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James Madison 
On Government-Issued Religious Proclamations 

 
James Madison, the Father of the Constitution, was a staunch advocate of the separation of 
church and state. In 1946, a collection of Madison’s handwritten notes was discovered among 
the papers of William Cabell Rives, a Madison biographer. The informal essays were mostly 
likely written between 1817 and 1832 and offer a glimpse into Madison’s thoughts on various 
issues. Because the writings were personal reflections, Madison uses abbreviations freely, 
referring to himself as “J.M” and using “Xn” for Christian. The excerpt below addresses 
government-issued religious proclamations. 

 

Religious proclamations by the Executive recommending thanksgivings & fasts are shoots from the same root with 
the legislative acts reviewed. 

Altho’ recommendations only, they imply a religious agency, making no part of the trust delegated to political 
rulers. 

The objections to them are  

1. that Govts ought not to interpose in relation to those subject to their authority but in cases where that can do it 
with effect. An advisory Govt is a contradiction in terms.  

2. The members of a Govt as such can in no sense, be regarded as possessing an advisory trust from their 
Constituents in their religious capacities.  They cannot form an ecclesiastical Assembly, Convocation, Council, or 
Synod, and as such issue decrees or injunctions addressed to the faith or the Consciences of the people. In their 
individual capacities, as distinct from their official station, they might unite in recommendations of any sort 
whatever, in the same manner as any other individuals might do. But then their recommendations ought to express 
the true character from which they emanate.   

3. They seem to imply and certainly nourish the erronious idea of a national religion. The idea just as it related to the 
Jewish nation under a theocracy, having been improperly adopted by so many nations which have embraced Xnity, 
is too apt to lurk in the bosoms even of Americans, who in general are aware of the distinction between religious & 
political societies. The idea also of a union of all to form one nation under one Govt in acts of devotion to the God of 
all is an imposing idea. But reason and the principles of the Xn religion require that all the individuals composing a 
nation even of the same precise creed & wished to unite in a universal act of religion at the same time, the union 
ought to be effected thro’ the intervention of their religious not of their political representatives. In a nation 
composed of various sects, some alienated widely from others, and where no agreement could take place thro’ the 
former, the interposition of the latter is double wrong:   

4. The tendency of the practice, to narrow the recommendation to the standard of the predominant sect. The 1st 
proclamation of Genl Washington dated Jany 1. 1795 (see if this was the 1st) recommending a day of thanksgiving, 
embraced all who believed in a supreme ruler of the Un iverse. That of Mr. Adams called for a Xn worship. Many 
private letters reproached the Proclamations issued by J.M. for using general terms, used in that of Presit W—n; and 
some of them for not inserting particulars according with the faith of certain Xn sects. The practice if not strictly 
guarded naturally terminates in a conformity to the creed of the majority and a single sect, if amounting to a 
majority.   

5. The last & not the least objection is the liability of the practice to a subserviency to polit ical views; to the scandal 
of religion, as well as the increase of party animosities. Candid or incautious politicians will not always disown such 
views. In truth it is difficult to frame such a religious Proclamation generally suggested by a political State of things, 
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without referring to them in terms having some bearing on party questions. The Proclamation of Pres: W. which was 
issued just after the suppression of the Insurrection in Penna and at a time when the public mind was divided on 
several topics, was so construed by many. Of this the Secretary of State himself, E. Randolph seems to have had in 
anticipation.

The original draught of that Instrument filed in the Dept. of State (see copies of these papers on the files of J. M.) in 
the hand writing of Mr Hamilton the Secretary of the Treasury.  It appears that several slight alterations only had 
been made at the suggestion of the Secretary of State; and in a marginal note in his hand, it is remarked that “In 
short this proclamation ought to savour as much as possible of religion, & not too much of having a political object.” 
In a subjoined note in the hand of Mr. Hamilton, this remark is answered by the counter-remark that “A 
proclamation of a Government which is a national act, naturally embraces objects which are political” so naturally, 
is the idea of policy associated with religion, whatever be the mode or the occasion, when a function of the later is 
assumed by those in power.

During the administration of Mr Jefferson no religious proclamation was issued. It being understood that his 
successor was disinclined to such interpositions of the Executive and by some supposed moreover that they might 
originate with more propriety with the Legislative Body, a resolution was passed requesting him to issue a
proclamation. (see the resolution in the Journals of Congress.)

It was thought not proper to refuse a compliance altogether; but a form & language were employed, which were 
meant to deaden as much as possible any claim of political right to enjoin relig ious observances by resting these 
expressly on the voluntary compliance of individuals, and even by limiting the recommendation to such as wished 
simultaneous as well as voluntary performance of a religious act on the occasion. The following is a copy of the
proclamation: (see it in -- ).
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