii;
emphasis added.

6. The Material History of American Religion Project, based at the Divinity School of Vanderbilt
University, is the outcome of this recent emphasis on material culture. The project’s website,
which can be found at http://www.materialreligion.org/index.html includes links to relevant
articles and on-going scholarship; accessed April 15, 2015. See also Colleen McDannell’s
Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1995).
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Goals of this Book

There is much that is curious and even bizarre in the history of
Christian thought in America and much that will seem familiar. In
telling a story, a writer must make choices about what to include
and what to leave out, what to accentuate and underscore and what
to downplay or deemphasize. We have in mind four goals in
emphasizing certain themes, figures and moments in this particular
rendering of that story. First, as mentioned above, we hope to convey
to the reader a sense of the diversity of Christian thought in American
history. While some theological viewpoints attained a status of
orthodoxy, from the very beginnings of this country there has been
debate and dissent, and even the emergence of what is called the
process of denominationalism, in which a group has left an established
church, reorganized and renamed themselves as a new church. There
has also been intolerance of that diversity, often expressed as
assertions of orthodoxy, sometimes with harmful results for the
dissenters. Many observers have identified the fact of the rich
religious diversity as one of the things that is unique and
tremendously significant about religion in America. William
Hutchison has argued that religious diversity in this country, even
when it wasn’t a fact was often an ideal espoused by Americans,
something hoped for, desired and protected.7 Hutchison, as others
have, usefully distinguishes between the concepts of diversity and
pluralism: while diversity is an observable reality, pluralism is the
acceptance and even encouragement of diversity.8 In emphasizing the
diversity of Christian thought in America, we hope that the reader
comes away with a picture of that history, not as a monolith but of

7. See William R. Hutchison’s Religious Pluralism in America: The Contentious History of a Founding
Ideal (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003).

8. Ibid., p. 1.
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many and different groups and their stories, often contending and
almost always struggling. While such an approach runs the risk of
seeming fractured and discontinuous, it is preferable to an overly
pristine, too generalized story about Christians in America.

Second, we hope to capture the vibrancy of Christian thought
in America. It is a tradition (if it is even possible to speak in the
singular) that from the very beginning has been enlivened with a
sense of the new and even the experimental. Sidney Mead, in an
influential collection of essays, borrowed a phrase from John Clarke
in describing Christianity in America as the “Lively Experiment.”9

Even when American Christians looked to the past, as we see in
movements that understood themselves as restorationist, they did so
in a spirit of trying to make the present better, because of a cultural
sensibility attuned to ideals and opened to possibilities. Ralph Waldo
Emerson exemplified this spirit in its extreme form; he encouraged
Americans to think for themselves and to throw off the dusty
overcoat of European thought.10 But this spirit can be found even
in thinkers who would have vehemently disagreed with Emerson
on many issues. The idea of America seems to have inspired a sense
of the new and this spirit has been expressed in different Christian
movements and groups historically.

This book aims to provide its readers with a sense of the individuals
who have been prominent in the history of Christian thought in
America. It explores their personalities, insights, and aspirations
within their particular context. In this way, this book is as much
about individual Americans as it is about Christianity. Often driven

9. Sidney E. Mead, The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christianity in America (New York:
Harper & Row, 1963).

10. See, especially, what Lawrence Alan Rosenwald has called Emerson’s “three great proclamations
of the 1830s”: Nature (1836), “American Scholar” (1837) and the Divinity School Address
(1837). Rosenwald’s assessment is part of his entry on Emerson in A Companion to American
Thought, eds. Richard Wightman Fox and James T. Kloppenberg (Oxford: Blackwells, 1998),
205.
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by deep religious sensibilities, whether in imagining a certain ideal
of Christianity or in reacting to what they understood as a problem
within the Christian or wider culture of their day, our third goal
in this book it to share the stories of individual personalities (leaders
of movements, theologians, pastors but also lay men and women),
their views, and their roles in shaping the history of Christianity
in America. The dynamic cast of characters includes John Cotton,
Anne Hutchinson and William Penn; Jonathan Edwards, George
Whitefield and Phyllis Wheatley; Charles G. Finney, Thomas
Jefferson and Richard Allen; Joseph Smith, Ann Lee, Abraham
Lincoln, Mary Baker Eddy, D.L. Moody and Walter Rauschenbusch;
Dorothy Day and Martin Luther King Jr., the Niebuhr brothers and
Rosemary Radford Ruether among many, many others.

Finally, this book aims to develop a sense of the history of the
story of Christian thought in America. That entails more than just
moving chronologically. This is a story that unfolds, where events
and ideas respond to a particular context and draw upon earlier events
and ideas. It is a story that has some lines of continuity but also
some elements of discontinuity as movements died out and as times
changed. While we hope to bring that history alive to the reader,
it is important to also keep in mind that their times were different
from our time and to appreciate those differences even while we
experience sympathy or kinship across the generations.

Recurring Themes: Reflecting on Religion in America

“What then is the American, this new man?” This question was posed
by a Frenchman who emigrated and eventually became an American
citizen, J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur. In Letters from an American

Farmer (1782), Crevecoeur suggested the beginnings of an answer
based on his observations of cultural mixing and the significance of
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the land for the new inhabitants. His conclusions were extremely
optimistic, emphasizing “newness” and possibility:

He is an American, who, leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices
and manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has
embraced, the new government he obeys, and the new rank he
holds. . . . Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of
men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in
the world.11

Many thoughtful people, both insiders and outsiders to the culture,
have attempted to answer the question “What is the American?” The
novelty of the idea of “America” seems to invite such speculation.
Here, we want to share with you some observations that have been
made about American culture and about the religious life of
Americans. These are some of the themes with which the following
story of Christian thought in America will be engaged.

An early observer of American culture, Alexis de Tocqueville,
remarked that the “religious atmosphere” of the United States was
one of the first things to strike him upon his arrival.12 More than
one hundred years later, another critic of American culture, the
pop singer David Bowie, would comment, sardonically, “God is an
American.”13 This sense of a “divine mission,” that God is “on our
side,” is one of the recurring themes throughout American history,
as De Tocqueville and Bowie, both outsiders, astutely observed. This
sentiment may at first glance appear merely to be cultural hubris.
However it draws upon the long-standing tradition of the idea of
the covenant in Judeo-Christian teachings. Genesis and Exodus tell
the stories of the first covenants, with Noah, with Abraham and

11. Jean de Crevecoeur, excerpt from Letters from an American Farmer in New World Metaphysics, ed.
Giles Gunn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), p. 136.

12. De Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1835), page 295. Quoted in http://xroads.virginia.edu
/~HYPER /DETOC /religion /intro.html; accessed April 15, 2015.

13. David Bowie, “I’m Afraid of Americans,” Earthling (New York: Looking Glass Studio, 1997).
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Moses; the prophet Jeremiah also expressed this covenant theology,
emphasizing the unique and sacred relationship between God and the
people: “You shall be my people, and I will be your God” (Jeremiah
30:22).

In the American context, the best example of this sense of a divine
mission can probably be found in a now famous sermon preached
in 1630 by John Winthrop aboard the flagship Arbella. Winthrop
was not a minister but a lawyer, and the first governor of the
Massachusetts Bay colony. The sense of a divine mission emboldened
the newcomers but also brought with it a heavy sense of
responsibility, to each other and to the world:

Wee must delight in eache other, make others Condicions our owne
reioyce together, mourne together, labour, and suffer together, allwayes
having before our eyes our Commission and Community in the worke
. . . the Lord will be our God and delight to dwell among us, as his owne
people and will commaund a blessing upon us in all our wayes, soe that
we shall see much more of his wisdome power godnes and truthe then
formerly wee have beene acquainted with, wee shall finde that the God
of Israell is among us, when tenn of us shall be able to resist a thousand
of our enemies, when hee shall make us a prayse and glory, that men
shall say of succeeding plantacions: the lord make it like that of New
England.14

Winthrop went on to articulate how they understood their mission,
utilizing a metaphor from the Gospel of Matthew that has continued
to have deep resonances for many Americans and that is frequently
used with great rhetorical flourish in a variety of theological and
political contexts: “Wee shall be as a Citty upon a Hill, the eies
of all people are upon us; soe that if wee shall deale falsely with
our god in this worke wee have undertaken and soe cause him to
withdrawe his present help from us, wee shall be made a story and a

14. John Winthrop, “A Modell of Christian Charity,” excerpt from Gunn, New World Metaphysics,
p. 53 [sic].
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by-word through the world.”15 This sentiment, that God has a special
relationship with America as a nation and as a people, has profound
implications for American religious self-understanding, ranging from
a deep sense of responsibility to a sense of divine mandate, often over
and against a perceived enemy or threat.

The belief that “God is on our side” presupposes a community
or collective identity. However, Americans have tended to place an
elevated status on the individual in almost all realms of life, including
the religious. Some have argued that this is one of the enduring
influences of Protestantism on the culture while others have argued
that American culture has from the beginning so emphasized
individualism that it had an impact on the development of
Protestantism. In a compelling sociological analysis of America in the
middle of the twentieth century, Robert Bellah argued that a strong
sense of individualism has so deeply saturated religious life that it
threatens the health of our civic life as well as our ability to make
sense of things.16 Almost one hundred years before Bellah, William
James surveyed the wide variety of religious experience and deduced
several shared “marks” or features. A reader of James’s sometimes wild
compendium, The Varieties of Religious Experience, is struck with how
chock full of individuals it is. There is very little mention of the
communal aspect of life, religious or otherwise.17 While James does
not claim that his project is an analysis of religion in America only,

15. Ibid., p. 53. See Matthew 5:14 for the reference to the “city on a hill.” See Perry Miller’s essay
“Errand into the Wilderness” (1952) for a now classic analysis of Winthrop’s sermon and the
general mood of discontent in the second generation in Errand Into the Wilderness (Harvard
University Press, 1996). Ronald Reagan revitalized the metaphor in a speech given in 1974 at
the First Conservative Political Action Conference.

16. Robert N. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life
(Oakland: University of California Press, 1985); see especially chapter nine.

17. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (New York:
Penguin Books, 1983). This observation about James’ approach was made as early as 1912 by
his friend and colleague Josiah Royce (in Royce’s Sources of Religious Insight, put back into print
by Catholic University Press in 2001), and, more recently, by Charles Taylor in The Varieties of
Religion Today (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), p. 4.
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it is telling that this important American thinker focused on how
religious life was experienced by the individual.

This emphasis on the individual can yield a turning inward, so that
the primary concern is with the state of one’s own soul. However,
Christianity in America has had a robust history of turning outward,
a concern with getting the word out and spreading the good news,
at home and abroad. American Christianity has been marked by a
deep evangelical impetus. Mark Noll, a scholar who works on the
history and influence of evangelical thought and culture, offers the
following, useful definition for evangelicalism: “the form of modern
Protestantism characterized by a stress on conversion, the bible as
supreme religious authority, activism manifest especially in efforts to
spread the Christian message, and a focus on Christ’s death on the
cross as the defining reality of Christian faith.”18 This evangelical
impetus has been nurtured and has thrived in the American context
and is one of the fascinating trajectories that can be traced in the
history of Christian thought in America.

A spirit of social reform has also marked the history of Christian
thought in the American context. This spirit reaches as far back as
the Puritan zeal to have a tight social order in which church and
state were twined.19 The desire to “Christianize” the social order
has manifested itself in a variety of reform movements, including
anti-slavery and temperance in the nineteenth century, and debates
about abortion and homosexuality more recently.20 The social gospel

18. Mark Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2002), p. 565. Noll attributes this way of delineating evangelicalism to the
British historian David W. Bebbington, p. 5. For a short but dense and very helpful description
of evangelicalism, see Noll’s entry in the Blackwell’s Companion to American Thought, pp.
221-223.

19. Martin Marty, Pilgrims in Their Own Land (New York: Penguin, 1984), p. 64.
20. Robert Abzug deftly explores the connection between the spirit of reform and the “religious

imagination” of Americans in the antebellum period in Cosmos Crumbling (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994).
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movement associated with Walter Rauschenbusch, which will be
explored in later chapters of the book, exemplifies this spirit of
activism and reform but Rauschenbusch’s words capture the general
desire to institute the Kingdom of God on earth: “The Kingdom of
God is humanity organized according to the will of God.”21 Enacting
and organizing the kingdom has meant attention to education, family
life, sexuality, medicine, political, and economic institutions.

The desire to Christianize American society has sometimes come
into conflict with another reigning value that has been tremendously
significant in the history of Christian thought in the nation: religious
liberty. As the first president, George Washington received letters
from several religious groups expressing concern about the status of
their liberties. He promised that “no one would be more zealous than
myself to establish effectual barriers against the horrors of spiritual
tyranny, and every species of religious persecution” and went on
to clarify his own views on the matter: “Every man, conducting
himself as a good citizen, and being accountable to God alone for
his religious opinions, ought to be protected in worshipping the
Deity according to the dictates of his own conscience.”22 The goal of
maintaining a separation of church and state, as implied by the First
Amendment in the Bill of Rights, was the product of an important
conversation among the founders about what the status of
Christianity would be in the new republic. Variations on that theme
and its attendant issues can be found at different points, including

21. From Walter Rauschenbusch’s A Theology for the Social Gospel (1917), excerpted in Gunn, New
World Metaphysics, p. 347. See also the discussion of the social gospel movement in the context
of a much larger project on American liberal theology in Gary Dorrien’s The Making of
American Liberal Theology: Imagining Progressive Religion: 1805-1900 (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox Press, 2001), especially chapter five.

22. George Washington, “Reply to an Address Sent by the General Committee of the United
Baptist Churches in Virginia, May, 1789”; excerpted in A Documentary History of Religion in
America to 1877, eds. Edwin Gaustad and Mark A. Noll, third ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2003), p. 247.
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recent debates about prayer in schools, federal support for “church-
based” initiatives, and the religious status of the pledge of allegiance,
but also more general discussions about American culture, religious
belief and its relevance to the public sphere.

Religious disestablishment, the doctrine that the state would not
officially support any religious organization, did not automatically
follow on the heels of the revolution.23 It did, however, lead to
the crucial phenomenon of voluntarism, the idea that membership
in a church or other religious organization could not be compelled
but must be voluntary. It is difficult to overstate the impact this
has had on religious life in America. One historian of religion in
America puts it this way: “America was the first country where one
could elect a ‘community of memory’—in effect, where one could
choose a past in the form of affiliation with a religious community.”24

The degree to which Americans are free to choose their religious
affiliation(s), especially in contemporary culture, is one of the unique
and fascinating aspects of the story of religion in America in general
and American Christianity in particular.

As you move through the following chapters, we hope that you
will see these themes emerging: the tensions between newness and
tradition, the strengths and weaknesses of exceptionalism in
American Christian thought, the push and pull of individualistic and
communal conceptions of religion, and the ways in which American
Christianity contributed to the American project and social reform.
But we have been careful not to be too heavy-handed in articulating
even these themes. We have tried to tell the story in as open a

23. Only in 1833 did Massachusetts disestablish the Congregational Church.
24. Peter W. Williams, America’s Religions: Traditions and Cultures (Champaign: University of

Illinois Press, 1998), p. 174. For a short but useful description of the connections between
disestablishment, voluntarism and the spirit of revival, see Randall Balmer and Lauren F.
Winner’s Protestantism in America (New York: Columba University Press, 2002), especially pp.
48-50.
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fashion as we could. We consciously do not offer original theses
about the material covered and purposefully avoid weighing in on
historiographical or theological debates. Of course, the material that
we chose to cover and the ways in which we write about it will by
necessity shape the story in certain ways, but our hope is that the
reader will be able to use this introduction for her/his own purposes.
Above all, we hope that the reader will find this dynamic story of
the history of Christian thought in America is as fascinating and
engrossing as we do.

For Further Reading

General histories of religion in America: The classic and comprehensive
study (at over 1000 pages) is Sydney Ahlstrom’s A Religious History

of the American People (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972);
another classic, and one of the first attempts at writing a more
inclusive history, is Will Herberg, Protestant-Catholic-Jew: An Essay

in American Religious Sociology [1955] (Reprinted by University of
Chicago Press, 1983); Martin Marty’s Pilgrims in Their Own Land

(New York: Penguin Books, 1984) is a highly readable 200 pages;
Richard E. Wentz takes a tradition-centered approach in Religion

in the New World: The Shaping of Religious Traditions in the United

States (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1990) with chapters
on specific traditions (e.g. Reformed, Lutheran, Roman Catholic,
Methodist; Jewish, Eastern Orthodox, African-American, etc.). More
recently, Catherine Albanese follows this format in her well-
respected textbook, America: Religions and Religion, fifth edition
(Belmont, CA: Cengage Learning, 2013), which has been lauded for
its treatment of pluralism as well as its discussion of the meaning of
“religion” in the opening chapter; Peter W. Williams offers a very
detailed account in America’s Religions: Traditions and Cultures, third
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ed. (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2008) as does Mark
Noll in Christianity in the United States and Canada (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1992); finally, The Religious History of America: The Heart

of the American Story from Colonial Times to Today, updated by Edwin
Gaustad and Leigh Schmidt and published by Harper San Francisco
in 2002, offers a thorough and accessible account.

Collections of original sources: Mark Noll and Edwin Gaustad’s two-
volume collection, A Documentary History of Religion in America third
ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003) is indispensable; the collection
includes a wide variety of writings, including sermons, tracts, letters,
speeches, etc. For a more recent anthology, see American Religions:

A Documentary History, ed. R. Marie Griffith (Oxford: Oxford
University Press), 2007. Giles Gunn’s New World Metaphysics

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981) has a somewhat literary slant
and includes a set of materials about early European reflections on
the new world. More specifically, The Great Awakening: Documents

Illustrating the Crisis and Its Consequences, eds. Alan Heimert and Perry
Miller (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co, 1967) is helpful (but also
now out of print); American Catholic Religious Thought: The Shaping

of a Theological and Social Tradition, Edited by Patrick W. Carey
(Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1987; second edition published by Marquette
University Press in 2004) includes chapters on, and excerpts from the
writings of, Orestes Bronson, Isaac Thomas Hecker, John Ireland,
Dorothy Day and John Courtney Murray, among others. With a
focus on American religious women, see the collection entitled In

Our Own Voices: Four Centuries of American Women’s Religious

Writings, eds. Rosemary Skinner Keller and Rosemary Radford
Ruether (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000).

Specific Treatments with a Topical Focus: Several accounts look
specifically at the theological and philosophical issues relevant to
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Christian thought in America, including E. Brooks Holifield,
Theology in America: Christian Thought from the Age of the Puritans

to the Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003) and
Mark Noll, America’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). Tracing the trajectory of
liberal theology, Gary Dorrien offers a masterful account in his three-
volume work on The Making of American Liberal Theology published
by Westminster John Knox Press—Vol. 1: Imagining Progressive

Religion 1805-1900 (2001), Vol. 2: Idealism, Realism and Modernity

1900-1950 (2003), Vol. 3: Crisis, Irony and Postmodernity 1950-2005

(2006). For the evangelical trajectory, see George Marsden,
Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth-

Century Evangelicalism 1870-1925 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1980). Also of interest may be Randall Balmer and Lauren F.
Winner’s Protestantism in America (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2002). Some authors have approached American religious
thought by focusing on particular thinkers; an excellent example
of this is William Clebsch, American Religious Thought: A History

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, Midway Reprint, 1973) with
chapters on Edwards, Emerson and William James; see also Makers of

Christian Theology in America, eds. Mark G. Toulouse and James O.
Duke (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997) with dozens of short entries
on a wide array of thinkers. Finally, and also of potential interest,
is the series of handsome texts written by experts for young adult
readers published by Oxford University Press, entitled “Religion in
American Life” and edited by Jon Butler and Harry S. Stout,
including John H. Erickson on Orthodox Christians in America (1999),
Albert J. Raboteau on African-American Religion (1999), James T.
Fisher on Catholics on America (2000) and Mark Noll on Protestants

in America (2000). For an emphasis on the theme of nature, see
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Catherine Albanese, Nature Religion in America: From the Algonkian

Indians to the New Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990).
On the idea of “chosenness” and other important cultural

metanarratives, see the compelling treatment in Richard T. Hughes
Myths America Lives By (Champaign: University of Illinois Press,
2004). See also Ernest Lee Turveson’s Redeemer Nation: The Idea of

America’s Millennial Role. Midway Reprint. (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1980). For a collection of primary texts on this theme,
see God’s New Israel: Religious Interpretations of American Destiny, ed.
Conrad Cherry. Rev. and updated. (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1998).

As mentioned in the chapter, the classic treatment of the impact
of individualism on contemporary American religious life is Robert
Bellah et al.’s Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in

American Life (originally published in 1985 and reissued with a new
preface by the University of California Press in 2007).

Two helpful texts address the fact of religious pluralism in America,
but in different ways. Diana Eck, A New Religious America: How a

“Christian Country” Has Become the World’s Most Religiously Diverse

Nation (New York: Harper Collins, 2001) has chapters on Hindus,
Buddhists, and Muslims and a general discussion of America as multi-
religious. Engaging similar issues but at a more theoretical level see
the collection Retelling U.S. Religious History, Edited by Thomas
A. Tweed (Oakland: University of California Press, 1997) in which
an impressive gathering of scholars challenge the idea of a grand
narrative of religion in America and suggest new approaches in terms
of race, gender, economics and sexuality, among others.
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