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TO THE
CITIZENS

OF THE

UNITED STATES:

\RT HILE candid ar1 informed hiftorians and
other writers in the chriftian church, confeis and
lament the {piritof intolerance which hus frequently
degraded their religion, itis hoped that the follow-
g invaluable extraéts from the works of that
excellent man, Thomas Jefferfon, the prefent Vice
Prefident of the Uuited States, will be an accept-
able tribute of refpect for true religion, correét
animofities among fectarians; and extend univerial
peace and confidence through our country.

This pullication, appearerl to be more needful
at this time, when the profeflors of chriftianity in
the United States, lament thut tafts, prayers
and {crmons, have heen perverted to the purpofes
of war, and the animofities of party.

Vhe truly religious man, impreffed wih due
revevence for the author of his exiltence and conftant
preierver, invariably obtains reipeét, digaity and
ufetulnels, by avoiding the overtures of hypocrify,
and { .ccious pretexts of piety.
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Afluming no dominion over the faith of others,
be refpe@fully refigns the rites of religion and alls
of picty to the acceptance of ali men, according to
the light they have received, and the di€tates of
their own coniciences.

'I'o put an end toperfecutions, jealoufies, rancors
and delufions, refulting from the union of church
and ftate, by political eftablifhments, has been the
aim of thofe who fecured independence and law for
us, asa nation, with the aid of our own valour and
wifdom.

Upon the prefervation of thefe facred and inef-
timnable rights, depends a large proportion of our
telicity and profperity at all times.

THE EDITOR.




THE

DIFFERENT RELIGIONS

RECEIVED INTO THE

STATE

OF

VIRGINIA.

THE firft fettlers in this country were emi-
grants from England, of the Engliih church, juft
at 4 point of time when it was fluthed with com-
plete vitory over the religious of all perinafions.
ll)’oﬂ'effed,\ as they became, of the powers of making
adminiftering, and executing the laws, they fhew-
ed equal intolerance in this country with their
Prefbyterian brethren, who had emigrated to the
northern government. The poor Quakers weie
flying from perfecution in England. ‘Fhey caft
their eyes on thefe new countries as afylums of
civil and religious freédom ; bus they found them
frec only for the weigning fe€. Scveral adls of

the Virginia aflembly of 1659, 1662 and 1693,
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bad made 1t penal in parents to refufe to have
their children baptized ; had prohibited the un-
lawful affembling of Quakers ; had made it peual

tor any mafter of a veflel to bring a Quaker into

the ftate ; had ordered thofe already here, and
fuch as fhould come thercafter, to be imprifoned
till they fhould abjure the countrv: provided a
milder punithment for their firft and fecond re-
turn, but death for their third ; had inhibired all
perfons from fuffering their mectings In or near
their houfes, entertaining them individually,
difpofing of books which fypported their tenets
If no execution took place here, as didin New-
England, it was not owing to the moderation of
the church, or fpirit of the legiflature, as may be
inferred from the law itfelf ; but to hiftorical cir-
cumftances which have not heen handed down
to us. The Anglicans retained full poficfiion of
the country about a century. Other opinions
began then to creep in, and the great care of the
government to fuppert their own church, having
begotten an equal degree of indolencein its cler-
&Y, two-thirds of the pcople had become diffent-

“ers at the commencement of the prefent revolu-

tion. The laws indeed were ftill oppreflive on
them, but the fpirit of the one party had fubfid-
ed into moderatigu, and of the other had rifen
to a degree of dutcrmmation which commanded
yelpect.

The prefent ftate of our laws on the fubjed
of rebgmn i1s this. The convention of May
1776, in their declaration of rights, declared it
to be a trich, and a mnatural right, that the cx-
ercife of re igion fhould be free ; but when they
prurecdcd to form on thut declaration the ordi-
aance of rbwmmt ut, inftead of mkm;* up every
reineiple degluved jn e Lilfof rvights, and guard-




¢ 3)

ing Yit by legiflative fantion, they pafled over
.that which afferted our religious.rights, leavmg
them as they found them. The fame convention,
hewever, when they n :t as a member of the ge-
neral affembtly in October, 1776, repealed all
alls of parliament which had rendercd criminal
the maintaining any opinions in matters of reli-
gion, the forbearing to repair to church, and the
exercifing any mode of worfhip ; and fufpended
the laws giving falaries to the clergy, which fuf-
penfion was made perpetual in October 1772.
Statutory oppreflions in religion being thus wip-
ed away, we remain at prefent under thofe only
mpofc,d py the common law; or by our own aéts
of afembly. At the common law, beresy was g
capital offence, punifhgple by burning. Its de-
finiticn was left to the écelefiaftical judges, before

whom the convi€tion was, till the ftatute of the
1 El. c. 1. circumferibed it, by declaring, that
nothmg fhould be deemed herefy, but what had
been fu determined by authority of the caneni-
cal fcriptures, or by one of the four firft gene-
ral councils, or by fome other council having for
the grounds of their declaration the expreis and
plain words of the fcriptures. Hegefy, thus cir-
cum{cribed, being' an offence at the common law,
our aét of aﬂ'tmbly of O&tober, 1777, c. 17. gives
cognizance of it to the general court, by declaring
that the ; jurifdi@ion of that court "hall be generalin
2l matters at the commoen law. ‘The execution 18
by the writ De boeretico cormburendo. By our own
alt of aflembly of 1705, ¢, 30. if a perfon brought
ap in the Chriftian rehglon dentes the being of a
(:md or the Trinity, or afferts thrre are more
godr:; than one, or denies the Chriftian re-
ligicn 1o be true, or the fcriptures to be of divine
authority, he is punilbable on the firft offence by in-
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| cépacity to hold any office or employment eccleffaf-

18

tical, civil, or military ; on the {econd by dii-
ability to fue, to take any gift or legacy, to be
guardian, executor, or adminiftrator, and by three
years imprifonment without bail. A father’s right
to the cuftody of his own children being founded
in law on his right of guardianfhip, this being tak-
en away, they may of courfe be fevered from
him, and put by the authority of a court, into
more orthodox hands. This is a fummary view
of that religious flavery, urnder whick 2 people
hate been willing to rem:in, who hive ‘:vifhed
their lives and fortunes for the eftabliinment of
their civil freedom. * The error feems not fuf-
ficiently eradicated, that the operations of the
mind, as well as the alls of the body, are fubjet
to the coercion of the la¥s. But our rulers can
have no authority over fuch natural rights only
as we have fubmitted to them. The rights of
confcience we never fubmitted, we could not
fubmt. We are anfwerable for them to our God.
The legitimate powers of government extend to
fuch alls only as are injurious to others. But it
do¢s me no injury for my neighbour to fay there
are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks
my pocket nor breaks myleg. If it be faid, his
teltimony in a court of juftice cannot be relied
on, rejedt it then, and be the ftigma on him. Con-
ftraint may make him worfe by making him a hypo-
crite, but it will never make him a truer man. It
may fix him obftinately in his errors, and will not
cure them. Reafon and free inquiry are the only
effeCtual agents againft error. Give a loofe to
them, they willfupport the trae religion, by bring-

* Furneaux paﬁ‘un.
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ing every fal{e one to their tribunal, to the teft of
their inveftigation. They are the natural enemies
of error, and of error oply. Had not the Roman
government permitted free inquiry, Chriftianity
could never have been introduced. Had not free
inquiry been indulged at the @ra of the reformation,
the corruptions of Chriftianity couldnot have been
purged away. If it be reftrained now, the prefent
corruptions will be prote€ted and new ones en-
couraged. Was the government to prefcribe to
us our medicine and diet, our bodies would be in
fuch keeping as our fouls are now. Thus in France
the emetic was once forbidden as a medicine, and
the potato as an article of food, Government is
juft as infallible too when it fixes {yftems in phyfics.
Galileo was feat to the inquifition for affirmin
that the earth was a {phere : the government hag
declared it to be as flat as a trencher, and Galileo
was obliged to abjure hic error. This error how-
ever at length prevailed, the earthbecame a globe,
and Defcartes declared it was whirled round its
axis by a vortex. The government in which he
lived was wife enough to fee that this was no
queftion of civil jurifdiction, or we fhould all have
been involved by authority in vortices. In fal
the vortices have been exploded, and the Newtcnian
rrinciplc of gravitation is now more firmly eftab-
tfhed, on the bafis of reafon, than it would be were -
the government to ftep in, and to make itanarticle
of neceflary faith. Reafon and experiment have
beenindulged, and error has fled before them. It
is error alone which needs the fupport of govern-
ment.  Truth can ftand by itfelf.  Subject opinion
to coercion : whom will you make your inquifitors?
Fallible men; men governcd by bad paflions, by
private as well as public reafons, And- why {ubjeétit
to coercion ! I'o produce uniformit: . But is unifor-
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mity < winjon-defirable? No, atore than of fate

and ftature. @ Introduce the hed of Procruftes
then, and as there is danger that the large men may
beat the fmall, make usall of a fize, bw i, oping the
former and itretching the latter. Difference of

pinion is advantageous in religion. ‘t'he feveral
ects. periorm the oftice of a cenfor morum over
each other. Is uniformity attainale 7 DMaillions
of innocent men, woman, and children, fince the
introduction of Chriftianity, have been burnt,
tortured, fined, impritoned ; vet we have not ud-
vanced one inch towards uniformity. What has
been the effect of coercion ? to makeone half the
world frols, and the other half hypacrites. To
{upport roguery and error all over the earth, Let
us veflefe that it is inhabited by a thoufand ‘millions
of people. 'Thatthefe profefs probably a thoufand
different {yftems of religion. That oursis but one
of that thoufand. That if there be but one right,
and ours that one, we fhould with tofee the 989

wangering feQs gathered into the fold of truth.

Bat againit fuck a majority we cannot effeél this
by force. ' Reafon and perfuafion are the enly prac-

ticable inftruments. To make way for thefe, free

wquiry muatt ve assulgcd; and how can we with
others to indulge it while we refufe it ourfelves.
But every ftate; fays an inquifitor, has eftablithed
fome religion, No two, fay I, have eftablifhed
the fame. Is this a proof of thz infallibility of
eftablifhments ! Our fifter ftates of Pennfylvania
and New-York, however, have long fubfifted with-
out any citabhifament at all. The experiment
was new and doubtful when they made it, It
has anfwered beyond conception. They flourith
mfinitely. Religion 1s well fupported ; of vari-
ous kinds, indeed, but all good enough ; ali fuf-
ficieat to preferve peace and order : or if a fedt
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- arifes, whofe tenets would fibvert morals; good
{enfe bas fair play, and reafons ‘and laughs it'out
of doors, without fuffering the {tste to be troubled
with it. They do not hang more malefadors than
we do. They are not more difturbed with religious
diffenfions. On the contrary, their harmony is
unparalled, and can.be afonbed 4o aething but their
unbounded tolerance, becaufe there is no other
circumftance in which they differ from every nation
on carth.  They have made the happy difcovery,
that the way to filence religious difputes, is to take
" nonotice of them. Let us too give this expuriment
fair play, and get rid, wk " we may, of thofe ty-
rowical laws, It is true, we ure as vetfecured
:againﬁ them by the {pirit of the tinics. <o dt
whether the people of this countiy would tafter n
execution for herefy, or a three years imprifon-
ment for not comprehending the myfteries of the
Trinity. But is the {pirit of the people an infal-
lible, 2 permanent reliance ! Is it government ?
s this the kind of proteétion we receive in rétyrn
1or the rights we give up ? Befides, the fpirit of
the times may alter, will alter. Our rulers will
become corrupt, our peaple carelefs. A fingle
zcalot may commence perfecutor, and better men
be his victims. 1t can never.be too often repeated
that the time for fixing every effential right onia
legal bafis is while our rulers are honeft, and ony.
felves united. From the conclufion of this war
we [ball be going down hill. It will not then:hbe
neceflary to refort every moment to the people far
{upport. . ‘They will be forgotten, therefare, and
their rights difregarded. They will forget them-
felves, but in the fole faculty of making money,
and will never think of uniting to effe® a due ref.
petl for rights. The fhackles, therefore, which
fhall not be knocked off at the conclufion of this
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war, will remain on us lony, will be made héavier
and heavier, till our rights fhall revive or expire
in a convulfion, S

An ACT for establishing RELIGIOUS FREEDON,
passed in the Assembly of Virginia, in the be-
gining of the year 1786,

- V&f ELL aware that Almighty God hath crea-
ted the mind free ; that all attempts to influence it
by temporal punifhments or burdens, or by civil
incapacitations, tend only to beget habits of hypo-
crify and meannefs, and are a departure from the
plan of the Holy Author of our religion, who be-
ing Lord both of body and mind, yet chofe not to
propogate it by coercions on either, as was in his
Almighty power to do; that the impious prefump-
tion of legiflators and rulers, civil as well as eccle-
fiaftical, who, being themf{elves but fallible and un-
inf{pired men have aflumed dominion over the faith
of others, fetting up their own opirions and modes
of thinking as the only truc and infallible, 2ud as
fuch endeavouring to impofe them vn others, hath
eftablifhed and maintained falfe religions over the
greateft part of the world, and through all time ;
-that to compel a man io furnifh contributions of
money for the propogation of opinions which he
~difbelieves, is finful and tyrannical ; that even the
forcing him to fupport this or that teacher of his
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own religious perfuafion, is depriving him of the
comfortable liberty of giving his contritutions to
the particular paitor whote morals he would make
his pattern, and whote powers he feels molt per-
fuafive wo righteoulnefs, and 1s w Athdrawing {rom
the miniftry thofe te mpoml rewards, which, pro-
ceeding from an approbatien of their perforal con-
duct, are an additional incitement to carnclt and
um'c,mlttm;*ld sours for the inftruétion of munkind
thil our civil rights have ne dependance on our re-
hglouq opinions, more than our opmlons i phviies
“or geometry ; that therefore the profcribing uny
citizen as unworihy the public confidence by leying
501 him an incapacity of being called to offices of
ta uft and cmolament, unlefs he profefs or renounce
tiiis or that religious opinion, 1s depriving him in-
jurioully of thole privileges and advantages to
which in common with his fellow-citizens he has
a natural right; that it tends alfo to corrupt the prin-
ciples of thut very religionitis meant to encourage,
Ly bribing, with a monopoly of worldly honours
and emoluments, thofe who will c,\tPrnall} profeis
and conform to it ; and though indeed thelc e
criminal who do not withltand fuch temptation,
vet neither are thole innocen who lay the bait in
their way 5 that to fuffer the civil magiftrate to in-
trude his powers into the field of opinion und to
reftvain the pxo;cthon or propogation of principles,
on {uppofition of theirill tendency, is a dangerous
fdlld(\ , which at once deflroys all religious lxhuty
becaufe he being of courfe judge of that tendeacy,
will muke his opinions the ule of judgment, and
approve or condemn the fendiments of others only
as they fhall fquare with or differ from his own ;
that it is time cnough for the righttul purpotes of
civil government, for its officers to interferc when
principles break out into overt adts againft peace

B
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and good order and finally,- that truth is great

ancd will prevail if left to herfelf, thatihe s the

proper and fufficient antagonilt to error, and has
nothing to fear from the confli@, unlefs by human

Jnter; )G!mon difurmed of her natural weapons, free

argu mmt and debate, errors ceafing to be danger-
ous when it is permitted freely to contradi. . them.
Be it therefore enafled by the General Assembly,

That no man fhall be compellﬂd to txequent or fnu-

port any religious worthip, place or miniliry w u(u-

foever, nor {h'xll be emorced reﬁr}med ‘MO~

lefted, or burthened in his body or goods, nor fhall
other \Vlfx, {uffer on account of his rch;nous opinions
or belief'; but that all men fhall be free to profefs,
and by argument to maintain, their opmious in
matters of rellgion and that the fame-fhall in no
wife diminifh, enlarge, or affat their civil capacities.

And thowh we well know that this affembly,
eleCted by the people for the ordinary purpofes of
legiflation only, have no power to refirain the ails
of flicceeding Aflcinhlies, conftituted with powers
cqual to our own, and thatfhercfore to declare this
:‘1 irrevocable, would L. of no eflect in law, yet
we are free to declare, and do declare, that the
rights hereby afferted are of the natural rights of

W mnmcI and thatif any act thall be hereafter pafled

o 16‘1)(??1 the prefeit or to parrow its operation,
fuch at will be an infringement of natural right.

THE END.
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