RELIGIOUS LIBERTY

: Religious liberty is a distinctive doctrine of the Bantists. Qur consistent witness to
this prineiple has been our chiefest glory. To cleim this is no mere proudful beast of
our people, but is the, unhesiteting tribute of others. '

Religious freedom means that, so far =s humean awthority is concerned, every men has the .
inalienable right to choose for himself in religion. It means that government ghall
refrain from fining, punishing, imprisoning or teking the life of a citizen for any
religious views he entertains or propagates, Tt mesns that a men's religious beliefs sghall
not put hinm to any disadveniage before the law., Religious freedom implies that when a
govermment inflicts any penalty or imposes any disadvsntage on a person because of his
religion it violates sacred rights of conscience and impiously invades 2 realm that belongs
to God alone. : :

Baptists have always been the champions of religious liberty. In the esrly history of
our nation Baptists were pioneers in the struggle for sevaration of church and state.
Before the Revolutionary War members of this relizious group were aloné in agitating for
the right to worship God aécording to the dictetes of ons's conscience. Roger Williams,
John Clarke, Obadizh Holmes (who was whipped in the streets of Boston for preaching the
gospel), Isaac Backus, snd President Manning of Fhode Island College spearheaded the
movement in New England. ' _

In Virginiz the battle was most bitter. For a while Baptists of that state fought alone
in the struggle for religious freedom. Iater they were joined by others., TFortunstely,
such noble statesmen as Thomes Jefferson, James Madison and Patrick Henry particivated

in the movement, Jefferson wrote his femous "Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom,"
which fipnally became lew Jamuary 19, 1785. Ti vrovided: "That no men shall be compelled
to frequent or support any religious wership, place or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be
enforced, restrained, molested, or burdened in his bedy or goods, nor shall likewise,

on account of his religicus opinions or beliefs; but thet all men shall be free to profess,
and by argument to maintain, thelir opinions in metters of religion, and that the same shall
in no vise diminish, enlarge, or affect their civil canacities.” :

Jefferson so prided himself upon the authorship of this statute that he requested that
it be engraved upon his tombstone: YHore was buried Thomass Jefferson, author of the
Declaration of Independence, the statute of Virginia for religious freedom, and father
of the University of Virginia." He thus helped to achieve not only religious freedom,
but also intellectual and political freedonm.

However, the people celled Baptists made the most significant contribution in the struggle
for religiocus freedom in America. Dr. W. W. Sweet, one of our ablest church historians,
has conceded that "justice compels the admission that Jefferson's part in this accomplish-
ment was not so grest as that of James Madison, nor were the contributions of either or
both as important as was that of the humble pecple called Baptists.

Baptists in Virginia were taxed te support the established church. They were thrown

into filthy prisons for preaching. When they sought to baptize, horses were ridden
into the water, and dogs were "baptized" in mockery. They were subjected to every cruelty
and indignity imaginable, When ridicule failed, the enemies resorted to the law and
enforced rigid and unjust laws.

When the Revolution came, Baptists responded with a zeal and self sacrifice unequaled by
any. Six of the Brigade Chaplains were Baptists, With the wimning of independence and
the framing of the Constitution, Baptists played the biggest role. They generally did

not approve of the Constitution because they felt it did not gusrantee enough religi
freedom. When it 1fi 3 § - en Ough reiglous
was up for ratifieation in September, 1787, there was a requirement
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of nine states to ratify, Virginia was the State. Patrick Henry of Virginia was bitterly
- opposed to retification while Madison favored it. In the County of Orange, Flder Leland
was the candidate against adoption and Madison for. The County of Orange was strongly
Baptist and against adoption, and no doubt would have elected lelsnd, Madison visited
Leland and talked with bim. When the day for the stump spesch came Madison addressed

the crowd for two hours, and then to the surprice of every one Elder ILeland, the opposing
candidate, got on the stump and declared himself for Madison, who was essily elected.

It 1s f2irly certain that Madison promised Lelend that the Constitution would be amended
to gusrantee Baptists and cthers the religious freedom they desired. The first thing
Madison did on entering Congress in 1789 was to offer the First Amendment: "Congress
shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion; or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof, or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of
people peacesbly to zssemble and petition the govermment for redress of grievances.!

You can readily see why this First Amendment has been regerded ss virtually a Baptist
amendment.

Baptists believe that every men should have the right to worship God according to the
dictates of his comscience or not to worship him; that he should have the right to
propagate his religious beliefs; and that he should have the right te change his religious
convictions and affiliation without fear of reprissl,

Religious liberty is the greatest contribution thst America has made to civilization.

And historic justice compels me to say that it was pre-eminently a Baptist contribution.

The impartial historian, whether in the past, present or future, will ever agree with our
American historian, Mr. Bancroft, who said: "Freedom of conscience, unlimited freedon

of mind, was from the first the trophy of the Baptists." Such historians will concur

with John locke who szid: ™"The Baptists were the first propounders of absolute liberty,
Just and true liberty, equal and impartial 1iberty.® Baptists have ever been the unwavering
champions of liberty, both religious and civil. Our fundamental principles have made

our Baptist people the unyielding vrotagonists of religious liberty, not only for themselves
but for everybody else as well. More than any other people, Baptists have contributed

to the world the belief that the urion of church znd state is contrary to God's Word ard

to natural justice, and that it is injurious to both parties when there is such a union.



