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I believe there are many good men, of sound integrity, of
unblemished morals, and truly lovers of their country in
every denomination of christians. On this subject, it mat-
ters not with me, whether a man be a stated member of this
or that church, whether he be in communion with that es-
tablished in Old England, or in New; provided he be a good
man, actuated by evangelical principles and motives, and
will stand fast in the liberty wherewith Christ has made
him free. I disdain the low singularities of a party. I desire
that every man may think and judge for himself in religion,
and enjoy all the sacred rights and liberties of conscience
in full.

—Samuel Sherwood, Scriptural Instructions
to Civil Rulers, and all Free-born Subjects,
August 31, 1774

You are, with all convenient despatch, to repair to Canada,
and make known to the people of that country, the wishes
and intentions of the Congress with respect to them. . . .

You are further to declare, that we hold sacred the rights
of conscience, and may promise to the whole people, sol-
emnly in our name, the free and undisturbed exercise of
their religion; and, to the clergy, the full, perfect, and
peaceable possession and enjoyment of all their estates;
that the government of every thing relating to their re-
ligion and clergy, shall be left entirely in the hands of the
good people of that province, and such legislature as they
shall consititute; Provided, however, that all other denom-
inations of Christians be equally entitled to hold offices,
and enjoy civil privileges, and the free exercise of their re-
ligion, and be totally exempt from the payment of any
tythes or taxes for the support of any religion.

—Instructions of the Continental Congress to
commissioners appointed to Canada, March 20, 1776

The importance of religion to civil society and govern-
ment, is great indeed, as it keeps alive the best sense of
moral obligation, a matter of such extensive utility, espe-
cially in respect to an oath, which is one of the principal
instruments of government. The fear and reverence of
God, and the terrors of eternity, are the most powerful re-
straints upon the minds of men. And hence it is of special
importance in a free government, the spirit of which being
always friendly to the sacred rights of conscience, it will
hold up the gospel as the great rule of faith and practice.

—Phillips Payson, An Election-Sermon,
May 27, 1778

That some of the natural rights of mankind are unaliena-
ble, and subject to no control but that of the Diety. Such
are the sacred rights of conscience. Which in
a state of nature, and of civil society[,] are exactly the same.
They can neither be parted with nor controled, by any hu-
man authority whatever.

—Samuel Stillman, An Election Sermon,
May 26, 1779

The more I reflect upon the history of mankind, the more
I am disposed to think that it is our duty to secure the es-
sential rights of the people, by every precaution; for not an
avenue has been left unguarded, through which oppression
could possibly enter in any government[,] without some
enemy of the public peace and happiness improving the
opportunity to break in upon the liberties of the people;
and none have been more frequently successful in the at-
tempt, than those who have covered their ambitious de-
signs under the garb of a fiery zeal for religious orthodoxy.
What has happened in other countries and in other ages,
may very possibly happen again in our own country, and
for aught we know, before the present generation quits the
stage of life. We ought therefore in a bill of rights to secure,
in the first place, by the most express stipulation, the sacred
rights of conscience.

—An Old Whig, no. V (Philadelphia)
Independent Gazetteer, 1787

There are other branches of knowledge, which will be of
great advantage to men in power. It is, at least, desireable
that they should have a tolerable acquaintance with natural
law—that they understand the natural rights of men,
which are the same, under every species of government,
and do not owe their origin to the social compact. Such,
in a peculiar manner, are the sacred rights of con-
science.

—Chandler Robbins, An Election Sermon,
May 25, 1791



Religion and civil government, are not one and the same
thing: tho’ both may, and are designed to embrace some of
the same objects, yet the former, extends its obligationsand
designs immensely beyond what the latter can pretend to:
and it hath rights and prerogatives, with which the latter
may not intermeddle. Still, there are many ways, in which
civil government may give countenance, encouragement,
and even support to religion, without invading the prerog-
atives of the Most High; or, touching the inferior, tho sa-
cred rights of conscience: and in doing of which, it may not
only shew its friendly regard to christianity, but derive im-
portant advantages to itself.

—T imothy Stone, Election Sermon,
May 10, 1792

I do therefore issue this my proclamation, recommending
to all who shall be piously disposed to unite their hearts
and voices in addressing at one and the same time their
vows and adorations to the Great Parent and Sovereign of
the Universe that they . . . render Him thanks for the many
blessings He has bestowed on the people of the United
States; . . . and particularly that He has blessed the United
States with a political Constitution founded on the will
and authority of the whole people and guaranteeing toeach
individual security, not only of his person and his property,
but of those sacred rights of conscience so essential to his
present happiness and so dear to his future hopes; that with
those expressions of devout thankfulness be joined sup-
plications to the same Almighty Power that He would look
down with compassion on our infirmities; that He would
pardon our manifold transgressions and awaken and
strengthen in all the wholesome purposes of repentance
and amendment. . . .

—James Madison, Proclamation, July 23, 1813
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