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Republicans Are Ready to
Declare the United States a
Christian Nation

Sixty-one percent of the party’s base now favors ending the

separation of church and state, as do a growing number of

prominent Republicans.

US President Donald Trump poses with a Bible in front of St. John’s Church
across from the White House after police and National Guard troops used
tear gas to clear people protesting the death of George Floyd from the area
on June 1, 2020. (Photo by Brendan Smialowski / AFP via Getty Images)
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NEWPORT, R.I.—Outside the Truro Synagogue in this historic

New England community stand markers that honor the

legacy of one of the oldest Jewish congregations in the

United States. It was to the Jews of Newport that George

Washington, in his capacity as the nation’s first president,

confirmed the commitment of the new republic to respect

all religions and to maintain the separation of church and

state that was outlined in the First Amendment to its new

Constitution.

“The Citizens of the United States of America have a right to

applaud themselves for having given to mankind examples

of an enlarged and liberal policy—a policy worthy of

imitation. All possess alike liberty of conscience and

immunities of citizenship,” wrote Washington in his 1790

letter to the Newport congregation. Washington relied on

Old Testament language in his message, assuring that “the

children of the stock of Abraham” would, like all believers in

all faiths, “sit in safety under his own vine and fig tree and

there shall be none to make him afraid.”

Determined to avoid the conflicts that plagued Europe,

where monarchs established and maintained favored state

churches, Washington made it clear that the United States

would not be a land where one religion would be favored

while the followers of other faiths would be dismissed as

“dissenters.” “It is now no more that toleration is spoken of

as if it were the indulgence of one class of people that

another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights,

for, happily, the Government of the United States, which

gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance,

https://constitution.congress.gov/constitution/amendment-1/#amendment-1
https://tourosynagogue.org/history/george-washington-letter/#religion-ratification


requires only that they who live under its protection should

demean themselves as good citizens in giving it on all

occasions their effectual support,” wrote the president.

That is the American creed. It is this principle that has led

presidents to go out of their way to celebrate all religions, as

Dwight Eisenhower did when he dedicated the Islamic

Center of Washington, D.C., in 1957 and declared that “under

the American Constitution, under American tradition, and in

American hearts, this Center, this place of worship, is just as

welcome as could be a similar edifice of any other religion.”

And it is this principle that led President Ronald Reagan to

use a 1984 speech at Temple Hillel in Valley Stream, New

York, to affirm that
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[w]e in the United States, above all, must remember that lesson,

for we were founded as a nation of openness to people of all

beliefs. And so we must remain. Our very unity has been

strengthened by our pluralism. We establish no religion in this

country, we command no worship, we mandate no belief, nor

will we ever. Church and state are, and must remain, separate.

All are free to believe or not believe, all are free to practice a

faith or not, and those who believe are free, and should be free,

to speak of and act on their belief.

Eisenhower and Reagan were Republicans, but on this issue

there was a unity of understanding with Democrats such as

John Kennedy and Jimmy Carter.

Separation of church and state was sacrosanct. Both parties

could agree on that.

Until now.

New polling suggests that the majority position of American

Republicans is that the United States should declare itself to

be a Christian nation.

A national survey of 2,091 Americans, conducted in May by

the University of Maryland Critical Issues Poll group, asked,

“Would you favor or oppose the United States officially

declaring the United States to be a Christian Nation?” Sixty-

one percent of the Republican respondents expressed

support for the declaration, while just 39 percent said they

were opposed. In other words, the party’s base voters are not

divided on the question of whether to toss aside the

Constitution and declare the United States a Christian

nation. They overwhelmingly support the concept.

https://criticalissues.umd.edu/sites/criticalissues.umd.edu/files/American%20Attitudes%20on%20Race%2CEthnicity%2CReligion.pdf


“Most Republicans in every age group favor designating the

U.S. a Christian nation, but even more so in older

generations,” noted the academics who conducted the

survey, professors Stella Rouse and Shibley Telhami, in a

review of their research for Politico.

What this means is that, in a party where leaders have bent

again and again toward the most extremist positions of their

electoral base, there is a growing movement that is prepared

to tear down the wall of separation between church and state

and declare the United States to be a nation in which one

religion—their own—reigns supreme.

While prominent conservatives such as Reagan and Barry

Goldwater once defended religious pluralism and distanced

themselves from the far-right fringe, former president

Donald Trump has frequently amplified antidemocratic and

white supremacist memes that have long been associated

with Christian nationalism—going so far as to pose with a

Bible in Washington’s Lafayette Square after Black Lives

Matter activists were violently removed in June 2020. And

US Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, a close Trump

ally, has openly declared, “I’m a proud Christian Nationalist.”

Christian nationalism has been mainstreamed to such an

extent that it is now the accepted faith of the party faithful.

And Greene is not the only elected Republican promoting

the ideas associated with a movement that Representative

Adam Kinzinger (R-Ill.) decries as “the American Taliban.”

Shortly after being nominated for a second term in a June

primary, Colorado Republican Representative Lauren

Boebert appeared at a church in the state for a televised
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service, during which she announced, “I’m tired of this

separation of church and state junk that’s not in the

Constitution.”

The representative dismissed President Thomas Jefferson’s

explicit “wall of separation” letter to Connecticut’s Danbury

Baptists as “a stinking letter” that “means nothing like what

they say it does.”

“The church,” said Boebert, “is supposed to direct the

government.”

Boebert’s wrong, as is Pennsylvania Republican

gubernatorial nominee Doug Mastriano when he dismisses

the separation of church and state as “a myth.” And so is

Florida Governor Ron DeSantis, who is promoting a Civics

Literacy Excellence Initiative that wants high school

students to be taught that the founders of the American

experiment didn’t really believe in maintaining the “wall of

separation” that Jefferson described.

Unfortunately, the truth is not going to dissuade overt

Christian nationalists and their growing cadre of allies from

promoting a radical rewrite of history. Nor will their oaths to

defend the Constitution lead supposedly more “mainstream”

Republican Party leaders to tell their misguided electoral

base that they are mistaken. That didn’t happen after Donald

Trump mounted a coup attempt to overturn the results of

the 2020 election; Republicans in Congress deferred to

Trump and Trumpism. It is foolish to imagine that those

same congressional Republicans will suddenly develop

spines for debates about maintaining the separation of

church and state.
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The good news is that the vast majority of Americans

respect religious pluralism every bit as much as the founders

did. By a solid 62-38 margin, respondents to the Critical

Issues Poll said they opposed officially declaring the United

States to be a Christian nation. That means that if the overall

electorate recognizes what’s at stake in the Republican turn

toward Christian nationalism, they will reject it. But for that

to happen, Democrats need to start making an issue of the

fact that the Party of Lincoln, Eisenhower, and Reagan is

rapidly becoming the party of Lauren Boebert, Doug

Mastriano, and the deconstruction of the wall of separation

between church and state.
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These US Abortion Restrictions
Threaten Reproductive Health
Everywhere

It’s imperative that advocates not limit their advocacy to the

United States but expand it to countries around the world affected

by US restrictions.

https://www.thenation.com/subject/world/
https://www.thenation.com/subject/reproductive-rights/
https://www.thenation.com/subject/abortion/
https://www.thenation.com/authors/aruna-uprety/
https://www.thenation.com/authors/nira-singh-shrestha/
https://www.thenation.com/authors/astha-sharma/
https://www.thenation.com/authors/giriraj-mani-pokharel/
https://www.thenation.com/authors/sumesh-shiwakoty/
javascript:void(0)


T he US Supreme Court’s recent decision overturning Roe

v. Wade has sparked debate in the United States about

how to protect reproductive freedom. President Biden

proposed ending the Senate filibuster rule in order for

Congress to pass legislation legalizing abortion rights, and

he signed an executive order to “protect access to

reproductive healthcare services.” In some states, legislators

have enacted new laws that expanded abortion rights.

However, what is missing in this debate is similar discourse

and concrete actions by Democrats to protect reproductive

rights not only in the United States but also in less-

developed countries, which are directly affected by

Republican attacks on US funding for reproductive health

around the world.

Developing countries are struggling to improve reproductive

health services, even where abortion is legal. For instance,

safe abortion services have been legal in Nepal since 2004.

Nepal’s Constitution enshrined “safe motherhood and

reproductive health” as fundamental rights of people.

Woman carrying a baby on her back while buying vegetables to cook at a
local market in Bhaktapur, Nepal. (Thampitakkull Jakkree / Shutterstock)
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Despite these constitutional and legal protections, Nepal

witnesses at least three maternal deaths every day due to its

limited capacity for providing health care, particularly in

remote areas, and lack of easy access to safe abortion if

childbirth poses risks to maternal health.

This is a problem for many developing countries victimized

by US policies on abortion overseas, including the 1973

Helms Amendment, which prohibits US taxpayer money

from being used for abortions, even if the abortion is legal in

that jurisdiction. Although the Helms Amendment includes

exemptions for cases of rape, incest, or risk to maternal

health, many recipients do not provide any abortion-related

services for fear of losing US funds.

The United States’ funding restrictions on reproductive

health care services don’t end at the Helms Amendment. In

1984, Republican President Ronald Reagan announced that

overseas health care providers could not receive US funding

if they provided abortion services even with non-US funds.

This policy, known as the “Mexico City policy” or the “global

gag rule,” also bans NGOs receiving US aid from even

referring to abortion when counseling pregnant people or

engaging in abortion rights advocacy anywhere. Rooted in

US abortion politics, this policy is rescinded every time a

Democrat is president and reinstated every time

Republicans regain control.

The global gag rule disproportionately targets poor,

marginalized, and often indigenous women living in low-

income countries who do not have access to private health

care. Studies show that the global gag rule does not reduce

abortion but instead causes abortion rates to go up. When
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the United States, the world’s largest global health donor,

withdraws funding from health clinics that provide, refer to,

or advocate for abortion services, those clinics often cease to

operate, making contraceptives unavailable, thereby leading

to more unplanned pregnancies and thus more abortions—

often unsafe procedures.

Health care workers in poor countries like Nepal have

witnessed firsthand the vicious means of unsafe abortions—

from cow dung to glass to thorns. Such practices may

degrade women’s long-term sexual and reproductive health,

and can lead to permanent injury or maternal deaths, which

in turn increases child mortality and malnutrition rates.

Proponents believe they are defending the life of the

unborn. Yet a recent study by the Guttmacher Institute

calculated that rescinding the Helms Amendment alone can

prevent 19 million unsafe abortions and 17,000 maternal

deaths annually and reduce abortion-related maternal deaths

by 98 percent. The global gag rule censors what health

practitioners can say to patients in private conversations

about their health and imposes the US culture war on

women in low-income countries. How is it moral for a

country that aspires to be a model for freedom of speech to

censor those private conversations and impose a non-

universal way of thinking in an imperialist way?

When Biden was inaugurated, health practitioners and

policy-makers in Nepal and other developing countries

hoped that his administration would address the lack of

access to reproductive health care among less-privileged

people around the world. Biden has, in fact, repealed the

global gag rule, and signed the Memorandum on Protecting

https://doi.org/10.1016/s2214-109x(19)30267-0
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Women’s Health at Home and Abroad, which revoked the

previous administration’s expanded version of the Mexico

City policy. However, since Biden’s campaign championed

reproductive rights, many hoped Biden would lead the

passage of the Global Health, Empowerment, and Rights

(HER) Act, which allows foreign NGOs to use non-US funds

to provide abortion or post-abortion care and permanently

voids the global gag rule, closing the path for future US

presidents to impose a gag rule again solely with executive

power.

Two months before the midterm elections, that hope is

faltering.

While Democrats control Congress, they should act

immediately to pass legislation such as the Abortion Is

Health Care Everywhere Act, which revokes the Helms

Amendment permanently. Biden should also lead in passing

the Global HER Act, which Vice President Kamala Harris

cosponsored as a senator. While fighting at home for

reproductive rights, President Biden must do everything in

his power to ensure those same rights for pregnant people in

less-developed countries all around the world.

As President Barack Obama once said, “In the eyes of God, a

child on the other side of the border is no less worthy of love

and compassion than my own child.” In that spirit, US

advocates for reproductive rights should not limit their

advocacy to the United States, because a pregnant person on

the other side of the border might need an abortion as much

as an American woman.
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