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For thou art an holy people unto the Lord thy God, and the Lord hath chosen thee to be a peculiar people unto himself, above all the nations that are upon the earth.

—Deuteronomy 14:2

Gods hand hath bene mighty in the preservation thereof hetherto; what need wee then to feare, but to goe up at once as a peculier people, marked and chosen by the finger of God, to possess [the land] for undoubtedly he is with us.

—John Rolfe (1617)

And we Americans are the peculiar, chosen people—the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of the liberties of the world.

—Herman Melville (1850)

I’ve always believed that ours is a chosen land, that it was placed here by some divine providence.

—Ronald Reagan (1984)









INTRODUCTION

In 1846, a quirky, self-taught lawyer with a flair for tall tales burst onto the national political scene. He hoped to represent the State of Illinois in Congress. But his unconventional religious views and lack of traditional Christian commitments nearly derailed his blossoming political career. His name? Abraham Lincoln.

Lincoln’s opponent for the House seat, Methodist minister Peter Cartwright, worked relentlessly to make religion the central issue of the campaign. Lincoln complained that Cartwright “slyly” insinuated that the hardscrabble lawyer’s unorthodox religious views made him unworthy of political office. In Lincoln’s view, keeping voters fixated on religion “was the chief object” of Cartwright’s crusade.1

As a youth, Lincoln had rejected his family’s traditional Christian faith and probably flirted with skepticism and atheism. He may have even written a book in his twenties on “infidelity” that his friends destroyed to save his reputation. At the time atheism and agnosticism almost always disqualified people from securing positions in public life. As Lincoln matured, his beliefs evolved. He came to trust in God’s overriding providence. He studied the scriptures, read religious books, and asked insightful questions about faith. But doubt always plagued him. Over time Lincoln became a man who very much believed in God. Except when he didn’t.

Cartwright’s faith, in contrast, never wavered, and it drove his political zeal. He was a religious reformer who aimed to remake the culture, to Christianize the United States. He spent decades building revivalist Methodism in the West, becoming one of the nation’s most effective and colorful ministers and leaders. He personified the quintessential itinerant, a manly man galloping on horseback from community to community armed with a rifle in one hand and the good book in the other. He believed that the success of Christianity and the success of the United States required not just righteous ministers, but godly laws and faithful public servants. Cartwright saw the fulfillment of America’s divine destiny as contingent upon the election of virtuous individuals to political office and their support of Christian policies. Cartwright believed that Lincoln was no such individual. He saw sabotaging Lincoln’s career as his divine duty.

During the 1846 campaign, Lincoln supposedly attended one of Cartwright’s revival meetings, seeking to assess his political rival. In true Methodist fashion, Cartwright concluded the service by asking all who wanted to spend eternity in heaven to rise from their seats. Then, trying to catch the rest of the crowd, he asked those who hoped to avoid hell to stand as well. At that point only Lincoln had not budged. “Many responded to the first invitation,” Cartwright told the audience, “to give their hearts to God and go to heaven. And I further observe that all of you save one indicated that you did not desire to go to hell. The sole exception is Mr. Lincoln, who did not respond to either invitation.” The minister then pivoted toward his political opponent. “May I inquire of you, where you are going?”

“Brother Cartwright asks me directly where I am going,” Lincoln replied as he turned and addressed the assembly. “I desire to reply with equal directness: I am going to Congress.”2

To get there, Lincoln knew that he had to address the religion issue—he had to convince the public that he supported mainstream Christianity. As the election neared, he published a handbill laying out his views. Cartwright’s charge “that I am an open scoffer at Christianity,” Lincoln began, was a lie. “That I am not a member of any Christian Church, is true; but I have never denied the truth of the Scriptures; and I have never spoken with intentional disrespect of religion in general, or of any denomination of Christians in particular.” He wrote that he believed in God’s sovereignty over human events. He would never “support a man for office, whom I knew to be an open enemy of, and scoffer at, religion,” and he fully supported the prominent role of churches in American society.3

Lincoln’s defense of his religious views satisfied voters, who rewarded him with a victory on Election Day. As Lincoln prepared to go to Congress, no one could have imagined that just a decade and a half later he would lead the nation through a ferocious, blood-drenched conflict saturated with religious fervor, or that Lincoln, perhaps more effectively than any other leader in American history, would fuse faith with national identity.

The Lincoln–Cartwright political contest exemplified themes fundamental to the American story. It epitomized the intricate interplay in the United States between religion and politics, faith and social reform, geographic expansion and religious freedom. It also illustrated the power of the people. Cartwright calibrated his ministry to match the changing needs and the demands of the public. Lincoln, in turn, had to make his religious convictions palatable to secure election.

In a country where the Constitution seemingly separated church from state, Christian activists such as Cartwright worked to infuse all aspects of American life with religious faith. They largely succeeded. They drove even those like Lincoln, whose spiritual beliefs did not align with the majority, to comply. They believed—as many Americans still do today—that God had made them a peculiar people, and that their nation was God’s chosen land.

In the United States, people love God and they love his son, Jesus Christ. Nearly two-thirds of Americans currently identify as Christian. They are Catholics and Baptists and Methodists and Lutherans. They are pentecostals and Mormons and Quakers. They are your friends and they are your neighbors. They might even be you.4

The gospel preached by a humble carpenter from Nazareth two millennia ago has left an indelible mark on nearly every aspect of American life. It inhabits the lives of its peoples, haunts their dreams, and inspires their actions. It has motivated Christians to seek influence everywhere from politics to culture to business to foreign policy.

Chosen Land is the first book to chronicle Christians’ epic five-hundred-year mission to turn North America into a holy land, a prelude to God’s millennial kingdom. This mission is all the more remarkable since the nation’s founders wrote a deliberately godless Constitution and never meant to establish an explicitly Christian nation. Yet Christianity, this book argues, became the dominant engine of American political and cultural life, shaping law, policy, popular entertainment, and ideals of gender, race, and nationhood. To ignore its power is to misunderstand American history—and America itself.

This argument is significant in at least three ways. First, it challenges the traditional narrative of the United States as a secular republic by emphasizing how the country developed one of the most Christian cultures in the modern world—ironically through the very mechanisms that were supposed to ensure religious neutrality. It demonstrates that “separation of church and state” was not a barrier to religious influence, but stimulated religious innovation, expansion, and integration into every part of American life.

Second, the book redefines how American culture was forged. It emphasizes the central role of grassroots religious actors—preachers, entrepreneurs, and movement leaders—who thrived in the free-market religious environment created by the First Amendment. These figures operated both inside and outside the halls of power, constantly reinventing Christianity to meet changing political, social, and economic realities. In doing so, Christians took an ancient religion and reconstructed it over and over again, tuning it to their times and places and to the demands of the public—even as they claimed to be doing nothing more than upholding the “traditional” faith. They fashioned a version of Christianity that was thoroughly American—and made America, in turn, profoundly Christian.

Finally, Chosen Land places Christianity at the center of American national identity. It links Christianity to key facets of national development, suggesting that to understand American distinctiveness fully, we must account for how Christianity shaped and was shaped by every major historical development from education to war. Americans’ success at weaving Christianity into all aspects of their culture is what made the United States so unique. Understanding this makes Chosen Land essential for understanding the ideological foundations of both domestic and international policy.

Religion, however, never functions alone. Recent books have placed race and racism at the core of US history, others Indigenous peoples, and others still technology and economic class. My book draws on this excellent work while I focus my story on the centrality of Christian activism to the American story. This, perhaps more than anything else, is what distinguishes the United States from its peer nations. The work of Christian activists affected (and affects) the lives of all Americans, which makes understanding this history essential.5

Unlike in many European and Latin American countries, where the state finances churches and mandates religious training in public schools, in the United States the government does not keep houses of worship in business. With no state funding for religion, we might expect the United States to have a more secular identity than nations with established churches, and American Christians to have less power and influence. Some founders, such as Thomas Jefferson, wanted it this way. But the reality is just the opposite.

The religion clauses of the First Amendment empowered religious activists as they sought to erect the kingdom of God in the United States. The clauses read: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” The “disestablishment” clause guaranteed that no single denomination would secure a monopoly on state funding. But rather than hindering Christian faith in the United States, it propelled competition and forced religious leaders to make religion broadly attractive, to study and meet the needs of the people.

Disestablishment did not, however, create an even playing field on which all religions competed equally. The men who drafted the Constitution and the nation’s laws essentially rigged the game. Most sought to ensure that mainstream protestants would maintain the upper hand in the United States. Although the founders refused to establish a single, national denomination, they limited opportunities and constrained choices. They wanted religious leaders who upheld traditional hierarchies, deferred to political authorities, and championed market capitalism. While separation blocked the creation of an official state church, it simultaneously facilitated the rise of a decentralized, evolving, dominant protestant power structure, an independent, unofficial, quasi-establishment.

The protestant leaders directing the unofficial establishment often collaborated with ruling authorities. They worked with policymakers to shape Americans’ views of topics ranging from clothing styles to birth control to same-sex relationships to popular culture. They crafted laws regulating abortion, blasphemy, commerce, cussing, dancing, gambling, marriage, media, the Sabbath, sodomy, and almost every other part of American life. They taught wide swaths of the American public how to understand race relations, mass media, pop culture, gender, sex, sexuality, economics, politics, and domestic policy. Nothing fell outside their sphere of influence.

Protestant leaders persuaded politicians and the courts to interpret the second clause in the First Amendment, the free exercise clause, in ways that usually benefited them. They encouraged a broad range of Christians to practice their faith unhampered, but they established outer limits. Protestants delineated the “orthodox” faith. They decided which groups might ostensibly strengthen the nation and which ones should be ostracized as “cults.” They sought to eliminate competition from alternative religions at home and abroad. Some Christian groups faced substantial persecution, sometimes from mobs and sometimes from government officials. Meanwhile, those outside of Christianity had fewer rights and liberties than what the Constitution seemed to promise. The founders created a world in which Christian activists could impose their versions of the faith on the rest of the nation.

Yet the power of Christian leaders always depended on popular support. With church severed from state, ministers could not rely on institutional backing. They had no pope or bishop or king to legitimate them. They needed the people. If they lost their appeal, others stepped in to take their place. This democratization forced religious leaders to craft messages that resonated broadly, making faith relevant, accessible, and responsive to lay concerns.

In this competitive, free-market religious landscape, pastors and activists became entrepreneurs of faith. They vied for followers not only against each other but also against secular alternatives. Success demanded innovation, charisma, and the savvy use of emerging technologies. Those who excelled gained national influence, recasting Christianity. Their popularity allowed them to claim a mandate to speak for American Christianity as a whole, contributing to the nation’s sense of religious and cultural exceptionalism. They produced one of the most dynamic, creative, enduring, and powerful Christian cultures in the world, and inspired a faith that can be oppressive, racist, sexist, exclusionary, and homophobic. They spun Christianity into the United States’ most popular and enduring product, something packaged, advertised, and sold to Americans and exported to people around the world.

The Christian faith has permeated almost every aspect of American life. Yet it is so common and pervasive in the United States, we often don’t notice its effects. It has compelled action and validated choices. It has stimulated righteousness and provided cover for evil. It has provided common language that gives meaning to the momentous and the mundane. It has defined individuals’ relationships, conditioned their analyses of politics, colored their views of the economy, informed their voting priorities and patterns, determined their perspectives on social issues, influenced the curriculum they want their children to study, and helped structure how they understand natural disasters, geopolitical changes, and war. It has influenced Americans’ priorities in ways both pedestrian and profound. It has filled in blanks, rationalized choices, and connected dots. Christianity has provided Americans with frameworks through which to interpret their lives, their communities, and the future. Whether Christian or not, Americans live their lives in cultural and political paradigms defined by Christian ideas.

Chosen Land focuses on the intersection between religion and culture. Rather than attempt to provide an exhaustive account of every notable Christian movement and activist in American history, in this book I highlight those groups and individuals who have substantially influenced the trajectory of the nation, those who have guided everything from colonization to war to civil rights. Because I emphasize social, political, and cultural power, this is a predominately White protestant story. But it is also the story of non-White religious activists who challenged White supremacy and sought to expand civil and religious freedoms. Their critiques of the nation’s religious power structure sharpen our grasp of the First Amendment’s promise—revealing both its expansive reach and its enduring limitations.

American religious life is remarkably diverse, encompassing a multitude of traditions and paths, yet competing groups of protestants have exercised enough power to give it a distinctive hue. White protestant leaders have subtly—and oftentimes not so subtly—drawn others into the orbit of their tradition. Under the canopy of their cultural authority, protestants set the terms for legitimacy, public presence, and institutional forms. Those who rejected protestantism—and even Christianity in general—had to use its terms, language, and idioms. In the United States, protestant Christianity is inescapable. So, while it may seem like in America there is wide-open religious freedom, it’s actually structured by a deep, organizing logic—both diverse and centrally harmonized.

Beneath the broad protestant canopy lies a varied and evolving array of religions. Catholics had their own goals and priorities and spent generations working to integrate those into mainstream American life. They built their own faith-infused power structures that became especially influential in education, media, and law. Other Christian groups on the fringes of American life often had to fight for equal rights. And non-Christian communities—Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, and others—all lived and practiced their beliefs in the shadow of White protestant dominance.

In telling this story, I address a few dominant misconceptions about the American past. I demonstrate that the concept of “Christian nationalism,” which journalists, sociologists, and pollsters have found especially useful in recent years, is not new. Although it takes many forms that change over time, Christian nationalism has influenced activists across the political and religious spectrum, Black and White, left and right, for centuries. Americans have never really separated church from state, nor have they truly championed the free exercise of religion. Christian activists from Frederick Douglass to Jerry Falwell used the Bible to try to impose their values and beliefs on the nation.

I also challenge the vague and often misleading use of the term “evangelical” by recent generations of scholars. Most historians treat modern evangelicals as the carriers of a long and rich historic tradition that ran through American history from the 1740s until today. But this is not accurate. Much as Cold War–era conservatives established the concept of the “traditional family” and then treated it as an eternal force that existed outside of time and place, so too was the creation of “evangelicalism” as we know it today an invented, post–World War II tradition.

In 1942 a group of Christian fundamentalists resurrected the old and by that time mostly discarded term “evangelical”—which dated back to the Protestant Reformation—to rebrand themselves. They hoped to distance themselves from the negative connotations that had developed around the term “fundamentalism,” which they had been using for their movement. The postwar evangelicalism that they promoted was not the continuation of an older tradition but the start of a new American religious movement, a reinvigorated fundamentalism. There is no singular evangelical throughline dating from the colonial period to today. Those scholars who use the term to describe eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Christians inevitably bolster the move made by both contemporary evangelicals and their academic allies to position their movement at the center of American history in order to shape contemporary politics and the nation’s path forward.6

Finally, in recent decades, polling data revealed that religious affiliation—or the lack thereof—has become one of the most reliable predictors of voting behavior. The more religious a person is, the more likely he or she is to vote Republican. I offer a new explanation for how this alignment took shape. Throughout the twentieth century, leaders of liberal protestant denominations often challenged American power, criticizing foreign interventions and denouncing imperialism. They also advocated for progressive social reforms such as civil rights, feminism, and LGBTQ+ equality. Over time these stances, often rooted in moral reckoning, alienated many of their White congregants, who were less inclined to embrace such changes. As the gap between clergy and laity widened, mainline churches began to hemorrhage members. Meanwhile, evangelical churches—offering a more culturally conservative message—grew rapidly.

Sensing an opportunity, partisan right-wing political operatives forged alliances with evangelical leaders eager to mobilize their flocks. These partnerships proved mutually beneficial: Politicians gained a loyal voting bloc, while evangelical leaders amplified their influence through politics. Together, they transformed the Republican Party into a vehicle for White Christian nationalism, persuading millions that the GOP alone stood for God and traditional American values. Meanwhile, they depicted the Democratic Party as one of secularism and hostility to religion. Rather than push back, many leading Democrats ceded the religious ground to Republicans, a move that some party leaders, including Barack Obama, have long regretted.

Chosen Land begins with Christopher Columbus’s voyages to the Caribbean and his conviction that his actions fulfilled an end-of-days divine plan. Over the next two centuries, European colonizers followed in Columbus’s wake, importing dozens of competing versions of Christianity to North America. Their diversity laid the foundations for the revolutionary generation to embrace a sense of divine mission while rejecting a state church. They defended religious liberty, not out of principle, but out of pragmatism.

Following the American Revolution, coalitions of mainstream protestants joined together to launch a multicentury campaign to build a religious utopia by infusing law, politics, education, and policy with protestant ideals. In the nineteenth century, they had tremendous success, exercising near absolute power. But in the last decades of the 1800s, the arrival of millions of Catholics and Jews produced a more diverse population, and intellectual trends driven especially by new scientific theories created opportunities for some Americans to challenge traditional ideas and beliefs. During the early twentieth century, the dominant protestant consensus began to unravel. Some protestants responded by heralding ecumenism, pluralism, and eventually secularism as the best path forward for the nation, while others launched a multigenerational quest to reclaim power, to reestablish the United States on Christian foundations.

I end the book with the ongoing struggle to define the place of religion in public life. In recent decades, some protestants, joined by groups of Catholics and Latter-day Saints, have resurrected a form of Christian nationalism and seek Christian supremacy. They are working through partisan politics—with the benefit of a sympathetic Supreme Court—to create a new Christian establishment to reign over an ever more diverse and pluralistic nation. Others seek to limit such activists’ influence and power and to drive religion out of the public sphere. They argue that the First Amendment erected a “high wall” between church and state. The struggle among different religious groups and those with no religion at all continues to play out everywhere from school board meetings to presidential politics.

In seeking to build the kingdom of God on earth, American protestants have drawn from many versions of Christianity to serve their own purposes. In the colonial period, settlers tapped into the wide and forceful river of European Christianity, channeling its waters to nourish their fledgling communities with many imported styles and forms of Christian faith. As the nation matured, Christians divided that river into four distinctive American streams: what I am calling the conservative, revivalist, liberal, and liberationist streams. Each carved its own path through the American religious terrain, sometimes converging, often diverging, and continuously reshaping the religious landscape.

Those who drew from the conservative stream emphasized tradition, historic creeds, and the importance and centrality of the church and the church community. Nineteenth-century Lutherans and most Catholics, for example, sought to conserve the historic Christian faith as they understood it. They were skeptical of new knowledge and new insights, but they nevertheless generally changed with the times—albeit slowly and cautiously. For many conservatives, faith was something one was born into and that helped create an identity. The conservative stream included both elites who labored to maintain the status quo and those who worshipped in immigrant, ethnic congregations organized around a shared culture and language. The constant influx of immigrants to North America gave conservatives new life generation after generation. Of the four major types of Christians, conservatives tended to be the most isolated. They focused on strengthening their own communities and didn’t often obsess over what other Americans were doing. Why, they asked, should they expect non-Christians to behave like Christians? They knew the world was a fallen place and hoped that their example would attract others to Christianity.

Those who drew from the revivalist stream developed a different approach to the Christian faith. They emphasized the autonomy of individuals, the preeminence of emotions and feelings, the importance of having a relationship with God, and the need for individual salvation and transformation. Although often called “conservatives,” they were not. They pioneered new ways of thinking and believing. From Jonathan Edwards to Peter Cartwright to Billy Graham, they rejected both the churchly crowd’s conservatism and liberals’ embrace of secular knowledge (although both influenced them). More than any other group, they made Christianity a commodity, a choice, something one could purchase or return like a pair of shoes based on the whims of the day. They shifted the act of conversion from being the means of entry for non-Christians into an end unto itself—a sacrament required of everyone to authenticate one’s faith.

Revivalists believed that just as God wanted to immediately transform the individual, so too did he want to transform the nation. They acted aggressively and unapologetically to try to impose their values on the United States. They had few doubts about their mission and rarely sought compromise. God, they felt sure, had absolute standards, and for them to make the United States God’s promised land, they must execute his will—or at least their understanding of it—on everyone else.

The third stream consisted of liberals. They ranged from late eighteenth-century Congregationalists to nineteenth-century Deists to the twentieth-century leaders of many mainline denominations. They emphasized rationality and seeking truth, which they often saw as independent of community or experience. As learning and science changed, they assumed faith should change too, which kept it in constant flux. They embraced new ideas and worked relentlessly to keep religion up to date with the latest intellectual trends. They accommodated faith to outside ideas and values. They sought to apply Christian morals and ethics to social issues. They aspired to synchronize faith with science, new knowledge, and sometimes other religions. They rejected parochialism and tried to think and act globally, but in so doing, they often defended their privileged positions. Their substantial faith in individual freedom and autonomy helped further commodify faith in the United States. Of all the major Christian groups, they had the most patience and willingness to compromise, and they were uniquely confident that good would come through incremental steps. As they worked on making the United States a holy land, they forged alliances with others, including those outside their particular faith.

Those who sought to disrupt the status quo often drew from a fourth stream, the liberationist stream. This stream included everyone from Indigenous preachers speaking against removal policies to gay rights activists seeking equality within protestant churches. Liberationists emphasized the Old Testament God of Exodus who freed the Hebrew captives, and they trumpeted Jesus as a liberator who battled for the oppressed. They saw in the gospel a call to action—faith without deeds, they asserted, was dead. They fought to free people from stifling gender norms, economic inequalities, and racism. This stream was frequently the smallest and had the least power, but it served to remind other Christians that too often more popular versions of Christianity revealed more about race and class and geographic location than about any kind of eternal religious ideas or practices. They emphasized justice and emphatically reminded other Christian groups that they often embedded sexism and racism into their visions of the kingdom of God. They aspired to build a truly peaceable kingdom free of racism and discrimination, where all were equal.

Liberationists made explicit what was always implicit. Issues of race, ethnicity, and gender guided all four streams—the entire river—of North American Christianity. While Whites debated how to make North America the city on the hill for the rest of the world to emulate, Black, Latine, and Indigenous people; immigrants; and other groups had to fight to ensure that it was not hell on earth. White American Christians in practice almost always treated race as more important than theology or worship styles, often refusing to ally with those from minority groups even if they held the same or similar religious beliefs. Meanwhile, Black, Latine, Asian, and other Christians worshipped on their own and worked when possible to influence the White mainstream.

Furthermore, the history of American Christianity is the history of women. Women have filled the majority of church pews in just about every denomination and movement in North American Christianity. This was true among protestants and Catholics, White, Black, and Latine, in the North and the South and the West. They have also exercised religious leadership more often than many of us realize. While men have held disproportionate power in American Christianity, much of that power derived from the support of women.7

The four streams sometimes flowed together as a single river, sometimes flowed in different directions, and sometimes mingled and merged. But none of the streams remained static. As American Christians made them their own, Christians channeled the currents in new directions. At times some streams swelled, flooding the nation. Others stagnated and temporarily dried up. Some split, sending the faithful off in new directions. Nevertheless, categorizing the different kinds of Christianities in this way helps us make sense of the tactics, approaches, goals, similarities, and differences among competing types of Christians.

For centuries the river of American Christianity surged with overwhelming force. Separation of church from state, the commodification of faith, and the empowering of ordinary people to remake religion kept the waters churning. Competing Christian visions shaped our politics, our culture, and our very identity. But in recent decades, the river has slowed. Fewer Americans have claimed Christianity as their own. When asked to state their religious preference, growing numbers simply replied, “None of the above.” Yet the decline now appears to be leveling off.

Americans are at a crossroads. Will the nation’s Christian population begin to shrink again, leaving churches empty and politics secularized? Will our religious profile soon resemble that of Western Europe or Canada?

Or is another revival just over the horizon?

Whatever the future holds, we cannot understand the United States without understanding the faith that built it. The past that Christians constructed defines the present for both believers and unbelievers alike. American Christianity and American history are not two parallel stories—they are the same story. The history of the United States is the history of American Christianity, and the history of American Christianity is the history of the United States.
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PART I

ORIGINS







1

THE CHRISTIAN INVASION BEGINS

Fifteenth-century North America was a vibrant and diverse place. Hundreds of tribes spanned the continent, with complex and distinctive cultures, practices, and politics. Most did not separate the sacred from the secular, or the natural from the supernatural. In subsequent centuries Europeans, and, later, scholars, divided “religion” from culture, but such distinctions would have made little sense to Indigenous peoples.

The North American population in the 1400s probably numbered between five million and seven million people. The largest city in what became the United States, Cahokia, developed on the Mississippi River near present-day St. Louis, although its residents had largely abandoned it by the late 1400s. It had served as a kind of crossroads, a trading center for people around the region. Most people, however, lived in smaller groups. Their lifestyles and cultural practices reflected the environments around them. Those near major waterways fished. Those on the plains hunted. Some built permanent residences. Others lived nomadically, following the game and the seasons. Extensive trade networks linked tribes to one another across the continent.

Then the Christian invasion began.

The man leading the first major expedition from Europe to the Americas, Christopher Columbus, believed that God had chosen him for this work. An avid and ambitious explorer, he viewed his conquests as the fulfillment of the Bible’s ancient prophecies about the last days. Blending faith and violence, he aimed to grow the Catholic Church and European power by transforming and subjugating tribal cultures. He claimed that God had prescribed his mission, that it represented part of God’s end-times plan for the world.

Columbus, with his religious justifications, disregard for the fundamental humanity of non-Europeans, and blend of missionary ambition with plunder, established precedents that would characterize European work in North America for the next couple of centuries. A long line of Spanish colonizers followed in his wake, seeking treasure, territory, and to impose European versions of the Christian faith on the land. They established footholds in what would become Florida, Mexico City, and the US Southwest. For the peoples of North America, however, the encounter with Christian explorers marked a different kind of discovery—they realized that rather than offering mutually beneficial partnerships, the Christian invasion brought with it death and destruction. Yet rather than succumb to the devil, they used the devil’s tools to fight back.

Born in Genoa, Italy, in 1451, Columbus grew up on the sea. As he matured, he sailed the Mediterranean and North Atlantic. He studied the latest scientific discoveries and used the best technology to navigate from port to port. European leaders and merchants coveted the valuable commodities available in India and China. Rather than rely on long, arduous existing overland roads, they hoped to find a new ocean route to facilitate more economical trade. Although many Europeans thought that finding a westward course to India was impossible, Columbus convinced King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain to invest in his project. By sailing west, he contended, he could find a faster route to the East. Columbus expected to locate treasure and spices, and to win new converts to Christianity. He recorded in his journal that the mission would benefit the “Catholic Christians and Princes who love the holy Christian faith” and ensure the “propagation” of their faith.1

For Columbus to frame his expedition in Christian terms made good sense. Life was precarious, and venturing to sea was risky. Columbus had to contend with storms, accidents, disease, and mutiny. Trusting in a sovereign god gave Europeans a way to see and understand the world. If the Old Testament God protected the Hebrew people and led them to the promised land, wouldn’t he do the same for his church in the modern era? If Columbus aspired to expand Christianity’s reach, how could the almighty let anything stop him? Columbus’s beliefs inspired more than self-serving rationales for profit and plunder. They made risk more manageable and threats less ominous. Faith, for Columbus and for the many who followed in his path, made bold action possible.

Expanding Christendom, however, meant vanquishing competing belief systems. At home, Spanish leaders worked in concert with the Catholic Church to identify and persecute alleged heretics, including Jews and Muslims. Spain had just completed its Reconquista, driving African Muslims (called “Moors”) from the Iberian Peninsula. Columbus praised the actions taken by the Spanish crown against “the sect of Mahoma and to all idolatries and heresies.” In 1492, Ferdinand and Isabella required that all remaining non-Christians still living in their lands convert to Christianity and join the Catholic Church. They eventually expelled those who did not.2

On August 3, 1492, Columbus and about ninety men set sail from Spain aboard three ships, the Niña, the Pinta, and the Santa María. After just over a month at sea, the crews reached an island in the Bahamas. Columbus named the island San Salvador. From the very start of their expeditions, explorers began a process of imposing Christian names, ideas, and language on locations in the Western Hemisphere.

Astute planning and adoption of the latest insights from science and astronomy made the voyages a success. Even though Columbus never got anywhere near Asia and didn’t quite understand where in the world he had actually disembarked, the Italian believed that God had directed the ships. “For the voyage to the Indies,” he concluded, “neither intelligence nor mathematics nor world maps were of any use to me; it was the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy.” The admiral understood the trip as about much more than securing a route to India; he expected the profits generated by the new route to serve Christendom and God’s plan for the world.3

From the start, European and Indigenous men and women traded goods and communicated as best they could. The locals “should be good servants and intelligent,” Columbus recorded in his journal, “for I observed that they quickly took in what was said to them.” He made converting the people he encountered a top priority. He thought “they would easily be made Christians” since “they had no religion.” Europeans typically assumed that peoples in the Americas had no religion. Most Indigenous peoples practiced complicated and holistic religions, but because their practices did not look to Europeans like Christianity, Judaism, or Islam, they assumed they had no religion at all. They were mistaken.4

Columbus had hoped to find large supplies of gold. When he failed to find riches, he drafted plans for how best to enslave Indigenous people and use their labor for profit. Here too he set a precedent. For the next few centuries, European Christians in the Americas sought both to convert those they encountered to their faith and to enslave them—and they rarely saw any contradiction between these actions. For some, conversion and enslavement reinforced each other. Making slaves increased opportunities for exposing non-Christian peoples to Christianity, which seemingly justified human theft. Although Columbus promised to show God’s love to the Natives, love is the opposite of what he and his men practiced, a point made by some Europeans. Spanish priest Bartolomé de las Casas, for example, penned a scathing book criticizing Columbus and his allies for the pain they inflicted on local peoples.

Columbus hoped that the wealth he extracted, whether commodities or slave labor, would help Spain fund its crusade against Muslims in the Middle East. He expected “that all the profits of this my enterprise may be spent in the conquest of Jerusalem.” In this way, his work linked Indigenous tribes in the Americas, Spanish plans for religious conquest and empire, and the long-running Christian–Muslim conflict over the Holy Land. Indigenous people inadvertently became bit players in an enduring religious war waged on the other side of the globe.5



[image: Christopher Columbus and his crew hold crosses and flags on a shore as Indigenous people stand nearby and ships rest in the sea.]
Christopher Columbus believed that God had called him to launch an end-times mission to spread Christianity. He and his men brought both cross and sword to the Caribbean. (credit: New York Public Library)



In the last years of his life, Columbus compiled his Book of Prophecies seeking to explain how current events, including his voyages and the quest for the Holy Land, fulfilled biblical predictions about the end-times. “Holy Scripture,” Columbus explained, indicated that “this world will end” in the year 1655, which meant time was running out. But before Jesus returned, Christians had to spread the gospel to all peoples. The opening up of the Americas to the Catholic faith, for Columbus, represented the partial fulfillment of this prophecy. “Much that has been prophesied remains to be fulfilled,” he noted, “and I say that a sign of this is the acceleration of Our Lord’s activities in this world. I know this from the recent preaching of the gospel in so many lands.” In sharing his faith with the Indigenous peoples he met, he helped speed the world to its climax.6

While the Spanish battled for territory in the Americas, a religious hurricane bore down on the Catholic Church. A high priest based in Rome, the pope, led the church. Bishops and priests scattered around Europe served under him. They taught that salvation came only through the church and its clergy, who offered penitents seven holy sacraments: baptism, communion, confirmation, confession, holy orders, anointing the sick, and marriage.

One of those priests, a German Augustinian monk named Martin Luther, went through a personal religious crisis. Was he truly saved? How could he know? Over time, he found that clinging to two core Christian principles brought him peace: sola gratia, grace alone, and sola fide, faith alone. Sin and corruption so tainted humans, he believed, that nothing they did could earn their salvation—no actions could possibly atone for their sins. Instead, they had to rely solely on God’s grace received through faith. Luther claimed that the Bible provided the basis for his views, which led him to a third principle, sola scriptura, the Bible alone. He believed that the holy text provided the only true account of human history, humans’ relationship to God, and the means of salvation.

The church still mattered to Luther, but it no longer constituted a necessary vehicle for salvation. The monk’s own encounters with church leaders had led him to question religious authorities. They seemed more Jezebel than Jesus. When a Dominican priest arrived in Germany in 1517 selling “indulgences” to help fund the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, Luther decided to act. “Indulgences” served as currency that a person could use to buy reduced punishments for sins, or for the sins of members of their departed family. More indulgences meant less time spent in purgatory waiting to join Jesus in heaven. So if a person wanted to escape God’s punishment, he need only contribute to Rome.

Luther outlined his opposition to the sale of indulgences and other forms of corruption in a series of ninety-five theses, or brief arguments. On October 31, 1517, he posted the theses on the door of the local church in his hometown of Wittenberg.

Angered by Luther’s actions, church authorities put the cleric on trial. While they had silenced or burned at the stake others who had ideas like Luther’s, the German monk had powerful allies, including local princes who resisted the church’s interference in their realms. A friend put Luther in protective custody and allowed him to continue his work. Luther spent the next few years applying his theological principles to religious practice. He developed a German translation of the Bible that laypeople could read for themselves, wrote vernacular hymns for Christians to sing, and restructured the format of church services. He aimed to help churchgoers understand the purposes behind religious rituals and encouraged individual participation. Rather than promote the seven holy sacraments championed by medieval Catholicism, he emphasized the two that he believed the Bible most clearly identified: communion and baptism.

As Luther worked through the implications of his theology, he celebrated the priesthood of all believers, arguing that Christians needed no intermediators between themselves and God, and he encouraged individuals to approach the almighty directly. He believed that God called all people to serve him. From God’s perspective, a monk, a priest, a teacher, a farmer, and a prince were all the same.

Luther’s work, and the actions of those who supported it, led to a schism in Western Christianity. The Catholic Church remained powerful and maintained the loyalty of much of Europe, but Luther sparked the rise of a major alternative called protestantism (from the Latin “to protest”). The religious divides that the Reformation inspired produced new geopolitical divides as well.

As Luther’s ideas spread in Germany, Spain looked to expand its empire in North America. In 1519, Hernán Cortés invaded Mexico with five hundred men. By the time Cortés appeared in the heart of the Mexica (or Aztec) empire in Tenochtitlan (later Mexico City), its leader, Moctezuma II, seemed eager for peace and an alliance. But the Spaniards wanted power and riches, not negotiation. Cortés took Moctezuma prisoner, sparking two years of fighting. Moctezuma’s death and a brutal epidemic eventually gave the Spaniards the upper hand.

Within a few decades of Columbus’s explorations, Spanish leaders had laid the foundations for a powerful new extension of their empire centered in Mexico City. They hoped that the Americas would provide them with new wealth and power, and an opportunity to grow the Catholic Church.

With their base secure, Spanish soldiers spread out from Mexico City in search of gold. Francisco Vázquez de Coronado led one expedition into the region the Spaniards called “New Mexico” in 1540, in what is now the American Southwest. A few decades later, Franciscan friars followed the trails blazed by soldiers into New Mexico, seeking to share the Christian gospel with the Pueblo peoples. One Spaniard testified that he expected conversions to be relatively easy since “they are a submissive people.” The Spanish tended to view and treat those they met as innocent, naive, childlike creatures. They did not realize that the Pueblo calibrated their actions toward Christians with the goal of building beneficial alliances. The locals were savvy, not submissive.7

The local Pueblo peoples had sacred origins myths that explained who they were, where they came from, and how the world was structured. They envisioned a universe in which the natural and supernatural blended, and actions in one realm influenced the other. Their sacred cosmology helped explain natural occurrences like droughts and floods, and periods of famine or bounty. It also helped them interpret conflict, war, and the Christian incursion.

Europeans in North America routinely failed to understand the beliefs of Indigenous peoples. The Spanish especially failed to realize how Pueblos integrated the supernatural into all aspects of life. One explorer reported that the Pueblo “have medicine men who talk to the devil,” and he observed religious spaces called kivas, but nevertheless asserted that “they have no churches.” They “worship some small idols made of stone or wood,” he added, “but they do not have much attachment for them and do not mind abandoning them.”8

The Franciscans’ early reports on their New Mexican work impressed King Felipe II. Buoyed by the potential of establishing a Spanish-led colony in the region, Felipe’s representative, the viceroy, dispatched Juan de Oñate from Mexico City to claim the land and govern the region for Spain. Born in Mexico, Oñate had a Spanish father and a mother who descended from Moctezuma. “Your main purpose,” the viceroy instructed him, “shall be the service of God Our Lord, the spreading of His holy Catholic faith, and the reduction and pacification of the natives of the said provinces.” Oñate would fail on every count.9

In 1598, Oñate led an expedition into New Mexico. The Pueblo peoples he encountered in the Rio Grande region represented at least six different language groups. But they had much in common. They lived in permanent apartments made of stone or adobe organized into towns (“pueblos”), and they cultivated farms. Their permanent location made them easier to missionize compared with more nomadic groups such as the nearby Apache and Navajo.

Rather than convince the Pueblo of the glories of Spanish rule or of the Christian faith, Oñate brought terror to the region. When the Spanish tried to take more supplies from the locals in the town of Ácoma than they were willing to give, the Natives resisted. Seeking to punish the Pueblo and maximize their suffering, the Spanish snatched the town’s children and turned them over to the Franciscans. The fathers, complicit in this action, likely sold some children into slavery. They justified their actions by claiming to have made Christians of the captives. This was not the first time, and it would not be the last time, that colonizers used Christianity as a rationale for subjugating non-Christian peoples.

Oñate punished all the remaining men in the village over age twenty-five by chopping off one of their feet and assigning them to twenty years of servitude. He spared the limbs of all men between twelve and twenty-five, and all women over twelve, but sentenced them to twenty years of servitude. The Spanish cut one hand off each of two Natives who happened to be visiting Ácoma from other pueblos at the time, to warn others of the consequences of defying them. Jesus had once told his disciples, “And if thy right hand offend thee, cut it off, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.” Oñate seems to have missed the point as he cut the hands off those who offended him and tried to consign them to a Spanish-made hell. He later forced the surviving locals to construct a mission church, a symbol of the Spanish seizure of the territory.

Executing the crown’s orders to pacify the local tribes and expand the Catholic faith proved more challenging than the Spanish had expected. People facing attack and subjugation often reject the religious sentiments of their oppressors. The Franciscan friars sometimes understood this, and they occasionally objected to some of Oñate’s more brutal tactics, setting up a clash between church and government authorities. One Franciscan friar complained that the actions of the soldiers, including beating and killing local men and raping women, “brought great discredit on our teaching.” “If we who are Christians,” the friars reflected, “caused so much harm and violence, why should they become Christians?”10

Indeed, why? This question perfectly summed up the challenge of the entire European colonial enterprise in North America.

Despite the setbacks, representatives of the king remained optimistic about the region. The Franciscans reported that they had seven thousand “converts” in need of continuing spiritual leadership, and one soldier concluded that although the mission probably would not make much money, the friars could do a lot of good with minimal financial support. Convinced of the value of the church fathers’ work, the king decided to maintain the Spanish presence in New Mexico.

Franciscan records show a steady increase in the number of acolytes. In 1620, the Catholic missionaries claimed seventeen thousand followers in New Mexican missions. In 1632, they counted sixty thousand converts. But what these numbers mean is difficult to discern. The notion of “conversion” is a Western concept. Did the people the fathers counted as “converts” understand what it meant to join the Catholic faith and to renounce their old ways? Most probably did not. Furthermore, the blending of Christian and Indigenous rituals revealed that many probably believed they did not have to choose between Christianity and their own traditions.

Christianity often worked more as an addition to traditional beliefs than a complete replacement. Converts wove Christianity into their existing way of life rather than embarking on an entirely new path. This kind of blending—where different faiths mix and create something new—happened again and again throughout Christian history. Because of ongoing contact, combination, and exchange, Christianity kept evolving over time, always adapting from one generation to the next.

Over the next few decades, tensions between Indigenous populations and colonizers continued to grow. The friars routinely punished local people for perceived sins, and sometimes the tribes punished religious leaders. Dozens of Franciscans suffered what their fellow brothers considered martyrdom at the hands of locals.

The situation in New Mexico began to unravel even further in the late 1660s. Famine and pestilence wreaked havoc on the region. By 1670, the local population had dropped to less than half of what it had been in 1640. Nearby Apaches and Navajos, suffering from drought and pestilence, increased their attacks on Pueblo peoples. Frustrated and angry, growing numbers of Pueblo turned their backs on the Christians and revitalized their old traditions. They believed that perhaps they had dishonored their gods, and by rejecting Christianity, peace and prosperity might return. In 1672, one group of Pueblo burned a local church; captured the friar; and stripped, tortured, and then killed him. They tied his lifeless, naked body to a cross. A few years later, Indigenous people killed seven more Franciscans, which the latter blamed on witchcraft.

Rather than reassess their own actions, the Christians tried to force the locals into submission. But they were frequently outnumbered. They could not push Natives too far without facing retribution. In 1675, a new governor, Juan Francisco Treviño, arrived in Santa Fe, the Spanish base of operations in New Mexico. He demanded that the Pueblo cease their “idolatry.” He hung some “sorcerers” and arrested, flogged, and sold into slavery forty-seven medicine men. The Spanish seized or destroyed kivas and altars, forbade traditional dances, and destroyed masks and prayer sticks. A local group of Pueblo, the Tewa, intervened and demanded the release of those held captive. Treviño relented and released the men.

One of Treviño’s captives, a charismatic leader and medicine man named Popé, plotted his revenge. After regaining his freedom, Popé moved to Taos, away from the watchful eyes of the Spanish. He believed that the time had come to drive out the Spanish. He brought together war chiefs, dissidents, and exiles from among the Tiwa, Tewa, Towa, Zuni, and Hopi. He called on them to work together to overthrow the Christians and their god, promising that if they did, an era of prosperity and good fortune would descend on them. Like the Franciscans, he had visions of a coming apocalyptic battle between good and evil. But the future he saw looked very different from that of the friars.

Popé launched an attack on August 10, 1680. The Pueblo captured horses first, which allowed them to fight and retreat more effectively. Although the Spanish had better weapons, Popé’s men considerably outnumbered them. They split the region in half by cutting off roads and shutting down supply and communications routes. One by one, the revolutionaries advanced on settler towns, killed colonizers, and seized their weapons. Those Spanish who could retreat to Santa Fe did. On August 13, Popé’s warriors surrounded the city. The governor refused to surrender, and a siege began. After nine days, the governor and his men counterattacked the insurgents, scattering the warriors. The Pueblo allowed some of the Hispanics to escape south and then took the capital.

Popé had secured victory, and he counseled the Pueblo to restore their old ways and return to the traditions and practices that predated the Christian invasion. This meant destroying all things Christian, from crosses to churches to altars to Bibles. According to the first full government report on the uprising, the Natives “set fire to the temples, seizing the images of the saints and profaning the holy vessels with such shocking desecrations and insolences that it is indecent to mention them.” Rebel leaders instructed the people to “burn all the images and temples, rosaries and crosses, and that all the people should discard the names given them in holy baptism and call themselves whatever they liked.” They warned them “not to mention in any manner the name of God, of the most holy Virgin, or of the Saints, on pain of severe punishment.” Popé and the other leaders banned use of the Castilian dialect and replaced Spanish crops with traditional maize and beans, the “crops of their ancestors.” Many converts returned to the river to wash off the Christian faith in a kind of reverse baptism.11

The conflict revealed the centrality of religion and religious freedom to both sides. Natives expressed outrage at Christians’ desecration of their traditions, beliefs, and rituals. The Christians felt the same way once the tables had turned. Both sides defiled what the other deemed holy, both believed that spiritual forces guided worldly events, and both claimed their own interests matched those of the divine. In assessing what had happened, one of the Franciscans captured Indigenous sentiments more accurately than he probably realized. The local peoples were “so pleased with liberty of conscience and so attached to the belief in the worship of Satan that up to the present not a sign has been visible of their ever having been Christians.” In the North American Southwest, liberty of conscience represented a principle the Pueblo, not the Christian invaders, went to war to defend.12

The Pueblo revolt sparked a major crisis among Spanish religious leaders. Columbus had sailed into the Western hemisphere believing God accompanied him. The Franciscans moved into the Southwest believing the same. Generation after generation of Christian conquerors acted in what they viewed as righteous and holy ways, confident that tribes would find salvation through them. They could not understand how they could have been so wrong, how their efforts could have inspired such a violent reckoning. Spanish colonizers, rather than herald the coming of the prince of peace, brought with them the sword. The first forms of Christianity to appear in North America came drenched in blood. But the Spanish were not the only Europeans looking to build Christian empires in North America. Others soon followed, equally confident that through them God was starting a new work, offering a new means of global salvation.
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THE CITY ON THE HILL

Two thousand miles away from the Catholic enclaves in Santa Fe, the first major protestant utopian experiment in colonial North America seemed to be unraveling. New England minister Samuel Danforth wondered aloud “whether we have not in a great measure forgotten our Errand into the Wilderness.” The founding generation of “Puritan” migrants—reformers set on purifying the Church of England from afar—had made great sacrifices to worship how they believe God wanted. Yet things had seemingly changed. Danforth fretted that “a careless, remiss, flat, dry, cold, dead frame of spirit” had invaded the community. “Pride,” he harangued, “Contention, Worldliness, Covetousness, Luxury, Drunkenness and Uncleanness break in like a flood upon us, and good men grow cold in their love to God and to one another.”1

Others felt similarly. Minister Increase Mather warned that the “day of trouble is near.” He sensed “manifold transgressions, and mighty sins amongst us.” Like Danforth, Mather believed that the Puritans had lost their way. “We can now see little difference between Church-members and other men, as to their discourses, or their spirits, or their walking, or their garb.” Those who professed Christianity “fashion themselves according to the world.”2

In the last few decades of the seventeenth century, a handful of events seemed to verify Puritan leaders’ fears that their mission had failed. Danforth and Mather catalogued their community’s many evils, any of which might provoke God’s judgment. Bestiality ranked near the top of their lists. In 1674, Danforth preached a jeremiad to mark the execution of a young man named Benjamin Goad and his steed. That Goad enjoyed mare-buggering did not surprise Danforth. Goad had “lived in Disobedience to his Parents; in Lying, Stealing, Sabbath-breaking, and was wont to flee away from Catechism.” Prior sexual sins, Puritans believed, often led to greater ones, and Goad’s included “self-pollution, and other Sodomitical wickedness.” The minister warned his audiences that without proper discipline they too might end up with an animal for a lover. Executing Goad (and his four-legged companion) served as “the onely way to turn away the wrath of God from us.” Yet the man’s death did not mark the end of the colony’s problems or a return to better days. The Puritan utopia remained in crisis.3

Americans have subjected the New England Puritans to more analysis than any other group of immigrants to North America. Nineteenth-century French tourist Alexis de Tocqueville believed that we could find in the Puritans the entire “destiny” of the United States. He was correct, but what that destiny entailed varied from person to person. The Puritans became the American Rorschach test; people saw in them what they wanted. Some credited the Puritans with establishing democracy and freedom. Others saw them as killjoys who squashed individual liberty. Some saw them as the Founding Fathers’ founding fathers. Others viewed them as genocidal murderers. Some saw them as the architects of the separation of church and state. Others saw them as religious tyrants who established a theocracy. However we assess them, the Puritans established a pattern that Americans repeated over and over again. They set out to build a new, pure, godly, utopian community. They made their Christian convictions central to every part of their lives. They believed that God had made them his peculiar people, destined to build a new chosen land. And they failed.4

The Puritans who first arrived in North America fled England to avoid persecution. Their journey was born out of the ongoing upheaval of the Protestant Reformation. In the 1530s, King Henry VIII broke with the pope and persuaded Parliament to declare him “Supreme Head” of the English church. His actions reverberated in countless unintended ways. A religious leader, the pope, no longer ruled the English church, but instead a political leader, the king, now had supremacy over religious affairs.

Over the next few decades, some protestant activists pushed for further change. They criticized the church’s hierarchical structure and believed that Jesus, not a pope or a human sovereign, should rule the church. Critics dubbed the reformers “Puritans” for their zealous efforts to “purify” the church. The reformers preferred to call themselves the brethren, or the saints, or the godly. Eventually, however, the term “Puritan” stuck, although the boundaries between Puritans and other protestant reformers remained fuzzy.

A handful of core convictions animated the Puritans. They took the principle of sola scriptura to its logical end, convinced that the Bible and only the Bible, rather than reason and tradition, should provide the basis for religious belief and action. Puritans stressed the importance of the church as essential to God’s plan to support salvation within the community. Preaching occupied the center of worship services, and they viewed its purpose as to illuminate the scriptures. Church music, Puritans believed, should consist of singing the Psalms, the actual words of scripture. They generally held a broad view of the second commandment: “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image.” They believed that having images or representations of the divine violated this commandment, so they stripped their places of worship of statues, images in stained glass, paintings, and even altars.

Yet Puritans lacked consensus on many issues. The Bible is ambiguous and readers interpret it in many ways. One of the most significant debates centered on how far to extend the power of local congregations. Puritans believed that church leaders’ authority came from the Holy Spirit and the people and not from bishops or the king. But if authority did not reside in established authorities, did every congregation have total autonomy? If so, how could religious leaders ensure that congregations did not fall into heresy, and if they did, how might church leaders correct them? Some Puritans advocated for the autonomy of the local church, but others believed that designated authorities should maintain some oversight through presbyteries, or bodies of elders, that oversaw local congregations.

In the early 1600s, James VI of Scotland (James I of England) concluded that Puritans’ reform efforts had gone too far. One source of their mistaken ideas, he surmised, was the English-language Geneva Bible, which seemed to encourage radicalism. He established a committee to produce a new English version of the sacred text. Drawing on the latest scholarship and written in beautiful prose, the “Authorized” or “King James” Bible, published in 1611, became one of the most important publications in human history.

One group of Puritans during James’s reign navigated an especially perilous route. They refused to acknowledge the authority of the Church of England at all but called instead for true believers to separate totally from the state church. Based on their reading of the New Testament, they concluded that church authority resided only in the local congregation. Some of these reformers established their own secret churches in England. Others, longing for the freedom to worship openly as they pleased, left for Holland.

The emigrants did not plan to be permanent exiles but expected the English to see the value of their ways and the truth of their convictions, and to welcome them back to remake the church. When that did not happen, some decided to change tactics. They concocted a genius plan—maintain their English citizenship but move to North America, one of England’s most remote outposts where they could build a new community and worship in peace.

William Bradford, a member of the group and its chronicler, observed that in leaving the Netherlands, “they knew they were pilgrimes.” In calling the group “pilgrims,” Bradford casually
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Praise for
 CHOSEN LAND


“Fast-paced and lucidly written, Chosen Land should be required reading for anyone who wants to understand American religion, and for anyone who wants to understand America.”

—Kristin Kobes Du Mez, New York Times–bestselling author of Jesus and John Wayne

“Matthew Sutton has written a sweeping, riveting history of how Christianity and America have been perilously entwined. Chosen Land shows us how faith has been both a balm and a weapon, a force of unity and division, and how it remains at the very heart of the American story.”

—Kate Bowler, New York Times–bestselling author of Everything Happens for a Reason

“With a sweeping narrative and soaring prose, Matthew Sutton makes a powerful argument that the history of American Christianity is inextricable from the history of America itself. Chosen Land is a must read for anyone concerned about the past, present, and future of the Christian faith in the United States.”

—Kevin M. Kruse, author of One Nation Under God

“Matthew Sutton’s Chosen Land is an insightful, compelling, and deftly written new interpretation of the history of Christianity in America. Sutton’s redefinition of America as a Holy Land is a powerful tool to understand America’s history, and its future.”

—Anthea Butler, author of White Evangelical Racism

“The scope of Chosen Land is breathtaking, spanning the nation’s story from the late 15th century to yesterday, from the political far left to far right, from elite to popular culture, and from outside to inside the worldview of a plethora of distinct Christian traditions. With a pitch-perfect ear for the cadences of ordinary speech, Sutton successfully works within the sonic world of the home as well as the factory, library, and pulpit. Sutton’s main argument—that all of US history can be profitably viewed through the lens of Christianity—is carefully framed and boldly presented. Readers may find some parts more persuasive than others, but that forthrightness adds to the book’s appeal. Chosen Land is sure to rank as one of the premier overviews of the entire history of American Christianity.”

—Grant Wacker, author of America’s Pastor

“No book has ever told us as much as Chosen Land does about the role of religion in the most enduringly Protestant nation in the industrialized world. Not since Martin Marty’s Righteous Empire of more than a half-century ago has a single scholar addressed this topic with the analytic acumen Matthew Sutton brings to the task. Building upon the recent generation’s excellent body of scholarship but speaking always in his own voice, Sutton has given us a comprehensive narrative that promises to define professional and popular discussions of religion and politics in American life for a very long time.”

—David A. Hollinger, author of Christianity’s American Fate
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