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introduction

THOMAS JEFFERSON STOOD IN A BLACK SUIT AT THE DOORWAY OF the White House, watching a bizarre spectacle. It was New Year’s Day 1802, and two horses were pulling a dray carrying a 1,235-pound cheese—just for him. The work of nine hundred cows, the cheese measured four feet in diameter and seventeen inches in height. As impressive as the size of the cheese was its eloquence. Painted on the red crust was the inscription: REBELLION TO TYRANTS IS OBEDIENCE TO GOD. The cheese was a gift from a Baptist church in western Massachusetts.

It might seem perplexing that religious leaders would be paying tribute to Jefferson, who just a year earlier had been attacked as an infidel and atheist. John Adams’s campaign operatives during the 1800 presidential election had suggested that the Francophile Jefferson would destroy America’s Christian heritage just as the French revolutionaries had undermined their own. Quoting Jefferson’s line that he didn’t care whether someone believed in one god or twenty, a Federalist newspaper had posed the election as a cataclysmic choice: “God—And a religious president…[or] Jefferson—and no God.”

But in a modern context, what made the cheese remarkable is that it came from evangelical Christians.1 It was the brainchild of the Reverend John Leland, a Baptist and, therefore, a theological forefather of the Reverend Jerry Falwell. Though considered anti-religion by some, Jefferson had become a hero to evangelicals—not despite his advocacy of separation of church and state, but because of it. Baptists believed state-supported religion violated Jesus’s teachings and deeply appreciated Jefferson’s efforts to keep government and religion far apart.

Are we surprised that some of the most important advocates for separation of church and state were evangelical Christians? If so, it may be because we too often view our history through the lens, darkly, of today’s culture wars. In battles over prayer in school, courtroom displays of the Ten Commandments, and other emotional issues, both sides follow a well-worn script: The “religious” side wants less separation of church and state, and the “secularists” want more. Straightforward. And from these baseline assumptions flow many others. For starters, many conservatives believe that if they can show that the Founding Fathers were very religious, they thereby also prove that the Founders abhorred separation of church and state. “Any diligent student of American history finds that our great nation was founded by godly men upon godly principles to be a Christian nation,” Falwell wrote.2 If the Founders were devout Christians, then activists can claim their endorsement for their agenda of inserting more religion into the public square. Tim LaHaye, coauthor of the blockbuster apocalyptic Left Behind series, declared in his book Faith of Our Founding Fathers that these men had “beat back the attempts of the secularizers 200 years ago. If they were living today, I know whose side they would champion.”3 Some liberals, meanwhile, feel the need to prove that the Founders were irreligious or secular—and therefore, of course, in favor of separation. In The Nation magazine, Brooke Allen maintained that “the Founding Fathers were not religious men.”4 If they were irreligious, then surely they would oppose letting faith infiltrate the halls of government.

But in the heat of this custody battle over the spiritual lives of the Founding Fathers, both sides distort history. Each has embraced a variant of the same non sequitur.5 In the eighteenth century, it did not follow that one’s piety determined one’s views about separation of church and state. Being pro-religion didn’t mean one was anti-separation. And being pro-separation didn’t mean one was anti-God. In fact, the culture wars have so warped our sense of history that we typically have a very limited understanding of how we came to have religious liberty. Freedom of conscience, as the Founders liked to call it, is one of the most important characteristics of American democracy, and yet the real story of how it happened is rarely told. That’s what this book will attempt to do.

Along the way, we will by necessity trample on some common myths:


• America was settled as a bastion for religious freedom. Actually, it was settled primarily by people who wanted rule of one religious denomination over others.

• The Founding Fathers were mostly rebelling against the religious tyranny in Europe. Actually, they were rebelling as much against the religious tyranny they saw among their colonial neighbors.

• The Founding Fathers wanted religious freedom because they were Deists.6 Few of them were true Deists—people who believed that God had created the universe and then receded from action. Most of the Founding Fathers at one point believed in a God who intervened in the lives of Americans.

• The Founding Fathers wanted religious freedom because they were devout Christians. Most of them disliked much about organized Christianity, the clerical class, and its theology, especially the common Calvinist doctrine that salvation came only from expressed faith in Jesus—or from being among God’s select—rather than through good works.

• Evangelical Christians invariably want more government support for religion and less separation of church and state. In fact, separation of church and state would not exist if not for the efforts of eighteenth-century evangelicals.

• The American Revolution was fought solely over economic and philosophical issues. One of the most important factors was religion.

• The United States was founded as a Christian nation. North America was settled as a Christian realm, and many states did promote Christianity even after the nation’s founding, but the United States of America was not established as a “Christian nation.”

• The First Amendment was designed to separate church and state throughout the land. Actually, the Founders only intended it to apply to the federal government, not the local governments that regulate schools, local courthouses, and town squares.


But this book is not, for the most part, about myth busting or mocking the different sides in the culture wars. In fact, I hope you’ll discover that both sides actually have brought some keen insights and can learn from each other. Though I will occasionally tie the history back to contemporary conflicts, and I do return to those issues in the concluding chapter, this book aspires mostly to simply describe the dramatic birth of religious freedom without the distortions introduced by either a heavy ideological agenda or romantic wishful thinking.

Why do we have religious freedom? How did it happen? And therefore, how do we preserve and treasure it?

The first part of the story, the first 150 years, is ugly. Most colonies were established to promote particular religious denominations—with brutal results. The martyrs for religious freedom in America include: the Quakers hung from trees in the Boston Common; the Baptist minister in Virginia, imprisoned for preaching without a license, who stood powerless as a heckler urinated in his face through a jailhouse window; and the Catholics who fought in the Continental army even though some Revolutionary leaders considered them in league with Satan. Eventually, homegrown persecution helped discredit the idea that government should promote particular religions.

It was not just religious excess that stimulated the move toward freedom. Religious revivalism—the passion of true believers who felt vivified by faith—fueled the drive for liberty, too. To a degree rarely acknowledged, the American Revolution and the new approach to church and state that resulted were powerfully shaped by the Great Awakening, a period of evangelical resurgence in the mid–seventeenth century led by a crosseyed preacher named George Whitefield. Whitefield and his Great Awakening brethren encouraged colonists to challenge authority. Though their first target was the Miter, the Scepter was not far behind.

Religion helped cause and sustain the American Revolution. The efforts to break from the Crown became inextricably tied to the drive to undermine the Church of England, and vice versa. The role of religion could sometimes be grotesque, as when patriots used fear of Catholics to incite rebellion. Other times, faith ennobled. George Washington articulated a vision that called on the active intervention of God in the war but also embraced a broad religious tolerance that transformed the Continental army.

After the war, Americans, possessed by the spirit of liberty, pressed to expand freedom of conscience. But they discovered that they disagreed over what that meant. Clearly, the state shouldn’t make particular religions illegal anymore. Almost everyone accepted that principle. But could the state help some denominations a bit more than others? For that matter, could government help religion at all? Some of the most important battles were fought in the newly minted states, where men such as Madison and Adams first began articulating their answers to these questions. During this period, a powerful alliance formed between evangelical Christians and some Enlightenment intellectuals. Jefferson and Madison teamed up with fire-and-brimstone preachers like Leland and Isaac Backus to fight the status quo (defended, ironically, by Patrick Henry). The philosophers and the preachers sometimes approached the issue from different directions but sought the same result: a ban on religious oppression and a separation of church and state. They viewed both concepts as connected, challenging the prevailing sentiment that for religion to thrive, it would need state help.

The Founders went straight from these local battles into the writing of the US Constitution and the Bill of Rights, around which many of today’s church–state battles revolve. Crèches at city hall, “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance, tax credits for parochial schools—all of these fights stem from a larger battle over what the Founders meant when they wrote that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” My view is this: The conservatives are wrong when they assert that separation of church and state was a “myth” perpetuated by twentieth-century courts. James Madison was a strict separationist. We can see it in his writings, and we can see it in his actions—in Virginia, as a member of Congress, and as president of the United States. But this doesn’t matter as much as we might think. For one thing, Madison reluctantly had to concede that the First Amendment would only apply to the federal government, not to state or local governments, which could aid—or even oppress—religion as much as they wanted. We tend to forget (now that these men are demigods) that they were also politicians. Madison’s task was to assemble a coalition, and if we look at the other men who shaped the Constitution and the First Amendment, we find a wide variety of views, including some strong advocates of government-supported churches. In the Constitution, the original intent was, intentionally, murky.

Fortunately for our efforts to decipher the Founders’ views on church–state issues, four of the key figures in defining religious freedom during the Revolutionary period then served as president of the United States. We therefore can see them apply in practice those inspiring-but-vague concepts. And what did they conclude? That they disagreed with one another. In that sense, it’s misleading even to speak about “the Founding Fathers” as if they were a unitary bloc. They, too, struggled to figure out some of the Constitution’s original intent, and they were the ones who had done the intending!

This book has five main characters: Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison. Each contributed different insights.

Benjamin Franklin forged a personal hybrid between the morality-focused Puritan theology of his youth and the reason-based Enlightenment philosophy of his adulthood, thereby bridging the generation of the early eighteenth century and that of the Revolutionary period.

George Washington’s importance began before he was president. As leader of one of the first truly national institutions, the Continental army, he concluded that religious tolerance was a practical and military necessity. By one day banning the practice of soldiers burning effigies of the pope and another declaring that God was helping them win the war, Washington set what became a classically American tone, liberality mixed with a chauvinistic conviction that God favored America. He also established a tradition of public rhetoric that was both inclusive and explicitly religious.

John Adams’s pungent views on religion—hatred of the Church of England and distrust of Roman Catholics—affected both his Revolutionary fervor and his strategy. Born and bred a Puritan, Adams accepted more government role in promoting religion, but also used the fear of some types of state-supported faith to energize patriots fighting Great Britain.

Thomas Jefferson’s seminal contributions—the Declaration of Independence and the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom—are usually explained as the outgrowth of his Enlightenment-era rationalism. But there’s another part of the story. Jefferson loved Jesus but hated organized Christianity, a tension most dramatically illustrated by his astonishing effort to create his own Bible purged of miracles and supernaturalism. He was spiritual and heretical, a combination that helped define his radical, and historic, approach to religious freedom.

The least charismatic founder, James Madison, was the most important. Diminutive and soft-spoken, Madison nonetheless appeared Zelig-like in the key battles for religious freedom. As a delegate in the Virginia assembly, he led the forces of freedom in one of the most important political fights in American history: over whether tax dollars could aid religion in Virginia. He ushered through Jefferson’s Statute for Religious Freedom. As a member of the Constitutional Convention, he played a decisive role in birthing the “Godless Constitution.” As a leader in the first House of Representatives, he led efforts to write the First Amendment, then personally chaperoned its passage. And as president, he took the hardest line of all in applying the First Amendment to practical cases. Along the way, Madison offered the most integrated vision of how to build a set of institutions and rules that would both prevent tyranny and encourage religious vibrancy. Where did this drive come from? To a degree rarely explored, Madison’s passion for religious freedom came from a quirk of history: He happened to live in a particular region of Virginia that experienced a brutal wave of religious persecution against Baptists. Madison’s transformational ideas about religious freedom grew in part from disturbing incidents in his backyard.

Though this book is a history of religious freedom, not a biography of the Founding Fathers, it’s impossible to understand why they behaved the way they did without also understanding their own spiritual journeys. In chapters 3, 5, 7, 9, and 11, I break from the chronological narrative to probe their faith lives, the goal being to understand their spiritual state of mind as they became central players in the battle to redefine the relationship between religion and government. We then learn more about their religious lives in subsequent chapters and, finally, assess where they ended up spiritually at the close of their lives. Though whole books can be (and have been) written on the beliefs and practices of each Founder, my focus has been specifically on how their personal spiritual journeys might have influenced their approach to religious freedom.

Since each evolved throughout his lifetime—and differed from his comrades in significant ways—it is nonsensical to generalize too much about what “the Founding Fathers believed.” However, they did share several common traits: Each felt religion was extremely important, at a minimum to encourage moral behavior and make the land safe for republican government; each took faith seriously enough to conscientiously seek out a personal path that worked for him; each rejected major aspects of his childhood religion; and none accepted the full bundle of creeds offered by his denomination. In other words, they were spiritual enough to care passionately about religious freedom, but not so dogmatic that they felt duty-bound to promote a particular faith. This combination led them to promote religious freedom rather than religion.

Other, less familiar figures played crucial roles in the fight: George Whitefield, the evangelical preacher who revolutionized faith in America and shook the foundation of established religion; Mary Dyer, the Quaker martyr whose courage in the face of death helped shame the Puritans into change; Isaac Backus and John Leland, who rode hundreds of miles on horseback to spread their vision of religious liberty and provided Madison and Jefferson with their political shock troops; and, most paradoxically, Patrick Henry, who championed freedom at one point in his career, then later became Madison’s thuggish nemesis.

The birth of religious freedom was not inevitable. The Founding Fathers contemplated the approach taken by their grandfathers for more than a century—and rejected it. Through a variety of battles—some local, some national, some born of enlightenment and some of parochialism—these men and women helped create a radical new three-part creed:


• Religion is essential to the flourishing of a republic.

• To thrive, religion needs less help, not more, from the state.

• God gave all humans the right to full religious freedom.


The Founding Faith, then, was not Christianity, and it was not secularism. It was religious liberty—a revolutionary formula for promoting faith by leaving it alone.



1

christian america

SETTLERS TRY TO PLANT PROTESTANTISM AS THE OFFICIAL FAITH—AND FAIL
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THE NEW WORLD WAS SETTLED TO PROMOTE CHRISTIANITY. FOR more than 150 years, colonial governments actively supported the dominant faith. Less acknowledged today is a point well understood by the Founding Fathers: Nearly all of these experiments in state encouragement of religion failed.
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Christopher Columbus believed the world would soon end. In the year 1652, to be exact, Christ would return and usher in a glorious new Kingdom—if certain prophecies were fulfilled before then. Columbus’s arrival in the New World in 1492 was one such event, he wrote later, a clear “fulfillment of what Isaiah had prophesied.” He was quite certain that God had guided him. “With a hand that could be felt, the Lord opened my mind to the fact that it would be possible to sail from here to the Indies.” Another precondition for Jesus’s return was the conquest of Jerusalem, which was held by the Muslims. His voyages to the New World would help with that, too, providing a glorious model to inspire Christian warriors, and the gold to pay their way. Finally, his discovery of the new lands would enable Christians to fulfill another essential requirement, the spreading of the Good News to all corners of the world. “The Gospel must now be proclaimed to so many lands in such a short time,” Columbus explained to Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand.1

After encountering hospitable natives in the Caribbean, he had become quite optimistic that he would indeed be able to bring these generous but unsaved souls to God, plus get some cheap labor. “If one asks for anything they have they never say no,” he wrote.2 “They should be good servants…and I believe they would easily be made Christians, for they appear to have no religion.”3

Though he declared a desire to convert them “by love and friendship rather than by force,” the Europeans did not have a light touch with the natives. Those in the Caribbean who rejected or destroyed statues of Christian saints were burned at the stake. Slaughter and European-borne disease killed all but a few thousand Indians.4 But the Spaniards persisted and their missions eventually made their way to current-day Florida and Mexico.

While the Spaniards did not ultimately win control of the land that became the thirteen American colonies, fear of Catholic Spain’s expansion helped prompt England to get serious about settling America in the early 1600s.5

VIRGINIA’S LAWES DIVINE

The twin goals of converting Indians and defeating Catholics provided a strong rallying cry for Virginia’s settlers. Prospective settlers were instructed to bring “no traitors, nor Papists that depend on the Great Whore.”6 An Anglican promotional booklet argued that if the Spanish had so much luck pressing their corrupt religion, imagine how successful the English could be with their noble goals of saving “those wretched people,” drawing them from “darkness to light, from falsehood to truth, from dumb idols to the living God, from the deep pit of hell to the highest heaven.”7 King James’s charter for Virginia in 1606 made it official: The mission was to promote Christianity to those living “in darkness and miserable ignorance of the true knowledge and worship of God.”8

The faiths of the settlers were tested even before they landed in Virginia. One-third of the immigrants on the Godspeed, the Discovery, and the Susan Constant in 1607 died en route. Once in America, their goal of converting Indians soon took a backseat to survival. In 1609 and 1610, the period known as “the starving time,” the colony almost perished. Settlers ate dogs, cats, rats, and one another in order to survive. One man was executed for killing his wife for food.9

To try to salvage the colony, the Virginia Company in May 1611 sent Lord Thomas de la Warr and Thomas Dale, who swiftly issued a new set of laws to bring order, in part through forced religiosity. The laws declared that the job of the king is “principal care of true Religion and reverence to God”10 and that the settlers themselves were “especial souldiers in this sacred cause.” The new “Lawes Divine, Morall and Martiall” required worship twice each Sunday. Those who failed to do so would lose their daily allowance; a second infraction would draw a whipping, and the third offense would put them in the galleys at sea for six months. Settlers who failed to observe the Sabbath lost provisions for a week (first offense), received a whipping (second offense), or were executed (third offense). Women convicted of sexual misdeeds were required to wear white gowns, hold white wands, and “stand on chairs or stools during public worship.”11 Blasphemy—the use of “unlawful oaths” and “taking the name of God in vain”—was a serious crime, sometimes punishable by having a hot iron plunged through the tongue, and sometimes by execution.12 Eight settlers were put to death in Jamestown for violations of Dale’s laws. Though alien to us, the idea behind forced worship was practical: Pervasive worship would secure God’s favor and give settlers the strength and moral wherewithal to cope with the crushing burdens of disease, Indian attacks, and internal squabbling.

As in England, clergy were to be supported by taxes and public funds, or, to be more precise, ten pounds of tobacco and a bushel of corn per settler. A special patch of farmland, a glebe, was also set aside for the parson.13 Despite these provisions, there was a severe shortage of clergy. By 1662, there were only ten ministers serving forty-five different parishes.14 Since there was no ecclesiastic church structure to monitor religious matters and manage clergy, the state accepted that role, even disciplining clergy who hadn’t preached at least one sermon each Sunday.15

The settlers did survive, in part because of their strong faith. This alone prompted wonder. John Rolfe, an early Jamestown resident credited with the introduction of tobacco, wrote that the settlers were “chosen by the finger of God.”16

In surviving, they prevented encroachment from French and Spanish Catholics who settled west and south of Virginia. At that moment in history, the Catholic Church was viewed in England not as a competing form of Christianity but as a fraudulent faith. It was called “the Whore” because it had prostituted itself by selling indulgences (the promise that for a fee, the church would make sure that the soul of a loved one wouldn’t be stuck in purgatory). Protestants believed Catholics should be called papists, not Christians, because they had substituted worship of the pope for devotion to Christ. And only the Antichrist, it was thought, would use the trappings of faith to so distort the message of Jesus. Not surprisingly, the Virginia government attempted to squelch Catholicism within the colony. In 1640, it prohibited Catholics from holding public office unless they “had taken the oath of allegiance and supremacy” to the Church of England. It decreed that any “popish priests” who arrived in Virginia “should be deported forthwith.”17

The settlers’ other religious goal—that of pulling the Indians from the deep pit of hell—proved harder to meet. Pocahontas’s conversion to Christianity was much celebrated and, indeed, is depicted in a painting in the US Capitol to this day. But mostly the settlers just viewed the Indians as untamable savages, and vice versa.18 Moreover, Virginia certainly didn’t limit itself to punishing just Catholics and Indians. In 1660, it forbade ship captains from importing Quakers;19 Puritan clergy were banished; and Jews were kept out entirely for two generations.20

As the economy developed and the population grew, the Church of England became more powerful throughout Virginia. By the 1740s, the church had become a place of social and spiritual nourishment for the gentlemen farmers who came to run the colony. Though it became more genteel and less coercive, Anglicanism remained the legally established, official religion of the colony. Taxpayers financed the salaries of the Anglican ministers in their area, as well as the construction of new Anglican churches. During some of this time, other religious bodies were simply not allowed to erect churches at all. Up through the 1740s, it was clear in Virginia that there was one church, one spiritual style, one faith—not just by custom but by law.

THE HOLY COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS

While religion was a factor in Jamestown, it was the impetus for Pilgrims who landed in Plymouth and the Puritans who settled in Massachusetts Bay. Again, the motivation was not promotion of Christianity in general but Protestantism specifically. Puritans believed that despite Henry VIII’s split with Rome, the Church of England had retained too many vestiges of the Catholic Church. “Kneeling at the Sacrament, bowing to the Altar and to the name of Jesus, Popish holy days, Holiness of places, Organs and Cathedral Musick, The Books of Common prayer, or church Government by Bishops…They are nothing else but reliques of Popery, and remnants of Baal,” sniffed one prominent Puritan.21 They viewed the Anglican ministers as ungodly and incompetent. In a petition to Parliament, one Puritan called the clergy “Dumme Dogs…Destroying Drones, or rather Caterpillars of the Word.”22 Worst of all, the Church of England seemed to let in as a congregant any damned sinner who requested entry.

King James found the Puritans annoying. While passing through Lancashire one day in 1618, he noticed that the Puritans had even prohibited sports and recreation. He explicitly prevented them from banning “may-games, Whitsun-ales, Morris-dances, and the setting up of Maypoles”—all activities that Puritans regarded as pagan.23 Though we tend to think of those who settled in New England as fleeing severe religious persecution, it might be more precise to say most were avoiding the harassment of a government that wanted the Puritans to be more liberal. Frustrated by the relentless protests of the Puritans about the church, King James declared, “I shall make them conform themselves, or I will harry them out of the land, or else do worse.”24

The Pilgrims were Puritans who had become “Separatists” because they believed that the Church of England was so corruptly entangled with Catholicism that nothing short of a clean break would suffice. They had left England and sought religious refuge in Holland. Their sense of mission was biblical: William Bradford, in his journal from Plymouth Plantation, compared these settlers to those cast out of Israel. “Our fathers were Englishmen which came over this great ocean, and were ready to perish in this wilderness; but they cried unto the Lord, and he heard their voice, and looked on their adversity.”25 Sailing aboard the Mayflower in 1620, the Pilgrims wrote the Mayflower Compact, committing themselves to “ye glory of God, and advancement of ye Christian faith.”

Though the Pilgrims landed the starring roles in future Thanksgiving celebrations, it was the Puritans who thrived economically, took over Massachusetts, profoundly influenced American religious history. (One historian estimated that in all thirteen colonies, Puritanism “provided the moral and religious background of fully 75% of the people who declared their independence in 1776.”)26 In 1628, the “great migration” of Puritans from England began. They came for “liberty,” said the Massachusetts minister John Cotton—the freedom to practice their religion precisely—“not of some ordinances of God, but of all, and in all purity.”27 It was with tongue not in cheek that Richard Mather explained his motives for immigrating: the opportunity “to censure those who ought to be censured.”28

In spring 1630, John Winthrop, an influential Puritan, boarded the Ar-bella and headed toward the New Israel. On board, he gave what would become one of the most famous sermons in American history. They were “God’s chosen people,” required by covenant to lead exemplary Christian lives. “We shall be as a City upon a Hill,” he declared. “The eyes of all people are upon us.” This passage has been used by many a politician since, evoking the idea that America would become a model of freedom for the world. But the rest of the sermon bore a darker message. If they didn’t succeed in providing a Christian model, God would show his wrath—“we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world.”29

The Puritans left us many ennobling legacies. They set up Congregational churches that stressed simplicity, local control, and a direct connection to God. Because reading the Bible was so central, they established a remarkable system of schools and pressed for widespread literacy. They outlawed usury and promoted the dignity of work, even to the point of endorsing trade guilds. But this book, by necessity, will focus on how they mixed church and state, and how they used power.

Like the Anglicans who settled in Virginia, the Puritans in Massachusetts viewed church and state as fully entwined—a “Holy Commonwealth.” “Theocracy, or to make the Lord God our governor, is the best form of government in a Christian commonwealth,” wrote John Cotton. If it seems shocking to read one of our forefathers so boldly employ a word today associated with Islamic fundamentalists, we ought to remember that it was a typical approach at the time. Since Constantine made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire, Western Christian leaders had believed that, thanks to Adam’s bite of the apple, man was so inherently depraved, a strong one–two punch of church and state working together would be required to tame his evil impulses.

The Puritans believed that civil authorities, bound by the same Bible as they, could be responsible for creating a godly society.30 This wasn’t to be state manipulating church but rather church shaping state. According to Puritan theology, drawn from French theologian John Calvin, they had an obligation to create a kingdom of God on earth—a society and a church of mostly “visible saints” that would make the worldly kingdom resemble heaven as much as possible. This church was to comprise a limited number of Christians selected by God to receive saving grace.31

Figuring out who was favored by God was no easy task. It helped if you were well behaved and prosperous, but that was no guarantee. A candidate for membership in a church would present him-or herself before the elders for examination. He would have to demonstrate facility with scriptures and provide a chronicle of how “God’s saving Grace came to him.” The mission was not to save sinners but to eject them, protecting the saints from corruption. Thomas Shepard, the pastor of the church in Cambridge, Massachusetts, explained that “if we could be so Eagle-eyed, as to discern them now that are hypocrites, we should exclude them now.” Why? Because “one man or woman secretly vile, which the church hath not used all means to discover, may defile a whole church.”32

The church was composed of the saved, and the state would be governed by members of the church. Only full members of the Congregational churches could vote in civil elections. One Puritan named Robert Child suggested that the limitations on the franchise and church membership be abolished. The Massachusetts General Court rejected his request, and had him arrested for good measure.33 Of course, Catholics were not allowed. (Since the Puritans tried to embody the compassion of Jesus, they did allow that any “Jesuits” who had ended up in their midst due to a shipwreck need not be killed.)34 In 1644, the Massachusetts General Court banned Baptists, too.35 Increase Mather, a Boston Puritan leader, later declared that “the Toleration of all Religions and Perswasions, is the way to have no Religion at all.”36 Puritans did not hunt the eastern seaboard for deviants, but tried to keep their own communities spiritually pure. “The government of Massachusetts, and of Connecticut as well, was a dictatorship, and never pretended to be anything else,” wrote Perry Miller, the foremost historian of the Puritans. “It was a dictatorship, not of a single tyrant, or of an economic class, or of a political faction, but of the holy and regenerate.”37

Two of the most famous to be purged for faulty theology were Anne Hutchinson and Roger Williams. Hutchinson was a reputable Boston matron who began holding meetings after church to discuss the day’s sermons or the Bible. It was deemed a direct assault on the official church. Theologically, she believed that the Puritans emphasized good works too much and put insufficient emphasis on grace. She was brought before the general court, where her accusers were also her judges. She declared that the local clergy lacked inspiration from God, and asked what laws she’d broken. The fifth commandment, they said, since she was disobeying the church and state and therefore, metaphorically, her father and mother. When she retorted that even children should disobey parents when they are immoral, Governor John Winthrop responded, “We do not mean to discourse with those of your sex.” They became more enraged when she told them that she had directly heard the voice of God.38 She was banished—first by the church, then by the civil magistrate—and moved to New York, where she died during an Indian massacre.

Roger Williams was, in many ways, just as conservative as those in Massachusetts’s ruling order. But he believed that the church had become corrupt in a number of ways. The settlers had been unfair to the Indians, he said, and while he shared the desire to convert them, the New Englanders had simply stolen their lands. Second, he said that church and state needed to be separated or else men of faith would lose their way. Like Hutchinson, he was expelled from Massachusetts for heresy and later became a leader of the Baptists in Rhode Island. And these were just the most famous to be punished. A catalog of judicial rulings in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1644 shows that even small instances of inappropriate speech or thought drew sanctions: A Miss Alice George of Gloucester was to be whipped for calling a fellow a “wicked wretch” Mr. William Hewes and his son John were fined fifty shillings each for deriding those who sang in the congregation and “for saying that Mr. Whiting preached confusedly.”39

“NOT A WOMAN CHILD, BUT A MONSTER”

It was to the Quakers that the Puritans showed their sharpest fangs. Quakers were Christians who believed that each person had to rely for spiritual guidance on the Inner Light more than scripture. The Congregational Church viewed this as blasphemous. In seventeenth-century New England, it was illegal to be a Quaker.40 For the crime of being a Quaker who refused to leave Massachusetts, the punishment on the first offense was usually whipping; on the second offense, an ear was cut off. For a third offense, the criminal would be executed. In a 1703 book called New England Judged by the Spirit of the Lord, George Bishop, an English Quaker, cataloged some of the punishments inflicted on New England Quakers, sometimes for intentionally defying banishment orders and sometimes for just worshipping privately. Behold the sheer viciousness of the Puritan approach:


• William Brend, “a man of years,” was locked in irons for sixteen hours and then whipped 117 times with a pitched rope, “so that his flesh was beaten black and as into a jelly, and under his arms the bruised flesh and blood hung down, clotted as it were into bags; and it was so beat into one mass, that the sign of one particular blow could not be seen.”

• Josiah Southwick compounded the crime of being a Quaker with refusal to remove his hat in the presence of a magistrate (Quakers kept their heads covered in deference to God). The General Court directed “the executioner” to strip him from the waist up, “tie him to a cart-tail, and whip him ten stripes out of Boston and deliver him to the Constable of Roxbury” who was, in turn, supposed to repeat the procedure and deliver him to the constable of Dedham, who would do it again.41

• Alice Ambrose, Mary Tomkins, and Ann Coleman had taken to preaching their gospel at the Piscataqua River. They were arrested, “stripped naked, from the middle upward, and tied to a cart, and after a while cruelly whipped…, whilst the priest stood and looked on, and laughed at it.”42


This makes for depressing reading, but please bear with me for one more case, for the story of Mary Dyer should be known by any American who loves religious freedom.

A young mother living in Boston, Dyer in 1637 had been attending Anne Hutchinson’s Sunday meetings. Viewing the group as heretical, the Puritans saw an opportunity to send a message after Dyer gave birth to a deformed stillborn baby. Her minister, the Reverend Joseph Wilson, preached from the pulpit: “We have been visited of late by the admonition of the Lord. One Mary Dyer of our midst, who has lately become addicted to heresy, has produced not a woman child but a monster. God himself has intervened and pointed His finger at this woman at the height of her sinful opinions.”

She was banished from Boston. In later years, during a trip to England, Dyer met George Fox, the founder of the Quakers, and became one herself. When she returned to Massachusetts Bay in the fall of 1656, she was arrested and taken to the prison yard. As several men watched, she and another Quaker woman were stripped to the waist, tied to a whipping post, and flogged until blood flowed from wounds on their back and breasts. On October 27, 1659, Dyer was convicted of defying an order of banishment and sentenced to death along with two friends. She watched as her friends’ necks snapped, and then was given a last-minute reprieve. That had been the court’s intention all along: They wanted her to witness her friends’ execution before letting her go.

A year later, she defied the law again and was brought before the General Court, with Governor John Endicott presiding.

“Do you consider yourself to be a prophetess?” the governor, who was also the judge, asked.

“I speak only the words that the Lord speaks in me,” Dyer replied.

“Away with her!” shouted Governor Endicott. “Away with her.”

On June 1, 1660, wearing a plain gray dress, cloak, and bonnet, Dyer walked from prison to the Boston Common. Sixty armed soldiers and drummers lined her route, ready to play—and drown out her words—if she attempted to speak to the crowd. Her old pastor, the Reverend Wilson, came forward to challenge her. “Repent, Mary Dyer…Repent! Continue not this wicked delusion. You have indeed been carried away by the deceit of the Devil. Repent!”

“Nay, man, I am not now to repent. I do only what the Lord God requires of me. Do not mourn of my passing, for I am filled with happiness.”

A rope had been wrapped around the horizontal branch of a great elm. She climbed a ladder, allowed the noose to be placed around her neck, and was executed by the Holy Commonwealth of Massachusetts—the very government that had been set up by Puritans who had fled England to avoid religious persecution.43

Suffice it to say, the Puritan goal of creating a kingdom of God on earth by purging its church of heretics did not succeed. In the 1630s, 70 to 80 percent of taxpayers belonged to a church; by the 1670s, half that many did. In Salem, only about 30 percent belonged to a congregation in 1690.44 The grip of the Congregational leadership was further weakened as European immigration brought the region Baptists, Presbyterians, French Protestants, Scots-Irish, and Welsh. In 1684, King Charles II—deciding that he no longer wanted the holy commonwealth to exclude Anglicans or Catholics—rescinded the charter and decreed that Anglicans should be allowed to worship in the Massachusetts colony.45

Historians speculate that these conditions laid the groundwork for the Salem witch trials of 1692. Though the most famous example of Puritan excess, the witch trials bear less on church–state issues than does the persecution of the Quakers but, for several reasons, are still worth a quick review. The episode began when some local girls accused an Indian slave, Tituba, of casting spells. The girls said some of the townspeople were witches whose spirits had come to their homes to entrance and torment them. These visitations by ghosts—known as “spectral evidence”—were considered attacks no less real than if a physical body had struck them. During the trials, accused witches were chained to the walls so their specters couldn’t escape. Wardens searched their bodies for witches’ teats. “Much of the searching was in and around the accused’s genitals,” noted Salem scholar Frances Hill.46 Dorcas Goode, the four-and-a-half-year-old daughter of one accused witch, Sarah Goode, was imprisoned for seven or eight months. After refusing to confess, Giles Corey was crushed under a gradually increasing pile of stones.47 In all, 150 people were arrested and twenty executed.

Some of what makes the Salem witch trials well studied—the phenomenon of mass hysteria, the absurd standards of legal evidence—does not relate to the topic of this book. But there are two points of relevance. First, it was the Puritan theology that a few sinners (or demons) could pollute and destroy the whole church that made persecution of the witches seem urgent. Some historians have argued that the Puritans viewed themselves as players in an apocalyptic drama. If they succeeded, Christ would come again; if they failed, “allowing heresy to spread,” God would “punish them just as he had the Israelites of the Old Testament.”48

Second, this inquisition wasn’t driven merely by a few village zealots; it was supported by the top leaders of Puritan society, Increase Mather and his son, Cotton Mather. One alleged witch, George Burroughs, almost avoided execution by giving an earnest speech and reciting the Lord’s Prayer to the crowd that had assembled for his hanging. According to one account, “It seemed as if the spectators would rise to hinder the execution.” Then, wrote historian George Bancroft, “Cotton Mather, on horseback among the crowd, addressed the people, caviling at the ordination of Burroughs, as though he had been no true minister; insisting on his guilt, and hinting that the devil could sometimes assume the appearance of an angel of light: and the hanging proceeded.”49

Mather’s involvement in the witch trials came at the beginning of a long career of Puritanical preaching. And although he eventually mellowed, his basic theology remained harsh. In 1708, for instance, he wrote a message to children: “Ah, children; be afraid of going prayerless to bed, lest the devil be your bedfellow. Be afraid of playing on the Lord’s Day, lest the devil be your play fellow. Be afraid of telling lies, or speaking wickedly, lest that evil tongue be one day tormented in the flames, where a drop of water to cool the tongue will be roared for.”50 He lived until 1729, and was therefore a dominant figure in Boston during the childhood and early adulthood of Benjamin Franklin.

REPUGNANT JEWS AND DEMONIC CATHOLICS

Though Virginia and Massachusetts were especially important, every colony experimented with a different relationship between church and state. With the exception of Rhode Island, all colonies had official or semi-official churches that promoted the glory of Jesus Christ. Most defined Christianity as being Protestantism, and most discriminated blatantly against Catholics and Jews. Beyond that, there were important differences. The New England colonies—Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire—were dominated by Puritans and their Congregational churches. They disliked the Anglicans. Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia were at one point or another dominated by the Church of England. They disliked Puritans.

Four colonies followed more distinctive paths. Rhode Island, led by Roger Williams, established something close to the modern American approach to tolerance (though even there, Jews didn’t have full rights). Williams had urged tolerance even for “popish and Jewish consciences” and, in The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution for cause of Conscience, set out concepts that have hardened into gems over time: that religious wars were not “required nor accepted by Jesus Christ the Prince of Peace” that non-Christians be battled only with “the Sword of Gods Spirit, the Word of God” that “inforced uniformity” of religion has caused “hypocrisie and destruction of millions of souls” and, most important, that the sacred roles of spiritual leadership and the secular missions of civil leadership were different and must be kept separate.51

Pennsylvania established a “Holie Experiment” that gave protection to Quakers and most other minorities but ran into troubles that will be described in the next chapter. And Maryland and New York offer their own captivating, unique, and disheartening lessons, to which we now turn.

New York, of course, originated under the Dutch, not the English. Neither the propaganda designed to draw settlers nor the official chartering documents emphasized religion as much as the English had. Amsterdam, as a trading center of Europe, embraced religious tolerance earlier than most; those values were partly transmitted to their new settlements.52 And New Amsterdam (later called New York) became overwhelmed so quickly by such a wide variety of different sects that efforts to establish the Dutch Reformed Church as the official church were ineffective.

But that didn’t mean religious tolerance reigned. In 1654, a group of Jews who had been kicked out of Brazil (when the Portuguese regained control from the Dutch) arrived in New Amsterdam seeking freedom, and were promptly thrown in jail for not having the money to pay for the ship ride.53 Johannes Megapolensis, a Dutch Reformed minister in New Amsterdam, explained the difficulties that might arise from allowing Jews entry: They were “godless rascals” who “have no other God than the unrighteous Mammon, and no other aim than to get possession of Christian property.”54 New Amsterdam’s administrator, Peter Stuyvesant, asked the Dutch West India Company to rule that the “very repugnant” Jews not be allowed to “infect” the colony. Stuyvesant also warned that tolerating Jews, bad in itself, created worse problems since, by “giving them liberty, we cannot refuse the Lutherans and Papists.”55

But the company informed Stuyvesant that he had to welcome the Jews, since “many of the Jewish nation are principal shareholders in the company.”56 Stuyvesant grudgingly followed orders but harassed the Jews by restricting their ability to buy homes or cemetery plots,57 preventing them from opening retail shops, and banning them from practicing any crafts (except being a butcher) as well as from conducting public synagogue services.58 In 1655, authorities barred Jews from military service—then put a special tax on them because they were not serving in the military.59 In 1658, the citizens of Flushing on Long Island wrote the Flushing Remonstrance, which declared that religious freedom was a blessing that should be protected. Stuyvesant responded to this inspiring call for liberty by having the man who delivered it, Tobias Feake, arrested and banished.60

As with most of the colonies, there were occasional breaks in either the repression or the exclusive control of one faith. For a brief period from 1682 to 1688, New York actually had a Catholic governor.61 Then, in 1689, a man named Jacob Leisler took over, spread rumors that French Catholics and Indians were conspiring to attack, and called for the arrest of “all reputed papists.” Their franchise was suspended, and priests were ordered out within three months.62 Eventually, New York moved toward a more pluralistic approach, but only after demonstrating the tyranny of both Dutch and English establishments.

Then there’s the sad saga of Maryland, established explicitly as a refuge for Catholics. An English Catholic convert named George Calvert, aka Lord Baltimore, was given the land grant by King Charles I in 1632. He told his brother Leonard, who would be the first governor, to “treat the Protestants with as much mildness and favor as justice will permit.”63 But enemies of Lord Baltimore, who resented his medieval way of running the colony, laid claims on Maryland’s land. In 1644, an influential Virginian, William Claiborne, launched a military attack and captured Kent Island in the name of fighting the “Papist devils.”64 Eventually, Baltimore recovered the land and resumed efforts to create a religious safe haven. In part to prove that he was not establishing the Catholic Church as the official religion, he worked with the assembly to pass in 1649 a law allowing tolerance of all (except, of course, for “blasphemers and Jews”).65 The Act Concerning Religion declared that no one “professing to believe in Jesus Christ shall from henceforth be in any ways troubled, molested or discountenanced for or in respect of his or her religion….” The lofty spirit of tolerance faded from the document in the penalty section, which prescribed capital punishment for anyone who blasphemed God, denied or criticized the divinity of Christ, or criticized any component of the Trinity.66 While the death penalty for non-Christians might strike some of us today as a bit extreme, Baltimore’s more pressing problem was trying to appease Protestants, who had come to outnumber Catholics in Maryland. In one sense, this gesture of tolerance worked—in 1649, several hundred Puritans, oppressed in Virginia by the Anglicans, fled to the freedom of Maryland. But with no good deed going unpunished, the Puritans soon allied with Lord Baltimore’s enemies and claimed that he was “professing an establishment of the Romish Religion only,” “suppressing poor Protestants,” and making citizens swear to “uphold Antichrist.”67

By 1681, Protestants outnumbered Catholics thirty to one in Maryland. In 1689, the Glorious Revolution was under way in England, and rumors of Catholic-Indian plots now spread rapidly. In July, a group calling itself the Protestant Association again seized the Maryland government.68 After that, the Church of England was established and followed patterns similar to those in Virginia, using taxes to build churches, set up vestries, and compensate the Anglican clergy.69 In 1700, the colony prevented Catholics from inheriting or purchasing land and established life imprisonment for priests. Informants who spotted priests saying Mass could get a one-hundred-pound reward. In 1704, it prohibited Catholic worship. In 1715, it required that children of a Protestant father and Catholic mother be forcibly removed from the mother if the father died. The next year, public officeholders were required to swear allegiance to the Church of England; in 1718, Catholics were denied the vote unless they took the same oath.70

So ended Maryland’s experiment in religious tolerance.


[image: image]


It must always be remembered that for most people of faith in the colonies, religion was a source not of discord but of strength. Countless settlers created families, grew communities, and survived against great odds in large part because of their faith in Jesus Christ. These stories do not generally make the history books because they deal with the mundane, and awesome, power of God in people’s lives. It’s quite possible none of us would be here today if their religious beliefs and practices hadn’t enabled the Puritans, Pilgrims, and Jamestown settlers to persevere against gruesome odds. They were not for the most part hypocrites or sadists. In most cases, they tried to create a world that would bring them closer to God, following his commandments as best they knew how.

But the colonies struggled mightily to establish the proper relationship between church and state. Instances of repression were persistent and often grounded in law. And let’s be clear: These laws were not intended to promote “Judeo-Christian values,” as is sometimes claimed. Jews were not included, nor were most Catholics. The laws aimed to advance first Protestantism and then, depending on the colony, a particular Protestant denomination. Obviously, none of the colonies resembled the model enshrined in the US Constitution in 1787. Forced worship, taxpayers paying ministers’ salaries, voting rights limited to certain religious denominations, brutal punishments for worshipping in a different manner—these are all behaviors that today’s liberals and conservatives would together abhor. Yet they were common in the colonies, and it’s worth noting that the victims of these practices were not atheists or secularists. The victims of these efforts to promote religion were people of faith.

How did this ancient history affect the Founding Fathers and their views on religious liberty? Of course, to some of them, these events were not of the distant past. For instance, Benjamin Franklin’s father immigrated to Massachusetts nine years before the Salem witch trials, and Cotton Mather was still preaching in the small town of Boston until Ben was twenty-two. The world of the founding grandfathers shaped the attitudes of the Founding Fathers. So, let us now turn to our first Founder, who was born an old-fashioned Puritan and evolved into a historically important hybrid—a religious freedom fighter with Puritan DNA.
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