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The Christmas Story
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In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that the whole empire should
be registered.  This first registration took place while Quirinius was governing Syria. So
everyone went to be registered, each to his own town.

And Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee, to Judea, to the city
of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and family line of
David, to be registered along with Mary, who was engaged to him and was pregnant.
While they were there, the time came for her to give birth. Then she gave birth to her
firstborn Son, and she wrapped Him snugly in cloth and laid Him in a feeding trough—
because there was no room for them at the inn.

In the same region, shepherds were staying out in the fields and keeping watch at
night over their flock. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the
Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Don’t be
afraid, for look, I proclaim to you good news of great joy that will be for all the people:
today a Savior, who is Messiah the Lord, was born for you in the city of David. This will
be the sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped snugly in cloth and lying in a manger.”

Suddenly there was a multitude of the heavenly host with the angel, praising God
and saying, “ Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to people He
favors!”

When the angels had left them and returned to heaven, the shepherds said to one
another, “Let’s go straight to Bethlehem and see what has happened, which the Lord has
made known to us.”

 They hurried off and found both Mary and Joseph, and the baby who was lying in
the feeding trough. After seeing them, they reported the message they were told about
this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But
Mary was treasuring up all these things in her heart and meditating on them.The shep-
herds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had seen and heard, just as they
had been told.

When the eight days were completed for His circumcision, He was named JESUS—
the name given by the angel before He was conceived. And when the days of their
purification according to the law of Moses were finished, they brought Him up to Jerusa-
lem to present Him to the Lord (just as it is written in the law of the Lord: Every firstborn
male will be dedicated to the Lord and to offer a sacrifice (according to what is stated in
the law of the Lord: a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons).

Merry Christmas
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There was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon.
This man was righteous and devout, looking forward to Israel’s
consolation, and the Holy Spirit was on him. It had been re-
vealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death
before he saw the Lord’s Messiah. Guided by the Spirit, he
entered the temple complex. When the parents brought in the
child Jesus to perform for Him what was customary under the
law, Simeon took Him up in his arms, praised God, and said,
“Now, Master, You can dismiss Your slave in peace, accord-
ing to Your word.  For my eyes have seen Your salvation. You

have prepared it in the presence of all peoples—a light for
revelation to the Gentiles and glory to Your people Israel.”

His father and mother were amazed at what was being
said about Him. Then Simeon blessed them and told His
mother Mary, “Indeed, this child is destined to cause the fall
and rise of many in Israel and to be a sign that will be op-
posed—and a sword will pierce your own soul—that the
thoughts of many hearts may be revealed.”

—Luke 2:1-35, Christian Standard Bible

For the Advancement of the
Christian Faith
by Paul Johnson

When Abraham Lincoln called Americans “the almost
chosen people,” he used an apt phrase, as valid now as when
he coined it a hundred and forty years ago. It perfectly ex-
presses the close but at the same time slightly uneasy relation-
ship between the American republic and the religious spirit.
That the Americans are exceptional in their attitude to religion
is obvious to all, and never more so than today. But visitors
from old Europe are struck by the way in which high church
attendance and an often blatant religiosity coexist with the
passionate pursuit of materialism. They are inclined to agree
with Cotton Mather, who made the point as long ago as 1702
while documenting what he termed “Christ’s great deeds in
America” that “religion brought forth prosperity, and the
daughter destroyed the mother....There is danger lest the
enchantments of this world make them forget their errand
into the wilderness.”

The notion of a chosen but flawed people is directly re-
lated to America’s historical origins, for the first settlers were
undoubtedly animated by a sense of divine mission. The work
most widely read among them, after the Bible, was Foxe’s
Book of Martyrs, which vigorously expressed the dynamic
myth that the English were the Elect Nation. In the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, most English people believed that
their country had received Christianity directly from Christ’s
disciple Joseph of Arimathea, that the Emperor Constantine
was British (his mother Helena being daughter of the British
King Coilus), and that he had Christianized the whole civi-
lized world, as Foxe put it, “by the help of the British army.”

The myth was most tenaciously held among the Protes-
tant sectarians, especially the colonists. The explorer and navi-
gator John Davis stated, “There is no doubt but that we of
England are this saved people, by the eternal and infallible
presence of the Lord predestined to be sent unto these Gen-
tiles in the sea, to those Isles and famous Kingdoms, there to

preach the peace of the Lord.” The Virginia colony was to be
the greatest experiment in post-European Christianity. In a
sermon to the Virginia Company in 1622, the poet John Donne,
dean of St. Paul’s, declared, “Act over the Acts of the Apostles;
be you a Light to the Gentiles, that sit in darkness. God taught
us to make ships, not to transport ourselves, but to transport
Him. You shall have made this island, which is but the suburbs
of the old world, a bridge, a gallery to the new; to join all to
that world that shall never grow old, the kingdom of heaven.”
Governor Winthrop, sailing the Atlantic on the Arabella, wrote,
“We shall be as a city upon a hill, the eyes of all people are
upon us.”

It was inevitable that such elect nation-builders should
place their government in a religious frame. So, in a sense, did
all Christian nations. But where, in the old world, state au-
thority drew its divine sanction from traditional sacral king-
ship, in America it took the form of conscious dedication by
democratic assemblies expressed in formal documents. Those
sailing on the Mayflower in 1620 “for the Glory of God and
the advancement of the Christian faith” stated their desire “sol-
emnly and mutually in the presence of God” to “covenant and
combine ourselves together in a civill body politic.”

No one who studies the key constitutional documents in
American history can doubt for a moment the central and
organic part played by religion in the origins and development
of American republican government. The 1639 “Fundamen-
tal Orders of Connecticut”—the first written constitution in
the modern sense of the term drawn up by popular conven-
tion and the first to embody the democratic idea—states in its
prolegomena that the state owes its origin to “the wise dispo-
sition of the divine providence” and that “the word of God”
requires “an orderly and decent Government established ac-
cording to God” to “maintain and preserve the liberty and
purity of the Gospel.” Where specific provision was not laid
down, magistrates were to administer justice “according to
the rule of the word of God,” and both governor and magis-
trates swore to act “according to the rule of God’s word.”

The same principle, that the Bible was to supply any de-
fect or omission in the written law, was articulated in the first
New England law code, the Massachusetts Body of Liberties
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of 1641, which was based on “humanity, civility, and Chris-
tianity.” It did not seem possible to these founders to distin-
guish between government on the one hand and religion (by
which they generally meant Protestant Christianity) on the other.
As William Penn put it in his Preface to the Frame of Govern-
ment of Pennsylvania (1682), “Government seems to me a
part of religion itself, a thing sacred in its institution and end...an
emanation of the same divine power that is both author and
object of pure religion.”

The danger was that such quasi-religious societies would
become total societies on the medieval Christian model, tol-
erating no dissent from established creeds. But they did not
do so for two reasons. In the first place, even the churches
were run by laypeople, not by the clergy. So they stressed
morals and behavior rather than theology and doctrine.

Since religious establishments were popular rather than
hieratic, a distinctive American religious tradition began to
emerge. There was never any sense of division in law be-
tween laity and clergy, between those with spiritual privileges
and those without—no jealous confrontation between a secular
and an ecclesiastical world. America was born Protestant and
did not have to become so through revolt and struggle. It was
not built on the remains of a Catholic Church or an establish-
ment; it had no clericalism or anticlericalism. In all these re-
spects it differed profoundly from the old world, which had
been shaped by Augustinian principles and violent reaction to
them. The word secular never had the same significance in
America as in Europe because the word clerical had never
conveyed an image of intolerance and privilege. America had
a traditionless tradition, making a fresh start with a set of Prot-
estant assumptions, taken for granted, self-evident, as the basis
for a common national creed.

In any case, in a frontier society it was impossible to
preserve sectarian discipline and uniformity: dissenters simply
moved on. Roger Williams broke away from strict New En-
gland Calvinism to found Providence, Rhode Island, which
he called “a shelter for persons distressed for conscience.”
His 1644 constitution defined “the form of government estab-
lished in Providence Plantations as democratical, that is to
say a government held by the free and voluntary consent of
all, or the greater part, of the free inhabitants.”

This was the first commonwealth in modern history to
make religious freedom, as opposed to an element of tolera-
tion, the principle of its existence and a reason for separating
church and state. As its 1663 charter puts it, “No person
within the said colony, at any time hereafter, shall be in any
wise molested, punished, disquieted or called in question, for
any differences in opinion in matters of religion, and who do
not actually disturb the civil peace of our said colony; but that
all...may from time to time, and at all times hereafter, freely
and fully have and enjoy his and their own judgments and
consciences, in matters of religious concernments.”

It is important to grasp that American society embraced
the principles of voluntarism and tolerance in faith in a spirit
not of secularism but of piety. Almost unconsciously the con-
sensus grew that voluntary adherence to one faith, and toler-
ance of all others, was the foundation of true religion. In this
respect English and American society bifurcated as early as
the 1650s. While England was debating whether to have a
Presbyterian or a Congregationalist settlement, and then in
practice getting an Anglican one, the former governor of Mas-
sachusetts, Sir Henry Vane, was expounding the principles of
civil and religious liberty, arguing that they were inseparable
and that freedom of religious belief was essential to the main-
tenance of a Christian society: “By virtue then of this supreme
law, sealed and confirmed in the blood of Christ unto all
men...all magistrates are to fear and forebear intermeddling
with giving rule or imposing in those matters.” This document,
and the sentiments it articulated, were more instrumental in
determining the spirit of the American Constitution in religious
matters than were the writings of the Enlightenment.

It is probably true that the American Revolution was in
essence the political and military expression of a religious
movement. Certainly those who inspired it and carried it through
believed they were doing God’s will. Its emotional dynamic
was the Great Awakening, which began in the 1730s. The
man who first preached it, Jonathan Edwards, believed strongly
that there was no real difference between a political and a
religious emotion, both of which were God directed. The right
kind of politics were, to his way of thinking, no more than
realized eschatology. He said he saw no reason why God
should not “establish a constitution” whereby human crea-
tures should cooperate with him and all might know that the
hour was coming when God “shall take the kingdom;” he
looked for “the dawn of that glorious day.”

Edwards saw religion as the essential unifying force in
American society, and that force was personified in his evan-
gelical successor George Whitefield. Until this time America
was a series of very different states with little contact with
each other, often with stronger links to Europe than to their
neighbors. Religious evangelism was the first continental phe-
nomenon, transcending differences between the colonies, dis-
solving state boundaries, and introducing truly national fig-
ures. Whitefield was the first American celebrity, as well known
in New Hampshire as in Georgia. His form of religious
ecumenicalism preceded and shaped political unity. It popu-
larized the real ethic of the American Revolution, which was
not so much political as social and religious—the beliefs and
standards and attitudes that the great majority of the Ameri-
can people had in common. It was a Christian and to a great
extent a Protestant ethic, infinitely more important than the
purely dogmatic variations of the sects.

It is worth remembering that the key state in the forma-
tion of the union—Pennsylvania—was the most diverse in
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religion. It was a Presbyterian stronghold, the headquarters
of the Baptists, a state in which Anglicanism was strong and
Catholicism flourished, home to a variety of Mennonites,
Moravians, and German pietists, as well as the founding Quak-
ers. The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution
were thus framed in an appropriate setting (it was also the
center of America’s economic communications). The institu-
tion of religious freedom and of a state that did not distinguish
between faiths was the work not so much of millenarian sects
revolting against magisterial churchmen as of the denomina-
tional leaders and statesmen themselves, who saw that plural-
ism was the only form consonant with the ideals and necessi-
ties of the country.

Even those most strongly influenced by the secular spirit
of the Enlightenment acknowledged the centrality of the reli-
gious spirit in giving birth to America. As John Adams put it in
1818, “The Revolution was effected before the war com-
menced. [It] was in the minds and hearts of the people; a
change in their religious sentiments of their duties and obliga-
tions.” He saw religion, indeed, as the foundation of the Ameri-
can civic spirit: “One great advantage of the Christian religion
is that it brings the great principle of the law of nature and
nations, love your neighbour as yourself, and do to others as
you would that others do to you, to the knowledge, belief and
veneration of the whole people. Children, servants, women
and men are all professors in the science of public as well as
private morality....The duties and rights of the man and the
citizen are thus taught from early infancy.”

The United States of America was not, therefore, a secu-
lar state; it might more accurately be described as a moral
and ethical society without a state religion. Clearly, those who
created it saw it as an entity, to use Lincoln’s later phrase,
“under God.” The Declaration of Independence in its first
paragraph invokes “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God”
as the entitlement of the American people to choose separa-
tion, and it insists that men have the right to “Life, Liberty and
the pursuit of Happiness” because they are so “endowed by
their Creator.” The authors appeal, in their conclusion, to “the
Supreme judge of the world” and express their confidence in
“the Protection of Divine Providence.”

Equally, those who were called to govern the new state
saw it as a political society within a religious framework.
Washington began his first inaugural address with a prayer to
“that Almighty Being, who rules over the universe, who pre-
sides in the councils of nations,” asking him to bless a govern-
ment consecrated “to the liberties and happiness of the people.”
He added that in “tendering this homage to the great Author
of every public and private good” he was certain he was ex-
pressing the sentiments of Congress as well as his own, for
“no people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the in-
visible hand which conducts the affairs of men more than the
people of the United States. Every step by which they have

advanced to the character of an independent nation seems to
have been distinguished by some token of providential agency.”

When finally relinquishing office in 1796, Washington
again expressed the wish that “Heaven may continue to you
the choicest tokens of its beneficence.” In a memorable pas-
sage he pointed out that “religion and morality are indispens-
able supports” of “political prosperity” and that the “mere
politician” ought to “respect and cherish them.” Nor, he added,
was a purely secular morality enough in itself: “Reason and
experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can
prevail in exclusion of religious principle.” Virtue and morality
were the “necessary spring of popular government” and no
one who supported it could “look with indifference upon at-
tempts to shake the foundations of the fabric.” In Washington’s
eyes, at least, America was in no sense a secular state.

What is still more remarkable is that during the nineteenth
century the cold, secularizing wind that progressively denuded
government in Europe of its religious foliage left America vir-
tually untouched. The Civil War, like the Revolution, was the
political and military expression of a religious event, the prod-
uct of the second Great Awakening, just as the Revolution
was the product of the first. Lincoln, like Washington, saw the
Deity as the final arbiter of public policy, but in addition be
articulated what I would call the most characteristic element
in American political philosophy—the belief that the provi-
dential plan and the workings of democracy are organically
linked.

As he made clear in his first inaugural address, the dis-
pute between North and South, and its resolution, would il-
lustrate the way in which the democratic process was divinely
inspired: “Why should there not be a patient confidence in the
ultimate justice of the people? Is there any better or equal
hope in the world?...If the Almighty Ruler of Nations, with his
eternal truth and justice, be on your side of the North, or
yours of the South, that truth and that justice will surely pre-
vail by the judgment of this great tribunal of the American
people.” He added that “intelligence, patriotism, Christianity,
and a firm reliance on Him who has never yet forsaken this
favoured land” could still solve “our present difficulty.”

When Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in
1862, he appealed both to world opinion and God for ap-
proval; or, as the text has it, “I invoke the considerate judg-
ment of mankind and the gracious favour of Almighty God.”
Lincoln confided to his cabinet that the timing was determined
by what he considered to be divine intervention in the Battle
of Antietam. The Navy Secretary Gideon Welles noted in his
diary, “He remarked that he had made a vow—a covenant—
that if God gave us the victory in the approaching battle he
would consider it an indication of the Divine will, and that it
was his duty to move forward in the cause of the slaves. He
was satisfied it was right—and confirmed and strengthened in
his action by the vow and its results.”
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Probably no man ever reflected more deeply on the re-
lationship between religion and politics than Lincoln, the ar-
chetypal American statesman. To clarify his own thought, he
wrote on a slip of paper, “The will of God prevails. In great
contests each party claims to act in accordance with the will
of God. Both may be, and one must be, wrong. God cannot
be for and against the same thing at the same time. In the
present Civil War it is quite possible that God’s purpose is
something different from the purpose of either party; and yet
the human instrumentalities, working just as they do, are of
the best adaptation to effect His purpose. I am almost ready
to say that this is probably true; that God wills this contest and
wills that it should not end yet. By his mere great power on
the minds of the now-contestants, he could have either saved
or destroyed the Union without a human contest. Yet the con-
test began. And, having begun, he could give the final victory
to either side any day. Yet the contest proceeds.”

These reflections he recast into a famous passage in his
second inaugural address. It is impossible to imagine Lincoln’s
European contemporaries Napoleon III, Bismarck, Gambetta,
Thiers, Garibaldi, Cavour, Marx, or Disraeli thinking in these
terms. Gladstone, it is true, might have done so, but he would
not have ventured to publicize his thinking in a critical ad-
dress—or even to his cabinet colleagues. Lincoln did so in
the certainty that most of his countrymen and women could
and did think along similar lines.

It is because religion was the determining factor in the
two decisive events of American history, the Revolution and
the Civil War, that Americans have continued to accord it a
special place in their political process, both at the popular and
at the highest level. At the time of the Spanish-American War
and the annexation of the Philippines, President McKinley
said he was “not ashamed” to admit to a gathering of his fel-
low Methodists that “I went down on my knees and prayed
[to] Almighty God for light and guidance more than one night.
And one night late it came to me this way....There was noth-
ing left for us to do but to take them all and to educate the
Philippinos and uplift and civilize and Christianize them, and
by God’s grace do the very best we could by them, as our
fellow men for whom Christ also died.”

No European imperialist, whether a Joseph Chamber-
lain or a Jules Ferry or a King Leopold, would have dared to
justify himself in such a manner, rightly fearing accusations of
humbug. But McKinley was patently sincere; no American
thought otherwise. No wonder, then, that President Wilson,
the first American head of state to operate on the European
scene, seemed so rich and strange a figure to European poli-
ticians. Keynes, observing him at the Versailles Peace Con-
ference, did not see him as a politician at all: “The president
was like a Nonconformist minister, perhaps a Presbyterian.”
He “thundered commandments from the White House,” and
when he came to Europe “he could have preached a sermon

on any of them or have addressed a stately prayer to the
Almighty for their fulfillment, but he could not frame their con-
crete application to the actual state of Europe.”

I believe Keynes’ reaction was typical of Europeans.
Even today, if European observers were asked to single out
what they believe to be the single most pervasive characteris-
tic of American public men in this century, I think they would
point to the quasi-religious character of their rhetoric, whether
that of a puritan like Coolidge or a Catholic like Kennedy,
men of strong faith like Hoover and Reagan or cynics like
Roosevelt and Johnson.

For the truth is, the political culture of the United States
is strongly religious, and the reason why it is religious, unlike
Europe’s, is that the political process and the religious estab-
lishment have never been perceived to be in conflict. The har-
mony of religion and liberty in the United States was the first
thing that struck Tocqueville. “In France,” he wrote in De-
mocracy in America (1835), “1 had almost always seen the
spirit of religion and the spirit of freedom pursuing courses
diametrically opposed to each other; but in America I found
that they were intimately united, and that they reigned in com-
mon over the same country.”

He held that religion was “the foremost of the political
institutions” of America, since republican democracy, with its
minimal use of authority and the power of government, could
not survive without religious sanctions, voluntarily accepted.
The point was reiterated more than a century later by Presi-
dent Eisenhower, probably as typical of mid-twentieth cen-
tury American religious attitudes as Lincoln was of those pre-
vailing in the mid-nineteenth century. Eisenhower said in 1954
that “Our government makes no sense unless it is founded on
a deeply felt religious faith.” He added—and this is still more
characteristic—“and I don’t care what it is.”

Eisenhower’s indifference to credal distinctions reflected
faithfully the Erasmian nature of religious America. It was and
is concerned with moral conduct rather than dogma; Ameri-
can religious groups were judged not by their theology but by
the behavior of their adherents. Thus the very diversity of the
sects constituted the national religious strength, since all oper-
ated within a broad common code of morals, and their com-
petition for souls mirrored the competition of firms for busi-
ness in the market economy. In both cases the role of the
state was to hold the ring and make that competition fair. The
First Amendment no more made America a secular state than
its antitrust legislation made it a socialist state. By the twenti-
eth century, the American republic had come to rest on a tri-
pod of forces: religion, democracy, and capitalism. All were
mutually supportive; each would fall without the others. In-
deed, any two would fall without the third. When Coolidge
said that “the business of America is business,” he might equally
well have added “and the religion of America is religion.” That
was exactly what Eisenhower meant.
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The positive merits of American religious pluralism ex-
plain why the growth of the state education system never be-
came, as in Europe, a source of conflict. It was nonsectarian
without being nonreligious, and its moving spirit, Horace Mann,
contended that religious instruction should be taken “to the
extremest verge to which it can be carried without invading
those rights of conscience which are established by the laws
of God, and guaranteed by the constitution of the state.” In
the early stages, the public schools taught a kind of general-
ized Protestantism as a form of “character-building.” Later,
as the makeup of American society broadened to include mil-
lions of Catholics and Jews, the specifically religious element
was further diluted until it disappeared altogether and was
succeeded by what might be called the Spirituality of the Re-
public, itself based upon the Protestant ethical and moral con-
sensus. So the American Way of Life came to be adopted as
the official philosophy of American state education.

Jews and Catholics were able to accept the public school
system and the broader national ethic it reflected because the
concept of libertarian plurality in religion coincided exactly
with their interests. In the 1850s the Irish, nearly all of them
Catholics, constituted 35.2 percent of all immigrants, and al-
together over 3.5 million of them went to America to escape
Protestant government and Protestant landlordism. In 1884,
for the first time in history, a leading Catholic prelate was able
to endorse a state that did not accord a special status to his
church: “There is no conflict between the Catholic Church
and America,” said Archbishop John Ireland of St. Paul, “and
when I assert, as I now solemnly do, that the principles of the
church are in thorough harmony with the interests of the re-
public, I know in the depths of my soul that I speak the truth.”

For immigrant Jews, the motive of religious freedom was
still stronger. In the years 1881 to 1914 over two million of
them came to the United States, constituting ten percent of all
immigrants in the early years of the twentieth century. The over-
whelming majority of them came from Russia, Rumania, and
Galicia, and their primary motive was to escape systematic dis-
crimination and active persecution on religious grounds. What
attracted them to America, above all, was not its secularity but
its religiosity; America was not just neutral regarding religions; it
was benevolently neutral. For Catholics and Jews alike,
America had a unique appeal: their religious practices were not
merely tolerated, they were respected. Had America’s open-
door policy been maintained in the 1930s and 1940s, there is
little doubt that most of the victims of the Holocaust would have
found refuge there, just as in the past two decades millions of
persecuted Catholics from Indochina and Cuba have equated
religious freedom with American citizenship. In the 1980s, as in
the days of the Mayflower, the United States is the first and
obvious choice of anyone anywhere in the world dislocated in
the cause of religious freedom. Such a country cannot accu-
rately be described as a secular state; indeed, it is America’s

continuing role as the primary refuge of the persecuted that
underlines its religious exceptionalism.

Equally important is the way in which the religious im-
pulse maintains its importance in the dynamics of American
public life. This has its negative as well as its positive aspects,
however; for if religion is a unifying force by underpinning
republicanism and democracy, it can also be a divisive one.
Indeed, it is often both at the same time. The first Great Awak-
ening inspired the Revolution and so created America. But it
also divided colonial society: a quarter of the nation remained
neutral; a quarter was loyalist—forty thousand of them mi-
grated to Canada. The second Great Awakening abolished
slavery and launched and won the Civil War, but in the pro-
cess it tested the Union almost to destruction and left wounds
that did not heal for a century. The third Great Awakening
(1875 to 1914) produced that great, unsuccessful, and tragic
experiment in social engineering, Prohibition, which divided
the nation in half, set town against country, Catholic against
Protestant, native against immigrant, and Middle America
against the rest.

What we are seeing now is a fourth Great Awakening, and
it too is proving divisive in some ways. In no period has Ameri-
can exceptionalism been more marked, have American reli-
gious patterns diverged more sharply from those of the West as
a whole, than in the twentieth century. In Europe, nearly all
religions were in numerical decline by 1914, a trend never since
reversed. In Britain, for instance, church attendance, as a per-
centage of the population, peaked in the 1880s (as did institu-
tional atheism). In the United States, church affiliation was 43
percent of the population in 1910 and in 1920; but by 1940 it
was 49 percent, rising to 55 percent in 1950 and 69 percent in
1960, then falling to 62.4 percent a decade later.

The postwar afflatus, followed by a relative decline that
has continued in the mainline churches, has concealed a steady
and cumulatively formidable growth in religious conservatism,
most marked in the Protestant churches but by no means con-
fined to them. The fourth Great Awakening has gathered speed
slowly but now appears to be maturing. Like its predeces-
sors, it is having political consequences, the first being the
phenomenon of Reaganism and the revulsion from the liberal
collectivism of the 1960s and 1970s. What seems to have
happened is that as the mainline churches began to decline,
they sought the mutual protection of ecumenicalism through
the National and World Council of Churches and the com-
mon political platform of ever more extreme forms of liberal-
ism. This move provoked an angry conservative response from
their disenfranchised rank and file that took the form of a new
and nonelitist variety of ecumenicalism, a de facto unity that
stretches across the sects and even into Catholicism.

This popular ecumenicalism is based upon a common
reassertion of traditional moral values and of belief in the salient
articles of Christianity not as symbols but as plain historical facts.
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What is unusual about this fourth Awakening is that for the first
time it embraces Catholics. Indeed, it appeals to many
nonpracticing Christians, and even non-Christians who feel that
the Judeo-Christian system of ethics and morals that underlies
American republican democracy is in peril and in need of rees-
tablishment. The phenomenon has no counterpart in Europe. It
reminds us that religion and politics are organically linked in
America, movements in one echoing and reinforcing movements

tribute to the emptiness of multicultural ideology, to the dis-
abling effects of the welfare state, and, above all, to the power
of demography—the last of which, Steyn cautiously notes,
accounts for a good 90 percent of everything.  European fer-
tility rates have fallen to unprecedented levels.  The popula-
tion of the developed nations was once twice as large as the
Muslim world (30 percent to 15 percent of global popula-
tion).  By 2000 we were even, at 20 percent apiece.  And in
20 more years?  Steyn points out that on current trends, by
mid-century, tiny Yemen will have more people than a vast
and empty Russia.  Already, in France’s larger urban centers,
up to 45 percent of the population under 20 is Muslim.  Be-
fore risking death for freedom’s sake, you must first be born.

Steyn lays out the consequences of these fearsome de-
mographic facts.  Millions of now-teenage Muslims will shortly
be entering Europe’s voting booths.  So we’ll soon see the
rise of Islamist political parties, which will share Osama’s
Islamicizing goals, if not his tactics.  A Europe where Muslims
already exercise a virtual foreign-policy veto will be intimi-
dated and broken by the duo of terrorist Islamist “bad cops”
and peacefully political Islamist “good cops.”  After all, ter-
rorists have already toppled one European government
(Spain).  That, says Steyn, is the merest beginning.

Even now, sections of France where Muslims dominate
have turned into “no go” zones for police and firemen.  For
their physical and psychological safety, Western women living
in heavily Muslim urban centers are beginning to walk about
covered.  A few Westerners are even converting.  And Steyn
believes that as Europeans face the prospect of living as a
frightened minority in Muslim-dominated cities, more West-
ern converts will follow.  Bereft of cultural confidence and
lacking the will to fight, Europe is assimilating to its immi-
grants.

 Impossible?  Well, Steyn is never more persuasive than
when he cites his nemesis, Euro-liberal Timothy Garton Ash.
In Garton Ash’s scenario, by 2025, an aging Europe will be
desperately in need of Muslim immigrants to support its pen-
sioners.  Speaking for Europe’s petrified (i.e., “multiculturalist”)

in the other.  Just as the strength of religion in America sustains
and nurtures democracy, so the vigorous spirit of American
democracy continually reinforces popular religion. Thus, while
America remains the world’s most powerful and enthusiastic
champion of democracy, it is likely to preserve its exceptional
role as the citadel of voluntary religion.

—First Things, June-July 2006, p. 17-22.  Reprinted
by permission. www.firstthings.com

America Alone:  A Review of
Mark Steyn’s Latest
by Stanley Kurtz

“Live free or die; death is not the worst of evils.”  That
1809 message, sent by General John Stark to his Revolution-
ary War comrades 32 years after the battle of Bennington, is
now New Hampshire’s motto.  Granite State resident Mark
Steyn takes General Stark at his word.  In contrast to the
pampered charges of Europe’s bloated nanny-state, says
Steyn, only free and self-supporting citizens, willing to stand
up and fight, have a shot at winning the existential struggle
with radical Islam…

Wait a second:  “have a shot”?  Mark Steyn believes that
the United States of America has only a shot at winning the
War on Terror?  Come off it.  Steyn can’t seriously believe
the West might actually lose to the likes of Osama bin Laden
and his pathetic suicide squadrons.  Okay, maybe we’re look-
ing at years of scattered terrorist attacks and international police
actions.  But lose?

That is exactly what Mark Steyn believes.  The West is
losing the War on Terror, Europe as we know it is fated to
disappear, and a stranded America is going to be lucky to pull
out a victory in the struggle for its cultural and physical exist-
ence.  Yes, that Mark Steyn.  The funny one.  You want funny?
Then by all means read Steyn’s book.  The jokes are all there,
along with Steyn’s dazzling trademark wordplay, and the usual
switchblade putdowns.  But when it comes to Mark Steyn,
funny’s just another word for sad, smart, scary, and (unfortu-
nately) largely true.

Europe defeated, neutralized, locked in an open and
bloody civil war, and effectively enabling the world’s Islamists
in their quest to destroy the United States:  Think about that
scenario for as long as it takes to get past the schadenfreude,
and weep.  Weep for us, and for them (because despite our
spats, we are still Europeans).  The collapse of the West’s
own homeland is almost too horrible to contemplate.  Yet it is
happening before our eyes.

Europe’s ever-deepening surrender to radical Islam is a
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leaders, Garton Ash says it would be a mistake even to try to
bring these immigrants into a European cultural framework.
On the contrary, he argues, Europe and the Muslim world will
have to enter into a “great arc of partnership.”  So in Europe,
cultural appeasement is the order of the day.

The demographic disaster has only just begun, and al-
ready the English national flag (which features the “crusader”
cross of St. George) has been banned in British prisons.  Steyn
reminds us that America’s colonists pledged to resist “the first
unjust demands of an encroaching power,” lest a succession
of “convenient” concessions prove “fatal to public liberty.”
But that was General Stark’s old New Hampshire.  In the
new Hampshire, the new Brussels, and the new Paris, we’re
seeing an endless train of small and “convenient” concessions.
At this rate, says Steyn, Osama bin Laden won’t need to
march in triumph down the Champs-Elysées.  A decade or so
down the road, he and his only somewhat less ornery fellow
travelers will have Islamified Europe piecemeal.  In Steyn’s
words, “The last people around in any numbers will deter-
mine the kind of society we live in, and right now the last
people around Europe will be Muslim.”  With Mr. Ash run-
ning Europe’s assimilation project, time is not on our side.

As the world’s most advanced demographic basket case,
Russia, already barely able to raise an army to defend its bor-
ders, is likely to lose large chunks of its territory to China on
one hand, and to a succession of new Islamic states carved
out of its decaying carcass on the other.  Steyn reminds us
that this means still more nukes floating around the Middle
East.  As far as the Islamists are concerned, Steyn informs us,
it was they—and not the U.S.—who won the Cold War.
American money and technology may have helped push the
Soviets over the edge, but the Islamist fighting spirit in Af-
ghanistan delivered the death blow.  Absent a willingness to
risk death for freedom, our money and technology will avail
us nothing when our paid assassin wheels round from his So-
viet victim and turns the knife on us.  Russia’s but one ex-
ample.  Simply as a matter of fact, says Steyn, every year
more of the world lives under Islamic law.

In short, jihad can win.  Nor is Steyn shy about dating
the apocalypse.  Steyn expects an implosion of the welfare
state, societal collapse, fascist revivalism, and bloody civil
unrest in a semi-Islamic Europe within a generation, with much
of the change emerging within the next ten to fifteen years, if
not sooner.  Add terrorist nuclear strikes to this scenario.  And
here’s a new one:  Steyn predicts freelance nuclear attacks
against Middle Eastern countries by independent actors in the

West (should Western governments refuse to retaliate against
Middle Eastern states for terrorist nukes).

All this makes Steyn the new anti-Fukuyama.  America
Alone is Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” cubed.
Huntington envisioned relatively stable ongoing conflict be-
tween well-established civilizational zones.  Steyn is talking
about the collapse of the European heart of the West, and
even its partial recruitment to the Islamist camp.

About a month after 9/11, Francis Fukuyama responded
to claims that the terror attack had falsified his “end of his-
tory” thesis, and validated Huntington’s “clash” instead.
Fukuyama dismissed Islamist terror as a futile rearguard ac-
tion by traditionalists hoping to derail the unstoppable “freight
train” of modernity.  “I see no lack of a will to prevail in the
United States today,” said Fukuyama.  Democracy, Fukuyama
noted, is spreading to more and more parts of the world.
Immigrants flood the West and “eventually assimilate to West-
ern values.”  Above all, insisted Fukuyama, Islamism has “vir-
tually no appeal in the contemporary world apart from those
who are culturally Islamic to begin with.”  Besides, Fukuyama
assured us, modern Islamic societies simply aren’t viable.

In effect, America Alone provides an answer to each of
Fukuyama’s post-9/11 claims.  Half the West is already
doomed, says Steyn, which will leave America isolated and
vulnerable.  Europe’s will is broken, while America’s fighting
spirit is halfway out the window.  Democracy may spread—
and must spread—says Steyn, as our only shot at stopping a
rapidly proliferating Islamism.  Yet the West’s watery
multiculturalism has proven incapable of inspiring loyalty among
immigrants, who are assimilating Europe to Islam instead.  Even
if only Muslims are radicalized, their numbers are large enough
to defeat us.  And given those numbers, and the resulting cul-
tural pressures, the small stream of Western converts could
someday become a rushing river.  On one point, Steyn would
agree with Fukuyama.  An Islamic Republic of France or an
Islamic States of America would not be a viable society.  Un-
fortunately, we know that “History” has proven all too eager
to waste precious human lives and decades on dangerous
and ultimately non-viable social experiments.

So have we left Fukuyama’s “End of History” for Mark
Steyn’s “New Dark Age”?  Unfortunately, we’re much too
close to Steyn’s frightening vision for comfort.  Yet therein,
says Steyn, lies our hope.  The horrors playing out in Europe
may wake up what’s left of the West to the real alternatives,
to wit:  live free or die.

—National Review, November 6, 2006, p. 49, 50


