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Abstract

This dissertation considers American Protestant perceptions of U.S. foreign policy
directed toward Soviet Union during the Dwight D. Eisenhower presidency (1953-1961). The
question of what a culture dominated by Protestant denominations thought of its global adversary
has not yet been sufficiently explored by scholars of either American religious history or
diplomatic history. Most scholars who deal with the intersection of religion and foreign policy
during the Eisenhower Administration tend to accentuate the close relationship that existed
between government policy and general religious attitudes. That is to say, a general, widespread
Protestant support of foreign policy objectives stands as the prevailing interpretation. Most
historians conclude that America’s Protestant church leaders—preachers, pastors, and bishops—
either actively supported government foreign policy objectives or sought to insert their own
stances into existing policy. More recently, historians have published monographs that further
explore Protestant Christianity with regard to foreign policy in the 1950s. By acknowledging the
different strands of Protestant Christianity, scholars have raised significant questions that have
heretofore gone unanswered. The primary question is the one that this dissertation seeks to
answer—how widespread was American Protestant denunciation of communism and,

simultaneously, how broad was American Protestant support for foreign policy objectives?

Billy Graham, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Garfield Bromley Oxnam represent the three most
prominent representatives of Protestant Christianity’s three major strands. These three
acknowledged opinion makers that serve as the focus of this dissertation were not uniform in
their perspectives of U.S. foreign policy, yet they all denounced communism and—to a degree—
supported America’s efforts to combat the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence throughout the

course of the Eisenhower Administration (1953-1961). This conclusion helps explain the



tremendous perseverance of containment as a strategy by attributing its success, in part, to the
large, Protestant body of supporters that continued to sustain and encourage Washington’s

policies directed toward the Soviet Union.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: AMERICA, EVANGELICAL
CHRISTIANITY, AND FOREIGN AFFAIRS IN THE 1950s

On October 10, 1955, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles (1888-1959) took his place at
the front of an American Legion audience at the Dinner Key Auditorium in Miami, Florida. He
spoke on a topic that he would continue to address in public settings for the last remaining years
of his life: communism versus democracy. He assured his audience that democracy would come
out on top of the then decade-old Cold War. In a speech that resembled many others that Dulles
delivered during his tenure as Secretary of State, he depicted both the Soviet Union and

American political systems in a way that resonated with his audience:

We have principles. Our productivity and our power do not rattle haphazardly
about the world. They are harnessed to basic moral principles. There is a school of
thought which claims that morality and foreign policy do not mix. This has never
been, is not, and I pray never will be, the American ideal. Diplomacy which is
divorced from morality also divorces the government from the people. Our people
can understand, and will support, policies which can be explained and understood
in moral terms. But policies based on carefully calculated expediency could never
be explained, and would never be understood.'

! John Foster Dulles address before the American Legion in Miami, Florida. October 10,
1955. Box 43, Folder 3, Eleanor Lansing Dulles Papers, 1880-1984, Dwight D. Eisenhower
Archives, Abeline, KS. Historians differ in the exact dates that the Cold War encompassed.
While some claim that the American-Soviet posturing and planning that signified Cold War
relations between the two powers began before WWII ended, most agree that the Cold War
began in 1945. One, or a combination, of three significant events is referred to as the beginning
of the Cold War: the Yalta Conference in February, the ending of the war in Europe in May, the
bombing of Japan and the Potsdam Conference in July and August. Others look to 1947 as the
official beginning of the Cold War as the Truman Doctrine was announced, communists seized
power in Poland, and the National Security Act restructured America’s military and intelligence
agencies. Many historians point to the fall of the Berlin Wall in late 1989 as the end of the Cold



Dulles’ speech characterized the climate and context of the Cold War (1945-1991) among
policymakers at the highest level. Since the Harry S. Truman Administration (1945-1953),
America’s foreign policy had pivoted from one concerned with the halt of the major Axis powers
that formed after the signing of the Tripartite Act (1940) to one focused on the containment of

the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence.

The close of the Second World War (1939-1945) brought with it a restructuring of the
world stage. The United States stood alone as the sole world superpower. The nation acted as the
world’s policeman and safeguard of democracy. The Truman doctrine and Marshall Plan
conveyed America’s power and aspirations for a more peaceful, economically secure world.
Immediately after World War I1 formally ended, the difference between Soviet and Western
perspectives of the future emerged. Communism, and with it, the Soviet Union’s sphere of
influence, appeared to many Americans to spread rapidly. President Harry S. Truman (1884-
1972) sought to combat Soviet aims and dampen the spread of communist and left-leaning states
with a strategy known now as containment. Economic and military security was not enough to
combat the great scourge of communism. To many, this divide between democracy’s capitalism
and communism was not centered on military strength, economic might, or even the persuasive
utilization of propaganda. It was faith. The distinguishing trait between democracy and

communism was the inherent difference in political and religious systems.

American foreign policy and religion became intertwined to a degree that was
unprecedented in the post-war years. The increase in prosperity, victory over the Axis powers,

and the explosion in population were certainly factors in this relationship. America’s guiding

War, while others look to the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 that brought Boris Yeltsin
to the Russian presidency as the official close of the Cold War. I use the most widely cited set of
dates: 1945 to 1991.



foreign policy principles took on a religious tone that invoked heavy moralistic and spiritual
qualities while simultaneously reflecting the mood of many Americans at the time. This was
largely due to the religious mood of the early Cold War. The nation witnessed a sharp increase in
religious activity and the attention that some of America’s religious leaders commanded spoke to
the notion that many Americans identified their nation as wielding a special place in the world.
Indeed, Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish Americans posted record numbers of church

membership and caught the bug of evangelism to a stunning degree in the 1950s.

Many scholars have noted this time period’s sharp increase in religious sentiment. More
recently, historians have given a greater deal of attention to the study of foreign relations and
religion in the early Cold War. However, most studies fail to properly take into account the
perspective of Protestant leaders on foreign policy. Instead, most studies declare the failure of
Christian leaders to insert their voices into government policy, or point to Christianity as a minor
influence on the shaping of official policy. This study assesses the perspectives of the standard-
bearers of the three largest and most influential strands of Protestant Christianity—Neo-
Orthodoxy, liberal Protestant Christianity, and evangelical Christianity—to determine their
stances, respectively, of U.S. foreign policy toward the Soviet Union. I specifically argue that the
three acknowledged opinion makers that serve as the focus of this dissertation were not uniform
in their perspectives of U.S. foreign policy, yet they all denounced communism and—to a
degree—supported America’s efforts to combat the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence
throughout the course of the Eisenhower Administration (1953-1961). This conclusion helps
explain the tremendous perseverance of containment as a strategy by attributing its success, in
part, to the large, Protestant body of supporters that continued to sustain and encourage

Washington’s policies directed toward the Soviet Union. My argument demonstrates that many



Protestants supported a hawkish American foreign policy toward the Soviet Union. This study
does not acknowledge that the three standard bearers of Protestant Christianity solely influenced
policymakers’ decisions in pursuing policies that held true to a containment approach. Rather,
this dissertation is a social, religious, and intellectual history of Protestant Christianity’s
reactions and responses to foreign affairs policies. These early Cold War years present a
combination of unique events—events that posed an entirely favorable climate for a sharp
increase of civil religion and a large base of Protestant Christian support for certain Cold War
policies. This thesis holds tremendous significance for our understanding of the Cold War,
American religion in the 1950s, and the relationship between church and state. It speaks to the
sudden popularity of civil religion in the 1950s and adds to the awareness of Protestant

Christianity’s role in American culture and politics.

Billy Graham (1918-), Reinhold Niebuhr (1893-1971), and Garfield Bromley Oxnam
(1891-1963) represent the three most prominent representatives of Protestant Christianity’s three
major strands. Graham was undoubtedly the face of evangelical Christianity from 1949 on.
Reinhold Niebuhr led the charge of Neo-Orthodox theology in America and Oxnam served as
one of the most recognizable and publicly active members of theologically liberal Protestant
denominations. These three figures were questioned on their understanding of American foreign
policy throughout the Eisenhower era. While Graham, Niebuhr, and Oxnam all expounded on the
attributes of America’s role in the world at times, Graham and Oxnam, namely, reserved their
pronouncements occasionally. Overall, the three collectively demonstrated highly loyal
descriptions of America vis a vis the Soviet Union and more often than not, supported the
policies of Eisenhower and his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles (1888-1959). The impact

that their perspectives wielded was due to the context of the times that they operated within.



Evangelical Christianity underwent a boom in America during the 1950s. It had
represented a prominent feature of American life throughout the nation’s history. Yet, the 1950s
were a time of unique evangelical growth. The United States population achieved its biggest
growth in history—from 150 million in 1950 to 180 million in 1960—as newly married couples
began what is now referred to as the baby boomer generation. On any given Sunday morning
between 1955 and 1958, almost half of all Americans were attending church—the highest
percentage in US history. During the 1950s, nationwide church membership grew at a faster rate

than the population, from 57 percent of the population in 1950 to 63.3 percent in 1960.2

This impressive increase in religious activity was not simply a boost in church
membership. The 1950s witnessed extraordinary expansion among most of the major Protestant
denominations and evangelical parachurch organizations. Evangelicals were growing in number
across college campus ministries. Bill Bright’s Campus Crusade for Christ and other
organizations, such as Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship and Navigators, spread from campus to
campus throughout the 1950s. Simultaneously, evangelical missionary efforts expanded. The
Christian Missionary Fellowship, founded in 1950, and World Vision, founded two years later,
sought to revive the great missionary endeavors of the nineteenth century with the then-rising
wave of evangelical growth. By 1960, Protestant missionaries totaled 29,000 and the number

sponsored by evangelical organizations rose from 44 percent to 65 percent.’

? Carol Tucker, “The 1950s-Powerful Years for Religion.” USC News (June 16, 1997)
http://news.usc.edu/25835/The-1950s-Powerful-Y ears-for-Religion/ (accessed October 11,
2014). For church membership distribution in the 1950s, see William Peterson, “Religious
Statistics in the United States,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 1 (Spring, 1962): 165-
178.

3 Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion: Society and Faith Since
World War II (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988), 181-182.



At the same time, America went through a transition in its approach to foreign affairs.
The early years of the Cold War wrought significant change on all levels of American society.
Many scholars agree that these years encompassed a period of increased civil religion in
America. Others point to the changing nature of foreign policy and race relations. Indeed, when
America emerged victorious from World War I, the nation stood as the lone world superpower.
In the wake of WWII, a collective, national fear of and opposition to Nazi Germany and the Axis
Powers was replaced by the fear of communism. Anticommunist fervor gripped many arenas of
public and private life. It was in this context that America’s foreign policy took on a different
scope. The U.S. government revised its foreign policy toward the Soviet Union to reflect the
postwar world. In America, policy centered upon confining the spread of communist influence,
and emerged as the dominant approach to Soviet Russia. The policy of containment, described
below, lay at the heart of American policy toward the Soviet Union from the late 1940s until the

fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.

Cold War Foreign Affairs

As America emerged from WWII, many government leaders recognized the U.S.S.R. as a
foe to be dealt with. The alliance that was forged for the sake of defeating the Axis Powers
immediately faltered at war’s end as disagreements over territory and influence arose. It was not
until American diplomat George F. Kennan’s (1904-2005) “long telegram” that he cabled from
his offices in Russia back to American government officials that U.S. statesmen began to

formally see the world in terms of spheres of influence.

Serving at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow, Kennan dispatched his eight-thousand-word

cable in February of 1946 and therein laid out the foundations for the future containment policy



that would serve as the United States’ approach to the Soviet Union for decades. Within this
Embassy report, Kennan provided a detailed analysis of Soviet aspirations and view of the world.
He concluded that Soviet and American values were fundamentally different and irreconcilable.
Kennan held that the United States needed to exert pressure in strategic locations for as long as it
took the Soviet Union to fail from its own flaws. Kennan’s assessment of the Soviet Union’s
strengths, weaknesses, goals, and values along with his prescription for appropriate policy caught
the attention of many policymakers in America. Not only did his work from the Embassy in
Moscow elevate Kennan from a consular official abroad to the head of the State Department’s
Policy Planning Staff, but Kennan’s articulation of the sources of Soviet conduct and suggested
policy approaches also set in motion the strategy of containment as a primary, national foreign

policy.*

The origins of American foreign policy in the 1950s actually began in the 1940s. Most
historians recognize that the Soviet Union and the United States of America envisioned the post-
WWII era differently before the Second World War came to a close. Indeed, Franklin D.
Roosevelt (1882-1945) and Harry S. Truman (1884-1972) realized that America and the Soviet
Union would not continue their war-induced alliance indefinitely. Secretary of the Navy James
V. Forrestal (1892-1949) considered Soviet ideology’s compatibility with democracy the same as
Nazism’s or Fascism’s compatibility with democracy. A change in American foreign policy that

reflected this vision did not occur, however, until 1950.°

* Andrew Preston, Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and
Diplomacy (New York: Alfred P. Knopf, 2012), 422-423; William Inboden, Religion and
American Foreign Policy, 1945-1960: The Soul of Containment (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), 17 and 37.

> John Lewis Gaddis, George F. Kennan: An American Life (New York: Penguin Books,
2012), 195.



Two years after the close of WWII, the term “containment” came to describe America’s
national foreign policy toward the Soviet Union and was outlined in a Foreign Affairs article,

“The Sources of Soviet Conduct.”®

Kennan authored this essay, which appeared under the pen
name “Mr. X.” Kennan saw foreign policy as primarily concerned with the security of the nation
and of the ability of the U.S. to advance the welfare of its people by ensuring a peaceful world
order. The policy of containment sought to restrict, or contain, the sphere of Soviet influence to
the borders of the U.S.S.R. Kennan is credited with forming the basis of U.S. foreign policy that
largely guided national security for over forty years, however, he never bothered to compose an
official policy that detailed the strategies and tactics in which containment would be executed.
This responsibility fell to the State Department and Defense Department, whose policy position
papers came to be known as National Security Council Report 68 (NSC-68). This policy
effectively systemized containment and created a national policy that was based more on
perception of power than on anything else. Guided by NSC-68, American foreign policy

throughout the 1950s aimed to restrict Soviet influence from other parts of the world while

simultaneously furthering America’s democratic goals abroad.’

Historians have assessed the foreign policy of the immediate post-WWII and early Cold
War years with some regularity from that time period until today. The two prevailing schools of
thought on America’s Cold War foreign policy come from historian William Appleman Williams

(1921-1990) and Kennan. Most historians find Williams’ and Kennan’s interpretations the most

% George F. Kennan, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs 25 (July 1947):
566-582.

7 Many historians have attested to the significance of this report for America’s next forty
years of foreign policy. For example, historian Andrew Preston cites this document as “one of
the most important documents in American diplomatic history,” characterized by “the libertarian
impulse of the Reformed Protestant tradition.” Andrew Preston, Sword of the Spirit, Shield of
Faith, 439.



dominant views of American foreign policy. Williams essentially finds a shared ideology among
policymakers as a beneficial facet. For the purposes of this dissertation, I will follow historian
Michael Hunt’s definition of ideology: “An interrelated set of convictions or assumptions that
reduces the complexities of a particular slice of reality to easily comprehensible terms and

suggests appropriate ways of dealing with that reality.”

George Kennan considered ideology a bad thing in policy. He despised legalism and
moralism, opting for “realism” or a pragmatic approach to foreign policy. Kennan dealt with the
reality of any given situation and worked with the facts at large rather than theory or idealism.
Cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) posed a third leading perspective of
ideology. This consensus-school anthropoligist argued that ideology stemmed from and was
maintained by society’s culture. Though he did not offer a prescription for policymaking, he
illuminated the power that one nation’s larger public wields in shaping and influencing official
government policies. Together, these scholars maintained competing views of foreign policy. All
three, along with the historians who studied their interpretations, though, largely agreed with the
American policy of containment as feasible. Indeed, the historiography of America’s early Cold

War years contains several differing perspectives of US foreign policy. ’

¥ Michael H. Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1987), xi.

? Historian Michael Hunt finds the economic and ideological approach of William
Appleman Williams along with the moralistic and realistic approach of George Kennan narrow
and anemic in explaining how ideology and foreign policy interact. Hunt finds U.S. foreign
policy best understood as a three-part system centered upon the self-congratulatory promotion of
liberty abroad, the tendency to view others on the basis of a racial hierarchy, and a profound
antipathy to social revolution, see Michael Hunt, /deology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1987). Walter LaFeber despises the legalistic and moralistic approach
of Kennan and points out Kennan’s irony in having an anti-ideology view of foreign policy.
Kennan argues, in fact, for a realist ideology that is to be led by policy makers competent and
skilled enough to craft national policies. LaFeber finds the same link between domestic and



One of the most fascinating points that reappears in several historical studies is the
characterization of the Cold War. Many historians have concluded the Cold War was a religious
war. The Cold War was waged on many fronts that were completely irreligious. However, the
crafting of actual policy typically included references to the different religious components of
America and the Soviet Union. To describe communism as “atheistic” or “godless” was an
exercise that was common at all levels of American society. Collective opposition to
communism acted as a cohesive gel to policymakers and the American public alike. Many
Americans saw the Cold War struggle between communism and capitalism as nothing less than a

religious struggle between good and evil. °
Defining Evangelical Christianity

The meaning behind terms such as “evangelical,” “evangelicalism,” and “Evangelical
Christianity” is often convoluted. In several cases, “evangelicalism” and “Evangelical
Christianity” are used interchangeably. I have chosen to use “Evangelical Christianity” because
of its greater historical meaning and also because it clarifies the subject better than the too-often
employed “evangelicalism.” Evangelical Christianity is identifiable by the two urges that it
fosters in evangelicals: (1) the desire to spread the “good news” of the gospel, and (2) the desire
to improve society. Evangelicals historically have held a number of theological beliefs in
common: (1) the Bible is the ultimate authority in religious life; (2) Jesus Christ is God

incarnate; and (3) salvation is gained through a personal faith in Jesus Christ alone through his

foreign policies that Williams does, see Walter LaFeber, America, Russia, and the Cold War,
1945-1996 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1997).

' Many scholars have described the Cold War as a religious war. For example, William
Inboden, Religion and American Foreign Policy, 1945-1960, 2; Andrew Preston, Sword of the
Spirit, Shield of Faith, 412-417; Mike Grimshaw, “Encountering Religion: Encounter, Religion,
and the Cultural Cold War, 1957-1967.” History of Religions 51 (August 2011): 31-58.
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atoning and sacrificial death on the cross. This salvation leads to a life that is spiritually and
morally transformed. These three beliefs describe Evangelical Christianity in the most basic,

historical sense.'!

Evangelical Christianity has taken on different forms in different time periods and
contexts. In America, it stretches back to European settlement. Evangelical Christianity
flourished until a period of decay between 1700 and 1725. The First Great Awakening (1730-
1760), led by the fiery preaching of George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards sparked a national
revival that burned until 1775. With the American Revolution came religious decline. Until the
turn of the century, the religious mood in America lingered in the aftermath of substantial
vitality. With the beginning of the nineteenth century, came the Second Great Awakening (1800-
1860). This period encompassed all of the 1800s until, again, the outbreak of war led to religious
decline. Presbyterians, Baptists, and Methodists expanded in an evangelical golden age that saw
membership rolls swell as a result of methods such as itinerant preaching and revival meetings
which invoked the piety, salvation, and “rebirth” of millions across the country. Indeed, the
greatest reform movements of the nineteenth century—abolition, temperance, women’s rights,
and the focus on eradicating sexual sin—were a direct outgrowth of the Second Great

Awakening."

From the American Civil War (1861-1865) to the present, America’s religious history has
taken on a trajectory of twists and turns comparable to its earlier phases. The Second Great

Awakening ended as the nation became embroiled in civil war. This religious decline lasted

"!'Richard Pierard and Robert Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency (Grand Rapids,
MI: Academie Books, 1988), 16 and 320n.

12 Robert Azbug, Cosmos Crumbling: Antebellum Reform and the Religious Imagination
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).
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through the years recognized today as Reconstruction (1865-1877). From 1877 through 1890,
America underwent a period of new, urban revivalism. This period gave way to an era of the
Protestant establishment during an age of new immigrants. This Protestant establishment took
it’s place in American society at the same time as immigrants from mostly European countries,
though Asian and Latin American immigrants factored in, came to the United States in

staggering numbers.

Between the close of WWI and the most intense years of the Civil Rights Movement, or
1918-1965, America’s religious history underwent a period of Fundamentalist-Modernist
controversy and the subsequent dominance of the American religious landscape by the
theologically liberal establishment. Considering that the range of years that this study focuses on
falls within this period of theologically liberal Protestant ascendancy, this context will be
explained in more thorough detail later. Beyond 1965, a period of religious ferment and
evangelical resurgence occurred. The shape of America’s evangelical construction changed in
the face of political and military actions in the 1960s and 1970s. It changed again in the 1980s
and 1990s with challenges to education policy, family planning, women’s roles in society,
conservative politics, and Middle Eastern affairs. Overall, America’s religious history is one that

lacks anything close to a linear path through centuries of American history.

Eisenhower’s Civil Religion

Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890-1969) was in touch with the religious mood of Americans
throughout his two terms in office. His faith was ecumenical and general, which struck a
collective cord with Americans in a large variety of churches. Eisenhower’s faith was

undoubtedly sincere, and he capitalized on his religious role once in the White House.

12



Once in office, Eisenhower took on his national, religious role with relative ease. Despite
a childhood grounded in religious study and prayer, there is little to suggest that Eisenhower was
preoccupied with religious matters before World War II. Born in Texas, the Eisenhower family
moved to Abilene, Kansas, when Dwight was only a few months old. As a child, young Dwight’s
paternal grandfather was a successful farmer and preacher among the River Brethren, a small,
Mennonite offshoot that originated after 1775 around the Susquehanna River in Pennsylvania.
Known today as the Brethren in Christ, this small sect incorporated Wesleyan perfectionism with
pietistic religion and an Anabaptist view of the church and discipleship. Later in life, his mother
joined the Jehovah’s Witnesses. However, Eisenhower never attended any church regularly after

his teen years, despite twice daily, family Bible readings as a boy."

Eisenhower fit the role of America’s pastoral figure well. He joined the National
Presbyterian Church after it’s pastor, Dr. Edward L.R. Elson, a former Army chaplain of his
acquaintance from WWII in Europe, heavily courted Eisenhower’s membership. From the point
of his initial inauguration on, Eisenhower frequently linked spiritual renewal with national
renewal, appealed to God’s providence, and employed a civic faith that endeared many

American’s to the Eisenhower Administration’s goals and aspirations.

The civil religion that Eisenhower employed was not new. Elected officials had appealed
to a higher deity, or God, since the presidency of George Washington. Eisenhower used civil
religion, though, in a way that was highly cognizant of the times. The greatest difference
between civil religion and nationalism is the fact that civil religion does not demand one’s

highest allegiance. One can participate in civil religion if he or she believes in God. Eisenhower

13 pierard and Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency, 184-185 and 328n4; Inboden,
Religion and American Foreign Policy, 1945-1960: The Soul of Containment, 264-265; Preston,
Sword of the Spirit, 442-443.
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combined general, religious belief with American perspectives of communism and historically
long-existing perspectives of the nation’s special place or purpose in the world that produced a

powerful civil religion.

The definition of “civil religion” has been debated since sociologist Robert Bellah’s
landmark article published in 1967 provoked an increase in discussion on the topic.'* Many
scholars—sociologists, historians, political scientists, and anthropologists—have debated the

term ever since. This dissertation uses historians Richard Pierard and Robert Linder’s definition:

The widespread acceptance by a people of perceived religio-political traits
regarding their nation’s history and destiny. It relates their society to the realm of
ultimate meaning and provides the vision which ties the nation together as an
integrated whole. It is the “operative religion” of a society—the collection of
beliefs, values, rites, ceremonies, and symbols which together give sacred
meaning to the ongoing political life of the community and provide it with an
overarching sense of unity above and beyond all internal conflicts and
differences."”

In American society throughout the 1950s, several forms of civil religion were acted out
in many different ways. The display of the American flag inside of churches, elected officials’
public calls for divine favor and intervention, prayers for military success, inserting “In God We
Trust” on coinage, and adding “Under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance, all represented

manifestations of civil religion in the Eisenhower years.
The Three Faces of Protestant Christianity

Civil religion was present in many facets of American society. The makeup of America’s

religious population was not as cohesive as the description of civil religion’s presence might

' Robert Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedalus 96 (Winter 1967): 1-21.
' Pierard and Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency, 22-23.
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suggest. Several issues divided Protestant Christianity along church, denominational, theological,
or regional lines. To be sure, the history of American Protestant Christianity contains attributes
that are constant, enduring themes. However, this history is also fluid and marked by change.
The leading theological and denominational structures shuffled continually over four centuries
due to the context of each generation’s era. Great awakenings, revivals, circuit riding, towering
evangelical figures, competing theological perspectives, denominational splits and mergers,
Biblical criticism, and Darwinism account for a small fraction of the challenges and victories that
Protestant Christianity in America has experienced. Considering the long and complex history of
Protestant Christianity in America, the point must be made for the purposes of this dissertation
that certain terms and concepts related to religion in America during the mid-twentieth century
did not hold the same meaning as they did during the mid-nineteenth century or mid-eighteenth

century.

The terms that I use are specific to the time period. Evangelical, liberal Christianity, and
Neo-Orthodoxy are terms that carried certain connotations in the 1940s and 1950s. A definition
of terms is appropriate to establish clarity. Neo-Orthodoxy is a theological perspective that
emerged in the twentieth-century as a direct result of theologians’ disillusionment with liberal
theology and the destruction of World War I (1914-1919). This theology was developed in the
aftermath of WWI by Swiss theologians Karl Barth (1886-1968) and Emil Brunner (1899-1966),
though Barth’s 1919 publication, Commentary on Romans represented the primary work to push
back against liberal Protestant theology. Neo-Orthodoxy sought to recover the insights and
themes of the Protestant Reformation while at the same time adjusting to Biblical criticism and
modern science. Neo-Orthodoxy represented a rejection of theological liberalism and a return to

Biblical authority.
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Neo-Orthodoxy differed from theological conservatism. While theological conservatives
believed that the Bible was the Word of God, Neo-Orthodoxy held that the Bible contained the
Word of God. Neo-Orthodoxy’s main thrusts were its emphasis on sin and guilt, the
transcendence of God, and the uniqueness of Christ. Barth and Brunner are credited with Neo-
Orthodoxy’s conception, however, it was Niebuhr who led the rising numbers of disillusioned,

theological liberals to subscribe to the major tenets of Neo-Orthodox theology.'

Reinhold Niebuhr, Garfield Bromley Oxnam, and Billy Graham have been carefully
selected to represent Neo-Orthodoxy, liberal Protestant Christianity, and evangelical Christianity,
respectively. These three men represent the standard-bearers of their respective Christian
category. This dissertation ultimately questions American Protestants’ views of United States’
foreign policy toward the Soviet Union. These three individuals represent the three most

dominant sections of Protestant Christianity in America during the Eisenhower Administration.

Reinhold Niebuhr was the face of Neo-Orthodoxy in America throughout the 1950s. He
was a well-known figure among intellectuals decades before he reached his peak in the 1940s
and 1950s. Long before moving to his post at Union Theological Seminary in New York,
Niebuhr operated as a pacifist and theologically liberal pastor at the Bethel Evangelical Church
in Detroit Michigan until 1928. During this time, Niebuhr wrote Moral Man and Immoral
Society, which began his break from the social gospel and from liberal theology. From roughly
the point of this book’s publication (1932) onward, Niebuhr rejected liberal theology and

embraced the crisis theology of Neo-Orthodoxy.

' For further detail on Neo-Orthodoxy, see Andrew Finstuen, Original Sin and Everyday
Protestants: The Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr, Billy Graham, and Paul Tillich in an Age of
Anxiety (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 197n2.
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Niebuhr’s prolific output garnered a name for himself in academic circles. Three of his
twenty-one books, Moral Man and Immoral Society (1932), The Nature and Destiny of Man
(1941), and The Irony of American History (1952) propelled Niebuhr to the ranks of a respected,
tenured academic whose perspectives carried much weight with a generation in the throes of
change in the early Cold War. Indeed, scholars of political philosophy, theology, and history
frequently looked to Niebuhr for his assessments of society. In total, Niebuhr authored more than
2,600 articles in publications such as The Nation, New Republic, The New Leader, Christian
Century, The Progressive, Foreign Affairs, The Journal of Religion, Harvard Business Review,
and Atlantic Monthly. He contributed opinion articles to leading newspapers and founded two
periodicals, Christianity and Crisis and Christianity and Society. Additionally, Niebuhr
contributed to 126 books. Yet it is not Niebuhr’s overwhelming rate of publication that makes
him the standard bearer of Neo-Orthodoxy in the 1950s. His rigorous writing-life merely

accounts for a portion of this status.

Niebuhr had a hand—and an influence—in a number of organizations. He participated in
many societies, leagues, and fellowships: the YMCA, the Federal Council of Churches, the
Fellowship for a Christian Social Order, the Fellowship of Socialist Christians, the Fellowship of
Reconciliation, the League for Independent Political Action, the Socialist Party of New York, the
editorial advisory board of the quarterly Armenian Affairs, and the Foreign Policy Commission
of the Americans for Democratic Action to name some of the groups Niebuhr worked with. In
most cases, Niebuhr rose to a position of leadership in those organizations to which he devoted

his time.

Niebuhr also maintained ongoing correspondence with numerous leading figures. He

traded letters, telephone calls, and conversations in person with Harvard President James B.
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Conant (1893-1978), Dwight D. Eisenhower, J. Edgar Hoover (1895-1972), the Washington
D.C. National Presbyterian Church pastor Edward Elson (1906-1993), Hans J. Morgenthau
(1904-1980), Adlai Stevenson (1900-1965), George Kennan, Norman Thomas (1884-1968),
Senator Hubert Humphrey (1911-1978), evangelist Sherwood Eddy (1871-1963), John Foster
Dulles, and W.E.B. DuBois (1868-1963), just to name some of the more prominent figures of the
1950s. Niebuhr was seemingly everywhere, all of the time. One must remember that he wrote,
participated in a number of organizations, and continued correspondence with dozens of people
simultaneously while working as professor of Christian ethics at Union from 1928 to 1960.
Niebuhr’s dedication to his academic post frequently had him lecturing in large classrooms and
theaters, instructing students in his New York apartment, preaching in Union’s chapel,
participating in student and youth gatherings along the East Coast and Midwest, and serving
certain commitments to his department and Union Seminary President Henry Sloan Coffin
(1877-1954)."7 Altogether, Niebuhr wrote, spoke, and taught at a furious pace. He articulated
ideas that offered a unique perspective on American affairs. It is for all of the examples above
combined that Niebuhr stands out as the leading Neo-Orthodox figure in America during

Eisenhower’s presidency.

Billy Graham represented the face of Evangelical Christianity in the 1950s. His emphasis
on conversion to Christ during his many international revivals launched his name and his Billy
Graham Evangelistic Association (BGEA) organization to dizzying heights of popularity. Over

the course of his life, Graham has preached, in person, to over 200 million people in more than

' For more information on Niebuhr’s life and professional accomplishments, see Richard
Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr: A Biography (San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row Publishers, 1987),
and Michael G. Thompson, “An Exception to Exceptionalism: A Reflection on Reinhold
Niebuhr’s Vision of “Prophetic” Christianity and the Problem of Religion and U.S. Foreign
Policy.” American Quarterly 59 (September, 2007): 833-855.
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185 countries. This does not include hundreds of millions more on radio, film, and television.
Graham was comfortable with national leaders from the Eisenhower Administration (1953-1961)
through the Gerald Ford Administration (1974-1977), and provided religious leadership and
support to presidents from Dwight D. Eisenhower to George W. Bush. Moreover, Graham’s

revivals brought him international fame.

Graham’s message took on a sense of urgency to many of his listeners as he infused the
immediate threat of communism into his sermons in the 1940s and 1950s. During his 1949
revival in Los Angeles, Graham repeatedly referenced Harry S. Truman’s announcement that
Russians had successfully developed and tested an atomic bomb. In Los Angeles in 1949,
Graham featured the divide between communism and the West as a means of illustrating the real
and imminent threat that evil posed as well as in other revivals across New England, South
Carolina, Washington, D.C., and London in the early 1950s. Graham stressed conversion to
packed audiences using methods that illustrated his awareness of global events. Graham attracted
attention because of his abilities to offer hope and cohesion through religious revivals to a
vulnerable and anxious nation. His radio program, The Hour of Decision, reached a peak of
1,200 stations across America before being converted into a television show. In 1955, Graham’s
BGEA created Christianity Today, which quickly rose to the top of evangelical journals. It
continues to this day as the leading publication for evangelical Christians. Graham’s career is

one of the most impressive of any American evangelical leader in any age of American history.'®

'8 For a concise overview of Graham’s message and the channels that the preacher used
to communicate, see Grant Wacker, America’s Pastor: Billy Graham and the Shaping of a
Nation (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2014), 2-31 and 231-
234,
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Graham'’s legacy is defined by the multitudes of people across the world who came to
Christ as a direct result of Graham’s preaching. He has also been recognized by a number groups
and organizations for his evangelistic efforts. His awards include: the Ronald Reagan
Presidential Foundation Freedom Award, the Congressional Gold Medal, the Templeton
Foundation Prize for Progress in Religion, and the Speaker of the Year Award. He was also
bestowed with the Honorary Knight Commander of the Order of the British Empire and
recognized by the National Conference of Christians and Jews for promoting understanding
between faiths. Additionally, Graham has been honored with a structure, the Billy Graham

Center, at Wheaton College in Wheaton, Illinois.

Identifying one individual as the stand-alone representative of liberal Christianity in the
1950s is a difficult task. It has proven a conundrum to other historians.'” Indeed, the 1950s
presented a rare picture of American Protestant Christianity. Due to many factors that spanned
the nation, including a general search for meaning and spiritual assurance, a desire for stability
following a tragic world war, and the popularity of Billy Graham’s rallies and revivals,
evangelical growth intensified. At the same time, the national mood of civil religion was greatly

heightened. Additionally, the theological pull to the left was expressed across the country.

Methodist Bishop G. Bromley Oxnam best represents this large swath of theologically
liberal Protestants. Other theologically liberal Christians come to mind as possible candidates for

this title: Harry Emerson Fosdick (1878-1969) was arguably the best-known pastor in the 1920s

' For example, Neo-Orthodoxy, liberal Christianity, and Evangelical Christianity were
identified by Elisha Coffman as the leading sectors of Protestant Christianity. Coffman depicts
Niebuhr as Neo-Orthodoxy’s standard-bearer and Graham as the face of “evangelicalism,” yet
does not cite one individual as representative of liberal Christianity, see Elisha Coffman, 7The
Christian Century and the Rise of the Protestant Mainline (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2013), 7-12.
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and 1930s. Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) made the social gospel a part of American
Christianity more so than any other individual. Even John Foster Dulles expressed serious
conviction with regard to his Presbyterian faith. Yet these individuals fall outside of the scope of
this dissertation. Fosdick and Rauschenbusch, respectively, were at the peaks of their respective
public and religious lives before the scope of this study. Dulles had too much of a hand in

foreign affairs to examine, as he often directly oversaw official American foreign policy.

During the Eisenhower Administration, Oxnam served as one of the main leaders of the
Methodist Church. His selection as the standard-bearer of liberal Protestant Christianity does not
admit that the Methodist Church was the most liberal. Rather, Oxnam himself stands out as the
most recognizable, active liberal Protestant leader with regard to America’s foreign policy. The
Methodist Church was, in the 1950s, the largest Protestant denomination in the country and it
retained a large network of churches, colleges, hospitals, and seminaries. In the 1950s, this
extensive reach was unparalleled in scope and size. The Methodist Church continued to be the
largest single Protestant group until the Southern Baptist Convention, although not a
denomination, surpassed it in 1967 after nearly three decades of phenomenal growth.?® Oxnam
had moved up from within the church rapidly while maintaining a strong ecumenical presence
within a series of multi-church organizations. He worked closely with the Federal Council of
Churches (FCC) and continued his service after it became the National Council of Churches
(NCC). He also led the World Council of Churches (WCC), serving as president of the FCC and
WCC. He was outspoken in his denunciation of communism and also of America’s extremism in

combating it at home. His testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee

20 Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion, 186.
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(HUAC) garnered him more attention from his fellow theologically liberal Protestants and the

country at large.

Oxnam had an eclectic, well-traveled résumé. After finishing school at the University of
Southern California and seminary at Boston University, Oxnam served as a pastor in Los
Angeles. He went on to teach at Boston University’s School of Theology before taking his post
as the president of DePauw University. He then embarked on a series of travels overseas as
itinerant preacher Sherwood Eddy’s (1871-1963) secretary. He returned to the United States to
assume the role of Methodist Bishop of Omaha between 1936 and 1939. After spending a
majority of his time serving the nation during World War II in several religious roles, Oxnam led
the FCC for a number of years. He was the Methodist Bishop of the Boston area from 1939
through 1944, of New York from 1944 through 1952, and then finally of the Washington, D.C.

area from 1952 through 1960.

Oxnam was involved in many international and ecumenical efforts over the course of his
life. By the time Eisenhower was in office, Oxnam had fulfilled an appointment by the Joint
Chiefs of Staff to visit the Mediterranean Theater and the European Theater of operations during
World War II. He had also served an appointment by Secretary James Forrestal as a member of
the Secretary of the Navy’s Civilian Advisory Committee and received a certificate of
appreciation from the Navy for his services during World War II. Oxnam was awarded the Order
of the Phoenix by the King of Greece and represented a large group of American churches at the
enthronement of the Archbishop of Canterbury (1945). Additionally, Oxnam was appointed as a
member of the President’s Commission on Higher Education (1946-1948) and chaired a
commission to study postwar religious conditions in Germany (1945). His most recognizable

role was as Secretary of the Council of Bishops for the Methodist Church. During the course of
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the 1950s, Oxnam represented the prototypical theologically liberal Methodist. In the
forthcoming chapters, Oxnam’s role as the major voice behind theologically liberal Protestants is

made clear.?!

Methodology

The methodological approach this dissertation will use for analyzing Niebuhr’s,
Graham’s, and Oxnam’s perspectives on American foreign policy involves a combination of
social history, intellectual history, and literary analysis of the available historical evidence. Using
these approaches provides insight into a subject that can be approached from many angles. The
majority of scholarly attention that is devoted to this subject matter has, until recently, dealt
solely with foreign affairs or religion. With the publication of recent studies that take aim at the
intersection of foreign affairs and religion during Eisenhower’s Administration, the perspectives
of nationally recognized leaders of Protestant strands have either been ignored or not given
thorough treatment. While the recent trend to accentuate the more pacifist and peace-oriented
approaches of a minority of America’s Protestants highlights the notion that Protestant cold
warriors did not represent the entirety of America’s Protestant body, the failure to gauge the
great majority of American Protestants’ attitudes toward policy leaves several lingering
questions. Social and intellectual approaches to this large segment of the American public bring
forth greater understanding of America’s support for the foreign policies of the 1950s. These
approaches also untangle a knotty legacy of moral, ethical, and state-focused ideals. The
erudition and world perspective of each of these three figures speak directly to American
attitudes in the 1950s. Literary analyses provide a closer look at the pronouncements of Niebuhr,

Graham, and Oxnam.

! G. Bromley Oxnam, I Protest (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1954), 38.
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The following chapter serves as an assessment of the growth of civil religion and the
context of America’s Protestant structure between the 1940s and the end of the Eisenhower
Administration. Chapter 3 traces the upbringing of Graham, Niebuhr, and Oxnam in order to
better understand their formative years and to identify the basis of their thought in adulthood.
The fourth, fifth, and sixth chapters cover Graham, Niebuhr, and Oxnam, respectively. Their
lives and actions are considered, yet the greatest amount of attention is given to their official and
unofficial views of American foreign policy toward the Soviet Union between 1953 and 1961.
Chapters 7 and 8 take account of the extensive influence that Niebuhr, Graham, and Oxnam
wielded. These two chapters describe the number of organizations that each man either led or in
which they participated. These two chapters also examine the level of church support for U.S.
foreign policy objectives. The final chapter concludes the dissertation and analyzes the legacies
of Niebuhr, Graham, and Oxnam along with the impact that their efforts had within the larger

progression of national foreign policy in the 1950s.

24



CHAPTER 2

CIVIL RELIGION AND AMERICA’S PROTESTANT
LANDSCAPE

The state of American Protestant Christianity in the 1950s was one of transition,
alteration, and ascendancy. The liberal theology that came to dominate most Protestant Christian
denominations had reached its peak and swollen membership rolls had not yet entered into the
decline that set in between the 1960s and 1980s. Indeed, the dominant narrative in American
religious history in recent years has been one centered on the political mobilization of religious
conservatives and the insurgent, growing political and religious conservative mood in America.
This crucial time period between the Truman and Kennedy Administrations (1945-1963) offers
an era of transition between the crisis that theological (and political) liberals faced following
WWI and the resurgence of conservative Protestant Christianity following the most intense years
of the Vietnam War (1955-1975). In the 1950s, Neo-Orthodoxy cut to the heart of the crisis of
liberal theology while evangelical Christianity restored the promise of salvation to multitudes of

Americans living in an age of anxiety.

Historians who take account of the heyday of liberal Christianity often refer to churches
and seminaries in their charting the decline of liberal theology. Scholarly work tends to focus on
theologically liberal Protestant’s Enlightenment roots, engagement with Darwinism,
postmillennialism, and faith in humanity’s ability to persevere, overcome, and realize progress.
This same standard narrative tends to focus on the successes of the Social Gospel and emphasize

theologically liberal Protestants’ faith in human nature and progress. As many disheartened
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theological liberals realized that they could not induce a one-thousand year period of peace to
usher in Christ’s return or perfect humanity in the face of two world wars, Neo-Orthodox
theological arguments and evangelical calls for repentance and renewal took hold of American

churchgoers’ ears.

In addition to the changing nature of America’s theological belief structures, the context
of the 1950s greatly influenced the trajectory of America’s religious life. The Cold War was
waged with increasingly religious characterizations. The identification of good and evil was
made abundantly clear by America’s elected officials and preachers used the perilous state of

foreign affairs with Soviet Russia frequently in their sermons and characterizations of the times.

Protestant Christianity in the 1950s

In the decade following WWII, Protestant leadership wielded extensive public influence.
Many Protestant leaders also held similar views on communism, Soviet Russia, and U.S. foreign
policy. However, internal fissures revealed that not all Protestant denominations were
harmonious in their perspectives of religion or politics. While many primarily theologically
liberal denominations supported international cooperation through economic aid and the
encouragement of multinational institutions, as they had for decades, other conservative, neo-
orthodox, and evangelical church leaders forwarded opposing suggestions for future American
action.' Scholars have cited these political and theological disputes among several denominations

as evidence of the inability of Protestant leaders to forge a united front against communism. This

! For example, Cambridge historian Andrew Preston argues that religion and American
ideology in the Cold War was not nationalistic, militant, and obsessed with anti-communism.
Preston contends that mainline Protestants challenged containment through calls for nuclear and
conventional disarmament, decolonization, higher levels of foreign aid, and unconditional
dialogue with the Soviet Union, see Andrew Preston, “Peripheral Visions: American Mainline
Protestants and the Global Cold War.” Cold War History 13 (February, 2013): 109-130.
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monolithic support from America’s religious community is something that both government and

religious leaders desperately desired.”

By the 1950s, many Protestant denominations shared similar theologically liberal
qualities as a result of several factors. The largest of these denominations had attained such hefty
sizes in membership, that they were too respectable to combat the pressures of an increasingly
secular society. That is, rather than lose the clout and standing that they had accumulated over
the course of several generations, many denominations embraced the socially and theologically
liberal stances that were evident across pockets of greater American society. These theologically
liberal churches, sometimes referred to as the “mainline” churches, continued to move left on the
theological spectrum as they further solidified liberal theology in their seminaries and churches,
expanded their numbers of schools and hospitals, and sought to continue their rate of growth and

acceptance across the country.

Protestant churches in the 1950s also inherited the circumstances of their forbearers. By
the 1950s, a significant shift had occurred in many of the social responsibilities of American
churches. Due to the executive and legislative impulses of many progressive and New Deal
politicians, the United States government had subsumed many roles that had previously been
tended to by churches. Indeed, care for the poorest, most helpless of society during the Great
Depression—the oldest and youngest, laborers and the disabled—was gradually moved from the
church to the state. The self-constructed notion of respectability, the shift in social care from

church to government, and the spread of theological liberalism, then, had vastly changed the

? William Inboden, Religion and American Foreign Policy, 1945-1960: The Soul of
Containment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 22; Elisha Coffman, The
Christian Century and the Rise of the Protestant Mainline (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2013), 7; Andrew Preston, Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and
Diplomacy (New York: Alfred P. Knopf, 2012), 415, 467-469.
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nature and structure of many American Protestant churches. The effects of these three forces had

also changed the nature of American society.’

The term “mainline” stems from its reference to the railroad industry. The word is
representative of an old railway line that ran along the east coast of the country to the elite,
northwestern suburbs of Philadelphia. In time, this term also came to describe the “mainliners”
of society, or the well-to-do, old-moneyed elite of society. Scholarship that invokes the term
frequently utilizes it to depict a set of Protestant, Christian denominations. There are several
variations of this list, but it typically includes the Evangelical Lutheran Church, Disciples of
Christ, United Methodist Church, Congregational Church (now included with the United Church
of Christ), Episcopal Church, northern Baptist churches, and the Presbyterian Church (USA).
Just as there is ambiguity surrounding exactly which denominations comprise this “mainline” set
of churches, confusion exists over exactly what makes certain denominations candidates for the
title. Scholars most often cite practices and theological beliefs such as ecumenism, activism,
liberalism, and modernism as defining characteristics of “mainline” churches, yet these

denominations all differ in some respect with the beliefs and practices that they each exhibit.*

Theologically liberal churches had come to dominate the face of the American Protestant
landscape. These denominations underwent a period of transformation from the period of
Charles Darwin’s publication of The Origin of Species in 1859 through the 1920s. During this
span of time, Christians were forced to deal with the questions that scientific advancement,

higher criticism of the Bible, and the importation of European methods of university instruction

3 Preston, Sword of the Spirit, 466.

* For a discussion of the term “mainline,” and the denominations that comprised it, see
Elisha Coffman, The Christian Century and the Rise of the Protestant Mainline, 1-6; and George
M. Marsden, Twilight of the American Enlightenment: The 1950s and the Crisis of Liberal Belief
(New York: Basic Books, 2014), 98-99.
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brought to bear. Many churches moved away from literal readings of the Bible and opted for
broader, more liberal readings of scripture following the modernist-fundamentalist controversy

that many claim reached its climax in the 1925 Scopes trial in Dayton, Tennessee.’

During this trial that centered upon the teaching of evolution in high-school science
classes, the great majority of Americans were given the opportunity to follow court proceedings
through updates, descriptions, and interviews on the radio. This form of communication was both
new and widespread and it allowed the trial to reach an elevated level of importance. Despite
winning the nationally reported trial, three-time presidential candidate and “Cross of Gold”
speaker William Jennings Bryan succumbed to the humiliation and bullying of attorney Clarence
Darrow in what many described as the death knell for fundamentalist Christians. From the 1920s
onward, fundamentalist Christians largely pulled away from society as church-founded
universities severed ties with their denominational affiliations, removed mandatory attendance

for chapel services, and brought theologically liberal faculty aboard.®

> See Edward Larson, Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and America’s Continuing
Debate Over Science and Religion (New York: Basic Books, 2006), 3-8, 222-224, and 267-278;
David Mislin, Saving Faith: Making Religious Pluralism an American Value at the Dawn of the
Secular Age (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015), 3-9; and George M. Marsden,
Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth-Century Evangelicalism,
1870-1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 184-188.

% For a discussion of universities moving away from the churches that founded them, see
James Burtchaell, The Dying of the Light: The Disengagement of Colleges and Universities from
their Christian Churches (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company,
1998); George Marsden, The Soul of the American University: From Protestant Establishment to
Established Nonbelief (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996); and Joel Carpenter, Revive Us
Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism (New York: Oxford University Press,
1997), 19-23.
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The Methodist Church

The Methodist Church represented one of the largest Protestant denominations in the
1950s. Statistics from the years during and after World War II reveal the extent of Methodism’s
reach. At that time, the Methodist Church controlled nine universities, sixty-nine colleges, nine
schools of theology, twenty-five junior colleges, fourteen secondary schools, and five other
miscellaneous institutions. Together, these 131 institutions of education contained 117,000
students that were taught by a faculty of 6,000. The annual budget for these collective Methodist
institutions was $42,000,000. To make this expansive network of Methodist instruction possible,
the Methodist Church had invested more than $400,000,000 in equipment, campus material, and

buildings.’

The history of Methodist growth in the United States is a profound story of success and
rapid expansion. Though the Methodist presence in America stretches far earlier, the nineteenth
century witnessed an explosion in church membership at the heels of itinerant preaching, the use
of common, everyday language in sermons, and the employment of circuit-riding tactics across
the then-continually expanding South. Between 1800 and 1860, Methodists grew in number from
the tens of thousands to nearly two million. The Second Great Awakening, which occurred
during this period of growth, brought with it a number of reform movements that restructured the
face of American religious and secular life while simultaneously bolstering the fabric of the

American religious community.

Methodism continued to expand through the Gilded Age and Progressive Era (1877-

1917), taking a turn toward theological liberalism in the early twentieth-century at the same time

7 Robert Moats Miller, Bishop G. Bromley Oxnam: Paladin of Liberal Protestantism
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1990), 291-292.
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as most other large Protestant denominations. Embracing the liberal tendencies of American
society fueled Methodism’s growth as membership rolls swelled from over four million in 1900
to over ten million by the close of the 1950s. In many ways, Methodists reflected the larger
American society. Their church hierarchy was structured in a democratic manner. This structure
neatly paralleled America’s political structure. By the time of the 1950s, the Methodist Church
was an overwhelmingly “white” denomination. In its first years, American Methodism had
counted a very large African-American contingent in its membership. As early as the nineteenth
century, however, discriminatory practices in America’s northern cities led many black
Methodists to leave the church and organize their own denominations. By 1940, African-
Americans made up just 4.2 percent of the denomination’s numbers. This number continued to
decline. By 1976, the Methodist Church reported that only 3.57 percent of its members were
black and its total “ethnic minority membership” equaled 4.25 percent. Like many of Protestant
Christianity’s larger denominations, Methodism fit the majority of white Americans’ racial,

political, and social perspectives of culture and society.®

The National Religious Mood

Evangelical Christianity in the 1950s was on the rise due, in no small part, to the efforts
of Billy Graham. The crux of Graham’s message was salvation. Yet, his alter call was much
more than an appeal for conversion to Christ in his listeners. Graham illustrated his “good news”

of the gospel with the peril and anxiety of the nuclear stalemate with the U.S.S.R. that Americans

¥ Howard Spann, Evangelicalism in Modern American Methodism: Theological
Conservatives in the “Great Deep” of the Church, 1900-1980. PhD Dissertation, John Hopkins
University, 1995; 19-20. For a concise overview of early American Methodism’s rise and
growth, see John Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and the Rise of Popular
Christianity in America (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 3-20.
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UNITED METHODIST LAY MEMBERSHIP UNITED STATES POPULATION’

METHODIST % CHANGE YEAR NUMBER % CHANGE % UMC
57,858 - 1790 3,929,214 - 1.5
65,181 12.7 1800 5,308,483 35.1 1.2
175,088 168.6 1810 7,239,881 36.4 24
268,728 53.5 1820 9,638,453 33.1 2.8
501,298 86.5 1830 12,860,702 334 3.9
894,753 78.5 1840 17,063,353 32.6 5.2

1,247,077 39.4 1850 23,191,876 35.9 54
1,802,927 44.6 1860 31,443,321 35.6 5.7

2,011,942 11.6 1870 38,558,371 22.6 5.2

2,963,723 47.3 1880 50,155,783 30.1 59

3,788,426 27.8 1890 62,947,714 25.5 6.0

4,650,026 22.7 1900 75,994,575 20.7 6.1

5,571,751 19.8 1910 91,972,266 21.0 6.0

6,748,837 21.1 1920 105,710,620 14.9 6.4

7,986,419 18.3 1930 122,775,046 16.1 6.5

8,346,004 4.5 1940 131,669,275 7.2 6.3

9,736,752 16.7 1950 150,697,361 14.4 6.5

10,647,864 9.4 1960 179,323,175 18.5 59

10,671,774 0.2 1970 203,211,926 133 53

9,519,407 -10.8 1980 226,545,805 11.4 4.2

Figure 1. Methodist growth in America

? United Methodist Membership Statistics. “United Methodist Membership as Compared
to the United States Population Census.” General Commission on Archives and History. Duke
University Libraries. (accessed December 28, 2014).
http://guides.library.duke.edu/religionDATA
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faced. He brought an immediacy and sense of urgency to his revivals that helped propel him—
and evangelical Christianity—back into national prominence. Graham began his pastorate as a
fundamentalist, but by the 1950s, he represented something much different than a typical
fundamentalist preacher. He did not dwell on theology, only on the core message of the Bible:
accept Jesus Christ as your savior—you will realize salvation through belief in Christ. Graham
has been identified as a “neo-evangelical,” or an evangelical Christian who stood somewhere
between the fundamentalism that insisted on narrow, strict views of the Bible and modernists,
who believed that the best way to preserve and expand Christianity was to incorporate it with the
thoughts, practices, and ideals of the modern world. Graham was highly cognizant of the times,
mainly preached a fundamentalist message, and had made peace with the larger, theologically
liberal segments of Protestant Christianity. It was these qualities that enhanced his image and

gave rise to the spread of evangelical Christianity after WWII.

In the 1950s, religious revival was widespread throughout American culture. Typified by
Graham'’s large-scale crusades in several major cities, many Americans maintained a positive
perspective of their nation’s status in the world. Yet, this evangelical mood was strikingly
secular. The largest Protestant denominations and the country’s most recognizable leaders
espoused a religion-in-general that neatly fit the mold of the greatest number of Americans. This
religion, or civil religion, took on a new form and reached new heights during the Eisenhower

Administration (1953-1961).

Civil religion in the 1950s was prevalent in many forms across the nation. The form that
it took can be identified by three major attributes. The first of these elements is a strong emphasis

on the individual as a spiritual being. By its nature, Christianity is a religion that holds a personal
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relationship between the individual and his or her creator at its core. This point was extolled
upon frequently in American denunciations of the communist system. The second element
assumed that America’s system of democracy, specifically, was founded on and maintained a
spiritual foundation. The understanding that America was founded as a nation upon a hill,
created to promote and foster freedom and liberty in the service and at the direction of God,
demonstrated itself in many political, religious, and mainstream methods of publication
throughout the 1950s. This idea had shaped foreign and domestic policies and national agendas
for generations, yet this element of civil religion provided a compelling point of support in the
ideological war against communism. The third feature that civil religion demonstrated during the
Eisenhower Administration was its crusading character. Indeed, the Cold War was a struggle that
many Americans framed as a chosen nation combating the evils of a tyrannical, oppressive,

godless enemy. "’

These three features of civil religion can be identified across the nation during President
Truman’s last term, as well as in subsequent decades. Yet, the intensity of these three
components of civil religion was dramatically increased under Eisenhower’s leadership.
Eisenhower himself cultivated this civil religious sentiment among Americans in an attempt to
gain further public support for Cold War policies. In him, one can identify these three

components repeatedly in public addresses, speeches, and press releases.''

Eisenhower fulfilled his role in the nation’s civil religion through methods other than

spoken and written declarations. Before offering his own private prayer at his first presidential

' Richard V. Pierard and Robert D. Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency (Grand
Rapids, MI: Academie Books, 1988), 195-198.

"' For example, see William Lee Miller, Piety Along the Potomac: Notes on Politics and
Morals in the Fifties (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1964), 19-34; and Pierard and Linder, Civil
Religion and the Presidency, 198-200.
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inauguration, Eisenhower took the presidential oath with his left hand resting on two Bibles: one
presented to him by his mother following his graduation from West Point and the other used by
George Washington in 1789. Eisenhower strengthened the relationship between religious leaders
and the White House through the formation of an annual Presidential (now National) Prayer
Breakfast, his own baptism at the National Presbyterian Church, and the appointment of John

Foster Dulles as his Secretary of State.

President Eisenhower connected America’s existence and history to God at many times
throughout his two terms in office. Most of Eisenhower’s talks before the Presidential Prayer
Breakfast, later named the National Prayer Breakfast, demonstrate as much. Eisenhower’s
conception of such a gathering came on the heels of Congress’ decision to formally observe a
national day of prayer annually, which was enacted in 1952. Eisenhower tapped further into the
religious impulse that was highly evident in the country at the time by placing himself at the
head of the national religious table. The Presidential Prayer breakfasts allowed Eisenhower to
affirm his place in the larger context of America’s civil religion, frame a specific, spiritual
history of America’s foundation, and set a recurring event in the nation’s annual calendar that

sustained support for government leadership into the coming decades.'

Eisenhower’s symbolic and controversial decision to present himself for baptism spoke
volumes to Christians across America and expanded his credentials as a national, pastoral
shepherd. On February 1, 1953, just twelve days after his inauguration, Eisenhower was baptized
at the National Presbyterian Church on Washington’s Connecticut Avenue at the urging of Billy

Graham. Though Eisenhower did not wish the event to become public, news of Ike’s baptism

12 Kevin Kruse, One Nation Under God: How Corporate America Invented Christian
America (New York: Basic Books, 2015), 77-81; Pierard and Linder, Civil Religion and the
Presidency, 197.
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almost immediately hit the press and was widely disbursed across the country. This was the first

time in American history that a president had been baptized while in office. "

Eisenhower’s selection of John Foster Dulles to take the Secretary of State post
represented another facet of Eisenhower’s finger on the pulse of America’s religious mood in the
early Cold War. Not only was Dulles arguably the most well prepared and highly qualified
candidate for the post, but Dulles also connected with many Protestant Americans due to his
piety and his well-known moral worldview. Dulles came from a deeply devout Christian family.
His grandfather lived his life abroad as a Christian missionary and his father was a Presbyterian
minister. John Foster Dulles grew up listening to his father’s sermons each Sunday, studying the
Bible before and after school, and experiencing a Presbyterian atmosphere at Princeton. Dulles
also had family ties to high-profile political seats as well. His uncle, Robert Lansing (1864-
1920), served as the 42™ Secretary of State and John W. Foster (1836-1917), who John Foster
Dulles was named after, served as the 32™ Secretary of State. John Foster Dulles’ background as
a diplomat and international lawyer prepared him for the Secretary of State position. His life’s
work as a Presbyterian layman, ecumenist, and theologically liberal Protestant neatly
complimented Eisenhower’s Administration and further linked high profile figures in America’s

government to America’s churches.'*

1 Eisenhower’s wife, Mamie, was already a Presbyterian at the time of his baptism and
the couple’s subsequent membership in the National Presbyterian Church. See Grant Wacker,
America’s Pastor: Billy Graham and the Shaping of a Nation (Cambridge, MA: The Press of
Harvard University Press, 2014), 207; and Pierard and Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency,
203.

' Preston, Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith, 385-386. Studies on 