
understand the theory of qur‘anic contextuality, at least so claim the moderate,
liberal Islamic scholars.

Over all, Kaltner gives a very detailed and thorough analysis of how the
Qur‘an addresses the topics he chose to include in his volume. Although he pre-
sents differing interpretations on controversial issues, he definitely sides with the
more liberal, moderate, and humanist scholars. His purpose is to promote good
relations—best achieved by downplaying the controversial—but what if the con-
troversial also includes the essentials of faith?

WES HARRISON

Director, Interdisciplinary Studies
Ohio Valley University

David SEHAT. The Myth of American Religious Freedom. New
York: Oxford University Press, 2011. 356 pp. $29.95.

Sehat, Professor of History at Georgia State University, argues that the cur-
rent disagreements occurring between conservatives and progressives in the
political arena revolving around the place of religion in American society are
based upon three false historical premises. These three myths, as Sehat calls
them, warp all current discourse to the point where only an impasse is possible
regarding this important issue. Sehat identifies these three historical untruths:
the myth of the separation of church and state, the myth of religious decline,
and the myth of exceptional religious liberty. Sehat focuses most of his attention
on the ideas of exceptional religious freedom and the separation of church and
state.

Sehat divides the volume into four parts. Part one focuses on deconstruct-
ing the idea that Madison and Jefferson were immediately successful in their bid
to disestablish religion in the United States, and chronicles the development of
a “moral establishment” that overtly shaped state and federal laws to coercively
enforce Christian moral precepts. Part two showcases how two of the most
important and divisive social issues of the 19th century, slavery and women’s suf-
frage, created and subsequently enlarged fissures and opposition to the moral
establishment created by conservative Christians. Part three examines the
retrenchment of the moral establishment after the Civil War, and argues among
other things that the failure of a Northern moral establishment allowed those of
the Southern moral establishment to impose many of their ideas on America,
including the practice of racial segregation. Sehat also argues in part three that
this moral establishment was responsible for slowing the advance of women’s
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rights, and that the establishment consistently fought against minority religious
rights throughout the 19th century. Part four details the eventual decline of
power of the moral establishment through the fundamentalist/modernist con-
troversy, and chronicles legal challenges to the establishment that came to a
head through the embracing of the concept of the right to privacy, originally
championed by attorney and later Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis.

Sehat’s writing is highly readable and his arguments are convincing and
sound. However, his tone at times is pointedly negative towards Christianity in
general and evangelicals in particular. Sehat’s inimical tone is often distracting
and detracts from this otherwise finely written book. While Sehat indicates in his
preface that he is a former evangelical and lacks “animus against religious insti-
tutions,” it is apparent that his experience and research has left him with a bad
taste in his mouth towards conservative Christianity.

While Sehat does an excellent job of describing the moral establishment and
opposition to it by freethinkers, atheists, and liberal Christians—and he briefly
highlights the tendency of the moral establishment to suppress minority reli-
gious rights—he generally misses the opportunity to depict and analyze dissent
by more conservative Christian groups. For example, while Sehat briefly men-
tions Alexander Campbell and his opposition to the moral establishment with
regard to creating and sustaining Sabbath laws in the United States, he fails to
take notice of the anti-establishmentarianism of David Lipscomb, whose ideas
regarding government and the moral establishment clearly echo the thought of
William Lloyd Garrison at several key points. Additionally, while Sehat spends
several pages on the suppression of Mormon polygamy as an example of the
moral establishment’s disregard for the religious rights of minority groups, he
does not embrace the opportunity to examine the treatment of the Latter Day
Saints before the death of Joseph Smith, which could have provided him with
additional compelling arguments against the myth of exceptional religious
liberty.

In spite of these few limitations, Sehat has provided us with an interesting,
well-analyzed, and convincing text that makes important contributions to
American Religious History. Anyone with an interest in the current debate
about the relationship between church and state should make sure to read this
volume.

JOSHUA W. JEFFERY, SR.
B.A. Student in History
Undergraduate Research Fellow
Warner Pacific College
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