
 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT  

The Great American Disappointment: An Introduction to the Great Disappointment 

Theory as a Way to Explain the Unique Evolutionary Processes of Socially-Guided 

Religion by Means of American Civil Religion 

Ethan Gjerset  Quillen,  M.A.   

Mentor:  Douglas R. Ferdon, Ph.D.  

America is unique when compared to the rest  of the world for many 

reasons, but especially so for i ts religion.  To this, as human beings 

evolve socially, in the same  way animal species evolve in order to seek 

out variable fitness toward survival, their religion follows suit .   This has 

been particularly so in the United States where absolute religious freedom 

makes way for one of three processes of evolution within the  American 

Church of Civil  Religion.  These three processes, Atheism, 

Fundamentalism and New Religious Movements, become the direction in 

which Americans evolve their religious beliefs in the wake of socially-

guided religious disappointment.  This Great Dis appointment Theory,  

based on the results of William Miller‟s Great D isappointment in the 19
t h

 

century, helps explain the means by which Americans, who act as 

individuals within an immigrant nation, are able to come together as a 

congregation within the American Church of Civil  Religion.          
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction—Great Disappointment and Religious Evolution 

 

 

 Disappointment, as could be expected, plagued, and still plagues, religious and 

non-religious men throughout the world.  Charles Darwin‟s theory of evolution by means 

of natural selection has been used by many academics and laymen in order to explain the 

process of human evolution from lesser primates to greater ones, as well as how those 

humans socially advance themselves as a chosen few for their abilities to adapt as more 

physically advanced, or more “fit,” beings then their less fortunate neighbors.  This 

theory, a sort of secular Calvinism, has been used to justify racial inequality between 

light-skinned and dark-skinned humans, and to rationalize genocides and dictatorships 

and, more prolifically, to prove the nonexistence of God and the uselessness of religion.  

However, it can also be used, in a more positive sense, to help explain religion and 

humankind‟s use of God through social and religious evolution.  By means of the same 

process that species make use of variation and adaptation in order to survive within an 

ever changing environment, social beings adapt their religious beliefs to catch up with 

them socially, and thus enact a religious evolution; as if changing colors to blend in or 

developing gills in order to breath, religious humans have evolved their faith and beliefs 

to keep them from going the way of the Dodo.   

 The Great Disappointment that has been the catalyst to this religious evolution has 

acted to keep man‟s religion alive through the ages and has essentially created three 

processes in which man has maintained his relationship with the sacred.  In the wake of 

social, cultural and even natural events, the overall consensus of mankind has been to 
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move on into a new era or ideology, and as such, man‟s views of his religious prosperity 

have been based on evolving his beliefs toward a balanced interpretation of what will 

survive, and in turn help him survive.  This theory, of Great Disappointment affecting 

social and religious change, helps explain the three processes that religious-minded 

people go through in the aftermath of their disappointment.          

 This introduction will not only introduce the Great Disappointment Theory and its 

three processes, but also attempt to explain the use of evolution that religiously practicing 

and adapting humans have utilized in order to survive, and how the work of Charles 

Darwin, which helped explain how physical disappointment in animal species caused for 

evolutionary physical change, is able to demonstrate how religious disappointment can 

cause evolutionary religious change.   

 

Evolution Ho! 

 While navigating the volcanic tapestry of the Galapagos Islands between 

September and October of 1835, Charles Darwin discovered an oddity between the beak 

sizes of genetically identical species of finches.
1
  On further analyses he concluded that 

these variations were derived from a need to adapt to their new environments; in this 

case, small and separate islands of differing terrain and topography.  It is from this, and 

many other discoveries, that inspired the beginning of his study on the Theory of 

Evolution and Natural Selection.
2
  He posited that any species, humans included, when 

                                                             
 

1
 For more on these birds, see David Lack, Darwin‟s Finches (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1983). 

2
 See Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection or The Preservation of 

Favoured Races in the Struggle For Life (New York: Penguin Books, 1985), 130-204. 
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presented with a change in their environment, will adapt, or rather, evolve, in order to 

keep their species alive.  Essentially, what Darwin was discussing in his theory, the 

precursor to this evolution, was disappointment.   

 The arrival of the H.M.S. Beagle to the Galapagos Archipelago did not result in 

the immediate release of evolutionary theory unto the world.  The voyage itself was a 

long, five-year ordeal, and the young Charles Darwin did not produce his final word on 

evolution and natural selection quickly, nor rapidly.  It was, in fact, the result of a long 

internal voyage with his own doubts and perceptions, and only came to be printed 23 

years after his return from the voyage that inspired it.  However, as a student of nature 

and the processes of life, Darwin made an excellent scholar and note-taker.  He amassed 

a grand opus of notes on the subject of special change and the favored races he had 

witnessed in nature.  This conglomeration of notations came under the guidance of fellow 

scientists such as the geologist Charles Lyell, who had concocted his own theory of 

evolution as a worthy explanation for the scientific process of geology, but not of 

biology.  It was Lyell‟s book on this subject, The Principles of Geology, that Darwin read 

exclusively while on the Beagle, and the source from which he received inspiration 

toward his newfound love of nature.
3
   

 Darwin saw the world while at sea, both literally and figuratively, and it provided 

him a wonderful romance of science and adventure.  He would compose an incredibly 

popular travelogue of his time at sea in his Journal of Researches in 1839, but left out 

                                                             
 

3
 Jonathan Howard, Darwin: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2001), 4. 
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evolution.
4
  Instead, he took to more conservative and appropriate social roles: marrying, 

taking a home and beginning a family.  Eventually the young Darwin began to age and 

his physical and mental state began the natural tract downward, as happens with all living 

organisms.   

 Though he continued to practice and record scientific research, it was not until 

1854 that he would decide to begin presenting evolution to the world.  Two things helped 

inspire the quick work of the Origin of Species.  The first was a correspondence from 

Alfred Russell Wallace, in which his theory of evolution was drawn out almost exactly.  

The second was the emotional weight of twenty years of research, combined with a 

complete lack of recognition from the scientific community for his ideas, and the death of 

his daughter, Anne in 1851.
5
  After two decades of gestation, the Theory of Evolution 

would be born out.   

  The voice that would announce evolution was met almost immediately with 

contention and anger.  Soon it found itself on one of two sides of a battle for the 

explanation, purpose of existence, and future salvation of man.  On one side, the tradition 

of the religiously guided conclusion that God was the supreme creator and conductor of 

all life on the planet was faced with an opposing view that, for the first time, was outside 

the purview of religion in general.  This was not an enemy of denominationalism or 

disassociation from the powers of the church, but rather, the old 14
th

 century enemy of 

science with the strongest evidence toward God‟s limited power since Galileo‟s 

                                                             
 

4
 Ibid, 6. 

5
 Ibid, 8-9. 
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revelations about gravity and astronomy.
6
  Man, not God, was at the center of the 

universe as Darwin‟s theory became the genesis and revelation of a secularizing and 

scientific world.  No longer did man simply accept life as it was.  No longer were the 

great mysteries of the universe all that mysterious as man now began to think outside his 

religious box and seek out his own conclusions about why he existed and where he was 

heading.  After embracing epochs of physical variation and adapting to multiple 

competing and violently changing environments, man began to see a new world, not just 

for himself religiously, but socially as well.  Like the first creatures that crawled out of 

the proverbial primordial soup, he began to evolve out of religion.   

 

Darwin, Evolved 

 

 When partnered with human biology, after millennia of physical evolution, as 

human beings progressed socially from animal instincts to thinking beings, the need for 

physical evolution became less and less prevalent.  As such, rather than continuing along 

the track of physical adaptations and evolution, human beings began to think their way 

through their disappointments.  Instead of growing wings or gills, they built airplanes and 

boats.  When nature attempted to deplete a certain line of humanity with diseases, such as 

polio, they created vaccines.  The survival of the fittest was no longer based on physical, 

but rather intellectual fitness.  Therefore, because of their ability to use thought and 

cognitive resources, humans have replaced evolution with imagination.      

 

                                                             
 

6
 See Patrick Glynn, God: The Evidence: The Reconciliation of Faith and Reason in a Post-

secular World (New York: Three Rivers Press, 1999), 21-56.; and Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of 

Time, 10th ann. ed. (New York: Bantam, 1998), 194-195.  
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 In this imagination, then, disappointments re-appear in social constructs.  While 

imagining ways out of physically adapting to new environments, human beings have 

essentially replaced physical adaptation with a social one.  Now, whenever a 

disappointment is made along societal lines, a change occurs in order to create an 

adaptation for survival.  In other words, when certain individuals or groups find 

themselves becoming disappointed, they shift their focus, and their social mindsets 

follow.   

 Along with being social creatures, human beings are equally religious as well.  

For time immemorial people have been worshipping any number of gods, spirits, 

ancestors, and natural occurrences.  As time progresses socially, and as people evolve 

their societal principles, religion echoes in kind.  As such, a vast and differing religious 

history has been the foundation for human civilization, and vice versa.  Human religion 

has evolved from animistic to theistic worship and expanded a great cosmopolitan range 

of ideologies.
7
  Whenever a religious ideal becomes disappointing, or rather, is unable to 

live up to the standards and wants of society, that society evolves beyond it, seeking out a 

new—adapted—form of religious ideals.  This has been the case with religious evolution 

for the last multiple millenniums of recorded religious history.   

 There is an historical timeline of evolved religious practices, founded on a 

specific ideology that makes up the social history of religious people.  For instance, the 

long line of progression from the death of Jesus Christ to modern Christianity has been a 

process of change based on the fulfillment of those who called themselves professing 

                                                             
 

7
 For more on this, see Chapter Two. 
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Christians.  When a societal group became disappointed with their faith, they imagined a 

way back to that fulfillment, and the world was presented with a new form of 

Christianity, or rather, a new Christian denomination.   

 If the theory espoused by Darwin is to be evolved itself, then it is easily applied to 

the societal and thus religious evolution recorded in world history; but especially so in 

American religious history.  When the great experiment of American liberty permitted 

the free exercise thereof of religious freedom to all citizens, the proverbial Pandora‟s box 

of religious thought was thrown open in the New World.  In America, all religions are 

permitted to thrive—barring their possible violence to citizens, especially children—and 

the ideal environment for any and all species of imagining human is found under the First 

Amendment of the U. S. Constitution‟s permission of free speech and the government‟s 

disestablishment of one specific faith above any other.   

 Therefore, American social history has re-made the religions of the old world and 

acted, in certain ways, as a religious filter to the established faiths of European 

immigrants.  Within American history can be found the evidence of this religious 

evolution, specifically in the disappointments of American religious people; a routine that 

follows a pattern of disappointment in religion, a change of society, and then a re-

formation of old religion into new.   

 

The Great Disappointment Theory  

 Disappointment, while unique to America for that country‟s historical ability to 

use it in order to justify its religious evolution, is not unique as an emotion that causes 
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great social change.
8
   In fact, the early American tradition of social evolution due to 

disappointment has its roots in the political, and thus religious, decisions of King Henry 

VIII of England and the subsequent events of his successors to the throne.  A lineage of 

this tradition can be traced from Henry‟s great divorce to his daughter Elizabeth‟s Great 

Compromise.  From there it sailed with the first Puritans who viewed themselves not just 

as God‟s chosen people, but also as the only carriers of the true Christian faith.  It 

hibernated on the American shores during the first generation of Pilgrims and awoke in 

the New World with the second generation of half-way covenant pilgrim children.  At 

that point it evolved from merely a social evolution, into American religious evolution.   

 Under the influence of providence it infected itself in the minds of the First Great 

Awakening and helped inspire Americans toward their victory over the same monarchy 

that gave it to them.  From there it toured the shorelines as itinerant preachers and 

eventually became the flaming inferno of the burned-over district
9
 in up-state Western 

New York, as well as the frontier revivals of new measures and communistic religious 

communities.  The process of this sharing of disappointment-inspired change can be 

viewed with credible historical evidence toward disappointment being the catalyst for 

great social and thus religious change, especially in those events that led to the discovery 

and foundation of America.    

 

                                                             
 

8
 It also, though etymologically, does not necessarily denote a negative connotation.  While 

disappointment does bring to mind frustration or unhappiness, it also speaks to what occurs as a result of 

disappointment, which can go either way, negative or positive.   

9
 See Whitney R. Cross, The Burned-Over District: The Social and Intellectual History of 

Enthusiastic Religion in Western New York, 1800-1850 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1982). 
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It‟s Good to be the King 

 

 King Henry VIII, the portly sovereign known by schoolchildren in America as the 

fat man in the funny collar, was having trouble with his wife.  The actual King of 

England, not the images in elementary school textbooks, could not get his wife, 

Catherine, to bear him a male heir.  Or rather, as he thought, she was unwilling to do so.  

Either way, the King had several children with Catherine who were either born deceased 

or died shortly after birth, and only one healthy daughter, Mary.  Furthermore, the King‟s 

unhappiness was made all the more severe by the fact that he was a Roman Catholic.  The 

combination of his faith and his birthright as king made him a subject to the Catholic 

Church and therefore charged him with the duty of protecting the faith in his kingdom.  

In a world of papal control, Catholic dominance and male-dominated monarchies, a 

daughter, either healthy or not, did the king little good.  He found himself in a religious 

quagmire.   

 As a Catholic, Henry had to answer to the Catholic Church and the Pope.  

Knowing neither would grant him an annulment, especially since his Queen‟s nephew, 

the Holy Roman Emperor, was holding the Pope captive, he would have to go another 

route.  In a series of incredibly bombastic moves, Henry separated from the church in 

Rome, and thus his country‟s “ties with the papacy were cut, one by one.”
10

  Henry 

would remain a Catholic of sorts, but no longer be subject to the church.  Rather, as 

Defensor Fidei, or “defender of the faith” a title he had ironically earned by attacking 

                                                             
 

10
 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New York: Image Books, 

1975), 1: 125. 
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Luther and Lutherism,
11

 he placed himself in charge of the new and independent Church 

of England, granted himself an annulment, and went about copulating with his former 

wife‟s maid-of-honour, Anne Boleyn.  Sadly, to no avail. 

 If Henry believed his first marriage was cursed in the eyes of God because his 

first wife, Catherine, was the widow of his brother, Arthur, the next five did little for his 

ego.  After a long secession of failed attempts with four more wives after Anne Boleyn, 

Henry eventually died, fat and father to two daughters, Mary and Elizabeth, and a frail 

son, Edward VI from wife number three, Jane Seymour.
12

    

So began the soap opera that would become the back-and-forth relationship 

between the British monarchy and the Christian faith.  What began as a means merely to 

pacify the disappointment he had felt in the marriage to Queen Catherine, and in not 

providing his country with a male heir, Henry inadvertently opened an opportunity for 

disappointed English reformers to finally break free of the Catholic Church.  His 

successor, Edward VI, for instance, though only nine years of age at his coronation, took 

strides in religious reformation toward a more protestant state.
13

  Edward‟s successor, his 

sister from another mother, Mary Tudor, attempted in bloody earnest “a complete purge 

of Protestants and a full return to Rome”
14

 by any means necessary;  

 

                                                             
 

11
 Martin E. Marty, Pilgrims in Their Own Land: 500 Years of American Religion (New York: 

Penguin Books, 1985), 42. 

12
 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People, 1: 126. 

13
 Ibid, 127. 

14
 Ibid, 128. 
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while her sister, Elizabeth, tried brokering a truce between Protestants and Catholics with 

her Great Compromise.
15

   

 Elizabeth truly enacted the most damage as far as disappointments are concerned.  

Though she was able to create the Anglican Church and find some semblance of 

reasoning behind the wild religious atrocities taking place in her kingdom, and though 

she successfully oversaw the mass destruction of the Spanish Armada and thus executed 

a great conquest over the Catholic Church‟s power against her as a heretic, she also 

helped create the perfect environment for the evolution of radical and fundamental 

religious victims, who saw the Great Compromise as merely a means of watering down 

the pure faith of Christianity. 

 It is in great thanks to Henry‟s disappointment that the United States would 

eventually become the safe haven for the English Puritans fleeing the liberalized faith of 

Elizabeth‟s Anglican Church.  Such is the humor of history.  America‟s first pilgrims 

came to those virgin shores because their disappointment caused them to change their 

environment out of fear of dying out.  This seems the ideal starting point for a nation so 

often itself in quagmires of religious tension.  

 

Pilgrims in an Unholy Land 

 

 The Puritans that protested the Great Compromise carried with them not just 

disappointment, but also a Calvinist view of their own preferential status.  They, like 

John Calvin, believed that “God had a game,” and that that game was “God‟s sovereign 

will,” in which the elect had been chosen long before they began to perform His 

                                                             
 

15
 Ibid, 130. 
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commands.
16

  Their name derived from their strict abhorrence of religious reliquaries, 

objects of false worship, such as those used in Catholic rituals, accompanied with a 

mindset of “personal and national righteousness” in the purging, and thus purification, of 

Christianity by alleviating its offenses.
17

  Furthermore, they believed in a contractual 

relationship with God, as was that between God and Israel, and that within this contract 

they were obligated to fulfill their divine course.  This became yet another tie to the myth 

that they were acting as a new Israel, fleeing the bonds of a monarchical and 

blasphemous society to find a pure promised land.
18

  It also did not help matters much 

that they felt themselves victims of unfair and sacrilegious executions, as were recorded 

in John Foxe‟s Book of Martyrs during the reign of Mary.
19

  Their only means of survival 

was to adapt.   

 Their adaptation came by way of a sea journey from the coast of England to the 

New World in 1620.  Those first pilgrims, sailing from Plymouth, England, to what 

would become Plymouth, Massachusetts, escaped the horrendous rule of the British 

Crown in order to “fill the earth and subdue it”
20

 as their God had decreed.  This 

American Zion was to be what England could not.  They set up lives and livestock, tilled 

the land, fought the heretical urge to deal kindly with the natives, and eventually warred 

                                                             
 

16
 Bruce L. Shelley, Church History in Plain Language, 2

nd
 ed. (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson 

Publishers, 1995), 257.  

17
 Ibid, 270. 

18
 Ibid, 294. 

19
 Ibid. 

20
 Genesis 1:28 (The New Oxford Annotated Bible, NRSV). 
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with them.  Their history enabled American history to exist and is far too detailed for 

appropriate description here.  Essentially, they created a “city upon a hill, in open view of 

all the earth,”
21

 and in alleviating their disappointment they found more.  They eventually 

evolved as the generations born in the New World found no reason to return to the old 

one.  These half-way children, both in and out of the pure faith, inevitably turned from 

the religion of their fathers and grandfathers, and disappointment led to revivals, 

awakenings, revolution and a new nation, “conceived in liberty”
22

 and with the 

proposition of warranting all Americans the right to religious freedoms.  Soon sectarian 

differentiation blurred the historical lens of the early Puritans, as the early Americans, 

high on their complete break with mad King George, sought out new forms of religious 

purity.                 

 The sectarian heyday, as used by Sydney E. Ahlstrom
23

 to describe the American 

2
nd

 Great Awakening, is a good depiction of the American religious scene between the 

Revolution and the Civil War.  The new religious ideals burning their way through the 

rural parts of the Eastern United States caught like wildfire, and charismatic and itinerant 

preachers ran like children within a playground of God‟s divine will and providence.  

These new ideas of religious differentiation were not just the result of religious 

practitioners receiving new forms of divine intervention, but also the result of 

disappointment as well.  Disappointed believers flocked to these revivals and 

                                                             
 

21
 John Winthrop quoted in David Chidester, Christianity: A Global History (San Francisco: 

Harper Collins, 2000), 393. 

22
 Thomas Jefferson, “The Declaration of Independence,” 1776. 

23
 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People, 1: 571. 
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demonstrated not just their zeal for outrageous behavior but also permitted themselves to 

be shown as people truly searching for something different and new, two of whom are 

worthy examples of the fervor the 2
nd

 Great Awakening was noted for.  

 Mother Ann Lee, sailing from Europe to the religiously tolerant shores of 

America in 1774, came as the new Christ, in female form, in order to even out the gender 

imbalance of Christianity, as she saw God as both male and female.  As Jesus represented 

the male form, she represented the female form, making God accessible for both 

Christian genders.  While the resulting religious community she helped found, the 

Shakers,
24

 may be remembered merely for its collective and unfortunate complete vow of 

celibacy, thus ensuring no next generation, and its austere, yet popular, furniture and 

design sense, it could also be remembered as standing up for a small attempt at gender 

equality.  This was a religious community of complete adherence to specific communistic 

rules, wherein their isolation made for great success.  The Shakers were extremists 

though, separate from the rest of the Christian world, and with a common belief in the 

sacredness of their leader.  However, they were also “the first to demonstrate that 

community life could be more vital than…doleful” or “monastic,” and were the first of 

these sorts of societies “endowed with that practical energy that was a characteristic of 

the revivalist period.”
25
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 Contrary to Mother Ann Lee and her Shakers was John Humphrey Noyes who, 

after establishing his own community of believers in Oneida, New York, experimented 

with one of the most unique of religiously guided sexual tolerations in this period.  

Essentially, Noyes contended that each member of his Oneida community was married, 

that is, all the members were married to each other, just as they were married to Christ.  

Furthermore, they each consummated this mass marriage with sexual encounters freely 

and liberally, though only heterosexually.  Their communism was not just one of 

financial ownership, but of the flesh as well.  Noyes‟ ideas of Complex Marriage
26

 and 

Male Continence,
27

 the means by which men withheld their own climactic pleasure in 

order to ensure their partner‟s first, sought to eliminate the jealousy and routine of a 

typical marriage, and was inspired by the equal sexual satisfaction of both the man and 

woman.  Seeing the Millennial age as already at hand, he believed the best way to bring 

peace on earth was to sex it into creation.  Unfortunately, as was the case for many of 

these communal groups, after Noyes‟ death and with new leadership, Complex Marriage 

was abandoned and Oneida became more business minded, wherein it began 

manufacturing silverware and home goods.  The Oneida name can be found stamped on 

the back of cutlery worldwide.   

 This period in American history is rich with liberal religious ideas, and the 

disappointment that came before and after the creations of these ideas reflect the perfect 
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environment America provided for religious variation.  It was during this great millennial 

awakening that the United States welcomed many of the religious groups or 

denominations still thriving in the modern day and, for one of them, a tradition of 

disappointment through unfulfilled, or rather, failed prophecy, that gives the Great 

Disappointment Theory its name.   

 

The Case of William Miller 

 

 To say the great disappointment of the Millerites, consecutively in 1843 and 1844, 

was a large part of modern American religion would be to belittle the actual consequence 

of that disappointment.  When William Miller calculated the exact day when the advent 

of Christ would appear and thus fulfill the prophecy of the millennial renewal of 

Christianity, he joined the great pantheon of biblical theorists such as Bishop James 

Ussher, who calculated the age of the earth by discovering that the biblical timeline 

stretched back to a distinctive beginning in 4004 BCE.
28

  In this way he limited himself 

to a firm ideal, an ideal that would essentially corner him into a dangerous reality.   

 Predictions as exact as Miller‟s leave little room for plasticity, or even the 

possibility of slight irregularity and flexibility; his prophecy is not prepared for the 

inevitable variation and evolution of society.  In stating the exact day and time of the 

advent of Christ on earth and thus the fulfillment of the millennial ideal, he began to play 

dangerously with the fires of revival.  His strong commitment to the infallibility of that 

prophecy, therefore, made possible the fracture of his followers.  An ideal or prophecy 
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such as his is like trying to bend glass.  The harder one pulls or pushes on one side, the 

more chance there is for a complete shatter.  Unfortunately for Miller, as the sun set on 

that last day in October, 1844, his Millerites pushed a little too hard against his fragile 

certainty.  However, as will be seen, when a disappointment this great occurs inside a 

social structure, the members begin to quickly adapt to whatever means they perceive as 

profitable toward their survival; and the result of Miller‟s great disappointment, or rather 

the Millerite‟s Great Disappointment, will represent the enormous and powerful ability 

the need to survive has on the social life of humankind.  

 As the dust of disappointment settled over the dissatisfied Adventists, Miller‟s 

followers chose one of three paths.  Some left, disowning and disavowing Miller and his 

Adventist zeal as the work of a false prophet.  These people abandoned their faith in 

Miller, his millennialist predictions, and the church itself.  Others retreated into more 

fundamental interpretations, such as Hiram Edson, a farmer and follower of Miller‟s 

Adventism who, convinced the truth of the great event would eventually be borne out, 

received a vision that the cleansing they had all been waiting for did, in fact, occur, but in 

Heaven rather than on Earth, where Christ “entered a new sanctuary to judge the lives of 

the faithful.”
29

  Out of this, great debates occurred, in which the fundamental believers 

retreated within their group and evangelized one another in order to prove the validity of 

their beliefs.  Finally, there were those who stood up as new leaders, such as the great 

prophetess Ellen G. Harmon, later Ellen G. White, who used her divine revelations to 
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branch out and found a new religious organization, the Seventh-Day Adventists, a 

strongly millennial Christian denomination that gained national attention late in the 20
th

 

century.  

 In the wake of great disappointment, such as that of William Miller and his 

Adventists, as prophecy fails, or when needs go unfulfilled, the same three paths open up 

and the disappointed members evolve in the direction they see as being the fittest for their 

survival.  Again, thanks to Miller, the Great Disappointment Theory is revealed.  When 

religious individuals find their faith lacking, they find new ways of catching up, an 

adaptation made especially easy in America.      

 

The Great American Disappointment  

 The United States is a special case.  It seems appropriately stated that this theory 

of disappointment and socio-religious evolution is not just unique to the United States, 

but contributes greatly toward its existence as well.  As American citizens are granted 

freedoms unlike those in many parts of the world, and their government is essentially a 

unique adaptation itself from the ancient world‟s attempts at freedom and democracy, 

they seem perfectly fit to utilize adaptation and evolution when pressed down by 

disappointment.  The American historical construct of sectarian diversity sheds an 

equally unique light on the aftermath of those disappointments, as Americans are free to 

practice any type of religion that reveals itself to them. In this environment, at least in the 

environment as created by the innovative founders, any sense of disappointment can give 

permission for unrestrained religious evolution.   

 In past political environments where religious freedoms were unlike those found 

in the United States Constitution and Bill of Rights, when religion was not something to 
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be considered by the everyday layperson, but instead was strictly decided by the doctrine 

of cuius regio, eius religio, religious evolution took place on a massive scale.  When the 

current dictator changed his or her mind on religion, or when the political power shifted 

from one person to another, such as the change between Mary Tudor and Elizabeth I, so 

changed the people‟s religion.  In America, however, the ideal of American 

individualism, the Sheilaism as recorded by Robert Bellah in his social study Habits of 

the Heart, in which the conscience of one person can be their sacred space,
30

 the beliefs 

of individuals dictates the process of religious evolution.  It is believed that anything in 

America is possible, and with a nation that thrives on its citizens liberty of conscience, 

that statement is ever more true.  Without a king or dictator telling his or her people what 

to think religiously and with a society that accepts into it the variegated cultures of the 

world for a slice of American pie, the melting pot, so eloquently used to describe the 

United States, becomes an amalgamation ripe for interpretation.  The huddled masses 

yearn not just to be free from political strife and bondage, but from religious tyranny as 

well.  In America, the beacon shines ever brightly.            

 The incorporation of these ideologies, that the melting pot has evolved into an 

individualized worship of personal faith under the auspices of liberty and justice for all, 

stands as a symbol to the rest of the world, both in the evolved sense as the Puritan John 

Winthrop had intended, as a representative of the true faith of man, and as a means by 

which that individualized faith can still come together under an all-encompassing secular 

religion.  This seemingly contradictory terminology has been described in many ways, by 
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equally as many theorists, who have tried to explain this religion of like-minded and civic 

individuals.  This phenomenon will be discussed in more detail at the conclusion of this 

study, but it will also permeate the study as a whole.  It is the element that grants 

religious and social evolution the environment that allows man to seek out that which will 

help him find his own voice out of the din of disappointment, and what binds him as an 

individual to every other civic individual.  It is Civil Religion, the American Church, and 

perfectly American.   

 

Chapter Divisions—The Three Processes  

 This present study will be broken down into three parts.   

 The first part, which encompasses the Second Chapter, will deal with the 

historical interpretations of certain scholars and theorists who have focused their studies 

on the unique phenomenon of religious and social evolution.  Comparing two theories of 

religious disappointment and four theories of religious genesis, these studies will provide 

evidence toward substantiating the Great Disappointment Theory. 

 The second part, which encompasses the Third, Fourth and Fifth chapters, will 

deal with the three processes that disappointed religious Americans evolve into and from 

which mainstream religion eventually evolves out of.  This Great American 

Disappointment directs people toward one of those three processes, that is, Atheism, 

Fundamentalism and New Religious Movements.
31

  The chapter on Atheism will look 

                                                             
 

31
 It is important to distinguish, at the beginning, that while these three process appear extremist in 

their views on religious practice, that they only seem that way at the beginning.  Considering that the three 

processes are the beginning of each of these new approaches to faith, and that they are the evolved forms of 

older religion, they each must pass through their own evolution in which they will eventually become the 

regular, the norm, and more conservative in scope.  As it is with evolution, all that is needed is time.      



21 

 

into the result of disappointment that leads people out of religion and into an absolute 

abandonment of any religious ideologies along with a complete denial of God, and how 

that abandonment ironically creates for them a new religion of Atheism by using the 

Seven Dimensions of Religion as espoused by Ninian Smart in order to 

phenomenologically define a religion by distinguishing its doctrine, ritual, ethics, 

experiential exponent, artistic exponent, myths, and social constructs.   

 The chapter on Fundamentalism, the Fourth Chapter, will analyze three historical 

times during the twentieth-century when American Christianity, out of the 

disappointment of the threat of an encroaching liberalization of American faith, made 

way for an evolved retreat into more fundamentalist Christian ideals.  The first threat 

presented itself in the trial of John Scopes in Dayton, Tennessee, for teaching evolution in 

a public school in 1925.  The second came during the transition from the 1960s to the 

1970s in the strong sexualization of American society as popularized by Hugh Hefner 

and Playboy Magazine through his twenty-five Playboy Philosophies between 1962-

1965, book-ended between the FDA‟s approval of an oral contraceptive in 1960 and the 

legalization of abortion in 1973.  The third presented itself in the period between the fall 

of the conservative president Richard M. Nixon in 1974 and the rise of the liberal 

president Barack H. Obama in 2008, and the new neoconservatism that arose out of the 

waning years of the Cold War, and which grew stronger in the rising years of the war on 

terror.    

The Fifth Chapter, New Religious Movements, will focus on three examples of 

new religious revelations delivering Americans out of their disappointing faiths and into 

new ones.  These three cases, though different and varying in scope, all share the same 
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conviction that their newly revealed faith was, and is, the correct and appropriate means 

toward the salvation of humanity.  These innovative religious approaches were revealed 

to men who would eventually lead these new religions into American history as prophets 

of the New World.  Joseph Smith was gifted with what would become the Mormon 

Church when he translated a New Testament of Christianity, the Book of Mormon, and 

revealed God‟s divine plan for America, in turn publishing a new chapter in American 

history.  Vernon Wayne Howell, who would later take on the biblical name David 

Koresh, a tradition long held by God‟s prophets, would give to the United States a new 

Messiah and a new—and all too realistic—look at the result radical Millennialism has on 

American culture.  Finally, L. Ronald Hubbard would reveal a path to a new self through 

his union of self-help philosophy and new age intergalactic revelation through 

Scientology.        

 The third part of this study, the Conclusion, will discuss the all-encompassing 

ingredient that makes possible the binding of these three process together, and what gives 

Great Disappointment the facility to enact such evolution, American Civil Religion.  

More specifically, though, it is the distinguishing of two American hyphenations, both 

secular and religious.  The first hyphenation consists of the culture one brings to his or 

her Americanism, for example African-American, Chilean-American, Norwegian-

American, and so on, while at the same time encompassing his or her religious culture, 

such as Catholic-American, Protestant-American, Jewish-American, and so on.   

The second hyphenation binds all American citizens under the umbrella
32

 of national 
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faith and pride.  It matches each citizen‟s personalized and individualistic hyphenation 

with the American ideal.  That is, each American, while unique to his or her own 

heritage, is also American-American.  While the first hyphenation separates mankind into 

unique groups of differing purpose and principle, with private holidays and celebratory 

events, the second hyphenation casts those differences aside and brings all men together 

for public holidays and celebrations regardless of their religiously divined etymologies.  

It is the second hyphenation that commemorates Christmas alongside Memorial Day, and 

Easter with Martin Luther King Jr. Day.  This American Civil Religion is at the heart of 

the Great American Disappointment as it gives credible chance for each American to 

evolve his or her own beliefs, as he or she sees fit, in order to survive within an ultra-

progressive society like the United States.                
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Historicity and Theory 

 

 

 Historically, religious evolution has occurred in all religious faiths; it has simply 

been referred to by different names.  Furthermore, the inevitability of religious evolution 

has been demonstrated through multiple theories of how those religions began.  

Sociologists and students of religion have the fortunate circumstance of watching from 

abroad and witnessing generations of social, and therefore religious, adaptation to 

political and physical environments; and in those fortunate circumstances they are able to 

decipher distinct processes in which religion takes on the different forms that it does.  In 

this present study, that change is found in three processes, Atheism, Fundamentalism, and 

New Religious Movements; three processes that start out in extreme form, but which 

eventually soften out into what would be considered mainstream religion.  In the 

following chapters each of those processes will be examined by looking at specific 

disappointments, that is, disappointment that appears within the mindsets of the people 

who branch out into these three directions in order to seek out variation, much like in 

nature, in order to survive.   

 In order to fully appreciate the power of this disappointment-driven theory of 

religion, certain established theories will help illuminate the process by which religious 

evolution dictates the social needs of the people, and vice versa, as time progresses.    

This present survey will discuss specific theoretical ideologies on the effect of social and 

religious change, and how, in the end, the relationship of society and religion plays out in 

religious history, especially when disappointment helps spur on religious evolution.  To 
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this, the following chapter will be broken into two parts.  The first will discuss two 

quintessential appreciations of religious evolution and disappointment, and the second 

will demonstrate theoretical manifestations of religious origins and how those affect the 

relationship between man‟s society and his religion.     

 

Bellah‟s Religious Evolution  

 In 1967, Robert N. Bellah wrote his essay, Civil Religion in America, and gave a 

comfortable title to a long-debated religious phenomenon in which the society of a 

specific nation becomes a religion of national pride.  The theory, also, was not his, which 

he willingly demonstrates.  The idea of a Civil Religion reaches as far back as Jean-

Jacques Rousseau, whose Social Contract outlines “the simple dogmas of the Civil 

Religion: the existence of God, the life to come, the reward of virtue and the punishment 

of vice, and the exclusion of religious intolerance.”
1
  These basic formats, Bellah finds, 

are the simple formats of the socially guided church of civility in which citizens, in this 

case, American citizens, swear religious allegiance to the formats of the state in order to 

live harmoniously within a religiously plural environment.  It is additionally important to 

point out that this Civil Religion is capable of broad evolution as no state government 

remains the same as it was in the beginning.  Even the U.S. Constitution has 

amendments.  Therefore, the Civil Religion of the “founding fathers” is not the same as 

the Civil Religion Bellah witnessed four years after the assassination of John F. Kennedy. 

 Bellah looked into this particular type of religious evolution in another essay, 

aptly titled Religious Evolution, in which he begins with a basic understanding of the 
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mindset that began the process of studying society and religion with an evolutionary bent.  

In the beginning, historical theorists and philosophers found a cohesive relationship 

between the two human phenomenons of religion and society, and went about studying 

them as if they were engendered to one another.  In fact, the evolution of historical study, 

as pointed out by the change from Hegelian religious theory as that of a “comprehensive 

philosophical speculation,” to the opinion of Henry Thomas Buckley, which “enlarged” 

the idea to “include the history of civilization and culture in general”
2
 made way for the 

affect of Darwinian Evolutionary Theory.  Under the influence of Darwin‟s purely 

scientific theory, “the science of religion was dominated by an evolutionary tendency 

already implicit in Hegelian philosophy and early-nineteenth-century historiography,” 

and which flowed down through the great sociologists at the time, namely, Auguste 

Comte and Herbert Spencer who “contributed to the strongly evolutionary approach to 

the study of religion.”
3
      

 Bellah continues from this brief forum on the introduction of the evolutionary 

theory of understanding religion into the basic understanding of religion in general, in 

which a definition is reasonably impossible, which will be discussed later in this chapter, 

and puts forth the simple connection between evolution and the adaptability of social 

systems, such as that indefinable religion.  In order, then, for Bellah to trudge through his 

essay on religious evolution he puts forth a simplistic religious definition as “a set of 
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symbolic forms and acts that relate man to the ultimate conditions of his existence.”
4
  By 

using this safety net definition, Bellah seems to make an attempt at pacifying later critics, 

who would otherwise shy away from an evolutionary look at religious man, by further 

stating that it is “neither religious man nor the structure of man‟s ultimate religious 

situation evolves, then, but rather religion as symbol system.”
5
  In this way, it could be 

argued that Bellah removes the science from the theory of religious evolution in order to 

keep God in his place as divine creator and omnipotent deity, and thus untouchable by 

any theory of religious adaptability to societal variation; or in other words, God does not 

evolve.      

 From there, Bellah slides toward his historical demonstrations of religious 

evolution in action, those being five stages of religious process by the act of “the general 

order of existence”
6
 changing over time.  Each of these stages represents a certain time 

period in the existence of man and how he adapted to new knowledge or environments, 

and act, for Bellah‟s theory, as “ideal types derived from a theoretical formulation of the 

most generally observable historical regularities.”
7
  These five stages, respectively, are 

Primitive Religion, Archaic Religion, Historic Religion, Early Modern Religion, and 

Modern Religion.
8
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 It would be impossible, just by the brief demonstration of the vast changes 

between each of these five stages, from one to the other, not to see the obvious adaptation 

to new environments or historical settings, politically and socially, that man‟s religion 

underwent in order to survive the process.  Each stage‟s religious properties reflect the 

needs of the society as a whole and are dictated by the necessity made by those religious 

peoples.  Furthermore, the governmental systems of each stage reflect a quasi Civil 

Religion that adapts from an all out religion-as-state, a religion of the state, and the 

religions of the people within a plural state.   

 The ceremonial practices of the Primitive Religion, in which the separation of the 

Holy dissolves as “the distance between man and mythical being, which was at best 

slight, disappears altogether in the moment of ritual when everywhen becomes now”
9
 and 

in which the individuals become a group as “all present are involved in the ritual action 

itself and have become one with the myth,”
10

 distinguishes itself from the Modern 

Religion, in that an individualism is the modern religionist‟s ritual and sacred temple.  No 

longer is the necessity of an all-inclusive ritual action needed, as church attendance is not 

strictly, except in certain cases, demanded, and when social leaders make statements such 

as “My mind is my church”
11

 or “I am a sect myself.”
12
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 Regardless of the actual action taken within each stage by the religious men 

evolving their sociological elements, what is found by the end of Bellah‟s evaluation, in 

order for religious evolution to function, is the necessary “proposition that at each stage 

freedom of personality and society has increased relative to environing conditions” and 

that freedom “has increased because at each successive stage the relation of man to the 

conditions of his existence has been conceived as more complex, more open, and more 

subject to change and development.”
13

  Essentially, it is because of sociological evolution 

that religion is adapted.  In this way, Bellah‟s definition of religion, though useful within 

the confines of his own study, falls short of accepting religion as part and parcel to man‟s 

social life, in which the two are not just an intertwined dichotomy, wherein one side is 

otherworldly and the other is a simple symbol system, but are instead essentially the same 

thing, wherein religion can be secular and society can be religious.  This is where God 

evolves.  As religious man evolves socially, and thus religiously, and as he is in God‟s 

image, his view of God evolves.  It is here where Civil Religion, or even the social 

construct of any group of people, becomes a separate and unique religion to the religions 

of the individuals themselves; and where the study of how that religious group responds 

to certain elements of their own social order, or the outside social order looking in, 

demonstrates a sometimes drastic evolutionary change.  This is especially so in the case 

of disappointment toward a failed prophecy. 
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Festinger‟s Failed Prophecy 

 Leon Festinger, Henry Riecken, and Stanley Schachter, in their immensely 

important study on the result of unfulfilled, and thus disappointed religious people, When 

Prophecy Fails, began their first chapter with the erudite statement: “A man with a 

conviction is a hard man to change.  Tell him you disagree and he turns away.  Show him 

facts or figures and he questions your sources.  Appeal to logic and he fails to see your 

point.”
14

  This oft-quoted consideration of the mindset of truly devout religious peoples 

speaks truth to the fragile worldview they place themselves within.  It was within this 

fragility that the group at the center of When Prophecy Fails found an outlet to disband 

through radical disappointment, an evolutionary process in which disappointment breeds 

mental dissent, or in other words, cognitive dissonance, when the mind tells the thinker 

that something is not right.   

 The central thesis at the heart of When Prophecy Fails is the complete acceptance 

of a religious group to a prophetic vision, as was the case for William Miller‟s Adventists 

and the followers of Mrs. Keech in Lake City, or in a more biblical sense, the early 

followers of Jesus Christ in the time leading up to, but especially after, his crucifixion.  

This committed acceptance of the infallibility of prophetic revelation creates the perfect 

environment for disappointment, as the prophetic vision, being sacred in scope and 

volume, becomes a conviction that cannot be debated, argued, or proven wrong.  

Disappointment, in the words of Festinger and his colleagues, comes across as an even 
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more devout acceptance of the prophetic vision, as if the evidence against it somehow 

becomes the proof for it.  When presented “unequivocal” or “undeniable” evidence to the 

contrary of his belief, this committed religious man will “frequently emerge, not only 

unshaken, but even more convinced of the truth of his beliefs than ever before” and will 

adapt a “new fervor about convincing and converting other people to his view.”
15

       

 To this phenomenon, Festinger and his colleagues present five conditions, in 

response to disconfirmation, from which this fervor stems from.  The first of these 

conditions speaks to the commitment itself, of man to his belief.  As such, the belief 

“must be held with deep conviction and it must have some relevance to action, that is, to 

what the believer does or how he behaves.”
16

  In this way, the believer must truly believe, 

to the point in which the belief is not just an integral part of his life, but dictating it as 

well.   

 The second condition speaks to the believer‟s commitment to his belief in a way 

in which it cannot be undone.  He needs to find a way to introduce that belief into his 

social actions wherein the belief becomes his identity, and where his commitment is 

measured by the amount of difficulty it would take to separate himself from it.  In 

general, “the more important such actions are, and the more difficult they are to undo, the 

greater the individual‟s commitment to the belief.”
17
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 The third and fourth conditions reflect the circumstances needed in order to face 

certain attacks from the outside in order to contest the believer‟s convictions.  The third 

reflects the belief‟s connection to the outside world, that is, it must be connected to that 

world, to reality, in order to make it difficult to refute, as it must further be “sufficiently 

specific and sufficiently concerned with the real world”
18

 placing it, in essence, into the 

believer‟s reality.  The fourth condition states that “such undeniable disconfirmatory 

evidence must occur and must be recognized by the individual holding the belief.”
19

  The 

third and fourth conditions, as reflected above, distinguish themselves from the first and 

second, in that, while they reflect the needed arsenal necessary to attack a dissonant 

response, the first and second “specify the circumstances that will make the belief 

resistant to change.”
20

    

 What, then, happens when there is change?  Or, in other words, what condition 

makes possible the abandonment of the belief or the stronger retreat into it?  The fifth 

condition speaks, then, to the social element necessary, according to Festinger et al., for 

any reaction to a dissonant voice.  They contend, that while no single believer could 

maintain such a strict commitment to a belief, if integrated into a group of believers with 

a strong support system, the belief can become a bonding agent.  Therefore, they 

postulate a social system in which an agreeing group consciousness is needed for a belief 

to be preserved, where also, the breakdown of the group, through individual cognitive 
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dissonance, can make for a collapse of that belief, like a virus infecting the body.  Only in 

a strong social circle could the belief be confirmed as the individual believer “is a 

member of a group of convinced persons who can support one another” toward the 

common goal of proving to the outside world that “the belief is correct.”
21

         

 Using these five conditions, Festinger, Riecken, and Schachter point out historical 

cases in which this group-mind made for a plausible belief in prophetic visions.  These 

historical cases stretch from the Anabaptists in the early sixteenth century,
22

 to the 

millennial visions of Sabbatai Zevi and his Sabbatain group in the seventeenth century,
23

 

and further, from William Miller‟s Great Disappointment in 1844 in which his Adventist 

followers abandoned their lives-as-usual in preparation of the end,
24

and finally, to the 

modern Lake City religious group at the core of their study.  This particular group 

followed the prophetic “automatic writing” of Mrs. Keech, who had been in contact with 

celestial beings from the planet “Clarion,” which told her of a pending deluge that would 

essentially drown out the United States by means of “an inland sea stretching from the 

Arctic Circle to the Gulf of Mexico,” while “at the same time…a cataclysm” would 

“submerge the West Coast from Seattle, Wash., to Chile in South America.”
25
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 The research contained in When Prophecy Fails helped illuminate the result of 

cognitive dissonance, within and without a seemingly odd New Religious Movement that 

was convinced of its prophetic vision of the end time.  The member‟s convictions grew 

strongly more evangelical as they were further proven wrong; much in the same way the 

Adventist followers of William Miller banded together behind Ellen G. White in inward 

evangelistic fervor as they turned their evangelism toward the group, as if to support 

themselves, justify their actions, and become advocates for one another‟s beliefs.
26

  As a 

social jumpstart, this inward evangelism, as recorded in the reactions of the flying saucer 

religion of Mrs. Keech‟s followers, and which occurs with many assaulted religious 

groups, serves “a function akin to a motivational pep rally that a team of athletes (or 

politicians) holds in the wake of a stunning defeat” in which “it boosts morale and 

restores confidence in the truth of the message and the messenger.”
27

  However, it does 

more than just that.  It also makes for new interpretations, variation and change.  It helps 

inspire new religion, stronger forms of established religion, and sometimes even the 

abandonment of that religion.  It has, historically, also given rise to theories on the 

development of considerably stronger religion.   

 Festinger, Riecken and Schachter give to the theory of religious disappointment 

not just an excellent source of how the psychological workings of a socially-dependent 
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religious body cope with disappointment itself, but also how they evolve out of it.  In 

considering their five conditions, in which the threat of disconfirmatory beliefs, 

especially in the face of unfulfilled prophecy, they show how religious evolution, or 

adaptation really, has led to the world‟s great faiths, namely though, Christianity.         

The first prophets and followers of the deceased Christ, awaiting his new advent when 

the second coming would make for the Kingdom of God on earth, faced disappointment 

in and from nonbelievers, and the fact that it did not happen.  To this, they retreated 

inward, to a stronger belief in their own prophecy, a fundamentalist interpretation of their 

religion, in a way to pacify their own dissonance, and in order to proselytize the 

outsiders. These disappointed believers, “in having themselves been proved wrong 

concerning the imminence of the Second Coming…were all the more eager to get others 

to espouse that belief, so vindicating themselves,”
28

 found in evolutionary adaptation 

from prophetic vision into fundamentalism, the necessary inspiration to convert the 

world.    

 

All Together 

 

Together, Bellah‟s study of Religious evolution and the Festinger Thesis directly 

contribute to the same outcomes of the Great Disappointment Theory.   

 It is appropriate that Robert Bellah‟s essay on Civil Religion in America gave the 

name and study to the social phenomenon of civil religiosity, as his essay on Religious 

Evolution plays into the validity of the Great Disappointment Theory, in that this theory 
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does not work without a strong Civil Religion in play.  It is only because of Civil 

Religion that American citizens are able to use the disappointment they find in their 

socially adapted religion, to adapt to new socially adapted religion.  Because they have a 

religious element, albeit absent a specific deity, though not without mythical heroes, in 

their religion of civility, that is, in their Civil Religion, they are able to change and re-

change their religious lives as they see fit.  This civil/social/religious adaptability which 

was mentioned briefly in the Introduction, and will be elaborated on once again in the 

Conclusion, is the process of the American two hyphenation system.  Because Americans 

have within their individual identities two hyphenations, which act to connect them to the 

religion of their church and the religion of their state, without an overlap, they are able to 

be greatly disappointed, evolve, and still remain a member of the American Church.  One 

hyphenation evolves, the other stays the same.  In historical cases this has been a 

difficult, and even impossible act, as the Civil Religion was the religion of the state, 

making for an unbreakable single hyphenation that led to war, violence, disassociation, 

and the escape from society entirely.  Considering the members of the American Church, 

regardless of the sacred path they choose to walk, they will always be connected to a 

congregation of equal stature and thought, even if that path takes them to Atheism, 

Fundamentalism or New Religious Movements.  

 Furthermore, the Festinger Thesis fits perfectly into the adaptation of those 

adaptable Americans into one of these three processes as evangelism, both inward and 

outward, becomes a part of that evolutionary system.  As religious Americans become 

more and more separated from their religiosity, or rather, find themselves pulling away 

from the religion that had supported them for a time, they seek salvation elsewhere.  In 
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progressing to any of these three processes, the American, remaining still a member of 

the American church of civility, becomes an evangelist within his or her new process, 

both to the outside world as an entreaty to follow them, and to themselves in order to 

justify their decision.  Additionally, they continue this process as they settle into their 

religious roles and, if needs be, evolve them into new ones as they change from one 

process to the next; as is possible in the American Church and with the Great 

Disappointment Theory.  Furthermore, to better understand the religions that people find 

themselves a part of, traditional theories on the genesis of religion in general become a 

necessary and helpful point of departure.    

 

Four Theories of Religious Genesis and Process 

 Religious theories, as to where religion comes from, where it is going, and how it 

controls, or guides humanity, are boundless.  The most famous come from those 

historian/philosopher/sociologists who looked at the origins of religion and in so doing 

found the answer to all three questions.  Their recordings on religious genesis produced 

theoretical answers, to posed questions, that established religion as the result of childish 

antics, psychological guilt, social needs, and political control, just to name a few.  Each 

theorist‟s position on religion stemmed strongly from their own views and from their own 

cultural upbringing, much in the way Bellah‟s and Festinger‟s did as well.  They also 

relate to the evolution of society and religion over historical time, in that they make the 

significance of the Great Disappointment Theory more valid.     
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 Edward B. Tylor, whose early intentions were to study mere culture and society, 

fell into the study of religion as he found them intrinsically dependent upon one 

another.
29

  His single travel abroad, the journey he made to Central America as a young 

man, helped inspire the religious theory he would later postulate.  In researching the 

primitive cultures of the Mexicans he found a distinct retreat back to simplistic religion, 

as a means of making up their culture.  Returning to England, Tylor published his 

findings in his first work, Anahuac: Or Mexico and the Mexicans, Ancient and Modern, 

in 1861.
30

  Later he would publish his quintessential work on primitive culture, 

appropriately titled, Primitive Culture, to an excited audience.  The time in which Tylor‟s 

works were published was quite fortuitous, especially in consideration of the inspiration 

he derived from other popular books being produced alongside his.  In 1859, a mere two 

years before Anahuac, Charles Darwin gave to the world his Origin of Species, a text of 

vast importance in the study of social and cultural adaptability.  Tylor, encouraged by the 

theory found within the Origin of Species, defined religion as a “belief in spirits,”
31

 and 

used this definition in considering the evolutionary process of survival in the natural 

world.  As he saw it, all religion was based in the belief of spirits, and the religion of the 

19
th

 century was merely a survival of the first religion, Animism, that “the one 

characteristic shared by all religions, great or small, ancient or modern, is the belief in 

spirits who think, act, and feel like human persons.”
32

  To this, a humorous story is told in 
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which two children, upset over a broomstick being left outside in the cold, demonstrates 

the childlike animistic belief that all things have the same emotions as human beings.
33

  

The survival of Animism, therefore, permeates all religions as they share the same 

construct of seeing the sacred in what would otherwise be the mundane.   

 Delving into the psychoses of these same children, the famed psychologist 

Sigmund Freud would say that their religion, which humorously is also related to the 

shape of the broomstick, is based more in their internal mental guilt, which reaches 

farther beyond their feeling sad for the broomstick, and toward an act their ancestors 

committed long before they knew what a broomstick was.  Freud‟s religious genesis 

comes out of an all-consuming masculine guilt for killing the primitive father and 

engaging in sexual acts with the primitive mother.  This guilt transcends the magical 

animism used to make sense of the natural and phenomenal world.  In his Totem and 

Taboo, Freud remarks as to Tylor‟s Animism, which “in the narrower sense is the theory 

of psychic concepts and in the wider sense, of spiritual beings in general,”
34

 and further 

also that it is “a system of thought” which “gives not only the explanation of a single 

phenomenon, but makes it possible to comprehend the totality of the world from one 

point, as a continuity.”
35

  Freud‟s totemic connection to man‟s guilt for his horrific act 

evolve the “magic” of Animism into the world‟s religion as a means of pacifying that 

guilt, which is evidenced in the Christian rituals he undergoes in order to appease his 
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heavenly father, revere the angelic mother, and worship the forgiven and forgiving son.
36

 

As these religious ideologies integrate themselves in the social culture of man, as 

Christianity has in its cosmopolitan and catholic means, the society becomes a sacred 

entity as well, a fact evidenced already in the study of Bellah‟s Civil Religion.  Both 

Freud and Tylor have witnessed religious evolution from its early beginnings, each with 

interpretations of magical elements that spoke to a creative cosmology of the spiritual 

world.  Emile Durkheim, in almost the same way, found the sacred in an equally 

primitive element, the society.         

 In his quintessential work The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Emile 

Durkheim stated, quite definitively, “If religion generated everything that is essential in 

society, this is because the idea of society is the soul of religion.”
37

  Durkheim would 

eventually come to be known as the father of sociology, the science of studying society.
38

  

Turning away from the theoretical ideas as espoused by Tylor and Freud, Durkheim 

separates the sacred world and the social world, in that his theory on the origin of religion 

is not focused on the idea of spiritual beings such as a God, or many gods.  Considering 

that certain religious cultures do not believe in the existence of spirits or gods, he forms a 

theory that is more man-based, that is, more accessible to all men.  In this way he sets out 

the idea that within the sociological realm there is a distinction between two forces, the 

sacred and the profane.  These two lines of distinction make for a stratified and controlled 
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society, which makes for a religion.  This religion comes out of the sacredness of the 

sacred things in contrast to the profanity in the profane things.  In his words religion is “a 

unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set 

apart and surrounded by prohibitions—beliefs and practices that unite its adherents in a 

single moral community called a church.”
39

  For Durkheim, as religion is essentially 

“eminently collective,”
40

 it therefore is the by-product of the social imperative of keeping 

the sacred away from the profane.  It creates lines of social distinction and a defined 

social order and control, like that of the Hindu Caste system or the Aboriginal tribes-

people of Australia.   

  If there is to be a significant contribution to the theory of religion as a substance 

of control, especially sociologically, it would be that of Karl Marx.  Much like Durkheim, 

and even more like Max Weber, Marx‟s theories on the creation of religion, and 

specifically how it is used to make order out of social chaos, demonstrates a pessimistic 

ideology, in which religion, the social construct that it is, is the enemy.    Marxism is no 

Protestant Ethic, it should be noted.  While Weber saw religion as a force that could 

dictate, according to its doctrine, the successes of religious practitioners, as it did for 

southern European Christians versus northern ones,
41

 Marxism refutes the usefulness of 

religion at all.  The quick catch phrase that has followed Marx out of the grave and onto 

bumper stickers and within the minds of disassociated undergraduates, is that religion is 
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the opium of the masses.  This opinion comes from the creator of communism‟s view of 

class struggles in religious societies, where there appears horrendous differences between 

the poor and the rich, in which there is no equality and no fair value of life.  Religion then 

becomes the weapon of the rich, the bourgeoisie, in order to control the poor, the 

proletariat. This weaponry Marx saw as something socially created at the beginning of 

time, much in the way Durkheim saw society, in the creation of private property.  In the 

beginning, as men turned from hunters to growers, the land they tilled became 

commodities toward successful survival.  As land became essential, and as private 

property and agriculture marked the distinction between the blessed and the cursed, social 

struggle poisoned the well of humanity.  Thus, this helped to “create the central crisis of 

all humanity: the separation of classes by power and wealth, and with it the beginnings of 

permanent social conflict.”
42

  Consecutively, after class distinctions were made, then the 

poorer, and thus less fortunate, yearned for some form of salvation, which the rich were 

more than willing to provide for them, the “pain of economic injustice” made possible the 

addictive “opium of belief.”
43

                

 

Disappointment After All 

 

 The previous four theories and theorists represent a small fraction of the religious 

production, creation, revelation and association that religion has provided mankind.  The 

first two theories came from men who saw the spiritual as a necessity to the formation of 

religion and how that spirituality caused religious men to band together in societies based 
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on the worship of that holy other; while the second two theories deconstructed the 

spirituality aspect, stripped it away, and found men banding together in the socially 

guided process of keeping the sacred separate from the profane, or in keeping the rich 

separate from the poor.  E.B. Tylor and Sigmund Freud discovered the magic in religion, 

while Durkheim and Marx merely found the habitual forms of sociological division.  

Tylor and Freud saw the supernatural, while Durkheim and Marx saw the natural.   

 These four theories, and really all theories, are important in the study of religion, 

because they paint the picture of social and religious evolution even in the studies and 

studiers of that same phenomenon.  Though published around the same time, these four 

theories express differing views of the same thing and, due to each individual‟s own 

purview of the world, their individual theory is shaped accordingly.  While Freud and 

Tylor both saw magic in religion, they did not agree on the religious authority of that 

magic.  Freud, like Marx, saw religion as a social albatross, while Durkheim saw it as the 

masthead.  In the end, each of these four theories articulate the underlying human 

condition of disappointment.   

 Disappointed children see the broomstick and lament it being left out in the cold, 

so they bring it inside, keep it warm, protect it, name it.  It becomes for them a living 

thing, and they guard it well.  It evolves into their sacred center, the axis mundi,
44

 that 

connects the earth to the heavens.  Their disappointment is abated, and they survive.   

 Disappointed children also feel guilt when they embrace the phallic broomstick 

for what they had done to their fathers, and especially what they did to their mothers.  
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They pacify that guilt, really that disappointment, by swearing their allegiances to a 

covenant with their Holy Father.  They repent after sinning.  They adhere to rules.  They 

sit in awe of the mother.  They keep her a virgin.  Their disappointment becomes an 

intimate and devoutly strict relationship with the holy, and they survive. 

 Disappointed social groups wallow in chaos, so they distinguish what is sacred 

and profane.  They form relationships and professions out of keeping the two apart.  They 

designate leaders whose job it is to protect the sacred from the profane, and they stratify 

themselves according to the importance one maintains in his or her proximity to that 

sacred.  The chaos is controlled and they feel happy and survive. 

 Disappointed and impoverished people see themselves at the bottom of a social 

structure looking up at an imbalanced society and wonder why.  In the impartiality of 

Communism, where the precursor to this imbalance is destroyed and where no one owns 

private property so that all people are equal, disappointment evolves into an ironic 

communistic religion with no God.                   

 If the purpose of life is the survival of the fittest, then the four theories put forth 

here speak to religion and religious evolution‟s ability to assist in perpetuating life for 

socially adapted humanity.  In each of these theories the result becomes a dissenting, yet 

equally possible, escape from disappointment, where it is further possible to find that 

which makes life survivable. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has meant to place the Great Disappointment Theory amongst the 

pantheon of religious theories by relating it to two specifically American ones, that of 

Robert Bellah and Leon Festinger et al., as well as in the realm of the religious genesis 
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theories of E.B. Tylor, Sigmund Freud, Emile Durkheim and Karl Marx.  In the research 

of others, this theory has been found within the evolutionary process of religious people 

from all parts of the world as they sought out, by whatever means necessary, the purpose 

behind their purpose-driven lives.  It has further made possible the endeavor of searching 

out how this disappointment-based evolution forms one of three processes; a study that 

begins with the defining of the Atheist religion, continues with the threatening inspiration 

that makes for Fundamentalism, and the creative process of revealing New Religious 

Movements, and concludes with an analysis of the quintessential element of Civil 

Religion.            
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

The First Process—Atheism
1
 

 

 

 As the world progresses more and more toward a millennial realization that man 

is in fact fulfilling the fearful prophecy of God in Genesis 11, where nothing he transpires 

to do will be impossible to him, the need of religion is ironically waning.  The confused 

speech of Babel has been interpreted and man has evidently completed his Tower to the 

heavens to find God out to lunch. 

 To this, the secularization of mankind has become a social wave, riding the curve 

of the earth and washing the continents clean of religious ideas.  However, the further 

irony of this is that in order to fill the void left by religious practices, two conclusions are 

being made.  First, mankind is entering a stage of lazy faith.  It is not so much a devout 

Atheism as it is more a half-way covenant of believing in something but being unable or 

unwilling to admit or accept what that may be.  It is religion without sincerity, and 

therefore without real boundaries, restrictions or rules.  It is Robert Bellah„s Sheilaism
2
 in  
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extreme form.  Secondly, there appears a complete and devoted abandonment of any idea 

of God, that is, a religious Atheism.    

 Atheism as a religion itself seems an odd marriage of opposing terms, but it also 

seems to be the way of the future for certain religious people.  History has shown an 

interesting progression of religious evolution, the Great Disappointment Theory in 

practice, and it is not surprising to see religion come full circle in which Atheism 

becomes a religion opposing religion, and with the utmost disdain and passionate hatred 

for Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism as a Fundamentalist and Evangelical faith.  In 

the wise words of Ludwig Feuerbach, “What yesterday was still religion, is no longer 

such today; and what today is atheism, tomorrow will be religion.”
3
   

 However, this present study will attempt to make sense of the religion that 

Atheism has become, and in many ways, what it is still becoming, by using a certain 

course of study in which Atheism will be examined as a religious body through the 

means of first defining the correct way to study it, and then how it could be defined as 

such.  Utilizing the phenomenological religious dimensions that Ninian Smart put forth as 

the defining characteristics of any religious body, this study will examine the religion of 

Atheism and how disappointment is shaping the non-believers into a body of faithful 

advocates, as well as how the Great Disappointment Theory not only helps explain where 

Atheism comes from, but also how it is evolving as a religion as well.  
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Thanks a Lot Charles Darwin 

 

 In his great study on the history of the American religious people, Sydney E. 

Ahlstrom briefly, but succinctly, remarks on the result of religious man taking Darwinian 

Evolution to heart by stating, 

any Christian could look out of his kitchen window and behold a demonstration of 

God‟s marvelous design.  Sun and clouds, trees and grass, seeds, cows, dogs, and 

insects—even manure, were all harmoniously interacting for man‟s well being!  

But after Darwin, what did the backyard reveal but a relentless struggle for 

existence, a war of all against all, with blood dripping from every bough, and man 

involved in the struggle not only against the locusts, but against other men, even 

other races of man, with victory for the fittest.  No wonder that opposition to 

evolutionary doctrines arose.
4
  

 

 In many ways the world is bleak without God.  The individual is nothing more 

than what his name describes him to be; he is an individual.  With God, individuals 

become groups.  They are families and friends and congregations that stand together in 

pride and reverence.  When Darwin inadvertently gave human beings the option to opt 

out of faith, by providing a scientific way of making the sacred profane, he also gave 

them a world in which they were no longer chosen or loved by an omnipotent and 

omniscience being who rooted for them in even the most austere and hopeless of 

situations.  Whom do Atheists cry out to in great tragedy?  When disasters strike and 

wipe out scores of people in an instant, when hurricanes deluge whole cities and draughts 

desiccate once verdant swaths of farmland, who do Atheists turn to but themselves?   

 When the kitchen Christian of Ahlstrom‟s imagining looks out the window onto a 

competing and violent world he has two options before him: either view the process of 
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nature and the world as the result of a great creator, or not.  Though it seems a bit 

oversimplified, the truth still remains that while Atheism gives freedom to man where he 

would otherwise answer to the whims of an invisible and divine foreign dictator, it also 

alienates him in a world of faith and belief.  In this world, religion, the indefinable force 

that binds mankind together, is easy.  Atheism is hard.  In his great search, then, the 

Atheist reaches out for a church, but not for God.  He finds, in his ability to be among 

people who think as he does, the camaraderie and congregation that comforts him.  This 

is especially so in America, but it really is true of any social group in any part of the 

world.  It is a part of society in general.     

 

Epoche—The Phenomenology of Atheism 

 The great examiner of the back and forth effect religion has on society, Emile 

Durkheim, made a name for himself in studying the Aborigine cultures of Australia and 

making sense of their different (to Western eyes) traits and social functions.
5
  Using those 

same techniques he equally as well studied the socio-religious cultures of Europe and 

found them as equally bizarre.  He additionally discovered within his studies not just 

interesting cultural processes, but a means to study these different types of religion 

without injecting his own prejudices, therefore keeping his work clear of the muddling 

affect opinion can have.  From an anthropological and sociological perspective, he went 

about studying religion as an outsider, who respectfully watched, but did not interrupt.  

Doing this gave him the facility of interpretation without judgment in order to see what  
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that religion was, a phenomenon of human development.  This process became known as 

the Phenomenological Method.
6
 

 Considered by many as an allegiance to an ambiguity of study, what Durkheim 

was in fact utilizing was a mere sense of empathy.  He entreated other religious 

intellectuals to view the religions and religious peoples they were studying simply as they 

were, and attempt to understand what that religion did for those people and how it would 

make them feel, in order to understand its purpose in the first place.  To do so in any 

other way would be a biased interpretation in which the truth, as felt by the practitioners 

themselves, would be misconstrued by the opinion of the viewer.  As such, 

In brief, what I ask of the free thinker is that he should confront religion in the 

same mental state as the believer.  It is only by doing this that he can hope to 

understand it.  Let him feel it as the believer feels it; what it is to the believer is 

what it really is.  Consequently, he who does not bring to the study of religion a 

sort of religious sentiment cannot speak about it!  He is like a blind man trying to 

talk about colour.
7
      

     

 This phenomenology of religion was at the heart of Durkheim‟s request.  The 

phenomenon of what that religion did for the people who believed it, was the purpose of 

that religion itself.  Furthermore, in order to employ this method properly, a basic Greek 

term was applied to the researcher, whose job it was to view various cultures and social 

practices with a certain epoche
8
 in which he or she was to suspend his or her disbelief.  

This epoche, equally so, is at the heart of the phenomenological approach.     
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Ninian Smart and the Seven Dimensions of Religion 

 

 The simplification of defining a religion by distinguishing the seven specific 

dimensions that make up a religious group of beliefs as a whole, is not, on the surface, as 

simple as it may seem.  Ninian Smart‟s phenomenology, in fact, was put into play as an 

attempt not just of simplification, but also as a more succinct way of looking into these 

dimensions in order to not be bogged down in “why” questions, and thus misconstrue the 

purpose altogether.  Deconstructing the religion, piece by piece, is not to deconstruct it as 

other religious researchers would do, such as Marx or Freud, that is, deconstruct it for the 

sake of finding faults within the dimensions and therefore prove it as an inadequate and 

defective attempt by man to make sense of his surroundings.  Rather, the defining of 

dimensional qualities is made to deconstruct the religion in order to answer questions 

distinctly.  In this way, rather than answering a question about ritual with a full 

explanation of the ethical, social, or artistic dimensions of a religious group, the answer 

can be merely about that ritual as it is, as a phenomenon.      

 This simplification is exemplified by one of Smart‟s former students and current 

professor of religious studies, Ivan Strenski, through the phenomenological look at point 

designations in basketball.  In trying to explain to a person who has no previous 

knowledge of the process of a game of basketball, especially when they ask why it is that 

a player is awarded three points for throwing the ball from behind a certain line on the 

court, instead of two points on the other side of that line, Professor Strenski‟s answer, 

using a dimensional explanation, is quite simple.  In this simplification, a muddled mess 

of explanations is not needed, or rather, “we would not have to go beyond the rules of the 

game to dwell on the psychological causes or motives behind the behavior of the scorer, 
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or bring out the causal relevance of their membership in a certain social class, or even 

proceed with a kineseological analysis of the muscular causes at work conditioning the 

action of the shooter‟s arms.”
9
  When asked why something is why it is, a dimensional 

study can look to that question, answer it, and move on.   

 Ninian Smarts‟ dimensions are able to open the study of religion, already opened 

respectively by Durkheim‟s phenomenological approach, even wider, and in order to 

present a religion as such, with the basic understanding and respectability demanded of 

appropriate scholarship.   

 This phenomenological look at religion can equally be utilized to look at Atheism.  

In respectfully and phenomenologically deconstructing the religion of those who 

deconstruct religion in order to find its faults, a study of religious capacity is able to 

define Atheism as a religion.  In breaking down the elements of an Atheist‟s core values, 

or rather, in defining his fundamental beliefs, it is more easily recognized that Atheism is 

itself a belief system.  However, as the Atheistic religion is a broad sweeping world 

religion, and one that is not dependent upon any solid or stationary base of operations, 

this approach must look at Atheism as a broad phenomenon and therefore attempt a 

concise study with a slightly vague appreciation.  Because of this, Smart‟s dimensions 

feed into that broad sweep in a way that will make such a study more easily accessible.  

By separately defining the Atheist‟s doctrines, rituals, ethics, experiences, artistic 

representations, myths, and social constructions,
10

 a coherent collection of why answers 
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will come to light to illuminate this ever growing popular belief system as the strong 

world religion it is.        

 

Doctrine 

 

 Dimensional dissection is not always fairly balanced. As such, religious 

framework may lean to one of the dimensions more than the others.  Those religious 

organizations which utilize a vast sourcebook of literature may reflect more on the 

doctrinal dimension, because it is within that literature that salvation is found, or at least 

the path toward salvation is drawn out.  More ancient religious organizations, conversely, 

tended to lean more toward the ritual or social dimensions, as theirs was a society that 

transferred doctrine orally rather than literarily.  Furthermore, certain religious 

organizations will utilize their doctrine in order to spell out the laws and rules to be 

followed by the religious practitioner, therefore giving more credence to the doctrinal 

dimension than, say, the artistic.  Either way, according to Smart, “religions are by no 

means equidimensional.”
11

  As such, religions will weigh heavy on certain dimensional 

scales, while others will not.  

 In order to draw out the doctrinal elements of the Atheist religion, a comparison 

to more mainstream, and rather generic, Christianity will assist in creating a solid 

definition.  For example, the combined literature of the Torah from the Hebrew Bible 

with the epistles of Paul in the Christian Bible form a distinct doctrine of laws, 

restrictions and commandments, forming the basis of the Christian faith.  Furthermore, 

literature of lesser sacrality, though nonetheless important, such as the works by the great 
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Christian fathers Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, the Enlightenment philosophers 

Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schleiermacher and the modern Christian spiritual teachers 

Joel Osteen and Pat Robertson, all act as Christian doctrine.  Combined, these sources 

comprise more than simple texts in the hearts of professing Christians; they also make up 

a distinct history of their faith and stand, though separated by eras of philosophical 

dissonance, as the source of their values and traditions.       

 In the same way, Atheists maintain their own supply of religious doctrine.  

Though they are absent the sacred texts as represented by the Hebrew and Christian 

Bibles, they nonetheless retain doctrine equal to that of the Christian fathers, philosophers 

and spiritual teachers.  Instead of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, they venerate Epicurus 

and Leonardo da Vinci.  From two distinct periods during the 19
th

 century, separated by 

the time before and after the publication of Darwin‟s Origin of Species in 1859, they find 

inspirational philosophies and Atheistic dogma.  From the B.D. period they have Ludwig 

Feuerbach who teaches them to make “sacred the most profane of everyday activities” 

where “eating and drinking should be approached, for example, as religious acts,”
12

 and 

where man is the sacred arbiter of life, not God, wherein they must “think, therefore, with 

every morsel of bread which relieves thee from the pain of hunger, with every draught of 

wine that cheers thy heart, of the God who confers these beneficent gifts upon thee—

think of man!”
13

  From this same period they have the revolutionary essay The Necessity 
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of Atheism, composed by the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, wherein he draws a line from 

the evils of humanity to the religions of man, and how a balance is only made through the 

necessity of conscientious Atheism;
14

 as well as the works of Francois Marie Arouet, 

better known as Voltaire, whose mysterious vehemence toward religion, or really 

Christianity “in any of its orthodox, institutional forms,”
15

 and support of European 

Deism, give them hope.  From the A.D. period they have the works of Sigmund Freud, 

mentioned already for his theory of religious genesis in the previous chapter, and modern 

evangelical Atheists like Dr. Richard Dawkins,
16

 Sam Harris,
17

 and the comedian turned 

political and social commentator, Bill Maher,
18

 to name a short few.
19

  If there was to be 

a specific sacred text for Atheists, it would appear in the all-too-easily revered On the 

Origin of Species, as it removes the power of God from humanity and places the natural 

order of life back into nature.  However, this adoration of science over religion is not a 
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proper replacement of religion, and not the same as Atheism being a religion itself.  

Nonetheless, Darwin‟s literary form of evolution and his theory of the process of 

biological adaptation to changing environments without the omnipotence of God, still 

stands as an essential part of the Atheist‟s doctrine.         

 This doctrine, be it a literary medium or documentary style propaganda, binds 

them on a level of humanistic values.  They see the error of religion as the bane of society 

and the principles used by religious men as a way of furthering that control over an 

indoctrinated and brainwashed humanity.  Therefore, their doctrine, a collection of 

concise polemics against converse religious doctrine, stands as the binding element that 

represents their equally important traditions and values.     

 

Ritual  

 

 Truly devout Atheists give up religion in all its forms.  Because of this, religious 

ritual ceases to fulfill a need for the individual or group, and changes in order to do so.  In 

lieu of dogmatic physical actions as a way to bind the congregation of believers together, 

Atheists have no outward ritual.  However, what they do have are rituals that bind them 

within a humanistic society.   

 These rituals are based more within the realm of their own worlds, rather than to 

venerate or indulge deities within a celestial one.  There are two ways that Atheists, and 

in many ways, all other religious peoples in America, practice ritual.  These two 

ritualistic practices are what, in fact, bind the religious to the non religious in America, 

and a subject which will be dealt with here briefly and in more detail in the conclusion of 

this study.   
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 First, all American religious peoples, regardless of what their religious properties 

may entail, are individualistic.  By that term, each American individual citizen, granted 

with a comprehensive liberty of conscience, has within himself not only his own 

religiousness, but also his own American-ness; or in other words, his own set of personal 

day-by-day rituals based in American morality, ideology and customs.  Though these 

rituals may seem at the most profane in nature, they are rituals that reach back to a 

religious genesis.  The ritualistic manner of cleaning oneself, be it showering daily, or the 

devout practice of washing one‟s hands throughout the day (especially employees), has 

its roots within the Puritan traditions of cleanliness, which themselves reach back to the 

ritual cleansing as ordained by God in the Book of Leviticus.
20

  This need to be clean, as 

discussed in lucid detail by Mary Douglas in her Purity and Danger,
21

 reaches farther 

back than even that, to an inherent psychological reflex from mankind‟s earliest 

ancestors.  During these early religious times, society and religion were one in the same.  

Religion was the structure of society as everyday life was dictated by the religious 

calendar and a mysterious world of spirits.  Ritual perfection was necessary to the early 

humans, and cleanliness, as it was close to godliness, was essential to the relationship 

between man and the holy other.  Cleansing rituals of the body, of the mind and of the 

sacrificial offerings made to this holy other, were detailed and followed exactly.   

Early religion, as described by Robertson Smith, “was made up of a series of acts and  
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observances, the correct performance of which was necessary or desirable to secure the 

favour of the gods or to avert their anger.”
22

  

 Though the early religions of man were more inclined toward pacifying a sacred 

deity or pantheon of Gods, and contrary to modern man‟s religion, at least modern 

American man‟s religion, in that the existence of religion was not for the salvation of the 

individual, but rather for the community at large, these ritualistic ideologies have 

permeated even into the secularized society of Atheists, who follow these ritualistic 

cleansing rituals without much recognition of their sacred foundations.  As individuals,
23

 

serving a part of the society as a whole, they perform rituals out of habit.  This 

individualism, ironically, separates itself from the religious body, yet is unable to 

disconnect completely from society, which, utilizing these ancient habits of proper social 

conduct, make up a quasi-religion themselves.  Atheist-Americans, along with all other 

American citizens, act religiously without fully knowing it.     

 Cleanliness, though, is not the only Atheistic ritual borrowed from a sacred 

beginning.  The second way in which Atheists find themselves ritualistically practicing 

among their disassociated faithful brothers and sisters is truly American in scope and 

range.  The American Civil Religion,
24

 at least the evolutionized form of which exists in 

the modern age, binds all religious Americans, regardless of denomination or religious 
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body, within the American Church.  This cathedral exists in Washington, D.C., within the 

sacred temples of the monuments and memorials to America‟s fallen and sacrificed 

warriors.  It exists in the capital building there and within every capital building of all 

fifty states; and within the homes and hearts of all citizens.  The American Church thrives 

on the sacred documents of the Declaration of Independence and the United States 

Constitution, and requires ritualistic obligations on specific holy days which, though 

perhaps religious in origin, have become secular in order to encompass all members of 

the congregation.  Thanksgiving, for example, the Christmas Day for all religious and 

non-religious Americans, brings families and friends together to give thanks, and binds 

individuals into groups over early-morning parades, large mid-day meals and afternoon 

football games.  Atheists may be disconnected from religious ritual within the confines of 

the belief and faith in a God, but they are strongly connected to the rituals of the social 

history all mankind must neither forget, nor disregard.                   

 

Experience 

 

 Within the heart of every religion rests a fundamentally significant religious 

experience. This experience occurs on two levels, the first being the level of incarnation, 

the experience of a deity or prophet, and the second being an experience of the 

practitioner, either in the primary conversion experience or in emulation of that sacred 

first one.  Smart refers to his own theory, which he accepts as privy to change, of two 

poles of religious experience.  Essentially, these polarities appear as the sacred and the 

profane.  The first of Smart‟s polarities is much like that of Rudolf Otto‟s mysterium 
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tremendum, the Other, or “the numinous experience of the holy.”
25

  The second is an 

internal experience that makes a relationship possible between the individual mind and 

the holy Other.  In Smart‟s words it is “the contemplative or mystical experience which 

does not postulate an outside Other and which feels the disappearance of the subject-

object distinction.”
26

  Experience then, the dimension that connects the religious person 

with their faith in a psycho-somatic sense, is both Other and worldly.   

 Ritual and experience work together in order to connect the Other and the worldly 

within the psyche of the religious practitioner.  The Eucharist, the sacred event that acts 

as a reminder of Jesus‟ sacrifice, works to bring Christian‟s closer to their deity in that 

their Christ‟s sacred experience is transcended through their own.
27

  Buddhists, especially 

Theravadan monks, respectfully maintain a specified and strict diet that is sustained by 

the offerings made by Buddhists who are not monks, which acts to connect them with the 

ritualistic practices set forth by The Buddha during his time on earth.
28

  These ritual 

experiences are shared by all religious peoples, either by many or individually, as 

experiences are felt both in groups and independently.      

  As for Atheists, who abandon religious experience, they must find that 

interconnectivity with the Other which they do not believe in, and the worldly, which 

they accept only as it is, without frills and through nihilistic eyes.  Experience for the 
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religious Atheist is equally connected to ritual as it is for the Christian or Buddhist.  

Atheists attend conventions and form support groups on the internet, where they can 

communicate and come together.  They protest and fight diminutive battles against the 

extremist religions of the world.  They read their doctrine and promote their religion.  

They vote.  They marry, and they live the American dream.  Their religious experience, 

summed up quite succinctly, states:  

An Atheist loves himself and his fellow man instead of a god (sic).  An Atheist 

accepts that heaven is something for which we should work now—here on 

earth—for all men together to enjoy.  An Atheist accepts that he can get no help 

through prayer but that he must find in himself the inner conviction and strength 

to meet life, to grapple with it, to subdue it and enjoy it.  An Atheist accepts that 

only in a knowledge of himself and a knowledge of his fellow man can he find the 

understanding that will help lead to a fulfilling life.
29

          

 

 In essence, Atheists must be humanists.  They must understand themselves and 

their fellow man through an appreciation of the fact that they are mere animals just trying 

to survive.  Their religion encounters the experience of being amongst other human 

beings and in treating them with a respectful admiration.  They form relationships and 

bonds, but not under the auspices of a uniform or organized church.  Rather, their church 

exists within themselves, within that knowledge of themselves.  Their personal religion is 

promoted by a necessity to exist outside an organized church, without a God, yet within 

the cathedral of their own experiences of treating others properly and in hoping for the 

same in return.  By eliminating God, they become the center of their own universe in a 

selfless attempt to fulfill the mantra, Atheist, know thyself.     

 

                                                             
 

29
 Madalyn Murray O‟Hair quoted on http://www.atheists.org/about (accessed February 2nd, 

2010). 

http://www.atheists.org/about


62 

 

Ethic 

 

 For Americans, the genesis of national morality and ethics is found within the 

morals and ethics of those American heroes who founded their nation.  Those men 

generally were men of God.  It is debatable how often they attended church services and 

if they had any active role in the denominations they belonged to, but they were men of 

God nonetheless.  This is evidenced through their writings, amongst each other and 

within the sacred documents of the United States, and the speeches they delivered to the 

young nation.  Regardless of the capacity for which they believed in God, they still 

believed.
30

   

 Along with their religiosity they were also men of the Enlightenment, and 

inspired by the order of nature, which became, for Europeans suffering amidst religious 

wars, a second sacred text to the Bible.
31

  They looked into these natural laws and 

appreciated that both had deep roots.  In their biblical laws they saw the connection to 

religious doctrine within the Mediterranean world, such as the Code of Hammurabi, as 

inspiration for the Mosaic laws of the Torah.  In nature they saw the respect necessary for 

a society of any species to survive in the natural ebb and flow of life, as the natural world 

“taught the existence of a moral order that defined right and wrong,”
32

 To this they 

entreated a Unitarian Deity and, as Deists, saw themselves as instruments of God, but not 

under his control.  They saw God as a being with whom respect should be made for the 
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gift of creation, but who also had separated Himself from that creation.  To them, God 

built the machine, set it in motion, then stepped away, leaving free will as a guide.
33

   

 These men combined those two sacred texts, the Bible and nature, and created a 

national ethos, a sort of Mosaic Law for the New World, and endorsed it with their sacred 

honor.  They initiated a system, organic in nature, open for amendment and under the 

hallowed provision of the “separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and 

Nature‟s God entitle them.”
34

   

 From these sacred documents and the sacred honor used to endorse them, 

American ethics and morality is derived.  To negate the authority of God from these 

foundations would be to pull the roots and hope the plant survives.  From where, then, do 

American Atheists get their ethics and morality, when they do just that?  American 

Atheists have the luxury, or rather the privilege, to be thusly American, and therefore free 

to pick what they wish, without fully removing the plant.  In fact, the separate and equal 

station granted them also gives them the ability to separate the sacred other from those 

texts.  Rather than finding their morality in the Biblical laws, or natural laws, as ordained 

by God, they utilize the morality in each for their connection to the laws of nature.  As 

Atheists answer to themselves, they answer to humanity, and follow the American ideal 

of equality.  They do not follow the religious carrot toward a certain goal.  In essence,  
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they follow the golden rule
35

 which, though found in all religions, speaks equally to 

man‟s humanity toward man.  In America, they devote themselves to the Ten 

Commandments, minus the first four.
36

 

 The American Atheist is indebted to the Enlightenment Deism of Thomas 

Jefferson, James Madison, and their founding colleagues for giving him the freedom that 

permits his free exercise thereof of non-religion.
37

  Yet, he is not dependent on them to 

find his morality.  The religion that the Enlightenment encouraged is a natural religion 

that may be maintained by the irreligious.  As an inspiration for Biblical morals and 

ethics, the Atheist can prescribe to the moral laws of humanity.  His religion, rather than 

referring to sacred documents or laws which contradict modern civilization, employs the 

unwritten laws of nature, which promote the respectful acknowledgment of humanity. 

 

Artistic 

 

 Human expression is revealed through many mediums.  Human beings are 

notorious for creating something out of reasonably nothing for the sake of their artistic 

representation of life; essentially making physical what they see within their 

imaginations.  For religious people, one way that artistry has been easily resolved is 
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through the incredible displays of their religious architecture, from the ancient to the 

modern.  Pyramids, temples, cathedrals and mega-churches all stand as icons to man‟s 

attempt at creating a sacred space to interconnect with the Other; and in that creation they 

permit themselves to be artistic as to honor that Other.   

 Religious artistry acts to connect man to God, either through sacred temples, 

cemeteries, doctrine, votive elements, or even ritual.  It is inspired by God or by that 

entity that reveals itself as the great mystery as described by Rudolf Otto.  All religions, 

even the most austere, demonstrate some form of artistic license.  The terrible iniquities 

that turned Martin Luther against the Catholic Church are also what make The Vatican a 

destination for art and architecture-loving tourists.
38

  The austerity of strict Islam makes 

for amazingly ornate mosques adorned with even more amazing calligraphy work, while 

adhering to the restriction of revering men by making no depictions of man or Allah.
39

  

Even the mega-churches of the American heartland find artistry in making the worship 

service more comfortable for a mega-audience, both in house, and within their own 

houses; while in the same way televangelists perform, as if theater, for a worldwide 

audience.
40

    

 The use, and really the creation of, art for religious means has a strong connection 

to religious ritual.  Ritual, as a source of connection to the divine, uses art as a window to 
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that other world.  The artistic dimension is not just connected to ritual, it is also “a 

reinforcement of cosmology,” and thus “registered through vestments, relics, jewels, 

glittering divinities, glorious statues, soaring buildings.  In effect…both congealed ritual 

and conceptual hardware.”
41

       

 Art is not solely owned by religious men, however.  If the artistic dimension is 

tied to ritual, the religious Atheist constructs his artistic observations in the same way.  If 

his religious rituals are based on ancient rituals, like those of cleanliness, then his artistry 

is based on an equally archaic income.  Atheists show their artistic sides through music, 

dress, art and architecture, theater, and so on.  Once again, the civil religion that binds all 

Americans, regardless of their ethnic or religious backgrounds, once again frees the 

American Atheist to be religiously artistic while still non-religious.  They celebrate in the 

artistry of the American Church, that is, in American music, in art that is based on both 

religious inspiration and secular experience, and in the sacred temples of the American 

Church that both flank the National Mall in Washington D.C., and dress the rolling hills 

of Arlington National Cemetery.  They enjoy the music as created by both sacred and 

profane artists, as well as the religiously inspired works of writers, actors, singers, 

directors and other performers, without an attachment to that religious inspiration.  They 

can also enjoy the artistry of sacred texts, such as the Bible for its literary qualities, or the 

texts of Confucianism, Taoism, Hinduism and Buddhism for their poetry.     

 This art, of both religious and secular impetus, derives an emotional response.  

Even the artistry found in the natural world, in the church of nature from which the 
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enlightened founders of the United States partly drew their morals and laws, can be 

accessed emotionally by the strictest of non-believers.  For instance, human beings are 

affixed to their land and passionately devoted to their country so that it becomes a “blend 

between natural and artificial in the formation of material places or objects of 

reference.”
42

  It is within this emotional response that a separation is made between the 

believer and the non-believer.  Just as art is appreciated and understood differently by 

different people, the religious and non-religious person will appreciate religious art 

differently.  Within the artistic dimension, art, like religion, is in the interpretation, and 

lies in the eye of the beholder.                   

 

Myth 

 

 Every culture‟s myths tell the story of who they are and how they arrived where 

they are.  It is equally the same for religious cultures.  The stories they tell drive the 

narratives that become the core infrastructures of their faiths.  These stories are at the 

heart of religious ritual, are the stimulation for religious experience, make up the core of 

religious doctrine, dictate religious ethics, and become artistic when told.  These myths 

also carry with them the religions themselves, as they contain the history of those faiths.   

 Jewish religion, for example, at one point was dependent on both sacred space 

and time.  The temple acted as the sacred environment where worship took place, and 

their holy days acted to connect the present with the past.  Both were the locus of 

sacrality to the ancient Hebrews where they became the center of their faith.  That was, 

until the temple was destroyed, for the second and last time, in 70 CE by the occupying 
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Romans.  When it was destroyed, the physical sacred center ceased to fulfill its role in 

their religious practices.
43

  Furthermore, as devout Jewish practitioners began to leave the 

Holy Land and migrated to the four corners of the Earth, they found themselves separated 

from God.   

 Because of this Diaspora, Jewish religion evolved from utilizing sacred space to a 

dominant reverence of sacred time.  Though they lost their temple, they maintained their 

calendar, and ritualistically took part in honoring specific holidays; a major part of these 

holidays being the telling and hearing of the myths that explained the meaning behind the 

holidays in respect of their history.  Separated from their Holy Land, and thus separated 

from the only corporal connection they had with their God, they retreated into a 

committed and impassioned connection with their past.           

 This Jewish example is not a unique phenomena to religious myth.  The American 

church shares an equally essential need for its own myths.  American Civil Religion 

shares two mythical pasts, from two historical sources.  The first is an American 

connection to the ancient Israelites, if not genealogically, then at least psychologically.  

In the same mindset, the second historical connection is to that of the ancient Romans, 

specifically through the epic poem of Virgil‟s Aenead.  Both histories relate America to 

its myth of chosenness: the Hebrews with the New World as the New Promised Land, 

and the Romans with America becoming the New Troy.
44

  The stories of these two  
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Oxford Annotated Bible, 3
rd

. Ed., New Revised Standard Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 

520 ES.  

44
 For more on these myths, see Chapter Six. 
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historical tribes of people help guide America‟s own myth, from Puritan pilgrim‟s 

progress, to revolutionary victors, and from Civil War to World War.  

 The two mythical stories above include the important need for family in order for 

them to be emotionally viable.  The Hebrews connect with their lineage to the great 

patriarchs who made the covenant with God in order to remind themselves of that 

connection and to remember both their past and their duty to Him.  The myth of the 

Israelites places the Puritans, the new chosen people in Christian form, in the same realm 

as slaves escaping the tyranny of an enervated Pharaoh.  Their passage to the New World 

was their Exodus to the Promised Land, and the journey across the Atlantic was the 

crossing of the Red Sea.
45

  As if Aeneas escaping the destruction of Troy, the early 

American‟s also fulfilled their other destiny in, at the end of a long sea voyage, they 

established a new Troy, a city of wonder and splendor and blessed by the gods.
46

  Both of 

these myths are symbolized in the artistry of American culture, and in the architecture of 

the national temples to the mythologized American Patriarchs throughout the country, 

wherein the “founding fathers” become marbled effigies of power and prestige.   
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Though these stories may be religious in scope, they can be felt equally in any 

religious condition.  An American, regardless of his or her religious heritage, be it 

Christianity, Judaism or Atheism, can appreciate the myths of their nation, from the 

Israelites to the Romans and even of the Deists founders.  Myths act to connect a 

religious people to their past and to one another, just as history acts to connect secular 

people in the same way.  As these stories permeate into the modern age they become 

accessible to all Americans regardless of circumstances, context, or creed.  An Atheist 

can hear the story of the Israelites and appreciate its meaning in his or her own life 

without needing to be Jewish or Christian, just as the Christian can appreciate the myth of 

Aeneas to justify his or her experiences in the New World without reverence to the 

Roman gods.  All people have family stories which make up the myths of their personal 

societies, and America, as a large family of believers in different religious salvations, 

share these myths to tie these salvations together for the common good.     

 

Social 

 

 The overall elemental dimension that has transcended the last six, in consideration 

of Atheism as a religion, has been the social importance of the religion as a whole.  The 

ways in which people interact with one another make up the entirety of how they 

religiously practice their faiths.  The social construct of any society can be, and has been, 

based on that society‟s religion.  The example of England under the rule of King Henry 

VIII and the subsequent pinball game British society underwent between Roman 

Catholicism and Protestant Christianity shows the facility religion has on society.  

Further examples, such as Islam and the conquest of the Mediterranean in the 17
th

 century  
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and the caste system of Hinduism, show how religion can be the creator of society, rather 

than simply the byproduct. 

 That latter example, Hinduism, shows how religious practices can shape the 

societal roles people play, much like the social relationships between individuals in 

Confucian China, such as from leader to citizen, husband to wife, father to son, older 

sibling to younger sibling and between friends.
47

  The Hindu caste system makes up the 

four levels of Hindu society; the Brahmins-the priests, Kshatriyas-the rulers/warriors, the 

Vaishyas-the farmers, trades people and artisans, and the Shudras-the servant class.
48

  In 

the beginning these classes were not necessarily separated by the strict rules they are 

known for in modern time, and were horizontally aligned, rather than vertically.  

However, when the religious practices began to dictate the need for extremely strict and 

complex rituals, such as the Ashvamedha, or horse sacrifice, which “took almost a year to 

perform,” and included extremely complicated ritualistic piety and performance,
49

 the 

priests were excelled to a higher social level then their parishioners, and a social 

stratification, based on financial ability, formed.  The more financially fortunate could 

afford to pay the priests for rituals and were thus more blessed then the less financially 

fortunate.  The lower the class, and the less involved in the religion, the less fortunate the 

individual.  This social construct was based entirely on how much participation the social  
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class of individuals had in the religion of the state, which granted the religious element 

power over the practitioner, and the religious elite power over the poor.      

 In America, religion does not dictate the American‟s social role in society.  

Upper, middle and lower classes are not specifically religious.  The religious and non-

religious cross social lines, and citizens, regardless of financial standing, may participate 

in their faith as equally as the next person.  At the same time though, American social 

patterns dictate a reverence to certain leadership, either the President, who is capable of 

both admiration and admonition, or the military, whose last full measure of devotion 

demands an overall social fidelity.  Societies inadvertently separate themselves between 

leadership and everyone else, and in American Civil Religion the roles of the priest can 

be either religious or not.  Priests within the churches act as the head of the parish, the 

father figure whose role is to shepherd his flock.  Priests within the society, such as the 

president or school teacher do a similar job, but on a different level.  They act equally as 

father figures who guide their people through the nation‟s myths and entreat them to act 

as faithful participants, such as that found in George Washington„s farewell address at the 

end of his presidency.
50

  Both religious and non-religious Americans, therefore, make up 

the society of the American church as “a person‟s particular religion may run counter to 

the religion of the nation.”
51

           

 American Atheists are religious because they are part of a society that is equally 

religious, both by the religion of the independent citizen and by the American Civil 
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Religion as well.  Atheists take part in the rituals of the society and are strong members 

of it as well.  America is not a nation that dictates the religion of the people.  The 

President, who is not a king, does not decide what faith the people who voted him into 

office practice.  Furthermore, the social structure of America does not demand rigorous 

devotion to a faith beyond the secular civil religion.  As such, if an American chooses to 

be an Atheist, he or she is religious simply because he or she has that choice in America.  

Even within a culture that has its foundations in the Biblical devotion of Christian men, 

there is no requirement for a Biblical devotion of modern American men.          

 

The Simple Problem 

 A simple problem can occur when defining procedures such as Smart‟s are used 

to make sense of the chaos of humanity‟s evaluation of its own ways and means.  Mainly, 

this use of terms in order to extricate meaning within the religious schema, while, as 

discussed above, can give light to the dark attempt at defining religion, can also 

mistakenly branch out in the wrong direction.  Just as Smart‟s dimensions can prove 

Atheism a viable world religion, they also make practically anything that makes up a 

serious and devout human experience a religion as well.  Fantasy sports leagues
52

 which 

bring men together to debate, argue and trade real life athletes into false and imaginary 

teams for as equal false and imaginary tournaments, are on equal par as the highly 

ritualistic and religiously heavy meetings between American Masons.
53

  College students, 
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who devote their time and effort religiously to the ideal of progressing toward a higher 

sense of learning are equally balanced with those who tune into modern society‟s civil 

religious guru, Oprah, in hopes of finding the better me.  PETA
54

 members and 

environmental advocacy groups such as the Sierra Club,
55

 find cohesive religiosity in 

their defense of the religion of the natural world.  Young men, and in many ways also, 

young women, find guidance in Scouting organizations, the latter of which, among being 

trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave and 

clean, are also reverent.
56

      

 From the obviously profane to the more tricky sacred organizations that 

Americans establish in order to bind themselves together with other Americans, the re-

ligere sought after in Smart‟s dimensions run the gamut.  While academics and students 

of Smart‟s have added their own element to the dimensional problem, such as Jon R. 

Stone at CSU Long Beach, who himself adds an eighth dimension of Sacredness,
57

 the 

simple problem of Smart‟s simple solution is tricky at best.  However, from two 
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perspectives, it evens itself out.  First, as a phenomenological approach to religion, 

Smart‟s dimensions find a way around the almost habitual human instinct to judge, while 

promoting an effort toward epoche and suspending one‟s disbelief.  Secondly, it speaks 

toward the ideally American use of civil religion, that element of American life that 

permeates all boundaries of sacred and profane, and which will be discussed in more 

detail in the conclusion of this study.       

 

Conclusion 

 Atheism is not a judgmental or exclusive religion.  It is a global religion.  It does 

not demand an ethnic litmus test, and it speaks to individuals not only in America, but 

also on the world stage.   It takes in all types of people regardless of sex, race, sexual 

orientation, age, or any other human physical or religious restriction.  It is free to enter, 

free to leave and never demands alms, fidelity, or guilt.  One does not need to be born 

into Atheism, nor does it demand an exclusive devotion to its principles.  It is, by many 

standards, a religion for the people, by the people.  However, and unfortunately, as can 

happen with all religions, when man is put in control, it descends into the dark and 

irreversible world of hatred, violence and evangelism.  In this way, as much as it shares 

the dimensional elements of the world‟s religions, as Atheism shares the same negative 

traits of religion-at-large, it further provides its own evidence of standing as a religious 

body itself.   

While it may contain an attractive freedom from doctrine and order, Atheism, 

standing alone, can make life difficult for humanity.  Human beings are social creatures, 

regardless of their all-too-often disdain for one another.  When it counts, though, when 

needed, human beings find ways to rely and lean on one another.  When great tragedy 
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occurs they find ways to communicate their sincere regards to one another.  In the face of 

death, they reach out and embrace one another.  If by no other name, this element that 

binds people together on a social-psychological level is religion.  However, it is a religion 

that naturally finds a home in the inborn processes of the mind, much like love.  In this 

way, it is difficult to say that there is ever possible an absolute abandonment of religion.   

 Defining that which humanity has named religion or faith or belief is impossible.  

Sociologists, philosophers, theologians, academics, all have tried, yet the closer they 

come to a definition, the farther they get from any sense of one.  Religion, for the most 

part, is a natural element in the psyche of the human mind.  It is the same element that 

binds humans together in worship of a sacred tree, or a sacrificed son.  It finds salvation 

in a God, a pantheon of gods, or in the idea that none of them ever existed.  In this theory, 

where faith is an ingrained component to the human mind, the ability to evolve one‟s, or 

a society‟s, religious beliefs out of great disappointment is quite simple.  The religious 

practices and beliefs that are revealed to mankind through impassioned deities float atop 

the surface, tempest-tossed and subject to the fickle will of nature, while underneath, the 

spark of faith remains unchallenged.  Though not religion as such, it is the final 

ingredient and the last dimension that makes religion out of Atheism, a process of 

disappointment-based evolution, which allows the most religiously apathetic and 

nihilistic of people to remain an equally essential part of any religious society.  It is that 

sense of individualism, seasoned ever so slightly with a basic understanding that not all 

men are islands, and which manufactures this psychological religious bridge from person 

to person and group to group.                
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The Second Process—Fundamentalism
1
 

 

 

 From the deck of the Arabella, while anchored just off the coast of New England, 

newly appointed Governor John Winthrop preached to his sojourned congregation that 

they carried with them a divine responsibility.  Their mission, he told them, was to 

establish this New World as a promised land from God.  He alluded to their sacred 

journey and told them what needed to be done.  He reminded them to be Christian, to be 

devout in their ways and means.  He reminded them that this land, as it was with the 

Israelites, bound to a permanent and sacred Covenant with God.  He also solidified one of 

the great myths that Americans, since that day in 1630, have held close to their hearts.  

He had them “Consider that wee shall be as a Citty upon a Hill, the eies of all people are 

uppon us.”
2
 

 Governor Winthrop‟s finely worded, though poorly spelled, treatise to the early 

founders of the New World carry with them a responsibility still felt by Americans 
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almost four hundred years later.  However, they also speak to the harsh capacity 

disappointment has on a society, especially one in such a fragile environment as the New 

World of 1630.  At the end of his sermon, Winthrop strongly advises his brothers in 

Christ not to abandon their faith, nor to turn from God‟s commandments and laws, nor to 

forget Him, and thus fall into the worship and servitude of other gods by seduction, lest 

they break that covenant and lose favor in God‟s eyes.
3
  This binding to God, an 

obligation of absolute servitude, is the commitment agreed to by a devoutly religious and 

elected people.  It is the side affect of God‟s divine prescription, and the glorious mark of 

a chosen nation. 

 This myth, however, has a reverse side to it; a side that anticipates an inevitable 

disappointment.  It is the reality the Puritan colonists learned shortly after stepping off the 

Arabella, crossing onto the Promised Land, and finding it occupied by exotic and 

frightening new Canaanites.  That was the first disappointment.  The second 

disappointment came with the harsh environment, the depressingly low survival rate, the 

difficulty harvesting food, the freezing winters, the appeal of befriending the natives 

rather than subjugating them, and the crushing virus of dissent.  In the wake of this type 

of disappointment, when a chosen people comes to realize, through hardship, suffering 

and doubt, that they might be in error, or rather that they may have done something 

wrong in the eyes of God, they reach out for solutions.  Since the Bible was the only 

source for any type of solution, the Puritans reached inward to their faith and found 

solace in its fundamentalist precepts.  Within forty-five years nearly half of the native and 
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settler populations were wiped out in a bloody war for prosperity, land and religious 

viability,
4
 in a reaction to violent disappointment and that was the Festinger Thesis in 

extreme.
5
                 

 

The Only Way Out is Back In 

 

 The evidence the Puritan Colonists found in the Bible has its foundation in the 

covenant made between God and his chosen people, the Israelites.  As the Biblical story 

goes, God offered the Israelites, a people descended from the sons of Jacob, who was 

later given the name Israel, a Promised Land flowing with milk and honey, under the 

condition that they maintain the rules and laws of the covenant.  Part of this covenant 

contained the contingency that when the Israelites arrived in the Promised Land they 

were to not let anything that breathes remain alive:  “You shall annihilate them—the 

Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the 

Jebusites—just as the Lord your God has commanded, so that they may not teach you to 

do all the abhorrent things that they do for their gods, and you thus sin against the Lord 

your God.”
6
    

 Among other verses to this effect, the essential message here is that the Israelites 

were to wipe out the foreign tribes within the land that God had promised them, mostly 

so that they would not be tempted into abandoning Him and descending into foreign 
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religion.  Since the Puritans viewed themselves as God‟s chosen people, as the Israelites 

of a new age, they looked upon the Native-American‟s, saw a new Canaan, and did what 

they thought was warranted by God. 

 This retreat into direct fundamental religion was the result of that Puritan 

disappointment.  Combining the depression that came with the hardships of establishing 

the New World with the Biblical decrees as given by God, their already fundamental 

views became even more extreme.        

 It should be noted here that Fundamentalism does not always lead to violence.  

Though there are occasions, such as those to be discussed in Chapter Five, when a retreat 

to Fundamentalism does lead to a violent end for either the fundamentalists, those they 

oppose, or both; in many examples it does not.  Two of the three cases examined in this 

chapter are appropriate instances; the third has shown itself to be turning the other way.  

Regardless, these are retreats into fundamental religious practices in order to try to revive 

more traditional, and therefore correct, ways to thrive as religious people.  It is a religious 

evolution backward, but not a de-evolution.  Instead, it rests along the same path as the 

Atheists discussed in Chapter Three, as a way to express variable change in order to 

attempt one‟s own survival.     

 When in the face of social evolution, especially a social evolution that threatens 

the status quo with a liberalizing and, in turn, secularizing means of salvation, an ironic 

disappointment of the conservative and conventional status quo begins to evolve as well.  

These two sides pull against one another as tensions of differing opinion distinguish two 

sides of a social dichotomy; and one that in bi-partisan America has become either liberal 

or conservative.  When these two factions face each other they ensure that they appreciate 
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the full values for which they stand.  As it is, when confronting an ever progressive 

atheistic and pluralistic society that was once strongly influenced by the varying forms of 

Christianity, those who long for traditions and true values tend to retreat backward and 

inward.  Out of the disappointment of Atheism and plurality, comes Fundamentalism.   

 The rise of fundamentalist religious convictions has occurred historically during 

times of change.  Just as Atheism is born out of a changing social structure, 

Fundamentalism is the inevitable afterbirth; and vice versa.  These two conclusions easily 

become the chicken and egg of religious theory.  Neither is distinctly born first, but both 

need one another in order for either to be revealed.  In man‟s short history his religion has 

mirrored back and forth between these two forms of religious thought, the sacred and the 

profane.  Atheism and Fundamentalism stand on the two sides of religious extremism, 

both building each other up and breaking each other down.   

 The twentieth-century of American history has seen the development of 

humankind in fast forward.  In one-hundred years Americans watched travel evolve from 

the Titanic to the Hindenburg, and from The Spirit of Saint Louis to Apollo 11.  Media 

evolved from radio and print to 24 hour news channels in high definition and online 

newspapers and magazines.  Computers that once filled buildings, now fit in pockets.  

Horses and bicycles were replaced by dealerships filled with metal, gas-powered 

machines.  Social dimensions, such as what constitutes a marriage, began to be seriously 

debated.  Warfare progressed from the atrocious violence of trench warfare to the 

ironically more direct atomic bomb.  The twentieth century, more than any other time in 

American history, brought with it a socially guided transformation.  Within the religious 

realm of mankind during all these changes came three specific events that marked a 
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distinguishable time when fundamentalist religion appeared out of necessity.  The first 

was in the middle of the 1920s when booze and money made for an exciting night life.  

The second and third materialized out of the Cold War mentality of paranoia and fear, the 

first in the 1960s, and the second in the years leading out of the 1960s and those 

progressing toward the presidential election of 2008.  These three events demonstrate the 

perfect ingredients for a rise in Fundamentalism; in these cases Christian 

Fundamentalism to be more specific.  They also demonstrate the role outside influence 

has on the passionate convictions certain religious people cling to in times of uncertainty.  

 

Planet of the Apes 

 While knowing full well that his attempt to argue the case for freedom, all the 

while sounding an attack on old time religionists who refused to see any sense of logic 

and scientific evidence to the contrary of their established beliefs and faith, Clarence 

Darrow knew he would not win the trial against his client, John Scopes.  Yet, that was not 

the source of his disappointment.  Knowing his loss in a small trial in which his 

defendant was obviously guilty of breaking the recently passed law, Darrow had his 

sights set on victory in a larger court, one that would bring the battle to a larger national 

audience.  His disappointment, along with many others who, for the first time, were able 

to listen to the trial via the new medium of radio broadcasting, was directed more at the 

soporific and lackluster offensive lobbed into the Tennessee courtroom in Dayton by the 

infamous soldier for God and “tireless politician,”
7
 William Jennings Bryan.  Bryan, who 
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had made a political name for himself as Secretary of State under President Woodrow 

Wilson during the “holy war” of World War I, needed a new outlet for his energies, but 

was not succeeding in his newest, and last, endeavor.   

 Taking on the mantle of champion for Midwestern and Southern „real‟ America, 

as well as becoming a representative of the newly formed ultra-religious fundamentalists, 

Bryan fought not just eastern elitists, but also any allegedly inappropriate and misleading 

influences from Europe, such as the Theory of Evolution.  His defense of the appropriate 

and true religion of America would not only begin the battle some believe still rages on 

between fundamentalist Christians and modernist or progressive political, social and 

religious liberalization, but would also be the cause of his death and the retreat of those 

first fundamentalists into the hills and mountains, a quasi hibernation that would awaken 

like a sleeping giant a few decades later.  The trial of John Scopes, however, would be the 

last crusade for one of America‟s first culture warriors, as he died almost immediately 

after the trial ended.
8
   

 The Scopes “monkey trial” of Dayton, Tennessee, became somewhat of a circus 

tent revival.
9
 Curious onlookers crammed the small courtroom and listened intently on 

their new radios to hear the legendary Bryan fight for God‟s side against the immoral 

tyranny of progressivism and modernity.  Newspapers printed everything they could 

imagine and notorious newsmen such as H.L. Mencken published an historical 
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commentary on what they all viewed was a major battle in a greater culture war.
10

   

Of course, the hysterical sideshow that people had hoped for did not entirely pay off and, 

in fact, this was not the first debate between religiously minded peoples and the Theory 

of Evolution.  The Scopes trial, which was held in 1925, gave the Origin of Species over 

sixty years to be debated.  This trial, however, was more or less the first time that a major 

American religious voice was to be heard, briefly, before it retreated back into the 

shadows.  More importantly, though, it demonstrated a great American disappointment.  

More than the debate over teaching school children the Theory of Evolution, the Scopes 

Trial was a physical embodiment of a disappointed religious group finding its voice 

because of the threat of different interpretation.  It served to assemble the concerns of the 

evangelical Christian Americans who fought for prohibition, traditional American values 

(as they saw them), and a distinction as to who stood against whom in a battle for 

religious and ethical domination. 

 

The Pain of Being Right 

 

 Fundamentalism derives its name from the Baptist editor of the religiously guided 

tract Watchmen-Examiner, Curtis Lee Laws, who “coined the label „fundamentalist‟ in 

1920 to designate those who were prepared to battle for the „fundamentals‟ of the 

faith.”
11

  Laws was among a group of “genuine conservatives” who were strongly 
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devoted to the ideals of defending the “integrity of the Christian Faith.”
12

  Religious 

bodies such as these were at the first fronts of the twentieth century war between 

detractors of the Bible who contended it as a collection of  mythical and unrealistic fairy 

tales on one extreme, and those who viewed it as a treasury of realistic and necessary 

ethical doctrine.  Reactions to liberalizing ideas, in which the challenge over the validity 

of the Bible turned to an acceptance of the fallibility of it, formed distinct battle lines.  

 Modernization and change can be difficult to ingest.  Evolution is not a pain-free 

process.  When social, and thus religious, evolution occurs, there exists the same equally 

painful disappointment.
13

  In addition to this pain comes the inevitable healing process, 

which can make for mending partners of former separate entities.  When, in 1925, the 

debate over science, reason and logic confronted the traditional acceptance of Biblical 

and religious perceptions, the sociological relationship between religious 

Fundamentalism and strong patriotism became a covenant of marriage.  This two-

pronged defense of fundamentalist ideology utilized the sacred doctrine of the Bible and 

United States patriotism in which a strict devotion was a requirement.  Breaking society 

apart between who was respectfully “American,” and everyone else, painfully ruptured 

the country into two divisions, a fissure that itself became an American tradition.     

 This battle had been waged quietly, if not privately, on the American scene for 

many years leading up to Curtis Lee Law‟s designation of title.  It was not until the trial 

of John Scopes that it begin to appear publicly though.  Filing behind the large reputation 
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of William Jennings Bryan, fundamentalists appeared, albeit timidly, in the mainstream.  

They found within the threat of teaching evolutionary theory in public school science 

classes the sine qua non worthy of a counterstrike.  The public school was the medium in 

which the American Civil Religion was taught to American youth, and the introduction of 

anti-religious scientific sentiments would be to inject a viral germ of religious dissent into 

the impressionable minds of children.  According to these fundamentalists, America was, 

and would continue to be, a Christian nation.  Furthermore, the lack of ethical teaching 

that comes with an acceptance of evolution would strip the morality out of American 

children since “the theory would cause them to have the wrong view of themselves and 

they would then act immorally.”
14

  Morality, of course, would be a major issue in a 

decade that epitomized American opulence.         

 The “decade” that opened with the ratification of the 18
th

 Amendment and closed 

with the repeal of prohibition with the 20
th
, saw many elements of modernization and 

change for the devoutly religious American.  In the fourteen years between these two 

laws true advocates for morality watched the purification of prohibition lead to organized 

crime in order to furnish thirsty Americans in a desiccated landscape, “symbolized in 

Chicago‟s Al Capone” and which “added a new and noxious dimension to the American 

urban scene.”
15

  Revival movements that once stood as the pillar of passionate religious 

believers had become “vaudeville” interpretations of old time religion, while the role of 

                                                             
 

14
 Robert T. Handy, A Christian America: Protestant Hopes and Historical Realities, 2

nd
 ed., rev. 

ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 176. 

15
 Peter W. Williams, America‟s Religions: From Their Origins to the Twenty-First Century 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002),  252. 



87 

 

celebrity was passed from preachers to ball players, pilots and athletes.
16

  Though the 

Christian fundamentalist perceived threat of Romanism had been squelched in the failed 

presidential campaign of Alfred E. Smith, a new threat in the liberalism of Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt as Governor of New York and future president became a political 

reality.  Right in the middle was the Scopes Trial and the rise of Fundamentalism.   

 Though the trial ended in the conviction of John Scopes for breaking the 

Tennessee law, it was quickly reversed in the state Supreme Court and sank into history.  

Religious historian Richard T. Hughes has distinguished this period as the first of two 

major challenges to the myth of America as a Christian nation, citing that the combined 

new ideology of man being descended from primates and the Bible being an evolved text 

of historical authors over great spans of time, was further beaten down by the advent of 

modern psychological advancements, especially those ideas held by the great Sigmund 

Freud who viewed “God” as a myth and “religion” as the product of a guilty 

conscience.
17

    

 Considering all this, it is not surprising to find a fervent need for a retreat into the 

religious ideals of the nineteenth century in the hearts of early twentieth-century Christian 

Americans.  The symbolic message of the Scopes Trial, the impassioned cry of the 

fundamentalists declaring they were not going to tolerate any more modernization, fell on 

deaf ears and was drowned out in the noise of the decade.  William Jennings Bryan was 
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touted as the “beerless leader”
18

 of a group of “ignorant country bumpkins,”
19

 while the 

distinction, in the minds of the fundamentalists, between citizens with true convictions of 

“one-hundred percent Americanism”
20

 based in the sacred words of the Bible and the 

Constitution, and the evolving masses, was clear.  As fundamentalists retreated into their 

back-woods country bumpkin-ness, they hardened within their hearts and minds a new 

American tradition, born out of the death of clear 19
th

 century religion and the advent of 

modernized religious convictions that, from that point on, the two sides of liberal and 

conservative, based respectfully on the modernists and the fundamentalists,
21

 would be 

the essence of American religion and politics.  The next few decades found Christian 

fundamentalists quietly biding their time.  The first disappointment had come and gone.  

The second would appear soon though, and with it bring a sentiment of disappointment 

that would rock the nation as a whole and play out on a larger political stage than the 

Scopes Trial could ever achieve; while further giving the new rise of Fundamentalism a 

permanent home on the American front of ethics and virtue.     

 

Sex!  Now That I Have Your Attention… 

 Twentieth-century American history seems so easily divided among ten-year 

intervals, with each decade standing for a specific element that makes up the entirety of 

American social history for that time.  The 1920s flapped along with its drunken cantor of 

                                                             
 

18
 Peter W. Williams, America‟s Religions: From Their Origins to the Twenty-First Century, 253. 

19
 Richard T. Hughes, myths America Lives By, 85. 

20
 Winthrup S. Hudson, Religion in America, 341. 

21
 Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion: Society and Faith Since World War 

II (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1989), 134. 



89 

 

Gatsby-esque opulence and lack of conviction or strong morality; while the 1930s stood 

in judgment over America‟s inebriation with the long and nauseating, while incredibly 

sobering, hangover of the Great Depression.  An earlier decade of that same century saw 

the First World War, while the 1940s saw the Second.  Through distinctions of dress, 

music and literature people marked themselves by what decade they belonged to.  

Throughout this century this seems the case.  However, if there was a decade that 

demonstrates the extraordinary ability of human beings, and especially American human 

beings, to adapt to their disappointment and cry out in search of evolution, both socially 

and religiously, it was the decade of the 1960s. 

 It is debatable, though, as to when the decade of the 1960s began and ended—the 

trouble with distinguishing social history by decades—especially with a decade this 

powerful.  The inauguration of President Kennedy seems appropriate for the strides taken 

by the American public in electing a Catholic, yet the politics of 1960 compares with 

barely any distinction to those of 1969.  More accurately, it could also be argued that the 

1960s consisted of three parts, distinguished by the men who held the office of president; 

John F. Kennedy from 1960-1963, Lyndon B. Johnson from 1963-1968, and Richard M. 

Nixon from 1968-1974.   President Kennedy had the luxury of watching the Civil Rights 

Movement begin to receive national attention while it still resembled a movement of 

peaceful change.  President Johnson had the luxury of overseeing the United State‟s 

further incursions into Southeast Asia; and President Nixon had the luxury of receiving 

the brunt of the counter-culture‟s campaign against the war, and in many ways, him.  Yet 

further arguments can be made that the decade did not truly begin until after the 

assassination of President Kennedy, or even until President Johnson‟s commitment to the 
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war in Vietnam, without ever declaring it, and the backlash that ensued.  The latter part of 

the decade is when most of the memorable events occurred, at least within the mindset of 

great American social change and fear.  The end date of the decade has been debated as 

much as the beginning.  President Nixon resigned the Presidency in 1974 while the 

massacre at Kent State occurred in 1970, events that mark major points in “the decade of 

disillusionment.”
22

  The lines of distinction are blurred by the incredibly disappointing, 

both positive and negative, events of the 1960s, giving individuals the blessing, and 

burden, of their own interpretation.   

 The mass movements of the 1960s can seem immeasurable, and are far more 

detailed than this study can offer.  However, there are elements of the decade which are 

able to demonstrate, in somewhat more simplistic terms, the mood of the people, which, 

in turn, demonstrates where they saw themselves not just within the process of history, 

but how that history functioned around them.   

 To say that disappointment played an integral role in shaping the events of the 

1960s, from the disenchanted youth growing out of the Levittown suburbia their baby 

booming parents had worked tirelessly to achieve, to the African Americans who decided 

finally to stand up for equality in an awfully unjust world, would be a major 

underestimation of the Great Disappointment Theory.  The disappointment was palpable 

during the decade, especially so toward the end.  People were adapting socially to new 

environments on a monthly basis.  It was not difficult to find something to rebel against, 

and citizens sought out, by any means necessary, a target for their rage.  Religiously, the 
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decade had suddenly recognized the eastern religions introduced at the end of the 19
th
 

century during the 1893 World‟s Colombian Exposition and its World Parliament of 

Religion.
23

  In their searching, Americans, longing for peace in a violent society of war 

and injustice, retreated to Eastern Philosophies of peace and harmony both inward and 

outward.  The counterculture utilized these religious elements and WASP children took 

to meditation, both Buddhist and Hindu, and drug-induced love-ins.  Suddenly the fear of 

Elvis waned in the minds of parents who watched their children‟s hair grown long as they 

danced off on acid road trips across the nation, in search of some group-mind experience 

that could wrangle in their emotions and solidify any sense of nationhood within the 

confines of communes and Volkswagens.     

 Positioned on top of all this, sex played a major role in the evolution of American 

culture during the 1960s.  The popularity of birth control in pill form opened new 

possibilities, as well as legs, in concert venues and on college campuses around the 

country.  Promiscuity was only limited by the occasional pregnancy, which itself was 

easily remedied on kitchen tables and south of the border until abortion found legal 

stature in 1973.  Sex took its rightful place as the first of the three elements in the mantra 

of the counterculture as “Sex, Drugs and Rock ‟n‟ Roll” replaced exams, reading 

assignments and summer jobs.  The strict rules of the Donna Reid and Ozzy & Harriet 

1950s lifestyle was shattered.  The nuclear family had experienced a meltdown.  

 Considering the mass movement mentality of the 1960s and what that contributed 

toward a new rise of Fundamentalism, this short study, in order to concisely and 
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respectfully center on one detail, will focus on the threat of sex toward the traditional, 

and puritanical, values that caused so many fundamentalist minded Americans to come 

out of hiding and throw their allegiances behind Richard Nixon‟s promise of “law and 

order.”   

 Sex as being essential to life, and further being the locus of God‟s first of the 613 

commandments given to man in the Torah,
24

 is a further essentiality in everyday religious 

life.  The 1960s sexual revolution made a mockery of that.  Furthermore, evolutionarily it 

is a necessity to perpetuate any species, and a reality even the most staunch of puritans 

accepted as truth.
25

  Yet the new scientific reformations of polite and kindly sexual 

restrictions were at odds with what was new and exotic.  With this in mind, the sexual 

timeline of the 1960s runs between two major actions, the first in 1962 and the second in 

1973.  The first, a philosophical defense of the budding sexual revolution within a 

popular men‟s magazine, eventually made for an evolutionary process leading to the 

second, both of which book-ended the sexual promiscuity and freedom that contributed to 

the rise of Fundamentalism during that time.  The first also dealt with a new American 

lifestyle, while the second focused on the individual rights of women.  Separately they 

appear to exist on far ends of the political, social and religious spectrum, but together 

they demonstrate the constant change that Americans endure for modernity.          
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Both Shaken and Stirred 

 

 1962 was the year James Bond evolved from print and swaggered across the 

silver screen with his cold and irresistible charm.  In Dr. No, Bond had sex a couple of 

times, gambled and won, traveled in exotic locales, killed some people, looked stylish, 

and eventually foiled the evil plot of the title character and his terrorist organization.
26

  

By 1973 there would be six more Bond films and two more Bonds as portrayed by the 

lackluster George Lazenby and the cheeky Roger Moore.
27

  More sex was had, more 

people died, and the popularity of the growing franchise became more and more a part of 

the growing masculine-American lifestyle.  James Bond stood as the ideal man, fearless 

and irresistible to attractive women.  He furthermore perpetuated an explicit line of 

masculine thinking as produced a little over a decade earlier by a man who would 

become the quintessential guru to the American male psyche.   

 A slight throwback to the suburbanite culture of the 1950s, mixed with the 

liberalized views of the 1960s, Playboy magazine presented itself as a social guide to 

men, and in many ways women, through editorials, interviews, fiction and centerfolds.  

Begun in 1953 as a strictly men‟s magazine, it soon garnered an entire lifestyle unto 

itself, in which savvy men, the men about town, would find their inspiration.
28

  However, 

shortly after the magazine enjoyed its first decade of publication, the editor in chief, 
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Hugh M. Hefner, began to see a miscommunication, or rather, an influx of animosity 

toward him, his readers, and their Playboy Lifestyle.  In order to respond to these 

accusations, especially that he was a peddler of a smut-filled medium to further debase 

and destroy the great American traditions as founded under the Puritan ideals of sexual 

restraint, Hefner, with all the abilities given the owner and editor in chief, turned his 

magazine into an argumentative defense for his respectful existence in American society.   

 From December, 1962 to May, 1965 Hugh Hefner wrote out twenty-five detailed 

editorials arguing the case for what he saw as the course America was heading toward.  

In his disappointment with American society and religion, he entreated the world to look 

upon his lifestyle as the socially evolved advancement it was.  Rather than a devolved 

and disgraced result of a dying culture, he argued that his lifestyle was, in fact, the 

inevitable future of America.  With topics ranging from sexual limitations throughout the 

world‟s religious history, from abortion, to the pill, and homosexuality, these 

philosophies became a collage of concise work, an apology akin to the world‟s great 

philosophers who, as Hefner saw himself, were seen as the corrupters of youth and 

harbingers of a displaced dogma.     

 The reaction to Hefner‟s lifestyle, and in many ways his reaction back, reflect a 

discontented environment.  The roles that men and women played in their day to day 

lives were still those of the 1950s suburbanite.  In fact, the inevitability that Hefner saw 

in his sexually driven lifestyle was the same sort of inevitability the suburbanite 

conservatives saw in their own growth of fundamental ideals.  The immense 1950s 

popularity of “America‟s Minister,” Billy Graham and his Christian Crusades had made 

evangelical Christianity a staple of the tri-religious suburban communities of Protestants, 
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Catholics and Jews.
29

  The Cold War and boredom that came together after the victory of 

World War II made for a perfectly balanced environment ripe for evangelical and 

fundamentalist religion.  However, this balance seemed to imbalance the American social 

structure as it tilted more toward the conservative than the liberal, causing a disappointed 

tilt backward which, in the end, would tilt back again.  What would usually take long 

periods of historical time to teeter back and forth between these two social interests, took 

the 1960s no time at all.  

 Leading up to the first of Hugh Hefner‟s philosophies was a perfect stacking of 

political and social dominoes in which events and rulings made the sexual revolution of 

the 1960s possible.  Youthful college students, away from home and therefore outside of 

their parent‟s purview, were “rethinking both the public and private boundaries 

surrounding sexual expression.”
30

  This early pubescent thinking was different than that 

of the “free love” philosophies of the counter-culture and the uninhibited party scene of 

the mid to late 1970s, in that it was more about expression than action.  Expression, it 

seemed, had its own problems.  The years between 1946 and 1967 found the Supreme 

Court deciding that “most laws restricting „sexually explicit‟ materials were 

unconstitutional.”
31

  As far as constitutionality was concerned, the respectable 

pornography of Hugh Hefner‟s centerfolds was part of his First Amendment rights.   
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This left a void between what was art and what was pornographic.  Into this void Hefner 

inserted his Playboy magazine and subsequent philosophy.  

 The issues expressed in these philosophies, mentioned briefly above, spoke to the 

religious and social interpretations of what Hefner saw as part and parcel to natural law 

and science.  Perfectly timed and placed, within the first page of the first philosophy 

published in December of 1962 Hefner quotes a Reverend Roy Larson from an article in 

Motive, the “Magazine of the Methodist Student Movement.”  Reverend Larson 

decidedly places the role of Playboy magazine among the same caliber as more familiar 

sacred texts by stating,  “Playboy is more than just a handbook for the young-man-about-

town: it‟s a sort of Bible which defines his values, shapes his personality, sets his goals, 

dictates his choices and governs his decisions.  The Playboy philosophy has become…a 

sort of substitute religion.”
32

  Perhaps going a bit far with his analogy, Reverend Larson, 

through the eyes of Hugh Hefner, is nonetheless accurate in his perceptions on the 

philosophy as espoused by the Playboy lifestyle. 

 Hefner‟s passion eventually turned into a frenetic zeal over the three year period 

between philosophy 1 and philosophy 25 as he sloughed through a stack of files he had 

accumulated on topics he felt worthy of enumeration.  Essentially, the social weight of 

the early 1960s was overbearing and he became a somewhat cartoonish version of 

Howard Hughes, locked away in his mansion, working for days straight, his infamous 

round bed draped with notes and pages and research materials rather than half naked 
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young women with bunny ears and cotton tails.
33

  During this time he poured himself into 

his “philosophy” and his arguments for the “common man,” entreating his readers, and in 

many ways himself, to think consciously and with reason and self-interest.  He used 

massive quotations, some without citation,
34

 and made broad and general sweeps with his 

opinions, such as, 

modern American morality is an amalgamation of the superstitious paganism and 

masochistic asceticism of early Christianity; the sexual anxieties, feelings of guilt 

and shame, witch-hunting sadism and sex repression of the medieval Church; the 

desexualized courtly love of the troubadours; England‟s Romantic Age, wherein 

love was presumed to conquer all; and the prohibitively strict, severe, joyless, 

authoritarian, unresponsive, book-banning, pleasure-baiting dogma of Calvinist 

Protestantism, Puritanism, and Victorianism.
35

   

 

 Critical responses came from academics and laypeople who argued amongst one 

another over the representative, and at times misrepresented, ideals that flowed out of the 

editorial department of Playboy in those years.  In response to these critiques, Hefner 

responded with all the power bestowed upon a rich man with time on his hands.  He 

embarked on a short college speaking tour in 1965 and in that same year established the 

Playboy Foundation, a non-profit political action group that fought to preserve the sexual 

rights of the Playboy Philosophy.  Many of its actions were to perpetuate the sexual 

revolution, making possible the rights of citizens to eliminate themselves from 

governmental control.  This libertarian endeavor financed sex research at both the Kinsey  
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Institute and Masters and Johnson, and helped finance the Supreme Court case of Roe vs. 

Wade.
36

      

 While this men‟s Bible provided the doctrine of a male ideology, as that of a 

male-dominated social order, it met also an equal and opposite reaction.  Strong willed 

women grew to become a voice to be reckoned with.  Betty Friedan, in her 1963 

Feminine Mystique pointed out the “problem that has no name” as a distinct ethos of guilt 

bestowed upon the female sex by a societal role they did not ask for.  This problem had 

remained, for a long time “buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American 

women” and lay in the day to day refuse of marital bliss, where trapped within the only 

job that seemed suitable to her, mother and wife, she could not help but enquire, “is this 

all?”
37

  

 Women‟s roles had been equally advanced during the great revolutionary 

processes of the Civil Rights Movement and the growth of the counterculture.  In 

response to Hefner‟s Playboy and lifestyle, Helen Gurley Brown, whose best-selling Sex 

and the Single Girl
38

 gave her the means to take on the editor-in-chief position at 

Cosmopolitan magazine, turning it into a “female version of Playboy (sans pinups, 

however),”
39

 and promoting her contrary ideology to that of the male-dominated Playboy 
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in which “young working women should receive as many gifts, dinners, and vacations as 

possible in return for their sexual favors.”
40

  Sex became currency in the back and forth 

battle between women feeling guilty for settling down and men feeling it their duty to 

embrace a selfish, and frankly, James Bond-like lifestyle toward embracing “good sex 

and material comfort” as the means of a good life.
41

  Science, however, having already 

interceded, gave women the sexual upper hand; while inadvertently unleashing, yet again, 

a manifestly significant threat to American religion.    

 The FDA in 1960 approved the prescription of an oral contraceptive, “The Pill,” 

which both perpetuated the free love movement by eliminating the threat of unwanted 

pregnancy, and caused a stir with the more fundamental of religious Americans.
42

  

Firstly, giving women the control over their ability to become pregnant bestowed upon 

them a distinct power.  They had been given the capacity to forestall a natural, and God-

given right, and were amending the natural order of life.  Religiously this event 

inaugurated a great threat to the balance between God and man, as did the resulting 

sexual promiscuity imbalance the social order of morality as based on Christian ideology.  

Hugh Hefner had reflected this imbalance in major parts of his philosophy, levying 

attacks on Christian “morality” as an ineffective prison of natural humanity.
43

 

  The close of the sexually-driven decade of the 1960s appeared in the 1973 

Supreme Court case decision of Roe vs. Wade which legalized the medical procedure of 
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abortion.  This stimulating event, as it closed off the sexual decade with, to certain 

fundamentalists, more violent aggression than the massacre at Kent State three years 

earlier,
44

 contributed to what they saw as the decomposition of the American value 

system.  Combining this with the sales of the pill on the rise, and the inevitable backlash 

of abortion, liberalization was superseding God.  Both contained the human need to 

control what had always been His omnipotence, the creation of life.  The disappointment 

felt by Hugh Hefner, Betty Friedan and Helen Gurley Brown had created a lifestyle of 

promiscuity and self-awareness that gave rise to the appreciation of mankind‟s power 

over God.  These events, on top of every other facet of the 1960s countercultural 

exploration, made yet another perfect backdrop for fundamental rise.  This direct assault 

on not just the seemingly established religious dogma and long-established religious 

norms of America, but also on God himself, was too much for the quiet majority that 

elected Richard Nixon as their voice of reason.   

 

Not Out of the (Back) Woods Just Yet 

 

 The subsequent years after the sexual ‟60s made possible the full reappearance of 

the Christian-American Fundamentalism that had sunk into the American landscape after 

the Scopes Trial.  This reappearance, stronger and with a better foundation, resurfaced as 

a representation of a new and major voting constituent.  Fundamentalist-approved 

candidates contended for major offices of government and eventually conservative 

presidential candidates, both Democratic and Republican, were stumping toward a 
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fundamentalist base.  Religion soon came to intermix with politics, crossing over the wall 

that separated the church from the state.  Future presidents, who satisfied the 

fundamentalist need to return toward more ancient and customary religious doctrine, for a 

time, found success as the once extreme form of Fundamentalism matched the mellowing 

out of society at the end of the Cold War.  The presidencies of Ronald Reagan and 

George H.W. Bush, though disappointing to the more devout of fundamentalist voters, 

fulfilled this need, as well did the ascension of George W. Bush after the liberal 

presidency of Bill Clinton.   

 In the rise of these new political agendas came a reversal of disappointment as the 

element that caused the fundamental resurface in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s reached out 

for political representation for themselves.  As the scales tipped toward more 

fundamentalist propositions during the height of the lackluster climax of the Cold War, 

unrepresented liberalism sought for change and hope, which, or course, bred more 

disappointment-based conservative strife.  To this, even in the optimistic heyday of the 

modern world, where change had come to America, the combined threat of a new foreign 

enemy intermixed with an old neoconservative one, when terrorism and communism 

became a double-threat in the wake of the 2008 presidential election with the rise of a 

devout liberal majority in the Presidency of Barack H. Obama.        

 

The New, Grand Old Party 

 Congressman Joe Wilson was unhappy.  President Barack Obama, a few months 

into his first term as the United States‟ first president of African-American heritage, was 

giving a speech to a gathering of politicians and, in a greater sense, the watching world.  

The president was trying in earnest to convey his message to the American people that 
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his proposed Health-Care overhaul bill, an indeed magnum opus of over a thousand pages 

of political jargon and Washington rhetoric,
45

 was not intended to legalize certain 

medical rights for certain procedures and certain people. Listing out the measures he 

wished to repair in the unacceptable role that Health Care was playing for a large part of 

Americans, he was receiving mixed reviews.  Some members of Congress applauded and 

cheered, while some booed and shook their heads.  For many nations, especially 

America, it was politics as usual.  However, when the President conveyed the message 

that his new form of health care, if passed, would not secure medical insurance rights to 

non-citizens or persons working and living in the country illegally, Congressman Joe 

Wilson of South Carolina could not contain himself any longer and yelled out, “You 

lie!”
46

   

 On the face of it, and especially when considering the rocky political history of 

the United States, the Congressman‟s outburst was quite tame.  For example, just prior to 

the Civil War, as the future of slavery was being considered, Congressman Preston 

Brooks savagely beat Senator Charles Sumner with a cane on the floor of the Senate over 

an insult Sumner had made in a speech a few days earlier.
47

  Congressman Brooks chose 

a cane as a symbolic gesture, as if Senator Sumner was no better than a misbehaved dog, 

or worse, slave.  However, Joe Wilson‟s verbal aggression, albeit physically harmless, 
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especially in light of the previous story of Brooks and Sumner, was levied at the 

president, not a colleague.  The president holds a particularly sacred role in the American 

Church.
48

  He stands as the father of the national congregation and can be considered 

even a priestly figure, wherein the speeches he makes within the sacred temples of the 

Capitol Building and White House in Washington, D.C., are his sermons.  Congressman 

Wilson disrupted that unspoken respect toward the highest office in the land, and in so 

doing, reflected an impious sentiment of disappointment toward the modernization and 

“change” the president had promoted before he took office.   

 The disappointment reflected in Congressman Wilson‟s emotional outcry is 

further directly related to the two challenges reflected in the rise of Fundamentalism 

during the 1920s and 1960s.  In fact, without them, this persistence of fundamentalist 

mentality throughout America toward the end of the first decade of the twenty-first 

century would be hard-pressed to survive.  Because of its retreat into quiet contemplation 

and then inevitable rise during the sexual revolution of the 1960s, this modernized form 

found a comfortable home in the political field from the election of Ronald Reagan to the 

end of George W. Bush‟s presidency, and especially in the growing “grass roots” 

movements that appeared out of the fundamentalist-minded political commentators 

during the early administration of President Obama.  
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Preparation is Half the Battle 

 

 After the fall of Richard Nixon as the political leader to the conservative and 

religiously based silent majority, Vice President Gerald Ford took the high office, making 

way for the evangelically conservative Democrat, Jimmy Carter, three years later.  A new 

form of conservatism had appeared by that time which, though inaptly titled, became the 

“persuasion” of neoconservatism.  Neither a political party nor a “school of thought,” this 

uber-conservatism appeared as a result of both the dangerous social movements of the 

radical 1960s, and especially so, as a force against Communism.
49

  Of the issues that took 

immediate importance to many of these neoconservatives, it was the role history played 

in their political dealings, especially when the negative parts of that history appeared to 

be reoccurring, that took precedence.  This theory of history as an essential aspect of 

neoconservatism makes up the “first and most fundamental” of what Andrew Bacevich 

refers to as the “six propositions” which “summarize the essence of the neoconservative 

persuasion.”
50

  Bacevich, writing from the perspective of a former military officer and 

Vietnam War veteran, refers to these fundamental propositions in his book, The New 

American Militarism, a study on the interconnectivity of America‟s love affair with its 

own military force and the somewhat misguided rise of neoconservatism in United States 

politics. 

 Utilizing the writings of the neoconservative advocate Norman Podhoretz, 

Bacevich lays out the importance not just of these six propositions, but also their reliance 
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on the first, history.  Viewing the mistakes of history as lessons to be learned from, the 

neoconservative hope was to avoid a descent into times when political leaders flinched in 

the face of adversity.  In the wake of the liberalized deconstruction of the American 

society of the 1960s, neoconservatives believed America was weakening its international 

power and therefore making itself more susceptible to the power of the Communists 

during the Cold War.  Using World War II as a viable example of a catastrophic world 

event, and one that could have been avoided if the right people had stepped in and done 

the right thing before power shifted in the wrong direction, the neoconservatives prided 

themselves in a pre-emptive ideology, resolving political and strategic problems before 

they could start.
51

    

 The other five propositions that make up the neoconservative persuasion all 

encompass this basic idea.  They consist of power, a zero tolerance for dissent, an 

authoritarian control of politics at home and how that control is used abroad, the reaction 

to crises, and the essential and important role of proper leadership.
52

  To the 

neoconservative, each of these propositions are individually important cogs in a well 

organized political machine and contribute not just to the whole of neoconservatism as a 

definition, but also to the American militarism that is borne out of it as well.   

 Through the lens of neoconservatism, power is not always demonstrated within a 

peaceful movement.  Gandhi had the fortuitous combination of time and place to help his 

Satyagraha movement, and Martin Luther King Jr. made use of the American umbrella of 
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freedom and liberty to enact his Civil Rights Movements.
53

  Power, to the 

neoconservative, is best demonstrated through fire-power.  This neoconservative 

mentality demands a strong national defense, and a willingness to pull the trigger when 

the time presents itself, wherein there is a need to demonstrate it.  The awesome 

firepower demonstrated in the detonation over Japan of the American-made atomic 

bombs at the end of the Second World War, were evidence enough, at the time, of the 

United State‟s intentions concerning enemies of the state; but times change.  To this, the 

all-out assault on the Johnson-led and, especially so, the Nixon-led incursions against 

communist North Vietnam and Cambodia, made by protesting Americans for peace, were 

considered therefore a direct assault on this neoconservative ideology of supreme force 

and power.  In creating a representation of weak citizens, America appeared impotent 

because of its concerns for the innocent.  America was losing its power, and becoming a 

quiet and vulnerable nation.  This seemed all the more dangerous when considering the 

historical accounts of the calm and affected governments of Europe in the 1930s during 

the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Third Reich; and even more so during the Cold War.  

Therefore, as Bacevich points out, the need for the constant appearance of American 

militaristic power at home, and especially abroad, would help shape and reaffirm the 

convictions of true Americans with the nation‟s correct intent at heart.
54

  

 This American power displayed abroad, especially during the war in Vietnam, 

which itself acted as the Cold War equivalent of a flex of political and military muscle, 
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was representative of America‟s willingness to assail Communism by any means 

necessary.  As such, and which became Bacevich‟s third proposition, a complete lack of 

dissent, both foreign and domestic, was required for that power to have any validity.  

Dissent would act as a virus, a treasonous and traitorous act that would undermine the 

nation as a world leader, and which materialized in different levels of extremes.  For 

instance, the all out dissent of the protesting Americans during the Vietnam War was just 

as treacherous as the dissent of President Jimmy Carter who, “in acknowledging the 

nation‟s post-Vietnam “malaise‟” seemingly accepted it as irreversible.”
55

  Protestors 

acted to infect the nation from within, while Carter‟s dissent was based in a pessimistic 

acceptance of the social „malaise‟ as an appropriate status quo.   

 The harsh winter of the Cold War brought out in the neoconservatives, and with 

them the fundamentalist results of disappointment, a newfound appreciation of the age-

old, and truly American, adoration of Manifest Destiny.  This absolutization of the myth 

that America, as God‟s chosen nation, being populated by His chosen people, could do no 

wrong in its divine endeavor to paint the world in democratic republican Christianity, 

complied with the neoconservative‟s fourth and fifth propositions, authority and decisive 

action.   

 Authority is the source of accountability in any society, and in the wake of the 

1960s the neoconservatives saw the internal destruction of the classical sense of that 

authority.  On top of the presidency and the liberalized U.S. Government and welfare 

state, the decade‟s extravagance also “warped the arts, cheapened intellectual discourse, 
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corrupted universities, and spawned a host of bizarre ideas.”
56

  In order to right the leftist 

wrongs, neoconservatives set about extinguishing those mistakenly appointed concerns 

such as affirmative action, welfare, radical feminism, and gay rights, among others, in an 

attempt to put back in the heart of America, which had been turned away from its divine 

role in God‟s plan, the importance for what they called “traditional values.”
57

  These 

values acted as the quintessential American authority; an issue that centered itself on the 

magnitude of America‟s intentions abroad, which in itself looked inward to domestic 

intentions.   

 From this strong and traditional authority came the incredibly important role of 

decisive action.  In not responding in time, in essence, without the backbone of proper 

authority, the horrible atrocities that befell European history, would be cursed to repeat 

in, and to, America.  To counter this, the neoconservative mindset was standing at 

constant attention.  At all times must the nation be prepared for a call to action, regardless 

of the direness of the situation at hand.  Only in a relentless state of readiness could a 

crisis either be averted or dealt with swiftly.  In other words, “the situation is always 

urgent, the alternatives stark, the need for action compelling, and the implications of 

delay or inaction certain to be severe.”
58

  The best way to preserve these traditions would 

be in the sixth, and final, proposition, the appropriate leadership.      
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The disappointment of President Nixon‟s resignation led to an even more 

disappointed hope in Jimmy Carter, whose southern roots and Christian background were 

thought to be the perfect recipe for a true conservative, though Democratic, president.  

For the reasonably constant pessimism that ironically drives the neoconservative mindset, 

every election year brings with it disappointment as candidates rarely meet their 

leadership requirements.  That is, until the year 1980, when the Republican candidate 

Ronald Reagan defeated Jimmy Carter for a second term and became the fortieth 

president of the United States.  In President Reagan, the neoconservatives found literally 

the right man for the job, and the indispensable warrior who could take on the godless 

Soviets with a ready finger on the button.  However, the honeymoon would quickly end 

and descend into a marriage of dissatisfaction a few years before the end of Reagan‟s two 

terms as president, once again leaving the neoconservatives longing for a proper leader.  

To them, President Reagan had softened in the latter years of his time as Commander-in-

Chief, even as the Cold War was itself softening toward a conclusion.  However, to 

political extremism, such as that found in devout fundamentalist conservatism, wars do 

not easily, if at all, come to an end.  For example, under Nixon and Ford, as the debate 

over the conclusion of the war in Vietnam raged on at home, part of the dissent that could 

not be tolerated, there and abroad, dictated that coming home was not an option.
59

  In this 

way, the Cold War too, could never come to an end.    

 There is an underlying fear, though it would not be considered as such from 

within the mental capacity of neoconservatism, that seems to drive on that constant 
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attention and readiness, and makes for a distinct distrust of most of the world.  This fear 

furthermore placed America as the best and the brightest in a dark world of untrustworthy 

foreigners, creating a devout nationalism and sense of American Exceptionalism.  It also 

harbored a distrust of those elevated to national power.  Even in the leaders who stood 

out as exemplary arbiters of strong conservative values, there seemed a lack of conviction 

to do what was truly necessary.  This disappointment prompted a deeper search for 

traditionalism and a stronger adapted zeal toward finding real America in a wash of 

displaced patriots.  In the outcome of this disappointment-inspired new conservatism, it is 

no surprise, then, to see the ardent justification of the Bush Doctrine
60

 foreign policy 

established during the Iraq war, in which the best defense was a pre-emptive strike, and 

the immediate rise of neoconservative mentalities with the advent of Barack Obama as a 

serious contender for the White House in 2007.  On top of these political issues a new 

enemy, and thus a new fear, rose out of the rubble of ground zero in New York City, as 

the realities of America‟s weakened defense became more and more realistic after 

September 11
th

, 2001.    

 

Before Seeking Vengeance, Dig Two Graves 

 

 The day after the horrific terrorist attacks in New York and Washington, D.C., on 

September 11
th

, 2001, two emotions gripped America.  The first was an all-encompassing 
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feeling of brotherhood.  Regardless of creed or culture, all Americans, of all political and 

religious persuasions, came together as a whole and fulfilled the true intent of the dream 

of the great experiment.  Tragedy had created a national bond. 

 The second emotion was a growing sense of vengeance found in the questions of 

why and how.   

 Neoconservatism has evolved from the movement it was in the 1970s and 1980s 

into the growing conservative movements established after President George W. Bush 

served his last day in office.  Inspired by the political proclamations made by 

impassioned political pundits on obviously conservative “news” shows and networks, 

these movements reflect not just a great disappointment in the political structure of 

modern America, but also in the loss of the “traditional values” as established by the 

neoconservatives in the 1960s.  The honorary leader of these ideologies, though most of 

the pundits at the network he works for carry somewhat equal stature, has been Glenn 

Beck.  Rising quietly through the ranks of conservative media, Beck‟s style of fanatical 

charisma, bordering on the insane and imbalanced at times, produces a likeability that 

viewers find entertaining; regardless if they love or revile him.  Nonetheless, even if his 

style is unorthodox, his statements reflect this aptly titled new neoconservatism.  Amid 

the chaos and depression of a failing economy in which the citizens are suffering to 

survive in what they consider the best nation in the world, God‟s chosen nation, they, like 

their Puritan forefathers, are finding the justification to return to fundamentalist religious 

and political ideology in order to earn back God‟s blessings. 

 In this retreat, Beck has singled out two processes of appropriate fundamentalist 

return.  The first is in the necessary return to the emotional mentality as that felt on 
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September 12
th

, 2001, and the second is found in the “9 Principles and 12 Values”
61

 

system true Americans should follow, and which were based on those emotions.   

 Firstly, the retreat back to the emotions felt immediately after September 11
th

 is a 

retreat further into neoconservative ideas.  While the cohesive brotherhood that bound all 

Americans in the face of great national tragedy once more brought the differing 

American faiths into the American Church, the growing sense of vengeance re-

established the neoconservative mentality of not just constant readiness, but the sine qua 

non for a chance to reflect America‟s military force in a war against terrorism; terrorism 

being an enemy without a solid base of operations and thus satisfying the need for 

American troops to never come home.  With an ambiguous enemy, and within a war that 

cannot end, no exit strategy is necessary.   

 Secondly, the principles and values reflected within Beck‟s 9/12 Project insist 

upon central fundamental religious and political beliefs.  The basic rundown of these 

principles and values shows an ideology attempting to return to the original plans for 

America as made by the founders of the nation who, according to Beck and his followers, 

were devout Christian men standing guard in a mythically Christian position.  The second 

principle, for example, is the belief in God and His place at the center of every 
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American‟s life, while the second value is reverence.  This also reflects the one-hundred 

percent Americanism that combined Christianity and the state during the Scopes Trial; a 

step backward, in order to move forward.    

 Beck‟s emotional response to the perversion of the American government he saw 

at the beginning of President Obama‟s first year in office is a reflection of the 

neoconservative fear, as reflected equally in the protestations, or rather the language used 

by those protestors and political commentators, at humorously-titled Tea Party Rallies 

based on these conservative principles, across the nation.  These retreats to simpler or 

more fundamental dreams indicates a neoconservatism that has become endemic to 

modern conservative politics, and that which reacted so strongly to the ascension of 

President Obama in a world dominated by an encompassing fear of terrorism, the root of 

which can be traced back to the socially evolved mindsets of Americans after World War 

II and Vietnam.  Appropriately, these new neoconservatives have become war-hawks for 

fundamentalist politics. 

 However, this fear can breed even worse conclusions.  While it is one thing to 

march in costumed regalia reminiscent of Colonial Jamestown in protest against 

misguided political agendas, it is another entirely to use this fear to promote horrific 

humanitarian atrocities without considering consequences.  The news of the advanced 

interrogation techniques employed by the CIA and the military during the war in Iraq, 

and the disturbing nonchalance in which they were legally justified through governmental  
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memos, hit the United States Civil Religion painfully hard.
62

  The country that was meant 

to represent the best of the world‟s religious morality was uncharacteristically leveling 

out tortuous acts in order to restrain the enemy, as well as scare them into submission.  

The decisions to do so, though perhaps based in the concerns for America‟s safety, reflect 

a vengeful attitude that places the adversary below the same level as the rest of humanity.  

While in certain circumstances physical pacification may be the only means of 

overthrowing an extremist enemy, as a decision made by the leaders whose position it 

was to represent the will of the people by whom they were elected, the consequences of 

such decisions fall on all Americans.  When the United States finds justifiable acceptance 

in the torture of other human beings, even if they stand as psychotic and sick advocates 

for the death of innocent victims throughout the world, all Americans carry with them the 

guilt of these actions.  The vengeful anger that matched the brotherhood on September 

12
th

, guided by new neoconservative mentalities, has made for a certain blotch on the 

American Civil Religion, which will take time to heal, if it ever will.  

 

Conclusion 

 Two of the historical events above have acted as essentially fundamental to 

William G. McLoughlin‟s description of America‟s Third and Fourth Great Awakenings.  

During the Third Great Awakening, McLoughlin describes the fundamentalist fear as felt 

by devout Christians during and after the first World War under the guidance of the 
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evangelist Billy Sunday, who helped spur on the necessity of his congregation to be 

“100% American” and invited hooded members of the newly reformed Ku Klux Klan to 

sit within his southern tabernacles.
63

  In response to the rise of Darwinian Theory in 

America true believers “held revivals where the power of the Holy Spirit gave them 

„baptisms by fire,‟ inner perfection, faith to heal illness which „faith-less‟ doctors could 

not heal, and the ecstasy of communing „in tongues‟ with the Spirit of God.”
64

  By the 

Scopes Trial in 1925, the fundamentalist reaction was fully underway.  However, these 

fundamentalist forms of religion were not successful in the mainstream until four decades 

later when, during McLoughlin‟s Fourth Great Awakening, they had mellowed out and 

fused themselves with the more composed traditionalist religious ideals of the Cold War 

era neoconservatives against common enemies: communism and liberalism.  The time 

between seems a necessary break for such social adaptation.   

 The three elements that make up the fundamentalist rise during America‟s 

twentieth-century reflect a disappointed reaction to a specific type of threat which, 

though they differ by means of context, are all located in the same source: progressivism.  

The trial of John Scopes and rise of the fundamentalist movement based in evangelical 

Christian doctrine saw new theories of mankind‟s creation as a threat to their traditions 

and myths.  The neoconservatives saw in the social awakenings of the 1960s a backward 

march away from the traditions they saw as essential to their duty as Christian  
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Americans; and the new neoconservatives at the end of the first decade of the twenty-first 

century embodied a direct connection to a growing culture war that began in the 1920s.   

 Fundamentalism can lead to violence, as witnessed by the Puritans when their 

disappointment became a war against the natives, and as was the case for the Branch 

Davidian New Religious Movement to be discussed in the next chapter, or additionally in 

the fundamentalist-inspired KKK
65

 and the wars and torture that seem justified by its 

principles.  Yet Fundamentalism, just as Atheism, also gives mankind a source of 

direction; in this case guided by divine ordinance and law.  It would be impossible to 

ignore the historical actions of America up to the modern day, and as such, impossible to 

deny or blindly look at the atrocities doled out on prospected enemies while under the 

influence of fear.  However, it would also be inappropriate to not respectfully appreciate 

the mentality that finds Fundamentalism a valid, and heartfelt, attempt at finding 

salvation and control in a world of uncertainty.    
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

The Third Process—New Religious Movements
1
 

 

 

 When escaping from religion or retreating into it does not provide a viable path 

for a disappointed religious body, the third process in which religious man stretches his 

evolutionary reach is through the adaptation of his current religion into a new one; that is, 

either a newer version of the old, or a newly revealed one.  These New Religious 

Movements reach beyond the typical and more conservative denominationalisms that 

have been born out of the world‟s predominant religions, but share, nonetheless the same 

ideological approach.  As New Religious Movements make up the third process of 

resolving religious and social disappointment, they are also relevant in consideration of 

the second process, Fundamentalism.  As religious peoples divide or grow into New 

Religious Movements they also retreat into more traditional and extremist forms of 

existing religions or, instead, completely new, yet still fundamentalist, religious ideals are 

revealed to them.  Evangelism becomes a major course of responsibility.  In the same 

way, Atheism too can be seen as a New Religious Movement, tying in the first process 

with the second and the third, as it is a religion which shares many of the dimensions as 

used by Fundamentalism and members of New Religious Movements.    

                                                             
 

1
 The term New Religious Movements herein is used in a generic sense.  It refers to a new 

religious way of thinking which can stem from either already established religious doctrine and practices, 
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evolution, they make use of American religious freedom more than the other two.  Because Americans are 

free to discover new revelations at any given moment, the United States acts as the perfect canvas on which 

to paint religions of innovative and divine thought.      
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 The freedom of religion in America, discussed already in greater detail, has 

provided men and women the capacity to use the American umbrella as an incubator for 

an innovative understanding of the unknown. These religious organizations develop 

under peculiar circumstances, out of disappointing conclusions come to by disappointed 

people.  America appears aptly poised among the world‟s nations to be the breeding 

ground of extraordinary religious revelation, and the perfect environment for new sacred 

others to reveal themselves to new American prophets.   

 Part of the uniqueness of New Religious Movements is the role of the leader or 

prophet who appears to be gifted with a divine sense of charisma, bestowed upon him
2
 by 

an unknown power, which acts to attract followers into his new church.  This charisma, 

as studied by the sociologist Max Weber, becomes an essential element to any religious 

foundation.
3
  Charisma, literally a gift from God, is given to a specific leader in order to 

direct those prearranged to be within His favor.  Of these prophets only a select few find 

themselves at the head of religious organizations that become known by people outside 

the academic kaleidoscope of sociology and religious studies.  These groups stand out as 

exemplary elements of religious evolution, reaching into society in the hopes of finding 

meaning behind the chaotic clamor of disappointment.  
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 While all religious movements appear out of disappointment with earlier forms, 

animism to paganism, polytheism to monotheism and denomination to denomination, and 

since no religions are the pure faith of the original form, New Religious Movements 

undergo evolution themselves, eventually becoming old religious movements.  As the 

social aspect enters the religious realm and as men find disappointment in their faith, they 

reveal themselves as being charismatic, adorned by God‟s grace, with a new path to 

salvation, otherwise unknown until their advent.  The following three groups have 

undergone this cycle.  The founder of the Mormon Church, Joseph Smith, confused and 

frustrated with the disorganized forms of religious revelation at the time, retreated to 

nature and there received the power of God necessary to reveal a new American history 

to an indecisive Christian nation.  Vernon Howell, seeking the truth behind the 

approaching Apocalypse and already making a name for himself as the leader of a small 

group of Seventh-Day Adventists, traveled to the Holy Land in search of guidance.  He 

returned as David Koresh, and revealed himself to his people as a new messiah.  In the 

1950s, as Americans slotted themselves into social grooves within suburban hovels, L. 

Ron Hubbard sought out a new science of the mind and, utilizing revelations from the 

heavens and from the past, intermixed with the burgeoning self-help phenomenon to 

reveal a new self.    

 These three movements are only a selection of the wonderful amalgamation of 

religious revelations made in America over the last three-hundred years; yet they also 

stand out as movements which came into being through disappointment, and which 

experienced disappointing moments of their own as members attempted to evolve within 

the evolution of their faiths.  Two of the groups still exist, mostly because the members, 
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after the deaths of the prophets, were able to successfully adapt to the loss of the 

charismatic founder by passing the mantle to another.  Both religions are growing rapidly 

throughout the world.  The group that did not survive experienced firsthand the result of 

the outside world using disappointment as a weapon of sorts, and played a catalytic role 

in the violent disappointment of further groups that fundamentally saw it as their 

religious duty to seek vengeance.     

  

A New America—The Mormons 

 God was unhappy.  Looking down at His young creation He saw humanity‟s 

awareness of its social harmony as a problem.  The men He had whispered into being 

were becoming smarter, and with that knowledge they were using the tools before them 

to once again reach the heavens and become one with Him.  The tower they had been 

building reached up into the clouds, a spiraling ziggurat that rose higher and higher with 

each passing day.  Soon they would achieve their goal.  Out of His disappointment with 

their ability, God hatched a plan.  Using his omnipotent power He caused man‟s speech 

to be confused, essentially making them speakers of different languages.  Immediately 

mankind was unable to communicate, and as such, unable to continue the work on the 

tower.  Their social harmony was tone deaf.   

 Finding it impossible to live in this din of opposing languages, those who could 

communicate banded together with each other and set out, scattering across the planet, in 

search of a home where they could exist once more in communal accord.  The four 

corners of the earth filled with man, and the opposing cultures of the world were built up.  

Like the tower, mankind had replaced architecture with social structure and created for  
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himself new ways of reaching God through variant religious faiths, different, but with the 

same conclusion.   

 Of the confused groups at the tower, one was chosen by God to keep its speech 

and was granted a promised land, lush and beautiful and flowing with life.  Jared, the 

patriarch of that tribe, spoke with God, was chosen as a leader, and was taught to build 

barges, in which all the animals and plants and people of his tribe would make their way 

to the Promised Land.  They were to be the chosen tribe, established in a new world 

based on an allegiance to the son of God, a Christ that would someday come to earth to 

assuage mankind‟s sins.  They were delivered to the Promised Land, and with them they 

carried deseret, a honey bee, to bring sweetness to the land.  There they lived and thrived, 

battled and died, eventually destroying their livelihoods by turning from the worship of 

the Lord.
4
  Their story would have been lost for all time if their remains were not 

discovered by a new tribe, sent by God to once again establish a kingdom of worship 

toward Christ, a tribe whose own history would become the revealed history of America 

through the myths of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.        

 This somewhat bastardized retelling of the tribe of  Jared and the recording of it 

upon twenty-four plates found by members of the tribe of Nephi, was part of the 

revelation first made to the prophet Joseph Smith by the “glorified resurrected being” 

Moroni on September 21
st
, 1823 in upstate New York.

5
  This revelation set Joseph Smith 

on a path he could not avoid.  It eventually led to a new Christian faith, a separate church 
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unlike any denomination before it.  It also led to plural marriage, Smith‟s death by lynch 

mob, the movement west to Deseret, in Utah, under the new leadership of Brigham 

Young, more issues of plural marriage, and a modern religious faith, fighting on one hand 

with its own extremist misinterpretations, and on the other the world-wide acceptance of 

its guiding principles.
6
   

 Mormonism is a uniquely American religion because its doctrine, myths, rituals 

and experiences were born out of the new world.  It tied its religious foundation to the 

formation of the earliest social construct in the Americas in making the Native-

Americans, the people who were discovered there by Columbus and who became the 

dark agents of Satan against the Puritans, a divinely placed tribe of Israelites.  Displaced 

and lost have been the historical names given to the tribes of Nephi and Laman, two of 

the sons of Lehi,
7
 the Israelite who was chosen by God, just like Jared, to deliver his 

people to the Promised Land in the new world.  However, they were all chosen, or rather 

the chosen tribes of the chosen people, whose allegiances to God would be tested, much 

like the Israelites left behind in the Holy Land.  Their displacement was intentional and 

stands as a testament to the furthering American myth of Chosenness by God to be the 

exemplary place of honor in all of His creation. 

 When Joseph Smith was delivered the four sources of what would become the 

Book of Mormon he was given the evidence, in sacred doctrine, of America‟s furthering 

greatness.  As he translated these texts, a new world was found in the history he dictated 
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to his friend, eventual financial backer and early church leader, Martin Harris,
8
 as well as 

a new history, never before revealed, that justified the reasoning behind both the psyche 

of the Native-American, the justification of their subjugation by white men, and the 

eventual building up of this religious ideology within the frontiers of western America. 

 

Out of Many, One 

 

 The story of Smith‟s disappointment was not unique to him specifically, nor were 

the ideologies that inspired him.  As a resident of the infamous “burned-over district,” of 

up-state western New York during the first decades of the 19
th

 century, Smith and his 

neighbors were victim to the constant rise and fall of charismatic religious schisms, 

arguments and evolutions.  It seemed the religious American was disappointed by his or 

her faith on a daily to weekly basis, depending on who was traveling the burned over 

highway at the time.  This milieu of contention is easily imagined as a hodgepodge of 

nervous believers, all tense and unsure and worried that they were, in fact, not celebrating 

or witnessing to their faith in the manner that God truly wanted them to.  In one instance 

they would be fundamentally devoted to strict scripture, while in a second they would be 

concerned with being one of God‟s chosen few, awaiting a great apocalypse to be the 

sign of their proper devotions.
9
   

 From this chaos the young Joseph Smith, as the myth goes, escaped into the 

forests, away from the churning and burning machine of the urban noise, in order to 
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clearly receive from God the correct means to salvation.  He entreated his Lord to tell 

him which path to follow, which Protestant denomination was correct, and which of all 

the religious ideas spinning through the salvation hungry nation were God‟s command.  

Like Muhammad on the mountain, Joseph Smith had humbly placed himself at the feet of 

salvation, a worthy prophet to guide the people away from their own machinations, solely 

because he was the least likely candidate for the job.
10

  God‟s answer was final and 

direct: none were correct and none were the right path; rather, it would be upon Joseph to 

lead the people back toward the right destination through a new Christian faith guided by 

the principles of an American history not yet known to the very chosen people God had 

delivered there.      

 Mixed in with this new revelation was also a magical world view
11

 in which 

nature, much like the Enlightenment-inspired sacredness bestowed upon the natural 

world during the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, held a religious value to special individuals.  

Smith fell into this category at a young age, as he found a thriving interest in the treasures 

of the earth and the magic found in nature.  A mindset of treasure hunting, based in part 

within the disappointment that comes from unsuccessful farming in an agricultural 

society, made also for a constant search for hidden riches.  While in certain parts of the 

new world all that was to be found were rocks and sticks, in northwestern New York, the 
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remains of tribal burial mounds created an adventurous spirit of the miraculous 

unknown.
12

  Mediums of equally magical and miraculous means became the fairy tale 

devices used in order to discover the mysteries of these burial chambers.  Seer stones, 

witch hazel sticks, and bizarre rituals containing animal sacrifice as a means to appease 

evils spirits,
13

 became the means by which the young Joseph Smith Jr. attempted an early 

magical career.  These elements, fused together with the mysteries of nature, the 

ignorance of physical and cultural anthropology, and the disappointment of the chaos of 

the Second Great Awakening, helped inspire the evolution of Smith‟s religious beliefs; 

inspiring later the foundations of his new church and the mysterious spiritual and magical 

elements therein, as well as the validity of his being chosen by God as a new and final 

prophet.        

 Aside from Mormonism‟s myths and rituals, the moment of Smith„s religious 

experience, when God sent Moroni to that forest, demonstrates an ideal description of 

Great Disappointment inspiring even greater change.  Much like King Henry VIII 

wanting a son strongly enough to start a chain reaction of new religious measures in 

England, Joseph Smith‟s decision to entreat God for a new path was equally based on 

great disappointment, and thus followed up by social evolution.  Joseph was disappointed 

and therefore sought a new means of salvation.  His religious beak was changing.  He had 

advanced socially and wished for his religion to catch up with him.  He, like so many 
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others in the “burned-over” district viewed the old religion as being just that.  Socially, 

Americans had advanced, and were advancing, and wanted their faith to come with.  

They had just defeated the British with shovels and pitchforks (with a few muskets 

thrown in to make it fair) and viewed the sprawling west as an untouched Eden available 

for the taking, a promised land ripe and flowing with all of God„s bounty.                

 

How the West Was Won 

 

 The religion that moved west, that is, beyond Ohio, Illinois or Missouri, was not 

the same religion as revealed to Joseph Smith in New York.  In the span of a few 

decades, the Mormon Church had been through many variations, all on the theme of 

disappointment.  Joseph Smith‟s revelation, his role of translator and leader and his death 

at the hands of a mob of frightened and angered mid-westerns, all reflect an evolutionary 

adaptation.   

 The original church, established a mere month after the publication of the Book of 

Mormon, reflected a mass ideology based on the restoration of the true Christian church; 

which had been led astray by false prophets, echoing the issues faced by the Jaredites, 

Nephites and Lamanites.  These early followers of Smith‟s new religion “were attempting 

to reconstruct the Christian church of the New Testament as they perceived it” and “were 

united in an effort to restore the principles of what they defined as „primitive‟ 

Christianity” through a re-evolution toward Fundamentalism.
14

  Theirs was a retreat, in 

order to move forward.  
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 From there, the path of new revelation, or rather, the new, New Testament, 

brought the Latter-Day Saints into new holy lands, from Kirtland, Ohio, to Independence, 

Missouri, and many in between.  With them they brought their religion for a new world 

and showed themselves to be different amongst their Christian neighbors, not just in 

doctrine, ritual and myth, but by their unique experiences of revelation.  Smith had 

ingeniously combined the sacred texts of the Bible with his new revelation, not just 

creating a Biblical histology for Americans, but also bringing God out of the Holy Land 

in Jerusalem and out of the pages of the Bible, and delivering Him into the here and now.  

God was speaking to the early Mormons, conversing with them as he did with the early 

Hebrew Patriarchs, and guiding them on their own wanderings toward a permanent home.  

Their passages from Kirtland to Independence and all the stops in between once again 

reflected the American-favorite myth of being God‟s chosen Israelites.  They had 

reversed in time and become the tribes migrating with God who, because of this new 

revelation, “acted in history, both in the Bible and in the Book of Mormon” thus making 

“action in time…the essence of religion.”
15

   

 This American adoration for the mosaic myth of God‟s chosen people migrating 

through a desert of sorts toward a blessed nation, as utilized by the Puritans and to 

describe the American Revolution and eventually American manifest destiny, continued 

with the Mormons at the death of Joseph Smith.  Though not as glorifying as being lifted 

to heaven by God, Smith‟s unexpected death slid the Mormons into a perfect mirror 

image of the Israelites, whose own leader, Moses, was equally unable to carry them into 
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the Promised Land.  Like Joshua or Elisha, Brigham Young eventually took up his 

mentor‟s mantle and over time the Mormons found themselves within Deseret,
16

 their 

own piece of Holy Land, separated and isolated from the misguided Christians back east.   

 The disappointment of losing their Prophet rattled the Mormons to the point that 

they reacted drastically.
17

  The Fundamentalism they had retreated to in the beginning 

grew even stronger as they sought out a new leader who could speak to God for them and 

vice versa.  They dissected their new religion into the three processes.  Some abandoned 

the church and returned to more moderate Christianity back east.  Others turned to more 

fundamentalist Mormon doctrine, living as best they could the dictates of Smith‟s 

revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants, and Parley Pratt‟s A Voice of Warning,
18

 as 

well as the morality found in the myths within the Book of Mormon.  While still, others 

formed New Religious Movements out of the standard Mormon Church.  These Latter-

Day Saints movements maintained some of the classic elements of the Mormon Church 

as founded in 1830, but bent them in various directions.  New Prophets appeared, as 

charismatic as Smith, and in many ways equal to that of Brigham Young.  Many turned to 

polygamy as the correct marital status for the men of the church
19

 and, given the time 

period, most adhered to the racial inequality established by the curse of dark skin God 

had bestowed upon the Lamanites for turning away from Him.
20

  Because of this 
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religious branching, it has been found that “almost two hundred separate and distinct 

church organizations or fellowships have been identified as having their roots in the 

Latter-Day Saints movement.”
21

       

 With the early church, disappointment created a new path to salvation, and then 

diverted that path once again toward Utah.  Even so, as Mormonism has survived the test 

of time and become a strongly established world religion with a major political and social 

foundation in American conservatism, it has only been strengthened by its adaptive 

qualities.  Of the extraordinary religious movements to come out of the burned-over 

district it is Mormonism that has succeeded above all others in thriving so successfully 

beyond the death of its initial prophet, partly due to its escape out west and partly because 

it speaks to an American Fundamentalism, a reaching back into the austere and strict 

morals as found in both mainstream Christian denominations as well as its own.  Success 

with New Religious Movements is measured in the years they are able to exist beyond 

the death of the charismatic leader chosen by God to create, lead, and sustain them.  

Mormonism‟s almost two-hundred years of existence reflect not just the nature of the 

church, with its mission-minded appeal toward wayward lost souls, but also its ability to 

see itself as an integral part of America‟s mythology, long before the Puritans, as the 

wandering tribe, made the same voyage as the sons of Lehi more than two millennia 

prior.    
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A New Messiah—The Branch Davidians 

 The heat was unbearable.  Flies buzzed and women cried.  The amplifiers 

crackled before the speaker began his sermon, words that reached to God, which justified 

the carnage unfolding before him.  He began, “How very much I‟ve loved you.  How 

very much I‟ve tried my best to give you a good life.  In spite of all that I‟ve tried, a 

handful of our people, with their lives, have made our life impossible.”
22

  By the end of 

his sermon, with arguments and tears and with a strong sense of the infallibility that 

comes with the charisma of God, all followed through.  The final solution had been made.  

Jim Jones concluded, “we didn‟t like the way the world is.  Take our life from us.  We 

laid it down.  We got tired.  We didn‟t commit suicide, we committed an act of 

revolutionary suicide protesting the conditions of an inhumane world.”
23

        

 Fifteen years later, the morning of February 28
th

, 1993 was tense with fear.  The 

Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms prepared to unsuccessfully raid a religious 

community just outside of Waco, Texas.  The leader of the group, Vernon Wayne 

Howell, had been preaching a frighteningly similar conviction to that of Jim Jones, the 

leader of Jonestown, whose members ritualistically knocked back a poison cocktail in 

November of 1978.  The United States government, fearing an American Jonestown in 

the heart of central Texas, in order to save the people from themselves, invaded with 

force.  The ensuing siege on the Mount Carmel compound of the Branch Davidians  
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eventually ended in the death of every religious member still within the sacred 

boundaries of the church on April 19
th

, 1993.   

 Regardless of who was to blame for the horrendous end to the Brand Davidians, 

disappointment had once again turned to violence.  Both Jim Jones and the man who 

would become David Koresh viewed their religion differently than did the everyday 

American, and for that they suffered a mental disappointment internally and externally.  

Though they shared this anxiety of religious dissonance, their final disappointment was 

by no means similar.  Jim Jones saw in death the only conclusion for his followers, while 

Koresh repeatedly admonished the U.S. Government officials responsible for the initial 

raid and subsequent siege for causing their peaceful church to defend themselves with 

violent force.  Jones yearned for the symbolism of a violent death; Koresh saw the 

uselessness of it.  Furthermore, the disappointment felt by the outside world, for Jones in 

Congressman Leo Ryan‟s naïve willingness to escort dissatisfied members of Jonestown 

out the sacred gates and back to an inhumane world, and for Koresh in the fear felt by the 

U.S. government that the Branch Davidians would become the next Jonestown, 

contributed to the overall violent ends of both New Religious Movements.     

 

Deep in the Heart of Texas 

 

 Vernon Wayne Howell demonstrated the traits of a biblical prophet from the very 

beginning.  Born to an unmarried and teenage girl, he was whisked off shortly after birth 

and raised in a separate city.
24

  His mother eventually married and siblings shortly 
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arrived.  He had learning disabilities, unable to read or speak well.
25

  His classmates 

called him “Mr. Retardo.”
26

  He was, however, attuned to specific tasks, one being a zeal 

for religious doctrine.  His grandmother began taking him to a Seventh-Day Adventist 

church at a young age.  In the church he showed astute knowledge toward the Gospels 

and the Hebrew Bible.  He memorized large passages of text.  As a young adult he took 

the job of carpenter and after a heartbreaking relationship with a young woman, joined 

the Adventist group at Mount Carmel.
27

  After the siege in 1993 he died a martyr at the 

age of thirty-three.
28

   

 The similarities between Vernon Howell and the biblical prophet Moses, as well 

as the Christian messiah Jesus Christ, are oddly uncanny.  Moses demonstrated problems 

with speaking and beseeched God on Mount Sinai to choose someone else to face the 

Pharaoh.
29

  Jesus shares the same upbringing as Koresh; born to an unwed teenage 

mother,
30

 forced to leave the city of his birth,
31

 demonstrating a skilled knowledge of 

Hebrew Scripture in the temple,
32

 taking the vocation of carpenter,
33

 and dying at the age 
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of thirty-three a martyred messiah.
34

  This evidence makes it all the more believable that 

the Adventist followers who loved him as a new messiah were willing to believe anything 

he revealed to them as the will of God.   

 Furthermore, the religious group that Vernon Howell entered in 1981, had 

undergone decades of disappointment, some of it radical in scope.  In 1955, Victor 

Houteff, the founder of the Davidian Adventist group, a sect of the Seventh-Day 

Adventist church founded in the aftermath of William Miller‟s Great Disappointment by 

Ellen G. White, died.
35

  At his death, his wife, Florence, predicted “The Year of the 

Kingdom,” to be 1959, a practice of millennial prediction that had become standard since 

William Miller‟s.  This millennial date was to be prefaced by a war in the Middle East 

and the cleansing of the Seventh-Day Adventist church of false prophets.  The exact day 

would be April 22
nd

.
36

  About a thousand members of the Davidians sold their homes and 

moved to a compound in Waco, Texas, called Mount Carmel.  1959 came and went and 

eventually the thousand dwindled to about fifty.  In 1962, Florence announced that she 

had been mistaken with some of her teachings.  Mount Carmel was reasonably 

abandoned.
37

   

 Politics, or rather political rivalry and strife, helped decompose the group that rose 

out of Florence Houteff‟s failed prophecy.  Benjamin Roden took on the mantle left by 
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Florence and announced that the millennial kingdom would not arrive until all the 

members of the Davidian group adhered to strict Biblical laws and morality.  He 

envisioned himself the successor to King David and members of the church began to see 

his spiritual visions as the “beginning of the rule of God on earth” by the early 1970s.
38

  

Additionally, he rebuked the former followers of Vernon and Florence Houteff to “get off 

the dead rod, and move into a living Branch,”
39

 a statement that first, admonished any 

further deference toward the former and false prophets and, second, a misnomer that 

became the outside world‟s standard for those who worshipped at Mount Carmel.              

  The eventual Branch Davidians watched the leadership mantle pass back and 

forth between Benjamin Roden, his wife Lois and his son George.  Benjamin placed his 

son as heir apparent to the throne of the church, but his wife challenged that ruling by 

experiencing visions of her own which saw the Holy Spirit in female form and God as 

both male and female, echoing in many ways the prophecy of Mother Ann Lee and the 

Shakers.  As could be expected, with the death of Benjamin Roden, the disappointment 

felt by his son George and wife Lois was enough to cause a political stir within the group.  

George was eventually legally forced off the property and Lois took control entirely.
40

   

 When Vernon Howell was forced out of his Grandmother‟s Seventh-Day 

Adventist church in Tyler, Texas, for reproaching the congregation and causing anxiety, 
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he found a new home as a handyman at Mount Carmel.
41

  Furthermore, he found a new 

home in the arms of Lois Roden, then sixty-seven years old and still struggling with her 

estranged son.  Vernon‟s ability as a wordsmith who could barely read or write, 

demonstrated his blessed charisma to the church members at Mount Carmel.  Combined 

with his relationship with Lois Roden and his reputation, he was placed as successor and 

future prophet.  He further created a name for himself by marrying the fourteen year old 

daughter of Perry Jones, a highly respected church member who saw Howell as the 

opposite of the obnoxious George Roden.
42

 

 After a trip to Israel with his pregnant wife, in which he received a divine 

revelation that he was the combined sacred embodiment of the Persian King Cyrus, a 

messiah to the Hebrews for freeing them from bondage in Babylon, and the messiah and 

Hebrew King, David,
43

 he returned to more trouble in Texas.  Battles of both sacred 

ability and high velocity ensued between the disappointed members of the church amid 

the opposing sides of Howell and Roden.  Violence eventually broke out between the two 

factions, the result of which found George Roden imprisoned and Vernon Howell in 

complete control of Mount Carmel.
44

   

 The Branch Davidians under the control of Vernon Howell became an odd 

extremist group of strict doctrine and ritual.  In 1990 Vernon Wayne Howell legally 
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became David Koresh, taking the Hebrew King‟s first name and the Hebrew translation 

of the name Cyrus as his surname.  By that time he had taken at least five more wives 

whose ages varied from fourteen to twenty, and eventually decreed a “New Light” 

doctrine that made all the women of the church his wives, whose obligation it was to 

consecrate these marriages.  At the same time the men of the church, including the 

women‟s legal husbands, were to remain celibate.  Furthermore, as the Lamb of God, 

Koresh was married to the hearts of all the members, who expressed a deep and 

emotional love for him.  Though not the reincarnation of Jesus Christ, he was, to them, a 

new messiah in physical form, and they would trust and love him regardless of what he 

requested.        

 

War of the Words 

  

 The term “cult” is used willingly and with great pleasure by those naïve enough to 

misunderstand its true meaning.
45

  It has become an umbrella term, utilized by 

individuals who prefer derogatory sentiments over simple understanding, much in the 

same way “camel jockey” or “towel head” has been used to describe Iraqis during the 

American wars in the region, or “Tojo“ for the Japanese, and “Kraut“ for the Germans 

during the second World War.  It is easy.  It is simple; and it conveys the message that 

something or someone is different than the person using it, and therefore regarded as an 

unfortunate and misguided poor soul.  It elevates the user and degrades the person it is 

used against.  It is a term that causes more grief than good and, through evidence such as 
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that given above, it does nothing to preserve peace amongst a society of diverse colors 

and creeds.   

 There is no coincidence that the term “cult” can be equally compared to “Tojo,” 

“camel jockey,” or “Kraut” since they are terms used by American forces to describe the 

enemy; a quasi disrespect meant to dehumanize those whom their duty is to kill.  Before, 

during and after the siege on Mount Carmel in 1993 this term was used specifically for 

that purpose.  In fact, research has found that rather than referring to the guidance of 

academic study to relate and understand the relationship the members of the Branch 

Davidians had toward David Koresh, or to better appreciate their mental mindsets, those 

governmental officials in charge at the scene took the guidance of anti-cult organizations 

such as the Cult Awareness Network and Rick Ross, an anti-cult activist, whose 

emotional response to the Davidians only provoked one in return.
46
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 Disappointment runs deep in the emotional responses one receives or dishes out 

during times of distress.  Usually an ignorance toward, or at least a fear of, the unknown 

can cause a drastic disappointment.  For Koresh, and really for the Adventist prophets 

leading up to him, this disappointment manifested itself in the adaptation of new religious 

revelation, which in turn made new religious organizations and ideas.  However, the 

disappointment that occurred with the Branch Davidians, though similar to, is quite 

different from that of the Mormons.  Outside of their adaptive qualities as a New 

Religious Movement, it is the disappointment felt toward them from the outside world 

that sets them apart.  Though the Mormons experienced their own violent persecution, the 

Branch Davidians, partly because of the time and context, witnessed a whole new form of 

persecution; a social adaptation of fear toward the unknown.   

 The fear of a new Jonestown, that a religious group that once intermixed with 

mainstream American Christian-based religion, could descend into such tragedy, drove 

certain outside factions into a hysteria that made no room for rational thought.  In 

addition, the news of the bizarre sexual acts taking place within the walls of the 

compound challenged the sexual mores of mainstream America.  The messages coming 

out of Mount Carmel gave perfect fodder to anti-cult, or even anti-religion activists, who 

indulged in the fragility of the Branch Davidian‟s religious extremism, a fragility that was 

based in their tradition of millennial expectation and which historically made possible the 

conflagration of their church on that day in April.   

 

Big Bang Theory 

 

 April 19
th

 holds particularly deep meaning to survivors of the Mount Carmel 

immolation.  It further holds a strong emotional control over extremist religious and anti-
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government libertarian people in America who view the tragedy as the result of an ever 

growing powerful government.  This emotion has so easily been turned to fear when 

catastrophes such as that in Jonestown,
47

 or in Ruby Ridge, Idaho
48

 where two members 

of the Weaver family were gunned down by law enforcement agents, become world 

news.  Fear is essentially a reformed and extreme sense of disappointment.  It is a result 

of that emotion and an evolved mental process.  It is powerful and sweeping and can 

cause intense violence and misunderstanding, which in turn breeds hatred and disgust 

toward whatever entity causes it. 

  The Branch Davidians were an extraordinary case, but they also shed light on the 

growing fear felt within isolated religious groups that saw the U.S. Government as an 

enemy to their faith.  Earlier groups, like CSA (the Covenant, Sword and Arm of the 

Lord) in Arkansas and Elohim City in Oklahoma, which took up arms to defend 

themselves from a millennial invasion by the Government that granted them the freedoms 

to do so, made this fear a reality.
49

  Though the siege (ironically made on April 19
th

, 

1985) on CSA had ended peacefully, the damage made in Waco seemed inescapable.  As 

a result of this, on the morning of April 19
th

, 1995, 169 people were killed in a massive 
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explosion at the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City.
50

  It was correctly 

referred to, by distraught and emotional reporters that morning, as a terrorist attack, the 

largest of which to ever occur on American soil.  It was also the work of white Christian-

American men, a domestic, not foreign, attack.
51

  April 19
th

 was chosen as a message, a 

result of radical disappointment in the U.S. Government, and in commemoration of the 

lives lost two years earlier outside Waco, Texas.         

 

A New Mind—Scientology 

 Scientology is a religious organization that seems to receive as many converts as 

it does attacks.  It remains an extremely private religion, whose members delight in their 

secrecy and guard it well.  Because of this pride, it seems, more often than not, a 

mysterious religious ideology, and therefore open to wild interpretation and skeptical and 

cynical speculation. This is in equal parts the fault of the founder, the members, and the 

outsider interpreters attempting to peer in.     

 Scientology has attempted to label itself as a religious organization like those of 

other American religions, but has seemed to fail miserably at winning over the whole of 

the American public.  Again, the use of privacy, anger, and attacks from members has left 

sour and bitter tastes in the mouths of Americans who want all the facts up front.  It also 

does not help one‟s situation when the impromptu representative for one‟s religion 

appears as an energetic and psychotic actor who seems to have lost control of his 
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emotional functions and hops around like mad, all the while berating and accusing not 

just his interviewers, but the watching world as well, at how misinformed and uneducated 

they are.   

 However, though much of the leaked information as to what the group really 

stands for and the process in which members progress toward salvation has painted a 

picture of bizarre science fiction, it still exists as a religious group assisting people in 

bettering themselves emotionally.  As a group of individuals adapting themselves in the 

face of disappointment, Scientology is an excellent source of evidence.  From the 

founder, L. Ron Hubbard‟s, own life of adventure, to the cosmology and procession of 

realizations, as members become more and more indebted to the church, disappointment 

and evolution abound.  As a faith that combines an illusory self-help regimen with 

fascinating science fiction, Scientology is rich with the capability of human beings 

evolving their religious needs to match their social wants.  

 

Out of This World 

 

 The Galactic Federation had been deliberating for a course of time, considering 

what to do in order to resolve their current discord.  The federation itself, a body of 76 

planets, was grossly overpopulated, and only getting worse.  The federation looked to 

their leader, President Xenu, for a solution.  His plan was simple.  He removed the over-

inhabited beings to the planet Teegeeack, and placed them around the rims of volcanoes 

where they were immediately bombarded with nuclear explosions.  Having their bodies 

reduced to ash, their spirits, or Thetans, were gathered from the charred remains, frozen 

together, “implanted” with religious and technological images for 36 days, then sent out, 

confused and disoriented.  Billions of these poor, retched refuse roamed the planet 
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aimlessly, boxed together, and unable to regenerate; the unfortunate victims of a mad 

renegade.  Xenu, for enacting this horrific genocide, after a battle with the federation for 

six years, was eventually captured and placed within a mountain, imprisoned for his 

actions.
52

    

 Teegeeack is earth in this cosmology, and while this myth may not describe the 

actual creation of the planet, it does explain the creation of human beings and why they 

foster certain psychological damage even before birth.  The Thetans, frozen and boxed 

into clusters, were unable to form physical bodies themselves and therefore resorted to 

“parasiting” themselves onto the bodies of early human beings.  This simple equation 

explains all the mental and physical ailments that plague humanity.  It explains why 

certain images or sounds or even smells can trigger violence or depression in individuals 

who seem to have no accessible working memory of any of those sensory elements.  
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 The “Xenu Myth,” or rather, the “Space Opera” revealed to Hubbard, connects 

humanity with a distinct and unique distant past.  Analysis of the myth itself reveals a 

simple mythical paradigm, not so different from other religious groups.   

It contains material as found within most myths, an omnipotent being “with obvious 

anthropomorphic features” whose interaction with the natural world “transcend the laws 

of nature”
53

 that later effects the workaday events of modern man.  It further contains the 

elements of religious myth that are easily contradicted or disproved, ironically in this 

case, by modern science.  The use of the Hawaiian volcanoes as the source of Xenu‟s 

destruction of the alien beings that became the Thetans, incorrectly mark the date of 

97,000,000 years.  The oldest volcano on the Big Island of Hawaii, though it is the 

youngest island in the long chain that makes up the fiftieth state, is “at most 1,000,000 

years old.”
54

  Mythical deconstructions such as this align Scientology with the world‟s 

other religions as they have both been under the scrutinizing attack of „common sense‟ 

and „scientific rationality,‟ where logic attempts to undermine magic.         

 L. Ron Hubbard, according to the myth of the myth, was the only person capable 

of understanding, interpreting, or even surviving the revelation of this opera; his 

charismatic separation from the profane aspect of society.  For this, his role in the church 

as a prophet of extraordinary mental acuity has elevated him to an evolutionary level 
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above human.
55

  As the first man to recognize the functions of the human mind, and to 

discover the heavy weight that sense memories carry within that mind, as well as 

humanity‟s complex relationship and control under matter, energy, space and time, he 

easily became a sort of prophet/hero.  Most members of New Religious Movements look 

to their prophets for guidance and see them as heroic figures, mythic in scope, and 

increasingly mysterious.  With the last two movements analyzed, the prophets Joseph 

Smith and David Koresh, were all the more miraculous for their inabilities for reading 

and writing well, making their sacred texts all the more astounding and sacrosanct.  With 

Hubbard, however, his talented ability with the written word financed not only his bank 

account as a young man but also his need for adventure and incredible science fiction, 

two aspects of his life that played integral roles in his leadership and revelations. 

 

Inter-Dimensional Beings!? 

 

 In 2008, Hollywood icons George Lucas and Steven Spielberg released the fourth 

film in the Indiana Jones
56

 series to reasonably mixed reviews.  While the three films that 

prefaced the fourth shared similar plotlines that dealt with the lead character interacting 
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with three types of religious peoples and their metaphysical properties, the fourth 

extended its reach into the stratosphere.  The first three were also set during the 1930s 

and 1940s.  The fourth took place in the middle of the 1950s, in which the American 

popular culture was predominately obsessed with intergalactic science fiction and 

governmental conspiratorial cover-ups, where the truth was shielded from an already 

paranoid, Cold War induced, audience.   

 The use of alien, or rather, “inter-dimensional beings,” as the religious 

metaphysics in the fourth Indiana Jones movie was an attempt to connect the audience of 

2008 to the audience of the 1950s through the use of science fiction and fantasy.  

Socially, the parents and grandparents taking their children to see the movie would 

appreciate the reminiscent look back to their own childhood, while their kids would 

appreciate the fantasy in a more modern sense.  This human connection to societal 

interludes is an example of disappointment, in two ways.  Firstly, it is disappointment in 

the use of social reflection as a basis for human lifestyles.  Secondly, it is disappointment 

in that it can cause a dissonance in which the person may evolve their outer social 

infrastructure to catch up with the inner, that is, their religion catching up with their 

popular culture, or vice versa. 

 The infrastructure in which L. Ron Hubbard published his first treatise on man‟s 

ability to control his mind‟s hidden ailments was awash with two essential elements.  

First, 1950 began with quite a literal bang.  The nuclear weaponry used to win the Pacific 

front of World War II was being tested with excessive vigor as the hot war in Eastern 

Europe began to turn cold.  Scientific development was making the nuclear blasts that 

incinerated Hiroshima and Nagasaki seem quite tame, and with it came an adapted 
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science fiction.  While certain men were designing rockets that could launch nuclear 

pacification from hidden silos in the desert, others were concocting the means to send 

objects, like humans, into space.  The final frontier was feeling the incessant poke of 

American Manifest Destiny, and the American imagination was discovering that beyond 

the sky was the limit to its creativity.   

 The second social element within which Hubbard released Dianetics: The Modern 

Science of Mental Health was a new eastern-inspired religious process of thought that 

would be drastically overshadowed by the beat generation of the 1950s and the counter-

culture in the mid to late 1960s.  This early new thought had actually appeared much 

earlier, just before the turn of the twentieth century at the World‟s Colombian Exposition 

in Chicago, Illinois, in 1893.  Later known as the World‟s Fair, the Colombian Exposition 

was also home to parliaments of different interests, one of which was a parliament of 

religion.  At this event the United States essentially opened its doors to the world‟s 

religions, inviting religious leaders to plead their case to an American audience.  Though 

the stand-out star of the event was the Swami Vivekananda, whose simplified description 

of Hinduism garnered many new adherents and centers of Hindu thought throughout the 

United States, present also was a woman named Annie Besant.  Miss Besant was a 

follower of Madame Helena P. Blavatsky, and was speaking at the parliament on behalf 

of her religious organization, Theosophy.
57
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 Theosophy, though more than a century old, is a modern religion.
58

  Founded in 

the 19
th

 century, it denotes the ability to adapt specific religious doctrine into a 

modernized and mental capacity, filtering it through an imaginative process and leaving 

the dross of religious restraints behind.  It has its foundations in India where Madam 

Blavatsky believed the truth behind all of mankind‟s great mysteries could be found 

through the use of the mind.  More to the point, in fact, Theosophy teaching states that a 

human being “possesses subtle bodies that operate on the subtle levels of existence, but 

these subtle bodies are unified with the gross physical body, and someone possessing 

enlightened wisdom can function consciously in all the bodies simultaneously.”
59

  This 

enlightened wisdom was accessible only through the direct and conscious study of one‟s 

mind.  This “new thought” technique transcended most religious ideologies to a divine 

truth, a truth “which lay behind all the great religions” and which “assimilated in a  
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curious way the discoveries of modern science, and stressed the godlike potentialities of 

men and the universal brotherhood of the human race.”
60

      

 New thought eventually made its way through the same evolutionary process as 

its religious cousins, branching outward into multiple new, new religious thinking.  The 

new thought that eventually found its way to L. Ron Hubbard came in the form of the 

Ordo Templi Orientis in December of 1945.
61

  OTO practiced what it considered to be 

real magic, as opposed to “stage magic,” in which the practitioners could harness the 

power of the natural world.  Though Hubbard did not officially join the group, he did 

admit to participating in certain rituals with his friend Jack Parsons, a devoted member, 

as part of his military intelligence gathering.
62

  Furthermore, though Hubbard had ties to 

certain new thought ideology, his time amid the OTO members was not the initial 

inspiration for Dianetics.  Rather, his time wandering the world while experiencing the 

new thoughts of religious peoples helped form his own disappointment in the religious 

status-quo of Americans.   

 Combining the cosmology of his science fiction and the new religious thought of 

the many acquaintances he had made in his travels, Hubbard composed his theory of 

salvation through a new science of mental health in 1950 to an excited and willing 

audience.  The evolution of new religious thought had combined with the evolution of  
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popular culture, making subculture popular, while preparing the American society at the 

time for the advent of a new religion that could be enjoyed on both levels.      

 

War of the Worlds 

  

 The disappointment that leads individuals into the church of Scientology is 

equally matched by the disappointment imposed on it from the outside.  L. Ron Hubbard 

had discovered a divine truth in his self help mentality of Dianetics and, after watching it 

grow popular throughout the U.S., composed multiple procedural companions as guides 

to the bourgeoning movement.
63

  Soon the self-help book became sacred and the living-

room support groups auditing their way through each other‟s reactive minds, began 

paying for auditing sessions in makeshift storefront churches.  The simplicity of clearing 

one‟s mind began to grow more and more complicated and eventually a long bridge was 

produced with specific levels of clarity even beyond the initial goal of clear.  

Additionally, social groups started to rise, which reacted to one another as if they were 

cliques of differing importance to the group as a whole.  The social milieu began to 

stratify.  Those closest to the truth at the heart of Scientology, as espoused by Hubbard, 

became more sacred.  Educational advancements turned the church into a center of 

religiously higher education as degrees were offered, including a Doctor of Scientology, 

or D.Scn, as early as 1954.
64
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 As the church became a church, the attacks from the outside grew.  The FDA 

stepped in to evaluate the E-Meter, also known as the Hubbard Electropsychometer, the 

device in which auditing sessions were completed by measuring the reaction of the 

individual being audited to specific words, much like a lie detector machine, and found it 

to lack any qualities capable of assisting the health of church members, while at the same 

time stripping it of its sacredness.  Furthermore, the IRS began to re-evaluate the church‟s 

tax exempt status in 1958, thus challenging its existence as a church in general.
65

 

 The reaction of the church members to these attacks was drastic, so they retreated 

further into their faith.  Hubbard grew furious.  Soon the church became an increasingly 

controversial group as rumors of plots and conspiracies toward the U.S. Government 

circulated among the public.
66

  The decades after the quiet and successful introduction of 

Dianetics were marked with a rising and severe disappointment, inside and out of 

Scientology.  Then came Tom Cruise.  When the actor, and strong advocate for the 

church, began his weeklong tirade
67

 during the promotion of Steven Spielberg‟s remake 

of War of the Worlds, in which he was the star, Scientology began to paint a  
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disappointing picture for the watching world.  Hubbard‟s mantra of “always attack, never 

defend”
68

 appeared to have become the church‟s motto. 

 Scientology is an interesting case of a New Religious Movement.  It combines all 

the elements necessary for a disappointed religious man to discover a new revelation.  

Along with that it also demonstrates the evolutionary process made from original 

revelation to world religion.  Scientology contains the adventure of science fiction with a 

strict militaristic austerity, finding use of militaristic-style acronyms.  It demonstrates the 

bombastic characteristics of its founder and prophet and, in many ways, is the 

embodiment of L. Ron Hubbard himself.  It evolved with him, shaped its interests as he 

shaped his, became paranoid when he did, attacked his enemies, and became one with his 

own mental perceptions.  Scientology was, and still is, L. Ron Hubbard.         

 

Conclusion 

 The three religious groups discussed above share many similarities and 

differences.  They each found salvation through the sacred revelation of charismatic 

prophets, but they also utilized that revelation differently.  The Mormons under Joseph 

Smith found lucidity in the clamor of revivalist fervor.  The Branch Davidians under 

David Koresh found Biblical fulfillment in the febrile passion of their new messiah; and 

the Scientologists under L. Ron Hubbard found clarity in his dogmatic therapy.      
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 Each source of salvation was different, but spoke to the same capacity in that they 

were new forms of religious, and therefore sociological, change.  The New Religious 

Movement path out of disappointing religiosity is a strange and unique one; unique that it 

is all the more viable, or even possible, within the freedom of America.  However, the 

retreat into New Religious Movements takes on its own distinct form of Fundamentalism.  

At times, such as with the Branch Davidians, and in much gentler ways, with 

Scientology, that Fundamentalism turns to violence.  Even Mormon history is not free of 

violent reactions to disappointment.  While living out their reasonably peaceful lives in 

Utah during the middle of the nineteenth century, after constant travel and attacks, 

including the violent death of their Prophet, and with the prophetic vision of a heathen 

world forcing itself upon them, a small Mormon militia “unable to distinguish the real 

„enemy‟ and, in response to minor provocation” went about an all out assault on a band 

of “civilian emigrants en route to California,” in which they “slaughtered more than a 

hundred.”
69

  This came to be known as the Mountain Meadows Massacre, and stands as a 

demonstration, much like the events of April 19
th

, 1993, of the result of disappointment 

either outside a New Religious Movement looking in, or from within looking out. 

 Not all Fundamentalism, and certainly not all New Religious Movements, resort 

to violence in order to overcome their disappointment.  Unfortunately the violence that 

occurs with New Religious Movements is most often based on misunderstanding.  The 

use of the word “cult,” as referred to above in the discussion of the Branch Davidians, 
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makes merely to separate the perceived normal from the abnormal and, like the drastic 

millennialism used by its leaders and adhered to by its followers, eliminates any 

possibility of respectful discussion.  The designation of these types of groups and the 

people that make up their corps of believers, as “cults” or “cultish” dismiss them from the 

American church, or more dangerously, from American society, and in so doing, tear 

them from the same freedoms and liberties as granted to all American citizens regardless 

of religious affiliation.  It is true that certain New Religious Movements experiment with 

strange and unknown paths toward salvation and indulge in certain sexual hungers 

beyond the ethical boundaries of the American legal system, yet they do so merely on an 

extremist level.  Not all Mormon men have multiple wives, and not all Scientologists are 

Tom Cruise.  The respectful necessity of those looking in with disappointed eyes at these 

groups need to remember always to imagine the view looking back; that to every reverse 

side, there is a reverse side.  Only by doing so will there be deferential treatment on all 

sides, and on equal levels.  To do otherwise would be only to limit one‟s capacity of 

understanding by creating relationships of anger and confusion where “theology really is 

life and death.”
70
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

Conclusion—American Civil Religion 

 

 

 The rolling hills of Arlington National Cemetery mirror the precision and 

meticulous uniformity the American military has come to be known for.  The austerity of 

each row of articulate headstones gives the sacred space a simplistic aura of respect.  The 

honor bestowed upon those who fulfilled the last full measure of devotion for their 

country is demonstrated by a soft reverence.   

 The soberness of the grounds is equally found in the exact details of each 

headstone.  Following the First World War a “general type” was established in order to 

maintain the consistency of each national cemetery, based on that of Arlington.  Each 

headstone was to be “slightly rounded at the top”
1
 and constructed of “American white 

marble, 42 inches long, 13 inches wide and four inches thick.”
2
  Furthermore, “the 

inscription on the front face would include the name of the soldier, his rank, regiment, 

division, date of death and from which he came.”
3
  Eventually, as American history 

progressed, specific changes were allowed, such as the adding of the date of birth as well 

as the permission to label World War I and World War II after 1944.  Additionally, after 
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each foreign military incursion, the name of the country in which the soldier was killed in 

battle could be added, which included, Korea, Vietnam, Lebanon, Grenada Panama, the 

Persian Gulf and Somalia, leading up to 1997.  Eventually the name of each major war 

was added to any headstone of any active duty military personnel, whether or not they 

were physically present in those theaters.  For instance, a retired World War II veteran 

interred in 2008 could have listed on their headstone, World War II, Korea and Vietnam.  

 In 1941, the initial permission of a religious emblem was allowed on national 

headstones, but limited to a Latin Cross for Christianity and the Star of David for Jewish 

soldiers.  In 1951, a Buddhist emblem, the Wheel of Righteousness, was permitted.  

Since then, as wars and service progressed toward the twenty-first century, more religious 

emblems were accepted.  Mostly variations on Christian themes, 39 emblems have been 

created, more recently Atheist and Wiccan.     

  

Enlightened by a Benign Religion 

 If there is a quintessential element that speaks to the vast array of cultural color in 

America, it would be the religious emblems found within Arlington National cemetery.  

The soldiers who gave their lives to protect and defend the United States, at home and 

abroad, did so as a united body, regardless of religious affiliation or dogma or creed.  

They served their country with distinction and were bestowed the honor to be interred 

alongside their brothers and sisters, once more, and for the last time, as a corps of 

individuals, unique, but fused together by their devotion and servitude as members of the 

American Church.  
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 This American Church is one of the largest congregations in the world, 

encompassing over 300 million
4
 members who, like the soldiers in Arlington, though 

different in culture and history, make up a cohesive body of the faithful.  Arlington itself 

acts as a sacred temple to this American Church, just as most of the buildings, structures, 

monuments and memorials in Washington, D.C. act as artistic elements of religious 

importance.  The sacred doctrines of the Church are housed there in vaulted rooms for 

citizens to witness as physical proof of the existence of their national faith; a connection 

with their religious history and a way to touch the mythical creators of that religion.  

These mythical characters serve a small, though nonetheless important, role in the 

American religion.  History becomes myth, wherein the historical events of the 

revolutionary era to the Civil War become the Old Testament to the new in the history of 

the twentieth century.  These combined myths and doctrine make for detailed rituals, 

especially those rituals based on important days of the religious calendar, such as 

Thanksgiving, Memorial Day and the Fourth of July.  Furthermore, the American ritual 

of celebrating nature as a secondary sacred space becomes an equally important part of 

the American religion with the veneration of, and pilgrimage to, national parks.  

Emotionally, these pilgrimages, and really, the everyday practice of the American 

religious experience, connect the individuals of the Church to the body as a whole.   

This binding of individuals to the Church becomes a social dimension
5
 where being 
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American is a special calling.  Finally, the immensely important ethical and moral 

elements found in the United States Constitution, its Bill of Rights, the later amendments 

made to it, and the many federal and state laws put into action, create a religiously guided 

American ethos in which the citizens are devoted to a natural law of right and wrong.        

 Thomas Jefferson is posthumously given the credit for acknowledging the 

freedom of natural law in America for his role as the great American philosopher.  His 

strict adherence to a natural religion and the necessity for a disestablishment of religious 

beliefs reaches far back to the original blueprints of the American experiment.  Years 

after signing his name upon the nation‟s independence from England, and before he 

served as the President of the United States, Jefferson composed an “imperfect” source of 

answers to foreign questions on the state of the Union, or more accurately, on the state of 

Virginia.  Aside from leaving a written account of his damning racist views of slaves 

being of lesser quality and mental acuity than their white owners,
6
 he also left a short 

description on the role of religion in the United States.  In this entreaty he expressed his 

views on the quality and significance of religious disunity in a free state as, in his mind, 

“difference of opinion is advantageous to religion.”
7
  Delving into not only British 

historical evidence, but also that found in the religious history of early America and the 

persecution heaped upon early religious peoples yearning to be free, namely the Quakers, 

Jefferson discovered harmonious balance between allowing religious dissension and 

permitting natural law to distinguish logic from folly.  In order to do so, the only option 
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would be to permit the free exercise thereof, to allow “reason and persuasion” to guide 

individuals.  To facilitate this, “free enquiry must be indulged” in order to avoid the 

dictatorial process in which “we wish others to indulge it while we refuse it ourselves.”
8
 

 The religious freedoms warranted by Jefferson, as well as those prescribed by 

James Madison and his contributory American religious Bill of Rights, laid down the 

compulsory backbone of the American Church, which consists of a religion that causes 

no harm, demands no disassociation of personally established faith, and is accessible to 

all who fall under the purview of the national trust.  It derives from a benevolent mindset, 

an enlightenment mentality where the truth of God is found in the natural order of life, 

and where the faith of the people becomes a truly benign religion.  In the sacred sermon 

given by President Jefferson on 4 March 1801, this religious integrity was advised to be: 

professed, indeed, and practiced in various forms, yet all of them inculcating 

honesty, truth, temperance, gratitude, and the love of man; acknowledging and 

adoring an overruling Providence, which by all its dispensations proves that it 

delights in the happiness of man here and his greater happiness hereafter—with 

all these blessings, what more is necessary to make us a happy and prosperous 

people?
9
  

 

 The providence Jefferson referred to is part of the national mythology of 

America‟s divine involvement in world history, where every event is shaped by a 

concerned and omnipotent being; though it was not necessarily a distinction as felt by 

Jefferson himself.  This providentiality also speaks to the classical American myths and  
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to what they have become, which, as part of the American social construct, have evolved 

along with the more personal of America‟s religions into the modern American Church.             

  

When in Rome…Do as the Israelites Do 

 The term American Civil Religion came into being through the creative 

imagination of Robert Bellah in the late 1960s.  In the wake of the assassination of 

President Kennedy, the deeper incursions in Vietnam and Cambodia by American troops, 

and the chaos and violent ruckus created by the Civil Rights Movement and the 

counterculture, Bellah witnessed a rise of national pride in the institutions and 

convictions of patriotism and civil responsibility.  Calling this separate and outside, yet 

still integral, American religious body a civil religion, Bellah gave a name, and a catchy 

one at that, to the resolute ideology of secular civility endorsing religious devotion.  

History, or more to the point, American historicity, had shown to that point times in 

which the civil religion grew and shrank when necessary and carried within it two myths 

directed at the divine and providential creation of the United States.   

 The first of these myths connects the American Civil Religion to its republican 

roots, that is, to its roots as a new Troy, a Utopian society as that founded by the 

displaced and divinely guided Trojan, Aeneas, who crossed a great body of water and 

fulfilled his sacred honor by locating that which would become Rome.  Though not 

identical in political ideology, the mythical elements of Rome and the United States bind 

the two great dynasties in history.  This mythology is seen in the sacred structures around 

Washington, D.C., the white marble colonnades that flank the American temples of the 

White House, the Capital Building, the Lincoln Memorial, and the Supreme Court, to 

name a few.  Furthermore, the Roman gods and goddesses who caress the artwork that 
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portray America‟s great mythical characters, such as that within the dome of the Capital 

Building and the statue of Colombia that guards the steps of the Supreme Court, 

transcend these interconnections.  The American founders, during and after their lives, 

became great heroes, whose chronicles of combat are like those legendary tales of 

Achilles and Hector, or Odysseus and Polyphemus, myths told for the purpose of 

conveying a certain message about character, morality and bravery in the face of 

incontrovertible odds.  

 While that first myth made for the heroic reputations of America‟s warrior kings, 

the second detailed a more divine structure, with ties to the somewhat established Judeo-

Christianity that purveyed the new nation, especially as it was bookmarked between two 

great awakenings.  The idea of an American Israel has roots that stretch from John 

Winthrop on the Arabella, to the farewell address of America‟s Moses, George 

Washington, to the martyred President Lincoln.  The details show an almost worthy sum 

of evidence to prove the validity of the idea, but fall short in that the means justify the 

ends.  This still could not stop the justification and utilization of the Israel theme in 

America‟s actions.  Bellah quotes Jefferson‟s second inaugural where the debatably 

Christian philosopher prayed, “I shall need, too, the favor of that being in whose hands 

we are, who led our father, as Israel of old, from their native land and planted them in a 

country flowing with all the necessaries and comforts of life.”
10

  Sadly, the providential 

idea of God‟s chosen nation has inflated the ego of certain Americans to justify such 

atrocities as Manifest Destiny.   
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 Regardless of what these myths have done in American history, they are both an 

essential part of the American Civil Religion.  This American Church has been the 

sanctuary of the American ideal of freedom and prosperity, as well as the asylum for the 

American creed of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”
11

  All of these elements 

rely on the importance of the established social morality and law set up by those 

legendary characters during the formulation of the nation, whose responsibility it was to 

shape this civility in regards to the freedoms they themselves were granting it.        

 The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, as drafted by James Madison, was 

designed for two reasons.  The first was to protect religion from politics, so that the 

religious dealings of the new country‟s political leaders would not infiltrate and infect the 

religious dealings of the citizens, much in the way the citizens of England were affected 

by the rise and fall and rise again of certain religious precepts during the reigns of Henry 

VIII, Mary I, Elizabeth I, and Edward VI.  The second purpose was to protect American 

citizens from governmental religious control, again, as experienced by the British.  In 

granting the “free exercise thereof” of religious choice and in establishing that “congress 

shall not respect the establishment of religion,”
12

 Americans were granted a liberty of 

consciousness to decide for themselves the faiths they wished to follow.  Of course, as it 

has been with the First and Second Amendments, a Pandora‟s Box of religious and 

political freedoms creaked open over the years, and truly imaginative freedom-loving  
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Americans discovered bizarre, though nonetheless sacred, new religious revelations and 

justifications for arming themselves as militaristic soldiers for God.   

 With absolute freedom comes at times absolute creativity and imagination, 

beyond the realm of the conservative or mundane.  This creativity is a more extraordinary 

liberalized attempt at an all-out neo-political or neo-religious livelihood; a far more 

dangerous and threatening facet of American life, as it is an affront to the more 

conservative and mundane, and challenges the status quo of American religion and 

politics as usual.  Within this study the three processes of social and religious 

disappointment-based evolution have focused on perceived threatening elements that 

could only have appeared as successfully as they have, because they appeared within the 

American construct of liberty and consciousness.  All three have emerged, at times, as 

one of these types of threats, merely because they stand outside the approved acquiescent 

social and religious paradigms of the ordinary and everyday.  It becomes a logical 

question, when considering the sometimes puritanical history of American religion, as to 

how Atheism, Fundamentalism and New Religious Movements are able to exist, or 

thrive, within a national trust; let alone keep those elements from infecting that trust by 

causing tensions.   

 All three have faced the reaction of an established and jealous state, some 

concluding in horrific violence and unjustified death, all in the name of protecting the 

nation and in protecting those who dissented into one of these three processes.  However, 

it is because they found shelter beneath the American umbrella of civil religion that they 

have been able to take part in the great experiment; for within that civil religion there is a 

two-part system that has made even the most dangerous of threats part of the American 
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Church, connecting citizens of their own and independent culture and faith to the 

congregation as a whole. 

 

Two Hyphenations 

 The American public is not multi-denominational, it is not non-denominational, 

nor is it not-denominational, it is the public, and as such it transcends any sense of 

denominationalism, especially so in the case of the modern American Civil Religion.  

The beautiful reality lost on many modern Americans, especially many truly devout 

Fundamentalist-Americans, is that the United States, from the very beginning, has been, 

and still remains, an immigrant nation.  The golden door of America has opened and 

closed at different times, but the message was always clear.  The lamp of freedom that 

shown bright across the sea, invoked the huddled masses, the retched refuse, the 

homeless and tempest-tost, to sail to this virgin land and breathe free.
13

  They came and 

they settled, and they kept their culture, at least as much of it as they could, and they 

became American.  The borders of the United States acted, and still act, as a social and 

religious filter, providing for neo-reformations, removing the foreign shackles of 

religious rule and permitting religious freedoms that have made for the evolution of old-

world religion into new-world religion. 

 The religious disestablishment of the United States gave permission for, and in 

many ways the birth of, American Civil Religion, one for the lack of the other.  Because 

of this permission, the reality of America was always “the melting pot” that the 
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playwright Israel Zangwill wrote of in his play of the same name in 1909.  The America 

that he viewed was one of a coalition of opposing peoples, different in color, creed, 

religion and background, but all under the sacred canopy of American religion.   

Of these people he had to say, “[Here] all the races of Europe are melting and re-

forming…. God is making the American.”
14

   

 In melting pot America the civil religion is not Christian, just as it is not Hindu or 

Buddhist, Muslim or Atheist.  The Civil Religion is a religion of civility, a brotherhood of 

different people standing as one, united by a common interest, and working toward the 

universal goal of prosperity.  To this, all Americans are divided, as individuals, into two 

hyphenations.  Every American is, in fact, two Americans.  It is because of these two 

hyphenations that the religions and cultures of the world have been able to come together 

in America and exist within a civil religious society; and why that religious society is not 

as such devoted to one particular faith, but rather just in thanks to one in specific.  Before 

delving into a definition of the two hyphenation system, it is important to give credit and 

respect to the one religion that, in the beginning, made this beyond-denomination civil 

religion possible.   

 In the beginning it was Christianity, under the auspices of divine providence, that 

the shores of America were declared for as a New World.  However, as society evolved, 

so too did the religion.  By the time the founders of the American government began 

drafting inspired manifestos of independence and constituting their great experiment into 

life, the Christianity of their ancestors had softened to an all-encompassing Unitarian 
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Deism.  Though not all the founders agreed to this step forward from their more 

organized and established faiths toward more liberalized religion, the nation itself was 

founded under the idea of  heavenly ordination, through the patronage of natural law.  

Nonetheless, there is no distinction between the laws of nature and nature‟s God and the 

morality of the Christian faith.  Each of the hyphenated Americans that make up the 

American Civil Religion thrive as free citizens in thanks to the morality of those 

Christian men.  Though America is not a Christian nation and there is no requirement of 

American citizens to be Christian, to disregard the essential importance of Christianity in 

the creation, support and successes, albeit not always ethically procured, of America 

would be to strip the foundation out from underneath a great structure and expect it to 

remain standing.  Fortunately for these hyphenated Americans, the founders of America 

came into divine power between two great awakenings, when religious practice was open 

to interpretation.  They built up the nation with the forethought that all Americans would 

one day come from the same backgrounds as they did, and wished to defeat tyranny and 

institute a form of government that could secure the unalienable rights as endowed by 

their creator, and in so doing, produced a foundation of religious civility for all 

hyphenated citizens.          

 Of these two hyphenations, the first makes up the culture of the immigrant or 

already established American, while the second is accepted by all Americans as part of 

their becoming a member of the American Church.  While the first distinguishes the 

independence of the individual, the second binds these individuals to one another.  As the 

first hyphenation is the culture of the individual it is more or less the African-American, 

Native-American, European-American, Chilean-American, etc of the individual‟s 
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genealogical history.  Yet also, as culture, this first hyphenation includes the religious 

beliefs and practices of the individual; as such, making up the Protestant-American, 

Catholic-American, Jewish-American, Buddhist-American, Atheist-American, Muslim-

American, etc of the individual.  The first hyphenation, though consisting of two parts, is 

unique to that of the second.  The second hyphenation is a transcending American-

American.  This hyphenation makes possible the inclusion of the cultural or religious-

American into the American church, where all members are American-American.  This 

has been seen, in recent history, in the weeks following September 11
th

, 2001, or during 

the Olympics, when all Americans become members of team USA.  The second 

hyphenation creates a family—a congregation—and turns an immigrant nation into a 

citizen nation.          

 As for the dimensions of this American religion, as discussed above, the ethical 

and moral principles as set forth by the sacred documents of the U.S. Government, which 

are indebted to the Judeo-Christianity that lies at the heart of their creation, produce the 

ethical morality of the American-American as the ethics of his first hyphenation are fused 

to the ethics of his second.  To America, immigrants bring with them their own 

religiously guided morality, which stems from the ritual, doctrine and myths of their 

homelands.  For instance, a devout Muslim-American follower of Sharia Law, while 

maintaining certain aspects of his cultural mores, also accepts the American Church‟s 

ethics as the guiding force to his morality.  Instead of just Sharia Law, he takes on 

American law as well, while still devoting himself to his faith.  It is important also to note 

that he does not Christianize himself in this hyphenation.  He is merely adapting his 

culture (first hyphenation) to the American church (second hyphenation).  While the 
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second hyphenation is indebted to the Judeo-Christianity of the authors of America‟s 

sacred texts, the morality it derives from them is a natural morality; or rather, the laws of 

nature that inspired the Deism of Jefferson and his colleagues.  It is equally important to 

note that it is also in this process that the Great American Reformation is made possible.       

 Furthermore, because American citizens have within their separate identities these 

two hyphenations, they are able to evolve their first hyphenation in order to fill the voids 

left by great disappointment; and because they have the second hyphenation, which rather 

than evolving, adds to its doctrine, myths and rituals, they are able to remain American, 

and are therefore still a part of the nation as a whole.  In the past this has not always been 

the case, and has bared witness to the collapse of religious cultures because they existed 

as a single hyphenation system, in which the religion of the separate individual, and the 

civil religion, were both the religion of the state.  This occurred in Rome, England and at 

the beginning of America‟s history when violence, anger, misunderstanding, and the need 

to evolve, created battles of religious argumentation.  It has also occurred in recent 

American history when the two hyphenations became one in the minds of specific 

individuals who viewed their first hyphenation as greater to that of the second.  In this 

way, their personal American Church was separate from the national one and incapable 

of being pulled apart, creating in essence a devout and strict nationalism that saw no use 

for differing beliefs.  To counter this, one hyphenation cannot over-power the other as 

that will create a disharmonic imbalance.  These two hyphenations act as a checks-and-

balance paradigm in which one will check the other in order to establish a balance 

between an individual‟s culture and American law.  Sadly, without the two hyphenation 

system, in which the culture and religion of the individual works alongside the American 
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civil religion, chaos, violence, and the threat of the other, become the forerunners of a 

nation cursed to fail.           

 

The Three Processes in the American Church 

 The Great American Disappointment is only possible within the American 

Church.  The three processes of Atheism, Fundamentalism and New Religious 

Movements, by means of social and religious evolution, resulted from the idea, and 

establishment, of Civil Religion, a separate church that honors the membership of even 

the most externally minded individuals.  Furthermore, it is only possible in the American 

Church and under the paradigm of the two hyphenation system that the three processes 

are able to reinstate themselves into the more mainstream of America‟s cultural forms.  

The Atheist finds himself a member alongside the Fundamentalist, while the member of 

the New Religious Movement, though the recipient of new revelation, still finds himself a 

member of the congregation of the long-standing American Church.  The disappointment 

felt by these three types of evolving Americans, and the subsequent evolution into their 

new, or old, religions is made available upon that foundation as created by the American 

founders.  It is then justifiably argued that the threats they have posed are not as bad as 

they have seemed.  Just as religion as a whole has the ability to bind people together, so 

does civil religion have the ability to bind together people of different religious or non-

religious beliefs.  In this American church, in civil religion, the three processes of 

Atheism, Fundamentalism and members of New Religious Movements become 

hyphenated members of a religious civility, and the threat of their existence fades away.      
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Atheism 

  

 In the previous chapter on Atheism, Ninian Smart‟s seven dimensions were used 

to define Atheism as a new and separate religion to the more orthodox American 

Unitarianism as prescribed by Thomas Jefferson and his colleagues; but they were also 

used to point out a simple problem in which any and all American social bonds could be 

religiously structured.  This conclusion threatens both the American-Atheist as well as 

the mainstream religious American in disrespecting the Atheist‟s belief system of 

believing in nothing and disrespecting religion by making anything religious.  

Furthermore, the Atheist‟s existence as an American citizen has come under question 

because he does not believe in the religious ideologies used to fertilize the United States 

at the beginning, or the religious ideas that form the myths used to make sense of the 

United States‟ mere existence and successes.  Beyond even that, the Atheist separates 

himself from the moral and ethical teachings that permeate the religious bodies of the 

world‟s faiths, thus separating his identity from that of his fellow citizens.   

 For example, in May of 1958, John Courtney Murray, the staunch optimist for the 

advancement of Catholic doctrine from European and old fashioned to modern American, 

addressed a startled audience at the World Affairs Center in New York.  The audience 

was startled because he had begun his speech accusing them of being members of a 

conspiracy.  To their immediate reconciliation he then went on to explain to them the 

etymology of the term and how they, as religious people, were simply „breathing‟ 

together in what he saw as one of the four American religious groups.  Reticulating the 

religious structure as made famous by Will Herberg, Murray had added a fourth element 

to the established Protestant, Catholic and Jewish fundamentals.  This fourth religion 
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Father Murray labeled as “secularism, humanism, or secular humanism.”
15

  He further 

saw this as the most dangerous of the four, especially in its role of disconnecting the 

American from his or her established American faiths.  To Murray, without their religion, 

that is, without their Protestant, Catholic or Jewish Judeo/Christianity, they were lost 

outside of their own American identities.  Accordingly, he lamented that “the American 

people no longer knew what America was or who they were” and more to the point, their 

losing this identity made for an “insanity,” making “the complete loss of identity…hell 

itself.”
16

    

 By separating themselves from the Judeo/Christian identity of the American, 

Father Murray wondered who these people were in American society, and furthermore 

where it was they received their guidance.  Where, the question then becomes, does an 

Atheist derive his morality?  Science?  Reason?  Even Robert Bellah attempts this 

question when he asks “could we have an agnostic president?”
17

  Bellah uses the more 

friendly term “agnostic” which, in all fairness, is a watered down religiosity, in which the 

agnostic is merely unsure of how he believes in God, not that he does not.  Bellah 

furthermore points out the tragic result of having a commander-in-chief who does not 

share the religious commitment of the ordinary civil religious citizen in that “if the whole 

God symbolism requires reformulation, there will be obvious consequences for the civil 

religion, consequences perhaps of liberal alienation and of fundamentalist ossification 
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that have not so far been prominent in this realm.”
18

  This threat has become more and 

more prevalent in the transition from President George W. Bush to President Barack H. 

Obama, as American citizens have bounced back and forth between the liberalized and 

secular agendas of the Democratic majority in Washington D.C. and the fundamentalist 

Tea Party Movements within the “real” America of the South and Midwest.            

 However, though poignant theories on the state of Atheism in America, both 

Father Murray and Robert Bellah are incorrect.  The threat is not that dangerous, nor 

really a threat at all; specifically because it is a part of religion in America.  The two 

hyphenation system sees to that.  An Atheist-American is still an American-American.  

He celebrates Christmas along with his Christian brothers, but he celebrates the 

American-American Christmas, not the Christian-American one.  He takes part in the 

national ceremonies of remembrance and thanks on Memorial Day and is emotionally 

proud on the Fourth of July for what the day means historically for his right to life and 

liberty, and not because God ordained them.  He is a member, sometimes devout, 

sometimes aloof, of the American Church.  He can walk the hills of Arlington.  He can be 

interred there.         

 Atheism is a religion, especially, and almost exclusively so, in America.  The sad 

lament of the Atheist is that, though he denies the existence of any God and does not 

consign to any specific faith or practice, he is a member of a non-church and thus a 

member of what he denies by default.  Atheists meet with fellow Atheists and discuss 

their various hatred of religion, tolerance of it, or even love of it.  They come together in 
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groups and hold forums on faith.  They have doctrines and rituals, their own set of ethics 

and experiences outside of any religious frame, yet are still indebted to them.  They are 

artistic and maintain the importance of myths as metaphor and are part of a social 

construct with everyone around them.  Just as the idea that anything could be considered 

„religious‟ can diminish religion‟s sacrality, it also binds them back and re-includes them 

into society, making them not only whole again, but the nation as well. 

 

Fundamentalism 

 

 In the previous chapter on Fundamentalism, the examples of the trial of John 

Scopes in 1925, the sexual revolution of the mid to late 1960s, and the rise of a new 

neoconservatism were used to point out how social and cultural disappointment can lead 

to evolved religious ideology, in these cases a sort of de-evolution back to more 

fundamentalist religion.  More to the point, the Fundamentalism that came out against the 

teaching of evolution to schoolchildren in Tennessee, a threat to the Christianized form of 

Civil Religion, merely appeared, retreated and re-appeared when necessary during the 

1960s; only to remain a part of American society and grow exponentially toward the 

ascent of President Obama to the White House, a threat this time to an evolved 

neoconservative aspect of the American Civil Religion.  

 Religious Fundamentalism can appear in all faiths.  The three examples used 

herein were based on Christian Fundamentalism, and represented a disappointed body of 

believers who separated themselves from the mainstream in order to purify their faiths 

from that which they saw as poisoned by the very idea presented here in a hyphenated 

American Church.  In fact, the Fundamentalism herein represents also a culture war in 

which the true American values of God and country are at odds against the ever 
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liberalizing, “cosmopolitan” and “alien”
19

 elements of new religion, foreign religion and 

non-religion.   

 The evolution of the American Civil Religion, from the strong Christian-based 

ideals of the Puritans to the more deistic approach leading up to the drafting of the U.S. 

Constitution, and so on from there, has ridden the wave of social wants and needs of 

American Citizens and found, in the priestly role of the President, as he is elected to 

represent the will of the people, the role it needed to play out.  At times, the Civil 

Religion played out under a fundamentalist guise, such as during the Cold War or the 

War in Iraq, while at times it was more social-gospel based, such as within President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt‟s  New Deal or President Lyndon B. Johnson‟s Great Society.   

It would seem that, with the fundamentalist in mind, civil religion has adapted to the will 

of the people in that “in trying to meet the need for unity in a country with a steadily 

decreasing amount of religious and cultural cohesion, the base of civil religion was 

further expanded.”
20

   

   This evolution of the civil religion is processed within the first hyphenation of 

the American Church member.  In the culture or religious beliefs of the individual is 

found the wish for different, or rather, evolved religious civil religion.  It is furthermore 

the first hyphenation that elects presidents of different backgrounds, such as the call for 

Ronald Reagan as a far better evangelical president than Jimmy Carter during the Cold 

War, or for the liberal call for Barack Obama in a society tiring of the new 

                                                             
 

19
 Robert Wright, The Evolution of God (New York: Little Brown and Co., 2009), 146. 

20
 Richard V. Pierard and Robert D. Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Academic Books, 1988), 63. 



174 

 

neoconservativism of the evangelical president George W. Bush.  While this first 

hyphenation evolves and adapts to the threats toward American society, within and 

without, the second hyphenation stands strong, as it has done from the beginning.  Rather 

than evolving, it more or less adds to its religious doctrine in order to serve the needs of a 

diverse congregation.  In the beginning it held the Constitution and Declaration of 

Independence, while over time it enveloped new doctrine such as the Gettysburg Address 

and certain speeches of presidents and national leaders, like that of John F. Kennedy‟s 

Inaugural where he asked his country not what it could do for them, but what they could 

do for it,
21

 or Martin Luther King Jr.s‟ “Dream”
22

 speech from the steps of the Lincoln 

Memorial in August of 1963.   

 The two hyphenation system has existed in America as long as religion has.  

Individuals are separated from one another in personal thought and tenets, but find 

cohesion in shared religious dogma.  The vast difference between religious people, and 

more importantly within the American Civil Religion, has been, in fact, merely the 

evolution of the socially driven first hyphenation.  This religious dogma has only dictated 

the evolved civil religion on a level of the individual, from American to American, but 

has not affected the American-American mentality of the nation at large, a mentality 

which has transcended this evolution, making the existence of Fundamentalist religious  
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approaches a part of American history alongside the liberalized intentions of anti-

fundamentalists.      

 

New Religious Movements 

 

 In the previous chapter on New Religious Movements, three groups, two of which 

still exist, were used to describe the result of religious and social disappointment and the 

evolutionary process of new religion being revealed to new Prophets; as well as the result 

of disappointment as felt by mainstream Americans to the rise of these groups.  These 

three religions revealed themselves in three very distinct forms, even though the first two 

were derived from the same Christian millennialism, while the third appeared, quite 

literally, from outer space.  More accurately, the first revealed itself as a new form of 

American history in a way that connected itself to the American Israel theme in a way the 

myth of God‟s chosen nation never could.  When the angel Moroni appeared to Joseph 

Smith Jr. and answered his prayer as to what Christian denomination was the correct one 

according to God by saying none were, a new, and uniquely American Christianity 

appeared.  Later to become the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, or rather, 

Mormonism, which itself experienced the same denominational splits after Smith‟s 

murder that mainline Christianity dealt with for two millennia, this church eventually 

evolved from a New Religious Movement to a worldwide religion.  

 The Mormons in America have had a successful religious career and rest nicely 

on the conservative side of American politics, befriending the same Christian 

denominations that refer to them as “cult” members.  They have thrived on the outskirts 

and within the everyday suburbs and cities of America, and importantly demonstrate the 

ability of a New Religious Movement to survive even after the sudden death of its 
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Prophet.  They have come under fire, literally at times, from opponents, and have even 

fired back.  Mormons are both moderate and extreme.  Some members take on multiple 

wives regardless of the American laws that do not permit them.  Most do not.  They have 

retreated into gated communes and separated themselves into 19
th

 century cultural 

mindsets, much like the Amish, only with cable television and pickup trucks.  They also 

contribute to their communities, believe in strong family values, take part in American 

rituals, excel in youth organizations such as the Boy Scouts of America, and long for the 

same happiness as all Americans. 

 Unlike the successes of the Mormons, the Branch Davidians, under the guidance 

of their new messiah, David Koresh, suffered a horrific and fiery end when their 

community was set upon by military tanks and artillery from a misguided and 

misinformed FBI and ATF on April 19
th

, 1993.  Sadly, the devout followers of Koresh 

hold the distinction of how not to respond to a New Religious Movement, regardless of 

the truth behind the revelation coming out of it.  It is true that David Koresh took many 

wives, most of whom were under the age of eighteen.  It is also true that at one point he 

decreed himself to be the husband to all the women of his congregation, whose divine 

duty it was to consecrate these marriages in order to build a holy order of sacred children.  

However, these horrible sexual depravities did not warrant a death sentence on all 74 

members, including 23 children and two pregnant women, who died together within the 

crumbling and burning community.
23

  It seems that the assault on the Branch Davidians 

appears more like a battle against opposing religion by a frightened national defense, than 
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an accidental blundering of a siege upon American citizens who had broken the law.
24

  It 

is additionally sad that this conflagration occurred in order to avoid another Jonestown, 

wherein the members committed ritual suicide in order to protest the travesties of racial 

America. 

  The result of the tragedy at Mount Carmel outside Waco, Texas, is a remarkable 

case for three reasons.  First, because it was an illuminating look at how far 

disappointment can take people; the second and third, because of ironic Judeo/Christian 

connections.  First, there are the suicides of the Jewish resistance fighters to the invading 

Romans on the mountaintop refuge of Masada in 72 CE.  Though their deaths were by 

the sword, and the deaths of the Branch Davidians were not suicide, a fire soon after 

consumed the city, much like the fire that consumed Mount Carmel.
25

  Secondly, there is 

the biblical story of the Prophet Elijah who stood by in judgment as the prophets of Ba‟al 

fell to their knees after heavenly fire consumed the sacrifices they had set out for a false 

deity, and their subsequent deaths for turning away from God, appropriately, atop the 

Biblical Mount Carmel.
26

    

 Still yet to prove itself a New Religious Movement capable of surviving after the 

death of its Prophet, Scientology stands as a group of dissatisfied individuals seeking out 

the unknown through self awareness.  Taking what may be the most disgruntled 

responses from mainstream Americans, in thanks to the bizarre behavior and insulting 
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lectures given by Tom Cruise on national media, and to the group‟s strict secrecy, cost of 

membership, and silence when asked about its true intentions and doctrines, Scientology 

is a strongly misunderstood religion.  It mixes self help psychology, regular run of the 

mill psychology, including certain aspects of Freudian psychology, and amazing science 

fiction to paint a religious picture that appears, quite purposefully, out of this world.  

 Scientology is young, at least in the world of religions, and younger than the first 

two New Religious Movements presented here.  Though the Branch Davidian limb of 

Seventh-Day Adventism was fairly new before it was severed entirely, Scientology is 

only about sixty years old.  In that time it has evolved into a large organization, branched 

out in creative sub-groups within the religion as a whole, and has developed a religious 

structure of ranks of salvation, dictated by the means of practitioners auditing their 

reactive minds in search of engrams, negative sense memories, in order to clear 

themselves of negative thoughts.  Furthermore, their cosmology has taken on an 

evolutionary process of popular culturally driven UFOlogy, in which the ascent of man 

was dictated by an interstellar agent of genocide who chose earth for its volcanoes.
27

  

This Scientological cosmology shares many of the same traits of similar space-based 

religious movements, such as the sacred power of Volcanoes, as in the cases of the  
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Lemurians
28

 and the Raelians,
29

 who both witness the divine power of Volcanoes as 

homes of the sacred and sites where the sacred is revealed to mankind.  Furthermore, the 

sociological time period in which the Scientology cosmology came into power was 

inculcated with two special elements, the big bang of nuclear testing and the subsequent 

space race between America and everyone else, and the new revival, which would 

become a huge revival a decade later, of new thought, or rather, an evolved sense of 

Hindu, Buddhist and Theosophical practices.   

 Though these three new religious milieus remain outside the purview of 

mainstream American religions—at least those that have stood the test of time and seem, 

strictly because of age, not as radical or absurd—they still exist in the purview of the 

American Church.  The members of New Religious Movements are members of their 

churches, while still members of American society, even if they disconnect from them, 

merely because it is America that permits them to do so.  Jehovah‟s Witnesses, for 

example, adhere to a religious austerity that separates them from the American Church.  

They do not allow themselves to swear allegiances to elements outside of their faith.  

However, much like it is with Atheists who face the reality of living in a nation that gives 

them the freedom, in thanks to Christian founders, to be Atheists, Jehovah‟s Witnesses 

                                                             
 

28
 For information on the Lemurian Fellowship, see Shirley Andrews, Lemuria & Atlantis: 

Studying the Past to Survive the Future (St. Paul, MN: Llewellyn Publications, 2004); Mark R. Williams, 

In Search of Lemuria: The Lost Pacific Continent in Legend, Myth and Imagination (San Mateo, CA: 

Golden Era Books, 2001); and Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, Lemurian Scrolls: Angelic Prophecies 

Revealing Human Origins (Kapaa, HI: Himalayan Academy, 1998). 

29
 For an excellent primary source of the Raelian religion, see Rael, Intelligent Design: Message 

from the Designers (USA: The Raelian Foundation, 2005); and just for fun, “Rael and the Raelian 

Movement,” Playboy Magazine, October 2004. 



180 

 

have the freedom to deny an allegiance to the United States because it gives them the 

right to do so.
30

       

 It is an odd relationship, between strict extremists of new religious persuasions 

and the government that allows them to be that extreme, barring they cause any harm to 

their members, outsiders, themselves or children.  Yet, like Atheists and Fundamentalists, 

they are individuals, while at the same time members of a wide-reaching congregation.  

They are Americans.               

     

The End and the Beginning 

 The morning of October 22
nd

, 1844, brought great disappointment.  William 

Miller awoke to the world still there.  Jesus Christ was still in heaven.  The dead were 

still dead.  Fire had not consumed the earth.  He had failed.  The truly committed faced 

even worse scrutiny.  To outside viewers the Adventists had acted with “insanity” and 

had committed acts of “chicanery.”  Those who had left their jobs and their fields 

unattended, found themselves in the dire rush of catching up.  The end had come, but not 

of God„s creation.
31

   

 The beginning had come as well.  In the wake of William Miller‟s Great 

Disappointment the Seventh-Day Adventist Church, as well as a new American form of 

predictable millennialism, was born.  Ellen G. White took the reins and new revelation 
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was delivered to the followers who switched over.  America was given Graham Crackers 

and Kellogg cereals, as both founders were strict adherents of her austere religious diet.
32

   

Additionally, the American church discovered a new form of religious process.  In 

the Great Disappointment, social, and thus religious evolution, had appeared.  Much in 

the same way natural life evolves in order to survive within a newly introduced 

environment, humans, as social animals, evolved their religious beliefs in order to 

survive.  They took on three processes of religious evolution as a means to survive in a 

socially adapting society in which the shelf life of most socially popular entities is short 

lived.  Religion adapted and changed and became something new, which eventually 

adapted and changed as well.  American society, full of the disappointment William 

Miller felt on that October morning, gave permission to this change.  The Civil Religion, 

as described by American theorists from Robert N. Bellah
33

 to Martin E. Marty,
34

 and  
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Sydney E. Mead
35

 to Will Herberg,
36

 has been an element of necessity, both as it is the 

ideal environment capable of granting  religious evolution, and as it encompasses the two 

hyphenations of culturally inspired religious-Americans and the American-American 

members of the national church.   

 Religious evolution is possible anywhere, but it is uniquely special to America.  

American citizens make old-world religion new, and reformations occur at the drop of a 

hat.  The successes and failures of Atheist-Americans, Fundamentalist-Americans and 

New Religious-Americans are all under the divine influence of a free and loving country 

that not only allows their existence, but supports it within the First Amendment of the 

U.S. Constitution.  Each member of the American Church, that is, each American citizen, 

becomes at once the shepherd of his own internal flock, while at the same time he cannot 

avoid his inclusion in the national pack.  All these individuals, all these groups, at once 

separate and whole, all make up the Great American Disappointment.
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