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is now the gold standard of introductory treatments of economics in the   
causal-realist tradition.    
 
Jeffrey M. Herbener is Chairman of the Department of Economics at Grove 
City College. 
 
======================================================== 
 
Holmes, David L. The Faiths of the Founding Fathers. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2006. 240 pp., hardcover, $20.00. 

Review by Samuel C. Smith 

Evangelical Christians believe that salvation is an individual affair.  
Growing up in the Bible Belt, I more than once heard ministers say that “God 
has no grandchildren.” I learned from my earliest days that getting to heaven 
did not depend on my parents’ faith, joining the church, or being an American. 
It depended rather on individual appropriation of the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. My belief in the personal nature of salvation 
explains in part my interest in The Faiths of the Founding Fathers by        
David L. Holmes.   

The monolithic treatment of religion is a recurring problem in the study 
of American history. Some scholars plunge headlong in their quest to prove a 
godless America, running roughshod over evidence to the contrary. Conversely, 
Christian writers sometimes go to the other extreme arguing for an all-orthodox 
America. Holmes seeks to avoid both by steering a middle course. Instead of 
presenting a one-size-fits-all American faith or non-faith, he argues that the 
early Republic’s religious character was as varied as its people, albeit with a 
deep underlying respect for Christianity.   

The strengths of this work are many. The Faiths of the Founding 
Fathers is well written, readable, and concise. Its accessible nature makes it an 
excellent book for undergraduates. Dealing with what can sometimes be a hotly 
debated topic, Holmes is fair and irenic. He disagrees with conclusions on both 
sides, especially with Christian right interpretations. But in his presentation he 
is never disagreeable or belittling, displaying a kind of gentlemanly scholarship 
that all can emulate.    
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After a helpful opening chapter on the diverse nature of religion in the 
colonies, followed by a particular look at Anglicanism in Virginia, Holmes 
explores the Enlightenment’s influence on American Christianity, especially in 
the form of deism. Deism manifested itself in various expressions from 
moderate to radical, but the one thing in common was a graduated rejection of 
orthodox doctrines. Holmes places most of the leading Founding Fathers 
somewhere in the multilayered contours of deism. They were, as Mark Noll 
wrote in his review of this work, “Deist-like, but not exactly.”   

A “Deist-like, but not exactly” categorization may be too broad for 
practical use. Deism’s very diversity renders it somewhat void of explanatory 
power, and the fact that it derives from an even broader array of Enlightenment 
intellectual strains adds to the imprecision. Deism had an obvious impact in the 
founding era, but it too often becomes a convenient catchall for Enlightenment 
thought. Some have implied, for example, that James Madison’s deistic 
tendencies originated in his education at Princeton.55 Aside from the fact that 
Princeton was solidly evangelical, Enlightenment influences came mainly 
through Scottish Common Sense, not deism. Scottish Common Sense was a 
reason oriented system largely critical of the more skeptical elements inherent 
in deism.   Although Holmes recognizes this distinction, he does not carry this 
forward in his analysis. He sees Madison’s emphasis on reason and religious 
liberty as somehow born of deistic influences when in fact the same 
dispositions could just as well have come from the philosophical impressions 
he encountered at Princeton.    

Holmes designates “orthodoxy” as deism’s counter-point. This is 
completely valid, but can become problematic when used as an either/or 
interpretive framework. As perfect as the objective standard of orthodoxy may 
be, imperfect people can never fully represent it. With this in mind, why not 
conclude that some of the more Christian deists were in fact “orthodox-like, but 
not exactly”? The point is that this interpretive model too easily lends itself to 
conclusions based on a priori assumptions. For example, if one wants to 
marginalize the role of Christians, he can use a narrow enough category such  
as “orthodoxy” that few can positively meet and a broad one such as      

55 Frank Lambert, The Founding Fathers and the Place of Religion in America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2003), 161, 243-244. Holmes makes a similar implication, but then clarifies that Madison 
picked up his deistic influences after college (50). 
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“deism” that almost any linguistically lax Christian can meet. Evangelical 
Christians are sometimes guilty of the same in reverse. Zealous to see the 
founders as orthodox Christians, they sometimes read into public statements     
a more authentic faith commitment than evidence may warrant. Clearly, there  
is a need for balance.  In many respects, Holmes provides this balance—“but 
not exactly.”   

The usual suspects—John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin 
Franklin—fall into the deistic category with ease. Holmes sees James Monroe 
as a deist—a clear possibility—but one wonders if our fifth president was 
simply disinterested in spiritual things altogether. A nominal Christian does not 
necessarily a deist make. Holmes’s designation of Adams as somewhat deistic 
is accurate, but a more in-depth treatment would be welcomed, especially since 
Adams, the self described “church-going animal,” often expressed reverence for 
Jesus Christ as the redeemer of men, but rejected Christ’s full deity—a 
dichotomy that has caused people on both sides to claim him as their own.   

A very intriguing section of the book deals with women.  Holmes 
shows the Founders’ wives and daughters to be on balance more orthodox than 
the men. In short, women’s more nurturing and reflective dispositions made 
deism an unattractive alternative. After all, how comforting can a Grand 
Architect be?       

The chapter entitled “Three Orthodox Christians” is especially 
informative.  Holmes explores the deep piety of Samuel Adams, Elias 
Boudinot, and John Jay.56 He emphasizes their orthodox beliefs and the 
positive role faith played in their public lives.  Contrary to his statement that 
“none of the founders was an evangelical,” his own careful delineation of these 
three men defies that very claim. Granted, they would not fall into the category 
of a nineteenth-century Finney revivalist, but from any common theological 
definition of the term, they were indeed evangelical.57   

56 Frank Lambert sees John Jay as a deist; see Lambert, The Founding Fathers and the Place of Religion in 
America, 161, 178. 

57 Evidence exists that Henry Laurens of South Carolina experienced an evangelical conversion under the 
influence of George Whitefield; see Samuel C. Smith, “Henry Laurens: Christian Pietist,” South Carolina 
Historical Magazine (April, 1999), 143-170.  As a historical designation in American history, many see 
modern evangelicalism beginning in the early nineteenth century on the heels of the Second Great 
Awakening. But if one adheres to the theological definition of the term, evangelicalism has existed as long as 
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One can only go so far in critiquing a book that was not written, but at 
least an honorable mention of men such as Benjamin Rush, John Witherspoon, 
Henry Laurens, and Christopher Gadsden would bring greater balance. Holmes 
presents Patrick Henry as orthodox, but gives him an incidental paragraph in 
another chapter. All of the aforementioned men had strong orthodox and even 
evangelical credentials.      

Holmes sees Washington as the classic example of Noll’s “Deist-like” 
Christian “but not exactly.” That is, he was a Christian, but not “a model of 
Christian orthodoxy.” He points out that our conception of Washington’s strong 
religious piety comes mainly through the hagiographic works of Mason Locke 
Weems, The Life of George Washington (1800) and Edward C. McGuire, The 
Religious Opinions and Character of Washington (1836). Holmes believes, for 
example, that the story and image of Washington praying in the snow at Valley 
Forge is as unsubstantiated as the cherry tree incident. Be that as it may, an 
orthodox Washington may not be as fanciful as Holmes believes.58   

Holmes assigns significant weight to the fact that Washington never 
received confirmation and rarely if ever partook in communion after the war. 
However, the argument from silence can cut both ways. That Washington 
avoided the sacraments later in life can actually indicate a deep belief in and 
respect for the ordinance. Many Christians throughout church history, either 
through an oversensitivity to their own failings or a faulty understanding of 
Biblical warnings, have declined participation in the Lord’s Supper.  In       
other words, their reservations are a result, not of disbelief or apathy, but of 
utter seriousness.   

Holmes believes this level of religious introspection was unlikely with 
Washington. But the reason he gives is beside the point. He writes that since 

Christianity. Peter Lillback, president of Westminster Theological Seminary, in his recent study of George 
Washington’s religiosity makes a similar concession stating that Washington was not an evangelical “in the 
modern sense of the term.” This may well be the case.  Yet, Lillback argues for over one thousand pages that 
the first president was a born-again, orthodox Christian. One wonders how an evangelical theologian can see 
someone as a born-again orthodox Christian but not as an evangelical. This unfortunate and all too common 
dichotomizing of the historical/theological sense of the term creates more confusion than clarity. A proper 
folding of the theological meaning into the historical use of the term would help resolve a lot of 
misunderstanding. See Peter Lillback, George Washington’s Sacred Fire (Bryn Mawr, PA: Providence 
Forum Press, 2006), 27.  
58 For a recent treatment of Washington’s religiosity, see Lillback, George Washington’s Sacred Fire.
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“only a small percentage of a typical Anglican congregation remained for the 
administration of Holy communion during Washington’s lifetime,” one would 
have to conclude that “thousands of Anglicans or Episcopalians” had the same 
internal reservations about their own worthiness. To be sure any designation on 
motives for non-participation in communion is conjecture at best. And that is 
just the point. As many reasons existed for non-participation as there were 
people. Yet, for Washington, the reason “must be” that he was under the 
influence of deism. Should we therefore make the same conclusion about the 
majority of common parishioners who regularly bypassed the elements? Were 
most of them deists too?    

That both Washington and Madison avoided orthodox specific 
terminology in their descriptions of God is treated as further evidence of deism. 
But the potential for reading too much into public speech should be obvious. 
Benign speech in public life is common regardless of religious perspective. The 
founders played a unique and tentative role in superintending religious 
disestablishment in an otherwise Erastian world. Civil magistrates in a free 
society are generally careful to avoid theological precision so as not to alienate 
constituents unduly.  Moreover, the class structured mentality that lingered 
among American elites informed their carefully chosen words. Inclusive speech 
was a sign of gentility. The combination of eighteenth-century decorum with 
the public nature of the office often resulted in one’s playing his religious cards 
“close to the vest.” Simply put, one should be careful not to mistake public 
demeanor for theological position.   

For many Christians, religious informality can be a sign of greater not 
lesser Christian commitment. For example, reluctant participation in Episcopal 
sacraments may indicate a more intentional mindset than appearances reveal. 
Holmes suggests that Washington avoided communion because the Anglican 
ordinance taught the real presence of Christ in the elements, “a belief that 
Deists would have seen as superstition” (63). But deists were not the only ones 
who disagreed with this view of the sacraments. Dissenters would have avoided 
Anglican or Episcopal communion for the very same reason. This realization 
could put Washington’s meetings with the Presbyterians of Morristown, NJ, in 
a whole new light. As Peter Lillback points out, the evidence is strong that 
Washington indeed sought out this Reformed community during the war for the 
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express purpose of communing with them around the sacraments.59 Is it 
possible that Washington and Madison were cool in their Episcopal zeal due to 
a more dissenter oriented perspective?      

In the case of Madison, his secondary and college education was almost 
exclusively Presbyterian. As Mary-Elaine Swanson has shown, Madison 
derived his core views of man, government, and religious liberty from an 
evangelical Presbyterian framework.60 Ralph Ketchum noted that “when 
Madison went to . . . Princeton, he placed himself at the center of the English 
dissenting tradition,” a tradition grounded in the long history of opposition to 
“religious establishment, ecclesiastical hierarchy, and every other manifestation 
of privileged . . . power.”61 With this background, it is not surprising to find 
him less than enthusiastic for Episcopal formalities.    

Madison’s inspiration for religious freedom may have in fact come 
from his evangelical roots. True to his ever-evolving mindset, Madison argued 
in his “Detached Memoranda” for a somewhat radical view of the separation 
clause, even disallowing government-sponsored chaplaincy, but in the very 
same document he appealed to “reason and the principles of the Xn religion.”62 
This illustrates Frank Lambert’s poignant point that Enlightenment and 
evangelical thought had such similar “converging interests” they became 
unwitting allies in the cause of religious freedom.63       

Many have speculated whether or not Madison ever returned to the 
orthodox faith. Some believe he did in his latter years. Holmes approvingly 
quotes David Mattern, senior associate editor of the James Madison Papers, 
who says that no evidence exists that Madison ever “returned to the orthodox 

59 For the convincing oral traditions supporting the validity of the legendary Morristown communion service 
see Lillback, George Washington’s Sacred Fire, 412-419. 

60 Mary-Elaine Swanson, “James Madison and the Presbyterian Idea of Man and Government” in Religion 
and Political Culture in Jefferson’s Virginia, ed. Garrett Ward Sheldon and Daniel L Dreisbach (New York: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2000), 117-132. 

61 Ralph Ketchum, James Madison: A Biography (Charlottesville, Virginia, 1990), 38. 

62 “Excerpts from Madison’s Detached Memoranda,” http://candst.tripod.com/detach.htm (accessed April 13, 
2007). The “Detached Memoranda” was written sometime after 1817.

63 Lambert, The Founding Fathers at the Place of Religion in America, 177-178. 
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piety of his youth.” But is this not a presumptive leap?  Has it ever been 
conclusively shown that he actually left the faith? If not, the question of his 
return is a moot point.       

My disagreement with Holmes in these areas should not be interpreted 
as a negative assessment of his book. The difficulty of discovering individual 
belief systems is obvious and should be appreciated. Take, for example, the 
perspective of Washington’s pastor, William White, who said he knew of no 
“fact which would prove General Washington to have been a believer in the 
Christian Revelation” (163). Then consider Nelly-Custis Lewis, Washington’s 
adopted daughter, who said, “I should have thought it the greatest heresy to 
doubt his firm belief in Christianity. His life, his writings, prove that he was a 
Christian. He was not one of those who act or pray, ‘that they may be seen of 
men.’ He communed with his God in secret”64 Carefully examined, both 
statements support one common trait in Washington—his reserved disposition. 
If Washington was anything, he was intensely private, a reality that can 
frustrate any investigation, especially that of a spiritual nature. Washington’s 
own words to Lafayette after the war speak volumes. “I have not only retired 
from all public employments, but I am retiring within myself.”65   

In the end it is very tempting to create the founders after our own 
image. We naturally want them on our side. Hollywood, as seen in the movie 
The Crossing, made George Washington profane and petty—a characterization 
that may say more about the entertainment industry than Washington. 
Moreover, I like to think that all the founders were conservative evangelicals 
just like me. This is equally misguided. Academic integrity calls us to resist this 
Creator mind-set and let the evidentiary chips fall where they may. Although 
some of David Holmes’s chips have fallen in a different place than mine, his 
well written and accessible book will hopefully redirect attention to the 
historical value of individual faith decisions and advance meaningful dialogue 
on the broader question of Christianity’s unique role in American History. 

Samuel C. Smith is Assistant Professor of History at Liberty University. 

64Nelly-Custis Lewis to Jared Sparks, February 26, 1833, http://www.christiananswers.net/q-wall/wal-
g011.html (accessed April 16, 2007). 

65 Quoted in Benson Bobrick, Angel in the Whirlwind: The Triumph of the American Revolution (New York, 
1997), 484.
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======================================================== 
 
Wachsmann, Shelley. The Sea of Galilee Boat. College Station, Texas: Texas A 
& M University Press, 2009 [1995, 2000]. 424 pp., paperback, $23.00. 
 

Review by L. Edward Hicks 
 
It is very rare when a book can simultaneously interest Biblical archaeologists, 
marine archaeologists, and those interested in more information about the 
Battle of Migdal as told by Josephus in his History of the Jewish Wars of 
Liberation, but Shelley Wachsmann has accomplished this feat magnificently in 
his fascinating and very readable story of the discovery, rescue, and 
preservation of a first-century fishing boat from the Sea of Galilee. The story is 
a fascinating tale of how a host of people from many different backgrounds and 
occupations worked almost around the clock for a period of twelve days 
excavating and transporting the extremely fragile boat from the mud of the 
lake’s rising waters without damaging it. The boat was then submerged in a 
chemical bath for 7 years before it could be displayed in the Yigal Allon 
Museum very near where it was discovered and rescued by members of 
Kibbutz Ginosar. Not only does Wachsmann praise the hundreds of volunteers 
from the Kibbutz for their untiring devotion to and work on the project, but he 
also illustrates how several of these untrained helpers actually formulated some 
of the previously untested methods for unearthing, cleaning, and documenting 
the project that proved to be groundbreaking solutions to the myriad of 
problems that the professional archaeologists from the Israeli Antiquities 
Authority had never before faced. 

Not only does each chapter highlight an important phase of the salvage 
and restoration, but Wachsmann weaves into the narrative significant aspects of 
the importance of the find with a brief description of the technical aspects of 
marine and Biblical archaeology. As impressive as this quality of the book 
maybe, he also ties the boat to significant events on or near the Sea of Galilee, 
also called Lake Kinneret, in the history of first-century Israel in which the boat 
might have played a part. As Wachsmann discusses his research into New 
Testament stories about events on the lake, as well as Josephus’ story of the 
Battle of Migdal during the first Jewish uprising against Rome, he artfully 
places the boat in its historical context as well as describing how his research 
provided additional clues to help determine who might have built the boat and 
how it might have been used on the lake. Along this line, a first-century mosaic, 
discovered recently by Franciscan archaeologists at a private house in Migdal, 
confirmed many technical aspects of the boat which until then were mere 
conjecture on the part of the boat’s researchers. The Migdal Mosaic depicted 
what type of mast and sails were used on similar boats on the lake and made it 
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