
A Sampling of Sources Pertaining to the Church-State Debate 
 

 

What follows are a sampling of documents pertaining to the proper relationship between religion and government.  

They are (mostly) presented in historical order.  Please do the following. 

✓ Consider who the author is…How important is this source? 

✓ As you read, put a box around any words you do not understand and can not derive the meaning of from the 

sentence context.  (I tried to modernize much of the spelling) 

✓ As you read, underline/highlight any main lines of thought or arguments. 

✓ In the box to the right, briefly summarize in your own words, where this author stands on the proper place of 

interaction between Church and State.  (Feel free to jot down any other thoughts or commentary here too.) 

✓ Proceed to the last pages and complete those. 

 

 

A. “When church and state are separate, the effects are happy, and they do not at 

all interfere with each other: but where they have been confounded together, no 

tongue nor pen can fully describe the mischiefs that have ensued." 

Isaac Backus, Baptist minister in New England, 1773 

 

B. “As the happiness of a people, and the good order and preservation of civil 

government, essentially depend upon piety, religion and morality; and as these 

cannot be generally diffused through a community, but by the institution of the 

public worship of God, and of public instructions in piety, religion and 

morality: Therefore, to promote their happiness and to secure the good order 

and reservation of their government, the people of this commonwealth have a 

right to invest their legislature with power and require … the several towns, 

parishes, precincts, and other bodies of politic, or religious societies, to make 

suitable provision, at their own expense, for the institution of the public 

worship of God, and for the support and maintenance of public Protestant 

teachers of piety, religion and morality, in all cases where each provision shall 

not be made voluntarily.” 

Massachusetts Constitution, Article III, 1780 

 

C. “The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious 

to others.  But it does me no injury from my neighbor to say there are twenty 

Gods or no God.  It neither picks my pocket not breaks my leg.” 

Thomas Jefferson 

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1781 

 

D. “Whereas the general diffusion of Christian knowledge hath a natural tendency 

to correct the morals of men, restrain their vices, and preserve the peace of 

society … It is judged that such provision may be made by the Legislature .. for 

the support of Christian teachers.” 

Patrick Henry 

A Bill Establishing for Teachers of the Christian Religion, 1784 

 

E. “Althlo, no man’s sentiments are more opposed to any kind of restraint upon 

religious principles than mine are; yet I must confess, that I am not amongst the 

number of those who are so much alarmed at the thoughts of making people 

pay towards the support of that which they profess, if of the denomination of 

Christians; or declare themselves Jews, Mahomitans or otherwise, and thereby 

obtain proper relief.  As the matter now stands, I wish an assessment had never 

been agitates, and as it has gone so far, that the Bill could die an easy death; 

because I think it will be productive of more quiet to the State, than by enacting 

it into a law; which, in my opinion, would be impolitic, admitting these is a 

decided majority for it, to the disquiet of a respectable minority.” 

George Washington 

Letter to George Mason, 1785 

 

 



F. “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.” 

[Sec. 2] 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 opinion in matters 

of religion, and that the same shall in no wise diminish enlarge, or affect their 

civil capacities. 

[Sec. 3] And though this assembly elected by the people for the ordinary purposes 

of legislation only, have no power to restrain the acts of succeeding assemblies, 

and that therefore to declare this act to be irrevocable would be of no effect in 

law; yet we are free to declare, and do declare, that the rights hereby asserted are 

of the natural rights of mankind, and that if any act shall be hereafter passed to 

repeal the present, or to narrow its operation, such act shall be an infringement of 

natural right. 

Thomas Jefferson  

Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom, 1779 

 

 



G. “Who does not see that the same Authority which can estavlish 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 establishment, may force him to conform to 

any other establishment is all cases whosoever. 

James Madison 

Memorial and Remonstrance Against Religious Assessments, 1785 

 

H. “Article I: No person, demeaning himself in a peaceable and orderly manner, 

shall ever be molested on account of his mode of worship, or religious 

sentiment, in the said territory. 

Article III: Religion, morality, and knowledge being necessary to good 

government and the happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education 

shall forever be encouraged.” 

Northwest Ordinance, 1787 

 

I. “Is conformity in matters of religion essential to the happiness of civil 

government?  Not at all.  Government has no more to do with the religious 

opinions of men than it has with the principles of mathematics.” 

John Leland   [Baptist minister and abolitionist] 

Right of Conscience Inalienable, and Therefore Religious Opinions Not 

Cognizable by the Law, 1791 

 

J. “A [religious] test in favor of any one denomination of Christians would be to 

the last degree absurd in the United States.  If it were in favor of either 

Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Baptists, or Quakers, it 

would incapacitate more than three-fourths of the American citizens from any 

public office; the thus degrade them from the rank of freemen. 

Oliver Ellsworth (landholder), 17 December 1787 

 

K. 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 assemble, and to petition the 

government for a redress of grievances. 

United States Constitution, Amendment 1, 1789 

 

L. The Senators and Representatives before mentioned, and the Members of the 

several State Legislatures, and all executive and judicial Officers, both of the 

United States and of the several States, shall be bound by Oath or Affirmation, 

to support this Constitution; but no religious Test shall ever be required as a 

Qualification to any Office or public Trust under the United States. 

United States Constitution, Article VI, Section 3, 1789 
*This article was first proposed by Charles Pickering of South Carolina on 20th August 

1787,and adopted by the full convention ten days later. 

 

M. All possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship. It is now 

no more that toleration is spoken of, as if it were by 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 

George Washington 

Letter to the Touro Synagogue in Rhode Island, 1790 

 

 

 

 

 

 



N. 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 

legitimate 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. 

Thomas Jefferson 

Letter to the Danbury Baptists, 1802 

 

O. We have solved, by fair experiment, the great and interesting question whether 

freedom of religion is compatible with order in government and obedience to the 

laws. And we have experienced the quiet as well as the comfort which results 

from leaving everyone to profess freely and openly those principles of religion 

which are the inductions of his own reason and the serious convictions of his 

own inquiries. 

Thomas Jefferson, 1808, in a letter to Virginia Baptists 

 

P. We have solved, by fair experiment, the great and interesting question whether 

freedom of religion is compatible with order in government and obedience to the 

laws. And we have experienced the quiet as well as the comfort which results 

from leaving every one to profess freely and openly those principles of religion 

which are the inductions of his own reason and the serious convictions of his 

own inquiries. 

Thomas Jefferson, 1808, in a letter to Virginia Baptists 

 

Q. It was in an 1802 letter to the Danbury Baptists that Thomas Jefferson first used 

the phrase “wall of separation,” three words upon which the battle over whether 

the United States is to be a Christian nation or a cosmopolitan one turns. 

Federer, leaning over the back of his seat as several pastors bent their ears 

toward his story, wanted me to understand that what Jefferson—notorious deist 

and author of the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom—had really meant to 

promote was a “one-way wall,” designed to protect the church from the state, 

not the other way around. Jefferson, Federer told me, was a believer; like all the 

Founders, he knew that there could be no government without God. 

Harper’s Magazine, article “Through A Glass, Darkly” by Jeff Sharlet, 

December 2006 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



R. The actual past no more serves the imagination of secularism than that of 

fundamentalism. Liberals like to point out that many of the Founders were not, in 

fact, Christian but rather deists or downright unbelievers. Fundamentalists respond 

by trotting out the Founders’ most pious words, of which there are many (Franklin 

proposing prayer at the Constitutional Convention; Washington thanking God for 

His direct hand in revolutionary victories; etc., etc.). Liberals shoot back with the 

Founders’ Enlightenment writings, and note their dependence on John Locke; 

fundamentalists respond that Locke helped the Carolinas write a theocentric 

constitution. But fundamentalist historians can also point, accurately, to the 

subsequent instances of overlooked religious influence in American history—not 

just Sergeant York’s Christian trigger finger and Stonewall Jackson’s tragic 

example but also the religious roots of abolitionism, the divine justification used to 

convert or kill Native Americans, the violent piety of presidents—not just Bush and 

Reagan but also Lincoln and McKinley and Wilson and even sweet Jimmy Carter, 

the first born-again president, led by God and Zbigniew Brzezinski to funnel anti-

Communist dollars to the bloodthirsty Salvadoran regime.  

Harper’s Magazine, article “Through A Glass, Darkly” by Jeff Sharlet, December 

2006 

 

S. Fights about faith and politics have been with us always. In 1800, there were 

advertisements saying voters could have "Adams and God, or Jefferson and no 

God." Andrew Jackson resisted the formation of a "Christian Party in Politics." 

Abraham Lincoln buried a proposed constitutional amendment designed to declare 

the nation's dependence on, and allegiance to, Jesus. A century ago, in the 1908 

campaign, William Howard Taft, a Unitarian, was attacked as an apostate by 

supporters of William Jennings Bryan, an evangelical Christian. "Think of the 

United States with a President who does not believe that Jesus Christ was the Son 

of God, but looks upon our immaculate Savior as a … low, cunning imposter!" The 

Pentecostal Herald said in July 1908. 

Newsweek National Newsmagazine, 9th December 2007 

 

T. Without freedom of conscience, today's tyrant could be tomorrow's tyrannized, and 

the other way round. With freedom of conscience, we come closer to living out the 

promise Washington made in his 1790 letter to the Hebrew Congregation at 

Newport, R.I., in which he said that the government of the United States was "to 

give to bigotry no sanction … and to persecution no assistance." 

Newsweek National Newsmagazine, 9th December 2007 

 

U. In truth, the separation of church and state—including a constitutional prohibition 

against a religious test for federal office—was essential to them, but they also 

understood that religion and politics were always going to be mixed up together. 

The critical thing was to manage this human reality, to minimize its ill effects and 

make the most of the possible good it could do. Led by Madison, the Founders 

were determined to make religion one of the many contending forces in the 

republican arena—forces that would check and balance one another. 

The alternatives were—and are—bleak. To try to banish faith altogether would fail, 

for the religious would become martyrs, and religious belief is a perennial force in 

human affairs. ("All men," said Homer, "need the gods.") And to give faith a 

dominant role risked repeating the gloomy experience of the Old World and the 

worst parts of our Colonial history, a history checkered by theocracy and 

persecution from Jamestown to Massachusetts Bay.  Taken all in all, religion, like 

commerce and nationalism and so much else in history, has had its bright and dark 

hours. In 1808, Jacob Henry, a Jewish-American, was elected to the state 

legislature of North Carolina, which refused to seat him unless he was (a) a 

Protestant and (b) conceded the divine authority of the Old and New Testaments. 

Here is what Henry said to them: "Governments only concern the actions and 

conduct of man, and not his speculative notions. Who among us feels himself so 

exalted above his fellows as to have a right to dictate to them any mode of belief?" 

Newsweek National Newsmagazine, 9th December 2007 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Name: ____________________________ 

Period: _____      Date: _______________ 

Church/State Separation 

 

The following questions are intended to accompany the sampling of sources from the Church-State debate.  Please 

answer these on a separate sheet of paper, and attach this as the coversheet to what you turn in. 

The overarching question to be considered as a backdrop to all which follows is this: What was the Founders 

intention in terms of the intermingling (or not) of religion and politics? 

 

1. Please consider the Documents.  Rank them in order of import. 

Label “most important”, “important” or not very important” 

(be sure to consider which are primary source and secondary documents, and who the author is) 

Document A    ______  Document H ______  Document O  ______   

Document B    ______  Document I ______  Document P ______   

Document C    ______  Document J ______  Document Q ______   

Document D    ______  Document K ______  Document R ______   

Document E    ______  Document L ______  Document S ______   

Document F    ______  Document M ______  Document T ______   

Document G    ______  Document N ______  Document U ______ 

        Document V ______ 

 

2. When considering the view of the Founders, where do they seem to stand on the question of whether 

Church and State should be separate or not? 

 

3. The Founders held their own beliefs – Washington was Christian (Anglicanism), John Adams was 

Christian (Congregationalism), Franklin was Deist, Jefferson was raised as an Anglican but influenced by 

Deists – What do the quotes suggest about how they could balance their religiosity and their politics? 

 

4. To what extent – if at all – do the modern writings interpret differently the original primary sources of the 

Founders? 

 

5. The “Wall of Separation” is not as simple as separating religion from government.  What dynamics was it 

intended to encompass? 

 

6. Regarding the principles of Libertarianism, which authors/Documents would be most in support for and 

against such a principle?  

 This principle expresses the requirement that the state permit the practice of any religion. 

Support –  

Not Support –  

 

7. Regarding the Equalitarian principle, which authors/Documents would be most in support for and against 

such a principle? 

 This principle expresses the requirement that the state not give preference to one religion over another. 

Support –  

Not Support –  

 

8. Regarding the principles of Neutrality, which authors/Documents would be most in support for and against 

such a principle? 

 This principle expresses the requirement that the state give no preference to religion or to the 

religious as such simply because it is religion or because they are religious. 

Support –  

Not Support –  

 

9. Regarding the institutional principal of political neutrality, what would Washington and Jefferson believe?  

Would they support it? 

 This principle expresses the requirement that churches abstain from supporting candidates for office 

or pressing for specific public policies.” 

Washington –  

Jefferson –  



Name: ____________________________ 

Period: _____      Date: _______________ 

Church/State Separation 

 

Respond to the following prompt:  

What was the Founders intention in terms of the intermingling (or not) 

of religion and politics? 

 

In your writing, be sure to reference specific quotes from the Documents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


