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owens:  What is the original religious 
test that your book references? How do 
you put the concept to use in your book 
for contemporary politics?

linker:  The original religious test is the 
one mentioned in Article VI of the U.S. 
Constitution which states that no citizen 
must belong to any particular church in 
order to be eligible for office and also that 
no person can be excluded from higher 
office for belonging to any church. So it 
has both positive and negative implica-
tions.

My book, though called The Religious 
Test, is not in any way meant to imply 
that I think a constitutional amendment 
should replace this article of the Consti-
tution. I think that it is a great aspect of 
the Constitution. It is kind of a lynchpin, 
along with the First Amendment, of reli-
gious freedom in our country.

What I mean by religious test is a much 
more informal series of questions, prin-
cis
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to remake the coun
freedom that they enjoy and that this 
freedom should be applied equally to 
everyone.

The second commandment has to do 
with authority and the fact that certain 
religious groups, most prominently 
Roman Catholics and Mormons, have 
very hierarchal authoritarian spiritual 
structures in their churches, led by the 
Pope for Catholics and by the Prophet 
at the head of the Mormon Church for 
Mormons.

Politicians from those churches who seek 
high office in most cases are going to 
come up against cases in which they are 
expected to do certain things that their 
churches claim are duties within the 
churches, versus the duties they have as 
public servants.
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That chapter and that commandment 
seek to say that if you want to be an 
upstanding devout Catholic or Mormon, 
by all means do. But if you want to serve 
the nation in high office, especially at the 
highest office, the office of the President, 
you should clearly state that you intend 
to place the Constitution above your re-
ligious duties, if they come into conflict. 
That is exactly what John F. Kennedy 
said 50 years ago when he encountered 
questions like this while he was running 
for office.

owens:  So you are endorsing Kenne-
dy’s position as a model for today. Is that 
right?

linker:  Yes, I am. I think that that 
was a very good model for members of 
religious groups at least those who are 
in those more authoritarian religious 
traditions. And I do not mean that as a 
criticism, that they are more authoritari-
an. That is one way to organize a church, 
or a religious group. It is just that if you 
want to serve the nation at the highest 
levels you cannot necessarily follow the 
edicts given down by the head of your 
church while serving in that high office.

Kennedy did a very good job of saying 
that no American need worry about such 
a thing, because if there were a conflict 
he would side with the Constitution.

The third commandment has to do with 
having a respect for worldly knowledge 
and science, in other words, giving 
science its place or its due. This mainly 
applies once again to evangelical Prot-
estants, many of whom have developed 
an outlook on science and religious 
truth that has been unduly influenced 
by American egalitarianism. American 
egalitarianism is the American belief in 
the equality of human beings and the 
common sense status of our political 
beliefs and rights.

What you end up with, going all the way 
back to America’s founding period, is a 
form of Protestant worship that looks to 
average, everyday intuitions about moral-

ity and scripture as the ultimate arbiter of 
truth. The problem is that science often 
questions those common sense starting 
points and, after subjecting them to 
rigorous data analysis and experiments, 
often shows that they are not actually 
founded in truth.

Some evangelical Protestants have be-
come accustomed to saying that if science 
conflicts with their religious convictions 
about the Bible or morality, then what we 
call science must not be real science. Real 

science is what they believe, namely that 
the earth is 6,000 years old, or some-
thing like this.

I see this as a problem because such 
claims are not reliable and not an ac-
ceptable way of trying to make sense of 
the world we live in. I think evangelical 
Protestants should follow the advice 
and lead of Mark Noll, an evangelical 
historian who has been quite critical of 
evangelicals along these lines. Evangeli-
cals, I would say, have to learn to live with 
the tensions of being a modern believer, 
which is to realize that science has a lot of 
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returns, he will rule the world from the 
territory of the United States.

In those cases, I would not say that our 
argument is that we should not tolerate 
people believing these things, but that we 
should try to insist that people be intelli-
gent believers and thinkers.

For instance, I rely in that chapter a lot on 
Augustine’s argument that it is perfectly 
legitimate to believe that God operates 
in the world and has a role in guiding 
the rise, fall and movement of nations 
throughout history, while also admitting 
that we cannot, from our position in his-
tory and our fallen state, know decisively 
the nature of God’s role.

owens: Are you then tethering that 
particular Augustinian notion to liberal-
ism?

linker:  Well, I am applying it to 
citizens within liberal democracies who 
might be inclined to get a little sloppy in 
jumping to conclusions. To those who 
baptize America as God’s conduit for 
acting in world history, simply because 
of the fact that in this moment in history, 
America is on top. I do not think it is 
good theology, let alone good political 
philosophy, to conclude that we can know 
what God means to be doing in human 
history on the basis of the fact that for the 
last few decades America has been the 
most powerful nation on earth. We were 
not 150 years ago, and we might not be 
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