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Abstract 

This document clarifies the original meaning and constitutional intent of the phrase commonly 

summarized as “separation of church and state,” demonstrating that it was never designed to 

remove God, Scripture, or Christian moral influence from civil government. Rather, the 

Founders’ intent was narrowly institutional: to prevent civil government from controlling, 

coercing, or corrupting the church, while fully expecting religious belief—particularly Christian 

conviction—to inform the conscience and conduct of public officials. 

Through founding-era texts, constitutional structure, contemporaneous practice, and explicit 

statements by the Founders, the analysis shows that the American political order presupposed 

God as the source of rights, law, and judgment. The First Amendment restricted Congress, not 

faith; it prohibited establishment and coercion, not belief or influence. Jefferson’s “wall of 

separation” is examined in its historical context and shown to function as a shield protecting 

religious liberty, not a barrier excluding religion from public life. 

The document concludes that modern interpretations treating “separation” as moral or 

theological exile invert the Founders’ intent and transform a safeguard for liberty into a 

mechanism of secular coercion. 

 

Purpose & Scope 

Purpose. 

To define the true constitutional meaning of “separation of church and state” as intended by the 

Founders and to correct modern misinterpretations that remove God and Christian moral 

influence from civil governance. 

Scope. 

This document: 

• Demonstrates that the phrase is not found in the Constitution. 
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• Interprets Jefferson’s letter within constitutional and historical context. 

• Establishes the God-centered premises of the Founding order. 

• Distinguishes institutional separation from moral or theological separation. 

• Examines founding-era practice regarding prayer, chaplains, oaths, and proclamations. 

• Clarifies what the Establishment Clause prohibits—and what it does not. 

• Integrates founding statements affirming religion’s necessity to self-government. 

What this document is not. 

It is not an argument for a national church, religious coercion, or state administration of doctrine. 

It is an originalist constitutional clarification. 

 

Foundational Premise 

1. The Constitution presupposes God; it does not exclude Him. 

Founding documents openly acknowledge God as the source of rights, law, and 

judgment. 

2. “Separation” is institutional, not moral. 

The Founders sought to prevent government control of religion—not religious influence 

on government. 

3. The Establishment Clause restrains Congress, not conscience. 

It forbids coercion and establishment, not faith-informed leadership. 

4. Founding practice defines meaning. 

Chaplains, prayers, proclamations, and religious oaths confirm expected religious 

presence in public life. 

5. Religion is essential to republican self-government. 

The Founders explicitly taught that liberty cannot survive without morality, and morality 

cannot survive without religion. 

 

I. The Phrase Is Not in the Constitution and Must Be 

Interpreted by Founding Usage 

The phrase “separation of church and state” does not appear in the Constitution or the Bill of 

Rights. It arises from an explanatory letter written by Thomas Jefferson in 1802, after 

ratification, and must therefore be interpreted consistently with the Constitution’s text, the 

Founding’s God-centered premises, and contemporaneous practice, not as a free-standing 

doctrine that overrides them.1 

The First Amendment speaks narrowly: “Congress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” It restricts Congress, not 

God, not religion, and not religious citizens acting in government. 
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II. The Founding Order Presupposed God and Christian 

Moral Authority in Civil Government 

The American political order openly acknowledged God as the source of rights, law, and 

judgment. The Declaration of Independence grounds authority in the Creator, appeals to the 

Supreme Judge of the world, and relies on Divine Providence.2 The Declaration establishes that 

government exists under God, not apart from Him. 

Likewise, the Mayflower Compact forms civil government “In the Name of God, Amen,” and 

for “the Glory of God, and Advancement of the Christian Faith.”3 This covenantal model—long 

cited by the Founders—demonstrates that Christian purpose and civil government were 

understood to be compatible, provided civil authority did not police doctrine or coerce 

conscience.  

Similarly, God ordained it: Isaiah 9:6 NIV 6 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and 

the government will be on his shoulders.  And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 

God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. (The Government will be on Christ’s shoulders via His 

Holy Spirit living in believers in Him serving in Government) 

 

III. What the Founders Sought to Prevent: Government 

Control of the Church 

The Founders’ concern was not that Christianity would influence government; it already did. 

The concern was that government would corrupt religion by: 

• establishing a national church, 

• compelling religious observance, 

• taxing citizens to support clergy, 

• or dictating doctrine. 

This danger was real in Europe and in certain colonial establishments. The First Amendment’s 

Establishment Clause was adopted to keep the institutional church free from civil 

domination, not to expel religious belief from public life. 

As James Madison argued in his Memorial and Remonstrance, religion is corrupted when civil 

power interferes with conscience and worship.4 His remedy was disestablishment, not 

secularization. 
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IV. Jefferson’s “Wall of Separation” Explained in Context 

In his 1802 letter to the Danbury Baptists, Thomas Jefferson described the First Amendment as 

building a “wall of separation between Church & State.”1 Crucially: 

• The letter addressed federal non-interference with religious exercise. 

• It assured Baptists that the federal government would not control or establish religion. 

• It did not propose removing God, Scripture, or Christian morality from public office or 

law. 

Jefferson’s own practice confirms this meaning: he approved congressional chaplains, 

presidential days of prayer, and religious services in federal buildings.5 A “wall” that permits 

prayer, chaplains, and Christian moral language is not a wall against God—it is a wall against 

governmental control of religion. 

 

V. Founding Practice Confirms the Meaning: God In 

Government, Government Out of the Church 

At the Founding: 

• Congress employed chaplains. 

• Presidents issued proclamations invoking God. 

• Oaths of office invoked God and divine judgment. 

• States maintained religious qualifications and Christian moral assumptions. 

At the same time: 

• Congress did not dictate doctrine. 

• No national church was established. 

• Individuals were not compelled to worship by federal law. 

This pattern demonstrates the Founders’ actual doctrine: 

God and Christian belief influence government through the conscience of officeholders; 

government does not administer or define religion. 

 

VI. Founders Explicitly Taught That Religion (Faith) Is 

Necessary to Self-Government 
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George Washington warned in his Farewell Address that “religion and morality are 

indispensable supports” of political prosperity and that national morality cannot prevail without 

religious principle.6 

John Adams affirmed that the Constitution was made “only for a moral and religious people.”7 

A government that excludes religious conviction from leadership would therefore be 

incompatible with the Constitution’s design. 

 

VII. Proper Constitutional Construction of “Separation of 

Church and State” 

When the Founding record is taken as a whole, the true intent is clear: 

1. God is not excluded from government; His authority is presupposed. 

2. Christian moral influence in law and leadership was expected, not feared. 

3. The institutional church is protected from civil control, not expelled from public life. 

4. Government is forbidden from establishing, funding, or coercing religion, not from 

being led by believers. 

5. Faith governs the conscience of officeholders; government governs civil order. 

Thus, “separation of church and state” means institutional separation, not moral or 

theological separation—a safeguard for both church and state, preserving the purity of religion 

and the legitimacy of government under God. 

Any modern interpretation that removes God from governance or forbids Christian influence in 

public office reverses the Founders’ intent and converts a shield for religious liberty into a 

weapon against it. 

 

VIII. Summary & Conclusion 

This document demonstrates that the phrase “separation of church and state” has been widely 

misused to justify a result the Founders never intended. The historical record shows that the 

Founding generation sought to protect the church from state domination while preserving the 

moral and religious foundations necessary for liberty and self-government. 

The First Amendment did not secularize government; it restrained Congress from establishing or 

coercing religion. Jefferson’s “wall” protected religious liberty from federal interference, not 

public life from religious conviction. Founding practice—chaplains, oaths invoking God, public 

prayer, and explicit affirmations of religion’s necessity—confirms this understanding beyond 

dispute. 
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Modern interpretations that expel God from governance reverse the original design, transforming 

a shield for liberty into a tool of exclusion. Such readings sever the Constitution from the 

covenantal and moral order that gave it meaning and durability. 

The conclusion is therefore definitive: 

“Separation of church and state” means institutional non-control, not moral neutrality. 

God and Christian conviction were never meant to be removed from public life; they were 

expected to guide it—freely, faithfully, and without coercion. 

Footnotes 

 

If you want next, I can: 

• Draft a one-paragraph constitutional construction clause on church–state separation, 

• Create a side-by-side table: Founders’ Meaning vs. Modern Misinterpretation, 

• Or adapt this into a court-ready originalist brief aligned with your Article VI findings. 
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5. Congressional chaplains authorized by the First Congress; religious services held in the 

U.S. Capitol during Jefferson’s presidency. ↩ 
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