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Across the Parking Lot

Some of history’s bloodiest wars have been rooted in religious differences. During the Crusades, Christians and Muslims battled endlessly over the Holy Land. On an international level, these battles still continue. Yet in America it is possible for a Christian church and a Muslim family center to peacefully share a parking lot. All across the country, diversity blossoms. On one corner there is a cathedral, on another a church and on another a yoga center. Religious liberty makes this type of coexistence possible. The government neither hinders religious expression nor supports one establishment over another. However, it has not always been this way. During the colonial period, the opportunities for religious freedom were scarce. With the arrival of the Enlightenment and of the American Revolution, religious freedom became more of a reality. Yet discrimination and violations of religious freedom continue to occur. By learning from America’s colonial past, studying the purpose of First Amendment protections, and examining contemporary examples of religious discrimination and the increase in diversity, it is obvious that the First Amendment guarantees of religious freedom must be kept strong.


During the American colonial period, many different religious sects were present in America. However, few of them recognized any separation between religious and political authority. Many of these sects wished to establish themselves as the official religion of a colony (McWhirter 3). For example, in Massachusetts, the Puritans used the same government system to regulate all behavior. Blasphemy was as much of a crime as murder (Head 6). Eventually, this form of government led to the infamous Salem Witch Trials. In 1692, a minister named Samuel Parris helped to bring charges of witchcraft against two hundred people. Many of the defendants happened to be political enemies of Parris’s. By the end of the trials, nineteen people had been executed because of the lack of separation between religious and political authority (Head 7). Supposed witches were not the only victims of this combination of power. In New England, being a Quaker was a crime punishable by imprisonment, exile and even execution (Gaustad 24). Religious discrimination was not limited to New England. In Virginia the failure to attend church services could be punished by whippings and forced labor (Gaustad 16-17).  Yet other colonies practiced tolerance. Rhode Island had religious freedom built into its charter. This tolerance extended to the Quakers and Jews (Meltzer 18-19). In the New World, the attitudes towards religious freedom were as diverse as the religions that were represented. While persecution occurred in many of the colonies, others offered protection for religious minorities.


As Enlightenment thinking spread to America, thinkers such as Thomas Jefferson began to adopt the ideas of European writers. John Locke had a major influence on the founders. Locke believed in natural rights and felt that it was the job of the government to protect them. The Bill of Rights expressed these ideas and made them into law (Monk 15). With the passage of the Bill of Rights, the United States broke tradition and declared that it would have no state church. The First Amendment established a separation between religious and political authority. It also prevented the religious persecution that so many had fled (Plowman 178-179). With the wall of separation created by the words “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” the founders prevented the mixing of religious and political authority that caused the Salem Witch Trials and guaranteed that taxpayers would not be supporting another individual’s church. 


Yet despite this protection, discrimination did not disappear.  When George A. Campbell wrote his predictions for the twentieth century, he envisioned a century in which traditional, Protestant Christian denominations would dominate (Balmer 11). Campbell’s vision did not come to pass. Instead, the twentieth century was a time of change for America. New branches of Christianity, such as Pentecostalism, were born and spread rapidly (Balmer 3). As more immigrants entered the United States, diversity became even greater. In 1965, immigration quotas, especially for Asian countries, were lifted. This caused a huge increase in the visibility of religions such as Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism (Balmer 114). Despite the protections guaranteed in the Constitution, adherents to various faiths still faced difficulties. For Native Americans, recognition of religious freedom did not come until Congress passed the American Indian Religious Freedom Act in 1978. The Act finally ended federal policies, which had sought to oppose Native American religions (Head 29). Even now, after more than two hundred years of life without an established church, there is still discrimination toward religious minorities. In times of chaos, that discrimination becomes more apparent. For example, since September 11th, many religious Islamic charities have been shut down. Immediately following the attacks, more than a thousand Muslims, including US citizens, were secretly detained. By 2003, the number of anti-Muslim incidents had increased to 1,019 (Head 33). The First Amendment exists to protect even controversial religions. A weakening of protections risks knee-jerk reactions to catastrophes that would inhibit religious freedom.


Interestingly, at the same time that the United States grows more diverse, there has been a resurgence of evangelical involvement in politics. During the campaign for the presidency in 1979 and 1980, the Moral Majority played an instrumental role in supporting the campaign of Ronald Reagan (Balmer 101). A few years later, Ralph Reed and Pat Roberston formed the Christian Coalition. The Coalition functions as a political lobby for evangelical Christians (Balmer 109-110). Under the First Amendment, organizations such as the Christian Coalition have a right to be involved in politics. However, the government also has an obligation to protect the rights of people who follow different religions or who follow no religion at all, by not favoring one set of religious beliefs over another. As religious leaders become more involved in politics, it is necessary to uphold the protections of religious freedom set forth in the First Amendment. Otherwise, it will be possible for a majority group to replicate the actions of Puritans in New England. 

The United States must remain true to its purpose of protecting every individual’s natural rights. The way to do so is through the continued separation of political power and religious authority. If the state favors one religion over another, followers of a different religion become a secondary priority. New England, where the Puritans fanatically protected their own religion while persecuting the Quakers, is clear evidence of this. The Founders learned from colonial history and sought to prevent it from occurring again. When government has the power to favor one religion over another, conflict is the only thing that follows.  If America is to be a nation where a church and a mosque can share a parking lot, then the protection of religious freedom must stay strong. 
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