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George Mason, Draft of Virginia Declaration of Rights, Article XVI, May-June, 1776 

“All men should enjoy the fullest toleration in the exercise of religion, according to the dictates 
of conscience.”  

Virginia Declaration of Rights, June 12, 1776 

A declaration of rights made by the representatives of the good people of Virginia, assembled in 
full and free convention; which rights do pertain to them and their posterity, as the basis and 
foundation of government. 

SECTION 1. That all men are by nature equally free and independent, and have certain inherent 
rights, of which, when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive or 
divest their posterity, namely, the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and 
possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety. 

SEC. 2. That all power is vested in, and consequently derived from, the people; that magistrates 
are their trustees and servants, and at all times amenable to them 

SEC. 3. That government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protection, and 
security of the people, nation, or community; of all the various modes and forms of government, 
that is best which is capable of producing the greatest degree of happiness and safety, and is most 
effectually secured against the danger of maladministration; and that, when any government shall 
be found inadequate or contrary to these purposes, a majority of the community hath an 
indubitable, inalienable, and indefeasible right to reform, alter, or abolish it, in such manner as 
shall be judged most conducive to the public weal 

SEC. 4. That no man, or set of men, are entitled to exclusive or separate emoluments or 
privileges from the community, but in consideration of public services; which, not being 
descendible, neither ought the offices of magistrate, legislator, or judge to be hereditary. 

SEC. 5. That the legislative and executive powers of the State should be separate and distinct 
from the judiciary; and that the members of the two first may be restrained from oppression, by 
feeling and participating the burdens of the people, they should, at fixed periods, be reduced to a 
private station, return into that body from which they were originally taken, and the vacancies be 
supplied by frequent, certain, and regular elections, in which all, or any part of the former 
members, to be again eligible, or ineligible, as the laws shall direct. 

SEC. 6. That elections of members to serve as representatives of the people, in assembly, ought 
to be free; and that all men, having sufficient evidence of permanent common interest with, and 
attachment to, the community, have the right of suffrage, and cannot be taxed or deprived of 
their property for public uses, without their own consent, or that of their representatives so 
elected, nor bound by any law to which they have not, in like manner, assembled, for the public 
good. 
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SEC. 7. That all power of suspending laws, or the execution of laws, by any authority, without 
consent of the representatives of the people, is injurious to their rights, and ought not to be 
exercised. 

SEC. 8. That in all capital or criminal prosecutions a man hath a right to demand the cause and 
nature of his accusation, to be confronted with the accusers and witnesses, to call for evidence in 
his favor, and to a speedy trial by an impartial jury of twelve men of his vicinage, without whose 
unanimous consent he cannot be found guilty; nor can he be compelled to give evidence against 
himself; that no man be deprived of his liberty, except by the law of the land or the judgment of 
his peers. 

SEC. 9. That excessive bail ought not to be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and 
unusual punishments inflicted. 

SEC. 10. That general warrants, whereby an officer or messenger may be commanded to search 
suspected places without evidence of a fact committed, or to seize any person or persons not 
named, or whose offence is not particularly described and supported by evidence, are grievous 
and oppressive, and ought not to be granted. 

SEC. 11. That in controversies respecting property, and in suits between man and man, the 
ancient trial by jury is preferable to any other, and ought to be held sacred. 

SEC. 12. That the freedom of the press is one of the great bulwarks of liberty, and can never be 
restrained but by despotic governments. 

SEC. 13. That a well-regulated militia, composed of the body of the people, trained to arms, is 
the proper, natural, and safe defense of a free State; that standing armies, in time of peace, should 
be avoided, as dangerous to liberty; and that in all cases the military should be under strict 
subordination to, and governed by, the civil power. 

SEC. 14. That the people have a right to uniform government; and, therefore, that no government 
separate from, or independent of the government of Virginia, ought to be erected or established 
within the limits thereof. 

SEC. 15. That no free government, or the blessings of liberty, can be preserved to any people, 
but by a firm adherence to justice, moderation, temperance, frugality, and virtue, and by frequent 
recurrence to fundamental principles. 

SEC. 16. 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; and therefore all men 
are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience; and 
that it is the mutual duty of all to practice Christian forbearance, love, and charity towards each 
other. 

 

The Declaration of Independence, IN CONGRESS, July 4, 1776 

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America, 
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When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the 
political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the 
earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle 
them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes 
which impel them to the separation. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit 
of Happiness. — That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving 
their just powers from the consent of the governed, — That whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to 
institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in 
such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, 
indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and 
transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to 
suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 
Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, 
to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. — Such has 
been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains 
them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great 
Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the 
establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a 
candid world. 

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good. 

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless 
suspended in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has 
utterly neglected to attend to them. 

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless 
those people would relinquish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable 
to them and formidable to tyrants only. 

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the 
depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with 
his measures. 

He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his 
invasions on the rights of the people. 

He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the 
Legislative powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their 
exercise; the State remaining in the mean time exposed to all the dangers of invasion from 
without, and convulsions within. 
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He has endeavored to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the 
Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations 
hither, and raising the conditions of new Appropriations of Lands. 

He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing 
Judiciary powers. 

He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the amount 
and payment of their salaries. 

He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harass our 
people, and eat out their substance. 

He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent of our 
legislatures. 

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil power. 

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and 
unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended Legislation: 

For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us: 

For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punishment for any Murders which they should 
commit on the Inhabitants of these States: 

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world: 

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent: 

For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury: 

For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences: 

For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighboring Province, establishing therein 
an Arbitrary government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render it at once an example and 
fit instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies: 

For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the 
Forms of our Governments: 

For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to legislate 
for us in all cases whatsoever. 

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War against 
us. 

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our 
people. 
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He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to compleat the works of 
death, desolation and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty & perfidy scarcely 
paralleled in the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation. 

 

He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their 
Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their 
Hands. 

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavored to bring on the 
inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an 
undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions. 

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: 
Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince whose character is 
thus marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. 

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them from time 
to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have 
reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to 
their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our common 
kindred to disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our connections and 
correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, 
therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold 
the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends. 

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, 
Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, 
in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and 
declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States; 
that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection 
between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as Free 
and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, 
establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent States may of right 
do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine 
Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor. 

 

Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, QUERY XVII, 1781 

The different religions received into that state? 

The first settlers in this country were emigrants from England, of the English church, just at a 
point of time when it was flushed with complete victory over the religious of all other 
persuasions. Possessed, as they became, of the powers of making, administering, and executing 
the laws, they shewed equal intolerance in this country with their Presbyterian brethren, who had 
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emigrated to the northern government. The poor Quakers were flying from persecution in 
England. They cast their eyes on these new countries as asylums of civil and religious freedom; 
but they found them free only for the reigning sect. Several acts of the Virginia assembly of 
1659, 1662, and 1693, had made it penal in parents to refuse to have their children baptized; had 
prohibited the unlawful assembling of Quakers; had made it penal for any master of a vessel to 
bring a Quaker into the state; had ordered those already here, and such as should come thereafter, 
to be imprisoned till they should abjure the country; provided a milder punishment for their first 
and second return, but death for their third; had inhibited all persons from suffering their 
meetings in or near their houses, entertaining them individually, or disposing of books which 
supported their tenets. If no capital execution took place here, as did in New-England, it was not 
owing to the moderation of the church, or spirit of the legislature, as may be inferred from the 
law itself; but to historical circumstances which have not been handed down to us. The 
Anglicans retained full possession of the country about a century. Other opinions began then to 
creep in, and the great care of the government to support their own church, having begotten an 
equal degree of indolence in its clergy, two-thirds of the people had become dissenters at the 
commencement of the present revolution. The laws indeed were still oppressive on them, but the 
spirit of the one party had subsided into moderation, and of the other had risen to a degree of 
determination which commanded respect. 

The present state of our laws on the subject of religion is this. The convention of May 1776, in 
their declaration of rights, declared it to be a truth, and a natural right, that the exercise of 
religion should be free; but when they proceeded to form on that declaration the ordinance of 
government, instead of taking up every principle declared in the bill of rights, and guarding it by 
legislative sanction, they passed over that which asserted our religious rights, leaving them as 
they found them. The same convention, however, when they met as a member of the general 
assembly in October 1776, repealed all acts of parliament which had rendered criminal the 
maintaining any opinions in matters of religion, the forbearing to repair to church, and the 
exercising any mode of worship; and suspended the laws giving salaries to the clergy, which 
suspension was made perpetual in October 1779. Statutory oppressions in religion being thus 
wiped away, we remain at present under those only imposed by the common law, or by our own 
acts of assembly. At the common law, heresy was a capital offence, punishable by burning. Its 
definition was left to the ecclesiastical judges, before whom the conviction was, till the statute of 
the 1 El. c. 1. circumscribed it, by declaring, that nothing should be deemed heresy, but what had 
been so determined by authority of the canonical scriptures, or by one of the four first general 
councils, or by some other council having for the grounds of their declaration the express and 
plain words of the scriptures. Heresy, thus circumscribed, being an offence at the common law, 
our act of assembly of October 1777, c. 17. gives cognizance of it to the general court, by 
declaring, that the jurisdiction of that court shall be general in all matters at the common law. 
The execution is by the writ De haeretico comburendo. By our own act of assembly of 1705, c. 
30, if a person brought up in the Christian religion denies the being of a God, or the Trinity, or 
asserts there are more Gods than one, or denies the Christian religion to be true, or the scriptures 
to be of divine authority, he is punishable on the first offence by incapacity to hold any office or 
employment ecclesiastical, civil, or military; on the second by disability to sue, to take any gift 
or legacy, to be guardian, executor, or administrator, and by three years imprisonment, without 
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bail. A father’s right to the custody of his own children being founded in law on his right of 
guardianship, this being taken away, they may of course be severed from him, and put, by the 
authority of a court, into more orthodox hands. This is a summary view of that religious slavery, 
under which a people have been willing to remain, who have lavished their lives and fortunes for 
the establishment of their civil freedom. The error seems not sufficiently eradicated, that the 
operations of the mind, as well as the acts of the body, are subject to the coercion of the laws. 
But our rulers can have authority over such natural rights only as we have submitted to them. 
The rights of conscience we never submitted, we could not submit. We are answerable for them 
to our God. The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to 
others. But it does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It 
neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg. If it be said, his testimony in a court of justice cannot 
be relied on, reject it then, and be the stigma on him. Constraint may make him worse by making 
him a hypocrite, but it will never make him a truer man. It may fix him obstinately in his errors, 
but will not cure them. Reason and free enquiry are the only effectual agents against error. Give 
a loose to them, they will support the true religion, by bringing every false one to their tribunal, 
to the test of their investigation. They are the natural enemies of error, and of error only. Had not 
the Roman government permitted free enquiry, Christianity could never have been introduced. 
Had not free enquiry been indulged, at the æra of the reformation, the corruptions of Christianity 
could not have been purged away. If it be restrained now, the present corruptions will be 
protected, and new ones encouraged. Was the government to prescribe to us our medicine and 
diet, our bodies would be in such keeping as our souls are now. Thus in France the emetic was 
once forbidden as a medicine, and the potato as an article of food. Government is just as 
infallible too when it fixes systems in physics. Galileo was sent to the inquisition for affirming 
that the earth was a sphere: the government had declared it to be as flat as a trencher, and Galileo 
was obliged to abjure his error. This error however at length prevailed, the earth became a globe, 
and Descartes declared it was whirled round its axis by a vortex. The government in which he 
lived was wise enough to see that this was no question of civil jurisdiction, or we should all have 
been involved by authority in vortices. In fact, the vortices have been exploded, and the 
Newtonian principle of gravitation is now more firmly established, on the basis of reason, than it 
would be were the government to step in, and to make it an article of necessary faith. Reason and 
experiment have been indulged, and error has fled before them. It is error alone which needs the 
support of government. Truth can stand by itself. Subject opinion to coercion: whom will you 
make your inquisitors? Fallible men; men governed by bad passions, by private as well as public 
reasons. And why subject it to coercion? To produce uniformity. But is uniformity of opinion 
desirable? No more than of face and stature. Introduce the bed of Procrustes then, and as there is 
danger that the large men may beat the small, make us all of a size, by lopping the former and 
stretching the latter. Difference of opinion is advantageous in religion. The several sects perform 
the office of a Censor morum over each other. Is uniformity attainable? Millions of innocent 
men, women, and children, since the introduction of Christianity, have been burnt, tortured, 
fined, imprisoned; yet we have not advanced one inch towards uniformity. What has been the 
effect of coercion? To make one half the world fools, and the other half hypocrites. To support 
roguery and error all over the earth. Let us reflect that it is inhabited by a thousand millions of 
people. That these profess probably a thousand different systems of religion. That ours is but one 
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of that thousand. That if there be but one right, and ours that one, we should wish to see the 999 
wandering sects gathered into the fold of truth. But against such a majority we cannot effect this 
by force. Reason and persuasion are the only practicable instruments. To make way for these, 
free enquiry must be indulged; and how can we wish others to indulge it while we refuse it 
ourselves. But every state, says an inquisitor, has established some religion. No two, say I, have 
established the same. Is this a proof of the infallibility of establishments? Our sister states of 
Pennsylvania and New York, however, have long subsisted without any establishment at all. The 
experiment was new and doubtful when they made it. It has answered beyond conception. They 
flourish infinitely. Religion is well supported; of various kinds, indeed, but all good enough; all 
sufficient to preserve peace and order: or if a sect arises, whose tenets would subvert morals, 
good sense has fair play, and reasons and laughs it out of doors, without suffering the state to be 
troubled with it. They do not hang more malefactors than we do. They are not more disturbed 
with religious dissensions. On the contrary, their harmony is unparalleled, and can be ascribed to 
nothing but their unbounded tolerance, because there is no other circumstance in which they 
differ from every nation on earth. They have made the happy discovery, that the way to silence 
religious disputes, is to take no notice of them. Let us too give this experiment fair play, and get 
rid, while we may, of those tyrannical laws. It is true, we are as yet secured against them by the 
spirit of the times. I doubt whether the people of this country would suffer an execution for 
heresy, or a three years imprisonment for not comprehending the mysteries of the Trinity. But is 
the spirit of the people an infallible, a permanent reliance? Is it government? Is this the kind of 
protection we receive in return for the rights we give up? Besides, the spirit of the times may 
alter, will alter. Our rulers will become corrupt, our people careless. A single zealot may 
commence persecutor, and better men be his victims. It can never be too often repeated, that the 
time for fixing every essential right on a legal basis is while our rulers are honest, and ourselves 
united. From the conclusion of this war we shall be going down hill. It will not then be necessary 
to resort every moment to the people for support. They will be forgotten, therefore, and their 
rights disregarded. They will forget themselves, but in the sole faculty of making money, and 
will never think of uniting to effect a due respect for their rights. The shackles, therefore, which 
shall not be knocked off at the conclusion of this war, will remain on us long, will be made 
heavier and heavier, till our rights shall revive or expire in a convulsion. 

 

James Madison, Memorial and Remonstrance Against Religious Assessments, June 20, 
1785 

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, 
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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.” 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 towards men, is a duty 
towards 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 if 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, but 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 vicegerents 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 bounds 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 free men 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 
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impeached. If “all men are by nature equally free and independent,” 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.” 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 those whose minds have not 
yet yielded to the evidence which has convinced us. If this freedom be abused, it is an offence 
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 Menonists 
[Mennonites] 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 preeminence 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 
Truth; 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 pre-existed 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 witnessed 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. Enquire of the Teachers of Christianity for the ages in 
which it appeared in its greatest lustre; 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? 
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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 
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 & 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 lustre 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 add 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 
split 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 Theatre 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,” 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? 
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12. Because the policy of the Bill is averse 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 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 
Levelling 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,” 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 this 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 the law the Bill under 
consideration. We the Subscribers say, that the General Assembly of this Commonwealth have 
no such authority: And 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 



	 14	

violate the trust committed to them: and on the other, guide them into every measure which may 
be worthy of his blessing, may redound to their own praise, and may establish more firmly the 
liberties, the prosperity and the happiness of the Commonwealth. 

Source: James Madison: Writings, ed. Jack N. Rakove (New York: Library of America, 1999), 
29-36. 

Thomas Jefferson, Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, January 16, 1786 

Whereas Almighty God hath created the mind free; that all attempts to influence it by temporal 
punishments or burthens, 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 it was in his 
Almighty power to do; 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, is sinful 
and tyrannical; that even the forcing him to support this or that teacher 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 only to corrupt the 
principles of that 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 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 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: 
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Be it enacted by the General Assembly, 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. 

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 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 shall be an 
infringement of natural right. 

Source: Thomas Jefferson: Writings, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Library of America, 
1984), 346-348. 

 

James Madison, “On Property,” National Gazette, June 29, 1792 

This term in its particular application means “that dominion which one man claims and exercises 
over the external things of the world, in exclusion of every other individual.” 

In its larger and juster meaning, it embraces everything to which a man may attach a value and 
have a right; and which leaves to everyone else the like advantage. 

In the former sense, a man’s land, or merchandize, or money is called his property. 

In the latter sense, a man has property in his opinions and the free communication of them. 

He has a property of peculiar value in his religious opinions, and in the profession and practice 
dictated by them. 

He has a property very dear to him in the safety and liberty of his person. 

He has an equal property in the free use of his faculties and free choice of the objects on which to 
employ them. 

In a word, as a man is said to have a right to his property, he may be equally said to have a 
property in his rights. 

Where an excess of power prevails, property of no sort is duly respected. No man is safe in his 
opinions, his person, his faculties, or his possessions. 

Where there is an excess of liberty, the effect is the same, tho’ from an opposite cause. 

Government is instituted to protect property of every sort; as well that which lies in various 
rights of individuals, as that which the term particularly expresses. This being the end of 
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government, that alone is a just government, which impartially secures to every man, whatever is 
his. 

According to this standard of merit, the praise of affording a just security to property, should be 
sparingly bestowed on a government which, however scrupulously guarding the possessions of 
individuals, does not protect them in the enjoyment and communication of their opinions, in 
which they have an equal, and in the estimation of some, a more valuable property. 

More sparingly should this praise be allowed to a government, where a man’s religious rights are 
violated by penalties, or fettered by tests, or taxed by a hierarchy. Conscience is the most sacred 
of all property; other property depending in part on positive law, the exercise of that, being a 
natural and unalienable right. To guard a man’s house as his castle, to pay public and enforce 
private debts with the most exact faith, can give no title to invade a man’s conscience which is 
more sacred than his castle, or to withhold from it that debt of protection, for which the public 
faith is pledged, by the very nature and original conditions of the social pact. 

That is not a just government, nor is property secure under it, where the property which a man 
has in his personal safety and personal liberty, is violated by arbitrary seizures of one class of 
citizens for the service of the rest. A magistrate issuing his warrants to a press gang, would be in 
his proper functions in Turkey or Indostan [India, Pakistan, Bangladesh], under appellations 
proverbial of the most complete despotism. 

That is not a just government, nor is property secure under it, where arbitrary restrictions, 
exemptions, and monopolies deny to part of its citizens that free use of their faculties, and free 
choice of their occupations, which not only constitute their property in the general sense of the 
word; but are the means of acquiring property strictly called. What must be the spirit of 
legislation where a manufacturer of linen cloth is forbidden to bury his own child in a linen 
shroud, in order to favor his neighbor who manufactures woolen cloth; where the manufacturer 
and wearer of woolen cloth are again forbidden the economical use of buttons of that material, in 
favor of the manufacturer of buttons of other materials! 

A just security to property is not afforded by that government, under which unequal taxes 
oppress one species of property and reward another species: where arbitrary taxes invade the 
domestic sanctuaries of the rich, and excessive taxes grind the faces of the poor; where the 
keenness and competitions of want are deemed an insufficient spur to labor, and taxes are again 
applied, by an unfeeling policy, as another spur; in violation of that sacred property, which 
Heaven, in decreeing man to earn his bread by the sweat of his brow, kindly reserved to him, in 
the small repose that could be spared from the supply of his necessities. 

If there be a government then which prides itself in maintaining the inviolability of property; 
which provides that none shall be taken directly even for public use without indemnification to 
the owner, and yet directly violates the property which individuals have in their opinions, their 
religion, their persons, and their faculties; nay more, which indirectly violates their property, in 
their actual possessions, in the labor that acquires their daily subsistence, and in the hallowed 
remnant of time which ought to relieve their fatigues and soothe their cares, the influence will 
have been anticipated, that such a government is not a pattern for the United States. 
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If the United States mean to obtain or deserve the full praise due to wise and just governments, 
they will equally respect the rights of property, and the property in rights: they will rival the 
government that most sacredly guards the former; and by repelling its example in violating the 
latter, will make themselves a pattern to that and all other governments. 

Source: James Madison: Writings, ed. Jack N. Rakove (New York: Library of America, 1999), 
515-517. 

George Washington, First Inaugural Address, April 30, 1789 

Fellow Citizens of the Senate and of the House of Representatives: 

Among the vicissitudes incident to life no event could have filled me with greater anxieties than 
that of which the notification was transmitted by your order, and received on the fourteenth day 
of the present month. On the one hand, I was summoned by my country, whose voice I can never 
hear but with veneration and love, from a retreat which I had chosen with the fondest 
predilection, and, in my flattering hopes, with an immutable decision, as the asylum of my 
declining years–a retreat which was rendered every day more necessary as well as more dear to 
me by the addition of habit to inclination, and of frequent interruptions in my health to the 
gradual waste committed on it by time. On the other hand, the magnitude and difficulty of the 
trust to which the voice of my country called me, being sufficient to awaken in the wisest and 
most experienced of her citizens a distrustful scrutiny into his qualifications, could not but 
overwhelm with despondence, one, who inheriting inferior endowments from nature and 
unpracticed in the duties of civil administration, ought to be peculiarly conscious of his own 
deficiencies. In this conflict of emotions all I dare aver, is, that it has been my faithful study to 
collect my duty from a just appreciation of every circumstance by which it might be affected. All 
I dare hope is that, if, in executing this task, I have been too much swayed by a grateful 
remembrance of former instances, or by an affectionate sensibility to this transcendent proof of 
the confidence of my fellow-citizens, and have thence too little consulted my incapacity as well 
as disinclination for the weighty and untried cares before me, my error will be palliated by the 
motives which misled me, and its consequences be judged by my country with some share of the 
partiality in which they originated. 

Such being the impressions under which I have, in obedience to the public summons, repaired to 
the present station, it would be peculiarly improper to omit in this first official act my fervent 
supplications to that Almighty Being who rules over the universe; who presides in the councils 
of nations; and whose providential aid can supply every human defect; that his benediction may 
consecrate to the liberties and happiness of the People of the United States, a Government 
instituted by themselves for these essential purposes, and may enable every instrument employed 
in its administration to execute with success the functions allotted to his charge. In tendering this 
homage to the Great Author of every public and private good, I assure myself that it expresses 
your sentiments not less than my own, nor those of my fellow-citizens at large less than either. 
No people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the invisible hand, which conducts the affairs 
of men more than those of the United States. Every step by which they have advanced to the 
character of an independent nation seems to have been distinguished by some token of 
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providential agency. And in the important revolution just accomplished in the system of their 
united government, the tranquil deliberations and voluntary consent of so many distinct 
communities from which the event has resulted cannot be compared with the means by which 
most governments have been established without some return of pious gratitude, along with an 
humble anticipation of the future blessings which the past seem to presage. These reflections, 
arising out of the present crisis, have forced themselves too strongly on my mind to be 
suppressed. You will join with me, I trust, in thinking that there are none under the influence of 
which the proceedings of a new and free government can more auspiciously commence. 

By the article establishing the Executive Department it is made the duty of the President “to 
recommend to your consideration such measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient.” The 
circumstances under which I now meet you will acquit me from entering into that subject, further 
than to refer to the great constitutional charter under which you are assembled, and which, in 
defining your powers, designates the objects to which your attention is to be given. It will be 
more consistent with those circumstances, and far more congenial with the feelings which 
actuate me, to substitute, in place of a recommendation of particular measures, the tribute that is 
due to the talents, the rectitude, and the patriotism, which adorn the characters selected to devise 
and adopt them. In these honorable qualifications I behold the surest pledges that as on one side 
no local prejudices or attachments, no separate views, nor party animosities, will misdirect the 
comprehensive and equal eye which ought to watch over this great assemblage of communities 
and interests; so, on another, that the foundation of our national policy will be laid in the pure 
and immutable principles of private morality, and the pre-eminence of free government be 
exemplified by all the attributes which can win the affections of its citizens and command the 
respect of the world. I dwell on this prospect with every satisfaction which an ardent love for my 
country can inspire: since there is no truth more thoroughly established than that there exists in 
the economy and course of nature an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness; between 
duty and advantage; between the genuine maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy and the 
solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity; since we ought to be no less persuaded that the 
propitious smiles of Heaven can never be expected on a nation that disregards the eternal rules of 
order and right which Heaven itself has ordained: and since the preservation of the sacred fire of 
liberty and the destiny of the republican model of government are justly considered, perhaps, as 
deeply, perhaps as finally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American 
people. 

Besides the ordinary objects submitted to your care, it will remain with your judgment to decide 
how far an exercise of the occasional power delegated by the fifth article of the Constitution is 
rendered expedient at the present juncture, by the nature of objections which have been urged 
against the system, or by the degree of inquietude which has given birth to them. Instead of 
undertaking particular recommendations on this subject, in which I could be guided by no lights 
derived from official opportunities, I shall again give way to my entire confidence in your 
discernment and pursuit of the public good: for I assure myself, that, whilst you carefully avoid 
every alteration which might endanger the benefits of an united and effective government, or 
which ought to await the future lessons of experience, a reverence for the characteristic rights of 
freemen, and a regard for the public harmony, will sufficiently influence your deliberations on 
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the question, how far the former can be impregnably fortified or the latter be safely and 
advantageously promoted. 

To the preceding observations I have one to add, which will be most properly addressed to the 
House of Representatives. It concerns myself, and will therefore be as brief as possible. When I 
was first honored with a call into the service of my country, then on the eve of an arduous 
struggle for its liberties, the light in which I contemplated my duty required that I should 
renounce every pecuniary compensation. From this resolution I have in no instance departed. 
And being still under the impressions which produced it, I must decline, as inapplicable to 
myself, any share in the personal emoluments which may be indispensably included in a 
permanent provision for the Executive Department; and must accordingly pray that the pecuniary 
estimates for the station in which I am placed, may, during my continuance in it, be limited to 
such actual expenditures as the public good may be thought to require. 

Having thus imparted to you my sentiments as they have been awakened by the occasion which 
brings us together, I shall take my present leave; but not without resorting once more to the 
benign Parent of the human race in humble supplication that, since he has been pleased to favor 
the American People with opportunities for deliberating in perfect tranquility, and dispositions 
for deciding with unparalleled unanimity on a form of government for the security of their union, 
and the advancement of their happiness, so his divine blessing may be equally conspicuous in the 
enlarged views, the temperate consultations, and the wise measures on which the success of this 
Government must depend. 

 

President George Washington, Proclamation of Thanksgiving, October 3, 1789 

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

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

And also that we may then unite in most humbly offering our prayers and supplications to the 
great Lord and Ruler of Nations and beseech him to pardon our national and other 
transgressions;– to enable us all, whether in public or private stations, to perform our several and 
relative duties properly and punctually, to render our national government a blessing to all the 
People, by constantly being a government of wise, just, and constitutional laws, discreetly and 
faithfully executed and obeyed, to protect and guide all Sovereigns and Nations (especially such 
as have shown kindness unto us) and to bless them with good government, peace, and concord. 
To promote the knowledge and practice of true religion and virtue, and the increase of science 
among them and Us, and generally to grant unto all Mankind such a degree of temporal 
prosperity as he alone knows to be best. 

Given under my hand, at the city of New-York, the third day of October, in the year of our Lord, 
one thousand seven hundred and eighty-nine. 

(signed) G. Washington 

 

President George Washington, Letter to the United Baptist Churches in Virginia, May 10, 
1789 

I request that you will accept my best acknowledgements for your congratulation on my 
appointment to the first office in the nation. The kind manner in which you mention my past 
conduct equally claims the expression of my gratitude. 

After we had, by the smiles of Heaven on our exertions, obtained the object for which we 
contended, I retired at the conclusion of the war, with an idea that my country would have no 
farther occasion for my services, and with the intention of never entering again into public life. 
But when the exigence of my country seemed to require me once more to engage in public 
affairs, an honest conviction of duty superseded my former resolution, and became my apology 
for deviating from the happy plan which I had adopted. 

If I could have entertained the slightest apprehension that the Constitution framed in the 
Convention, where I had the honor to preside, might possibly endanger the religious rights of any 
ecclesiastical society, certainly I would never have placed my signature to it; and if I could now 
conceive that the general government might ever be so administered as to render the liberty of 
conscience insecure, I beg you will be persuaded that no one would be more zealous than myself 
to establish effectual barriers against the horrors of spiritual tyranny, and every species of 
religious persecution. For you, doubtless, remember that I have often expressed my sentiment, 
that every man, conducting himself as a good citizen, and being accountable to God alone for his 
religious opinions, ought to be protected in worshipping the Deity according to the dictates of his 
own conscience. 
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While I recollect with satisfaction that the religious society of which you are members, have 
been, throughout America, uniformly, and almost unanimously, the firm friends to civil liberty, 
and the persevering promoters of our glorious revolution; I cannot hesitate to believe that they 
will be the faithful supporters of a free, yet efficient general government. Under this pleasing 
reflection I rejoice to assure them that they may rely on my best wishes and endeavors to 
advance their prosperity. 

In the meantime, be assured, Gentlemen, that I entertain a proper sense of your fervent 
supplications to God for my temporal and eternal happiness. 

G. Washington 

President George Washington, Letter to the Annual Meeting of Quakers, September 1789 

Government being, among other purposes, instituted to protect the persons and consciences of 
men from oppression, it certainly is the duty of rulers, not only to abstain from it themselves, but, 
according to their stations, to prevent it in others. 

The liberty enjoyed by the people of these states of worshiping Almighty God agreeably to their 
consciences, is not only among the choicest of their blessings, but also of their rights. While men 
perform their social duties faithfully, they do all that society or the state can with propriety 
demand or expect; and remain responsible only to their Maker for their religion, or modes of 
faith, which they may prefer or profess. 

Your principles and conduct are well known to me; and it is doing the people called Quakers no 
more than justice to say, that (except their declining to share with others the burden of the 
common defense) there is no denomination among us, who are more exemplary and useful 
citizens. 

I assure you very explicitly, that in my opinion the conscientious scruples of all men should be 
treated with great delicacy and tenderness; and it is my wish and desire, that the laws may always 
be as extensively accommodated to them, as a due regard to the protection and essential interests 
of the nation may justify and permit. 

 

President George Washington, Letter to the Roman Catholics, March 15, 1790  

Gentlemen: 

While I now receive with much satisfaction your congratulations on my being called, by an 
unanimous vote, to the first station in my country; I cannot but duly notice your politeness in 
offering an apology for the unavoidable delay. As that delay has given you an opportunity of 
realizing, instead of anticipating, the benefits of the general government, you will do me the 
justice to believe, that your testimony of the increase of the public prosperity, enhances the 
pleasure which I should otherwise have experienced from your affectionate address. 

I feel that my conduct, in war and in peace, has met with more general approbation than could 
reasonably have been expected and I find myself disposed to consider that fortunate 
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circumstance, in a great degree, resulting from the able support and extraordinary candor of my 
fellow-citizens of all denominations. 

The prospect of national prosperity now before us is truly animating, and ought to excite the 
exertions of all good men to establish and secure the happiness of their country, in the permanent 
duration of its freedom and independence. America, under the smiles of a Divine Providence, the 
protection of a good government, and the cultivation of manners, morals, and piety, cannot fail 
of attaining an uncommon degree of eminence, in literature, commerce, agriculture, 
improvements at home and respectability abroad. 

As mankind become more liberal they will be more apt to allow that all those who conduct 
themselves as worthy members of the community are equally entitled to the protection of civil 
government. I hope ever to see America among the foremost nations in examples of justice and 
liberality. And I presume that your fellow-citizens will not forget the patriotic part which you 
took in the accomplishment of their Revolution, and the establishment of their government; or 
the important assistance which they received from a nation in which the Roman Catholic faith is 
professed. 

I thank you, gentlemen, for your kind concern for me. While my life and my health shall 
continue, in whatever situation I may be, it shall be my constant endeavour to justify the 
favorable sentiments which you are pleased to express of my conduct. And may the members of 
your society in America, animated alone by the pure spirit of Christianity, and still conducting 
themselves as the faithful subjects of our free government, enjoy every temporal and spiritual 
felicity. 

G. Washington 

 

President George Washington, Letter to the Hebrew Congregation at Newport, August 21, 
1790 

Gentlemen: 

While I received with much satisfaction your address replete with expressions of esteem, I 
rejoice in the opportunity of assuring you that I shall always retain grateful remembrance of the 
cordial welcome I experienced on my visit to Newport from all classes of citizens. 

The reflection on the days of difficulty and danger which are past is rendered the more sweet 
from a consciousness that they are succeeded by days of uncommon prosperity and security. 

If we have wisdom to make the best use of the advantages with which we are now favored, we 
cannot fail, under the just administration of a good government, to become a great and happy 
people. 

The citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves for having given 
to mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy — a policy worthy of imitation. All 
possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship. 
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It is now no more that toleration is spoken of as if it were the indulgence of one class of people 
that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights, for, happily, the Government of 
the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only 
that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens in giving it on 
all occasions their effectual support. 

It would be inconsistent with the frankness of my character not to avow that I am pleased with 
your favorable opinion of my administration and fervent wishes for my felicity. 

May the children of the stock of Abraham who dwell in this land continue to merit and enjoy the 
good will of the other inhabitants — while everyone shall sit in safety under his own vine and fig 
tree and there shall be none to make him afraid. 

May the father of all mercies scatter light, and not darkness, upon our paths, and make us all in 
our several vocations useful here, and in His own due time and way everlastingly happy. 

G. Washington 

Source: George Washington: A Collection, ed. W.B. Allen (Liberty Fund: Indianapolis, 1988) 

 

President George Washington, Farewell Address, September 19, 1796 (excerpt)  

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. ’Tis 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 attempts to shake 
the foundation of the fabric? 

 

First Amendment, Bill of Rights, December 15, 1791. 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assembly, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. 
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Thomas Jefferson to the Danbury Baptist Association, January 1, 1802 

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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Selected Quotes from the Founders on Religious Liberty 
 
“Statesmen, my dear Sir, may plan and speculate for Liberty, but it is Religion and Morality 
alone, which can establish the Principles upon which Freedom can securely stand. The only 
foundation of a free Constitution is pure Virtue, and if this cannot be inspired into our People in 
a greater Measure than they have it now, they may change their Rulers and the forms of 
Government, but they will not obtain a lasting Liberty. They will only exchange Tyrants and 
Tyrannies.”  
–John Adams, Letter to Zabdiel Adams, June 21, 1776  
	

“We have no government armed with power capable of contending with human passions 
unbridled by morality and religion. Avarice, ambition, revenge, or gallantry would break the 
strongest cords of our constitution as a whale goes through a net. Our Constitution was made 
only for a moral and religious people.  It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.” 
–John Adams, To the Officers of the First Brigade of the Third Division of the Militia Of 
Massachusetts, October 11, 1798 
 
“Remember civil and religious liberty always go together: if the foundation of the one be sapped, 
the other will fall of course.” 
–Alexander Hamilton, A Full Vindication of the Measures of Congress, December 15, 1774 
 
“In a free government the security for civil rights must be the same as that for religious rights.”                
–James Madison, Federalist 51 
 
“Conscience is the most sacred of all property.”  
–James Madison, Essay on Property, March 29, 1792 
 
“One of the amendments to the Constitution... expressly declares that 'Congress shall make no 
law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof, or abridging 
the freedom of speech, or of the press,' thereby guarding in the same sentence and under the 
same words, the freedom of religion, of speech, and of the press; insomuch that whatever 
violates either throws down the sanctuary which covers the others.”  
–Thomas Jefferson, Draft Kentucky Resolutions, 1798  
 
“The constitutional freedom of religion [is] the most inalienable and sacred of all human rights.”              
–Thomas Jefferson, Minutes of the Board of Visitors, University of Virginia, 1819 
 
 
 


