
As students of history, we can often learn from the rhythm of decisions made over time, not merely
from the final result or outcome. As we inch closer toward the history-shaping decision by the
Patriots to declare independence 250 years ago, let us examine the civic steps in their  progression
from frustration over perceived injustice to a full-scale revolution.

In the month of May, 1776, alone, Rhode Island, true to its free spiritedness, was the first American
colony to formally renounce its allegiance to King George III on May 4. On May 15, the Continental
Congress passed a preamble, drafted by John Adams, officially declaring that the colonies should
reject all British authority and replace it with self-governing rule. On the same day, the Fifth Virginia
Convention voted unanimously to instruct its delegates in Philadelphia to introduce a resolution
calling for national independence.

Finally, on May 17, the Continental Congress observed a solemn national day of fasting and prayer
to seek divine guidance as war appeared imminent. This last step is particularly interesting and
worthy of further exploration. Why would the American founders, disciples of the Enlightenment
reason, turn to prayer and fasting?

As they advanced along their path from loyalty to independence, the Continental Congress
recognized that despite their quest for autonomy and liberty, and because of their belief in
inalienable natural rights “endowed by their Creator,” they would turn to prayer and humility as a
means of securing these freedoms. This basic idea that government is not the source of rights, but
rather that rights are natural, was a fundamental premise of the American conception of liberty and
justice. This thread of deference to a higher power is indeed a foundational element that has
cemented the core of the American republic.

In the following resource, you can explore with your students not only how prayer and related
feelings were part of the American national experience during that time, but also the character traits
and civic virtues that leaders and citizens believed were necessary for a flourishing society, and how
vital these traits of good character remain today. We welcome your feedback and hope these
sources help foster meaningful classroom discussion.
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Source 1: “A Proclamation for a Continental Fast,” March 16,
1776, in Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774–1789, 
vol. 4. Excerpt.

In times of impending calamity and distress; when the liberties of America are imminently
endangered by the secret machinations and open assaults of an insidious and vindictive
administration, it becomes the indispensable duty of these hitherto free and happy colonies, with
true penitence of heart, and the most reverent devotion, publicly to acknowledge the over ruling
providence of God; to confess and deplore our offences against him; and to supplicate his
interposition for averting the threatened danger, and prospering our strenuous efforts in the
cause of freedom, virtue, and posterity.

The Congress, therefore, considering the warlike preparations of the British Ministry to subvert
our invaluable rights and privileges, and to reduce us by fire and sword, by the savages of the
wilderness, and our own domestics, to the most abject and ignominious bondage: Desirous, at the
same time, to have people of all ranks and degrees duly impressed with a solemn sense of God’s
superintending providence, and of their duty, devoutly to rely, in all their lawful enterprises, on
his aid and direction, Do earnestly recommend, that Friday, the Seventeenth day of May next, be
observed by the said colonies as a day of humiliation, fasting, and prayer; that we may, with
united hearts, confess and bewail our manifold sins and transgressions, and, by a sincere
repentance and amendment of life, appease his righteous displeasure, and, through the merits
and mediation of Jesus Christ, obtain his pardon and forgiveness; humbly imploring his assistance
to frustrate the cruel purposes of our unnatural enemies; and by inclining their hearts to justice
and benevolence, prevent the further effusion of kindred blood.

But if, continuing deaf to the voice of reason and humanity, and inflexibly bent, on desolation and
war, they constrain us to repel their hostile invasions by open resistance, that it may please the
Lord of Hosts, the God of Armies, to animate our officers and soldiers with invincible fortitude, to
guard and protect them in the day of battle, and to crown the continental arms, by sea and land,
with victory and success. Earnestly beseeching him to bless our civil rulers, and the
representatives of the people, in their several assemblies and conventions; to preserve and
strengthen their union, to inspire them with an ardent, disinterested love of their country; to give
wisdom and stability to their counsels; and direct them to the most efficacious measures for
establishing the rights of America on the most honorable and permanent basis–That he would be
graciously pleased to bless all his people in these colonies with health and plenty, and grant that
a spirit of incorruptible patriotism, and of pure undefiled religion, may universally prevail; and
this continent be speedily restored to the blessings of peace and liberty, and enabled to transmit
them inviolate to the latest posterity. 
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In this proclamation, President George Washington declares a national day of thanksgiving and
prayer to acknowledge the role of God in the founding of the United States. Issued in 1789, shortly
after the Constitution was ratified, reflecting early American ideas about religion, civic virtue, and
national unity.

Whereas it is the duty of all Nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey his
will, to be grateful for his benefits, and humbly to implore his protection and favor-- and whereas
both Houses of Congress have by their joint Committee requested me to recommend to the People
of the United States a day of public thanksgiving and prayer to be observed by acknowledging with
grateful hearts the many signal favors of Almighty God especially by affording them an opportunity
peaceably to establish a form of government for their safety and happiness.

Now therefore I do recommend and assign Thursday the 26th day of November next to be devoted
by the People of these States to the service of that great and glorious Being, who is the beneficent
Author of all the good that was, that is, or that will be-- That we may then all unite in rendering
unto him our sincere and humble thanks--for his kind care and protection of the People of this
Country previous to their becoming a Nation--for the signal and manifold mercies, and the
favorable interpositions of his Providence which we experienced in the course and conclusion of the
late war--for the great degree of tranquility, union, and plenty, which we have since enjoyed--for
the peaceable and rational manner, in which we have been enabled to establish constitutions of
government for our safety and happiness, and particularly the national One now lately instituted--
for the civil and religious liberty with which we are blessed; and the means we have of acquiring and
diffusing useful knowledge; and in general for all the great and various favors which he hath been
pleased to confer upon us. 3
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Discussion Questions:

1. How do the members of the Continental Congress describe the injustice put forth by the British
government?

2. Why might they see prayer and the invocation of Divine Providence as necessary during this
moment of crisis?

3. The Continental Congress writes, “But if, continuing deaf to the voice of reason and humanity,
and inflexibly bent on desolation and war, they constrain us to repel their hostile invasions by
open resistance, that it may please the Lord of Hosts, the God of Armies, to animate our
officers and soldiers with invincible fortitude…” How does this passage combine Enlightenment
ideas about reason and natural rights with religious beliefs about guidance and protection?

4. How might prayer and humility offer an antidote to tyranny and oppression as the Patriots
identified it?

Source 2: George Washington, “Thanksgiving Proclamation,”
October 3, 1789. Excerpt. 



1. How have Founding presidents echoed the tradition set forth by the members of the Continental
Congress?

2. In what ways were their focuses aligned?
3. In what ways were they distinct?
4. Which civic virtues are highlighted in these calls for prayer?
5. What can citizens do today to welcome the blessings called for in these statements?
6. Keeping in mind Jefferson’s doctrine of separation of church and state, how can we reconcile a

nation predicated on religious beliefs and moral foundations while also not violating the wall of
separation doctrine? 4

Source 3: James Madison, “A Proclamation Appointing a Day of
Public Humiliation and Prayer,” July 9, 1812. Excerpt. 

President James Madison issued this proclamation shortly after the outbreak of the War of 1812
between the United States and Great Britain. Responding to a request from Congress, Madison
called on Americans to unite in prayer, repentance, and reflection during a time of war and
national uncertainty.

Whereas the Congress of the United States, by a joint resolution of the two Houses, have signified
a request that a day may be recommended to be observed by the people of the United States with
religious solemnity as a day of public humiliation and prayer; and

Whereas such a recommendation will enable the several religious denominations and societies so
disposed to offer at one and the same time their common vows and adorations to Almighty God on
the solemn occasion produced by the war in which He has been pleased to permit the injustice of a
foreign power to involve these United States:

I do therefore recommend the third Thursday in August next as a convenient day to be set apart
for the devout purposes of rendering the Sovereign of the Universe and the Benefactor of Mankind
the public homage due to His holy attributes; of acknowledging the transgressions which might
justly provoke the manifestations of His divine displeasure; of seeking His merciful forgiveness
and His assistance in the great duties of repentance and amendment, and especially of offering
fervent supplications that in the present season of calamity and war He would take the American
people under His peculiar care and protection; that He would guide their public councils, animate
their patriotism, and bestow His blessing on their arms; that He would inspire all nations with a
love of justice and of concord and with a reverence for the unerring precept of our holy religion to
do to others as they would require that others should do to them; and, finally, that, turning the
hearts of our enemies from the violence and injustice which sway their councils against us, He
would hasten a restoration of the blessings of peace.
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Discussion Questions:



1. Do the Founders rely more on reason or religion in these texts?
2. Can Enlightenment ideas and religious belief both influence the founding?
3. Which side is more strongly supported by the sources?
4. Was the American founding mainly Enlightenment-based, religious-based, or a mix of both?

5

Debate: Enlightenment vs. Religious Language

Prompt: What had a greater influence on the American founding: Enlightenment ideas or religious
language?

Side A: Enlightenment Ideas
Claim: The American founding was primarily shaped by Enlightenment ideas such as reason,
natural rights, and self-government.

Side B: Religious Language
Claim: The American founding was primarily shaped by religious belief and ideas about God’s role
in public life.
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Congressional Fast Day Proclamation, March 16, 1776. Broadside. Rare Book and Special Collections
Division, Library of Congress (107)
//www.loc.gov/exhibits/religion/f0404s.jpg 6
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