
" A s the ou t s t and ing a n d w i d e-ra n g i n g essays i n this v o l u m e i l lustrate , A m e r i c a n s 

have often d isagreed about the m e a n i n g a n d app l i c a t i on of the Es tab l i shment 

C l a u s e o f the C o n s t i t u t i o n , a n d have somet imes confused it w i t h an ant i -

re l ig ious o r s ecu la r i z ing p o l i c y o f m a r g i n a l i z i n g o r p r i v a t i z i n g r e l i g ion . T h e 

project o f s ecu r ing the h u m a n r ight to re l ig ious l i b e r t y by d i sen tangl ing 

p o l i t i c a l a n d re l ig ious au thor i ty is o n g o i n g and—as na t iona l and w o r l d events 

r e m i n d us every day—press ing. T h i s b o o k offers b o t h a he lpfu l i n t roduc t ion 

to a n d an ins igh t fu l debate about the h i s to ry a n d future o f this project . ' ' 

The Fi rs t A m e n d m e n t guarantee that "Congress shall make no law respecting 

an establishment o f re l ig ion" rejected the m i l l e n n i u m - o l d Western po l i cy o f 

suppor t ing one form o f Chr i s t i an i ty h i each nation and subjugating all other faiths. T h e 

exact meaning and appl ica t ion o f this A m e r i c a n innovat ion , however, has always proved 

elusive. Ind iv idua l states found it difficult to remove tradit ional laws that control led 

religious doct r ine , liturgy, and c h u r c h life, and that d iscr iminated against uni)()pular 

rel igions. T h e y found it even harder to decide more subtle legal questions that continue 

to d iv ide Amer i cans today: D i d the const i tut ion proh ib i t g o v e r m e n t a l support for 

re l igion altogether, or jus t preferential support for some religions over others? D i d it 

require that government remove Sabbath, blasphemy, and oath-taking laws, or cou ld they 

now be jus t i f ied o n other grounds? D i d it mean the removal o f religious texts, symbols , 

and ceremonies from p u b l i c documents and government lands, or cou ld a democrat ic 

government represent these i n ever more inclusive ways? These twelve essays stake 

out strong and sometimes compe t ing posi t ions on what ^"no establishment of re l ig ion" 

meant to the A m e r i c a n founders and to subsequent generations of Amer icans . and what 

it might mean today. 
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