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Abstract 

This paper connects events of the late Roman Republic with the United States of America’s 

principle of separation of Church and State. Many scholars find similarities between the Roman 

Republic and the U.S., but do not know the depth of connection or how the founding of the 

nation was impacted by the classical world. In the first sections of this paper I define the Roman 

state cult and examples of how it was abused during the turbulence of the late Republic. The next 

section describes the classical education the Founding Fathers received. There follows an in-

depth explanation of the creation and support of the principle of separating church and state 

during the founding of the United States. To conclude, connections are drawn between that 

principle of separation and the troubling events of the late Roman Republic that the Founding 

Fathers would have read from classical authors. It is hoped that this paper shows how a study of 

the classical world offers modern scholars a chance to understand the modern world. 
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Introduction 

Poets, scholars, politicians, and laypeople alike have been intrigued by the Eternal City of 

Rome and the history and lessons hidden in its texts and buildings. Once the greatest state on 

Earth, Rome holds promising potential to understand both the past and present. Due to its 

international power and prominence, it is interesting to compare the United States of America to 

the Roman Empire. Popular books like Are We Rome? by Cullen Murphy exemplify America’s 

fascination with understanding how their country could come to resemble that of the fallen 

Roman Empire. Modern day Americans should recognize how ancient Rome influences our 

government and its principles. 

Today, historians and curious minds possess the texts of many ancient authors. These 

authors, from Julius Caesar to the historian Livy, shed light on the people, systems, and 

operation of the Roman Republic, and intellectuals throughout history have been able to study 

these texts. As will be discussed, the Founding Fathers of the United States were known for their 

interest and education in the classical world. Long before plans to establish an independent 

nation began to blossom, these men studied and absorbed the words of ancient authors. Many 

scholars, such as Carl J. Richard, argue that there is a connection between the events described in 

ancient Rome and the foundational law and structure of the U.S.. With such a rich knowledge of 

the classical authors, the Founding Fathers would have been greatly inspired and guided by the 

Roman Republic and the advice and warnings found in the ancient authors’ words. This paper 

examines this relationship to uncover the roots of one of the most integral principles of the 

United States: the separation of church and state. The concept was relatively unusual for the time 

and its possible sources can be traced back to the late Roman Republic. 
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The religious structure of the ancient Roman Republic was complex and dynamic. There 

were many layers and rituals to the religion that can be captivating to modern readers 

accustomed to monotheistic religions. Especially interesting is the layer of the official state cult 

of the Roman Republic. While there were many private forms of worship and rituals found in 

homes and communities, the central state religion directed many of the actions of the 

government. The Roman government and the state cult were intertwined and did not operate 

independently. The beginning of this paper will explain the general structure and activity of the 

Roman state cult and how it functioned in combination with the government. 

Along with an in-depth description of the state cult of the Roman Republic, it is vital to 

understand the dangers that such a combined system posed. Since the state could not operate 

without religion and vice versa, there was opportunity for abuse by men in power. The ancient 

authors described these events and often expressed frustration with the inefficiencies and 

manipulative nature to which this system could fall victim. This especially occurred in the time 

of the late Republic when the government was divided and there was constant conflict in which a 

few men used the state cult to halt or advance actions in their favor. With a rich knowledge of 

classical authors, the Founding Fathers would have been deeply affected as they read these 

events captured in the words of ancient authors. As described in this paper, the Founding Fathers 

developed a respect and love for classics through education and interest. Thomas Jefferson was 

especially known for his classical admiration. When analyzing Jefferson’s writings on a 

separation of church and state as the new United States developed, it is important to connect 

these statements to the warnings he would have read in the works of the ancient sources. The 

problems described during the late Republic were made possible by a connection between the 

government and religion. 
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While the Roman state was created with this interdependence between religion and the 

government, the Founders were intent on building a strong, successful country that could survive 

conflict and disaster. Thomas Jefferson’s specific principle of separating the government from 

religion can be traced back to the events of the late Republic. 

Although the world has developed tremendously since the time of the Roman Republic, it 

is still vital to study the classical world and understand the warnings and advice it can hold for 

contemporary society. This paper explores only one of these many chances to understand and 

build a more productive, fair, and insightful society. From a study of how the state cult operated 

in the Roman Republic to how the Founding Fathers avoided the dangers of this system, this 

paper suggests a connection between the classics and today. The abuses of the complex 

relationship between religion and politics in the Roman Republic served as a warning to 

the Founding Fathers, leading to the separation of church and state. 

The Roman State Cult 

Ancient Roman religion may always be shrouded in mystery. The records of religion that 

have been preserved through time are merely fragments of a complex system and survive without 

the context of the ancient world. Due to the unfamiliar and wide nature of ancient Roman 

religion, it is vital to understand how the entire system evolved and operated in order to 

understand how it was abused. 

Before explaining the structure and positions found in the Roman state religion, it is 

important to distinguish the form of religion being described. Ancient Roman religion is 

multifaceted and offers explanations for different aspects of life. The fourth-century bishop and 

writer Augustine of Hippo summarizes Varro’s description of a tripartite Roman religion: “They 

call the kind of theology mythical which is especially used by the poets; the physical is that 
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which the philosophers use; and the civil, that which the people use.”1 For the purposes of this 

paper, only the civil form of religion, often referred to as the state cult or the sacra publica, will 

be discussed.2 This civil kind of religion is “especially adapted… to the city” and can fall victim 

to the shifts and agenda of the people.3 

The political elites were found in three distinct governing bodies: an advisory council 

made up of former magistrates called the Senate, a collection of magistrates that were elected 

annually, and several assemblies of the people.4 In addition to their strictly governing powers, 

these political officers also held religious positions of power in the state cult. The most famous 

senator during the late Republic, M. Tullius Cicero, explains this connection in his speech, De 

Domo Sua: 

The same men should superintend both what relates to the religious worship due to the 
immortal gods, and also what concerns the highest interests of the state, so that they 
might preserve the Republic as the most honourable and eminent of the citizens, by 
governing it well, and as priests by wisely interpreting the requirements of religion.5 
 

As Cicero illustrates, there was no contradiction between religion and politics for Romans in the 

late Republic. There was no contradiction found in a senator using religion to justify a political 

action. That is not to say that every political decision was religious or vice versa, but Cicero’s 

description shows that religion and politics were intertwined in the state cult and each could 

heavily influence the other. Perhaps one of the simplest illustrations can be found in the case of 

Julius Caesar. 

                                                 
1 Augustine City of God 6.5 from Dyson’s translation for reference to Varro on page 247 
2 Rüpke Roman Religion – Religions of Rome page 4 
3 Augustine City of God 6.5 from Dyson’s translation for reference to Varro on page 248 
4 Beard’s Priesthood in the Roman Republic page 17  
5 Cic. Dom. 1 from Yonge’s translation 
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Caesar became pontifex maximus (meaning ‘chief priest’) in 63 BCE after winning the 

position through popular election.6 With this office, Caesar had the power to alter the pontifical 

calendar which dictated specific days on which the Roman Senate could convene, among many 

other things.7 Only two years before, Caesar had been elected to the office of aedile, a 

magisterial position responsible for the maintenance of temples and other public buildings, as 

well as managing public games and markets.8 There was no contradiction in these two offices; 

many Roman magistrates and senators were also religious officials. It requires a further analysis 

of the nature of the state cult in the Roman Republic to better understand this enmeshed system 

so foreign to modern scholars. 

Beginnings and Orthopraxy 

One account of the beginning of Roman religion and the state cult can be found in the 

ancient historian Livy’s Ab urbe condita. Livy credits the second king of Rome, Numa, with the 

construction of many religious practices, and in his description, there is a combination of state 

and religious functionality. Livy explains that King Numa needed to “imbue [the people of 

Rome] with the fear of Heaven” so they would become civilized and follow the government.9 

Livy writes that King Numa heard from the goddess Egeria on how to establish religious rites 

and create priesthoods that were accepted by the gods.10 The Roman state cult valued preciseness 

of practice and observance to please the gods. Again from Livy’s discussion of King Numa, it is 

the “establishment of rites most approved by the gods.” The gods dictated how they expected the 

                                                 
6 Plut. Caes. 7.1 
7 Beard’s introduction to Pagan Priests page 7 
8 Watkin’s web article A Timeline of the Life of Julius Caesar 
9 Livy 1.19 
10 Livy 1.19 
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people to honor them and what was allowed. A complex religious and political system, the 

Roman state cult was an orthopraxic institution.  

The Roman state religion is an example of a religion where the importance of action 

supersedes belief. One fragment of Varro’s Antiquitates shows that the gods themselves would 

not be attacked through beliefs or opinions on morality or character, but “negligence of the 

citizens.”11 Nicole Belayche agreed that religious behavior “belonged to action and not to 

contemplation.”12 Belayche cites Apuleius to illustrate how people simply act without thinking 

when it comes to religion. If a traveler stumbles upon a sacred site, they automatically follow the 

proper ritual.13 The state cult was no different. Roman political and religious officials acted to 

preserve the pax deorum, or ‘peace of the gods.’14  

The Roman state worked to maintain this peace to ensure the security and strength of the 

Republic. The pax deorum was not a gift to Rome, but a constant struggle. The state had to 

conduct rituals precisely to the gods’ standards or risk their wrath, and if the gods were angered 

in any way, effort had to be taken to re-establish the pax deorum. Lucretius describes one 

example in his work, De Rerum Natura: 

When, too, fierce force of fury-winds at sea 
Sweepeth a navy's admiral down the main 
With his stout legions and his elephants, 
Doth he not seek the peace of gods with vows, 
And beg in prayer, a-tremble, lulled winds 
And friendly gales?- in vain, since, often up-caught 
In fury-cyclones, is he borne along, 
For all his mouthings, to the shoals of doom.15 

 

                                                 
11 Varro Antiquitates Fragment 2  
12 Belayche page 279 
13 See Religious Actors in Daily Life for Belayche’s reference to Apuleius in Florides 1.1 page 174  
14 See Rüpke Religion in Republican Rome page 174 
15 Lucret. DRN 5.1226–32 from Leonard’s translation 
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This peace of the gods is achieved by proper vows and worship to create favorable conditions, 

even for a ship’s captain caught in a storm. The maintenance of this peace was integral to the 

Republic as its prosperity rested on this balance. If rituals were performed incorrectly or 

neglected, that was an explanation for poor events facing the state. The Roman state had to 

continuously labor to remain at peace with the gods. 

With such a high price to pay if it were neglected or disturbed, the Roman state cult 

highly valued and protected the pax deorum. If it remained unbroken, the state would prosper, 

and Romans would owe their good fortune to the gods. The religious rituals they paid to the gods 

were vital to this success, and contemporary writers noticed: The Romans were well-known for 

their extraordinary religious observances.16 Without the proper religious ceremonies performed 

in the proper way, the gods would become upset and break the peace. Livy tells of the negative 

consequences, often military defeats, when one does not follow the proper rituals for the gods.17 

The execution of religious rituals and procedures was integral to the functioning of Rome and the 

state cult. The strict performance of the state religion that Numa created was necessary to ensure 

that the gods were pleased, and religious officials would notice when they were not. Official 

positions were created in the government to safeguard religion and interpret the will and 

approval of the gods to maintain the pax deorum. 

In Cicero’s De Natura Deorum, the orator attests to the importance of maintaining ritual 

and that he has “learnt more about the proper way of worshipping the gods, according to 

pontifical law and the customs of our ancestors, from the poor little pots bequeathed to us by 

Numa.”18 The structure and offices that Numa constructed were all crucial to the “proper” 

                                                 
16 Cic. Harusp. 19 from Yonge’s translation 
17 See, for example, Livy 6.1.12 in which the Roman army was “exposed to the enemy” after the “the consular 
tribune Sulpicius had not offered acceptable sacrifices” 
18 Cic. ND 3.43 
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observances for the gods. The religious actions created by the legendary Numa were still used in 

Cicero’s time. Cicero specifically points to the ritual the old king outlined as the reason for 

religious actions with no mention of philosophy or belief. He calls attention to the importance of 

traditional practices and their enduring relevance to the gods. The religious structure of the state 

cult was entirely dependent on correctness of action and procedure. 

Thus, the groups of religious priests that the king created, referred to as collegia, 

provided an official governing body to maintain religious law and custom. These colleges were 

specifically consulted by the Senate on religious matters to ensure the gods were satisfied and 

notice the signs if they were not. The collegia positions were simultaneously political and 

religious, and, as mentioned before, one man could hold both a political and religious position. 

There were many types of priests and various colleges in the Republic.19 For the purposes of this 

paper, only two religious colleges will be analyzed.20 The college of the pontifices and the 

college of the augures were essential to the functioning of the Roman Republic, but each 

exhibited unique religious implications. 

Pontifices 

The pontifices (bridge-builders) are defined by Cicero as “interpretes religionum” or 

‘interpreters of observances’ and his definition reveals a slight degree of removal from the 

gods.21 There is no direct contact or interaction with the gods, only interpretation. The pontifices 

were building the bridge between the divine beings and the Roman state, but never could claim 

direct communication. 

                                                 
19 For a “simplified guide” to priests in the Republic, see Beard’s introduction in Pagan Priests pages 20-21 
20 In line with Beard’s rationale on page 35, these are comparatively well documented and distinct in political roles  
21 See Beard’s introduction in Pagan Priests page 17 for information on “bridge-builders”; for defining pontifices, 
Cic. Dom. 1, 2 from Yonge’s translation 
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The number of pontifices in the college grew from its original three members to fifteen in 

the first century BCE and each served for life. A singular pontifex maximus lead the group and, 

in the third century at least, he was chosen by the seventeen tribes that made up the city of 

Rome.22 To be a pontifex, a man needed to be elected to the position. There was no training nor 

required religious education, but, once elected, a pontifex was viewed as an expert on all 

religious rituals. Cicero’s speech De Domo Sua was delivered to the pontifices and is a perfect 

example of the respect given to the members of the pontifical college.23 He describes how “the 

dignity of the whole Republic, the safety of all the citizens, their lives, their liberties, their altars, 

their hearths, their household gods, their properties and condition as citizens, and their homes, all 

appear to be committed and entrusted to your wisdom integrity, and power.”24 While Cicero was 

probably using flattery for the purposes of his speech, his words reveal the prominence of the 

college and the expertise members gained simply by holding religious office. In terms of 

political function, the college of the pontifices influenced how and when the Roman state should 

observe rituals and worship.25 

The duties of the college of the pontifices ranged from supervising other officials’ 

performance of sacrifices to overseeing the religious calendar. Perhaps in managing the religious 

calendar the pontifices wielded the most power. The pontifices determined not only when 

religious ceremonies were to be performed, but also when magistrates could conduct business 

and hold assemblies, and, more importantly, when they could not. The pontifices were also 

responsible for creating burial law and monitoring practices.26 These duties included dictating 

                                                 
22 See Smith’s entry for pontifex for more information on how this expansion occurred 939‑942 
23 See Beard’s Priesthood in the Roman Republic page 36 
24 See Priesthood in the Roman Republic for Beard’s reference to Cicero’s On his House 1.1 page 36 
25 For a full discussion on the pontifices, see Boatwright, et al. chapter 2 and Beard, North, and Prince chapter 1.2 
26 Beard’s Priesthood in the Roman Republic page 37 
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the proper ritual and behavior necessary to please the gods but did not involve determining 

whether the gods were actually pleased or not. That responsibility was left to the augures. 

Augures 

The college of the augures interpreted the will of the gods, mainly in receiving and 

interpreting the auspices.27 The duty of interpretation was a clear distinction from the duties of 

the pontifical college. Pontifices monitored and set the form for religious observances while the 

augures actually received auspices and, through them, interpreted the will of the gods. Like the 

college of the pontifices, the college of augures grew with the Roman state until it reached a 

membership of fifteen in the first century.28 Similar to the pontifices, augures were voted into 

office by seventeen of the thirty-five tribes.29 The augures were entrusted with the right to 

interpret what the gods said to the political body of Rome through auspicia. 

In the Roman state cult, auspicia were divine signs that could be received and interpreted 

by the augures alone. The messages that were sent through auspicia were required by the state 

cult to allow or restrict action in accordance with the pax deorum. Before any official business 

began, which included a man taking office or an assembly convening or even beginning battle, 

an official had to consult the god of auspices, Jupiter Optimus Maximus.30 These consultations 

varied from watching birds in flight or feeding sacred chickens, but there were specific outcomes 

that signaled whether the action was approved. Livy explains in his Ab urbe condita that the 

struggle for power between Romulus and Remus was decided by augury.31 For the feeding of 

chickens, Cicero notes that the feeding of poultry and whether the birds dropped the food from 

                                                 
27 Cicero defines the augures as interpreters and messengers of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, “interpretes 
internuntiique Iovis Optimi Maximi” in Phil. 5, 12, and 13  
28 For a full discussion on the augures, see Boatwright, et al. chapter 2 
29 See Smith’s entry for augures for more information on how this expansion occurred 939-942 
30 Boatwright, et al. page 66 
31 Livy 1.7 
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their mouths as an augury.32 While magistrates actually conducted these rituals, the augures were 

the experts on the method and interpretation of the results.33 The ensuing signs of these rituals 

were viewed as direct contact from the gods, and only the augures held the authority to relay 

what the gods had communicated through the auspices. Additionally, the augures had the sole 

ability to deem land a templum in order “inaugurate” the site.34 Templa were spaces that were 

designated as “defined and freed” where official business (state, religious, or otherwise) could 

occur.35 This creation of templa was a method of divine communication and understanding how 

places needed to be set up in order for religious interaction to occur. Augures were able to 

determine religious and state action through their connection with the gods. 

Other Collegia and Religious Officials 

The duoviri sacris faciundis constituted another priestly college. This college was 

originally translated to mean ‘two men in charge of sacrifices,’ but like the other colleges, the 

number grew to fifteen in the first century and became the quindecimviri sacris faciundis. The 

quindecimviri sacris faciundis, and only these men, could consult the mysterious Sibylline Books 

at the command of the Senate to interpret what should be done about religious events, like 

recognizing a new cult or understanding a natural disaster.36 The quindecimviri sacris faciundis 

existed somewhere in between the pontifices and augures in terms of connection with the gods. 

They did not have direct contact with the gods but were unique in their ability to consult the 

                                                 
32 Cic. Div. 2.34 
33 Boatwright, et al. page 66 
34 Beard’s Priesthood in the Roman Republic page 40 
35 Beard, North, and Prince page 22 and Varro, On the Latin Language VII.8-10 
36 For a full discussion on the quindecimviri, see Boatwright, et al. chapter 2; for a thorough description of the 
Sibylline Books, see Smith’s entry pages 1043‑1044; an example can be found in Livy 7.27 when there was disease 
in the city and the magistrates looked to religion for how to rid the city of the plague 
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sacred text in the Sibylline Books and analyze odd occurrences that might show the pax deorum 

was broken and how to reestablish it.37 

In an interestingly unique section of the state religion, there were the haruspices, or 

‘diviners’. The ritual of haruspices was introduced to Rome from Etruria and, when the Senate 

sent for the haruspices, the state relied on the words of these foreign priests. According to 

Cicero, there were six Etruscans from prominent families chosen as boys to study this divination 

and be a haruspex for life.38 These religious officials were consulted when odd events happened 

in the Republic, since these could have been warnings from the gods.39 They were consulted 

when there was an alarming report, in order to decide whether it was sent by the gods or not. In 

many ways, their duties resembled those of the augures, but they were not as prominent nor were 

they ever formed into a priestly college.40 While not an official college, the state placed great 

power in the haruspices, along with all of the previously mentioned positions. 

The pontifices, augures, quindecimviri sacris faciundis, and haruspices were all religious 

positions in the Roman Republic that dictated state action or were consulted to maintain pax 

deorum. Even one individual religious official could exert power and, due to his various 

connections to the gods and the state, he could influence, if not control, state action. In Cicero’s 

De Divinatione, he describes that “although in the beginning augural law was established from a 

belief in divination, yet later it was maintained and preserved from considerations of political 

expediency.”41 As can be imagined from the preceding description of the state cult and its 

                                                 
37 Boatwright, et al. page 68 
38 Cic. Div. 1.41 
39 Beard, North, and Prince page 19 
40 See Smith’s entry on Haruspices pages 586-587 
41 Cic. Div. 2.35 
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religious positions, the political and military turbulence of the late Republic made the state 

vulnerable to manipulation by the officials of the state court. 

Breakdown and Abuse 

The late Roman Republic was a time of expansion and conflict. Roman generals were 

conquering provinces further and further from Rome and were gaining power through their 

military successes. This state of affairs became very dangerous and Rome witnessed multiple 

civil wars. As the state grew, the state cult needed to keep pace to ensure the gods would not be 

neglected.42 The number of religious officials increased, games and ceremonies became longer, 

and space dedicated to temples and official business expanded.43 But as the Republic grew and 

men struggled for power, the system fractured and left room for abuse. The constant struggles 

between factions and violent clashes between rival parties spurred the senators and magistrates to 

politicize their religious power. With the increasingly questionable status of their role in the state 

as the Republic ended, the political elite abused religion to deter unfavorable action or ensure 

their own control.  

Even in this turmoil, the proper practice of religion was never completely ignored. The 

pax deorum had to be preserved no matter one’s personal political agenda, and no procedures nor 

decisions were disregarded.44 Religion functioned as it had for centuries before, despite the 

increasingly large room for personal agendas to spur action instead of vice versa. The following 

examples of abuse all illustrate the room for manipulation that the state religion presented, but 

there are no examples of outright nonobservance. 

                                                 
42 Reference to Varro from the beginning of the paper (n10) 
43 Wardman page 24 
44 Beard, North, and Prince page 125-126 
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The most common form of stopping elections or legislation occurred during the taking of 

the auspices.45 As previously discussed, the college of the augures was the most direct link to the 

gods compared to the other colleges. If an augur took the auspices and determined that the gods 

were against an action, this conclusion was final. The simplest example of this is found in the 

actual gathering of voters for assembly. A magistrate was charged with watching for signs from 

the gods the night before an assembly was scheduled to take place. The gods would send 

favorable signs only if the assembly was permitted but would refrain if it was not. Should the 

magistrate not wish an assembly to be called for whatever reason, he only needed to pronounce 

that he had not seen the necessary signs overnight and thus the assembly was deemed illegal. It 

was also possible that during an assembly, a senator or, ideally, an augur would observe a sign 

known as an auspicia oblativa, causing him to immediately end the assembly.46 This method of 

religious intervention was misused during the political struggles that existed in the late Republic. 

A straightforward example occurred when Pompey claimed he heard thunder during the 

praetorian elections of 55 BCE and invalidated the vote for Cato the Younger into office. The 

assembly was conveniently reconvened later when many of Cato’s followers were no longer in 

Rome to vote.47 Pompey altered the course of Roman politics by claiming the gods were against 

the assembly voting in a new praetorian. He effectively delayed the vote to suit his political 

agenda through the auspicia oblativa. 

Another notable case of an abuse of the auspices arose when Julius Caesar, as pontifex 

maximus, proposed a controversial land reform bill in 59 BCE, the support for which rested with 

the veterans and the people of Rome. Opposing the bill, Calpurnius Bibulus was the other consul 

                                                 
45 Taylor page 80 
46 Taylor page 81 
47 Plut. Cato Min. 42 
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in office with Caesar at the time. To stall the progress of this piece of legislation, Bibulus abused 

the auspices by staying at home “to observe” and sent a messenger to deliver his findings. 

Bibulus was searching for communication from the gods against Caesar’s legislation. If a 

magistrate announced that one was watching for signs from the gods, an assembly would be 

considered illegal until positive signs were given. It did not matter that Caesar was pontifex 

maximus, his legislation would be stalled until the necessary divine messages were observed. 

This was intended to preserve the pax deorum and not verge on angering the gods through 

unsanctioned action. It is unknown whether Bibulus claimed to have seen omens or claimed he 

would be watching for signs from the gods. Nevertheless, no matter if he was watching for or 

had already seen negative omens, Bibulus was attempting to threaten Caesar by utilizing 

messages from the gods to benefit his political agenda. If the assembly could not convene due to 

divine signs, Caesar would not be able to pass his legislation. Despite Bibulus’ calls for 

observation and potentially actually observing omens, Caesar ignored his consul partner and the 

legislation was passed. 

This event showcases an abuse of religion as Caesar’s legislation was passed regardless 

of Bibulus’ claims of objection from the gods. The rituals specifically outline that the observer 

must announce to the Senate in person that omens were observed. There were specific guidelines 

for how this announcement was to be made and sending a messenger did not match these criteria. 

Only if this was announced properly would the assembly be properly canceled.48 In this instance, 

Bibulus did not make the announcement himself but instead sent a messenger.49 It is known, 

however, that the violence surrounding the legislation and promoted by Caesar’s followers kept 

                                                 
48 Cic. Att. 2.16-2.21 for the progression of Caesar’s legislation 
49 For further explanation and discussion on Bibulus’ actions, see Beard, North, and Prince page 126-129 



 17 

Bibulus from leaving his home, therefore he had no choice but to send an attendant.50 Bibulus’ 

choice to stay home and watch for signs was the proper procedure for taking auspices but 

delivered incorrectly, probably for the safety for his life.51 Caesar’s decision to pass the 

legislation despite the supposed objections from the gods either displays an action made in 

unknown procedure (as the Romans were not sure how to proceed when a senator could not 

announce his observations of the gods’ displeasure) or an action made in defiance of a clearly 

political move to delay his legislation. Both are causes for concern when considering the political 

efficiency and quality of the state cult. The religion that guided the Roman state was becoming 

outdated and manipulated. 

Cicero outlined that the auspices were “intended to bring about the adjournment of many 

unprofitable meetings… for the immortal gods have often put down unjust assertions of the 

people’s will.”52 But when there were warring factions within the government, what was 

considered unprofitable and unjust became a matter for dispute. Not only were the groups 

fighting for political power, they were also fighting for divine favor. The magistrates held power 

if the gods were speaking to them and could show that their enemies were not in connection with 

the gods and thus lose credibility. Caesar ignored religious precedent by denying Bibulus’ 

objection and persuading the populace that the gods were on his side. He effectively altered 

religious procedure solely to suit his own political purposes.  

Whether Bibulus had witnessed genuine omens from the gods or not, the true abuse of 

religion lay in Caesar’s actions. Caesar had successfully convinced his followers and other 

Romans that the gods could not have actually objected to him and so were on his side. The words 
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of opponents could be considered deceitful when politically expedient, as if they were lying 

about the true intentions of the gods. Auspicia revealed messages from the gods. Regardless of 

whether if an augur verified that the gods had indeed indicated their disapproval to Bibulus, 

Caesar was denying Bibulus’ connection with the gods. Caesar was strategically imposing his 

connection with the gods and their approval of his agenda. This underlying message worked in 

his favor, making it clear that the gods were no longer speaking to his opponents and that only he 

understood how to properly worship them.  

Another example of how religious office could be used for political capital revolved 

around the fact that augures were given the authority to declare an entire election illegitimate. 

Cicero recounts how the consuls Scipio and Figulus “resigned their office when the augures 

rendered a decision based on a letter written by Tiberius Gracchus, to the effect that those 

consuls had not been elected according to augural law.”53 Whether it was because the auspices 

were not taken or gave a negative response from the gods, the college of augures could 

drastically alter the running of the state. In this case, Gracchus declared the election of his 

successors for the consulship invalid, although he had already returned to his province and had 

therefore given up his consular imperium. Perhaps it was due to Gracchus’ dissatisfaction with 

the policies of new consuls that he wrote to the college of the augures to explain that he had not 

taken the proper auspices before entering the assembly. No matter the motive, the college 

received the letter and declared the election invalid and thus the new consuls had to resign. 

Without the proper signs from Jupiter Optimus Maximus expected by the augures, the consuls 

could not religiously justify their position.54 This example again draws attention to the possibility 

for political corruption within Roman religion. 
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The Calendar 

The college of the pontifices also had plenty of opportunities to use religion for political 

ends, chief among these was control of the calendar, which became increasingly altered in the 

late Republic. The calendar dictated when the gods allowed assemblies to be held (noted as 

comitiales on the calendar) and when they should not. The basic structure gave the political body 

192 possible days, but further restrictions placed on the calendar (e.g. not allowing assembly 

when it was also a market day or during public games or ceremonies) brought the number down 

to 150 days per year.55 In Cicero’s Pro Sestio, the author expresses his frustration on the 

restriction to only 150 days “which at one swoop destroyed all religious observances, all the 

privileges attached to the auspices, to the civil magistrates, and all the enactments which refer to 

the common law, and to the time of proposing laws.”56 While Cicero’s comments may appear 

overly dramatic, they point out the political consequences inherent in restricting the calendar. By 

proposing games and ceremonies throughout the year, politicians could further limit the number 

of comitiales and ensure certain members were not present during assemblies. 

When the Senate granted Caesar “a thanksgiving of fifteen days” for his success in Gaul 

in 56 BCE, such a long ceremony “before that time had been conferred on none.”57 Although it 

might seem that Caesar would be honored by this, it seems likely that Caesar’s political 

opponents voted for this extraordinarily long celebration to bar Caesar from conducting any 

political business for that time.58 If festivals and games were not properly executed, the 
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pontifices could also declare the entire ritual erroneous and require that it be repeated, which 

would further restrict the time available for state business.59 

Another example of politicization of the calendar was given by Cicero in a letter to his 

brother. An error was found in the Latin festivals in 56 BCE and so they had to be performed 

again. Conveniently, around this time, the tribune of the plebs were proposing laws many 

senators and magistrates did not like and so “in this way the passing of most mischievous laws is 

prevented.”60 The decision to begin the ceremony again delayed the legislation even further and 

gave magistrates more time to plan on how to deal with the proposed legislation. Thus, we can 

see that a religious ruling as the grounds could subtly ensure personal political agendas and 

further narrow the window for state business to occur. 

The intercalary nature of the Roman calendar was also abused. Intercalation of the 

calendar was used to bring time into balance with seasons. Livy explains that Numa: 

Divided the year into twelve months, corresponding to the moon's revolutions. But as the 
moon does not complete thirty days in each month, and so there are fewer days in the 
lunar year than in that measured by the course of the sun, he interpolated intercalary 
months and so arranged them that every twentieth year the days should coincide with the 
same position of the sun as when they started, the whole twenty years being thus 
complete.61 

 
The choice of whether to add months to a certain year was left to the college of the pontifices. 

The pontifices’ decision to add or not add a month in a certain year could benefit groups who 

wanted to extend or shorten the year for politicized purposes. In a similar fashion to repeating 

games to postpone state business, adding or removing time from a year could significantly affect 

actions of the state. If the pontifices decided to extend the time in that year, it would also extend 

the time one had in a specific office or extend the time to find supporters for legislation. An 
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example of how this could be politicized comes from Cicero’s letters. Cicero was forced to 

govern a province, much against his desire, and wrote eagerly to his friend Atticus to convince 

the pontifices not to add an intercalary month that year.62 Through this manipulation, he was able 

to shorten his absence from the city and be present for any assemblies following his return. 

Intercalation offered another religious tool for senators as they fought for political dominance in 

the late Republic. 

This abuse of religion for political ends did not come without great consequences for the 

Republic. After the establishment of the principate, Augustus strove to be seen as a great restorer 

of traditional religion. The biographer Suetonius described how Augustus “revived some of the 

ancient rites which had gradually fallen into disuse.”63 Religion could no longer be a political 

tool for magistrates; the emperor was simultaneously the pontifex maximus and sole political 

ruler. The ability to manipulate religious offices or auspices was no longer possible when the 

religion was centralized under one man. Augustus even “burned more than two thousand of 

[prophetic writings of Greek or Latin origin], retaining only the Sibylline books and making a 

choice even among those.”64 The factional nature of the Roman political elite in the late Republic 

proved it was too dangerous to combine partisan politics and religion. The rituals remained as 

they always had, but the ability for senators or magistrates to obstruct state action with religious 

practices for their own benefit ceased with the establishment of monarchy. 

The Founding Fathers’ Classical Background 

The Founding Fathers are some of the most well-known historical figures in modern 

times, but many people do not know how they became the Founders nor from where their 
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revolutionary ideas originated. It was not until relatively recently that historians began to analyze 

the Founders’ education and the potential influence of the ancient world.65 For the purposes of 

this paper, the term “Founding Fathers” refers to any of the leaders of the United States during 

and shortly after the Revolutionary War. The Founding Fathers exhibited a strong knowledge of 

and love for the classical authors that guided them through the birth of the American nation. 

 The educational system of the eighteenth-century placed immense emphasis on the study 

of Latin and Greek. By the age of eight, boys were learning the basics of these languages. Those 

that could not afford a private tutor were sent to public grammar schools. Even in the eighteenth-

century, it was common to find at least one grammar school in a town. These schools were 

rigorous in their curriculum, and private tutors were even more so. Classical study in grammar 

school typically occurred from the hours of eight to eleven in the morning and again from one in 

the afternoon until dark.66 With the distant goal of admittance to college, lessons were driven by 

a need to master the ancient languages. Students would begin reading introductory lessons on 

Latin and Greek, such as Ezekiel Cheever’s Short Introduction to the Latin Tongue. Then they 

would be expected to translate a passage aloud from a Roman author, possibly the neo-Latin 

Corderius’ Colloquia scholastica or Cicero’s Orations if he were more advanced. The next day, 

the student would write down his English translation of the Latin passage. On the third day 

working with this same passage, the student would need to translate the previous day’s work 

back into Latin but in a different tense.67 This educational process was thorough and there was 
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harsh punishment for error.68 But this knowledge of classics was required for admission to higher 

education. 

 During much of the eighteenth-century, colleges expected applicants to recite works of 

Cicero, Vergil, Isocrates, Xenophon, and Homer. Passed along by the traditions of Medieval 

European colleges, American colleges focused on the “trivium” study of rhetoric, logic, and 

grammar and “quadrivium” study of arithmetic, music, geometry, and astronomy.69 John Adams 

complained in his diary that his education at Harvard was too focused on math and science and 

wished for even more time with the ancient authors.70 Yet there was still ample opportunity to 

study the classics. At the College of William and Mary, Thomas Jefferson found two professors, 

William Small and George Wythe, who loved the classics and allegedly spent fifteen hours a day 

studying the ancient world.71 Comments written by Brown students in the late eighteenth-century 

revealed that students even continued working with the ancient authors outside of school hours. 

One student grumbled that they had not read enough over a long break, having only read six 

books of the Aeneid and one of Cicero’s orations.72 Higher education offered students a chance 

to formally explore the classical authors. 

 Even further outside of the classroom there is evidence of their classical fascination in 

social settings. The secret societies that existed in the large colleges were another unique avenue 

to learn from the ancient world. These communities assigned their own literature, gave out 

unique awards, and punished those who did not follow their code of conduct through shame. 
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Since they did not have to adhere to formal teaching methods, the men involved would read the 

lesser-known works of ancient authors that were already translated. Over half of the “nicknames” 

for initiatives of the Cliosophic Society of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton) from 1770 

to 1777 were classical. For example, Henry Lee was “Hannibal,” John Davenport was “Cicero,” 

and Aaron Burr was “Cyrus.” Societies of Yale and Harvard were known to have operated 

similarly in terms of member nicknames.73 Additionally, the American Whig Society of the 

College of New Jersey featured Minerva on their 1799 seal. The authors and icons of ancient 

history offered both entertainment and educational merit even outside of the formal classroom. 

The Founding Fathers broadly recognized the value of the experiences passed down from the 

classical world. 

 Some might think that the intense study of the classical world would breed some ill-will 

toward the subject. Indeed, many young men simply memorized the classical authors to pass 

their courses of study. But there is ample evidence showing the opposite occurred too. Josiah 

Quincy noted that “when [he] began upon the Nepos, Caesar, and Vergil, [his] repugnance to 

classics ceased.”74 The power that the ancient world held in the minds of the patriots of the time 

was impressive. John Adams was known to have despised the classics in his early childhood, but 

became a devotee as dedicated as any other. In 1758, three years following his graduation from 

Harvard, Adams still translated classical authors in his free time.75 On the other hand, there were 

Founding Fathers who had always held a passion for the ancient world. Thomas Jefferson wrote 

in 1819 that he felt “a much greater interest in knowing what has happened two or three thousand 

years ago than in what is now passing.”76 Even Jefferson’s famous writing style can offer hints at 
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his classical passion. Jefferson believed that strong republican oratory rested on simplicity, 

brevity, and rationality. For this reason, he did not praise Cicero’s speeches, but instead idolized 

Livy, Sallust, and Tacitus.77 Even George Washington, who was not able to attend college and 

never learned Greek or Latin, felt the influence of ancient Rome. His mentor, William Fairfax, 

used Roman analogies to push the general through struggles and praise him after successes.78 

The ancient world offered comfort and education as men grappled with life in the eighteenth-

century. 

As the clashes with the British government and loyalists escalated in the colonies, 

attention was drawn to what made a productive and fair state. Many of the Founding Fathers that 

were wealthy enough to afford higher education were in the midst of their college education or 

had completed their studies. They were already familiar with the classical world, but through 

their college teachings became even more aware of how the classics could apply to political 

events. John Witherspoon, the president of the College of New Jersey (now Princeton) from 

1764 to 1794, said that the classics were necessary “to fit young men for serving their country in 

public stations.”79 Alexander Hamilton was pulled from King’s College in 1776 to join the 

Continental Army and converted his military pay book into a classical journal. In his 

commonplace book, he translated Demosthenes’ orations. Perhaps most telling, he copied the 

line from Demosthenes’ speech from Philippic: 

As a general marches at the head of his troops, so ought wise politicians, if I dare to use 
the expression, to march at the head of affairs; insomuch that they ought not to await the 
event, to know what measures to take; but the measures which they have taken ought to 
produce the event.80 
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The Founding Fathers grew up learning about the classical world and, as talk of revolution was 

bubbling across the colonies, their ideas for the new nation were naturally impacted by their 

teachings. 

 The education of the Founding Fathers revealed an in-depth knowledge of the authors 

from ancient Rome and Greece. Their love for the classics was apparent, but it was not until the 

Revolutionary War began that the influence the classics had on the Founders truly showcased 

itself. Many ideas for the new nation can be traced to roots in the Founding Fathers’ classical 

passions. With such a deep pool of information to draw from, the American tradition of 

separating church from state can similarly be found in warnings the Founding Fathers read from 

writings on the political turbulence of the late Roman Republic. 

Separation of Church and State 

The Founding Fathers drew ideas for a new nation from various sources, historical and 

modern. They had ample knowledge of the ancient world from its beneficial systems to its 

troublesome ones. Ancient authors from the time captured the turbulence of the late Republic 

and the Founding Fathers could read it hundreds of years later. One of the areas where there is 

plausible connection between the Founding Fathers’ classical education and the beginning of the 

United States is in the separation of church and state. While this well-known phrase does not 

explicitly appear in the Constitution, Amendments, nor documents from the time, it was a 

concept that the Founders adamantly supported. 

Critical to the notion of separation of church and state is the legal authority of it found in 

the governing documents of the nation. By far two of the most broad and powerful of these are 

the Constitution of the United States of America and the Bill of Rights. The First Amendment of 

the Constitution was written into the Bill of Rights in 1791. The First Amendment states: 
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Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the 
free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of 
the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of 
grievances. 
 

To narrow further, there are specific clauses dedicated to the different concepts in this 

Amendment. The Establishment Clause is the portion of the Amendment that concerns law 

“respecting an establishment of religion” and the Free Exercise Clause concerns law “prohibiting 

the free exercise thereof.” Importantly, the Supreme Court of the United States of America has 

expanded “Congress” in the Amendment to refer to the federal government as a whole, not 

simply the legislative branch.81 A combination of these clauses and its interpretation by the Court 

contributes to the understanding of the separation of church and state as it is known today. 

 The roots of the First Amendment can be found in the Virginia Statute for Religious 

Freedom, originally known as “82. A Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom.” In the Virginia 

state legislature, this bill proposed that the state could not interfere with an individual’s choice in 

religion nor impose taxes on citizens to support one religious organization.82 Written by Thomas 

Jefferson, the bill became law in 1786.83 In an 1802 letter correspondence between Thomas 

Jefferson and the Danbury Baptists, the then-president wrote: 

Religion is a matter which lies solely between Man & his God, that he owes account to 
none other for his faith or his worship, that the legitimate powers of government reach 
actions only, & not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the 
whole American people which declared that their legislature should “make no law 
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” thus 
building a wall of separation between Church & State. 84 
 

This quote gave rise to the phrase ‘separation of church and state’ as it is known today. Jefferson 

recognized the importance of religion and firmly believed the government should not dictate its 
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place in a person’s life. The degree of support and belief one has with his/her religion should be 

independent of what the state decides. No taxes nor laws should be imposed that could curb that 

fundamental right. During the eighteenth century, however, some viewed Jefferson’s beliefs, 

(shared by Founders James Madison and Thomas Paine), as potentially anticlerical.85 Jefferson 

was known for his views on religion inspired by the American Enlightenment and his desire to 

find fact.86 The notion that perhaps religion was not important to morality or a stable society was 

unacceptable for many at the time. The Enlightenment philosophy suggesting that science was 

more important than religion was too extreme. Although Founders that were hesitant to agree 

with the potentially radical calls to distance society from religion, they still supported Jefferson’s 

notion of separating church and state. They did not disagree with the principle of dividing 

religion and government but supported it for different reasons. In their eyes, religion was still 

key in a person’s everyday life and should not be ignored in society. 

One of these men was the famous figure George Washington. He agreed with the general 

principle but was sure to clarify his reasoning behind it. In George Washington’s farewell 

address of 1796, he cautioned the nation on extreme Enlightenment views against the general 

benefit of religion: 

And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without 
religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of 
peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality 
can prevail in exclusion of religious principle. 
 
It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government. 
The rule, indeed, extends with more or less force to every species of free government. 

                                                 
85 See Adams and Emmerich pages 21-31. Paine’s support of the Jeffersonian ideal of separation of church and state 
can best be seen in his The Age of Reason which is quoted here from page 464: “all national institutions of churches, 
whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish, appear to me no other than human inventions, set up to terrify and enslave 
mankind, and monopolize power and profit.” 
86 The period of Enlightenment during the eighteenth-century is often referred to as the Age of Reason and the main 
body of thought in this movement “emphasized reason and science over superstition, religion, and tradition” (as 
quoted by the OpenStax textbook, U.S. History) 



 29 

Who that is a sincere friend to it can look with indifference upon attempts to shake the 
foundation of the fabric?87 
 

Washington, among other prominent Founding Fathers such as John Adams and John Marshall, 

agreed with a separation of church and state, but to protect the morality that religion could bring 

to individuals.88 These men saw value in religion for social good and so “all men within our 

territories are protected in worshipping the Deity according to the dictates of their 

consciences.”89 Religion was a method of ensuring good conduct on the part of their citizens, but 

each citizen should be free to find their own system of beliefs. It was for this reason that they 

supported a separation of church and state. Religion was necessary for a well-behaved and 

functioning society and so freedom of religion was a protected right for every individual. The 

government should not dictate a person’s choice. 

 The last important group of Founding Fathers that supported a separation of church and 

state did so on a different basis. These men, such as Roger Williams and William Penn, felt that 

religion could only be a pure entity if there was free choice and participation.90 The state 

government should remain completely separate from the authority and guidance that religion 

provides an individual. Isaac Backus, a prominent advocate of this reason for separation, wrote 

in a pamphlet that “God has appointed two kinds of government … which are distinct in their 

nature and ought never to be confounded together.”91 The power of the state and the power of 

religion should be independent. Interestingly in this argument though, the government should not 

dictate what religion to follow, but could still influence people to be religious for morality’s 
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sake. For example, Backus supported the government prescribing official days for fasting and 

prayer, but not according to a specific religion.92 While this might appear contradictory, Backus 

was a Baptist minister, which was often a minority denomination. Minority denominations were 

often the main proponents of this argument for separation of church and state. Such men tended 

to support the arguments of Thomas Jefferson when choosing between the main political sides 

but did not approve of the broadly secular state for which Jefferson appeared to be advocating.93 

These men argued for religious freedom but insisted on the value of religion generally. One 

could supersede the other, but both were required to maintain a prosperous society. 

 Although they all held various reasons for their belief in a separation of church and state, 

the Founders recognized the value it would add to their new nation. One possible reason for their 

uniform belief was their shared knowledge of Roman history. The education that they received 

on classical authors and their love for the subject provided a detailed knowledge of the events the 

authors described and their opinions. 

Connecting the Late Roman Republic to the Separation of Church and State 

Despite a majority of the Founders advocating how religion conferred moral benefits, the 

separation of church and state persisted. Religion, and its positive nature, did not belong in the 

government determining or restricting state action. All the men agreed with Thomas Jefferson’s 

sentiment to build “a wall of separation between Church & State,” no matter their personal views 

on why this should be included in the foundation of the nation. How did this uniform agreement 

arise? The Founders were armed with expert knowledge of the classical world and their own 

experiences and beliefs. It is possible that the Founding Fathers read the troubling events of the 
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late Republic and understood the dangers of a combined church and state, above the benefits they 

believed lay in religious values. 

According to Livy, religion offered a practical form of governing, but for people of the 

eighteenth-century, religion was mainly seen as a comforting, moralizing faith. Livy wrote that 

the state cult made “a populace which was ignorant and, in those early days, uncivilized” fear the 

gods and obey the government.94 But the Founding Fathers were seeking a government of liberty 

where its civilian population was to determine the actions of the state. The main religions that 

they were familiar with professed morality and trust in their main doctrines. The United States 

was meant to be a free government operating through the votes of its (religious - if one agrees 

with the arguments of George Washington or Isaac Backus) people, but not a religious institution 

determining what is best for its people. Therefore, Livy’s strong words on the impact of a state 

religion might have concerned the Founders who viewed religion as a generally positive spiritual 

experience meant to encourage the population. If religion could be implemented in politics to 

determine action for a nation and its people to follow, it contradicted the very nature of religion. 

The Founders might have believed that the people of the United States needed religion for 

themselves, but the state did not need religion to control the people. Holding a strong belief in 

their new state, the Founding Fathers wanted to maintain the integrity of their government and 

protect the interests of its citizens. 

 The writings of Cicero, which inspired John Adams, could have greatly contributed to 

Adams’ understanding of the possible politicization of religion. Cicero’s concern in his letters to 

Atticus on the conflict between Bibulus and Caesar is an excellent example of a story Adams 

would have been familiar with. Bibulus and Caesar were both public and religious officials. They 
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had different personal and political reasons to oppose or support Caesar’s new legislation. The 

way that the state cult added to the conflict would have alarmed Adams and other readers. Cicero 

was clearly upset at the events that took place and went so far as to say, “Why should I write to 

you on the Republic in detail? It is utterly ruined.”95 With a single state cult prescribing the right 

rituals to follow and the words of the gods, men were able to use their individual positions to 

curb the action of the Republic. Bibulus used the auspices to find a negative response from the 

gods, but Caesar claimed his observances were invalid. When Caesar’s legislation finally passed, 

it is unclear if it was for political or religious reasons. Without a distinction between the two, 

both could be used to the detriment of the state.  

John Adams and the Founding Fathers wanted their new government to be one of 

freedom and democracy. “We the people of the United States” were to determine the course of 

the state through representation.96 In the Bibulus and Caesar example, it was the college of the 

augures that determined the course of the Republic. The devoted republican, Cicero, was weary 

of this abuse, thus the Founding Fathers would have been equally as concerned. To a politician 

eager to create the best form of government, this story could be a warning. It was no longer the 

votes of the assemblies that established the legislation, but the political sway of its opposing 

leaders. The college of the augures, a few political elites, could determine politics on religious 

grounds. This concentration of political power is undemocratic and directly undermines the 

separation of powers. If the United States determined a single religion to consult and adhere to, 

its leaders would consequently become powerful political figures. And it would blur the line 

between action for reasons of true faith or actions for political reasons. As discussed before, 

religion in the time of the Founding Fathers was not reliant on orthopraxy, but beliefs. The 
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suggestion that religion could potentially be corrupted to reach specific political goals was 

concerning. Caesar may have been genuine in his belief that the gods did not send disapproval, 

or he could have knowingly abused the system for his benefit. While religion in the late Republic 

was not based on beliefs, it was for the Founding Fathers and there would have been intense 

concern regarding the morality of this conflict. To preserve both the integrity of the democracy 

and religion, the Founding Fathers would have recognized the danger of a state religion in the 

examples written by Cicero. 

The state cult of Rome presented another warning. The United States of America has 

always been known for its religious tolerance - even in its colonial days. People from various 

religions flocked to the New World to avoid religious prosecution in Europe. Even in the 

eighteenth-century, there were multiple belief systems stretching the Americas. The Founding 

Fathers would certainly have recognized this and been weary of establishing a singular state 

religion to rely on and consult for state action. As a whole, it would have been extremely 

difficult, potentially even violent, to maintain a singular official religion when so many were 

already established. One can imagine the constant conflict between minority and majority 

religions if there was a specific one in political power. But the examples the Founding Fathers 

would have read from the late Republic further emphasize this conflict. 

Recalling the power of the college of the pontifices, the Founders would have recognized 

the distinct possibility that the leaders of their state religion could determine a religious holiday 

and impact legislation or elections. A state cult, by its nature, allows for only one religion. In this 

way, the leaders of the state cult could use religion to achieve political agendas when it was 

convenient. The ability for a state religion to greatly undermine the functioning of the state 

would have been an understandable concern for the Founding Fathers, especially when 
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considering the demographics of their new nation. Even something as small as determining 

public holidays for religious reasons could have significantly impacted the United States. 

Conclusions 

The Founding Fathers had an immense task before them in creating the government of 

the United States of America. They had a strong education built on classical authors and, 

consequently, knew of events in the late Roman Republic. The period was turbulent and showed 

ample opportunity for abuse of the state cult. The U.S. separation of church and state could be 

one area where the Founding Fathers revealed the influence the Roman Republic had on them. 

Men were able to exercise their religious power to alter the actions of the state. With principles 

of democracy and freedom outlining their new nation, the Founding Fathers recognized the strain 

a state religion could impose on those principles. The abuses of the state cult in the late Roman 

Republic warned the Founding Fathers that the United States of America could not fall victim to 

a government without a separation of church and state. 

While the Founders drew inspiration from many sources, their connection to the ancient 

world is undeniable. Thomas Jefferson revered the works of Livy and Tacitus. And although the 

abuses of the state cult in the late Roman Republic only offer one explanation for the separation 

of church and state, the examples the ancient authors display enforce the rationale behind the 

concept. Julius Caesar and Bibulus’ manipulation of the college of the augures directly reveals 

one possible abuse that politicians could take advantage of. It is interesting to contemplate what 

Thomas Jefferson would have done if he had only relied on the classical sources and was not 

also influenced by the law and system of the governing British Empire. The Founding Fathers 

were clearly well versed in Latin and the words of the ancient authors. Had the Founding Fathers 

stumbled upon new land and sought to create the United States without the oppression of British 
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rule hovering over them, would the classical authors be directly referenced as their influences? 

Of course, the answer will never be known. But the classical world can be found in so many 

modern principles that it would not be hard to imagine. From military tactics to architectural 

design, the present world owes the inspiration for many of its concepts and strategies to ancient 

Rome. 

 Studying the classical period offers everyone - historians, politicians, and everyday 

people – the opportunity to dive deeper into the beginnings of Western society as it is recognized 

today. The United States’ separation of church and state is so fundamental to the nation, yet 

some might not know where the principle originated or what a government similar to ours would 

look like without it. Many might argue that the Roman Republic was an ancient and unsteady 

prototype of the U.S.. While there are staggering differences, the Roman Republic and the 

United States are similar in systems of government, size, and international prominence, relative 

to each’s time. It is likely that the Founding Fathers could have viewed the Roman Republic at 

its height as a model with successes and shortcomings and sought to create a stronger nation. The 

most interesting questions are discovering the areas in which this inspiration might have 

occurred. Thomas Jefferson read the works of Cicero and Suetonius and knew the challenges the 

Republic faced with an intertwined government and religion. What else might Jefferson and 

other Founding Fathers have read that was concerning or potentially beneficial for a new nation? 

How much of the Republic of the United States was guided by the Roman Republic? 

 As George Santayana wrote, “those who cannot remember the past are condemned to 

repeat it.” Connecting the fundamental principle of church and state with events from the late 

Roman Republic offers an opportunity to understand why such a system would be troublesome. 

The classical world is incredibly similar and different from society today but creating threads 
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between the two can shed light on why the United States exists and functions as it does. The 

relatively young nation could owe much of its prominence and structure to that of ancient Rome. 

There were crucial messages on what is beneficial for a state and what is limiting. By unpacking 

just one of these well-known principles that embody the United States of America, it is clear that 

the Roman Republic is highly relevant to citizens today. No matter if it imparts lessons that the 

Founding Fathers integrated into the country, or lessons politicians can learn from today, the 

study of the classical world is vital to ensuring the state progresses. Classics provides modern 

society with a tool to remember the past, with its successes and failures, to learn from. The 

Founding Fathers’ warnings on a combined state and religion from ancient authors on events in 

the late Roman Republic is only one such example. With the knowledge of the Roman Republic, 

the United States was able to become a strong, promising nation and will continue to be so with 

the knowledge of the classical world.  
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