


CELEBRATING 400 YEARS 
OF BEING BAPTIST
Baptist Contributions to Religious Freedom

“Congress shall make no law respecting an estab-
lishment 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.” So reads the First Amendment of the 
United States Constitution, ratified in 1791. Yet without the fierce advocacy 
of Baptists, the First Amendment might never have been enacted.

The story of how Baptists helped secure religious liberty and the separation 
of church and state in America begins in seventeenth-century England, when 
Baptist leader Thomas Helwys in 1612 penned A Short Declaration on the 
Mystery of Iniquity, advocating separation of church and state. This heretical 
declaration resulted in Helwys’s imprisonment at the hands of King James I. In 
America, Roger Williams in the 1630s and 1640s, echoing Helwys’s argument 
in print and in deed, founded Rhode Island upon the principles of religious 
liberty and church-state separation. 

Meanwhile, theocratic governments persecuted Baptists in other colo-
nies. Against the backdrop of ongoing persecutions, Isaac Backus of Massa-
chusetts in 1773 published “An Appeal to the Public for Religious Liberty: 
Against the Oppressions of the Present Day.” The treatise was printed in 
Boston the same year that Bostonians revolted against British incursions 
upon colonial freedoms in what came to be known as the Boston Tea Party. 
While Americans protested against England in defense of freedom, some 
Baptists, particularly in Massachusetts and Virginia, served jail time for their 
dissenting religious views and practices. 

Moving from Massachusetts to Virginia in 1776, evangelist John Leland 
rose to prominence among Virginia Baptists, emerging as their leading advo-
cate for religious liberty and separation of church and state. In 1776, Leland led 
Virginia Baptists in supporting Thomas Jefferson’s effort to revoke assessment 
taxes to support religion. After that effort was defeated, Jefferson responded 
in 1779 with his “Act for Establishing Religious Freedom.” Led by Leland, 
Baptists were the primary early supporters of this act, which became law in 
1786. In 1787, when Virginia Baptists learned that the United States Constitution 
as submitted to the states did not guarantee religious freedom and church-state 
separation, they mounted protests. Through the now well-connected Leland, 
they successfully pressured lawmakers to include freedoms of liberty, speech, 
and press in the Constitution. Finally, in 1791, the long-cherished Baptist vision 
of a nation founded upon religious liberty and separation of church and state 
was realized.

John Leland
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