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Establishing Christianity or Religious Freedom? : 

Church and State in Revolutionary Virginia

Hiroki Yajima*

SUMMARY: This paper examines the discussions on church-state 

relations in Revolutionary Virginia.  While much attention has been 

paid to the Statute for Establishing Religious Freedom originally 

drafted by Thomas Jefferson, recent scholarship has focused on 

dissenters’ resistance and opposition to the established church. 

Considering this trend, this article pays attention to another group 

which argued  for  the  establishment  of Christianity  based  on taxa-

tion, if not of a particular denomination.  It needs to be noted that 

Patriot leaders such as George Washington, Edmund Pendleton 

and Richard Henry Lee supported the general assessment bill for 

establishing Christianity.  Also, James Madison did not argue for 

religious  liberty from a purely secular point of view.  Madison 

argued that the dictates of conscience took precedence over secular 

contract.  Thus the debates on church-state relations in the Virginia 

of  the 1780s  were too complicated to  deem the Statute  for  

Establishing Religious Freedom as the Revolutionary conclusion to 

the established church.
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