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ABSTRACT 

 

 This thesis examines the history of antebellum West Point, tracing connections between 

the religious atmosphere of the Academy and the political ideology which it inculcated into 

cadets. A central claim of this essay is that the Revival of 1826 cemented a distinctly religious 

rhetoric as the operating ideology of West Point. This ideology held that the defense and 

maintenance of the sovereignty of the United States was to be cadets' primary objective. Cadets 

were taught that defending American sovereignty constituted a divine mandate incumbent upon 

them as students of West Point. Finally, a key goal of this essay has been to ground "civil 

religion" in sources particular to this topic in the hope of reworking the concept for broader use 

in American religious history. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 On the morning of June 14, 1864, three former West Point cadets rode to the top of Pine 

Mountain, Georgia.  Commander of the Confederate Army of Tennessee, Joseph E. Johnston 

(class of '26) was hoping to scout the position of Union forces below.  Along with Johnston rode 

his second-in-command, Leonidas Polk ('27) and W.J. Hardee ('38).  Time had changed the 

fortunes of these three men.  In 1827, then-cadet Polk had been the central figure in an 

Episcopalian revival which swept through West Point like wildfire, engulfing the post in flames 

of patriotic piety.  Polk's conversion served to cement the establishment of the Episcopal Church 

at West Point, and Polk's legacy was kept alive by the religiously-inclined at the Military 

Academy.  The power of Polk's conversion to Episcopalianism was such that, upon graduation, 

he abandoned military service and instead devoted his life to the church.  A Southerner by birth, 

Polk eventually took office as the first Episcopal Bishop of Louisiana in 1841.1 

 By the time Polk stood upon Pine Mountain, however, his days as a cadet were far behind 

him. The spring of 1864 had been rough on the Army of Tennessee, as it wearily slowed Union 

advances into the Deep South.  On that particular morning in June, Polk and his fellow generals 

were scouting for an opportunity to reverse the tide of battle.  Looking north, the three generals 

could make out the masses of men clad in blue, the same uniform they had each worn in a 

previous life.2   

 Unbeknownst to Polk and his brother-officers, they were being watched from a 

neighboring hill by two other former West Point cadets.  Union General William Tecumseh 

Sherman ('40) was peering through his looking-glass at the assembled Confederate brass in 

disbelief.  Standing alongside Sherman was General O.O. Howard ('54), a devout Episcopalian 

and the officer responsible for a resurgence of religious piety at West Point in the 1850s.  

Howard would later be described by fellow cadet Morris Schaff as "probably known more 

widely among the church-going people of our country than any officer of his time."3  Howard's 

West Point days, too, were now in the past; he stood next to Sherman gazing through the 
                                                           

1 Glenn Robins, The Bishop of the Old South: the Ministry and Civil War Legacy of Leonidas Polk  
(Macon, GA: Mercer UP, 2006), 54. 

2 Robins, 193. 
3 Morris Schaff, The Spirit of Old West Point: 1856-1862 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1909), 70. 



2 
 

morning air at Polk.  The three Confederate leaders, clustered so closely together on a hilltop, 

represented something of a breach of good combat sense:  "How saucy they are!" Sherman 

exclaimed.4  Sensing an opportunity, Sherman instructed Howard to "make 'em take cover" and 

Howard, in turn, ordered one of his batteries to open fire.  The subsequent volley caught the 

Confederate generals off-guard.  Johnston and Hardee escaped; Polk was killed instantly.5  West 

Point experienced two Episcopalian revivals in the antebellum period, with Howard and Polk 

their respective central figures.  When the smoke cleared on Pine Mountain, one lay dead at the 

hand of the other.    

 There is no shortage of irony regarding the participation of West Point officers in the 

Civil War.  One of the greatest is perhaps that, despite the fratricidal future that awaited the 

cadets, they were trained to be equals in life as well as in death.  Each cadet had inculcated in 

him the rhetoric of West Point civil religion, of which "enforced egalitarianism" was a major 

component. This civil-religious rhetoric came at the cadets from a variety of angles, working its 

way into the nooks and crannies of everyday life at the Academy.   

 Yet "civil religion" has become an increasingly unhelpful term in American religious 

history.  Coined by Rousseau in 1762 and spruced up with a gloss of midcentury liberal 

optimism by Robert Bellah in 1967, the "meaning" of the term is murky at best.  Disowned by its 

creator, abandoned by its defenders and derided by everyone else, the term comes from an 

intellectually broken home. The flexibility of "civil religion" is both a help and a hindrance to 

those who wish to study it. To judge from prominent essays on the subject, civil religion can be 

both liberal and conservative, historical and essential, sociological or psychological, religious or 

secular.  As a result, tracing the genealogy of American civil religion often feels like hunting for 

ghosts in a fog.  It can be anything and anywhere, simultaneously everything or nothing.  As 

James Mathisen would write in his 1989 reflection on civil religion, the situation shifted from 

"What is Bellah writing about?" to "What is Bellah writing about?"6 

 I use the term "civil religion" to describe a type of rhetoric which makes transcendent, 

normative claims about the way civil society should operate.  A civil-religious system makes 

claims about the way society should be, with particular attention paid to issues of governance.  
                                                           

4 Shelby Foote, The Civil War, a Narrative: Red River to Appomattox (New York: Random House, 1986), 
355. 

5 Foote, 356. 
6 James A. Mathisen, "Twenty Years after Bellah: Whatever Happened to Civil Religion?" Sociological 

Analysis 50.2 (1989): 137. 
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Its objects of veneration are sources of earthly power.  The system of civil religion at West Point 

was circular, deriving its power to make transcendent claims from its self-anointed status as a 

source of transcendent authority.  The cadets and instructors at West Point were the agents in this 

circular process. 

 In the case of West Point, the civil-religious system provided the tools and training for 

cadets to shape this ideal society.  At its root, the system which developed at antebellum West 

Point fetishized sovereignty, a notion intrinsically jealous of ideological competitors. 

Sovereignty, as understood at the Point, was the legitimate use of power and military force.  The 

great achievement of the Military Academy was not simply to imbue the state with theological 

significance—this was and is done with regularity.  Rather, the accomplishment of the Academy 

was to instill in cadets a sense of personal connection to the state as a theological object.   

 This connection between individuals and the state was established over the course of four 

demanding, monotonous and repetitive years of study, during which the ideology of the 

Academy was drilled into each and every cadet.  The grueling nature of cadet life at the 

Academy is best demonstrated by its environment, both human and natural. In studies of the 

Academy, there are no shortage of anecdotes demonstrating the sheer physical isolation of the 

school.  The distant location of West Point—in what was then a very rural area, removed from 

city life and pleasures associated with it—worked to build espirit de corps among the cadets. The 

sense of isolation fostered a feeling of shared sacrifice and shared gain, that cadets were "in it" 

together.  There were few females to serve as a diversion except for when the occasional cholera 

scare in New York City would send women upriver, ranking the settlement along the Hudson 

just above contagious disease.7 West Point, it is safe to say, was not a lively place. In any case, 

the presence of available young women would have been little benefit in the absence of any 

leisure time.  Every minute of cadets' days were carefully portioned.  Albert E. Church, a cadet 

during the 1820s, recollected how older cadets developed a novel way to entertain themselves.  

Dressing up in a formal sash and equipping their saber, older cadets would visit each first-year 

student's room and deceivingly claim that since tobacco was banned at the Academy, the first-

years were hereby required to turn over any amount they possessed.  By the end of the day, a 

                                                           
7 Sidney Forman, "Cadet Life Before the Mexican War," The Bulletin of the Library of the United States 

Military Academy (1945): 11. 
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"year's worth" of tobacco could be obtained by the enterprising cadet.8  The bond of camaraderie 

even extended to those who failed to complete their studies altogether such as Cadet Edgar Allen 

Poe, a legendary washout.  When the poet had fallen on hard times, General Winfield Scott sent 

Poe money in the name of West Point and wrote that Poe possessed "noble and generous traits 

that belonged to the old and better school.  True-hearted America ought to take care of her poets 

as well as her soldiers."9  Isolation bred camaraderie beyond the halls of West Point.   

 Extreme demands upon mental and physical faculties complimented this sense of 

isolation, making the cadets ripe for molding.  This "molding" is where the connection between 

cadet and state was thoroughly formed, and this process took place seemingly everywhere across 

the Academy.  The classroom, the chapel, the laboratory and the drill field were all a part of this 

experience.  Each had a specialized role to play in the process, but each can also be understood 

as part of the larger function of building attachment to the state as a theological object.  The 

chapters that follow will outline four key methods of forming this attachment.  Given the 

definition of civil religion I offer above, there is a way in which this process of forming 

attachment is a central practice of civil religion, constituting a catechism of the state.   

 To what end was West Point's civil religion to be utilized?  It is clear, based on a study of 

available orations, sermons, diary entries and letters from West Point during the period of 1820-

1865, that the goal of the institution was to instill a sense of unity and brotherhood in the U.S. 

Army's officer corps which was predicated on transcendent ideals of republican civic virtue.  

Chief among these virtues was the sovereignty of the Republic.  Not surprisingly, as the political 

atmosphere grew more heated and the prospect of civil war became a reality, the Army 

increasingly relied on West Point to produce a very specific product: a non-partisan, nationalist, 

ideologically informed cadet.  An accurate name for this product might be a "republican 

machine," to borrow the words of Benjamin Rush.   To be clear, Rush did not have a military 

machine in mind when he coined the term.  Yet Rush's notion that servants of the Republic 

should be educated in specific ways so as to insure their upholding of "regularity" and "unison" 

in government meshes well with the goal of West Point, where the ideology of republican virtue 

was militarized.  

                                                           
8 James S. Robbins, Last in Their Class: Custer, Pickett, and the Goats of West Point (New York: 

Encounter, 2006), 12. 
9 Robbins, 20-24. 
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 Rush wrote in his essay "Of the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic" what he 

believed the goals to be of education in the new country:  

From the observations that have been made it is plain, that I consider it is possible 
to convert men into republican machines. This must be done, if we expect them to 
perform their parts properly, in the great machine of the government of the state. 
That republic is sophisticated with monarchy or aristocracy that does not revolve 
upon the wills of the people, and these must be fitted to each other by means of 
education before they can be made to produce regularity and unison in 
government.10 

And what role did Rush imagine for religion in shaping these "republican machines"?  Rush 

explains:  

A Christian, I say again, cannot fail of being a republican, for every precept of the 
Gospel inculcates those degrees of humility, self-denial, and brotherly 
kindness...A Christian cannot fail of being useful to the republic, for his religion 
teacheth him, that no man "liveth to himself." And lastly, a Christian cannot fail 
of being wholly inoffensive, for his religion teacheth him, in all things to do 
others what he would wish, in like circumstances, they should do to him.11 

Rush called for republican civic virtue to be instituted through education, and he clearly 

envisions a role for religion.  His strategy for the production of republican machines bears a 

striking resemblance to the strategy of West Point.  At the Academy, the ultimate goal of these 

republican machines was the defense of the young American Republic, giving new meaning to 

Rush's observation that "no man 'liveth to himself.'"  It is with these acts of "defense"—and the 

teachings at West Point that encouraged them—that the civil-religious aspect of West Point 

becomes coherent. West Pointers' actions during the war did not constitute breaches of its "code" 

as Harry Stout has argued.  Instead, these acts signal the fulfillment of that code.  West Point's 

civil theology recognized no legitimate authority outside of the Union; pretenders to the throne 

could expect no mercy.   

 In the chapters that follow, I will examine four sources of ideological support for West 

Point's civil religion.  These supports are, in loosely chronological order: the scientific culture, 

the Episcopal establishment, the office of the Superintendent and finally the curriculum in the 

classroom.  While I will present them as distinct sources, they should not be understood as 

                                                           
10 Benjamin Rush, "Of the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic," Essays: Literary, Moral, 

Philosophical (Philadelphia, 1806), 14. 
11 Rush, 8-9. 
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operating independently.  It was the confluence of these factors that both enabled and maintained 

a civil-religious atmosphere at the Academy. 

 West Point was designed to be a bastion of scientific learning, its output benefiting the 

entire Republic.  In its pursuit of scientific excellence, the school developed a devotion to 

empiricism reminiscent of its founder, Thomas Jefferson. The first chapter will examine West 

Point's celebration of scientific rationalism, as well as how this world view was imprinted onto 

the cadets that walked its grounds. This chapter will explore how such a sentiment contributed to 

an apathetic relationship between the Academy and traditional religious authority.  

 In addition, the first chapter will explore the historiographic implications of this project.  

Time has conspired against the preservation of much of the material necessary to write 

conclusively about this period in West Point's history.  An 1838 campus fire destroyed most 

early institutional records.  Compounding this misfortune, generations of historians, determined 

to make sense of intricate Civil War battles by tracing their roots to the tactical pedagogy at the 

Academy, have neglected the archival excavation necessary to fully interrogate the historical 

religious atmosphere of the Point.  Unmoored from the historiography, a project such as this 

becomes less a revision than a recovery.  Due in large part to the efforts of recent mass-

digitization projects, a recovery such as this becomes possible.  The published work of Charles 

McIlvaine and other chaplains, as well as numerous personal reminiscences by cadets, are now 

available to scholars whose interests extend beyond the tactics and strategy of warfare.   

 The second chapter will examine two closely related sources of support for civil religion 

at the Academy: the Episcopal establishment and the school's administration.  In addition, two 

central characters in the development of this civil-religious system will be introduced: 

Superintendent Sylvanus Thayer and Chaplain Charles P. McIlvaine.  The increasingly close 

relationship between Superintendent Thayer and the office of the chaplain will be examined in 

detail. Particular attention will be paid to the Revival of 1826, brought about by Superintendent 

Thayer and Chaplain McIlvaine. The relationship between the Episcopal Church and the 

Academy has been poorly understood in the histories of the United States Military Academy 

[U.S.M.A]. It is a central contention of this chapter that a delegation of authority from the 

Superintendent to the Chaplain represented a significant break from West Point orthodoxy and 

the cold empiricism of the science classrooms.  This transference of authority created a safe (if 
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rigidly demarcated) space for religion at the Academy. It also permitted the development of a 

metaphysical vocabulary. 

 The application of this vocabulary, and the utilization of this religious space, is examined 

through the lens of West Point curriculum and comprises the third chapter. While it is often easy 

to uncover remembrances of martial drills and martial education, recovering classroom 

experiences from the antebellum period is much more difficult.  Central to my argument in this 

chapter is the role of Chaplain John W. French and his textbook for cadets, Practical Ethics.   

 Historians of West Point have missed its rhetoric of civil religion.  Professional scholars 

have tuned in to select few aspects of life at the Academy, namely tactical and strategic 

education.  Shifting their dials between these two frequencies, anything else comes across as 

white noise.  Yet there are patterns in the static.  I offer a suggestion which at first may seem 

counterintuitive: what is vitally important to understand about the neglect of civil-religious 

rhetoric in the historiography of the Academy is not that it was missed, but that it was not 

missed.  In the story that is currently told about West Point, nothing is out of place.  Everything 

fits.  In a sense, those historians who neglect "religion" at the Academy are correct in assigning 

their priorities.  Disappointingly for my own research, there were no secret temples with hooded 

men worshipping the flag.  No cadets made offerings to icons of Washington or prayed to busts 

of Adams.  What is there is not often at the surface, and the interested observer must wrench it 

out, like water from a cloth.  In looking back at the records of life along the Hudson, patterns 

emerge.  Alongside the rigid schedule of student life and the predictable rhythm of parade 

formations there were other, less noticeable rhythms of life at the Academy. Chief among these 

was a religious atmosphere simultaneously like and unlike everything else on the continent.  It 

was, before all else, a civil religion.  

 Examining antebellum West Point offers us one way to rethink conceptions of civil 

religion in the United States, but there are other reasons to examine this place at this time. The 

Academy's graduates had a disproportionate impact on postbellum national affairs. To take just 

one measure, over a span of five elections between 1864 and 1880, West Pointers were 

nominated to major party presidential tickets four times.  Yet the importance of antebellum West 

Point's civil religion extends beyond the Academy's grounds, and even beyond the role its alumni 

played in the American Civil War.  If Harry Stout is correct in his assessment that a key product 

of the Civil War was the rhetorical shift from "the United States are a republic" to "the United 
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States is a republic," it stands to reason that West Point, its civil-religious theology, and its 

effective militarization of national sovereignty and republican virtue contributed to this 

development.   

 If scholars wish to understand the way in which nationalism and religion interacted in the 

early republic, there are few places more ideally suited to be investigated than the academy at 

West Point.  West Point's unique position in the early 19th century was that, along with the 

federal Congress and the Naval Academy at Annapolis, it was one of only three federal 

institutions in the early republic.  Even the army for which it trained its graduates to lead was 

organized largely by state.  The significance of this unique position should not be understated.  

While newspapers, pamphlets and travel diaries can give historians some perspective on regional 

interactions between budding nationalism and religion, West Point offers something different.  

For example, Jeffrey L. Pasley in his work The Tyranny of Printers (2001) argues that 

decentralized newspaper networks in the early republic offered a way to "filter" news and 

opinions to suit local tastes while still contributing to a national political discourse.12  A study of 

antebellum West Point effectively reverses this process, allowing historians a window onto how 

local tastes and opinions were homogenized in a federal institution during an era of radical 

decentralization.   

 What we choose to term religion is a tricky affair.  The objects of veneration for West 

Point—namely national sovereignty—were unconventional for the time and place in which they 

lived.  This much is true.  The participants would also have been unlikely to self-describe as 

being religiously devoted to West Point.  Yet I would argue that the manner in which they 

venerated as well as the act of veneration itself, qualifies this as a subject of interest for 

American religious historians.  What follows is simply an attempt to make sense of a worldview 

which seems incompletely explained. 

 The chapters that follow are organized by necessity rather than choice.  Evidence of the 

civil-religious life at the Point is fragmentary at best. We do not know if the 1826 revival was the 

most important religious event at antebellum West Point, but we do know it is the most well-

preserved in documentation.  Likewise, John W. French's Practical Ethics may leave the 

attentive reader with more questions than answers, but it is one of the very rare opportunities to 

                                                           
12 Jeffrey L. Pasley, "The Tyranny of Printers": Newspaper Politics in the Early American Republic 

(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2001), 208. 
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get inside the classroom, and the mind, of an antebellum West Point chaplain.  Finally, I 

conclude this study with Sherman's actions at the gates of Atlanta in 1864, reinterpreted through 

the lens of West Point civil religion. While I have found clear evidence of a tradition of military 

religion inculcated at West Point, the example of Sherman makes plain that this tradition was 

supple enough, in his case at least, to accommodate profoundly realistic moral reasoning. Much 

like the chapters that precede it, my use of Sherman aims to demonstrate the promising 

ambiguity of a new way of thinking about West Point history and American civil religions. 

 While reminiscing about his experiences as a cadet under Chaplain John W. French, 

author of Practical Ethics, Morris Schaff paused to consider what he would ask his former 

professor if he had the opportunity to speak with French again after the passage of decades: "If I 

could see the old professor now I should like to talk to him...he might make plain the mysterious 

relations and affinities that a man's ideals have with his surroundings.  What, for instance, have 

the scenery, the historic associations, the ceremonials at West Point to do, not with the mere 

matter of its concrete education, but with those high and abstract conceptions connected with it 

that we call honor and duty and truth?"13  Schaff's question has remained unanswered for over a 

century.  What follows is one possible reply.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           

13 Schaff, 105. 
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CHAPTER 1 

AN EXPERIMENT ALONG THE HUDSON 

 

 

 When she received his letter of October 14th, 1840, the sister of Cadet James W. 

Shureman could be forgiven for worrying. Her fear was not about James battling Native 

Americans or Mexicans, however.  Instead, she was worried about a science experiment gone 

awry. As Shureman explained to his sister, "The electric machine which we use is about six feet 

long and about four wide and is perhaps about as good an one as any in the United States...We 

have had some most beautiful experiments.  I took an electric shock a few days ago which nearly 

shook me to pieces."14  Shureman's experience is representative of the unique educational 

opportunities at West Point.  Of the four sources of support for civil religion at West Point, the 

scientific attitude of the Academy has the deepest roots in the history of the institution.  Before 

there was Superintendent Thayer, before there was instruction in the Ethics, before there was 

Chaplain McIlvaine (or even a chaplain), there was an engineering school.  It is sometimes 

forgotten that the original purpose of West Point was to act as a training ground for the nation's 

engineers.  In the early days, the engineers dual responsibility as military officers was almost 

incidental.  Not surprisingly, a focus on scientific knowledge bred alongside it a culture of 

rational empiricism. 

 Antebellum Academy textbooks drew from the leading scientific studies of Europe.  

Fresh from the intellectual ferment of the Enlightenment, the authors of these works had a 

receptive audience across the Atlantic at West Point.  The relationship was more than text-deep, 

however: many West Point instructors visited with or studied under some of the finest minds of 

Europe.  Professor Dennis Hart Mahan, a brilliant graduate of the Academy as well as 

Superintendent Thayer's handpicked successor, was provided with a tour of Europe's institutes of 

engineering and mathematics before beginning his teaching career at the Point.15  While other 

                                                           
14 Sidney Forman, West Point; a History of the United States Military Academy (New York: Columbia UP, 

1950), 97. 

15 Stephen E. Ambrose, Duty, Honor, Country: A History of West Point (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1966), 
99. 
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professors would later do the same, Mahan's experience was particularly important: Mahan held 

the critically important chair of Professor of Engineering from 1832-1871.16 Thayer himself, 

before ascending to the job of Superintendent, was dispatched to Europe in 1815 to purchase 

books for the Academy directly from European centers of learning.17 Mahan's training in Europe 

would help contribute to his publishing of the first truly American masterpiece of military 

engineering, which appears to have succeeded in spite of its title: An Elementary Treatise on 

Advanced-Guard, Out-Post, and Detachment Service of Troops, and the Manner of Posting and 

Handling Them in the Presence of an Enemy with a Historical Sketch of the Rise and Progress of 

Tactics, etc., etc. (1847), mercifully referred to as Out-Post.  This being West Point, admired 

Europeans included those outside the realm of science as well: one of the most prestigious on-

campus organizations was the "Napoleon Club" which commemorated the man widely regarded 

on campus as a military genius.  The club counted among its members George B. McClellan and 

(one-time Superintendent) Robert E. Lee, with Professor Mahan serving as president.18   

 The importance of the European influence is less what the men of West Point learned 

from the continent but rather how they learned it.  A devotion to reason, a dedication to 

empirically-based knowledge and a confidence in the scientific method were indispensable tools 

of the trade.  Yet so too was a particular political position. Former cadet A.W. Doniphan 

addressed a West Point graduating class and echoed these same ideas when he explained to 

cadets that, "This is, indeed, the age of reason—the vast improvements in the art of printing, and 

the rapidity of conveying intelligence have produced a wonderful revolution.  Mind has 

triumphed over physical force—the world is now governed by intelligence."19  Doniphan, like 

other West Pointers of his era, assumed that this progress was both natural and inevitable.  Even 

more importantly, they assumed that such change had been blessed by God.  Doniphan continued 

his speech by linking this attitude of scientific progress to a particular political position, 

suggesting that these changes were making themselves manifest in the "impulse that agitates the 

great capitals of Europe," what would later be termed the European Spring of 1848.20  The cadets 

listening to Doniphan on that summer day in 1848 were party to exciting news.  As Doniphan 
                                                           

16 Ambrose, 100. 
17 George S. Pappas, To the Point: the United States Military Academy, 1802-1902 (Westport, CT: Praeger, 

1993), 77. 
18 Ambrose, 138. 
19 Ashbel Smith and A. W. Doniphan, Addresses Delivered in the Chapel at West Point, before the Officers 

and Cadets of the United States Military Academy (New York: W.L Burroughs, 1848), 18. 
20 Smith and Doniphan, 18. 
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himself told them, "We live in an astonishing age—we travel by steam and converse by 

lightning.  How fortunate should we esteem ourselves that we are permitted to live in the middle 

of the nineteenth century."21 

 In order to acquire a mastery of these tools, cadets' studies necessitated a high degree of 

intellectual strength.  Cadets were taught to employ reason to all ends, ferreting out 

inconsistencies in theorems and equations.  Ashbel Smith, addressing the graduating class of 

1848, implored cadets, "But your studies must not cease—they must never cease.  For those who 

would achieve greatness or maintain a reputation even after acquired, there is no repose from 

mental labor."22  Cadets had little time for ideas which struck an irrational chord.  Professor of 

Chemistry Jacob Bailey, himself a member of the class of 1832, wrote to his brother in 1844 

regarding a series of lectures provided by a visitor to West Point on the dubious discipline of 

"Animal Magnetism and Phrenology."  Bailey explained,  

We have had some fun here last week in a course of lectures by a Prof. Grimes on 
Animal Magnetism and Phrenology.  I was delighted to witness such a transparent 
piece of humbuggery, for I expected to be perhaps puzzled to account for the 
results, but to convince one that miracles are performed I must see something that 
I can only account for by a miracle...Grimes told some good stories, and we got 
our money's worth of laughter, to say nothing of being confirmed in ones previous 
opinions concerning Animal Magnetism and Phrenology.23 

Bailey's confession that "to convince one of miracles," "I must see something that I can only 

account for by a miracle" is illustrative of the prevailing culture at West Point.   

 The devotion to reason exhibited by the men who lived at West Point in the early 19th 

century is linked to the early history and function of the Academy.  At its founding, the United 

States Military Academy was an odd place.  Located along the Hudson River at West Point, it 

had been known largely (if at all) for Benedict Arnold's ill-fated attempt to sell the fort to the 

British during the Revolutionary War.  The fort limped along under various guises until 1803 

when it was selected as the site for the new national military school.  So it was that at a location 

known only for treason, an Academy would be established charged with safeguarding the 

nation's future.   

 The philosophy behind the Academy was rife with contradictions as well: it was a 

national school for military officers in a nation distrustful of both standing armies and 
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hierarchies.  The school was signed into law in 1802 in the paradoxically named "Military Peace 

Establishment Act" by a president who had dismissed earlier, Federalist, attempts to do the same 

thing: Thomas Jefferson.24  Jefferson called for the school to educate students from every state at 

the national expense, a curious position for a politician known as a fierce advocate of states' 

rights.  However, Jefferson appears to have imagined something more along the lines of a 

national university, with the task of training military engineers as one purpose among many.   

This helps make sense of Jefferson's involvement in West Point's founding, as the very law that 

made West Point a reality also cut the size of the Army. In any case, the unusual political 

position in which West Point found itself was not missed by those who lived there.  An address 

to cadets in 1848 reminded them that, educated at the public expense for the express benefit of 

the Republic, the cadets "have been selected by your country as her peculiar children."25
 

 An oft-forgotten fact regarding the Point is that for a number of years its graduates in the 

sciences, particularly engineering, were without parallel in the entire country.  West Point was no 

doubt aided in achieving this distinction by the fact that, for roughly a generation, it was the only 

engineering school in the country.  Consequently, for a period of roughly twenty years, the 

United States relied exclusively on West Point as the source of the nation's engineers.26  The 

allure of potential profit provided by such an education made it so that by the early 1820s, some 

cadets perceived military service as secondary and came specifically to be trained as engineers.27  

The Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute would be the only other source of engineers for some time, 

and even RPI would not open until 1824.  In contrast, Harvard and Yale did not establish similar 

scientific schools until 1847, and both relied heavily on the Academy's expertise in instruction 

and course material.28   

 West Point graduates were involved in mapping and building infrastructure throughout 

the new Northwest Territory, as well as scouting the far West and Southwest.  These expeditions 

were often organized in tandem with the Smithsonian Institution and the American Philosophical 

Society, both bastions of rationality in the early republic.29  Cadet skill in the sciences was also 
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understood to have practical benefits towards national security, as cadet graduates designed and 

maintained costal fortifications stretching from the Great Lakes eastwards to Maine, and 

southwards along the Atlantic coast until the Florida peninsula.30 A.W. Doniphan, a former 

student addressing the graduating class of 1848, touched on this tradition when he said that 

"Little of our admiration is ordinarily bestowed upon the labors of the scientific scholar who first 

discovered the application of propelling powers, or made the scientific surveys and plans for 

their construction.  A large majority of these works have been furnished with engineers...from 

the halls of this national nursery."31
  All of this speaks to the scientific atmosphere at the 

Academy and the education inculcated in cadets.  Cadet Edgar Allen Poe, whose chief 

accomplishment during his brief tenure at the Academy appears to have been washing out in 

such style as to be remembered,32 dedicated a sonnet in Poems (1831) to the Corps of Cadets.  It 

begins: 

Science! meet daughter of old Time thou art 
Who alterest all things with thy peering eyes!33 

Poe was not the only cadet to be swept up in the scientific atmosphere at West Point, nor was he 

the only cadet to put it to paper.  If there was any doubt in the minds of cadets as to the type of 

education they were receiving, they could simply look at their diplomas upon graduation to find 

the Latin expression Scientia in Bello Pax: ''Science in war is the guarantee of peace."34   

 Yet the era in which West Point was focused almost exclusively on science and 

engineering was also the era of the revivals and mass enthusiasm of the Second Great 

Awakening.  Denominational loyalty became a very fluid concept in the early 19th century.  This 

begs the question: how did West Point, a carefully maintained bastion of rationality in the early 

Republic, manage the potentially destabilizing force of religion in the life of its cadets?   

 While less apparent from the secondary work done on the institution, there is clear 

evidence that from the earliest days of its existence, West Point possessed an intriguingly 

unusual religious atmosphere.  For example, a cadet of the first graduating class at West Point in 
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1802 was Simon Magruder Levy, a Maryland Jew.35  At a time of rampant anti-Semitism Levy 

graduated second in his class of two, allowing cadets at the West Point Jewish Chapel (built in 

1984) to claim that the first West Point graduating class was "50% Jewish."36  Leonard 

Dinnerstein has noted that, among Jewish public servants in the early 19th century, harsh and 

frequent discrimination was understood to be the norm.37  Whether Levy suffered discrimination 

at West Point is difficult to tell; most of the institutional records pertinent to the Corps were 

destroyed in an 1838 fire.38   

 It should be unsurprising that this atmosphere had an effect on the reception of religious 

ideas on post.  As will be covered in later chapters, religious figures at the Academy had a 

tradition of devising novel ways to reach their students, namely by dressing religious rhetoric in 

scientific garb.  Chaplain McIlvaine's most popular sermons were a series on rational 

Christianity and the compatibility between reason and faith in God. Chaplain French would later 

take an algebraic approach, relying on equations to teach duty to God and country in his 

Practical Ethics.   Complicating the chaplain's task, cadets were not uniform in their opinion of 

revealed religion.  For some, there was a sense that revealed religion was little more than a 

hodgepodge of superstitions, something to be discarded and derided.  For many cadets, such 

ideas certainly had no place at the Academy. Cadet George D. Ramsay related how one of the 

early chaplains, Adam Empie, would frequently forget to gather cadets for their daily prayers.  

Ramsay explained that for the cadets, "this was always considered a triumph and sometimes 

unmistakably manifested."39 A lack of hostility did not necessarily render other cadets any more 

interested, and many saw religion as the realm of simple, child-like moral lessons.  In a report 

compiled for the U.S. Senate on the educational activity at West Point, it was noted that cadets 

complained about another chaplain, Thomas Picton, and his course on "Geography, History and 

Ethics" in which he attempted to explain modern science as operating in conjunction with 

Christian law.  The cadets severely disliked the course, comparing it to "truisms they learned as 

children."40  What united these scientifically-literate cadets was not a disdain for religion but 

rather an appreciation of the scientific arts.  Science enabled greater manifestations of military 
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power.  If the function of West Point as a whole was to protect American sovereignty, science 

was an important component.   

 But the emphasis on science is important to note beyond its direct effect on religious 

attitudes.  Importantly for arguments which will be laid out in later chapters, the scientific 

atmosphere also makes clear that "war" and its engineering arts were not always the focus of the 

Academy.  What was consistent in West Point's culture was instead a focus on serving the 

country, as proper republican machines were expected to do. As can be seen in the third chapter, 

war is just one of many possible duties that a cadet may have had to complete.  West Point's civil 

religion claimed the lives of its members on the battlefield, certainly.  Yet it is the measure of 

success of West Point's ideology on a deeper level that, in wartime or out, the Academy bred a 

dedication to the nation and its ideals.  Ashbel Smith, in closing his commencement speech to the 

class of 1848, touched on this very idea: 

 Gentleman, the Romans were fond of asserting that it is sweet to die for one's 
country.  If this be true in general, how great is its force when applied to our 

country?  It is sweet, it is honorable, to lay down life for one's country, but to 
limit this idea to the perils of the battlefield, would be to fall far short of the truth 
embodied in this noble sentiment.  He who devotes his best thoughts and most 
strenuous actions to the good of his fellow citizens, he dies for his country, 
whether his last breath is breathed out amid the green fields of the home of his 
father's or offered as a willing sacrifice on the altar of the God of Battles.41 

A peculiarly religious worldview permeated the Academy and composed a large part of what 

Ashbel Smith termed "this noble sentiment."  With a focus on scientific pursuits and the 

knowledge of their impending military service, it is little surprise that most histories of West 

Point neglect religious aspects of the institution.  Identifying gaps in the religious history of the 

school is an important step in determining what has been written over, and what has been simply 

neglected. 

 

Literature Review 

 

 In 1907 Morris Schaff, an alumni of the United States Military Academy, finally decided 

to put pen to paper regarding his long and distinguished career in the U.S. Army.  A member of 

the class of 1862, Morris Schaff had graduated directly into the line of fire, receiving his baptism 
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of blood at Gettysburg and the Wilderness.  Like many of his brother officers, his thoughts were 

often drawn back to his days at West Point.  In the midst of such a remembrance Schaff found 

himself dwelling on the meaning of West Point: "I have intimated more than once that there are 

two West Points: the real West Point, and that overarching spiritual West Point, in whose sky 

float all of her ideals."42  

 There exists no comprehensive religious history of West Point.  Despite Schaff‟s claims 

of an “overarching spiritual” West Point, when religion is mentioned in secondary treatments of 

the Academy it is usually done so dismissively.  Most historians of antebellum West Point 

choose to focus on what Schaff termed “real,” the tactics and training received by future Civil 

War military leaders.  Religion has not traditionally fit into this picture.  Most historians pause 

long enough to cite a cadet‟s dismissive letter as evidence enough of the irreligious atmosphere 

at the Academy.  A popular letter is one written by Cadet Canfield in the 1820s, in which 

Canfield explains that "there is not one here [at West Point] who professes Christianity.  The two 

who did have left us."43  Religion usually gets little more notice than a throwaway line involving 

a Canfield-type letter. Thus the sole data point, in some studies, relies on a single cadet's 

observations as to who professed Christianity at one point in the 1820s.   

A detour into the (quite brief) existing historiography on the subject of antebellum West 

Point serves to illustrate the way in which the role of revealed religion (an important component 

of this civil-religious system) has been neglected.  James L. Morrison, a faculty member of the 

West Point Department of History, reserved the last paragraph of his chapter on cadet life in 

"The Best School in the World": West Point, the pre-Civil War Years (1986) to explain that "the 

religious aspects of West Point did not make much of an impression on the [cadets].  Also, the 

corps of cadets remained largely unaffected by the waves of revivalism, mass conversions, and 

other manifestations of religious enthusiasm which swept the country in the antebellum 

era...Thus, except for introducing some cadets to Episcopalianism, West Point probably changed 

prior attitudes towards religion little if any.”44  Despite the fact that "waves of revivalism," "mass 

conversions" and other "manifestations of religious enthusiasm" are clearly present in the 

original sources, Morrison's book has been one of the most influential in shaping how historians 

of the Civil War and its generals treat the religious atmosphere of West Point.  As with other 
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work on the subject,45 the primary use of Morrison for reconstructing religious life at West Point 

is the opportunity to cull the occasional letter or diary entry hinting at religious activity in an 

effort to further contextualize the religious atmosphere on post.  Morrison is widely cited in 

works such as George S. Pappas' To the Point: The United States Military Academy, 1802-1902 

(1993); Theodore J. Crackel's West Point: A Bicentennial History (2002); John G. Waugh's The 

Class of 1846: From West Point to Appomattox (1994) and, mostly recently, Wayne Hsieh's 

West Pointers and the Civil War (2009).  All of these works draw from Morrison to help 

contextualize West Point in their narratives.  With this in mind, it is difficult to underestimate the 

historiographic ripples of Morrison's straightforward dismissal of religion in "The Best School in 

the World". 

 Harry Stout's Upon the Altar of the Nation (2006), while not dealing exclusively with the 

Academy, re-works Morrison's basic framework to conclude that while West Point was devoid 

of religion—and certainly any kind of denominational religion that could be construed as 

divisive—it instead possessed, in the tradition of Robert Bellah, a nebulous "civil religion" 

which it inculcated into its antebellum cadets.  This is the farthest the relationship has been 

developed between West Point and civil religion. This makes comparisons to others' 

methodology necessarily limited.  However, Stout is representative of broader trends in both 

West Point and Civil War scholarship in that the "effect" or function of antebellum West Point is 

assessed largely without reference to sources local to West Point.  In other words, despite many 

references to the "West Point code" in Altar, Stout provides no documentation to substantiate his 

claims.  Instead, Stout's metric for describing civil religion at the institution relies almost entirely 

on the actions of West Point graduates long after they were cadets.  As a result, there is a way in 

which Altar reads the history of West Point and its graduates backwards, relying on an implicit 

assumption that West Point alumni behave as Stout assumes they were taught, rather than 

interrogating what they were taught.  There is a way in which the West Point Code becomes a 

prism for Stout's ideology, allowing him to retroactively graft his own particular political claims 

onto the function of antebellum West Point. To take one example among many, Stout interprets 

General Mead's actions during the Seven Days' Battles through the lens of the West Point Code, 
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conflating the religiously ethical and the tactically pragmatic in the West Point curriculum.46  It 

is informative to consider whether Mead would have granted the premise of Stout's moral 

critique. 

 Stout's book is influential, though, and subsequent work has had to tangle with Stout's 

claims about the United States Military Academy.  A case in point is George C. Rable's 

ambitious and comprehensive history, God's Almost Chosen Peoples (2010).  While also billed 

as a "religious history" of the Civil War, Rable immediately charts a different course than Stout: 

"Stout has already offered a searing critique of how civil religion helped justify and sustain an 

increasingly brutal conflict in his 'moral history' of the Civil War.  And however pervasive civil 

religion proved to be in both the Union and Confederacy, it is far from being the entire story."47  

Rable is averse to civil-religious explanations because he understands civil religion to represent 

an untoward mixing of the sacred and profane.  For example, when discussing religious 

justification for the war Rable argues, "Complex rationalizations and special pleading reflected 

more than simply the process of patriotic nationalism corrupting religious faith."48  Taking a 

different track, Rable instead chooses to recount the war's "meaning" from a variety of religious 

perspectives, concluding that "religious conviction produced a providential narrative of the 

war."49  God's Almost Chosen People clearly wants to move beyond civil religion, and as such it 

should be no surprise that Rable neglects any mention of the Academy which Stout deemed as its 

center.   

 The most significant attention any historian has given to religion at West Point is likely to 

be found in R. Ernest Dupuy's Men of West Point: The First 150 Years of the United States 

Military Academy (1951).  Despite Dupuy's section on "Religion" lasting only four pages,50 it 

references an enormous amount of West Point's religious history that is difficult to locate 

elsewhere.  Dupuy makes mention of the pseudo-establishment of the Episcopal Church, the 

revival under McIlvaine, the chain of conversions extending outwards from Leonidas Polk until 

the Civil War in addition to the curiously large number of West Point graduates who sought 
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careers in a variety of denominational ministries.  Dupuy's work stands nearly alone in its 

willingness to consider the religious atmosphere of West Point as more than window dressing. 

 Moving beyond West Point to revivalism in the 1820s more generally, I believe there are 

other historiographical positions with which this project will be in conversation. The forgotten 

Revival of 1826 is worth exploring in its own right for the light it sheds on a formative period in 

the nation‟s military history, but the revival was also operating within a larger context: namely, 

the Second Great Awakening. Nathan Hatch‟s Democratization of American Christianity (1989) 

argues that the Second Great Awakening was a liberating, democratic experience for its 

American participants.  Hatch writes that during this period “take charge entrepreneurs” worked 

to spread a sentiment of political and religious freedom rather than reinforce authority or attempt 

to control the masses.51  The Revival of 1826 suggests something entirely different was also 

occurring during the Awakening.   

I suggest that Sylvanus Thayer, Superintendent of the Academy from 1817 to 1833, 

permitted and encouraged the revival to take place as a way to cement his own authority and 

vision for the Academy.  Over a period of several years after his arrival, Thayer slowly instituted 

radical changes in curriculum, decorum, dress and even eating habits.  These changes were 

promulgated after his arrival in an attempt to “enforce” a radical sense of uniformity among 

cadets.  Religion, treated with ambivalence under previous Superintendents, also had to be 

brought to heel.  Rather than risk religious disunion, the chapel attendance policy was enforced 

and a new chaplain—Charles P. McIlvaine—brought to the Point.  Through McIlvaine‟s Revival 

of 1826, Thayer made it clear via his tacit support for the revival that he did not understand the 

religious excitement to promote disunion.  On the contrary, Thayer recognized that the religious 

life of cadets would also have to be uniform if the Academy was to produce republican 

machines.   

With the case of West Point, Hatch‟s argument that the Second Great Awakening 

represented “the influence of popular religion in a culture shifting from classic republican values 

to those of a vulgar democracy and entrepreneurial individualism”52 becomes forcefully inverted: 

revivalistic religion was used to keep out “vulgar democracy” and create a space in which 

“classic republican values” could be nurtured and protected within the bosom of the state.  Cadet 
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Erasmus Keyes articulated this sentiment well when he wrote that West Point was “a model 

republic in all things saving respect to constituted authority and obedience to orders, without 

which an army is impossible."53  I argue that these same “republican values” Hatch celebrates 

became weaponized at the Point, and that their deadly product was subsequently brought to bear 

on the same individual manifestations of religious freedom which Hatch holds up for admiration.  

Two graduates of the Point, students during McIlvaine‟s tenure, embody key antebellum 

examples.  It was Robert E. Lee (class of '29) who captured and hung John Brown, enraging his 

abolitionist sympathizers in and out of the black church; Albert Sydney Johnston (class of '26) 

led the Federal Army west to punish the Mormons in the Utah War.  Thayer‟s West Point offers 

one example of how revivalistic religion and the Second Great Awakening in particular offered 

as many opportunities to enforce authority as to challenge it. 
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CHAPTER 2 

McILVAINE'S REVIVAL 

 

 

Background of the 1826 Revival 

 There exists no comprehensive account of the Revival of 1826.  It is a testament to the 

revival's absence in the historiography that the most detailed account of the events of 1826 

remains the revivalist's own words, chronicled in the forgotten Memorials of the right reverend 

Charles Pettit McIlvaine (1882).  Occurring in the latter days of the Second Great Awakening, 

McIlvaine's Revival of 1826 offers scholars a rarely glimpsed look into the religious history of 

West Point. 

 Regarding the history of West Point, the 1826 revival might be a case where the 

exception proves the rule: West Point had a markedly "irreligious" atmosphere and the historians 

who identify it as such aren't off the mark, but they do fail to account for unconventional ways 

religion could have been operating.  This is likely due in large part to the fact that, as 

documented in the literature review above, "religion" of any flavor is largely dismissed in the 

historiography. However, this dismissal of religion has been complicit in an almost total neglect 

of revivals in studies of West Point.  This, in effect, has foreclosed other options to explore the 

ways in which religion could have been operating at the Academy.  This approach to studying 

religion at the U.S.M.A. is fallaciously circular: by ignoring the revivals, a wealth of primary 

source material developed by the chaplain and cadets are rendered as outliers precisely because 

historical studies of the institution hold the position that religion was irrelevant.   

 By approaching the material produced by chaplains and cadets pertaining to religion as 

being relevant to the history of West Point, the Revival of 1826 begins to come into focus.  I 

contend that the Revival of 1826 offers scholars an opportunity to see one instance of West 

Point's civil-religious system coalescing.  I argue that West Point's administration, and 

specifically Superintendent Thayer, worked to support the revival.  The success of the revival 

bolstered not only the Episcopal Church on post, but also worked to legitimate the larger 

institutional ideology which Thayer quietly advocated.  The revival's lasting effect, then, was not 

simply a reification of the Episcopalian Church's authority on post but rather the establishment of 
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a legitimate source of spiritual authority at the Academy, one that was cushioned from the 

scientific critique of cadets and faculty.  "Cushioned," of course, could easily be understood as 

"kept in check."  By legitimating the Episcopal presence on post, West Point wrote a loophole in 

its own reigning ideology: it was permissible to believe some irrational things, so long as they 

were Point-approved. 

 A key function of McIlvaine's Revival54 was to act as a supporting plank for 

Superintendent Thayer's vision of the Academy as an apolitical, federal factory for the 

production of republican machines. Thayer took office in 1817 and, as noted in the first chapter, 

gradually instituted the significant changes which transformed the Academy from its status as a 

political boondoggle to a respected and much-vaunted educational institution for the young 

Republic.  Discipline had been a concern at the Academy since the tenure of Superintendent 

Alden Partridge, Thayer's immediate predecessor.  A former instructor of Thayer's, Partridge had 

refused to cede authority to Thayer when his former student was appointed to replace him as 

Superintendent.  A court-martial was required to restore order.55  Eager to avoid other challenges 

to his authority, Thayer's plan was predicated on a renewed sense of discipline.  While never 

putting his thoughts to paper directly, Thayer had written President Monroe to explain that, as 

part of the changes he sought to make at the Point, there would be a new focus on "paternal" 

discipline.56  This had important implications for the revival of 1826.   

 A key part of Thayer's plan was to circumvent challenges to his authority entirely.  As 

such, the Superintendent was constantly focused on the long term welfare of the Academy, 

ensuring the school could acquire young, skilled faculty who would learn under Thayer's 

example and grow with the institution.  An excellent example is the case of Dennis Hart Mahan.  

Recruited directly after graduation from the Academy, Mahan would continue the reign of 

Thayer, embodied in the "Thayer System" of disciplined academics, long after Thayer had left 

West Point.    

 Mahan was not the only professor lured out to West Point.  In his memoirs, Chaplain 

Charles P. McIlvaine remembered how the job of chaplain was broached to him by personal 
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friend John C. Calhoun, then serving as Secretary of War.  While taking tea at Calhoun's home 

one evening, the Secretary asked McIlvaine if he might be interested in the position of Professor 

of Ethics, and thus chaplain, at West Point.57  During his discussion with Calhoun about the West 

Point position, McIlvaine suggested that his young age might be a problem.  Like other 

revivalists working in 1825, McIlvaine was young.  Unlike other revivalists, however, McIlvaine 

benefitted from a string of decidedly uncommon jobs, having just finished serving as the 

Chaplain of the U.S. Senate.  Calhoun dismissed his worries in a manner perhaps indicative of 

Superintendent Thayer's priorities: "[Calhoun] answered that he preferred a young man who 

would grow to the place, rather than one whose habits of mind were so fixed by age that they 

could not be molded."58   

 McIlvaine delayed answering immediately.  From the Chaplain's memoirs, it can be 

ascertained that the delay was at least in part caused by rumors he had heard from acquaintances 

in his ministry about the religious atmosphere of West Point: "I was kindly warned...that I should 

find not only no religious sympathy or fellowship in the institution, but a widespread infidelity 

among officers and cadets."59  McIlvaine was warned that, particularly considering the religious 

history of the Academy, a minister of his "habits" could arouse hostility.  McIlvaine was 

informed that "[my] sort of preaching would be likely to arouse into most unpleasant opposition" 

because unlike other ministers, he was not "a chaplain of easy habits" who it would be simple to 

"get on with."60   Although "alarmed" at these warnings and fearing his young age might prove a 

stumbling block, McIlvaine ultimately decided to accept the position though not at the outset for 

any explicitly "religious" reasoning.   McIlvaine confessed in his memoirs that, given his wife's 

inclination to suffer fever in the city climate, it was hoped that a stay in the country at West Point 

would prove prosperous to her health.61 

 When considering McIlvaine's role in Thayer's plan to reintroduce discipline and 

reinforce authority,  one final event should be considered: the 1826 "Eggnog Riot."  By the time 

of McIlvaine's arrival, Thayer's authority was still not completely cemented.  In 1826, during 

McIlvaine's tenure, a Christmastime revolt broke out among Southern cadets, including Jefferson 
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Davis.  Ostensibly gathered to discuss, as the cadets would later claim, the "mysteries of 

eggnog," the intoxicated cadets proceeded to rowdily destroy furniture and break windows.62 One 

cadet chased an officer back to his room with a sword.63  The episode resulted in courts-martial 

and dismissals, although Davis was allowed to remain a student.  The entire saga was a stain on 

Thayer's authority, and his response would prove informative.  Pappas argues that one after-

effect of the 1826 "eggnog riot" was a revival of religion.64  It may be more accurate to say that 

the timing of the riot coincided with the arrival of Charles P. McIlvaine, and is evidence of the 

task Thayer had ahead of him in instituting his new disciplinary regime.   

 It is likely that Thayer understood the religious revival to be a helpful countermeasure 

against further breaches of discipline, particularly with the eggnog riot in the not-so-distant past.  

It is no coincidence that, during Thayer's tenure as Superintendent, chapel attendance became 

mandatory (with punishment for absence ranging from 4 to 5 demerits—a serious offence).65  

Intriguingly, Thayer was well-known to not be a churchgoer himself.66  Yet this did not stop 

Thayer from instituting a regime of religious uniformity.  An anecdote from Thayer's days at 

West Point suggests that his views on religious uniformity were not only well known, but 

provided with the appropriate institutional support to remain unchallenged.  When several 

faculty members protested that mandatory chapel attendance breached their constitutional rights, 

for example, Thayer quietly forwarded their protest to the Secretary of War.  The Secretary, a 

close friend of Thayer's, replied that "[the Secretary] was farthest from any desire to interfere in 

the least with their conscientious scruples, and would, therefore, send them where attendance 

upon Divine service would not be deemed necessary."67  The three faculty members were 

reassigned to forts along the frontier, the very same locations that the lowest graduating members 

of each West Point class fought to avoid. 
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The Role of Chaplain McIlvaine 

 

 McIlvaine landed at West Point in the spring of 1825.  Upon his arrival he remarked that 

except for "three or four ladies,"  " there was a most chilling want of any manifestation of 

sympathy with the Gospel."68  The level of infidelity on post was "as I had been told in 

Washington I should find it."69  Until McIlvaine's arrival in 1825 there is evidence that religious 

services were not taken very seriously by either cadets or professors.  Friends familiar with the 

culture of West Point had warned McIlvaine that there was widespread atheism and agnosticism 

at the school.70  Reading coursework and sleeping during sermons was common.71   

 This was, in and of itself, not surprising.  All of the cadets present when McIlvaine 

arrived had only known one chaplain during their days at the Academy: Thomas Picton.  Serving 

as chaplain from 1818-1825, Picton was known for his long and "odious" sermons, as well as his 

tacit approval of cadets sleeping during chapel services.72  Judging from pre-McIlvaine accounts, 

it is perhaps more accurate to say that cadets were more likely to pay attention to the back of 

their eyelids than to the minister in the pulpit.  Cadet Albert Church described his first time 

hearing a sermon of Picton's thusly: "I listened to a dull sermon, one hour and a quarter long, the 

only lasting effect of which was to lay the foundation of that dislike, which I have ever since 

entertained, for long sermons...Upon leaving the chapel, [I had] strong convictions that this kind 

of life was not suited to my taste."73 A Presbyterian, Picton had received the job of chaplain 

when an Episcopal minister could not be acquired.  The timing of Picton's replacement, however, 

was more than happenstance.   

 The administrative support for establishing a particular style of spiritual authority on-post 

is clear in retrospect.  Given Superintendent Thayer's future support of the revivalistic 

atmosphere under McIlvaine as well as his ongoing attempt to institute a stricter sense of 
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discipline on post, removing Picton may have been next on Thayer's reformist agenda.  Add to 

this Thayer's close friendship with John C. Calhoun—and Calhoun's personal entreaties to 

McIlvaine to take the job because Calhoun needed "someone who could grow to the place" and 

be "molded"74—and there is good reason to believe that institutional forces may have been 

behind Picton's exit and McIlvaine's arrival.75  Indeed, the meeting of the academic board in 

1824 issued a damning report regarding the poor conduct of the chaplain's office.76  The report 

caused political ripples extending to the White House, with President Monroe announcing that a 

change was necessary.  Not surprisingly, letters between Thayer and Calhoun indicate that Picton 

was effectively forced to resign.77   

 In the context of the former chaplain's "long" and "odious" sermons, McIlvaine's first 

public sermon could not have been more surprising.  McIlvaine's debut at West Point would later 

be described as the period in which the minister was "at the zenith of his powers."  In the pulpit 

he appeared tall, elegantly dressed, "not unlike idealized portraits of Washington" with a voice 

both "powerful and penetrating" and a manner "full of earnestness," McIlvaine presented a stark 

contrast to his dull and forgettable predecessor, Chaplain Picton.78  General Wright, present on 

that particular Sunday in 1825, recounted the experience: 

On the first Sunday of Dr.McIlvaine's preaching at West Point the cadets went to 
chapel, as usual, some with books to read, and others hoping to sleep, but none 
expecting to take any interest in the sermon.  Had a bugle been sounded in the 
chapel they could not have been more astonished.  Books were dropped, sleep 
was forgotten, attention was riveted.  There was general surprise...From that day 
on the chaplain's influence grew more and more powerful.79   

General Wright was not the only one impressed with McIlvaine's rhetorical abilities.  Cadet 

Jefferson Davis recalled being impressed by McIlvaine's oratory, including a particularly striking 

sermon which took place during a thunderstorm, allowing McIlvaine to time his words and 

pauses in order to compliment the gathering storm outside, "so that the crash of one fitted into a 

great outburst of the other."80 
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 McIlvaine, for his part, had experienced initial doubts concerning how to proceed.  The 

unusual composition of the Academy chapel—nearly all male, heavy with military officers and 

scientists, all of whom were required to attend—made for a most unique congregation.  Despite 

initial hesitancy however, McIlvaine would later write that, "I determined to know my military 

and scientific congregation as differing in no respect, so far as the current character of my 

preaching was concerned, from any other congregation."81  Admitting that, "I would remember 

what they were, only to give a certain incidental direction sometimes to what I said," McIlvaine 

argued that his congregation, while unusual, possessed no true differences from any other church 

because: 

they were sinners, lost sinners, with hearts and consciences and wants like all 
others; they needed the same Saviour, the same Gospel, and the same 
manifestation of truth as others: and what God has provided as the method of 
convincing and converting souls to Christ by the preaching of the Cross was the 
method for them, in just as much simplicity and directness and boldness and 
confidence, as anywhere else.82 

Now that Thayer and Calhoun's chaplain of choice was in place, all that remained was to see 

whether anyone would follow him. 

 McIlvaine's message did not attract adherents for the better part of a year.  He wrote that 

he preached "for a whole year, before anything of the least encouragement appeared, except as 

evidences of offence, taken at what I preached, indicated something better than perfect 

indifference."83  That the revival did not begin immediately with McIlvaine's arrival is far from 

surprising.  Cadets had never before taken seriously their relationship with the chaplain or the 

sermons preached on Sunday, and the growing importance of McIlvaine's role on post most 

likely paralleled the course of Thayer's increasing authority.  Regardless, Thayer and McIlvaine 

did not spend 1825 sitting on their hands.  While it is clear from the sources that Thayer (unlike 

McIlvaine) had no theological interest in the revival, he did contribute substantially to 

establishing a new aura of respectability around the office of the Episcopal chaplain.  McIlvaine 

wrote to Thayer in 1860 recollecting how, while Superintendent, Thayer had issued "blank 

permits" for cadets to visit the chaplain's office at any hour of the day.84 This was, considering  

many of Thayer's disciplinary measures in place at the Academy, a very unusual departure from 
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precedent for a school in which each student's time was rigidly structured down to the minute.  

McIlvaine, for his part, placed copies of tracts he considered to be particularly effective with the 

post quartermaster, including Gregory's Evidences, Doctrines and Duties.85 

 Still, student attitudes toward the chaplain were slow to change.  The chaplain later wrote 

that chief among his obstacles was the difficulty in overcoming young men's desire to avoid 

being seen as religious.  For cadets at the Academy, "such was the feeling and prevalent 

sentiment about coming to see me, lest it should indicate something towards religion, that for a 

whole year I cannot remember that a single cadet ever visited me."86  None of the cadets were 

initially enthusiastic.  Cadet Samuel Heinztelman is probably representative in that he noted of 

McIlvaine simply that, "our sermons generally last two hours, from 11 to 1, - our old parson used 

to keep us only about one hour."87  Not to be deterred, McIlvaine went about distributing tracts to 

cadets and maintained a high level of intensity in his sermons.88   

 McIlvaine's dedication soon began paying dividends, not least of which was that the 

office of chaplain came to be respected as important in its own right.  After a lieutenant insulted 

McIlvaine at a dinner party with other officers of the Academy present, McIlvaine walked out.  

Such treatment was not necessarily abnormal for the Chaplain, but that the other officers present 

forced the lieutenant in question to apologize to McIlvaine did indicate that institutional mores 

were changing—a sign, perhaps, of the increased support this particular chaplain had from 

Thayer.  As his authority became more respected, so too did his spiritual entreaties. After a 

particularly pointed sermon one Sunday, McIlvaine wrote, he overheard a conversation that gave 

him encouragement:  "I was walking from church and some of the junior officers were behind 

me.  I heard them say of my preaching, "It is getting hotter and hotter.""89  As McIlvaine put it, 

"such incidents showed that something was at least stirring."90  

 Nonetheless, the winter of 1825-6 was rough on McIlvaine.  As he later wrote, "I had 

been laboring under these circumstances nearly a year without the slightest appearance of any 

encouragement."91   He spent the winter preaching a series of sermons on the evidences of 
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Christianity.  Later published under the title The Evidences of Christianity (1832), the sermons 

appear designed to appeal to the rational nature of West Point men and their empirical pursuits.  

Selected titles of these sermons include: "Credibility of the Gospel History,"92 "What are the 

evidences that the religion contained in the New Testament is a divine revelation?"93 and the 

stimulatingly entitled, "Have we satisfactory evidence that genuine miracles were wrought by the 

Lord Jesus Christ and his apostles?"94  While perhaps out of place at a "traditional" revival, these 

sermons had much in common with other pedagogical strategies at the Academy.  

Foreshadowing Academy textbooks like Chaplain French's Practical Ethics, McIlvaine appears 

to have understood that the surest way to teach spiritual lessons was a direct appeal to 

rationalism.  

 McIlvaine initially thought that the sermons had failed to have the impact he had hoped, 

before an unexpected visit to his office by a single cadet changed his mind.  As he later wrote, 

"In the deepest of my discouragement, when I scarcely ventured to hope for any fruit of my 

ministry, and when I had concluded a series of discourses on the Evidences of Christianity 

without any known effect, [a cadet] came to my study."95  The cadet's name was Martin Parks, 

and his visit set in motion the events of the Revival of 1826.  Parks was motivated by his father's 

death to visit McIlvaine and, after consoling the cadet, the chaplain sent him back to his 

dormitory with a religious tract on managing affliction and suffering.  Ever the opportunist, 

McIlvaine also supplied Parks with a tract aimed at the unconverted and gave the cadet these 

instructions: "Take this...and drop it somewhere in the barracks; perhaps I shall hear of it 

again."96  Whatever advice McIlvaine gave to Parks, it must have stuck with the young cadet: 

Parks would later serve as West Point chaplain himself.  In any case, it would not be long before 

McIlvaine's impromptu distribution network yielded another cadet.  As McIlvaine later recalled,  

A week had passed, and I had forgotten the tract, but the following Saturday 
afternoon came another cadet. I met him at the door. He was a stranger to me. As 
I took his hand he said, „My name is Polk,‟ and could say no more. Perceiving 
that some great trouble was in his mind, I led him to a chair; he was still silent, as 
if he feared to try to speak lest he should not control his feelings. Supposing he 
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had gotten into trouble with the authorities of the institution, I asked him to trust 
me as a friend, and freely tell me all his burden; then he could contain himself no 
longer, but with a burst of feeling and intense expression of a mind convinced of 
sin, and literally and earnestly begging to be told what he must do for salvation.97 

The chaplain had found his first follower.  The revival was underway. 

 The cadet was Leonidas Polk of North Carolina.  As it turned out, Parks had placed the 

tract for the unconverted in Polk's dormitory room.98  In addition, Polk had acquired one of the 

tracts that McIlvaine had given to the post quartermaster and had grown curious enough to 

approach McIlvaine for an "investigative session."99  McIlvaine would later write of Polk's first 

meeting that, "I was amazed at the depth and power of his convictions and anxieties, and his 

readiness for whatever might be required of him as a servant of Christ."100  The entire episode of 

Cadet Polk's conversion could not offer a more striking contrast to traditional narratives of 

Second Great Awakening revivalism.  Polk would explain his decision as the result of the tracts 

and McIlvaine's masterful series of sermons on the evidences of Christianity, which Polk 

explained as helping to reason away his "skepticism."101  After receiving instruction from 

McIlvaine and joining the chaplain in prayer, Polk "became tranquil" and asked for McIlvaine's 

help in his conversion.102   

 McIlvaine, perhaps sensing a public relations coup, insisted that Polk's confession be 

public.  The chaplain instructed Polk to come forward in the next chapel service.  When the call 

for confession went out, Polk quietly left his seat, walked toward the front of the chapel, and 

kneeled.  McIlvaine described the scene from the pulpit:  "When the confession in the service 

came, I could hear his movement to get space to kneel, and then his deep tone of response as if 

he was trembling with new emotion, and then it seemed as if an impression of solemnity 

pervaded all the congregation."103  McIlvaine later wrote that, "It was a new sight, that single 

kneeling cadet.  Such a thing had not been supposed to be possible."104  Polk would write to his 

brother, confiding that "This first step was my most trying one, to bring myself to renounce all of 
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my former habits and associations, to step forth singly from the whole corps acknowledging my 

convictions of truth."105  Being the first cadet in the history of the Academy to openly accept 

Christ or even acknowledge being religious, Polk understood the challenges ahead of him.  

McIlvaine instructed Polk that the cadet would now be "watched in chapel" and Polk felt the 

need for the "greatest circumspection."106   

 Despite McIlvaine's measured tone, the conversion of Polk brought about a whirlwind of 

enthusiasm on post.  Events accelerated quickly.  Others began taking an interest in Polk's new-

found religious beliefs and requested meetings with McIlvaine.107  So many came to McIlvaine, 

in fact, that he began holding group meetings at his home.  As the excitement began to build, 

McIlvaine took a clear position on his role in the burgeoning revival.  It is clear that McIlvaine 

was weary of being pegged as a charismatic religious figure.  In fact, McIlvaine went out of his 

way to absent himself from the causes of the revival, going so far as to claim that the only 

interlocutor was the scriptures despite the fact that the revival meetings were being held in his 

own home: 

Soon the number of cadets, with some professors and instructors, coming to these 
meetings—and be it observed that, under these circumstances, the very attendance 
was a profession of earnest spiritual concern—the number was so great as to 
wholly occupy the largest room I had, and in each instance the state of mind 
disclosed was of the same independent origination as described in that of Cadet 
Polk, coming directly from God, no communication with man, scarcely with any 
book but the Scriptures, until it was strong enough to seek a private interview 
with the chaplain, and in almost every case of a cadet so coming, his chosen 
instructor was the first born of their brethren [Polk].108 

McIlvaine's hesitancy would prove to be well placed, as the perceived excitement of the revival 

would not take long to boomerang back around upon the chaplain. 

 In the interim, however, the meetings were too large to be contained in the chaplain's 

quarters.  While no firm numbers recorded by McIlvaine or others have been found which testify 

to the size of the revivals, given the relative size of West Point, the qualitative descriptions are 

startling. In 1826, for example, West Point graduated a class of just forty cadets. Polk requested, 

and received, permission from Superintendent Thayer to move the nightly revival meetings into 

the prison, which was then the single largest room available on post.  This was yet another 
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unusual action for Thayer.  Pappas and other historians of the Point have argued that Thayer 

wished to "remain neutral" by providing his permission.109  In contrast I suggest that such an 

action was anything but "neutral," and completely in line with Thayer's previous agitation to 

place McIlvaine at the religious helm of the institution.  Thayer's approval of Polk's request is 

evidence of his strong—if necessarily quiet—support for the revival.  Cadets and faculty in 1826 

certainly did not perceive such an action as "neutral," as evidenced by General Wright's 

description of how the new revival meetings in the prison were received: 

At length the whole corps was roused as by a thunder-clap at the announcement 
that Leonidas Polk and others had been 'converted,' and that Polk was to lead a 
'praying squad' in the prison, which was the only unoccupied and quiet room in 
the barracks.  I and many others stood on the stoop to see them go by and find out 
who they were.  Polk, calm and fearless, with earnest anxiety in his look, headed 
the squad of 'converted' men.  From day to day the number increased, and finally 
it became so large that they were obliged, for want of room, to adjourn to the 
chapel.  There was a veritable revolution in the barracks and the corps of 
cadets.110 

McIlvaine would write that Polk's "conviction was complete, and in the spirit of the missionary 

he laboured among his fellows with a zeal which showed the earnestness of his character."111  

This is but one example among many of how McIlvaine immediately began shifting 

responsibility of the revival to others.  Similar to the way in which McIlvaine claimed that the 

scriptures were the revival's only real interlocutor, McIlvaine would attribute Polk's conversion 

to the well-placed tract and not any personal skill on his part as chaplain.  However, McIlvaine 

was fighting an uphill battle.  The events speak for themselves: a series of sermons on the 

rational, logical nature of Christianity at an institution which celebrated scientific empiricism 

brought about a curious cadet who helped instigate a "solemn" revival, who in turn led a series of 

"calm" and "fearless" nightly revival meetings on post.  Despite McIlvaine's pleas to the 

contrary, the mass revival was largely his doing.   

 What would seem to be McIlvaine demurring recognition of his own professional success 

makes much more sense when it is understood how the revival was seen by those living outside 

of West Point.  During the events of the revival, McIlvaine was in touch with a fellow 

Episcopalian minister, Bishop James Milnor. During a lengthy exchange of letters, Milnor 
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confided in McIlvaine that he was beginning to hear grumblings about the events of the revival at 

West Point.  Feeling it his duty as McIlvaine's ecclesiastical superior to provide guidance, Milnor 

explained to McIlvaine that 

The enemies of truth are busy in spreading here the grossest misrepresentations of 
the character of the revival, of your manner of conducting it, and of its 'unhappy' 
effects on its subjects.  From various quarters, since my return, I have heard it 
declared to be a mere burst of enthusiasm, a sudden excitement of the animal 
passions of the young men, produced by your eloquence: as having led to actual 
insanity in one, and, according to the comforting prognostications of these 
sagacious opponents, being likely to have the same effect on many others; and as 
having disgusted the officers, and so alienated them from you as to make them 
forsake public worship on Sundays: in short, it has been said that measures would 
be taken either to stop these disorderly proceedings, or to affect your removal.112 

There is little doubt that the reports which had reached Milnor were grossly exaggerated.  None 

of the accounts from West Pointers present at the revival indicate anything that could account for 

descriptions of "animal passions" and certainly no cadet suffered from "actual insanity" due to 

McIlvaine's sermons.   

 Unfortunately, McIlvaine's responses to Milnor seem to have been lost or destroyed, but 

even in examining Milnor's side of the exchange much can be gleaned.  Apparently aware that 

Superintendent Thayer's support was underwriting the entire operation, Milnor encouraged 

McIlvaine to caution his cadets to cease any disruptive action and exhibit the internal strength 

and commitment to duty that would naturally flow from their conversion to Episcopalianism: "[I] 

have no doubt your much respected superintendent will find in the written assurance of the 

cadets a solid pledge of the most dutiful and exemplary behavior on their part."113  Milnor also 

makes it very clear what he expects of McIlvaine: "To the mind of your colonel [Superintendent 

Thayer], happily not given over to the delusions in which some others are developed, it will give 

a confidence in the maintenance of his present course, which I am sure all your personal agency 

in the affair will strengthen and confirm."114 

 Most interestingly, Milnor speaks to the mutually beneficial relationship between the 

Episcopal Church and West Point as well as, even more broadly, the nation's military.  

Intriguingly, Milnor's letters offer evidence that there was a broader worry in the military about 
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the religious occurrences at West Point.  Speaking about a conversation he had had with a Major 

in the New York militia, Milnor related how the Major felt 

deep regret at your fanatical proceedings.  You were, he said, turning a military 
academy into a theological seminary, and aiming to make young men soldiers in 
the Church militant, (he meant ministers,) whom the government intended to train 
for its army; he understood you met them for prayer ever morning at daylight, and 
encouraged them to neglect other studies for that of religion; that the most serious 
apprehensions were entertained of the consequent degradation, if not ruin of the 
institution.115 

This represented, to Milnor, a dangerous turn of events.  Milnor reiterated his instruction to 

McIlvaine to keep religious excess under control, and suggested that the converted cadets make 

"practical arguments" to help refute such claims: "What can even unbelievers object to the 

operation of inward religion on the minds of these young men, when its practical effects are seen, 

not in the deterioration, but in the improvements of their character as members of your very 

excellent and useful institution?"116  The Episcopal Church clearly enjoyed the position it had at 

the Academy, and Milnor was not eager to see the opportunity lost: "If your removal should take 

place...the effect would be disastrous as it respects West Point, and injurious in a vast variety of 

ways, which will as readily suggest themselves to your mind as they have to my own."117  While 

it is unclear to what exactly Milnor was referring, it is safe to assume that the Episcopal Church 

enjoyed its preeminent position at West Point and was uninterested in risking a scandal which 

could jeopardize it. Milnor closes with a final, repeated warning on the importance of 

McIlvaine's conduct: "One thing, my very dear friend, I do desire you to bear in memory; and 

that is, that the peculiar circumstances in which you are placed require a course of conduct very 

different from that followed in ordinary revivals, and that, as far as duty will permit, those 

circumstances should be constantly regarded."118  Milnor was well aware of how word of revival 

at West Point under an Episcopal chaplain could create unwanted public relations problems for 

the Episcopal Church as a whole.   

 Milnor's fears were soon substantiated.  McIlvaine, Milnor, Thayer, West Point and the 

Episcopal Church were all thrown into just such a public relations fiasco in 1827.   The problem 

began when Reverend Henry Onderdonk of Brooklyn wrote to a Mr.Andrews of Rochester 
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asking him to prevent McIlvaine from providing a sermon at Andrew's Episcopal church in that 

city. What should have been a private affair quickly spilled over into the public realm. The letter 

achieved wide circulation, in part because Onderdonk claimed that McIlvaine was "a zealous 

promoter of the schemes that would blend us with Presbyterians," a "low churchman" and a 

preacher with "more show than substance."  In addition, Onderdonk asked Andrews to write to 

West Point in order to learn how McIlvaine "had wore out his popularity" there.119  The whole 

ordeal extended beyond McIlvaine when Bishop Milnor, then in a leadership position with the 

ecumenical American Tract Society, was drawn into the fracas.   

 It is safe to say that McIlvaine was not someone whom it proved wise to cross in public. 

Onderdonk's entire letter consisted of nine concise sentences; McIlvaine responded with a 

withering 37 page rebuttal. Verbose to a fault, McIlvaine responded meticulously to each of 

Onderdonk's claims, pausing only to school his opponent in basic Christian theology.  More 

impressive is the letters of support McIlvaine acquired and inserted in his response.  The letters, 

mostly from churches where McIlvaine had ministered, also included one signed by 

Superintendent Thayer and several of the professors at West Point.  Thayer wrote in part, "the 

undersigned...do very cheerfully and unhesitatingly declare, that they are not aware of any 

change in the sentiments of the community at West Point which could in the least justify the 

expression made use of.  McIlvaine continues to enjoy...a very large share of the esteem and 

confidence of those with whom he is associated."120  Leaving nothing to chance, McIlvaine 

delivered the coup de grâce by seeing to it that his rebuttal was bound and published in 

Philadelphia almost immediately.121  Superintendent Thayer and West Point, as well as 

McIlvaine and the Episcopal Church, escaped major damage in the affair.  Yet perhaps the most 

intriguing part of Thayer's letter of support for McIlvaine is that the chaplain had already 

signaled his intent to retire, citing a profitable offer from the College of William and Mary to 

serve as its next president as well as the rectorship of several churches.122  McIlvaine ultimately 

chose to accept an offer from St.Ann's in Brooklyn (perhaps to continue his streak of 

vengeance—this was the church of none other than Rev.Onderdok).   

                                                           
119 Letter of July 7, 1827.  Quoted in Charles P. McIlvaine, Rev. Mr. M'Ilvaine in Answer to the Rev. Henry 

U. Onderdonk (Philadelphia: William Stavely, 1827), 4. 
120 Letter of September 27th, 1827. Quoted in McIlvaine, Rev. Mr. M'Ilvaine, 37. 
121 It should be noted that the letters appearing in the volume are dated in late September 1827 and that, in 

spite of this, McIlvaine managed to have them published in Philadelphia that same year.  
122 McIlvaine, Memorials, 30.  
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 In any case, Thayer was no longer protecting an employee but rather a symbol of the 

changes recently wrought at the Academy.  There is a curious contradiction when comparing the 

correspondences between Bishop Milnor and Chaplain McIlvaine against the exchanges of 

Superintendent Thayer in the Onderdok drama.  The Episcopal hierarchy cautioned its members 

against eliciting too much excitement, preferring stability and decorum at the expense of more 

harvested souls.  Yet the ostensibly apolitical, areligious Superintendent of a federal institution 

worked pointedly to obtain an Episcopal chaplain and supported the (potentially destabilizing) 

revival the chaplain subsequently ignited.  I do not mean to suggest that Thayer planned the 

revival, but rather that he simply turned events to his own advantage; Bishop Milnor essentially 

did the same.  The institutional choices each made—whether or not to gamble a potential loss of 

stability to gain increased authority—is illustrative.  Milnor was happy with his institution's 

position and folded; Thayer was all in. 

 Thayer's gamble was evidenced by other events at West Point before McIlvaine's 

departure as well.  The board of visitors announced in their 1826 report that, with respect to the 

office of the chaplain, courses had not much improved.  This was essentially the same style of 

report that had condemned the previous chaplain in 1824.  What is intriguing about the 1826 

report is Thayer's response. Whereas in 1824 Thayer and Calhoun had conspired to replace 

Picton, in 1826 Thayer wrote personally to newspapers to offer his support to McIlvaine.  Thayer 

wanted to make it clear that the report did not concern him.  As he wrote to the National Journal, 

the "learned professor who so ably fills the Chair of the Department in question" had the 

Superintendent's complete confidence.123  Thayer's support here suggests that, once again, 

McIlvaine's ability—or inability—to perform classroom duties was a secondary worry for 

Thayer.  While we have no writings of Thayer's to know conclusively what he wanted out of 

McIlvaine, that the Superintendent had the chance to relieve the chaplain in the midst of the 

revival—and declined—arguably speaks just as loudly.  Thayer's actions, at least, are clear on 

the issue: McIlvaine would prove to be a frequent guest of Thayer's (and subsequent 

superintendents) at West Point even after his retirement.  One cadet remembered a visit made by 

McIlvaine in 1858, during which the former chaplain, "spoke to us warmly also of how naturally 

and how rationally the life of a soldier and that of a Christian harmonized."  Decades after the 
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revival, McIlvaine's message to cadets had hardly changed.  As the cadet remarked after listening 

to McIlvaine, "It was a fine talk from a majestic old man."124 

 

Emotionalism and McIlvaine's Revival 

 

 The hubbub over the Onderdok affair, the challenge posed by the 1826 Board of Visitors 

report and even the letters of advice from Bishop Milnor all share a common cause: a fear of 

rampant emotionalism.  Milnor, for his part, was speaking to the Episcopal Church's fear of 

division.  Emotionalism was clearly understood to be a gateway towards such a fracturing.  

Beyond simple emotionalism, however, Milnor was also concerned about the effect the revivals 

might have on the larger Episcopal presence at West Point and in the Army as a whole.  Milnor 

confessed to McIlvaine that he "[felt] an anxiety, greater than words can express, in regard to the 

progress and issue of this manifest visitation of the Spirit to the dear youth at West Point."125   

 This was due, at least in part, to the emotionally disciplined culture at West Point.  The 

U.S.M.A. was, for years, known almost exclusively as a school for engineering.  As a bastion of 

Enlightenment thinking, rationally scientific thought was prized; emotion was untrustworthy, a 

poor guide for officers who were taught to be dispassionate in all considerations.  This may be in 

part why, in his own memorialization of the revival, McIlvaine goes to great lengths to portray 

the revival as powerful yet "solemn" and reasonable.126   Furthermore, the male-dominated 

culture may have been constituted by men who were largely ambivalent about attendance at 

religious service.  Christine Leigh Heyrman has suggested in Southern Cross (1997) that a 

Southern culture of manly honor was in conflict with religious participation in the first few 

decades of the 19th century.  Heyrman suggests that this was overcome in part because religious 

leaders began equating religious struggle with military conflict.127  In turn Southern gentleman, 

Heyrman argues, saw that religion could aid in the burgeoning sectional crisis by "spiritualizing 

[all] assertions of southern manliness, militancy, and masterly prerogative."128  Particularly for 

the first two converts, Polk (of North Carolina) and William B. Magruder (of Virginia), 
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Heyrman's hypothesis might be instructional as the sight of Cadet Polk kneeling before the altar 

during his conversion experience appears to have struck a chord with observers, as the image 

makes its way into almost every account of the revival.   

 The distrust of emotion became all the more important during 1826 because, at least 

initially, the sheer emotional power of the revival occasionally caught several people off-guard, 

including McIlvaine.  A brief return to the letters of Milnor and McIlvaine is instructive in seeing 

how reports of the revival's emotionalism and McIlvaine's alleged "fanatical proceedings" were 

received by those outside of West Point.129  Milnor, per usual, was less than subtle: "I wish it to 

proceed in a way which...will lessen the apprehensions of its running into enthusiasm, which 

many professors who have inadequate views of such matters, are beginning to express.  O for 

that wise, discriminating spirit which may enable them to distinguish between the extravagances 

sometimes exhibited in revivals, and the deep, silent work of grace now in progress with you."  

The desired end was a quiet, internal religious experience and one of which little could be said to 

be divisive or shocking.   

 Milnor's concerns also hint that the deeper fear regarding emotionalism at West Point was 

that it would cause a loss of obedience.  A major worry seems to have been that rampant 

emotionalism would render the administration unable to control its charges.  Notice the language 

used by critics of the revival that Milnor relays: spectators worry about the "fanatical 

proceedings"130 and are uneasy about "disorder,"131 fearing it will lead to "actual insanity."132  At 

their root, the fear appears to revolve around a desire for control.  This fits the larger pattern of 

emotionalism at West Point.  Nowhere on campus was emotionalism encouraged. Whether the 

cadet was in the classroom, the laboratory, the chapel or on the parade field, life was strictly 

regimented.   

 The linkage between emotionalism and individualism is critical.  From the perspective of 

West Point, the two were strikingly similar in their effects.  Both cost administrators a certain 

amount of control and both were targeted to be stamped out. The revival showed how they could 

be harnessed. 
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 The revival intervened in a culture suspicious of emotionalism and individualism. As 

Chaplain French wrote in his cadet textbook, Practical Ethics, "individualism is the inordinate 

exaltation of the individual in his interests, opinions, and volitions, against the established order 

of Nature, Society, and God."  French gives a specific example of what a cadet under the affect 

of so dangerous an influence might say: "What I think right is right, and what I think true is true, 

because the individual man is the sole measure for what is true and right."133 The relationship 

between individualism and emotionalism would be on full display at a time such as a religious 

revival, of course.  Considering the linkage between individualism and emotionalism in the 

revival leads to an important question: why would the administration, embodied in 

Superintendent Thayer, have allowed the continuation of the revival if indeed they saw it as 

dangerous? Thayer is, with respect to the revival, something of an enigma.  Few, if any, of his 

papers regarding the revival have survived.  Yet it was irrefutably Thayer's support the allowed 

the revival to continue until it tired of its own accord.  As Milnor instructed McIlvaine, the best 

method to safeguard the continuance of the revival was to offer Thayer and others "practical 

arguments," regarding the revival's utility to the school, "of the most conclusive kind."134 The 

allowances Thayer made for the revival, as well as his purposeful and patient acquisition of 

McIlvaine, suggest that there was a specific role for the chaplain that Thayer desired him to fill.   

 Quite simply, I suggest that the function Thayer wished McIlvaine to serve was to evoke 

emotion in cadets.  As I have suggested about civil religion at West Point more generally, 

Thayer's actions can be understood as creating a space on campus which would render dangerous 

ideas—religion and emotion—as useful tools to build republican machines.  While it seems 

improbable that Thayer could have anticipated the outbreak of the revival, he did manage to use 

it for his own ends.  As mentioned before, the entire environment of West Point was designed to 

suppress outbursts of emotionalism, channeling the efforts of cadets to buck the system into the 

very process which sought to mold them into radical equals.  For example the "Thayer System," 

as the Superintendent's policies came to be known, included the liberal use of demerits for 

specific offenses.135  What is less understood about the demerit system is that Thayer incentivized 

better behavior by offering cadets a way to atone for past mistakes by displaying good behavior, 

in turn erasing past demerits. 
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 A similar approach shaped Thayer's response to the emotionalism of the revival.  In much 

the same way that demerits suggested future infractions were to be guarded against, 

emotionalism suggested that corrosive individualism could enter into the culture of West Point if 

it was not controlled carefully. Thayer's gamble in allowing the revival to continue paid 

dividends almost immediately. McIlvaine reported that, before his conversion, Polk had been, 

"among his comrades a gay, high-spirited youth, not much given to study, not over careful of 

obedience to the interior discipline of the corps, not unwilling to join in certain not perfectly 

temperate frolics with his companions."136  The change was abrupt and, in the perspective of 

Thayer, much for the better.  Shortly after his conversion, McIlvaine learned that Polk and 

another convert were both selected by Thayer as orderly sergeants for the corps of cadets.  

McIlvaine reports that Thayer was very impressed with the new sense of duty and obedience he 

found in the converted cadets.  Enquiring as to why his converts had been chosen, Thayer replied 

that 

'The truth is,‟ answered [Thayer], „we had to take them...I thought these young 
men could be relied on to do their duty at all hazards.‟ [Thayer] was right. They 
did it. They were memorialized and threatened, and the alternative was put to 
them either to resign or allow the traditional right practice to go on. They quietly 
answered that neither would be right, and after a while they had no difficulty.137 

In other words, the revival likely continued to receive Thayer's support because it served 

Thayer's ends.  A renewed devotion to God enabled a renewed devotion to Nation.   

 Leonidas Polk, first of the converted, certainly helped grease the gears which provided 

administrative support. Yet Polk also pushed the envelope in terms of accepted levels of 

emotionalism.  The most enduring image of the Revival of 1826 is the scene of Polk kneeling at 

the front of the chapel and responding with a forceful "amen" in response to McIlvaine's call.  In 

an 1872 letter to his old friend Thayer, McIlvaine began to reminisce about his time as West 

Point Chaplain under Thayer's superintendence.  McIlvaine wrote, "Do you remember the scene 

of the baptism of Cadet Polk in the chapel, and my having made a short address to him, and the 

other with him? and how, in response to some charge to be faithful, he broke out with a deep 

'Amen', as if it came from de profundis?"138  In so doing, McIlvaine gave an account of the 
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dramatic crescendo of the revival: Polk kneeling in front of the chapel, preparing to ignite all of 

the subsequent excitement. The solemnity with which the revival proceeded makes its way into 

the few remaining accounts of the revival—and certainly every account of McIlvaine's.  It is 

worth noting that at the height of the revivalistic furor, Polk's only exclamation is a solemn and 

profound "amen."139  There was no screaming, no hysteria and certainly no cadets driven to 

"actual insanity."  McIlvaine would likely have disagreed that this was a revival "of the head and 

not the heart," but it is difficult to deny that emotion was wearily kept in check by McIlvaine.  

The chaplain effectively acknowledged the same through his actions.  As the awakening spread 

from "room to room" and "heart to heart," McIlvaine wrote that, "Had I gone on with a sermon 

which I was preaching to them, I verily believe I should not have been able to moderate or 

control their feelings. I had to stop, I did stop."140  When writing about the baptism of Polk, 

McIlvaine explained that, "His baptism now was not hurried; due time was given him to try and 

examine himself, and know it was no mere sudden impulse of excitement that had taken 

possession of him."141  For McIlvaine, it was important that even the cadets under his tutelage 

should be understood as acting of their own accord and not under his emotional influence.   

 Yet the tale of a quiet, contemplative "revival" was not the story that leaked out of West 

Point in 1826.  Bishop Milnor apparently had heard the tale of "Polk's 'Amen'" and found himself 

troubled.  Milnor was unsure if Polk's exclamation should be read as a hysterical scream or a 

quiet word, and asked McIlvaine for clarification.  While McIlvaine's reply is missing, McIlvaine 

described Polk's outburst in other forums thusly: "When the confession in the service came, I 

could hear [Polk's] movement to get space to kneel, and then his deep tone of response as if he 

was trembling with new emotion, and then it seemed as if an impression of solemnity pervaded 

all the congregation."142  Whatever McIlvaine may have replied to Milnor, the Bishop appears to 

have been calmed.  In a letter of June 17th Milnor replied, "I thank you for the explanation of 

that ominous 'amen' and hope that every Christian cadet, whatever prudence may direct in regard 

to the utterance of the lips, will always be ready, with the feelings of his inmost soul, to make 

this response to such a desire as that which you expressed at the conclusion of your sermon."143  
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The focus, once more, is on a quiet and reserved religious experience.  The bishop understood—

and encouraged—a theologically sound, if pragmatic approach to what came out of "the lips" 

because the "feelings" of the "inmost soul" were far more important to the church's position at 

West Point. 

 

Revived Machines 

 

 Not every cadet was swept up in religious fervor.  The atmosphere at the school returned 

closer to "normal" after McIlvaine left.  A letter of cadet George Washington Cullum's painted a 

picture of chapel service in 1829, just over a year after McIlvaine's departure.  Cullum wrote, "I 

have just got back from church, after hearing rather a dry sermon...when I go to church here, I 

am obliged to sit for two hours on a bench without a back, squeesed [sic] up among a parcel of 

Cadets, and squeesed up more with my belts, as we have all to wear our side arms [sabers] to 

church."  The atmosphere was respectfully observant, if disinterested—in other words, exactly as 

Thayer desired it. The revival served as a reminder of each cadet's duty to uphold a sense of 

apolitical unity at the school.  Chaplain McIlvaine, passing through West Point in 1858, stopped 

at the Academy to visit with the cadets and lead them in prayer meetings.  Cadet Schaff recalled 

his experience visiting with the former Chaplain: 

What it accomplished in the lives of living or dead may never be known; but 
surely it played a part, and, as I think, a divine part, in the midst of West Point 
life.  Whether or not religion, as an instinct be a lower or higher thing than 
absolute knowledge based on determined properties of matter, I cannot conceive a 
greater splendor for mortals than a union of the transparency of the gentleman 
with the humility and trust of the Christian.  And, moreover, I cannot conceive of 
a national institution of learning whose ideals are truth and honor and courage, 
moving on to its aims without rising into those higher levels where imagination 
and sentiment have their eternal empire.144 

Edgar Denton has argued that McIlvaine was the "last and least successful of the innovations 

undertaken by Calhoun and Thayer."145  Such a reading of the revival is only coherent if one is 

prepared to argue that the only outcome of a successful revival is a renewed commitment to 

denominational orthodoxy.    
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 The Academy was concerned, at times, about loyalty to individual states trumping loyalty 

to the Union. Yet the U.S.M.A. was reasonably assured that even if cadets first considered 

themselves a "Virginian" or "Texan," they each also had an American identity.  A key function 

of West Point was to stamp out sectional or regional loyalties and replace it with unfettered love 

of country: obedience was the goal.146  As John Barnard, a graduate of the class of 1833, 

described West Point, "The first duty [the U.S.M.A.] requires is obedience.  [The U.S.M.A.] is 

the teacher of the purest patriotism, of the most fervent love of country."147   

 Religion presented a more complex problem.  Unlike statehood, religious affiliation was 

a more difficult "loyalty" to track and one that was difficult to reliably correspond with political 

affiliation.  West Point, then, was presented with the vexing problem of how to respond to an 

"invisible" loyalty such as religion.  One of the most important policies involved in the 

"solution" to the religion "problem" was also one of the most clever: the pseudo-establishment of 

the Episcopal Church at West Point.  Rather than deal with a fractious religious atmosphere on 

post, the West Point administration simply made it a requirement that all services were to be 

Episcopal.  Furthermore all cadets, including Jews, would be required to attend the chapel 

service on Sunday.148    

 The establishment of a religious common ground was, for the Army, the express goal of 

the Episcopal involvement at West Point.  It was intended to mirror the homogenized 

nationalism inculcated into cadets.  While the Army might have prized Episcopalianism as the 

religion of "gentlemen," they conveniently neglected the dirty business of gentlemen killing each 

other.149  In this way, the pseudo-establishment of the Episcopal Church set the stage for a 

theology of civil-religion.  The most important lesson West Point taught towards this end was 

that sovereignty could not be a pluralistic notion.  Yet the tremendous irony of the antebellum 

West Point pseudo-establishment of the Episcopal Church, which played out with such lethality 

at the Battle of Pine Mountain, was that it was not free of division.  Much like the inherent 

incoherency of a notion like "enforced egalitarianism," a position held to be "common ground" is 
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merely a particular political orthodoxy masquerading as nature.150  This inconsistency was not 

lost on cadets.  Ulysses S. Grant (class of 1843), for example, wrote that it was doubly "not 

republican" to be marched to religious service, and an Episcopal one at that.151 

 However, what is perhaps most surprising about West Point's focus on apolitical common 

ground is not that it ultimately failed, but rather that it was able to succeed to the extent it did.  A 

useful aid  in questions of the "success" of West Point can be found in the statistical data of post-

graduation loyalty of West Point officers during the Civil War.  While there are minor 

discrepancies152 between accounts, a broad generalization can be made from the data: West Point 

graduates were more likely to stay loyal to the Union.  Robbins notes that of the 821 Army 

officers who were also West Point graduates serving at the outbreak of hostilities, only 184 

decided to sever allegiance to the Union and serve the Confederacy.  These officers were 

reinforced by a further 99 West Point alums who came out of retirement to serve the CSA, while 

the Union received 115 officers wishing to return to active duty.153  A closer look at the data, 

accounting for the home states of cadets, is even more interesting.  By cross-referencing 

Cullum's Register
154 (which contains data such as from which state each cadet was appointed) 

with Eliot's table of West Point graduates155 who served in the Confederacy, it can be seen that 

of the 330 West Point graduates serving at the outbreak of hostilities who were appointed from 

slave-states, nearly half—162 graduates—remained true to the Union.156   

 Of course, "republican machines" served the Confederacy as well as the Union.  While 

civil-religious studies of the Confederacy usually focus on the post-bellum Lost Cause, the civil 

religion of West Point certainly played a role as well.  The structure of West Point's jealous 

devotion to American sovereignty attempted to render it impossible to assign to it a new target of 

veneration.  No cadets were likely to begin worshipping at the altar of Mexican sovereignty 

during the Mexican War, for example, and none did.  Yet the singularly strange aspect of civil 

war is that it is not sovereignty being contested as much as the right to claim that sovereignty.  In 
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a curious way, American sovereignty did not split between Union and Confederate.  Southern 

West Pointers saw little conflict between their own West Point ideals and their service to the 

Confederacy.  The Confederates, after all, were led by a former Superintendent of West Point: 

Robert E. Lee.  The divine order of West Point was preserved intact on both sides of the Mason-

Dixon.  Despite the heated rhetoric thrown around in Congress during the war which held that 

West Point was sympathetic to the Southern cause (and nearly resulted in a radical Republican 

closure of the Academy) it appears to be the case that West Point did an admirable, if not wholly 

effective job of molding cadets to be true "republican machines." 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE PRACTICALITY OF ETHICS 

 

 

The Role of Chaplain French 

 

 Examining the old West Point chapel, which still stands today, one's eyes are drawn to 

the large mural suspended over the pulpit.  Professor Robert Weir's painting entitled "Peace and 

Freedom" depicts an eagle, wings outstretched and clutching a banner in its mouth, protecting 

the national colors.  On either side of the eagle are the Roman Goddess of Peace and the God of 

War.  The bottom of the painting is inscribed with Proverbs 14:34: "Righteousness exalteth a 

nation; But sin is a reproach to any people."157 Surrounded by images of victory and martial 

glory, this was the place that cadets, sitting straight and staring forward, would see every Sunday 

for four years.158 

 The chaplains who filled the chapel's posting were not always reputed to be the most 

learned of men, but the same was not said about the Episcopalian John W. French.  A native of 

Virginia, French struck a chord with cadets in his initially generous assessment of their education 

in, among other things, the finer arts.  One cadet recalled a conversation that took place in which 

Chaplain French inquired if the cadet enjoyed the work of the German dramatist Kotzebue.  In 

composing his memoirs years later, the cadet mused that, "[French] may as well have asked me 

if I had ever been to the moon, and what I thought about it."159 French might be forgiven for 

being confused: the position of West Point chaplain was presumably a little overwhelming.  To 

take one example, West Point was likely the first opportunity French had to preach in a church 

that housed relics of war: captured British and Mexican flags adorned the walls.   

 It is safe to say that French inherited a chapel that was quite unlike any other church in 

the nation.  Girded along its exterior with Doric columns and built with arched windows and a 

circular ceiling, the chapel seemed to belong in neoclassical Washington City rather than rural 
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New York.  Along the walls inside could be found small black marble tablets, on which were 

inscribed the names of Revolutionary War generals: Washington, Gates, Greene, Lafayette.  In 

gold lettering, their rank and dates of birth and death are visible for all to see.  One tablet differs 

from the others, purposefully crafted with information particular to Benedict Arnold, only to be 

defaced and rendered illegible—then displayed alongside the others.  The message was clear: 

disloyalty will erase you from the history of this place.  The tablets encircled the rigid benches, 

upon which the corps of cadets were required to sit every week for mandatory chapel service.  

Surveying the chapel gives new meaning to a comment of Cadet Schaff's, when he referred to 

West Point as his "dear old Alma Mater, Fountain of Truth, Hearth of Courage, Altar of Duty, 

Tabernacle of Honor."160  The place and the idea became one in the same. 

 Serving as chaplain from 1856-71, French presided over the spiritual life of West 

Pointers during a particularly trying time.  Following in the footsteps of Chaplain McIlvaine, 

French worked hard to maintain the sense of apoliticality at the school.  French worked with 

Professor O.O. Howard to encourage a resurgence in Bible study groups and prayer sessions, in 

the hope that it would help defray some of the rising sectional tensions among cadets.  Howard 

and French were successful to a degree—a small revival of sorts broke out on post—but it was 

not enough to deter the growing tension.161  French corresponded regularly with Jefferson Davis, 

a close friend, pleading with him to do what he could to avoid conflict.  Howard noted in his 

autobiography that, "[French] worked day and night...in correspondence with [Davis] with ever-

decreasing hope."162 

 It is a work of Chaplain French's which offers a tantalizing insight into the structure, and 

origins, of West Point's civil-religious theology. While teaching at West Point, French developed 

his own textbook to use in his official capacity as Professor of Ethics.  Built on the courses he 

had taught in previous years at the Academy, Practical Ethics was first formally published in 

1860 and used until 1877 as a core textbook.163 Practical Ethics has rarely been referenced in 

secondary histories and never, to my knowledge, examined in detail. Despite not being published 

until 1860, Practical Ethics still had to meet the approval of the administration and as such can 

be seen as incorporating ideas and themes that West Point had been promulgating for years.  It is 
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also possible that the publishing of the book was a partial response to a pattern of damning 

reports from the Academy's academic review board, which had long held that instruction in 

ethics required a tighter organization.164   

 Ethics represented more than simply a published record of what French had been 

teaching at the Academy since his arrival.  The text was also symbolic of the longstanding 

culture of scientific rationalism at the Academy.  Chaplain French, much like his predecessor 

Chaplain McIlvaine, discovered the most effective pedagogical techniques to be the ones that 

engaged cadets' scientific and mathematical schooling.  Ethics itself is filled with equations, 

breaking down solemn duties and prized values into rational, bite-size chunks.  One example is 

provided by Cadet Schaff, who served as French's teaching assistant in 1861 when the war 

strained the number of officers available for academic duty. Schaff explained in his memoirs that 

he "knew [French's] methods well."  Schaff continues: "[French] seemed to think that, in view of 

our perpetual use of mathematical symbols, the only way cadets could appreciate anything was 

by being shown that something was equal to something else.  Therefore, in teaching practical 

ethics he would go to the blackboard and write, 'Virtue=Morality' etc."165 

 In his memoir, Schaff posed a rhetorical question to Professor French.  Schaff desired to 

know what the "scenery, the historic associations, the ceremonials at West Point" have to do with 

"those high and abstract concepts connected with [West Point] that we call honor and duty and 

truth?"  Schaff imagined a reply from French which is useful to consider because it echoes a 

great deal of what can be found in Practical Ethics, as well as the scientific and rational 

emphasis of the text. Schaff imagined French's reply thusly: 

[As French:] "You have studied astronomy.  Let us then look through the 
telescope that sweeps the sky of the mind.  Those bodies you see floating there 
radiantly in the light of the imagination are Honor and Truth; and that big martial 
planet with the ruddy glow is Duty.  Now everything that elevates the feelings, as 
scenery or historic associations, brings all those ideals into clearer vision, and we 
have the equation: 

Surroundings=Inspiration; 
Inspiration=Accelerating waves of Sentiment. 

And in the latter member I find the explanation of what makes West Point what it 
is." 
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And I think the professor would be right.  West Point is what it is by virtue of 
accelerated sentiment.166 

It is unclear exactly what was meant by "waves of Sentiment."  To be sure, the Academy would 

send shockwaves of sentiment outward across the country, rippling forward through history. Yet 

with respect to the Academy specifically, such a reminiscence serves as a further confirmation 

that the purpose of West Point was difficult to qualify without abstraction.  The heart of the 

Academy, its meaning, was elusive even for those who trained there.  It is curious that 

descriptions of antebellum West Point are so consistent in their insistence that the Academy 

transcends the merely material; the Academy was more than the white stone of its towers or the 

lessons of its classrooms.  The material aspects of West Point—the "surroundings" and 

ceremonies"—were submerged so deeply in an idea that it becomes difficult, in retrospect, to 

separate the two. 

 

Investigating Coursework at West Point 

 

 For French, Practical Ethics represented the fullest realization of what each West Point 

cadet should be taught in the field of ethics.  The book is broken down into several categories 

revolving around "duty:" "Duties Above Us" precedes "Duties Within Us" and "Duties Around 

Us," with a short section on vices and passions rounding out the text.  One of the most important 

themes in French's Practical Ethics is the role of authority.  Authority is a legitimating force, 

enabling and justifying actions which the duty of a cadet might require executing.  If West 

Point's civil-religious theology stems largely from the subject matter taught at the school, then 

the notions of authority taught to cadets can provide a fruitful place to begin.  What is 

immediately curious about the role of authority in Practical Ethics is its ostensible lack of a 

theological basis.  Despite being written by a chaplain, mentions of a deity are few and far 

between.  French clearly did not want to appear to be tangling with theological claims, as the 

phrase "Leaving, wholly, what is peculiar to that science [Theology]..." appears many times 

throughout the book.167  French is even more specific in his introduction: "The virtues which 

regard the Deity are Theological.  Their details are accordingly left to theology."168  This sets up 
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a curious paradox for the rest of French's work to follow: his claims cannot appear to be rooted 

in theology, but they also certainly cannot appear to be rooted in political claims—which would 

break the cardinal rule of apoliticality at antebellum West Point. 

 As a result, French points to a nebulous sense of authority from which cadets derive their 

roles.  French explains to cadets that  

If divine and human authority be in conflict, the human must yield, whether it be 
collective or individual or both.  If the conflict be with God and conscience on 
one side, and collective human authority on the other, the latter must yield.  If 
Scripture be silent, and the conflict be between an individual's private sentiment 
and the collective judgment of mankind-not in one age, but in successive 
generations—the collective authority is to prevail.  The Deity has not spoken, and 
it is more probably that millions and ages should be right, than one man.169 

By presupposing that the "collective judgment" of mankind across "successive generations" 

supports one particular viewpoint, French is able to create a source of authority from which he 

can draw without appearing to be political or theological.  Moreso, French has managed to 

replace one source of transcendent authority—a deity—with another: the opinion of posterity.  

With a source of authority firmly in hand, the question which French shifts to answer is: "What 

does this authority instruct cadets to do?" 

 French approached this question with a series of orderly flowcharts, outlining levels of 

authority and the duties due to each.170  French started at the highest point of authority which the 

past has legitimized, the nation and God: "The Virtues which are first in order are those which 

regard the Deity and objects, such as Government and Law, which are greater than self."171  

Closely linking the "Deity" and the "Government" in the same chain of command, French was 

able to outline a very powerful role for the Constitution: "The nation has an organic law, called 

the Constitution. Being the supreme law, it demands special reverence and obedience from all 

the members of a nation.  The correspondent virtue thus required is called LOYALTY."172  The 

ends to which French applied loyalty are illuminating.  French wrote: 

The nation...exists through centuries, for the welfare of its members, through 
successive generations.  As one of the family of nations, it exists for the welfare 
of the world.  The good which the nation thus promotes is called the public 
good....The correspondent obligation resting on every members of a nation is, to 
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love that public good more than any private good for himself or others.  The 
virtue which observes this obligation is called PATRIOTISM, or THE LOVE OF 
THE COUNTRY.  It requires that every member of a nation shall be ready to 
sacrifice his life, property, liberty and inclination, when required for the public 
defence and welfare.173 

French's articulation of duties due the state neatly fits the mold of religion defined by Bruce 

Lincoln in Holy Terrors.
174  The parallels are fascinating: existing "through generations" 

(French) the nation claims for itself a "transcendent status" (Lincoln); the nation exists for the 

"welfare of the world" (French) and thus constitutes a discourse "whose concerns transcend the 

human, temporal and contingent" (Lincoln); the nation is therefore "a community whose 

members construct their identity with reference to a religious discourse" (Lincoln) by requiring 

"every member of [The United States]...to sacrifice his life, property, liberty and inclination" 

(French).  The theology of West Point was sharply defined in what it was, as well as in what it 

demanded of its adherents.  

 Once the authority and legitimacy of the Constitution is established, French begins to 

craft one of the book's core themes: a hatred of disunion and the justification of force to prevent 

it.  Cadets read, for example, that "for a nation to fulfill its great office, harmony and tranquility, 

amongst its great constituent parts are indispensable."175  In case there was any doubt, French 

utilized a liberal approach towards capitalization in order to argue that "The faults opposed to 

these are TREASON, DISLOYALTY, REBELLION, CONSPIRACY, SEDITION, 

DISPRESPECT TO SUPERIORS, SELFISHNESS OR INDIFFERENCE TO THE PUBLIC 

WELFARE, REFUSAL TO ACT OR SUFFER FOR THE PUBLIC GOOD, AGITATION BY 

THE DEMAGOGUE."176 Cadets would also have to be vigilant in guarding against these faults 

for the duration of their lives: French instructed his students that "Any violation of these 
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reciprocal obligations by one party does not absolve the other party from his obligations.  The 

duties to the nation from every member of it, and duties from it, remain.  They are formed not by 

a temporary bargain, but by relations which the Creator has established."177  This was the 

theology of West Point: a divine mandate to uphold the sovereignty of the nation.  Commitment 

to the theology of West Point was total.  The rhetoric used—an unbreakable "reciprocal" 

obligation—would have been totalizing enough to make any tent-pole "traditional" revivalist 

proud.  Similarly, French took this line of reasoning to its logical endpoint: "The relation 

established, between them and the nation is ineffaceable for them, except by death."178  To be a 

graduate of West Point represented complete and total immersion in the civil-religious system of 

the nation, a baptism in the rhetoric of authority. 

 With this in mind, it was likely no accident that French came very close to equating God 

and the nation.  If not quite equals, French certainly placed them in the same chain of command.  

As the professor taught his cadets, "offences against God, and the nation, have, therefore, the 

highest degree of guilt among transgressions."179  Duty owed to, and offences against, God and 

the state were interchangeable in West Point theology.  At times, the nation seems to even 

surpass the authority of God, as when French explains that with respect to the West Point oath, 

"No power can release a man but the Government itself."180  Whether "God" was left out of this 

"power" deliberately is beside the point—in either case, that "God" could be excluded is quite 

telling.  Much like the porous border between civil and Episcopal religion at West Point, it might 

be the case that conceptualizing God and the State as separate entities makes sense only up to a 

point. In the theology of West Point each possessed incredible power and was worthy of obedient 

worship. More so, the idea of each appeared to exist outside the borders of time itself, taking an 

ahistorical premise for granted.  Though French cited the collective authority of generations as 

legitimating the lessons of Practical Ethics, French did not understand the United States to be 

operating under a social or "human" contract.  Rather, French believed that obligations between 

the individual and the state existed intrinsically: "Those obligations result not from any human 

contract, but from the fact of organization and existence."181
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 The notion of "worship" may seem strange in the context of West Point civil religion.  

While it may be impossible to know whether the cadets were "worshipping" at the "altar" of civil 

religion, there is a way in which their actions clearly resemble a form of religious practice.  The 

cadets, by both their presence at the school and oral recitation of this point at annual exams, 

acknowledged a higher power then themselves—the state.  They agreed to serve this greater 

power for a number of years in a physical sense, but also pledged their eternal loyalty to its 

intellectual and emotional claims.  The cadets swore an oath to defend this idea with their lives.  

Former cadet Ashbel Smith, in his 1848 commencement speech, addressed just this idea.  

Speaking to the cadets, Smith reminded them that 

You have no longer the privilege of common citizens to live and die obscurely.  
We are in the house dedicated to the service of God.  When a child is brought to 
the baptismal fount here, his sponsors and himself assume vows which consecrate 
him forever to the service of God. Here, in these halls of the Academy dedicated 
to the acquisition of military knowledge, you and your friends take vows which 
bind you forever to the especial service of your country. True, the bond you sign 
on admission requires but eight years, but the obligation is in honor and honesty 
perpetual; you cannot be absolved from it.182 

Of course, such an imagining could turn all soldiers, everywhere, into religious practitioners.  

While it is not the purpose of this paper to articulate a rubric to decide who does and does not 

qualify as a practitioner, a helpful boundary to draw may be between volunteers and draftees, 

those who chose to fight and those who fought because they had no choice.  

 Each one of them having chosen to fight, West Point cadets represented the authority of 

the executive branch of the federal government.  In a quite literal sense, these cadets were the 

enforcement mechanism of the nation.  As mentioned above, the idea that national sovereignty 

was not pluralistic is crucial.  There is "one God" in the same sense that there is "one nation."  

French echoes this civic monotheism when he writes, "it may be said, that the love of country is 

next to the love of God, and duties to the nation are next to those of Him."183  French is well 

aware of the future careers in which his students will find themselves.  Having just finished 

pages of instruction on the importance of equating the state with the divine, French makes a 

crucial interpretive leap.  He instructs them, "One of those obligations, however, has interest for 

those whom this course is prepared.  A sacred duty for the nation is, to have a public force, and 
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to use it for the public defense, and for support and execution of law.  Every member of that 

public force is to regard himself as an instrument for these high purposes."184  French's statement 

is worth a moment of reflection:  "Public defense" is equated with "supporting and executing" 

the law.   Each cadet is an "instrument" of "high purposes."  Whether this instrument serves God 

or the nation is left curiously ambiguous.   

 Yet it is important to differentiate between the lessons of justice taught in Practical 

Ethics and practices of wanton violence.  Civil-religious theology at the Academy legitimated a 

targeted use of violence to achieve very specific ends.  Sherman's march on Atlanta—covered in 

the next section—is perhaps the best illustration of this sentiment, but there are many others.  In 

opposition to the claims of Stout, it would appear that the theology of West Point was made 

manifest when West Pointers argued for using violence as often as when they argued against it.  

This violence, much like the ideological framework instituted at the Academy, was simply a 

republican machine awaiting commands.  The Mexican war, a proving ground of future Civil 

War generals, offers an excellent example.  Ulysses S. Grant echoed many of his fellow cadets 

when he wrote that the Mexican War was unjust, not least because it represented no threat to 

American sovereignty. Grant wrote of Mexico that,  

For myself, I was bitterly opposed to the measure, and to this day regard the war 
[with Mexico] which resulted as one of the most unjust ever waged by a stronger 
against a weaker nation... To us it was an empire and of incalculable value; but it 
might have been obtained by other means.  The Southern rebellion was largely the 
outgrowth of the Mexican war.  Nations, like individuals, are punished for their 
transgressions.  We got our punishment in the most sanguinary and expensive war 
of modern times.185 

Cadet George Armstrong Custer, despite often being painted as an Indian-hater, thought 

similarly.  Custer wrote in his memoir that, "I have yet to make the acquaintance of the army 

officer who, in time of undisturbed peace, desired a war with the Indians."186  The strength of the 

West Point ethos is perhaps that, despite not wanting war, these men still executed their orders.  

As Professor French wrote in Practical Ethics about the problems presented by cadets exercising 

their ability to think for themselves, "individualism is the inordinate exaltation of the individual 

in his interests, opinions, and volitions, against the established order of Nature, Society, and 
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God."187 The officers had to understand that their orders—the work of the nation—was bigger 

than themselves. 

 This sentiment can be seen in the cadets who worked with Practical Ethics, particularly 

as the prospect of civil war became reality.  While responses from the cadets who worked with 

Practical Ethics in their curriculum are hard to come by, one surviving letter which mentions the 

textbook is from cadet Tully McCrea of Ohio.  On December 12, 1858, McCrea wrote to his 

cousin that: 

I have just returned from church where I heard a sermon from the text, "Thou 
shalt not kill," and I thought that it was a singular one for [Professor French] to 
select to preach to officers and cadets, but he twisted it around to suit all cases.  
...[French] is no more qualified to fill the place than the man in the moon.  He is a 
very good preacher and a very smart man and would make a very good professor 
in some theological college, but he is out of his sphere at the military academy.  
He is always introducing something into the course that is of no practical use.  
Last year he introduced a work of his own, "Practical Ethics" which is merely a 
collection of verses from the Bible...It is needless to say that the Professor is very 
unpopular with the cadets.188 

What makes the case of cadet McCrea so curious is his changing opinion of French's work as the 

war draws nearer and hostilities began.  As with many West Pointers in the war, the civil-

religious theological lessons they learned at the Academy took on a new meaning in wartime; 

their experiences stood in steep contrast to the theological world view of combatants not trained 

at the Point.  A mere three years later as the war raged in 1861, McCrea wrote another revealing 

letter which testifies to his changing opinions:  

I have just returned from church where I heard a sermon from Professor French to 
the graduating class.  It was very eloquent and affecting and a great many realized 
the truths it contained.  The graduates looked very serious and it is very easy to 
see that they are awake to the painful circumstances which are the cause of their 
graduating before the proper time.189 

The sin of individuality, just like the sin of state-loyalty before it, was stamped out to great effect 

by the early 1860s.  As the war became manifest, French's textbook could hardly have possessed 

a more apt title, as the focus began shifting from the second to the first word in the title: 

"Practical." 
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Practical Ethics in Action: General Sherman and the Siege of Atlanta 

 

 Perhaps one of the most telling aspects of West Point's civil-religious system is the 

conduct of its leaders at the outbreak of the Civil War.  Charles McIlvaine and John French were 

two of the most prominent chaplains who presided in the antebellum era.  Each worked dutifully 

to avoid conflict.  Yet when the moment came, neither of the chaplains' loyalties could be 

doubted.  Upon hearing news that Ft. Sumter had fallen, French—a native Virginian and still 

serving as West Point chaplain—offered his personal fortune to the U.S. Treasury to help pay for 

the war effort.190  McIlvaine, long since having finished his term as chaplain yet still active on 

the national Episcopal scene, wrote that "There is no such thing as neutral in this controversy."191  

To the cadets who remained at West Point, the message was clear: the civil-religious system was 

pro-Union because the system was the Union. 

 The workings of the civil-religious system were no less applied on the battlefield.  

Contrary to Harry Stout's argument in Upon the Altar, the fullest manifestations of the West 

Point code were not to be found in acts of mercy or compassion on the battlefield, but rather in 

any act that protected the sovereignty of the Union.  Acts of total war which took place were not 

a cause of the conflict but they did work to govern how the war was conducted.  Stout terms 

incidences of total war a breach of the West Point code and as something that was foreign to the 

civil-religious system of the Point. Yet what Stout tracks are not "breaches" of the West Point 

code but instances of its actualization: moments where sovereignty was restored via means that 

Stout himself finds immoral.  Arguably no figure of the Civil War illustrates the power and the 

Machiavellian possibilities of West Point's civil religion more than General William Tecumseh 

Sherman.  Sherman's Atlanta campaign, in particular, illustrates a principle that Chaplain French 

put forth in his Practical Ethics: "By calling a past action right, the full satisfaction of the mind 

should rest upon the consciousness of duty conscientiously done, and not on the human 

consequences."192 
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 While preparing for the Atlanta campaign on September 16th, 1863, General Sherman 

composed a letter to his former West Point professor, Dennis H. Mahan.  Mahan had solicited his 

former student's views on the conduct of the war.  Sherman, characteristically, was blunt: "We 

must manifest the Physical Power of a Great Country, we must demand as a Physical Right the 

obedience of the subjects of our Government and the respect of the world, and then we can be as 

gentle as a Franklin or Washington."193   

 There is something in Sherman's letter that might later have been recognized as 

realpolitik: the nation would recover its sovereignty because it could, and it would act like a 

"Great Country" because it was.  For Sherman, the calculations appear to have been quite simple.  

As he wrote to Mahan, "Men must tremble if they offend our insulted nationality and then we 

may soothe them as corrected children."194  Sovereignty, as always, was the key to West Point 

civil religion.  Rather than appealing to God, though, Sherman appealed to what he called "the 

Law of Force."  Sherman concluded his letter articulating this last point: "I fear not harmony will 

continue to prevail, until the great problem of Nationality is solved by the Law of Force."195  The 

"Law of Force," as Sherman termed it, would see its greatest manifestation outside the gates of 

Atlanta in 1864. 

 A contender for the strangest moment of the Civil War, a war which had no shortage, 

would certainly be the correspondence exchanged between Sherman and Confederate General 

John Bell Hood during the siege of Atlanta in 1864.  Sherman initiated the contact by requesting 

Hood's aid in evacuating Confederate civilians from Atlanta before Sherman attempted to take 

the city. Hood had little choice—the loss of Atlanta was a foregone conclusion—and complied, 

yet that is not what marks the exchange of letters as unique.  Rather, the value of the letters is 

that they offer scholars a window through which to view the theology of West Point's civil-

religious system as it manifested itself in the field.   

 The correspondence quickly shifts from formulating an agreement on the handling of 

civilians to what scholars can recognize as a discussion of civil-religious theology. The unease 

with which both men approach the discussion is notable.  Both generals acknowledge the 

circumstances as strange and remark upon it: Hood explained uneasily at one point that their 
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correspondence involved "the discussion of questions which I do not feel are committed to me. I 

am only a general of one of the armies of the Confederate States, charged with military 

operations in the field...."196  Sherman, for his part, echoed Hood's sentiment when he replied 

that, "I agree with you that this discussion by two soldiers is out of place and profitless."197  It is 

apparent, too, that both men were talking past each other.  The civil-religious theology of West 

Point was one of orthopraxy.  In a curious way, "belief" trails a distant second to "practice."  As 

much as Sherman did not care if Southerners hated the Union so long as they did not fight 

against it, the theology of West Point prized temporal obedience.  The history of antebellum 

West Point is rich with examples of the way in which the institution's theology mitigated division 

and disunity so long as such beliefs were never made manifest in the flesh. As with the Civil War 

on a national scale, such challenges to authority at West Point were dealt with harshly.198 

 While Sherman told Hood that he wanted to move civilians because it would serve them 

best, Sherman gave a different explanation to his superiors.  Writing to General Halleck, 

Sherman explained, "The residence here of a poor population would compel us sooner or later to 

feed them or see them starve under our eyes."199  In any case, Hood agreed to Sherman's 

demands but added the following at the end of his letter:   

And now, sir, permit me to say that the unprecedented measure you propose 
transcends, in studied and ingenious cruelty, all acts ever before brought to my 
attention in the dark history of war. In the name of God and humanity I protest, 
believing that you will find that you are expelling from their homes and firesides 
the wives and children of a brave people.200 

Hood's comments appear to have been too much for Sherman to suffer quietly, as the Union 

general quickly responded in kind.  A day after receiving Hood's letter, Sherman replied 

incredulously, "In the name of common sense I ask you not to appeal to a just God in such a 

sacrilegious manner; you who, in the midst of peace and prosperity, have plunged a nation into 

war."  After chastising Hood for the Confederate seizure of federal forts and goods, Sherman 

explained that he was the only one between them who was doing anything for the good of the 

South.  Because, as West Point taught, the Union could not be dissolved on the whims of 
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individuals, Sherman still recognized the South as a part of the United States.  It was simply one 

that, like a small child, required discipline.  Sherman closed his letter by encouraging Hood to 

"Talk thus to the marines, but not to me, who have seen these things, and who will this day make 

as much sacrifice for the peace and honor of the South as the best born Southerner among you. If 

we must be enemies, let us be men and fight it out, as we propose to do, and not deal in such 

hypocritical appeals to God and humanity. God will judge us in due time."201 

 Furious at the perceived insult to his faith, Hood replied angrily and at length. "Your 

original order was stripped of all pretenses; you announced the edict for the sole reason that it 

was "to the interest of the United States." This alone you offered to us and the civilized world as 

an all-sufficient reason for disregarding the laws of God and man."202  Here the generals were 

talking past each other.  For Sherman, Hood represented a fusion of failures: heretic, rebel, 

traitor. By 1864 Hood was neither "orthodox" in faith nor practice, as evidenced by his inability 

to recognize that Sherman's order "stripped of all pretenses" was exactly how Sherman intended 

it to be read.  Whereas Hood perceived Sherman's actions as murderous, Sherman saw them as 

merely necessary and without any measure of ill will.   

 The religious obligation of performing certain duties was evidenced by another exchange 

of letters during the siege of Atlanta, in this case between Sherman and the mayor.  The mayor 

had written to Sherman, pleading with the general to change his orders per the removal of the 

town's citizens.  Sherman, in his reply, is careful to acknowledge immediately that his orders 

would cause hardship but that it was irrelevant: "[I] shall not revoke my orders, simply because 

my orders are not designed to meet the humanities of the case."203  The letter reveals a 

fascinating aspect of Sherman's education at West Point.  Combining both the martial training 

and the theological instruction received at the Academy, Sherman lays before the mayor the 

entire operating rationale behind civil-religion in the war.  Sherman explained,  

We must have peace, not only at Atlanta but in all America. To secure this we 
must stop the war that now desolates our once happy and favored country. To stop 
war we must defeat the rebel armies that are arrayed against the laws and 
Constitution, which all must respect and obey. To defeat these armies we must 
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prepare the way to reach them in their recesses provided with the arms and 
instruments which enable us to accomplish our purpose.204 

To Sherman, the matter was simple.  Perhaps as a result of his recent exchange with General 

Hood, Sherman meditates on the cause of the war in his reply to the mayor:  

You cannot qualify war in harsher terms than I will. War is cruelty and you 
cannot refine it, and those who brought war into our country deserve all the curses 
and maledictions a people can pour out. I know I had no hand in making this war, 
and I know I will make more sacrifices to-day than any of you to secure peace. 
But you cannot have peace and a division of our country... The United States does 
and must assert its authority wherever it once had power. If it relaxes one bit to 
pressure it is gone, and I know that such is the national feeling. This feeling 
assumes various shapes, but always comes back to that of Union.205 

Sherman appears baffled by the mayor's protest.  In Sherman's mind, he and his army are merely 

doing what is just: pouring out "curses and maledictions" upon those in the South who threatened 

the Union's sovereignty.  It is telling that Sherman lists no economic reasons for the importance 

of the war.  Indeed, Sherman explained to the mayor that, "We don't want your negroes or your 

horses or your houses or your lands or anything you have, but we do want, and will have, a just 

obedience to the laws of the United States."206   Rather, the U.S. simply "must assert its authority 

wherever it once had power." Sherman does not provide a reason for this, instead choosing to 

offer it as a timeless truth, as he does when he explains that "the Union" must come above all 

"feelings."  The entire exchange is very reminiscent of Chaplain French's lessons in Practical 

Ethics.  As Atlanta burned, Sherman exemplified Chaplain French's maxim regarding duty well 

done: "the mind should rest upon the consciousness of duty conscientiously done, and not on the 

human consequences."207
 

 The practice of civil-religion in the field was not vindictive in the minds of the Union's 

generals.  For them, the theological lessons that West Point taught were not vengeful in nature.  

On campus and in battle, the theology of West Point served a practical purpose.  It taught 

punishment for transgressions until they were altered or corrected.  In the case of Atlanta, all that 

Sherman required the mayor to do was to rejoin the Union.  If the mayor would only "allow the 

Union and peace once more to settle over your old homes at Atlanta" it could all be over.  

Sherman concludes his letter to the mayor with: 
                                                           

204 Sherman, Memoirs, 125-6. 
205 Sherman, Memoirs, 127. 
206 Sherman, Memoirs, 126. 
207 French, 56. 



62 
 

I want peace, and believe it can now only be reached through union and war, and I 
will ever conduct war with a view to perfect an early success. But, my dear sirs, 
when that peace does come, you may call on me for anything. Then will I share 
with you the last cracker, and watch with you to shield your homes and families 
against danger from every quarter.208 

Sherman's words were not idle chatter.  It is a curious irony of American history that Sherman, 

who would quickly become the most hated figure in the South after the war, would also be the 

Union general to offer the most merciful terms of surrender to his Confederate opponents.  In 

1865 Sherman would offer to his enemy surrender terms far more generous than Grant offered to 

Lee at Appomattox.  The terms were so generous, in fact, that radical Republicans reeling from 

the assassination of Lincoln accused Sherman of treason and cried out for him to be punished.  A 

court-martial for the second highest ranking officer in the Union Army was only averted when 

Grant threatened to resign if Sherman was reprimanded.209   

 Grant, like Sherman, was shaped by the civil-religious theology of West Point and shared 

his friend's understanding of the difference between punishment and revenge.  In words 

reminiscent of Sherman's letter to the mayor of Atlanta, Grant wrote to his wife after the war 

ended that, "People who talk now of further retaliation and punishment, except of the political 

leaders, either do not conceive of the suffering endured already or they are heartless and 

unfeeling."210  The Southerners were, after all, Americans. 
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