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were also suspicious of Catholic rituals; in 

particular, the practice of venerating saints 

appeared idolatrous and heretical to them. 

Moreover, the practice of celibacy among Catholic 

priests and nuns spawned wild speculation about 

sexual indiscretions and other improper behaviors 

in monasteries and convents. These fears 

occasionally turned violent; for example, a mob 

burned down a convent in Charlestown, 

Massachusetts in 1838 because of an unfounded 

accusation that illegitimate babies, fathered by the 

priests, were buried beneath the building. Six 

years later, a struggle over the question of which 

translation of the Bible to use in schools resulted 

in a series of bloody riots. Anti-Catholicism 

persisted, but the Catholic community was 

bolstered by the heightened immigration of the 

nineteenth century and continued to grow.  

The steady flow of immigrants in the late 

nineteenth century also impacted the practice of 

Protestantism and Judaism. Between 1870 and 

1910, nearly 26 million people immigrated to the 

United States. In contrast to the immigrations 

before 1870 that brought mainly German, 

English, and Irish to the United States, this new 
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society. The debate was a response not only to 

contemporary advances in the natural and social 

sciences that seemed to challenge religious 

beliefs on matters such as the origins of human 

life, but also to the improved social standing of 

many Christians. On the one hand were so-called 

“modernists” or “liberal” theologians such as 

Henry Ward Beecher (1831-1887), who sought to 

reconcile religious belief with modern science. 

Beecher argued that religion concerned itself with 

“those things which are invisible,” while science 

considered tangible, visible aspects of the world. 

As a result, science and religion were mutually 

compatible. More than this: the discoveries of the 

former suggested the truth of the latter, since 

better medicine or social science, for example, 

could be seen as reflecting God’s will and 

ushering in the Kingdom of God. Beecher also 

sought to allay the anxieties of the new urban 

middle class by preaching a gospel of “virtuous 

wealth.” Several aspects of a nascent religious 

liberalism thus emerge: a tendency to link the 

natural realm with the Kingdom of God; a 

tendency to find the core of Christianity in its 

ethical teachings rather than in its traditional 

beliefs; and a tendency to view the supernatural in 

terms of a somewhat romanticized view of Nature. 

On the other hand, figures such as Dwight L. 

Moody (1837-1899) and the Princeton Seminary 

scholar J. Gresham Machen (1881-1937) rejected 

these liberal efforts to re-interpret Christianity in 

light of modern knowledge. They held fast to what 

they called “the fundamentals” of biblical 

inerrancy (the belief that the scriptures are an 

absolutely reliable record of historical events and 

should be taken literally on matters such as the 

origins of human life), the authenticity of 
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some estimates, ten percent of these slaves 

practiced the Muslim faith before their 

enslavement. Because American slave owners 

prevented non-Christian religious practices, no 

lasting Islamic communities developed during 

that time. Near the end of the nineteenth century, 

however, a relatively large influx of Arab 

immigrants began to arrive on American shores; 

most were Lebanese Christians, but some 

Lebanese and Syrian Muslims settled here as 

well. By 1914, about a hundred thousand Arabic-

speaking immigrants had arrived in the United 

States. This group was followed by a second wave 

of primarily Lebanese immigrants who settled in 

Dearborn, Michigan, and Quincy, Massachusetts 

after World War I.  Muslim immigration 

increased after World War II as American 

universities and businesses began an 

unprecedented period of expansion. It was not 

until the immigration reform of the 1960s, 

however, that large numbers of Muslim 

immigrants settled in the United States and 

gained citizenship.  

By this time a unique religious movement known 

as the Nation of Islam had risen to prominence 

among some African Americans. (“African 

American” is a term used in the United States to 

describe black Americans generally, many of 

whom  are descended from slaves, not merely 

Americans who immigrated from Africa.) 

Founded in 1930 by Wallace Fard and led by Elijah 

Muhammad from 1934 until his death in 1975, the 

Nation of Islam synthesized principles and 

practices of Christianity, Islam, freemasonry and 
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his day. During the 1820s and 1830s in western 

New York, a wide range of Christians were 

participating in revivals in an effort to purify the 

Christian religion. Smith was very much a part of 

this movement: his translation of the Book of 

Mormon and his efforts at founding a new church 

reflected the desire to purify and renew the 

Christian community. Shortly after the 

publication of the Book of Mormon, Smith and his 

small band of followers relocated to Kirtland, 

Ohio. Here Smith received further revelations 

outlining Mormon doctrine and worship, which 

he outlined in The Doctrine and the Covenants.  

Although still a small group in the 1830s, 

Mormons had missionary success in Ohio, 

Missouri, and Illinois. As membership grew, 

however, so did criticism of the group’s beliefs. 

Most Protestant and Catholic Christians 

considered Mormons outside the Christian fold. 

Protestants objected principally to the idea that 
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the founding principles of the United States, 

taken together with its subsequent history, have 
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occurred as a consequence of religious discord. Yet 

religious violence has rarely erupted in the 

United States. While religious disputes in the 

United States have indeed been bitter at times, 

the equal protection of all faiths before the law 

has fostered religious peace. Crucially, this 

tolerant attitude typical of Americans has not, for 

the most part, weakened or undermined their 

religious convictions. Today in the United States, 

the majority of believers of all faiths understand 

their particular traditions to truly express the 

religious dimension of human existence, even as 

they respect (or at least tolerate) alternative 

traditions. In other words, the religious beliefs of 

most Americans have not atrophied as a result of 

pluralism. 

Civil religion has also contributed greatly to the 

success of pluralism in the United States. This 

somewhat abstract concept refers to the honor and 

devotion that Americans have for their country. It 

is perhaps helpful to think of civil religion as a 

form of patriotic nationalism couched in religious 

terms; along such lines, Americans tend to 

understand their civic lives as complementary to 

their religious lives. At its best, civil religion is a 

genuine apprehension of universal and 

transcendent reality as mediated through the 

experience of the American people. There are 

many examples of civil religion in American life: 

American currency bears the phrase “In God We 

Trust;” the Supreme Court begins its sessions 

with the invocation “God save this honorable 

Court;” the hymn “God Bless America” (written by 

Irving Berlin, a Jewish composer born in Russia) 

is a favored national song. This conflation of 

religious symbols and civil tradition has played a 

role in smoothing over the tensions between the 

varieties of Protestantism, Catholicism, and 

Judaism. Furthermore, the promotion of national 

unity through civil religion has touched those who 

practice non-Western religions. Thus Muslims, 

Hindus, and Buddhists who pledge their loyalty to 

the American social and political system—though 

not necessarily uncritically—will continue to gain 

acceptance in society. 

The contemporary reality in some Western 

European countries sheds further light on the 

American situation. While the countries of 

Western Europe all have long histories with 

established religion, their populations have very 

low rates of church affiliation. The point here is 

not to argue for a direct causal relationship 

between religious decline and religious 

establishment, although many thinkers have 
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