


ion of it. Having received the chaplains’ report on
September 10 that Aitken had done his work with
“great accuracy,” Congress on September 12 passed
the following resolution: “The United States in Con-
gress assembled, highly approve the pious and laud-
able undertaking of Mr. Aitken, as subservient to
the interest of religion . . . and being satisfied from
the above report, of his care and accuracy in the ex-
ecution of the work, they recommend this edition
of the Bible to the inhabitants of the United States.”
Aitken’s edition of the Scriptures, published under
congressional patronage, appeared shortly there-
after. It was the first English language Bible pub-
lished on the North American continent.?’

A Congress that constantly exhorted its constit-
uents to promote the spread of Christianity, to spare
no efforts, as its fast day proclamation of March 19,
1782, urged, to see that the “religion of our Divine
Redeemer . . . cover the earth as the waters cover
the seas,”?® could not be indifferent to the cause of
Christ in the vast new territories—stretching from
the Allegheny Mountains to the Mississippi River—
acquired from Britain in the peace settlement of
1783. Accordingly, when Congress, in the spring of
1785, debated regulations for selling property in the
new lands, it was moved that the central section in
each township should be reserved for the support
of schools and “the Section immediately adjoining
the same to the northward, for the support of reli-
gion. The profits arising therefrom in both instances,
to be applied for ever according to the will of the
majority.”?” This proposal, which established reli-
gion in the traditional sense of granting state fund-
ing to a church that would be controlled by one de-
nomination, attracted support, but was voted down
on April 23, 1785.

Continuing to share the widespread concern

about the corrupting influence of the frontier, Con-

gress in the summer of 1787 revisited the issue of
religion in the new territories and passed, July 13,
1787, the famous Northwest Ordinance. Article 3
of the Ordinance contained the following language:
“Religion, Morality and knowledge being necessary
to good government and the happiness of mankind,
Schools and the means of education shall forever be
encouraged.”?® Scholars have been puzzled that,
having declared religion and morality indispensable
to good government, Congress did not, like some
states that had written similar declarations into
their constitutions, give financial assistance to the
churches in the West. Although rhetorical encour-
agement for religion was all that was possible on
this occasion, Congress did, in a little noticed ac-
tion two weeks later, offer financial support to

a church. In response to a plea from Bishop John
Ettwein (1721-1802), Congress voted, July 27,
1787, that ten thousand acres on the Muskingum
River in the present state of Ohio “be set apart and
the property thereof be vested in the Moravian

Brethren . . . or a society of the said Brethren for

civilizing the Indians and promoting Christianity.” >’
Under what authority did Congress conduct its
wide-ranging activities in religion, its sermonizing
the country, its sponsoring a Bible, its appointing
chaplains for civilian and military duty, its criminal-
izing non-Christian activity in the armed forces, its
granting public land to promote Christianity? The
Articles of Confederation gave Congress so little
power that, at times, it almost ceased to function.
Nowhere in those circumscribed powers was there
any mention of the power to legislate on religion.
Yet, aside from complaints about granting land for
religious purposes in the abortive Ordinance of
April 23, 1785, no voices were raised by a notori-
ously jealous citizenry about Congress’s broad pro-

gram to promote religion. It appears that both the
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