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Liberty of Conscience for All:
The Radical Experiment of Roger Williamsin an Age of Conflict

Americas commitment to liberty of conscience for dl isrooted in theradica
experiment of the tiny colony founded by that eccentric Puritan minister Roger Williams. In an
extraordinary bresk with the past, Rhode Idand became the first society with no established
church and the firgt place in Americato grant what Williams called "soul liberty” to people of al
faiths and none.

Few people in the 17th century imagined that Williams radica experiment could
succeed. Y et today, more than 350 years later, the vison of Roger Williamsis embodied in the
principles of the First Amendment to the United States Condtitution. Though we have not fully
redlized that vision, we can say with confidence that a commitment to religious liberty stands a
the heart of what it means to be an American. More than any part of our nation's charter, the
firg 9xteen words of the Bill of Rights- Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof - bind us together asa
people and enable us to forge a nation out of deep religious differences.



Can We Live With Our Deepest Differences?

Today, however, this experiment in religious freedom, this shared civic commitment to
liberty of conscience for dl, is being under, mined by Americas "culture wars" Nowhereisthis
danger more gpparent or more tragic than in our nation's public schools.

The magnitude of this crigsin liberty led The Freedom Forum First Amendment Center,
the Association for Supervison and Curriculum Development, and the National Association of
Evangdicasto convene a series of meetings between leading public school educators and
advocates and some of the severest critics of public education from the conservative Chrigtian
community. Our god was to draft an agreement, a statement of principles, based on the First
Amendment that would serve as afoundation for a new, and more civil, didogue.

When we first gathered together at The Freedom Forum more than ayear ago, |
opened the meeting by citing the litany of conflicts from the familiar "rdigion-in-the-schools'
issues - prayer, holidays, clubs, textbooks- to the broader world view clashes over school
reform, multiculturdism, and sex education. | concluded my long list by saying: "If we don't get
these issues right, public education doesn't have much of afuture” After abrief slence, the late
Dr. Ernest Boyer of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, suddenly hit the
table and said emphatically: "Charles,
| would go further. If we don't get these issuesright, not only are our schools at risk, but sois
the future of our nation.”

Dr. Boyer isright. These conflicts are not only, or even chiefly, about afew minutes of
prayer & graduation, or the Nativity Pageant at the dementary school, or the discussion of
abstinence in the sex education program. These conflicts dl point to questions of degp concern
to citizens on dl sides of the debate: "What kind of nation are we? What kind of nation will we
be? Can we live with our degpest differences?’

Recalling the L essons of History

Higtory reminds ustha much is at stake in how we answer these questionsin public
schools and in our society as we begin our third century of building one nation out of many
peoples and faiths. Congder, for example, along-forgotten boatload of Quakerswho arrived in
New Amsterdam in 1643 seeking refuge. Viewed as both disruptive and heretical by the Dutch
Reformed clergy, the Quakers were turned away. When asked where the Quakers went, the
clergy replied:

We suppose they went to Rhode Idand, for that is the receptacle of al sorts of riff-raff
people and is nothing less than the sewer of New England. All of the cranks of New
England retire thither. They are not tolerated in any other place.

New Amsterdam might well have become the mode for the United States and there are
some today who ill hope it might). After dl, in many nations of the world, the stranger and the
new ariva are greeted with hodtility and fear.



Fortunately for the Quakers and for many others, there was another place to go in
1643- the Rhode Idand of Roger Williams. What was to New Amsterdam clergy "the sewer of
New England" was to Roger Williams "a haven for the cause of conscience.” Rhode Idand was
founded on Williams radicd ides, an idea with few precedents in human history: full liberty of
conscience must be guaranteed for al. Williams argued thet true rdigious liberty, what he called
"soul liberty,” is only possible when the state does not control religion or enforce rdligious
conformity, and when the state protects the right of every citizen to "follow the dictates of
conscience” in matters of faith.

These twin, radica principles of "no establishment” and "free exercise”’ are now part of
our nationd charter asthe Rdligious Liberty clauses of the First Amendment. This commitment
to full religious liberty was consdered outrageous and dangerous in 1643 and for far too many
people throughout the world and even in our own country, it fill is.

From Si Lankato Bosnia, from Indiato Northern Ireland, many of the most violent
conflictsin the world are rooted in deep, historic rdligious differences. Due in large measure to
the First Amendment, the United Statesis not Bosniaor Sri Lanka. Nevertheless, we are far
from immune to religious divison and conflict.

The Dangers of America’'s Culture Wars

Consider the charges and counter-charges that have turned many public schoolsinto
culture war battlegrounds:

Ononesde
Your tax dollars are being used to pay for grade school education that teaches our children that
cannibdism, wife-swapping and the murder of infants and the elderly are acceptable behavior.

On the other:

The result of apalitica takeover by the religious right might bring into existence akind of
Chrigian Nazism (with the Bible as Mein Kampf) whose manipulated multitudes goose-step
mercilesdy over the godiess.

Culture wars like ours breed hate and divison, and may lead to bitter, even violent,
conflict. After the killing severd years ago of Dr. Gunn {adoctor in a Florida abortion clinic),
Charles Colson, one of America's leading evangdicd Chrigtian voices, warned that demonizing
our opponents has consequences.

The crime was not only sensdless, it was symbolic its message that a democracy

poisoned by hatred and divison can be as dangerous as the Streets of Sargevo... Our

public square threatens to become Matthew Arnold's darkling plain, where ignorant
armies clash by night.

The angrier, more hostile our public square becomes, the more our experiment in
religious liberty is undermined and weskened. If ever we needed the vision of Roger Williams,
we need it now.



Roger Williams Vision of Soul Liberty

Americans today, especidly people of faith, would do well to recal that Williams
commitment to "soul liberty" gorang from his own, very deep religious convictions. In many
ways, he was more "puritan” than the Puritans. The key to recovering the full power of Williams
visgon isto remember that he had one, abiding interest in hislife: to find the true church. He
attacked the churches of Massachusetts Bay Colony for not separating fully from the Church of
England. But even the Separatist Filgrims of Salem did not satisfy him. Later, in Rhode Idand,
he helped found the first Baptist Church in America, but he lasted there for no more than six
months. { There was even a period when he could not say grace with his wife because she
remained in contact with ministers he did not believe to be of the Gospel.)

Not surprisingly, Williams uncompromising faith caused no end of troublein
Massachusetts Bay. Soon after his arriva from England in 1631, Williams spoke out againg the
"corrupt” churches of the colony. He also preached that the colony's charter, granted by King
Charles|, wasinvdid. The land, declared Williams, belongs to the people dready here - the
Indians - and it must be obtained fairly from them (aradica idea even today!).

What concerned Williams above dl dse, was the failure of Massachusetts Bay to
protect liberty of conscience for dl. Williams was not interested in religious liberty for political
reasons or to bring about socia reform. He was convinced that God requiresiit:

It is the will and command of God that { Snce the coming of His Son the Lord Jesus) a
permission of the most paganish, Jewish, Turkish, or antichristian consciences and
worships, be granted to dl men in al nations and countries; and they are only to be
fought againgt with that sword which is only in soul matters able to conquer, to wit, the
sword of God's spirit, the Word of God.

In other words, as Williams might put it, God commands that human governments give
people the right to be wrong. Persuasion aone, not coercion, may be employed to bring others
to the "truth.” When liberty of conscience is denied by the government, Williams argued, the
gate commits "spiritud rgpe.” In such a society, emergence of the "true church” isimpossble.
Citing Europeslong history of wars and divisons, Williams claimed that coercion in matters of
faith inevitably leads to persecution and bloodshed - or, at best, widespread hypocrisy:

God requireth not a uniformity of religion to be en' acted and enforced in any
civil state; which enforced uniformity { sooner or later) isthe grestest occasion
of civil war, ravishing of conscience, persecution of Christ Jesusin his servants,
and of the hypocrisy and destruction of millions of souls5

For Williams, the full liberty of conscience required by God is only possible when the
date both maintains what he called a"wall of separation” between the "Garden of the Church”



and the "wilderness of the World," and protects the right of each individud to "fol, low the
dictates of conscience” in matters of faith.

The Civic Framework: Rights, Responsibilities, and Respect

Today these rdligious liberty principles so dear to Roger Williams are an essentid part
of our condtitutional agreement with one an, other. Properly understood and applied, they
provide us with a civic framewaork for living with our rdigious differencesin our schoolsand in
our nation.

When public school leeders and some of their religious critics gathered at The Freedom
Forum last year to search for a shared vision, we were doing what every community and school
must do: returning to the democratic firgt principles of the First Amendment, and asking how
they can help usto recover acommon vision for the common good in public education.

Very much in the spirit of Roger Williams, we agreed, first and foremogt, thet “religious
liberty isan indienable right of every person.”" By reaffirming this, our firgt liberty, we recognized
that we must do everything possible in public schools to protect the con' science of every parent
and student. Claims of conscience must be taken serioudy because, the duty to higher authority
{for many, God) is, as James Madison argued in the Memorial and Remonstrance,
"precedent, both in order and time, and in degree of obligation, to the clams of Civil Society.”

Weimmediately went on to agree that, as Americans, "we dl share the responshility to
guard that right for every citizen." Such acommitment to mutud respongbility isvitd if wewish
to preserve our freedoms. Much like the Golden Rule, my rights are best protected when | take
responghility to protect the rights of others, even those with whom | disagree.

What does it mean to take responsihility for the rights of others, including those you may
oppose religioudy or paliticaly? Roger Williamsis one of higtory's best examples: When he was
advanced in years, he rowed across the river some thirty milesin order to de' bate the Quakers
in public one last time before he died. For four days he argued vigoroudy with three Quaker
divines, and was heckled for histrouble. This was the same Roger Williams who founded a
haven for dl "consciences’ - who made it possible for Quakers to practice their faith openly and
fredy and il be full citizens.

For our modern debates, it may help to recall that Williams did not accept or like the
views of many who were given refuge in the colony he founded. In fact, he degply opposed the
Quakers, Catholics and others, viewing their ideas as contrary to the Gospel. He worked
tirdlessy to persuade them to the truth as he understood it. But at the same time, he worked
equally hard to protect ther right to follow the truth as they understood it in their own
conscience.

The Firss Amendment, then, does not require us to agree with one another, or to accept
ardigious view we bdieve to be fase. The Firs Amendment does require that we take
responsibility to guard the rights of others, even as we are protected to go on to disagree with
them.

How we debate, however, isamost as important as what we debate. Our third guiding
principle, therefore, had to be "respect.” Again, by respect we do not mean acceptance of the



religious or other views of others. By respect we mean acommitment to civil debate. Wejointly
declared:
Persond attacks, name-caling, ridicule, and smilar tactics destroy the fabric of our
society and under~ mine the educationd mission of our schools. Even when our
differences are deep, dl parties engaged in public disputes should treat one another with
civility and respect, and should gtrive to be accurate and fair. Through congtructive
diad ogue we have much to learn from one another.

We have entitled this agreement on rights, respongbilities, and respect, Religious
Liberty, Public Education, and the Future ofAmerican Democracy: A Statement of
Principles. Twenty-one leading education and rdigious groups have sgned on, ranging from the
Nationa Education Association to the Christian Lega Society, from People for the American
Way to the Chrigtian Codltion.

Finding Common Ground

What we discovered in the process of finding agreement, and what many loca
communities have likewise discovered in following our lead, is that much common ground exists
in America We were able to reaffirm our shared commitment, as American citizens, to the
guiding principles of the Religious Liberty dauses of the Firss Amendment. Even when we
approached the emotional and historic debate over the role of religion in public education, we
were able to agree on the following vison of religious liberty in the schools

Public schools may not inculcate nor inhibit reigion. They must be places where religion
and religious conviction are treated with fairness and respect. Public schools uphold the
Firs Amendment when they protect the religious liberty rights of students of dl faiths or
none. Schools demondrate fairness when they ensure that the curriculum includes sudy
about religion, where gppropriate, as an important part of a complete education.

The Anti-Defamation League and the Chrigtian Lega Society, the Nationa School
Boards Association and Citizensfor Excdlence in Education agreed that public schools are not
places of religious indoctrination by the state. We aso agreed, however, that public schools are
not "religion free zones' where students are denied their rights and rdligion is virtudly ignored in
the curriculum.

At the Firs Amendment Center we are supporting efforts in school districts throughout
the country to put this vison into practice. We have discovered that it is now possible to find
common ground on issues that have long divided Americans. In many communities, citizens from
across the politica and religious spectrum have reached agreement on the role of religionin
public schools under the current legd interpretations of the First Amendment.

For example, students may pray, one or in groups, as long as they don't interfere with
the rights of others. Students may distribute religious literature, subject to reasonable time, place
and manner restrictions. In secondary schools, students may form religious clubsiif the school
alows other clubs not related to the curriculum. While teachers must neither promote nor



denigrate religion, they may teach about religion wherever the subject naturaly arisesin the
curriculum.

Usng aFirst Amendment framework of rights, respongbilities, and respect,
communities are able to debate their differences, understand one another, and forge public
policies that serve the common good in public education. Where the First Amendment istried, it
works.

What is at Stake?

Much is a stake as we seek new way's to address the culture war conflicts that divide
many American communities and schools.

A number of years ago | was asked by the Williamsburg Charter Foundation to write a
lesson for fifth graders that might bring home to them the vita importance of religious liberty for
our life together as American citizens. | immediately thought of the contrasting stories of the first
two boatloads of Jewish familiesto arrivein what is now the United States.

In both cases, the Jews who arrived left behind centuries of oppression in Europe where
periods of limited toleration were frequently broken by waves of tyranny. Confined to ghettos,
excluded from mogt professions, subject to periodic massacres and expulsions, Jews had long
experienced persecution throughout Europe.

The first group came to New Amgterdam in 1654. Mot likely they came from Recife,
Brazil where they had been forced out when the Portuguese recaptured Recife from the Dutch.
They were received in the Dutch Protestant colony of New Amsterdam with the same hodtility
and intolerance they had experienced elsewhere. Supported by the Dutch Reformed clergy,
Peter Stuyvesant, the colony's governor, tried to expel the new arivas. Caling the Jews "a
repugnant and disgusting race,” Stuyvesant argued that granting them entry might lead to
toleration of even worse groups such as "L utherans and Papigts.”

Overruled by the directors of the Dutch West India Company, Stuyvesant was forced
to alow the Jewsto remain. The governor did succeed, however, in denying the Jews basic
rights, including the right to build a synagogue.

Just four years later, in 1658, a second boatload of Jewish families had the good sense -
or good fortune - to land in Rhode Idand. There they were told, for the first time in many
centuries, that they were free to practice their faith openly and fredy, and, smultaneoudy, free
to be full citizens of the colony.

| want fifth graders, and al of us, to picture in our minds the reaction of those Jews as
they landed in Rhode Idand. Can we, who take religious liberty so for granted, imagine ther
adonishment at being told, for the firg time, that their faith in no way affected their sanding in
the civic order? Are we able to picture their shock upon learning that the government would not,
indeed could nat, interfere with the practice of ther religion? | think we can imagine that they
held up their hands and said: "Wait a minute. Perhgps you didn't hear us. We are Jews!" And |
hope we can picture the officids of Rhode Idand as they replied: "Y es, we know. Our colony is
ahaven for the cause of conscience.”

Some years later, when the Jews of Newport, Rhode Idand built the Touro Synagogue,
they built a secret trap door near the pulpit leading to an escape tunnd. After centuries of



persecution and bloodshed, who could blame them? Who could have imagined that thisradica
experiment would last?

But endure it has. True, we have often failed in the past to live up to the ided of liberty
fird proclaimed in Rhode Idand. True, we dill have some distance to go before we fully redize
the vison of liberty of conscience for all. Nevertheless, we must remind those fifth graders - and
each other - that in the years since the building of the Touro Synagogue, the Jews of Rhode
Idand have never had to use that trap door.

Our task isto sugtain that legacy by living the principles of religious liberty - in our
schools and in our communities. How well we do will determine the future of the boldest, most
successful experiment in liberty of conscience the world has yet seen.
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