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In his letter to the Danbury Baptists, Thomas Jefferson employed the conventional
language of his time by referring to God as the “common father and creator of man” rather than
in more personal or devotional terms.1 Such language that emphasized God’s role as creator was
typical of the political work of Jefferson, but it would be inaccurate to try to claim that any of his
ideology was more than loosely grounded in a belief in the general principles of the JudeoChristian tradition. Similar linguistic application can be found in John Locke’s Second Treatise
on Government. In the first chapter, Locke’s discussion of Biblical content is limited to a
discussion of Adam and is really intended to be a refutation of the argument made by the Church
to support the ideas of divine right.2 The entire discussion is based on logic and merely
acknowledged God’s role as creator. Later in the Second Treatise, Locke again acknowledged
the “wisdom of the creator” without dealing with any specifics related to the Bible. There is,
therefore, nothing resembling an evangelical spirit in any of Locke or Jefferson’s works
concerning the freedom of religion.3 This has led historians like Francis Coligliano to conclude
that the idea of freedom of religion was not explicitly linked to any religious tradition.4 What is
clear is that regardless of the relationship that Locke or Jefferson had to Protestantism, the idea
of religious freedom as a political ideology first came from Levellers like John Lilburne: a man
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who was profoundly influenced by his commitment to his Christian faith, and that his ideology
of the freedom of religion was based on his interpretation of Biblical principles and their
applications to government.
John Lilburne, or “Freeborn John” as he would come to be known, had initially run afoul
of the English government and Church of England for refusing to vet books with his local bishop
before importing them into England. Lilburne came to be known as one of the leaders of a
radical political group known as the “Levellers” whose concept of freedom was so extreme for
their time that they would eventually be seen as dangerous by Monarchists, Presbyterians, and
Independents alike by the end of the 1640’s.
Roger Howell and David Brewster made an important observation that Levellers cannot
be treated as a monolithic group, and the ideologies of each individual must be evaluated
separately.5 This means that special care must be given to not automatically treat Leveller
statements as being representative of the beliefs of each individual. Political associations were
fluid for the entire century, none more so than during the Civil War and Interregnum Periods.
By the eve of the Interregnum Period, many of the officers of the New Model Army were no
longer as supportive of religious toleration being extended to Catholics and Anglicans as they
had been in the First Agreement of the People. Just because some of the Leveller allies had
changed their own views, Howell and Brewster concluded that “it is dangerous to conclude that
the Leveller leadership had changed its position.”6 They cite Lilburne’s words in Englands New
Chains Discovered (1649) that “there [was] no greater trouble to the Nation about any thing than
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by the intermeddling of Parliaments in matters of Religion” 7 to show that Lilburne was willing
to compromise certain beliefs as a matter of political pragmatism, but that his commitment to
universal toleration was unchanged.8 This explains Lilburne’s support for the First Agreement
but also his insistence on writing the Second and Third Agreements of the People to clarify his
own position.
It is important to recognize the Leveller roots of Jefferson and Locke’s ideologies, a point
which is often lost in historiographical interpretations like Cogliano’s which credited Jefferson’s
Virginia Statue for Religious Freedom as “the first such act in modern history.”9 It is fair to
point out that Jefferson’s law was actually enacted, whereas the Leveller propositions were not,
but such statements often overshadow or completely ignore the Leveller efforts and their
influence on subsequent ideas. Richard Ashcraft, an author who has written extensively on the
political theories of John Locke, argues that many of Locke’s ideas had previously been
expressed by the Levellers. In “The Radical Dimensions of Locke’s Political Thought,”
Professor Ashcraft made explicit links between the Leveller’s understandings of the natural law
and Locke’s own expositions on it later. Ashcraft argued that Locke “formulate[d] practical
judgments concerning the existing institutional structures and practices within the realms of
religion and politics.”10 Based on his analysis, the ideologies of Locke and the Levellers that
came before him were the source of the emerging concept of “natural rights,” of which the
freedom of religion was a key tenant. More importantly, Ashcraft’s careful evaluation of the
actual meaning of the Leveller’s and Locke’s writings within their contemporary political

7

81.

Lilburne, Englands New Chains Discovered (1649) in Howell and Brewster, “Reconsidering the Levellers,”

8

Howell and Brewster, “Reconsidering the Levellers”, 81.
Cogliano, “Jefferson’s Epitaph”, 149.
10
Ashcraft, “Radical Dimensions of Locke’s Political Thought,” History of Political Thought, 1992, 763.
9

4

contexts demonstrate that one should give credit to the Levellers for having originated the ideas
that later came to be attributed to Locke and others. This opinion is echoed by Murray Rothbard,
who credited the Levellers with being the “first self-consciously libertarian mass movement.”11
Rothbard points to the Leveller principles of “self-ownership, private property, religious freedom
for the individual, and minimal government interference” as being the evidence of a deep
commitment to the principles of natural rights.12
This interpretation of the Levellers was challenged most significantly by the works of
C.B. Macpherson in the mid-20th century.13 Prior to Macpherson’s work, it had been taken for
granted that the Levellers were the first political movement in the modern world that had
advocated for a much broader concept of democratic government that, although perhaps not as
broad as our current concept. Macpherson looked at the Three Agreements of the People and
came to the conclusion that their arguments were structured in such a way as to essentially
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continue to serve the propertied class since the Levellers excluded those who were dependent
upon public assistance or were beggars from enfranchisement.14 Macpherson’s premise is
essentially based on a Marxist ideological framework which assumes an economic motivation for
political positions. Christopher Hill, another Marxist historian, refuted this interpretation, by
arguing that the religious beliefs of the Levellers were critical to understanding their
motivations.15 Michael Levy further clarified the Leveller stance by observing that:
One can only fully appreciate the centrality of property in its narrow and extended meanings for
Lilburne in the light of his apocalyptic and separatist religious views. From this perspective, his arguments
about property become part of an instrumental political sociology of religious liberty. . .16

Levy claimed that it is anachronistic to treat the term “property” with the modern definition of a
physical object; he suggested instead it should be interpreted as “a secure collection of rights to
use or direct something, rather than the thing itself.”17 Bearing this in mind, one must be careful
to avoid anachronism when analyzing Leveller texts, since often they spoke of “property” in the
way that a modern political philosopher would discuss “natural rights.” They were, to Lilburne
and the Levellers, essentially the same and interchangeable things. Any historian who is
evaluating Lilburne’s ideas from a Marxist perspective is especially susceptible to
misinterpretation, since the modern concept of “property” lends itself strongly to a Marxist
interpretation which could easily exchange libertarian arguments about rights for self-interested
arguments about preservation of one’s own property.
Macpherson’s dialectical approach is further open to criticism in his claim that the real
significance to understanding political theory is not to understand what the original author

14

Levy, “Freedom, Property, and the Levellers: The Case of John Lilburne.” The Western Political
Quarterly, 1983. 116.
15
Hill, Puritanism and Revolution, 1958, 75-82.
16
Levy, “Freedom, Property, and the Levellers”, 118.
17
Ibid, 121.

6

intended to say, but rather what the modern implications were of their ideas. Joseph Carens
noted that Macpherson’s ideas about the Levellers exemplified this interpretation; specifically
how he reinterpreted Leveller ideology based on the subsequent incorporation of their ideas into
the emerging “possessive individualism” of 17th century English political thought.18 To
Macpherson and other Marxist historians, the concept of possessive individualism19 believed the
Levellers to be in agreement with other contemporary political thinkers like Thomas Hobbes
based on the idea that Hobbes and Levellers both referenced “natural rights” and advocated for a
preservation of the status quo, Hobbes the preservation of the aristocracy, and groups like the
Levellers the preservation of the property of the capitalist class, which in 17th century England
were largely one and the same. Carens looked at the beliefs about the nature of the concept of
“natural rights” in the 17th century and observed a fundamental difference between those who
supported an absolute monarch like Hobbes and those who favored strong constitutional
limitations like the Levellers.20 Hobbes and others argued that natural rights were alienated from
the individual by the State, and therefore were subject to interpretation by the monarch, while
Levellers and later Locke, and others argued that rights were inalienable, and could not be
separated from the individual, even voluntarily. 21 Therefore, they cannot be treated as the same
argument, and to do so is to misunderstand the philosophical underpinnings of these points of
view. When viewed in this light, it is also impossible to ignore the use of the term “inalienable”
in The Declaration of Independence, and since it is there connected to the idea of natural rights,
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it was a clear indication of Jefferson’s adoption of the Leveller principle of inalienable natural
rights.22
This is an important point to be made about Leveller beliefs in general, since it has
strong implications for their views on the freedom of religion and in general about the function
of a constitution in protecting the religious rights of minorities. Freedom of religion was
believed to be a natural right, and as Carens demonstrated, to Lilburne and the Levellers this
meant that every person had an inalienable right to this freedom. Even if an individual or
collection of individuals chose to sacrifice this right in order to be subordinated to a State
Church, according to Leveller political theory, one could not alienate this right for themselves,
let alone others. It would be philosophically inconsistent for anyone believing in inalienable
rights as the Levellers did to not include universal religious toleration. Their belief in the nature
of inalienable rights is the source of the specific function of the negative constitution. Religion,
then, was expressly between one and his or her God, and could not be a part of the social
contract.
Even more importantly, for Lilburne, this idea was based on his understanding of
Biblical principles. In A Light for the Ignorant, he clearly defined in Biblical and logical terms
an argument for governmental legitimacy. Lilburne argued that there were three types of
governments: the civil government, the true ecclesiastical state, and the false ecclesiastical
state.23 Drawing heavily from the Bible, Lilburne justified his opposition to the government of
England and Church of England by arguing that both were set against the true ecclesiastical
state.24 Lilburne’s commitment to civil disobedience was firmly rooted in his understanding of

22

Jefferson, Declaration of Independence, 1776.
Lilburne, A Light for the Ignorant, 1638.
24
Ibid.
23

8

the application of Scripture to his political beliefs. He used examples like Mordecai’s refusal to
bow to Haman from the book of Esther25 to argued that the civil authority was only sovereign
when it respected the sovereignty of the true ecclesiastical state, and that one’s own conscience
could only be between that person and God. As will be explained below, for Lilburne, this did
not equate to an argument for total disestablishment of the Church of England; but it was the
philosophical basis for his argument that there could be no legitimate civil consequences for
those who chose to worship in an alternative manner.
It is, therefore, not surprising that when the Agreement of the People, written by some of
the leaders of the New Model Army, adopted a similar position regarding religion, that Lilburne
lent his whole-heartedly support to such a principle. The First Agreement of the People was a
proposal for the establishment of a constitution that formally defined the functions and power of
the government and established principles that would be built upon and further defined by the
Levellers.
The authors of The First Agreement of the People sought to greatly increase the power of
the Parliament, as the representatives of the People, but as a limitation on their power to make
laws, they proposed that:
matters of Religion, and the wayes of Gods Worship, are not at all intrusted by us to any humane
power, because therein wee cannot remit or exceed a tittle of what our Consciences dictate to be the
mind of God, without wilfull sinne. [sic.]26
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The First Agreement echoes the same essential thinking that Lilburne outlined in The Light for
the Ignorant; the civil authority, or “humane power” has no authority to legislate matters of
“Conscience”. It is worth noting the inclusion of the concept of “wilfull sinne” as the
justification for not imposing religion on any individual. Based on his understanding of the
Bible, Lilburne had argued that a man’s relationship to God was higher than that to the State.
Using a similar argument, The First Agreement, stated that men must be free to relate to God in
whatever way dictated by their conscience, and to do otherwise imperiled that individual to sin;
or what Lilburne had called the “false ecclesiastical state.”
The Second and Third Agreements of the People were Leveller proposals to be added to
the original Agreement of the People and should be understood as Leveller addendums to the
original Agreement of the People. These documents are the seminal source for understanding
Lilburne’s beliefs about the freedom of religion, since they represented Lilburne’s political and
constitutional proposals for how the State and man’s conscience were to formally interact.27 In
all political matters including the freedom of religion, Lilburne, Overton, and Walwyn sought to
clearly define their position, which was easily the most liberal of their time in virtually every
respect. In the Second Agreement of the People, they proposed a new set of principles regarding
the freedom of religion. One of the most significant parts of this declaration was the proposed
negative constitutional restraints to be placed on the Parliament which the Levellers believed
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ought to be the branch of government responsible for the “enacting, altering, repealing, and
declaring of Lawes [sic.].”28 In the enumeration of these specific restraints, the first one was:
We do not empower our Representatives to continue in force, or make any Lawes, Oaths and
Covenants, whereby to compel [sic.] by penalties or otherwise, any person to any thing, in or about
matters of Faith, Religion, or Gods Worship, or to restraine [sic.] any person from the professing his
Faith, or exercise of Religion.29

These negative restraints represented an important clarification to the original Agreement of the
People which barred Parliament from making laws concerning “matters of Religion, and the
Wayes [sic.] of Gods Worship. . .”30 Lilburne and the Levellers wanted to not only guarantee
that future laws could not be made regarding each citizen’s religious beliefs, but to prevent the
government from potentially using fines or other “penalties” as coercive powers with respect to
religious issues as well.
The influence that this idea had on contemporary documents granting universal religious
toleration cannot be ignored. In the Maryland Toleration Act (1649), the colonists proclaimed
that “noe person or persons whatsoever within this Province. . .professing to beleive in Jesus
Christ, shall from henceforth bee any waies troubled, Molested or discountenanced for or in
respect of his or her religion nor in the free exercise thereof. [sic.]”31 The colonists of Maryland
were making the exact same argument as the Levellers had. The signature of the Toleration Act
“the freemen have assented”32 employed a reference to “freemen” which within the historical
context, would have clearly connected the ideas to Leveller ideology, demonstrating that even
the roots of religious toleration in the developing English colonies had explicit ties to the
Levellers in England.
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Several months after the Second Agreement, Lilburne and his fellow Leveller leaders
further clarified their position. When added to the statements already made in the previous
Agreements, they made it clear that they was distancing themselves from the mainstream Puritan
arguments which were willing to grant only limited toleration. The Independents in Parliament
were concerned about the idea of universal toleration, and successfully narrowed the focus to
most of the mainstream Protestant sects. Lilburne wished to add to his previous arguments that
“nothing [has] caused more distractions, and heart burnings in all ages, then persecution and
molestation for matters of Conscience in and about Religion.”33 Within his contemporary
context, Lilburne’s statements would have clearly encompassed the religious conflicts within
England over the previous century following the establishment of the Church of England, but
was also a direct appeal against the arguments of the Independents.
However, it is anachronistic to attempt to separate too distantly the separate rights of
speech, property, religion, and even civil rights. In 17th century England, the freedom of the
press and freedom of property were both inextricably tied to the freedom of religion. This can
even be seen in Lilburne’s care to acknowledge that the Parliament should still have the power to
“direct the Nation in a Publique way, for the matters of Faith, Worship, or Discipline.”34
Lilburne’s concession of the existence and necessity of a State Religion makes more sense when
viewed in this context. Therefore, he was not suggesting a disestablishment of the Church of
England; such suggestions were not taken seriously by most anyone within the 17th century.
However, he did suggest the removal of all authority for coercion by the State on the behalf of
the established church. These arguments are identical to the substance of the argument made by
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Jefferson a century and a half later when he envisioned the “wall of separation between Church
and State” in his letter to the Danbury Baptists.
It is this blurred understanding of the realms of the religious and the secular that allowed
Lilburne to seamlessly connect the ideas of religious persecution with his own commitment to
libertarian political ideology regarding personal property, which Levellers like Lilburne
understood to be an inalienable, natural right. Christopher Hill summarized this principle by
simply stating that the Levellers “fused Biblical and constitutional theories.”35 In Lilburne’s
own account of the questioning and torture he endured in the Star Chamber, a deep commitment
to the future Leveller understandings of habeas corpus and the freedom of religion are clearly
blended together. When asked to swear the Star Chamber Oath to what he would speak during
his questioning, Lilburne replied “But Sir, though I have received the Sacrament, and have
heard Sermons, yet it doth not therefore follow that I am bound to take an Oath, which I doubt
of the lawfulnesse [sic.] of.”36 In this argument, one finds Lilburne expressing an argument for
due process intertwined with issues of conscience. This connection was not so much Lilburne’s
own creation, but rather the framework which already existed due to Charles I’s use of the Star
Chamber courts to litigate civil matters, because Charles had more authority in the religious
courts than the common law courts.37
The key connection for Lilburne between his religious beliefs and commitment to
freedom can be found in his account of his examination several days later. Lilburne had still
refused to swear the Star Chamber Oath, and then stated to the Court that the reason he refused
to do so was based on his belief that oaths must be grounded on a power higher than one’s self
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from Hebrews 6:16.38 Lilburne essentially made a political case, based on a Biblical passage,
that he could not be compelled to swear an oath in a religious court because the court was not a
power higher than himself. According to Lilburne, sovereignty belonged to God, and then to
the individual, before the Church or the Government.
In 17th century England, these two entities really could not be separated from one another
completely, even if one had wanted to. In his Christian Mans Triall (1638), Lilburne repeatedly
quoted Scriptures and employed devotional language when discussing the “gracious dealings of a
good God” and the “faithful promises of. . .God” as a comfort to him during his time in prison.39
Lilburne explicitly connected his own imprisonment to the promise in 1 Peter 4:13-14 where
Peter exhorted believers to “rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings.”40 For Lilburne and
many of the Levellers who believed deeply in the Reformation principles of the priesthood of all
believers, their egalitarian political philosophies had deep theological roots.41 It is therefore, the
contemporary political framework, more than the theological or political philosophies of
Lilburne and other Levellers, that prevented them from fully articulating a modern version of the
freedom of religion as expressed in Jefferson’s Virginia Statute or the First Amendment of the
US Constitution. Yet, the ideas and writings of Levellers like Lilburne, whose commitment to
religious freedom and understanding of the very nature of the relationship between one’s religion
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and the State was derived from Biblical texts, were the undeniable foundation of political
thought upon which the modern concept of the “freedom of religion” rests.
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