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Constitution and democracy mandate separation of church, state
 By: Guest Opinion  May 19, 2020

Once again, Center for Arizona Policy peddles its myths in an attempt to
turn America from a democracy to a theocracy. The communications
specialist miscommunicates in the April 24 editorial that the U.S.
Constitution does not require the separation of church and state. That
statement directly contradicts the Constitution and more than 200 years of
history.

The First Amendment says: “Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof;….” They
shall not establish a religion and they shall not prohibit citizens from
exercise their own religions – whatever they may be. At that time, some
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Dianne Post (Photo
by Martha Lochert)colonies did have established religions and even taxed all citizens to

support them. If someone didn’t like that religion, they could be
imprisoned, tortured or killed. A period of disestablishment followed.

Je�erson’s proudest claim was the Virginia Statute for Religious Liberty that he and James Madison
passed to end Virginia’s established church. The statute says:

We the General Assembly of Virginia do enact that no man shall be compelled to frequent
or support any religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced,
restrained, molested, or burthened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise su�er, on
account of his religious opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by
argument to maintain, their opinions in matters of religion, and that the same shall in no
wise diminish, enlarge, or a�ect their civil capacities.
The United States was deliberately founded so as not to be reliant on or connected to any
religion. The founders all had experience in or knowledge of countries where religious
di�erences had torn them apart, some for hundreds of years, over doctrinal disputes.
Various religions already existed in the colonies and to weld all that into one country would
not only take some skillful doing, but require that religion could not be the weapon that tore
it all apart.

The founders themselves were religious but they had seen that the mixture of government
and religion, both in the old country and the new, resulted in oppression and tyranny.

The Constitution contains no mention of religion except in Article VI that prohibits any religious test
for public o�ce. The founders did not want a government that could exclude people based on
religion. Many of those who fought for this provision were clergy because they understood, as did
James Madison, that mixing faith and government weakens both.

I’m old enough to remember the uproar over John F. Kennedy being a Catholic. The rumor mill ran
wild with fears that if Kennedy won, the Pope would be running the county. In response, Kennedy
said:

“I believe in an America where the separation of church and state is absolute – where no
Catholic prelate would tell the President (should he be Catholic) how to act, and no
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Protestant minister would tell his parishioners for whom to vote – where no church or
church school is granted any public funds or political preference – and where no man is
denied public o�ce merely because his religion di�ers from the president who might
appoint him or the people who might elect him. I believe in an America that is o�cially
neither Catholic, Protestant nor Jewish – where no public o�cial either requests or accepts
instructions on public policy from the Pope, the National Council of Churches or any other
ecclesiastical source – where no religious body seeks to impose its will directly or indirectly
upon the general populace or the public acts of its o�cials – and where religious liberty is
so indivisible that an act against one church is treated as an act against all.”

He was elected and none of the hysterical claims became reality in his term but today, it appears
many politicians accept instruction on public policy from their church and even brag about it in
violation of Article VI.

Today, as in 1776, churches disagree with each other on doctrine, structure, and social issues. Some
support same sex marriage, some oppose; some support women as church leaders, some oppose;
some o�er sanctuary to refugees, some oppose; some support abortion, some oppose. So which
sect would rule?

America is special not because we are a chosen people, but because we did not organize a
government based on religion. The countries that are based on religion – Iran, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan
to name a few – are notorious for their violations of human rights, violence toward women, and
silencing of those who disagree. Attorney and historian Andrew Seidel in The Founding Myth: Why
Christian Nationalism is Un-American, lays out a brilliant argument on why the e�orts of Christian
nationalists to destroy the “wall of separation” between church and state is in fact traitorous. Only
the separation of church and state maintains religious freedom for us all.

Dianne Post is legal director for Secular Communities for AZ.
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