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Toleration and Empire: The Origins of American Religious Pluralism

Evan Haefeli, Columbia University
Forthcoming in Stephen Foster, ed. The American Colonies in the British Empire, a supplemental volume of the Oxford History of the British Empire
. . . another benefit, which accrues to the monarchy by a toleration, and that is a balance at home: For though it be improbably, it may so happen, that either the conforming or non-conforming party may be undutiful; the one is then a balance to the other.


The United States of America has been known as a beacon of religious freedom and diversity for so long that pluralism and toleration are arguably more closely associated with America than anywhere else in the world. The Dutch, of course, claim an affinity for toleration, but not the pluralism - the open coexistence of multiple faiths, Christian or not - that is widely believed to be both essential to and inevitable in the creation of the United States. The remarkably peaceful pluralism evident in parts of the thirteen colonies has elicited admiration, condemnation, surprise, amusement, and wonder since the eighteenth century. American pluralism has evolved, been challenged, theorized, and theologized, but never questioned as a hallmark of American society both before and after independence. The concept of pluralism often provides something of a nationalist cultural bridge across the otherwise quite secular (and pre-national) political event that actually produced the United States.
 
Religious pluralism has come to seem so intrinsically American that historians have difficulty explaining how and why America became a land of many churches instead of just one (as in the Latin American colonies). This remarkable willingness to take American religious pluralism for granted rests on a powerful set of Whiggish assumptions that have removed the subject from the usual realms of historical causality since at least the days of Thomas Paine. For him pluralism was America’s providential destiny: the “reformation was preceded by the discovery of America, as if the Almighty graciously meant to open a sanctuary to the persecuted in future years, when home should afford neither friendship nor safety.”
 Subsequent accounts invoke the North American environment; the logical imperatives of colonizing a new land; the influence of a particular ethnic group (usually the Dutch in New York); the brilliance of a particular advocate of toleration (sometimes couched as the appeal of an idea), be he (and it’s always a he) Roger Williams, William Penn, James Madison or Thomas Jefferson; the influence of a particular denomination (such as the Quakers); or the compelling example of a particular colony.
 
Because of the close links between American pluralism and American nationalism, the colonial period is typically treated as laying the foundation on which the “Founding Fathers” would create religious freedom. The question is never “why” toleration and pluralism, but “when,” “where,” and, occasionally, “how much.”
 It has been, and remains, a subject more of celebration than inquiry. Histories that treat the colonial period tell a story of a series of persistent local struggles for toleration stretching from the early seventeenth century through the ratification of the Constitution (and in some cases, especially New England, into the nineteenth century).
 In short, while there is recognition that pluralism did not happen or was even understood the same way everywhere, there seems to be no doubt that it was America’s distinctive destiny.

Yet America’s religious freedom was less a virtue in and of itself than the default option for those who sought to forge a new nation out of a baker’s dozen of provinces torn out of Britain’s eighteenth century empire. The colonies, of course, had not been founded with the intention of creating an independent United States. And toleration and pluralism was not restricted to the thirteen that did so. Several colonies with some sort of religious toleration and diversity remained within the British Empire (Quebec and the Leeward Islands being two notable cases). Within the newly independent states several distinct arrangements could be found. Pluralism did not exist everywhere nor was it always on the same scale or in similar form. Some states retained a degree of religious establishment. It was the variety of religious arrangements in the former colonies, not a singular ideal of religious freedom, which made American pluralism possible if not necessary. The revolution did away with the primary source of religious unity within the empire: the Church of England. Nothing could replace it without threatening the independence the states had fought so hard for.

The story of American religious freedom must be seen as part of a bigger (and much neglected) topic: the religious history of the early British Empire. That empire proudly identified itself as Protestant.
 Protestant is (and deliberately was) an ambiguous term for an empire without a single church. Moreover, given the many thousands of non-Christian Africans, Native Americans, and Asians as well as Roman Catholic French and Spanish colonists increasingly incorporated into that empire, it was, arguably, something of a misnomer or, rather, a fierce statement of ideological priorities. For too long, early American religious history has been treated as distinct from that of the British Empire. But until the Declaration of Independence the thirteen colonies were part of the empire, a fact with tremendous consequences for American religious freedom. 

The origins of American toleration and pluralism lie in the complicated religious and political history of Britain, not in something distinctively American. Since the colonial period, “England” (usually in the form of the monarchy or the Church) has functioned as a constant in American religious history, a persecutor driving religious dissidents to seek freedom in America. As one late seventeenth-century English observer put it, “Bishops, Bailiffs, and Bastards, were the three Terrible Persecutions which chiefly drove our unhappy Brethren to seek their Fortunes in our Forreign Collonies.”
 Subsequent events in America, most notably the Great Awakening, are generally treated as peculiarly American with only minimal attention paid to their broader British context.
 However this misreads the colonial dynamic. The colonies were not refuges from English power. They were extensions of it in the first instance, the possessors of privileges granted and protected by English authorities until, unexpectedly and not without bitter resistance, they became independent. This is particularly important for the history of toleration in America.

To discuss “toleration” in the British Empire is to cover a complex religious situation that fluctuated over time and space. Instead of a guiding, comprehensive or consistent vision or policy there were several competing, contradicting, and conflicting visions, each favoring certain groups while disadvantaging others. Various policies found favor with decision-makers, but none prevailed. The “Protestant Empire” was produced by two revolutions (in the 1640s and 1688-89), the (temporary) abolition of episcopacy (during the Interregnum of 1649-1660), the emergence of new sects (especially Quakerism), the failure of various schemes of “comprehension” to make the national church fit the religious complexion of the nation, the Union of England and Scotland (in 1707), attempts to tolerate and enfranchise Catholics, and more. These events created the structures into which non-British peoples (be they German immigrants, conquered Frenchmen, or colonized indigenous peoples) were incorporated. The British Empire expanded the terrain in which toleration could flourish. At the same time it insisted on its Protestant credentials. This conundrum exemplifies the contradictory history of religion in the empire. 
To write the religious history of the early British Empire is no easy task. The tendency of British imperial historians to conflate “religion” with the Church of England
 combined with American historians’ tendency to study religion only in a particular place (usually New England) or particular denomination (such as the Quakers) means that we still do not have the framework for making sense of religious phenomenon – including toleration – on an empire-wide scale. One cannot be too critical, though, for it is a truly daunting task. After all, the very nature of the Church of England, not to mention the government, was up for grabs throughout the period when most of the North American colonies were established. The result was a hodgepodge of arrangements overseas, only some of them comprised within the Church of England. 
True, the colonial situation was different from Britain. Their legal position under the royal prerogative distinguished American religious life from that of England, Scotland, and Ireland in significant – but not more democratic – ways. In fact the executive (usually, but not always, a monarch) had more ability to determine the framework of religious life overseas than at home, where Parliaments and national Churches also had a say in the regulation of religious life. What is most striking is, given opportunities to expand the national church to America, how often England’s rulers did quite the opposite. Colonial America’s religious diversity was less a legacy of systematic persecution in Europe and more a reflection of the ambivalent relationship between England’s rulers and the national church. In the overseas territories, without either a Parliament or an established Church to interfere, England’s rulers tended to encourage pluralism over conformity. 

From an international perspective, England’s failure to fully establish its national church overseas is remarkable. Generally European empires restricted religious diversity when they went abroad, finding a transplanted religious establishment to be a desirable tool for colonization. Spain, France, and Portugal relied heavily on the Catholic Church and Catholic missionaries to control and expand their territory. The Protestant Dutch and Swedes did as well.
 By contrast, Dutch Reformed toleration of Jews and Catholics in Brazil derived from very specific political circumstances (no other Dutch colony did the same), met with opposition from supporters of the Dutch Reformed church on both sides of the Atlantic and set no precedent. Once the Dutch were expelled, the Catholic Church was restored to its privileged position, Judaism and Protestantism (aka heresy) prohibited, and nothing comparable would be created in any other Dutch colony.
 In short, there was nothing intrinsic to the colonial American experience that required a Rhode Island or a Pennsylvania. What made America exceptional was its English context.

The First Colonies (c. 1580 – 1640)

One cannot narrate the transplantation of European religion to the English colonies the way one accounts for the French, Dutch, or Spanish colonies, for the central component, English Christianity, was not a constant. Not until 1689 was the theological and ecclesiological make-up of the Church of England finally settled. Even then, struggles over and within the Church continued through the American Revolution and beyond. The close correspondence between religious and political changes on both sides of the Atlantic means the advent of European religion in the various English colonies must be accompanied by a parallel narrative of the evolution of religious politics in England. Scotland and Ireland also played a role. But their influence was more on the later content rather than the actual legal and political structure of colonial American religion. And in terms of toleration and pluralism it was that structure that mattered most.

England’s early Reformation was indecisive and uncertain. Not until Queen Elizabeth took the throne in 1558 was England definitively set on a course to be a Protestant nation. Even then the fear that this might be suddenly reversed persisted until 1688, when it helped justify the revolution against the Catholic King James II. Only then did the law determine that the monarch of England must be Protestant. It remains in effect to this day. The importance of the monarchs’ faith derives from their position as the head of the Church of England, enshrined in the Act of Supremacy that officially began the English Reformation. Parliament’s important role in England’s Reformation gave it the possibility to check the religious proclivities of the executive powers in England. Conversely Parliament’s minimal involvement in the shaping of colonies meant that England’s executive powers could permit religious arrangements in America that would be virtually unthinkable in Europe.

By the time the English first ventured to colonize America in the 1580s the Church of England was a largely Calvinist institution. However, unlike Reformed churches elsewhere in Europe, Queen Elizabeth’s church retained much of the Episcopal structure of the Roman Catholic Church, giving Anglican bishops more ecclesiastical authority and institutionalized prominence and influence in both politics and religion than Lutheran bishops or Reformed Synods.
 At the same time, a number of English people remained Roman Catholic. Their numbers declined into the seventeenth century, but they retained a not insignificant presence in certain areas (especially in the north) and among the gentry and aristocracy, who proved crucial to the maintenance of faith, albeit in constrained and at times clandestine circumstances. Nonetheless, committed members of the state church dominated colonizing activities during Elizabeth’s reign. None had lasting results. The Elizabethan legacy was not the founding of American colonies but the emergence of religious tensions within the national church that ultimately undermined England’s ability to create a religiously homogenous empire.

By the 1580s a significant number of Anglicans were growing increasingly unhappy with the anomalous condition of their church and the still incomplete Reformation of their nation. Their aspirations earned them the sobriquet of “Puritans.” As a force for further reforms in the church and religious life of England (and, later, America), Puritans would remain an important factor up through the 1630s. What exactly a Puritan was or wanted has drawn a tremendous amount of scholarship over the years, especially recently. The use of the term itself has been called into question. After all, once “Puritans” had the opportunity to act on their religious visions in New England in the 1630s and England during the revolution of the 1640s they produced a range of theological and ecclesiastical options, from Antinomianism to rigorous Calvinism, and Presbyterianism to Congregationalism, Baptism, and eventually Quakerism. But at root they all shared a preference for scriptural reasoning and sermons over traditional (non-scripture sanctioned) rites and ceremonies as the true path to salvation.

Without the presence of Puritanism the subsequent explosion of English Protestant sects would be unthinkable. But it is crucial to realize that the essence of Puritanism was not a desire to set up separate denominational churches. That was an unforeseen outcome of the contentious religious and political history of the seventeenth century. Rather, the goal of Puritanism was to preserve a single, national church. Puritans simply wanted to make the church (and their fellow English) conform to their ideals. They never got that chance. Instead they found themselves under pressure to conform to a national church that increasingly moved away from its Reformed roots. In the years after Elizabeth’s death in 1603, a few Protestants responded by separating themselves from the national church, denying that it had any authority over them or they any spiritual kinship with it. These Separatists (sometimes called Brownists, after Robert Browne, who first advocated separating from the Church of England in 1580) by the very virtue of their separation from the national church should not be considered as “Puritans”, though they shared religious sensibilities and would influence a number of Puritans towards Congregationalism, a matter especially important for New England.

James I, unlike Elizabeth, was clearly a Calvinist. However, coming from Scotland, whose national church was dominated by Presbyterians who showed more political independence than he cared for, James saw many virtues in England’s more hierarchical and obedient episcopal polity. At the same time, he had occasionally shown himself capable of being friendly to Catholics, who retained a rather significant presence in various parts of Scotland and its aristocracy. Indeed his Danish wife Anne had converted to Catholicism from Lutheranism while at the Scottish court. At his accession, Puritans hoped he would support their quest to reform the English church. Catholics hoped he would grant them greater toleration. Both were soon disappointed. James was content to continue Elizabeth’s church essentially as he had found it. He even encouraged the careers of a number of English churchmen who were turning against Calvinism and embracing the ambiguity of the English church as a virtue in and of itself. This eventually earned them the reputation of being Arminians in their theology, though that was usually not the case.
 
To some extent these tensions were carried across the Atlantic when the church was extended to Virginia in 1607. Robert Hunt, the first clergyman in Virginia, was praised by the president of the colony’s council as “‘a man not any waie to be touched with the rebellious humors of a popish spirit, not blemished with the least suspicion of a factious Schismatik.’” The Privy Council in 1628 admonished its appointed governor Sir John Harvey to ensure that every congregation had a “‘conformable’” minister and to “‘Suffer no innovation in matters of Religion.’”
 Much the same can be said of the Caribbean islands settled in the 1610s (Bermuda), 1620s (Barbados, St. Kitts, Nevis), and 1630s (Antigua). All of these colonies conformed to the Church of England and made no formal provision for religious toleration of Catholics, Protestant dissidents, or any other group. This did not keep out men of Puritan sympathies, but it did discourage efforts at any sort of church reform in the New England manner. At the same time, a significant number of the early Caribbean settlers were Irish. Mostly male and often Catholic, they had been brought over by early colonial developers, some of whom themselves were Irish (though mostly Protestant) or had Irish connections. These colonies have a reputation of being “less religious” than New England, often being described as having been founded for “economic” reasons as opposed to the “religious” origins of New England, but such distinctions are anachronistic. The economy mattered to all the colonies, as did religion. It was the tenor and political valence, more than just the degree of religiosity, which varied. The conformist colonies simply lacked the controversies, the printing press, and institutional depth (including sufficient ministers for their parishes) that made religion such a tangible aspect of New England.

In the end, James I preferred political loyalty to a narrow orthodoxy. Those who posed a threat to religious (and thus potentially) political unity, Separatists and Catholics, were persecuted early in James’ reign. The Separatists who were to eventually settle Plymouth promptly left for Holland. But James’ comfort with a range of religious opinions meant that the persecution did not last much longer than the perceived political threat. By 1620 James was happy to grant a number of Separatists the right to settle in Virginia. Intentionally or not, they veered north on their trip across the Atlantic and began the colony of Plymouth, hundreds of miles away from any potential Church oversight. Their church – congregational and separate from the Church of England – marked the first Protestant deviation from the Church of England in America. Though it did not enforce conformity, it did not offer toleration. A number of the colonists (servants especially) remained members of the Church of England but could not set up a church of their own. Plymouth’s story is important because Plymouth has long served as the model for the story of America as a refuge for those persecuted for their faith in Europe. But Plymouth was also exceptional. And it did not last, being absorbed by Massachusetts in 1691.
 
Because of their shared existence, the story of Plymouth is often conflated with that of Massachusetts. But the Puritans who settled Massachusetts still considered themselves members of the Church of England when they came to America. Charles I probably did not even realize that he was creating a heterodox colony when the charter of the Massachusetts Bay Company was granted in 1629. The Massachusetts colony was part of a broader effort by a number of his Puritan-minded subjects who saw in the colonies a more autonomous sphere of action than England currently afforded. They wanted to preserve religious truth and so supported the creation of a Puritan enclave. They also wanted a confrontation with Spain and so established Providence Island off the coast of Nicaragua around the same time. Neither offered toleration. In both colonies, Puritans established their version of the Church of England and expected everyone in the colony to adhere to it. Contrary to the habit of describing the Puritan migration as one for religious freedom, it should rather be seen as a statement of opposition to the religious and political policies of King Charles I and his leading religious advisor, archbishop William Laud.

Charles I, though a devoted Anglican, was also a man of cosmopolitan tastes and married to a French Catholic. For a variety of reasons, he had difficultly governing England in conjunction with its Puritan-influenced Parliament and so he did without it in the 1630s. For Laud, ceremonies rather than sermons were crucial to religious services. Both expected obedience in religious as well as political matters. Without an institutional outlet to question political and religious policies, Puritan-minded subjects made their dissent known through emigration or, in the case of several Puritan grandees, support for the colonies. Laud lamented the “universal running to New England, and god knows whither” but concluded “this it is, when men think nothing is their advantage, but to run from government.”

The Puritans’ migration to Massachusetts eventually became the stuff of legend. It was not, however, a model for religious coexistence, even among themselves. After they landed it became clear that the one thing the Puritans had in common was their shared opposition to the Laudian church. Freed of episcopal oversight, they quickly discovered that they did not all quite share the same religious and ecclesiastical inclinations. Hundreds left for Connecticut (1634), New Hampshire (an overgrown fishing settlement since the 1620s which fell intermittently under Massachusetts rule), New Haven (1638), and Maine (which existed in an ambiguous legal and political condition, occasionally a separate colony but generally a part of Massachusetts after 1652). They did so despite the ambiguous legal and constitutional status of these other colonies. The comparative religious diversity of the northern New England settlements (which included Episcopalians, Baptists and later Quakers) was balanced by the lack of diversity in Connecticut and New Haven. Almost everywhere in New England Congregational establishments prevailed: Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Haven (absorbed by Connecticut in 1664), and New Hampshire. Plymouth was not quite a Congregational order but it was closer to that than any other contemporary system. American historians have done an excellent job in analyzing the subtle differences between them. But it needs to be remembered that there was a greater degree of uniformity and conformity in New England than in most parts of old England. Toleration was not an option. Those who could not conform to “the New England Way” either fled to live among Native Americans, like Roger Williams (in 1636 to what only later became Rhode Island), or, like Anne Hutchinson, found shelter in the degree of toleration available among the Dutch in New Netherland.

Maryland, begun shortly after Massachusetts, was an important exception to early Stuart colonial policy. Granted as a personal proprietary colony to the Catholic Calvert family in 1633, this act of royal patronage speaks volumes about the religious conditions in England that so upset the Puritan migrants. Scholars regularly refer to it as a “Catholic refuge,” or haven.
 But then there is the odd fact that very few Catholics actually took advantage of the refuge. And many who did were a very particular lot: younger sons of Catholic gentry—precisely those men denied gainful employment in England by the penal laws. In Maryland they could become landowners and grandees. Otherwise English Catholics were doing well compared to the persecutory days of Elizabeth and James. Under Charles few Catholics had reason to seek refuge in a distant and vulnerable colony.
 

Maryland was more of an English endeavor than a Catholic one. Most of the colony’s population belonged to the Church of England. Unlike later colonies that readily recruited refugee foreign Protestants, Maryland did not open itself to persecuted foreign Catholics though Ireland, Scotland, and the Netherlands offered ready candidates. Irish Catholics tended to go to the Caribbean instead. The Scots and Dutch generally stayed at home. Rather than a “Catholic refuge,” Maryland was a land of opportunity for a few, comparatively elite, English Catholics and the Society of Jesus.
 
Religious toleration in Maryland was less a positive value than a series of laws prohibiting religious quarrels between the Catholic few and the Protestant majority. It was a politically necessary stance for the Catholics, not a statement of principle. Laws prohibited religious quarrels while offering no support for the Church of England. Since only those who could afford to pay for their own religious ministry could properly worship, the few, wealthier and well-connected Catholics had a distinct advantage over their poorer Protestant neighbors. Until 1689, Church of England services were very rare. Toleration in Maryland meant preventing English Protestants from exercising the social, political, and religious dominance they were accustomed to elsewhere.
 Some in Virginia realized this. But when they complained about the establishment of a papist colony in the Chesapeake they were silenced by the Privy Council.

If there was a colonial American refuge for Catholics it was on the island of Montserrat. Begun informally in the 1630s by Irish Catholic servants fleeing the harsh labor demanded of them on St. Kitts and Nevis, Montserrat retained an Irish Catholic majority into the eighteenth century. However, officially, Montserrat was conformable to the Church of England and remained so into the nineteenth century. There was never any formal arrangement for toleration on the island. The few Catholic services that were performed were done clandestinely by visiting priests. Catholicism in Montserrat was largely confined to the domestic realm, as it would be in Maryland after 1689.

As the case of Montserrat indicates, English America, like its Dutch, French, and Spanish neighbors, could well have come at least formally under one Church even if not all colonists fully conformed to it. Charles I, with his grant of Maryland to the Catholic Calverts, may have put America on a different religious course from England. But Archbishop Laud aspired to extend (his idea of) religious uniformity over all royal subjects overseas. By 1638 Laud’s influence had penetrated the traditional Puritan refuges in the Netherlands and Ireland and he was drawing up plans for New England. But then the English Civil War intervened. Sparked by Charles’ attempt to impose on Scotland the sort of religious arrangements Laud was enforcing in England, the English Civil War’s importance for American religious history can hardly be underestimated. Without the resulting confusion of metropolitan political and religious authority so early in the colonization process, the story of Anglo-American religion would be more about unity than diversity.

Civil War and Interregnum (1639-1660)

The polarization of religious and political attitudes that had made it possible to create a Maryland and a Massachusetts at almost exactly the same time came to a head in the 1640s. Parliament confronted Charles I in a war that became a revolution, overthrowing the church order, executing the king and declaring a republic. English Presbyterians, Congregationalists (called Independents), and Baptists openly advocated their distinctive church orders. By the 1650s, several new sects, most notably the Quakers, had also appeared. The unity of English Protestantism was broken. The ubiquity of the national church was lost. American pluralism was born in England’s religious chaos.

From the American perspective, the Civil Wars’ contribution to colonial pluralism is not immediately obvious. After all, virtually no colonies were created in the 1640s and one, Providence Island, was lost. In North America the response to the political turmoil in England was to consolidate the local religious establishment. Virginia expelled Puritan sympathizers (who moved to Maryland where they caused difficulties). Massachusetts and Connecticut consolidated their new Congregational church order. Plymouth increased its ties to its Congregational neighbors, joining them in the political and religious alliance of the United Colonies. On the other hand Rhode Island, Maryland, and the Caribbean islands declared for “liberty of conscience.” Generally (except for Rhode Island) the turn to toleration was an effort (not always successful) to damp down religious conflict provoked by the growing number of challengers to the local religious status quo.
 

But it was in the 1640s that religious toleration formally became a tool of English colonial policy. It was then that Rhode Island, the famous haven of religious toleration, finally received a colonial charter. Excluded from the United Colonies, it was a haven from New England, not European, persecution. It was not, initially, a thriving settlement. And for much of the seventeenth century its political survival was uncertain. Initially Rhode Island’s population (apart from the numerous indigenous people) comprised little more than Roger Williams, his wife and a small group of other radical Protestants who found no welcome in Massachusetts but for whatever reason did not want to live too far away from its religious fervor. New Netherland offered better trading opportunities and liberty of conscience (albeit under Dutch authority). It drew hundreds of other refugees from New England, including some like Anne Hutchinson who had initially gone to Rhode Island.
 Williams’ hopes for his settlement’s survival rested in Europe, not America. The political upheaval of the Civil War brought to power men sympathetic to Williams and his cause. Recognizing the chance to institutionalize his autonomy, Williams returned to England (sailing from New Amsterdam) and used his connections in Parliament to obtain a charter in 1644. 
While in England, Williams published the books attacking persecution in Massachusetts that have made him famous. He advocated a radical separation of church and state that some see as the inspiration for the First Amendment. However, such separation was never quite the reality in colonial Rhode Island, where his writings and ideas carried less weight than in England. Rather, like Maryland, the colony simply avoided any sort of established church and prohibited the coercion of individuals in religious matters. As with Maryland, Rhode Island was able to secure a form of toleration only with the blessing of the English executive (in this case the revolutionary Parliament rather than the king) and in spite of the American context. But Rhode Island’s toleration was also quite different from Maryland’s, proving more friendly to Baptists, Quakers and Jews than Catholics, nor did it preclude the eventual growth of Congregationalism.

The English Civil War had brought to power a new set of men who moved beyond the comparatively conservative Puritan consensus of the 1630s and favored more radical action, including religious toleration, both in England and its colonies. The most significant figure for colonial history in this respect was Roger Williams’ patron Robert Rich, Earl of Warwick. Heavily involved in American colonial and privateering schemes since the 1610s, he became head of the Parliamentary commission to govern the American colonies – the entity that gave Rhode Island and Providence Plantations its charter – in 1643. Warwick also protected the radical colonist Samuel Gorton from persecution by Massachusetts. Grateful, Gorton renamed his settlement in Rhode Island Warwick. Warwick was also influential in securing the first general proclamation of religious toleration in America. This extraordinary act was a response to events in Bermuda, where Presbyterian and Congregationalist-minded Puritans had been struggling for control of the local church. The conflict echoed clashes among the revolutionaries in England. In response, the Long Parliament passed an Act “for the establishment of freedom of worship in the American Plantations and especially in Bermuda” on 4 November 1645. As long as colonists obeyed the civil authority, they were not to suffer “trouble & molestation by & for any ceremony or imposition in the matters of Gods worship” but were to be allowed “quietly, freely, & peaceably to worship God accordingly in those Islands, and also in all other parts & through out the coasts of America” and to settle where they desired.
 

The Act prevented the revolutionary government from imposing any sort of religious uniformity on the colonial churches apart from a liberally defined Protestantism. It also signaled the government’s willingness to support liberty of conscience over efforts to compel conformity in the colonies. Such was the ecclesiastical environment in which the next phase of English expansionism took place, all of it in the Caribbean. First, in 1647 Puritan-minded men from Bermuda began settlements on Eleuthera and then New Providence in the Bahamas. Then, in 1651, some Barbadians began to settle in Suriname. The English Republic did make an unsuccessful effort to capture New Netherland during the First Anglo-Dutch War, but it was only with the subsequent Western Design of 1655, that England gained its next colony. The expedition was supposed to conquer Hispaniola. It failed, but did take Jamaica – and prohibited Spanish Catholicism.
 

There is very little information available about religious life on the Caribbean islands in the seventeenth century. Their spiritual reputation has not been strong. The Bahamas, for example, remained a small, impoverished, vulnerable colony dependent on wrecking, privateering, and smuggling for economic survival. In the words of one recent historian, the “Bahamas remained a relatively ungodly place until the end of the eighteenth century.” This echoes the contemporary assessment of Henry Whistler, who visited Barbados as part of expedition carrying out the Western Design. He noted that in Barbados “they haue that Libertie of contienc [conscience] which wee soe long haue in England foght for: But they doue abuse it.” It is clear that there was something about the mixed population of the islands along with their cruel economy that made it difficult for European observers to see in them a haven of religious devotion. Whistler immediately followed his comment on Barbados’s religion with the observation that the “Island is inhabited with all sortes: with English, French, Dutch, Scotes, Irish, Spaniards they being Iues: with Ingones and miserabell Negors borne to perpetuall sluery thay and thayer seed.” Such assessments may say more about the expectations of those who make them rather than the actual quality of piety in the Caribbean. What is clear is that pluralism of one sort or another became a fixture of Caribbean religious life even after the return of the episcopal Church of England in the 1660s.

In at least one important aspect the colonies took a lead over the metropole in expanding toleration: this was in the readmission of Jews to the English world. Cromwell famously considered allowing (a few) Jews to (quietly) return in 1655 for the first time in almost 400 years. The so-called readmission of the Jews to England was unofficial (there was no formal declaration), small scale, and opposed by a number of Cromwell’s advisors. Effectively Cromwell allowed the handful of Jews living in London as Spanish and Portuguese Catholics to remain, with only some small recognition that they were not in fact Catholic. But no open acknowledgement of toleration was made until after the Restoration.
 Meanwhile, a handful of Jews who were recognized and accepted as such had begun settling in the English Caribbean by at least the late 1640s. Jews were in Barbados by 1647. By 1655 they were in Jamaica and at some point in the 1650s moved to Suriname and possibly Nevis as well.

Notwithstanding the growing religious diversity, the church order that emerged in England after the revolution had the potential to reunite England and its Protestant colonists within one church. The growing support for liberty of conscience had not done away with the impulse for a single national church. It did compel the church to become more flexible in structure and doctrine. Puritans (or the “godly” as they preferred to call themselves) had dissolved into Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Baptists, Quakers, and other radicals and Seekers of uncertain affiliation. The Commonwealth’s church accommodated many of them through a combination of preferential treatment for the godly and toleration for most everyone else. The new vision of the national church was expressed in the 1653 “Instrument of Government.” The Instrument endorsed “the Christian religion” but only “as contained in the Scriptures.” In other words it was Protestant. In an important break with prior laws, it forbade punishing those who did not attend the “Public Profession.” Nevertheless it insisted those of the official church “endeavour” to win over those who refused to attend church “by sound doctrine and the example of a good conversation.”
 
In the long-standing debate of whether persuasion or persecution was the best method for expanding the faith, the Commonwealth came down on the side of persuasion, with important qualifications. Those tolerated were not to abuse “this liberty to the civil injury of others, and to the actual disturbance of the public peace on their parts.”
 This proviso eventually justified action against Levellers, Diggers, Fifth Monarchists and, most famously, the Quaker James Naylor. The concern for order would be preserved in all future acts of toleration. In this way, the new sects were tolerated (to different degrees in different places), but a single official church remained. Its privileges prevented the full, public exercise of all possible forms of Christianity and retained the aspiration for national unity in religion. Consequently, the majority of pre-revolutionary clergy (about three-fourths) found themselves able to conform and coexist with the new church. Only a small group of die-hard Episcopalian royalists refused to cooperate.

Though vague on what the national religion was, the Instrument was clear on what it was not. It explicitly forbade the extension of toleration to “popery” or “Prelacy,” that is Roman Catholics and Episcopalians (formerly members of the Church of England).
 And while more religious opinions were tolerated than ever before, there were clear limits. By allowing freedom and protection to “such as profess faith in God by Jesus Christ (though differing in judgment from the doctrine, worship, or discipline publicly held forth)” the revolutionary government implicitly left certain faiths out of the mix: Jews, of course, and Socinians, who were explicitly excluded in 1657. Cromwell’s vision was both evangelically Protestant and Erastian. He defended it against those (mostly Presbyterians) who wanted more independence for the church and less tolerance for sectarians. 
Had the Commonwealth survived another generation or so trans-Atlantic English religion could have looked very different. Cromwell’s vision had a coherence that was not without effect. Where religious arrangements were at all uncertain or contested – in the Caribbean islands, in Rhode Island – the endorsement of liberty of conscience allowed Protestantism to prevail without quibbling over church forms or particulars of belief. Staunch Episcopalians, without a Restoration to resuscitate them, may have faded out or at best, coexisted alongside Catholics and Jews at the level of a manageable minority. Cromwell’s respect for local authority allowed Massachusetts and Connecticut to solidify their transition to Congregationalism while Rhode Island was continued in its semi-licit form of pluralism and Maryland’s Catholics were left in peace (most of the time).
 The loose structure but clear boundaries of the Instrument of Government certainly had a better chance of laying the foundation for a unified imperial church than anything that came after. By the end of the Commonwealth period Reformed priorities seem to have displaced particular ecclesiastical loyalties. Many people preferred to listen to whoever could preach a compelling sermon (whether or not they were the locally licensed minister) rather than devote themselves to the ritual life of their community church.
 

Restoration (1660 – 1688)

The Restoration of the Stuart family to the throne of England in 1660 brought dramatic political and religious changes. The inclusive Commonwealth Church was turned it into a restrictive Episcopalian church that rejected the new religious diversity. The Restoration Church settlement, it should be emphasized, was a policy of Parliament more than the King Charles II. The Church of England, as defined by the Uniformity Act of 1662 and a series of other acts over the next twenty years, now sought to suppress both Protestant non-conformists and Catholicism. The new Episcopalianism in England (and Scotland and Ireland) marks both the beginning of Anglicanism as later generations experienced it and a definitive break with the American churches. No longer could Congregational churches in New England claim fellowship with the churches of Virginia or the Caribbean, which conformed to Episcopalianism (albeit at a distance of several thousands miles from their bishop in London). Quakers, Baptists and Presbyterians became new denominations, collectively known as “Dissent”, the term for all Protestants who would not conform to the Church of England.

Charles II’s personal inclinations towards religious toleration reinforced the trend. Rather than encourage uniformity, he oversaw the expansion of religious toleration in America, most notably in the creation of Pennsylvania. He made his preference for tolerance clear before he returned to the throne, in his 1660 Declaration of Breda. Charles said he would allow Parliament the authority to determine the composition of the new Church of England. But he also expected an “act of parliament . . . for the full granting of that indulgence,” that is “a liberty to tender consciences, and that no man shall be disquieted or called in question for differences of opinion in matter of religion which do not disturb the peace of the kingdom.”
 Charles hoped that this liberty would extend to Catholics. When Parliament did not grant him “that indulgence” in England, Charles ensured that it would exist in America. Versions of its wording found their way into the laws of all the new Restoration colonies, from Carolina to New York, and those whose charters were re-granted, like Rhode Island. The Declaration of Breda set the tone for Restoration colonial religious policy.

Charles II imposed the obligation to live with religious diversity on the colonies, even in Massachusetts. He complained that the Bay colony’s rulers “doe in truth deny that liberty of conscience to each other, which is equally provided for and granted to every one of them by their charter.” His officials put a halt to the colony’s murderous persecution of Quakers and later compelled Boston to accept the existence of a small Anglican congregation. Religious conformity was not his concern. Political obedience and stability were. In his opinion, the “principall busynesse is by all good expedients, to unite and reconcile persons of very different judgements and practice in all things, at least which concerne the peace & prosperity of those people and their joint submission and obedience to us and our government.”
 Not until the 1670s would efforts be made to strengthen the position of the Church of England in the colonies. Even then, little was actually done. The lack of support for colonial Anglicanism, most particularly in the absence of a bishop in America, was a crucial legacy of the Restoration era.

Charles II’s willingness to grant royal charters to colonies which did not conform to the Church of England, like Rhode Island and Connecticut, bespeaks both his ability to come to terms with a fait accompli and his comfort with religious pluralism.
 In 1663 this was extended to the first new colony of his reign, Carolina (which did not split into North and South Carolina until the early eighteenth century). The Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina drafted by proprietor Lord Shaftesbury and his secretary, John Locke, combined a remarkably flexible attitude towards religion with an aristocratic vision of society. They allowed for the public exercise of any religion on which “seven or more persons” could agree. They encouraged the settlement of “Jews, heathens, and other dissenters from the purity of Christian religion” albeit in the hopes that “by good usage and persuasion” they might “be won over to embrace and unfeignedly receive the truth” (one detects the lingering influence of the Instrument of Government here). Only three conditions restricted the full practice of one’s beliefs. First, everyone had to belong to a church and every church had to keep a strict record of its membership. Second, no one could “use any reproachful, reviling, or abusive language against any religion of any church or profession,” which restrained aggressive proselytizing. Finally, it allowed for the eventual establishment of the Church of England by the colonial assembly. Though the provisions of the Fundamental Constitutions were never approved, their spirit regulated the colony’s religious life until the Church of England was established in 1706. A new phase of colonial religious policy had emerged. During the Restoration toleration would be encouraged, but the Interregnum’s concern for a unified national church, however liberal, was lessened. There was less pressure for conformity to the national church in the colonies than ever before (or, as we will see, since). A number of scholars point to Carolina as a significant factor in colonial America’s shift to pluralism. But even its most recent historian admits “Carolina diversity had its limits.”

In terms of American religious history, the most significant accomplishment of the Restoration period was the conquest of New Netherland in 1664. The middle colonies (New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey) were carved out of this extensive territory between Connecticut and Maryland. But instead of taking advantage of the chance to establish a strong Church presence, each new colony was provided with its own form of religious toleration. Until the 1690s, the Church of England hardly existed outside the walls of Fort James at the southern tip of Manhattan. Together these colonies allowed a wider range of religious tolerations than was to be found anywhere else in the English world (Suriname was lost in exchange for New Netherland). New denominations, particularly Quakers, Presbyterians, and Baptists acquired a foothold otherwise denied them in the older colonies. Together with several (Protestant) non-English peoples, from Swedish Lutherans to the Dutch Reformed and later German Pietist and French Huguenot immigrants, the middle colonies quickly became the center of North American religious pluralism.
 

New York was first. There, the Duke’s Laws promulgated in 1665 (though not extended over all the colony until 1674) divided the settlements into parishes and allowed each parish to choose the sort of church it wanted by a majority vote. Crucial conditions shut out Quakers, Baptists, and Catholics. For example, every church had to have a minister who could “produce testimonials to the governor that he hath received ordination either from some Protestant bishop or minister, within some part of his Majesty’s dominions, or the dominions of any foreign prince of the Reformed religion.” They could not refuse “the sacrament of baptism to the children of Christian parents, when they shall be tendered, under penalty of loss of preferment.” Nor could they exclude anyone from communion, unless they were demonstrably “of scandalous or vicious life,” a matter determined by the administration, not the minister.
 The beneficiaries of this toleration were the majority of the colony’s contemporary population: Presbyterians, Lutherans, the Dutch Reformed, Congregationalists and Anglicans. Beyond these legal provisions, Jews received the special support of New York’s governors (against the inclination of many of the Protestant colonists). By the end of the seventeenth century they had established a synagogue. Compared to the Dutch arrangement, which had allowed no other church than the Dutch Reformed (though conformity was not required), this was a significant expansion of toleration.

The remainder of New Netherland was split into three Quaker-dominated colonies. These colonies (East and West Jersey along with Pennsylvania) took toleration further than anywhere else in Europe or the colonies. New Jersey began as a single colony shared between two proprietors. Its 1665 “Concessions and Agreements of the Lords Proprietors of the Province of New Jersey,” echoed the Declaration of Breda. Settlers were authorized to “at all times truly and fully have and enjoy his and their Judgements and Conciences in matters of Religion throughout all the said Province.” As long as they behaved “themselves peaceably and quietly and” did not use “this liberty to Licentiousness, nor to the civill injury or outward disturbance of others,” none could be “any waies molested punished disquieted or called in Question for any difference in opinion or practice in matters of Religious concernments.” With an eye towards the penal laws in England, it guaranteed these conditions “any Law Statute or clause conteyned or to be conteined usage or custome of this Realme of England to the contrary thereof in any wise notwithstanding.”
 


After 1674 New Jersey was divided into two colonies, east and west. This prompted the drafting of new constitutions. The first principled reasoning for toleration in America was articulated in West Jersey’s 1676 Concessions and Agreements. The Concessions affirmed that “no Men nor number of Men upon Earth hath power or Authority to rule over mens consciences in religious matters.” If any member of the Assembly should “designedly willfully and Malitiously move or excite any to move any matter or thing whatsoever that contradicts or any wayes subverts any fundamentall of the said Laws . . . they shall be proceeded against as Traitors to the said Government.”
 These principles were reiterated in a toned down form in the Fundamental Agreement of 1681. Liberty “of conscience in matters of faith and worship towards God” was granted to all “who shall live peaceably and quietly therein.” Quakers’ right to hold colonial office was expressly guaranteed with the provision that “none of the free people of the said province shall be rendered uncapable of office in respect of their faith and worship.”
 The 1683 “Fundamental Constitution for the Province of East New Jersey” required officials to swear that they would not “endeavor alteration in the government” or seek “the turning out of any in it or their ruin or prejudice, either in person or estate, because they are, in his opinion, heretics or differ in their judgment from him.”

Pennsylvania’s religious provisions exhibited a more overtly ecumenical spirit while eschewing the radical sounding language of the Jersey constitutions. William Penn wanted the government of his colony to be in the hands of moral Christians, but left the language vague enough so that no particular persuasion seemed to be implied. All officers and all electors were to “be such as profess faith in Jesus Christ, and that are not convicted of ill fame or unsober and dishonest conversation.” All colonists likewise had to be Christian, although Penn defined Christians very broadly as persons “who confess and acknowledge the one almighty God to be the creator, upholder, and ruler of the world.” If they held “themselves obliged in conscience to live peaceably and justly in civil society,” they would “in no ways be molested or prejudiced for their religious persuasion or practice in matters of faith and worship.” Finally, in a provision that protected Quakers as well as Catholic recusants or Baptists, none shall “be compelled at any time to frequent or maintain any religious worship, place, or ministry whatever.”
 Non-Christians got the message. There is no evidence of Jews living in either the Jerseys or Pennsylvania before the eighteenth century.

The Restoration period offered one final constitutional innovation in the colonies. In the last years of their rule, Charles II and James II oversaw the creation of the Dominion of New England, a short-lived amalgamation of the New England colonies, first with each other, then with New York and the Jerseys. In terms of religion the Dominion made little change to existing arrangements, except for Boston, where the Dominion’s provision for liberty of conscience provided a legal premise for its Governor, Sir Edmund Andros, to set up an Anglican congregation. Though it provoked the indignation of many a Congregationalist, King’s Chapel was a far cry from an attempt to institute the Church of England in New England. It merely added a dash of local denominational diversity to what remained a Congregational hegemony.
 

One could say that the common denominator of Restoration religious policy in the colonies was the growth of toleration. But not all tolerations are equal. They had different motives and different effects. Jews were welcome in New York and (later) Rhode Island and Carolina, but not the Quaker colonies. The tolerations of the Quaker colonies, by mitigating against the establishment of any sort of church, favored Catholics, Quakers, Baptists, and other smaller sects (like Scots Covenanters in New Jersey). Contemporaries were aware of the differences in toleration. For this reason the Huguenots, the first and most famous group of Protestant religious refugees to come to America, avoided the Quaker colonies. They went to New York, Carolina and Massachusetts, where they could recreate a Reformed church and ministry with the hopes of some governmental support. Though victims of persecution, Huguenots did not seek religious liberty per se. They wanted an establishment of religion provided it was friendly to Reformed churches, something only some colonies offered. 
Perhaps the most characteristic aspect of Restoration-era religious arrangements was the absence of overt discrimination against Catholics. No colony founded after 1660 was granted to or created by Catholics, as had been the case with Maryland and Montserrat. But language that explicitly excluded Catholics was conspicuously absent from the new colonial charters even as new forms of anti-Catholic legislation, especially the Test Acts of 1673 and 1678, were passed in England. Instead there was a stress on ecumenical Christianity (with Carolina theoretically taking things even further). New York’s proprietor, James Duke of York, was an Anglican when he acquired the colony but converted to Catholicism several years later (around 1669). Thereafter several of his colonial officials were Catholics. After he became King James II in 1685 colonists noted an increasing number of Catholic or seemingly pro-Catholic officials and individuals throughout the colonies. This perception manifested itself in the anti-popish fears and agitations that marked the colonists participation in the Glorious Revolution.
 
The Eighteenth Century (1689 – 1776)

The Glorious Revolution of 1688-89 both restricted and encouraged the growth of pluralism. The Revolution failed in its attempts to produce any sort of scheme for comprehending Protestant nonconformists into the Church of England, putting the final nail in the coffin of Anglo-American religious unity. Anglicanism remained strictly Episcopal. All other Protestants became “Dissent,” a separate set of denominations with no connection to the Establishment. This arrangement was formalized by the Toleration Act of 1689, which relieved most Dissenters of penalties for practicing their religion while also denying them full rights. Emblematic of the new arrangement was Georgia, the one new colony founded (as opposed to conquered) after 1689. Toleration was provided but only for Protestants and the Anglican Church retained a favorable position as the established religion of the nation. The Bishop of Worcester, writing around the same time as Thomas Paine, expressed the new imperial attitude in his gloss on pluralism: “History hath put it beyond doubt, that an equality of sects under one government, without any established church at all, is a chimerical idea, and totally inconsistent with religious order and peace.”

After the Glorious Revolution England and its Empire were self-consciously identified as “Protestant.” This ideological stance allowed tolerance to be extended to more foreigners than ever before, especially if they were Protestant. After 1715, most free migrants to British America came from Germany, Scotland, and Ireland, some of whom belonged to sects previously unknown in the colonies, such as Moravians. However in several respects the post-revolutionary pluralism was more restrictive than what had been possible before 1688. Toleration was now a Protestant value for the benefit of Protestants in an empire controlled and dominated by Protestants. Everywhere, even in Pennsylvania, laws were rewritten to establish formal discrimination against Catholics.
 Across the empire only Protestants could hold office (which kinds varied from colony to colony and kingdom to kingdom), inherit property without difficulty, and worship relatively undisturbed. Eighteenth century writers like Thomas Paine made it seem that this Protestant pluralism was the necessary and desirable destiny for the British Empire. But it would have looked very different without the political and religious tumults of the seventeenth century that expanded the horizon of toleration beyond anything imaginable before 1640. The post-1689 arrangement could thus pose as revolutionary while actually representing a relatively conservative position in terms of the religious possibilities opened up in the interim.

Religious pluralism was far from an irresistible force. In the seventeenth century, toleration had reduced the power of the Church of England overseas and enabled – in a few colonies – an unusual diversity of public worship. But the eighteenth century saw the Church of England stage a remarkable recovery in the colonies, expanding well beyond its earlier numbers and influence. The Toleration Act of 1689 set the tone. It ensured there was little room for anyone who was not a Protestant. Also, while Dissent was tolerated, the primacy of the established church was secured for the first time since the fall of Laud. From the 1690s to the 1740s the Church of England was actually the fastest growing church in the colonies. By 1776 it was much closer to achieving complete dominance in the colonies than it had been since 1660. In one form or another it was established in parts of New York and the Caribbean, both Carolinas, Nova Scotia, New Jersey, Maryland, and Prince Edward Island, all colonies in which non-Anglican congregations faced restrictions. Even where it was not established, Anglicanism made noticeable inroads, particularly in Connecticut and Quebec. Anglican ministers began appearing in new places, such as the Bahamas (in 1721). The Church also proved able to absorb a number of the non-English immigrants, like Huguenots.
 
Methodism, the major new religious impulse to emerge in eighteenth century England, can also be seen as symptomatic of the strength and possibilities of Anglicanism in the Anglo-American world. An emotional, evangelical movement that originated within the Church of England, Methodism typically filled the gaps that were appearing in its pastoral coverage: expanding cities, mining areas, new industrial regions and (from the 1760s on) colonial America. Part of the Church of England until the 1780s, the Methodist movement could have been used to extend Anglican influence had Church authorities been able to incorporate rather than reject it. As it was, American independence enabled (or compelled) Methodism to evolve into a church of its own, first in America – where it became the fastest growing church in the new nation – then Britain.

Even in colonies where the Church of England had less of a presence, the progress of religion favored established European churches. Lutheranism was the leading faith among the German immigrants, Presbyterianism among the Scots. The Great Awakening divided Protestants, especially in New England, but did not alter the ecclesiastical status quo or bring down established churches. It increased the variety of Protestants – but not without significant local resistance. Some denominations, like the Quakers, actually diminished in size and influence. The Dutch Reformed grew, but also grew more divisive as did the German churches.
 By the 1740s the growth of the Presbyterian Church rivaled that of the Church of England, particularly in the middle colonies. Presbyterians denied that the Church of England should be the default established church of the Americas. Instead they argued for extending to the Empire as a whole the British example under the Union of 1707 of two establishments, Anglicanism in England and Presbyterianism in Scotland. In the competitive religious field of the colonies both churches, as well as the various other denominations, called on toleration to protect and advance their cause. The language of toleration was an indispensable tool for those navigating religious life in the eighteenth-century British world. But it did not obviate the power of established churches.
 
Ironically Britain’s vaunted Protestant empire was becoming less Protestant in fact. Apart from the growing number of non-Europeans and non-Christians brought into the empire’s ambit in Africa, Asia, and the Americas (not least through the rapidly expanding trans-Atlantic slave trade), the numbers of Jews and Catholics – those legally on the outer limits of British toleration – increased apace. Apart from natural population growth (especially in Ireland), thousands of new Catholics entered the empire thanks to an ambitious series of conquests: Minorca, Gibraltar and Acadia in 1713; New France, Grenada, Dominica, and Tobago in 1763. Immigration also brought non-Protestants. In Philadelphia, German Catholic immigrants were able to build a church of their own by the mid-eighteenth century – a rare privilege. The Jewish population in America and Britain continued to grow, albeit at a much slower rate than the Christian communities. Jews even stood on the verge of gaining full rights as British subjects with the so-called Jew Bill of 1753-54.
The situation transformed Parliament from the defender of Anglican conformity through persecution to the leading advocate for toleration in the empire. Against the objections of many Protestant British on both sides of the Atlantic, Parliament now favored increasing toleration for Quakers and extending it to Catholics and Jews. The House of Commons was moving away from the Protestant consensus on which the empire had (mostly) been built. Opposition from the Bishops prevented passage of a bill to relieve Quakers from costly church court procedures for refusing to pay tithes. A massive popular outcry in England caused the repeal of the Jew Bill. Parliament’s grant of toleration for Catholics in Quebec and Dominica in 1774 became one of the grievances that pushed British Americans to secede from the empire (it was colonists, not metropolitans, who had expelled the Catholic Acadians from Nova Scotia in 1755). The trend of strategically granting limited toleration to Catholics continued during the American Revolution with the Catholic Relief Act (1779) designed to encourage the recruitment of Catholics into the British army. Fierce resistance and rioting prevented a similar relief act from passing in Scotland, but not in England or Ireland.
 Still, Catholics would not be able to hold office and worship as freely as they had been able to in the 1680s until the so-called Emancipation of 1829. Jews would not receive comparable benefits until 1856.
The single most decisive influence in securing religious freedom for America was not the founding of any particular colony or the spread of any given idea but the American Revolution. The Revolution broke the tie between church and state that the previous seventy years had been avidly stitching back together. It had not originated as a struggle for religious freedom. But the close connection between the Church of England and the British monarchy meant that it was impossible to imagine separating from the one without separating from the other. With the move for Independence, the Church of England lost its established status in colony after colony, first in the Anglican parishes of New York and North Carolina (1776), then in Maryland (1777). The process culminated in Virginia in 1786 with the passage of the Statute for Religious Freedom drafted by Thomas Jefferson.

The Virginia Statute had little impact on the other original states, but if Virginia had maintained an established church Episcopalianism might well have crossed the Appalachian Mountains. Without the backing of an established church in the largest and most influential state, the West was settled by a variety of churches, mostly Protestant but none enjoying the ability to enforce conformity. This gradually became the national state of affairs. Even where an establishment was retained, as in Massachusetts, liberty of conscience was recognized. Consequently, by the time the Constitution was created there was no basis on which to build a national church. The First Amendment, prohibiting Congress from ever establishing such an institution, reflects the fact that no denomination was strong enough to bid for national hegemony while all had reason to wish for protection should any group try for it in the future. Members of all churches in all states could thus join the union without fear that the new national government might create an American version of the Church of England with all its powers, privileges, and prerogatives. 

Curiously, the Revolution made possible what had been virtually inconceivable before 1776: the creation of an Anglican bishop for America. In fact, once the thirteen North American colonies finally achieved their independence in 1783, bishops began to appear left and right: first in Connecticut (1784) then New York and Pennsylvania (1787), Nova Scotia (1787), and Quebec (1791). But only the Canadian bishops enjoyed the privileges of establishment. The Caribbean proved the most resistant. It did not receive a bishop until 1824 when the dioceses of Barbados and Jamaica were created.

The Revolution put an end to the expansion of established churches in the United States. But the path to American religious freedom was not simple. It varied over time and place, just as the emergence of toleration in the empire had. Religious tests for office remained in many states excluding (variously) non-Christians, Catholics, and Unitarians. In Massachusetts and Connecticut established churches persisted until the early nineteenth century. By 1840 there clearly was a reigning logic of religious liberty and pluralism in the United States. But it was not understood equally everywhere. While the cumulative effect was impressive, it was not inevitable, consistent or coordinated. 

In considering the place of pluralism in America one cannot, as enlightenment writers did, take Pennsylvania or the middle colonies as emblematic of the American whole.
 Toleration had made pluralism possible well before Independence. But toleration was not equal everywhere nor was it restricted to the thirteen colonies. The dilemmas and possibilities of religious pluralism distinguish American history almost from the earliest days of European settlement. But they are not intrinsic or necessary aspects of the American experience or even symptomatic of the democratic possibilities of colonialism. America’s exceptional religious situation was the product of an exceptional period of English history. The maneuverings and motives of a handful of men at the highest levels of power made toleration in the colonies possible. Virtually all of England’s seventeenth century rulers felt that a religiously diverse population, deprived of the unity of an established church, could be a reliable instrument of empire. 
Indeed, they were right. Pluralism produced more Loyalism than religious unity did. In the American Revolution the colonies with the strongest church establishments and greatest degree of conformity, like Massachusetts and Virginia, overthrew established British authority with remarkable ease. The middle colonies – ostensibly the most American by virtue of their pluralism – were bitterly divided, with many coming out as either loyalist or neutralist. If one extends the analysis to Canada and the Caribbean, a startling picture emerges. The colonies with the most pluralism were least likely to separate from Britain. And if pluralism is what makes America distinctive, then that is a paradox worthy of more thought. 
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