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Tolerating 'Offenses':

Religious Free Will in America Must Continue to Be Protected
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On January 16, 1786, Thomas Jefferson put forth what is now known as the Virginia Statute, a guarantee of religious freedom and perhaps the most important legislative document undergirding rule of law in America today. James Madison would ensure this freedom in our U.S. Constitution by making religion the first freedom of our Bill of Rights. The free exercise of faith, without the hindrance of state-sponsored behavior, became the cornerstone of all of our civil liberties.

Juxtaposed with this history is Congressman Virgil Goode's recent stand against the Quran being used to swear in a Muslim congressman from Minnesota, linking this thought to an immigration restriction on those who view the Quran as a sacred text. It is baffling in the extreme that we seem to be faced with 221 years of legal tradition unhampered by progress!

As we approach another National Religious Freedom Day, we are challenged anew to find ways to live with our deepest and most passionately held differences. Perhaps the Apostle Paul's wisdom is instructive here. Commenting on the reality of religious diversity in the worship experience, Paul offers this: "If it offends my brother that I eat meat, I will not eat meat" (1 Corinthians 7:8). For Paul, the spirit of the law in matters such as this would always take precedence over the letter of the law. Paul would rather give up something he deemed non-essential to his faith for the larger goal of unity with an extended fellowship.

Apostle Respected Other Views

A note of caution is necessary, however, in implementing this principle. Paul was not advocating universalism, or an inevitable slide toward easy ecumenism, or an homogenized faith that would sacrifice both its power and its personality. The whole of Paul's writing suggests that blurring the theological distinctions of faith would be an anathema to him. Paul certainly knew where he stood, but he was also mindful and respectful of the position of others, which brings me to my second point.

We need to avoid focusing only on the "offense." Removing the "offense" among our co-religionists has an unpredictable end game. More precisely, there is no end to such an exercise. There will always be the metaphorical equivalent to the hijab, the turban, the skull cap, the cross, and the nativity scene that has to be removed. The cross must come out of the chapel on weekdays and evergreens out of the airport at Christmas time -- and public prayers must be eliminated from public places so as not to offend anyone by how they end. What is left when all of the "offenses" are properly dealt with? We will have a secular state. France becomes our model here, a non-negotiable secularism creating the newest and most dangerous absolute. Secularism has ensured France an inevitable future of religious dustups, perhaps precluding their fixability as well.

Brotherhood Implies Family

So what was Paul really thinking? I think his contribution for embracing diversity and honoring differences is best captured in the word brother. The word implies a relationship, a common humanity, a shared experience, and -- most important -- a mutual respect. To apply this sense of brotherhood to the monotheistic faiths, there is a clear relationship to a family tree (the Abrahamic tradition), the commonality inherent in "people of the Book," and the respect that should come naturally knowing that each of us has been created in the image of God.

This is the more productive exercise: Finding ways to deepen our respect for one another, as opposed to merely deleting the "offense" that divides us. Ultimately, out of respect for the sacred dignity of the other, the impact of the "offense" gives way to a much more appropriate relationship: a celebration of our common heritage.

There is no question that Goode's approach to a Muslim colleague places additional emphasis on National Religious Freedom Day, January 16. Some have labeled him a bigot. On the basis of two paragraphs of text, this is grossly unfair and contradictory to those who have known the congressman for decades. What we can say is that the words were confusing and uninformed, compounded by the unfortunate linkage with immigration policies.

There continues to be much work for all of us to do in this area, even as we honor and celebrate what a couple of courageous and visionary Virginians have done for our country and, indeed, for our world. National Religious Freedom Day reminds us anew that coercion in religious matters is forbidden, that free will -- either to believe or not to believe -- is to be protected, and, by extension, that that which makes us truly human and truly free needs the embrace of all peoples.

Robert Seiple is the president and CEO of the Council for America's First Freedom.
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