
 

 

 

 

 

 

Thomas Jefferson on religious freedom 

From Notes on the State of Virginia (1785). 

The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to others. But it 
does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my 
pocket nor breaks my leg. (“QUERY XVII The different religions received into that state?”) 

The Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom (1786). 

The full text may be read here: https://www.monticello.org/research-education/thomas-jefferson-
encyclopedia/virginia-statute-religious-freedom/ 

The Final paragraph: 

Be it enacted by General Assembly that no man shall be compelled to frequent or support 
any religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, 
molested, or burthened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer on account of his 
religious opinions or belief, but that all men shall be free to profess, and by argument to 
maintain, their opinions in matters of Religion, and that the same shall in no wise 
diminish, enlarge or affect their civil capacities. [...] 

Reasons offered, in earlier paragraphs, for this law: 

Whereas, Almighty God hath created the mind free; 

That all attempts to influence it by temporal punishments or burthens, or by civil 
incapacitations tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness, and therefore are a 
departure from the plan of the holy author of our religion, who being Lord, both of body 
and mind yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on either, as was in his Almighty 
power to do, 

That the impious presumption of legislators and rulers, civil as well as ecclesiastical, 
who, being themselves but fallible and uninspired men have assumed dominion over the 
faith of others, setting up their own opinions and modes of thinking as the only true and 
infallible, and as such endeavouring to impose them on others, hath established and 
maintained false religions over the greatest part of the world and through all time; 

[...] 
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That to suffer the civil magistrate to intrude his powers into the field of opinion and to 
restrain the profession or propagation of principles on supposition of their ill tendency is 
a dangerous fallacy which at once destroys all religious liberty because he being of 
course judge of that tendency will make his opinions the rule of judgment and approve or 
condemn the sentiments of others only as they shall square with or differ from his own; 

That it is time enough for the rightful purposes of civil government, for its officers to 
interfere when principles break out into overt acts against peace and good order; 

And finally, that Truth is great, and will prevail if left to herself, that she is the proper and 
sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear from the conflict, unless by human 
interposition disarmed of her natural weapons free argument and debate, errors ceasing to 
be dangerous when it is permitted freely to contradict them. 
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