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READING PACKET FOR NOVEMBER 11TH, 2023 | RELIGIOUS LIBERTY 
 

CORE READING 1: Thomas Jefferson, An Act Establishing Religious Freedom, 1779 
SOURCE: https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/a-bill-for-establishing-religious-

freedom/ 
 

Section I. Well aware that the opinions and belief of men depend not on their own will, but follow 
involuntarily the evidence proposed to their minds; that Almighty God hath created the mind free, and 
manifested his supreme will that free it shall remain by making it altogether insusceptible of restraint; 
that all attempts to influence it by temporal punishments, or burthen, or by civil incapacitations, tend 
only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness, and are a departure from the plan of the holy author of 
our religion, who being lord both of body and mind, yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on 
either, as was in his Almighty power to do, but to extend it by its influence on reason alone; that the 
impious presumption of legislators and rulers, civil as well as ecclesiastical, who, being themselves but 
fallible and uninspired men, have assumed dominion over the faith of others, setting up their own 
opinions and modes of thinking as the only true and infallible, and as such endeavoring to impose them 
on others, hath established and maintained false religions over the greatest part of the world and 
through all time: That to compel a man to furnish contributions of money for the propagation of 
opinions which he disbelieves and abhors, is sinful and tyrannical; that event he forcing him to support 
this or that teachers of his own religious persuasion, is depriving him of the comfortable liberty of 
giving his contributions to the particular pastor whose morals he would make his pattern, and whose 
powers he feels most persuasive to righteousness; and is withdrawing from the ministry those 
temporary rewards, which proceeding from an approbation of their personal conduct, are an additional 
incitement to earnest and unremitting labors for the instruction of mankind; that our civil rights have 
no dependence on our religious opinions, any more than our opinions in physics or geometry; that 
therefore the proscribing any citizen as unworthy the public confidence by laying upon him an 
incapacity of being called to offices of trust and emolument, unless he profess or renounce this or that 
religious opinion, is depriving him injuriously of those privileges and advantages to which, in common 
with his fellow citizens, he has a natural right; that it tends also to corrupt the principles of that very 
religion it is meant to encourage, by bribing, with a monopoly of worldly honors and emoluments, 
those who will externally profess and conform to it; that though indeed these are criminal who do not 
withstand such temptation, yet neither are those innocent who lay the bait in their way; that the 
opinions of men are not the object of civil government, nor under its jurisdiction; that to suffer the 
civil magistrate to intrude his powers into the field of opinion and to restrain the profession or 
propagation of principles on supposition of their ill tendency is a dangerous fallacy, which at once 
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destroys all religious liberty, because he being of course judge of that tendency will make his opinions 
the rule of judgment, and approve or condemn the sentiments of others only as they shall square with 
or differ from his own; that it is time enough for the rightful purposes of civil government for its 
officers to interfere when principles break out into overt acts against peace and good order; and finally, 
that truth is great and will prevail if left to herself; that she is the proper and sufficient antagonist to 
error, and has nothing to fear from the conflict unless by human interposition disarmed of her natural 
weapons, free argument and debate; errors ceasing to be dangerous when it is permitted freely to 
contradict them. 

Section II. We the General Assembly of Virginia do enact that no man shall be compelled to frequent 
or support any religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, 
molested, or burthened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer, on account of his religious 
opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by argument to maintain, their opinions 
in matters of religion, and that the same shall in no wise diminish, enlarge, or affect their civil 
capacities. 

Section III. And though we well know that this Assembly, elected by the people for the ordinary 
purposes of legislation only, have no power to restrain the acts of succeeding Assemblies, constituted 
with powers equal to our own, and that therefore to declare this act irrevocable would be of no effect in 
law; yet we are free to declare, and do declare, that the rights hereby asserted are of the natural rights 
of mankind, and that if any act shall be hereafter passed to repeal the present or to narrow its 
operation, such act will be an infringement of natural right. 
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CORE READING 2: James Madison, Memorial and Remonstrance, 1785 
SOURCE: https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/memorial-and-remonstrance-2/ 

The Virginia Declaration of Rights gave Virginians the right to “the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience.” 
For some Virginians at that time, the free exercise of religion was compatible with, even required, state support for religion. This was 
true in other states as well. In general, there were two models of religious freedom. The Massachusetts model endorsed the 
establishment of the Christian Protestant religion, and the legislature was constitutionally mandated to tax inhabitants for the 
support of public religious instruction. The taxpayer, however, was free to name the specific religion that was to receive the assessment. 
The second model was Pennsylvania’s, which chose not to have the state support any church. In December 1784 the Virginia 
Assembly considered an assessment bill, consistent with the Massachusetts model, that would financially support Christianity as the 
state religion. 

The proposal led opponents to conduct a public campaign to persuade the Virginia Assembly to vote against the bill. As part of this 
campaign, James Madison (1751–1836) wrote (anonymously) a Memorial and Remonstrance against religious assessments. The 
Memorial based its argument on a provision in the Virginia Declaration of Rights (Article 16) that Madison had coauthored. The 
public campaign led to the defeat of the religious assessment bill. Instead, the Assembly adopted Thomas Jefferson’s Statute of 
Religious Liberty, originally introduced in 1779. It became law in January 1786. The influence of Madison’s Memorial and 
Remonstrance reached into the twentieth century. Justice Hugo Black cited it in Everson v. Board of Education (1947) to argue 
that the First Amendment requires a wall of separation between church and state. 

To the Honorable the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia: 

We, the subscribers, citizens of the said Commonwealth, having taken into serious consideration a bill 
printed by order of the last session of General Assembly, entitled “A Bill establishing a provision for 
Teachers of the Christian Religion,” and conceiving that the same, if finally armed with the sanctions of 
a law, will be a dangerous abuse of power, are bound as faithful members of a free state to remonstrate 
against it, and to declare the reasons by which we are determined. We remonstrate against the said bill— 

1. Because we hold it for a fundamental and undeniable truth “that religion, or the duty which we 
owe to our Creator, and the manner of discharging it, can be directed only by reason and 
conviction, not by force or violence.”1 The religion, then, of every man must be left to the 
conviction and conscience of every man; and it is the right of every man to exercise it, as these 
may dictate. This right is in its nature an unalienable right. It is unalienable, because the opinions 
of men, depending only on the evidence contemplated by their own minds, cannot follow the 
dictates of other men. It is unalienable, also, because what is here a right toward men is a duty 
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toward the Creator. It is the duty of every man to render to the Creator such homage, and such 
only, as he believes to be acceptable to him. This duty is precedent, both in order of time and in 
degree of obligation, to the claims of civil society. Before any man can be considered as a member 
of civil society, he must be considered as a subject of the Governor of the Universe, and a member 
of civil society who enters into any subordinate association must always do it with a reservation 
of his duty to the general authority, much more must every man who becomes a member of any 
particular civil society do it with a saving of his allegiance to the Universal Sovereign. We 
maintain, therefore, that in matters of religion, no man’s right is abridged by the institution of 
civil society, and that religion is wholly exempt from its cognizance. True it is, that no other rule 
exists by which any question which may divide a society can be ultimately determined than the 
will of the majority; but it is also true that the majority may trespass on the rights of the minority. 

2. Because, if religion be exempt from the authority of the society at large, still less can it be subject 
to that of the legislative body. The latter are but the creatures and vicegerents2 of the former. 
Their jurisdiction is both derivative and limited. It is limited with regard to the co-ordinate 
departments; more necessarily is it limited with regard to the constituents. The preservation of a 
free government requires, not merely that the metes and bounds3 which separate each department 
of power be invariably maintained, but more especially that neither of them be suffered to 
overleap the great barrier which defends the rights of the people. The rulers who are guilty of 
such an encroachment exceed the commission from which they derive their authority, and are 
tyrants. The people who submit to it are governed by laws made neither by themselves nor by an 
authority derived from them, and are slaves. 

3. Because it is proper to take alarm at the first experiment on our liberties. We hold this prudent 
jealousy to be the first duty of citizens, and one of the noblest characteristics of the late 
Revolution. The freemen of America did not wait till usurped power had strengthened itself by 
exercise, and entangled the question in precedents. They saw all the consequences in the 
principle, and they avoided the consequences by denying the principle. We revere this lesson too 
much soon to forget it. Who does not see that the same authority which can establish Christianity, 
in exclusion of all other religions, may establish, with the same ease, any particular sect of 
Christians, in exclusion of all other sects? That the same authority which can force a citizen to 
contribute three pence only of his property for the support of any one establishment, may force 
him to conform to any other establishment in all cases whatsoever? 

4. Because the bill violates that equality which ought to be the basis of every law, and which is more 
indispensable, in proportion as the validity or expediency of any law is more liable to be 
impeached. “If all men are by nature equally free and independent,”4 all men are to be considered 
as entering into society on equal conditions; as relinquishing no more, and therefore retaining no 
less, one than another, of their natural rights. Above all are they to be considered as retaining an 
“equal title to the free exercise of religion according to the dictates of conscience.”5 Whilst we 
assert for ourselves a freedom to embrace, to profess, and to observe, the religion which we 
believe to be of divine origin, we cannot deny an equal freedom to them whose minds have not 
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yet yielded to the evidence which has convinced us. If this freedom be abused, it is an offense 
against God, not against man. To God, therefore, not to man, must an account of it be rendered. 
As the bill violates equality by subjecting some to peculiar burdens, so it violates the same 
principle by granting to others peculiar exemptions. Are the Quakers and Menonists6 the only 
sects who think a compulsive support of their religions unnecessary and unwarrantable? Can their 
piety alone be entrusted with the care of public worship? Ought their religions to be endowed 
above all others with extraordinary privileges, by which proselytes may be enticed from all 
others? We think too favorably of the justice and good sense of these denominations to believe 
that they either covet preeminences over their fellow citizens, or that they will be seduced by 
them from the common opposition to the measure. 

5. Because the bill implies either that the civil magistrate is a competent judge of religious truths, 
or that he may employ religion as an engine of civil policy. The first is an arrogant pretension, 
falsified by the contradictory opinions of rulers in all ages, and throughout the world; the second, 
an unhallowed perversion of the means of salvation. 

6. Because the establishment proposed by the bill is not requisite for the support of the Christian 
religion. To say that it is, is a contradiction to the Christian religion itself, for every page of it 
disavows a dependence on the powers of this world. It is a contradiction to fact, for it is known 
that this religion both existed and flourished, not only without the support of human laws, but in 
spite of every opposition from them; and not only during the period of miraculous aid, but long 
after it had been left to its own evidence and the ordinary care of providence. Nay, it is a 
contradiction in terms; for a religion not invented by human policy must have preexisted and 
been supported before it was established by human policy. It is, moreover, to weaken in those 
who profess this religion a pious confidence in its innate excellence and the patronage of its 
Author; and to foster in those who still reject it a suspicion that its friends are too conscious of 
its fallacies to trust it to its own merits. 

7. Because experience witnesses that ecclesiastical establishments, instead of maintaining the purity 
and efficacy of religion, have had a contrary operation. During almost fifteen centuries has the 
legal establishment of Christianity been on trial. What have been its fruits? More or less, in all 
places, pride and indolence in the clergy; ignorance and servility in the laity; in both, 
superstition, bigotry, and persecution. Inquire of the teachers of Christianity for the ages in which 
it appeared in its greatest luster; those of every sect point to the ages prior to its incorporation 
with civil policy. Propose a restoration of this primitive state, in which its teachers depended on 
the voluntary rewards of their flocks; many of them predict its downfall. On which side ought 
their testimony to have greatest weight; when for or when against their interest? 

8. Because the establishment in question is not necessary for the support of civil government. If it 
be urged as necessary for the support of civil government only as it is a means of supporting 
religion, and it be not necessary for the latter purpose, it cannot be necessary for the former. If 
religion be not within the cognizance of civil government, how can its legal establishment be 
necessary to civil government? What influence, in fact, have ecclesiastical establishments had on 
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civil society? In some instances they have been seen to erect a spiritual tyranny on the ruins of 
the civil authority; in many instances they have been seen upholding the thrones of political 
tyranny; in no instance have they been seen the guardians of the liberties of the people. Rulers 
who wished to subvert the public liberty may have found an established clergy convenient 
auxiliaries. A just government, instituted to secure and perpetuate it, needs them not. Such a 
government will be best supported by protecting every citizen in the enjoyment of his religion 
with the same equal hand which protects his person and his property; by neither invading the 
equal rights of any sect, nor suffering any sect to invade those of another. 

9. Because the proposed establishment is a departure from that generous policy which, offering an 
asylum to the persecuted and oppressed of every nation and religion, promised a luster to our 
country, and an accession to the number of its citizens. What a melancholy mark is the bill of 
sudden degeneracy! Instead of holding forth an asylum to the persecuted, it is itself a signal of 
persecution. It degrades from the equal rank of citizens all those whose opinions in religion do 
not bend to those of the legislative authority. Distant as it may be in its present form from the 
Inquisition, it differs from it only in degree. The one is the first step, the other the last, in the 
career of intolerance. The magnanimous sufferer under this cruel scourge in foreign regions must 
view the bill as a beacon on our coast warning him to seek some other haven, where liberty and 
philanthropy, in their due extent, may offer a more certain repose from his troubles. 

10. Because it will have a like tendency to banish our citizens. The allurements presented by other 
situations are every day thinning their number. To superadd a fresh motive to emigration by 
revoking the liberty which they now enjoy would be the same species of folly which has 
dishonored and depopulated flourishing kingdoms. 

11. Because it will destroy that moderation and harmony which the forbearance of our laws to 
intermeddle with religion has produced among its several sects. Torrents of blood have been spilt 
in the old world by vain attempts of the secular arm to extinguish religious discord by proscribing 
all difference in religious opinion. Time has at length revealed the true remedy. Every relaxation 
of narrow and rigorous policy, wherever it has been tried, has been found to assuage the disease. 
The American theater has exhibited proofs that equal and complete liberty, if it does not wholly 
eradicate it, sufficiently destroys its malignant influence on the health and prosperity of the state. 
If, with the salutary effects of this system under our own eyes, we begin to contract the bounds 
of religious freedom, we know no name that will too severely reproach our folly. At least, let 
warning be taken at the first fruits of the threatened innovation. The very appearance of the bill 
has transformed “that Christian forbearance, love and charity,”7 which of late mutually prevailed, 
into animosities and jealousies, which may not soon be appeased. What mischiefs may not be 
dreaded should this enemy to the public quiet be armed with the force of a law? 

12. Because the policy of the bill is adverse to the diffusion of the light of Christianity. The first wish 
of those who enjoy this precious gift ought to be, that it may be imparted to the whole race of 
mankind. Compare the number of those who have as yet received it with the number still 
remaining under the dominion of false religions, and how small is the former! Does the policy of 
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the bill tend to lessen the disproportion? No; it at once discourages those who are strangers to 
the light of revelation from coming into the region of it, and countenances by example the nations 
who continue in darkness in shutting out those who might convey it to them. Instead of leveling 
as far as possible, every obstacle to the victorious progress of truth, the bill, with an ignoble and 
unchristian timidity, would circumscribe it with a wall of defense against the encroachments of 
error. 

13. Because attempts to enforce, by legal sanctions, acts obnoxious to so great a proportion of 
citizens, tend to enervate the laws in general, and to slacken the bands of society. If it be difficult 
to execute any law which is not generally deemed necessary or salutary, what must be the case 
where it is deemed invalid and dangerous? And what may be the effect of so striking an example 
of impotency in the government on its general authority? 

14. Because a measure of such singular magnitude and delicacy ought not to be imposed without the 
clearest evidence that it is called for by a majority of citizens; and no satisfactory method is yet 
proposed by which the voice of the majority in this case may be determined, or its influence 
secured. “The people of the respective counties are, indeed, requested to signify their opinion 
respecting the adoption of the bill to the next session of assembly.” But the representation must 
be made equal before the voice either of the representatives or of the counties will be that of the 
people. Our hope is, that neither of the former will, after due consideration, espouse the 
dangerous principle of the bill. Should the event disappoint us, it will still leave us in full 
confidence that a fair appeal to the latter will reverse the sentence against our liberties. 

15. Because, finally, “the equal right of every citizen to the free exercise of his religion, according to 
the dictates of conscience,” is held by the same tenure with all our other rights. If we recur to its 
origin, it is equally the gift of nature; if we weigh its importance, it cannot be less dear to us; if 
we consult the “Declaration of those rights which pertain to the good people of Virginia as the 
basis and foundation of government,”8 it is enumerated with equal solemnity, or rather studied 
emphasis. Either, then, we must say that the will of the legislature is the only measure of their 
authority, and that in the plenitude of that authority they may sweep away all our fundamental 
rights, or that they are bound to leave this particular right untouched and sacred. Either we must 
say that they may control the freedom of the press, may abolish the trial by jury, may swallow up 
the executive and judiciary powers of the state; nay, that they may despoil us of our very right of 
suffrage, and erect themselves into an independent and hereditary assembly; or we must say that 
they have no authority to enact into law the bill under consideration. 

We, the subscribers, say that the General Assembly of this commonwealth have no such authority: And 
in order that no effort may be omitted on our part against so dangerous an usurpation, we oppose to it 
this remonstrance; earnestly praying, as we are in duty bound, that the Supreme Lawgiver of the 
universe, by illuminating those to whom it is addressed, may, on the one hand, turn their councils from 
every act which would affront his holy prerogative, or violate the trust committed to them; and on the 
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other, guide them into every measure which may be worthy of his blessing, redound to their own 
praise, and establish more firmly the liberties, the prosperity, and the happiness of the commonwealth. 
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CORE READING 3: George Washington, Farewell Address, 1796  
SOURCE: https://teachingamericanhistory.org/Novembercr1 

. . . 

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable 
supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism who should labor to subvert these great 
pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of men and citizens. The mere politician, 
equally with the pious man, ought to respect and to cherish them. A volume could not trace all their 
connections with private and public felicity. Let it simply be asked where is the security for property, for 
reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths, which are the instruments of 
investigation in courts of justice? And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be 
maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds 
of peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in 
exclusion of religious principle.  

It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government. The rule indeed 
extends with more or less force to every species of free government. Who that is a sincere friend to it can 
look with indifference upon at- tempts to shake the foundation of the fabric? . . .  

Observe good faith and justice towards all nations; cultivate peace and harmony with all; religion and 
morality enjoin this conduct, and can it be that good policy does not equally enjoin it? It will be worthy of 
a free, enlightened, and, at no distant period, a great nation, to give to mankind the magnanimous and too 
novel example of a people always guided by an exalted justice and benevolence. Who can doubt that in the 
course of time and things the fruits of such a plan would richly repay any temporary advantages which 
might be lost by a steady adherence to it? Can it be, that Providence has not connected the permanent 
felicity of a nation with its virtue? The experiment, at least, is recommended by every sentiment which 
ennobles human nature. Alas! is it rendered impossible by its vices? . . .  
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CORE READING 4: John Adams, Proclamation—Recommending a National Day of 
Humiliation, Fasting, and Prayer, 1799 

SOURCE: The American Presidency Project,  https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/202673 

As no truth is more clearly taught in the Volume of Inspiration, nor any more fully demonstrated by the 
experience of all ages, than that a deep sense and a due acknowledgment of the governing providence of a 
Supreme Being and of the accountableness of men to Him as the searcher of hearts and righteous 
distributer of rewards and punishments are conducive equally to the happiness and rectitude of individuals 
and to the well-being of communities; as it is also most reasonable in itself that men who are made capable 
of social acts and relations, who owe their improvements to the social state, and who derive their 
enjoyments from it, should, as a society, make their acknowledgments of dependence and obligation to 
Him who hath endowed them with these capacities and elevated them in the scale of existence by these 
distinctions; as it is likewise a plain dictate of duty and a strong sentiment of nature that in circumstances 
of great urgency and seasons of imminent danger earnest and particular supplications should be made to 
Him who is able to defend or to destroy; as, moreover, the most precious interests of the people of the 
United States are still held in jeopardy by the hostile designs and insidious acts of a foreign nation, as well 
as by the dissemination among them of those principles, subversive of the foundations of all religious, 
moral, and social obligations, that have produced incalculable mischief and misery in other countries; and 
as, in fine, the observance of special seasons for public religious solemnities is happily calculated to avert 
the evils which we ought to deprecate and to excite to the performance of the duties which we ought to 
discharge by calling and fixing the attention of the people at large to the momentous truths already recited, 
by affording opportunity to teach and inculcate them by animating devotion and giving to it the character 
of a national act: 

For these reasons I have thought proper to recommend, and I do hereby recommend accordingly, that 
Thursday, the 25th day of April next, be observed throughout the United States of America as a day of 
solemn humiliation, fasting, and prayer; that the citizens on that day abstain as far as may be from their 
secular occupations, devote the time to the sacred duties of religion in public and in private; that they call 
to mind our numerous offenses against the Most High God, confess them before Him with the sincerest 
penitence, implore His pardoning mercy, through the Great Mediator and Redeemer, for our past 
transgressions, and that through the grace of His Holy Spirit we may be disposed and enabled to yield a 
more suitable obedience to His righteous requisitions in time to come; that He would interpose to arrest 
the progress of that impiety and licentiousness in principle and practice so offensive to Himself and so 
ruinous to mankind; that He would make us deeply sensible that "righteousness exalteth a nation, but sin 
is a reproach to any people;" that He would turn us from our transgressions and turn His displeasure from 
us; that He would withhold us from unreasonable discontent, from disunion, faction, sedition, and 
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insurrection; that He would preserve our country from the desolating sword; that He would save our cities 
and towns from a repetition of those awful pestilential visitations under which they have lately suffered so 
severely, and that the health of our inhabitants generally may be precious in His sight; that He would favor 
us with fruitful seasons and so bless the labors of the husbandman as that there may be food in abundance 
for man and beast; that He would prosper our commerce, manufactures, and fisheries, and give success to 
the people in all their lawful industry and enterprise; that He would smile on our colleges, academies, 
schools, and seminaries of learning, and make them nurseries of sound science, morals, and religion; that 
He would bless all magistrates, from the highest to the lowest, give them the true spirit of their station, 
make them a terror to evil doers and a praise to them that do well; that He would preside over the councils 
of the nation at this critical period, enlighten them to a just discernment of the public interest, and save 
them from mistake, division, and discord; that He would make succeed our preparations for defense and 
bless our armaments by land and by sea; that He would put an end to the effusion of human blood and the 
accumulation of human misery among the contending nations of the earth by disposing them to justice, to 
equity, to benevolence, and to peace; and that he would extend the blessings of knowledge, of true liberty, 
and of pure and undefiled religion throughout the world. 

And I do also recommend that with these acts of humiliation, penitence, and prayer fervent thanksgiving 
to the Author of All Good be united for the countless favors which He is still continuing to the people of 
the United States, and which render their condition as a nation eminently happy when compared with the 
lot of others. 

Given etc. 

JOHN ADAMS. 
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CORE READING 5:  Letter from Thomas Jefferson to the Danbury Baptist Association (1802) 
SOURCE: 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/letter-to-the-danbury-baptist-association/ 

GENTLEMEN, 

The affectionate sentiments of esteem and approbation which you are so good as to express towards me, 
on behalf of the Danbury Baptist Association, give me the highest satisfaction. My duties dictate a 
faithful and zealous pursuit of the interests of my constituents, and in proportion as they are persuaded 
of my fidelity to those duties, the discharge of them becomes more and more pleasing. 

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between man and his God, that he owes 
account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legislative powers of government reach actions 
only, and not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people 
which declared that their legislature should “make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” thus building a wall of separation between church and State. 
Adhering to this expression of the supreme will of the nation in behalf of the rights of conscience, I shall 
see with sincere satisfaction the progress of those sentiments which tend to restore to man all his natural 
rights, convinced he has no natural right in opposition to his social duties. 

I reciprocate your kind prayers for the protection and blessing of the common Father and Creator of 
man, and tender you for yourselves and your religious association, assurances of my high respect and 
esteem. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL READING 1:  Swaminathan S. Anklesaria Aiyar, “Right to Offend Is an 
Inalienable Part of Right to Religious Freedom, Free Speech,” 2020 

SOURCE: https://www.cato.org/commentary/right-offend-inalienable-part-right-religious-
freedom-free-speech 

I stand with French President Emmanuel Macron in declaring that free speech includes the right to offend. 
Those offended are welcome to protest peacefully, but not to gag or kill the offenders. 
 
In France, a Christian teacher was assassinated by a Muslim fanatic for showing his class controversial 
cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed earlier published by the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo. When 
Macron condemned the murder and defended free speech, another Muslim fanatic killed three Christians 
in a church in Nice. 
 
Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad claimed Muslims had “a right to be angry and kill millions 
of French people for the massacres of the past.” Really? Does he also give Christians, Jews, and Hindus the 
right to kill millions of Muslims for Muslim massacres in many countries in past centuries? Or for more 
recent murders of non‐Muslims by ISIS in Syria and Iraq? 
 
Turkish President Erdogan was outraged not by the murder but by Macron’s defence of free speech. He 
called for a boycott of French goods. This was echoed by Muslims in several countries. Later, Malaysia and 
Turkey formally decried the murders. Yet the rhetoric of their presidents will fan Islamic violence. 
 
In France, Charlie Hebdo was prosecuted in 2007 by a Muslim organization saying cartoons of the prophet 
implied racism and hate speech. The magazine responded that it specialised in satirical humour, not racism, 
and had lampooned white racism as well as Catholics and Jews. One of its covers had a cartoon showing 
the prophet saying, “100 lashes if you don’t die of laughter.” That’s humour, not racism. The magazine was 
acquitted. But its office was firebombed in 2011 and attacked again in 2015 by two Muslim fanatics who 
killed 12 journalists. Charlie Hebdo courageously refused to change course. Hats off to it. 
 
Many Indians argue that free speech does not extend to offensive speech. Phoeey! Every religion has strong 
beliefs in its own superiority, and this necessarily offends other religions. Freedom to practise any religion 
necessarily implies freedom to offend others, and tolerance by those offended. 
 
All freedoms are subject to reasonable curbs. If you deliberately incite violence that can certainly be 
stopped. But not cartoons. 

https://www.cato.org/commentary/right-offend-inalienable-part-right-religious-freedom-free-speech
https://www.cato.org/commentary/right-offend-inalienable-part-right-religious-freedom-free-speech
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Christianity views those who reject Christ as “heathen” who cannot go to heaven and will go to hell. This 
can offend non‐Christians. But does that justify burning the Bible or killing Christians? The Quran and 
Hadith led Muslim conquerors to convert by the sword and kill millions. That can offend others, but does 
not justify banning the Quran and Hadith. Hindu scriptures hold that bad people (including those of other 
religions) will be reborn as animals, including dogs and pigs. This can offend non‐Hindus, but does not 
justify killing Hindus or banning the scriptures. 
 
People of different religions can co‐exist only through tolerance, not revenge or punishment. I have often 
lambasted Hindu fundamentalists for intolerance and violence. I condemn Muslim fundamentalists no 
less. 

 

Some Indian Muslims abuse Macron. But at a webinar of the Indian Muslims for Secular Democracy, 
convenor Javed Anand said, “We are here to condemn in unequivocal terms, no ifs and buts, not only the 
man responsible for this barbaric act but all those who had any role in the instigation of the crime as also 
all those who seek to justify it.” He also demanded “the abolishing of apostasy and banishing of blasphemy 
anywhere and everywhere across the world”. Activist Feroze Mithiborwalasaid, “It’s high time religious 
people realised one basic truth: every religious text and tradition is offensive, blasphemous and heretical 
to the followers of other sects and religions.” 

 
Well said. This Muslim promotion of secular values has similarities with the anti‐ CAA protests at Shaheen 
Bagh. Muslim protests are often led by mullahs, but the Shaheen Bagh protesters invoked not the Sharia 
but freedoms of the Constitution. The BJP paints them as anti‐nationals, but they wore headbands saying, 
“I love India’, sang the national anthem, and festooned their dais with pictures of Hindu leaders of the 
independence movement who shaped the Constitution. The BJP should welcome Muslims who swear by 
the Constitution. Muslims in turn should condemn Islamist violence, whether in France or India. 

 

Atheism is a religious belief no less than Islam or Hinduism. As an atheist, I demand respect for my beliefs. 
Yet this is widely missing. Few condemn the killing of several atheists in Bangladesh by Muslim fanatics. 
In India, three prominent atheists — Govind Pansare, M M Kalburgi and Narendra Dabholkar — have 
been killed, allegedly by Hindu fanatics. Like Charlie Hebdo, despite the risk of provoking 
fundamentalists, I stand by my right to offend. It is an inalienable part of my right to religious freedom and 
free speech. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaheen_Bagh_protest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaheen_Bagh_protest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Govind_Pansare
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M._M._Kalburgi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narendra_Dabholkar

