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Freedom of religion did not ride over on the Mayflower. Americans seeking religious 

freedom outside of the Christian faith took a two-fold risk. Words deemed blasphemous were 

cause for persecution in a social context and prosecution in the developing governmental sphere. 

Indeed, blasphemy was a common law crime in America until 1940 (Gordon 695). Dissent must 

have been widely spread to warrant its own legislature. Those wishing to gain a measure of 

religious autonomy needed to be careful and crafty, especially in literature where the “slippery 

slope from linguistic transgression to political and sexual depravity” (694) was punishable by a 

court of law.  

Americans in search of religious freedom, to be safe, needed to wear two characters as if 

they were choosing between hats, one acceptable for the public eye and one maybe a bit deeper 

in the stovepipe. By the time America produces President Abraham Lincoln, the man said to have 

stored letters in his classically tall stovepipe, those in search of religious autonomy had to be 

adept at twisting, turning, and, most importantly, switching their hats with no one being the 

wiser. American writers quickly realized the need for this artful form of dissent, if they were to 

publicly search for religious freedom in America.  

In his 1923 essay on American freedom, “The Spirit of Place,” D. H. Lawrence claims, 

“art-speech is the only truth” (2). Authorial art-speech is the underlying idea that hides beneath 

the words. Hemingway calls it the submerged part of the iceberg, the underwater mass that is at 

once more substantial and more threatening than the seemingly bright white tip in plain sight.  If 

an author employs their art-speech well and, “if we [the readers] have the courage of our own 

feelings,” we can choose to see through the “subterfuge” (Lawrence 2) of the written word and 

find the truth in art.  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Lawrence cautions readers to “never trust the artist. Trust the tale” (2). Sound advice 

when dealing with those freedom seeking artists. William Bradford was an American colonist, a 

writer, and a leader among the Separatists, a group of Christians wishing to extricate themselves 

from the corrupt Church of England with a purifying journey to America. However, he was not, 

in this context or any, an artist. In Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation, readers must indeed listen 

to the tale to locate the truth. He speaks of God’s will, the providence of God, what pleases God. 

Among the many things that please Bradford’s God is the desire to “vanquish their enemies, and 

give [the Pilgrims] deliverance” (Bradford 79). He goes on to establish the Native Americans as 

savage enemies, yet his writing suggests a broader definition of the word. He allows the word 

enemy to act as an opportunistic umbrella of sorts. He uses a blanket term, simply, strangers. 

Bradford’s idea of a stranger was any person or pilgrim unlike himself in religious belief, 

or anyone outside of the core group of Separatists, anyone, that is, outside of his church. 

Bradford asserts in the Mayflower Compact that the Pilgrims will endeavor for the “general good 

of the Colony,” but in the same thread, he declares their purpose to be only the “advancement of 

the Christian Faith” (81). Bradford writes on the idea of liberty while implying a fenced-in sort 

of religious freedom. His Christianity was popular among the majority and therefore deemed the 

voice of the people. Bradford had no need for a crafty camouflage, or art-speech. Indeed, those 

pilgrims among him who wished to express a belief outside of the Christian faith were fenced in 

by his freedom and threatened with the brand of stranger.  

While Bradford confines the religious liberties of the colonies, Anne Bradstreet uses her 

art-speech to speak out against organized religion amidst the dangers of persecution. Bradstreet 

distinguished her own faith as not originating from, or even benefiting from, an organized 
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religion. Bradford’s Separatists wished to end their association with the Church of England, 

much the same as Bradstreet wished to remove the intermediary between herself and God. 

Quietly, in her Contemplations, and over two hundred years before Ralph Waldo Emerson would 

publish his major work Nature, Bradstreet finds spiritual faith in the natural world without the 

need for a directive religious sermon. She sees the “trees all richly clad, yet void of 

pride” (Bradstreet 112), and her thoughts are immediately directed to God: “If so much 

excellence abide below, / How excellent is He that dwells on high, / Whose power and beauty by 

His works we know” (112)? The “excellence” that surrounds her serves as proof of what she has 

read in the Bible. It is her personal experiences with “His works” that determine her faith. 

Bradstreet’s belief in the truth of the Bible, and therefore God, is not founded through the 

transmissions of scripture through an organized religion. In fact, her desire for the removal of a 

religious advisor between herself and God suggests the need to “purify” her spiritual experience. 

She finds nature and not the Bible to be the direct link between man and God. Bradstreet 

realizes, “More heaven than earth [is] here” (113) during her isolated and contemplative stroll 

through the woods. There is a spirit in nature, she seems to suggest, outside of religion that holds 

the “Soul of this world, this universe’s eye” (113).  

Bradstreet pulls her thread of art-speech tighter and suggests that all mortals possess an 

innate and equal ability to know God through nature: “All mortals here the feeling knowledge 

hath” (113). She does not differentiate the Separatists from the Puritans from all Calvinists in her 

lines, but softly suggests that all mortals can feel God’s grace through their personal experience 

with His works. Organized religion did not often disregard the body’s outward appearance and 

acknowledge an equality of souls. Bradstreet’s art-speech conveys an idea that J. Hector St. John 
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de Crevecoeur, writing a hundred years later, can express more directly: “this is the visible 

character, the invisible one is only guessed at, and is nobody’s business” (315). They each 

suggest that faith is a product of self-determination. With this view, every living soul has the 

capacity to know God regardless of outward appearances such as church membership, gender, or 

skin color through personal experience with His works in nature. Faith, then, is not an attendance 

prize handed out among congregations in a steepled man-made structure under the direction and 

perceptions of a preacher. Faith, they suggest, is at its purest state when voluntary, indeed, as a 

product of religious autonomy.  

Bradstreet takes her art-speech a step further into dangerous waters, suggesting gender 

equality by blaming both mortal man and woman for the fall: “Sometimes in Eden fair he seems 

to be, / sees glorious Adam there made lord of all, / Fancies the apple, dangle on the tree” (114). 

Adam too fancied the apple. That gender equality subtly weaves its way into Bradstreet’s art-

speech in her early American colonial life suggests that this was not a freedom women enjoyed. 

Her direct comparison of Adam and Eve implies that man and woman are both fallible. Neither 

should wear the title of “lord” or “master” of any Christian, for that role was reserved as the 

rightful place of God. Indeed, if man is fallible, then so too may their sermons be.  

This is a dangerous thought threading through the knitted bonnet of one Goody 

Bradstreet, and so, to be safe, she says in her Prologue, “Art can do much, but this maxim’s most 

sure: / A weak or wounded brain admits no cure” (111). She demurely ties a pretty bow on her 

best bonnet for Sunday mass and steps behind the widely held stereotype for women writers: 

these are but a silly woman’s words. 
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The seedlings of dissent found in Bradstreet’s art-speech were widely cultivated among 

her fellow Americans. She relied on evidence from her personal experience with the Bible and 

nature to found her beliefs and argue for the equality of humans. Faith based upon an individual, 

private relationship with God and confirmed through one’s own reasoning became a popular 

sentiment among early Americans and sprouted the separate religious sect of Deism. American 

Revolutionaries such as Thomas Paine, Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson all argued for 

reliance upon personal experience and evidence. However, Bradford had planted his seeds deep 

in colony ideology and Christianity remained the majority.  

That individuals had to argue for their beliefs in Deism implies that a strong opposition 

existed. Indeed, in Paine’s Age of Reason he calls for “a revolution in the system of 

religion” (485). He calls into question, in fact condemns, all organized religions: “All national 

institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian, or Turkish, appear to me no other than human 

inventions set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit” (484). Paine 

argues against organized religions as an institution, not the faith or beliefs of that institution. Man 

is fallible. Men of the church are human, and, if we are to believe their doctrines, they came to 

their current state of humanity by first falling from grace. They, Paine suggests, are equally 

subject to sin as members of their congregation and should not be held responsible for something 

as important as an individual’s faith, indeed, their soul. “Revelation,” Paine says, “means 

something communicated immediately from God to man” (485). Once filtered through a second 

source, it is no longer revelation but the willfully transmitted art of man, through words. Those 

words were but the chosen hat of the day. Faith is most pure when founded in immediate and 

individual experience. “My own mind is my own church” (484), Paine asserts. He craftily 
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employs a different form of art-speech, the appeal to emotions through radical absolutist 

language, to inspire his sought after religious revolution. His chosen word “revolution” implies 

the need for an uprising against oppression and corruption. Words, Paine realizes, hold sway. 

Paine was right in his sentiments that an overhaul of religious institutions would also 

require an overhaul of government. Although Jefferson wrote the Virginia Statute for Religious 

Freedom, and Madison later confirmed the legislation that stated, “civil rights have no 

dependence on our religious opinions” (1), Christianity remained the undeclared religion of the 

American government. Indeed, in 1811 a man named John Ruggles publically called out that 

“Jesus Christ was a bastard, and his mother must be a whore” (Gordon 682). Wrong hat, 

Ruggles. New York Chief Judge of Appeals, James Kent, convicted Ruggles of blasphemy in a 

landmark case that upheld the sacredness of religion with the doctrines of the Constitution. The 

case brought to light lingering bigotries hauled over and implanted from former English rule. 

Blasphemy was a violation of common law in England and now was too in America: 

“They tailored their English legal heritage to fit (and filter) its American environment” (683). 

Prejudices were not left behind in England, but given re-birth on American soil. If religious 

autonomy was not a question, but a right held by Americans, these Christian vestiges of English 

governmental policies would not have carried over into the New World. Crevecoeur tells us that 

this new man, this American “who, leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners, 

receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the new government he obeys, 

and the new rank he holds” (312). Follow Crevecoeur’s art-speech here and see the mockery of 

his “new man” who cannot detach himself from his former motherland of England, but is born-
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anew with fresh prejudices formed from his surroundings. The American, Crevecoeur suggests, 

takes the temperature of his atmosphere and only then decides what to wear into town.  

While writers such as Bradstreet, Paine, and Crevecoeur employ art-speech in their 

writings to suggest the lack of religious autonomy, those individuals opposing autonomy, indeed, 

labeling it as “unrestrained liberty” and moral dissent, also profit from art-speech. Judge Kent 

wound the words of the Constitution in a circular pattern that at once condemned Ruggles for 

blasphemy and shadowed Kent’s own religious bias. Kent defended his conviction of Ruggles by 

asserting that the “vilification of religion with malicious and blasphemous contempt, was an 

abuse of the right of religious liberty” (Gordon 686). Because Ruggles’s opinion offended a 

member of majority, a Christian, he was guilty of blasphemy and of abusing that individual’s 

religious liberties. It is as if Kent placed the letters of the law into his own hat, swiveled them 

around and filtered them down through his mind. Kent goes on to proclaim that if the sacredness 

of Christianity was not upheld within the American governmental sphere, then the oath taken 

upon the Bible would not hold up in a court of law. This account allows us a clearer “view of 

religious dissent that is otherwise screened from historian’s gaze” (683-684). It shows the depth 

of religious prejudices that permeated the American government. The devil can quote scripture, 

and so too can judges misconstrue the constitution.  

In his Notes on the State of Virginia: Query XVII, Jefferson calls the common law of 

heresy (or blasphemy) “religious slavery” (509). He admits that the issue has not been fully 

“eradicated” from American government. Jefferson seems to address directly the argument Kent 

construes to justify Ruggles’s conviction in the passage below: 



!9

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. If it be said, his testimony in a court of justice 

cannot be relied on, reject it then, and be the stigma on him. (509) 

Jefferson counters Kent’s argument that oaths taken upon the Bible would be forfeit, asserting 

that Ruggles would be answerable to God for being a hypocrite and a “stigma” would be on him. 

If Kent upholds his belief in Christianity, he would not need question the severity of the 

consequences should a witness lie after taking an oath upon the Bible. Indeed, as Lincoln too 

quotes in his Second Inaugural Address, “the judgments of the Lord, are true and righteous 

altogether” (Lincoln 749). The question of oath upon the Bible should be a moot point with any 

true Christian. Jefferson asserts that any correction of errors beyond that of God’s own judgment 

is out of man’s control. An individual must answer for his faith to God only, not to government. 

He further argues that because the American Constitution allows for religious freedom, it should 

neither pick anyone’s pocket nor break their bones that Ruggles said “Jesus Christ was a bastard” 

and his mother a whore. Freedom of speech, indeed freedom of opinion, was a truth thought by a 

founding father to be to be self-evident. Yet, the quest for religious autonomy echoes in our 

current day Supreme Courts. 

 Ruggles was only one of the many convicted on charges of blasphemy in America. The 

law stated that “elements of the crime of blasphemy included the open and malicious – 

calculated to offend and disturb the civil peace – reviling of God or Scripture” (Gordon 694). 

Had they left out “reviling of God or Scripture” the law may have advocated instead of 

suppressed religious freedom.  The inclusion of these words illuminates the bias held by the 
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presiding government officials. These individuals deciding on the severity of language were 

those in majority power, the descendants of Bradford’s Christians. Indeed, by the eighteenth 

century “so successful was this Christianization that by at least the third decade of the century, 

church adherence became the most reliable indicator of voting behavior” (Noll 437). Religious 

beliefs intersected directly with political interests in the American government. The 

consequences of persecution and prosecution made the need for art-speech reach a point of 

urgency. The stakes, however, did not discourage dissenters, those individuals standing alone in 

the woods and outside the fences of Christianity.  

In Nature, Ralph Waldo Emerson says that “if a man would be alone, let him look at the 

stars” (Emerson 5). Let us remove our hats and tip back our heads. Much like Bradstreet, 

Emerson suggests that our atmosphere is transparent, allowing us to view these stars as proof of 

the self-evident sublime. Indeed, he compares the appearance of the stars with that of revelations 

in the Bible: “If the stars should appear one night in a thousand years, how would men believe 

and adore; and preserve for many generations the remembrance of the city of God which had 

been shown” (5). Yet, he suggests, we do not revere the stars as proof of a higher spirit. Instead, 

we look away from nature, to man’s written word, bound religious texts, for guidance and 

reassurance.  In fact, “the Protestant Bible, interpreted in a democratically evangelical fashion, 

became the nation’s book” (Noll 437). The problem with this method, Emerson suggest, is that 

words are a product of man, and as we’ve seen, a man can wear many hats. “The wise man 

doubts,” Emerson writes, “if, at all other times, he is not blind and deaf” (32). 

Reminiscent of Crevecoeur’s invisible character, Emerson suggests that a man must look 

inward and come to a self-determined belief, founded upon reason and proven by his natural 
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surroundings.  Emerson suggests that there are no hats, that duality of character is an innate part 

of man sharpened to corruption by social influences. Man in all his costumes is still but a particle 

of that sublime essence in nature. Words are man’s art, produced by a mix of his freewill and the 

Divine Soul, which Bradstreet had called the “Soul of this world” (113) and what Emerson 

believed to be the fundamental force threading the universe. Emerson writes, “Nature, in the 

common sense, refers to essences unchanged by man; space, the air, the river, the leaf. Art is 

applied to the mixture of [man’s] will with the same things” (4).  It takes a willful act, indeed, an 

agenda, to pick up a pen. In his essay “The Poet” Emerson writes, “No wonder, then, if these 

waters be so deep, that we hover over them with a religious regard” (771). Emerson’s art-speech 

suggests that there may be truth within deep waters of the religious texts, but requests an 

acknowledgement of the iceberg hidden underneath their words. Men and their changing natures, 

like you and yours, he says, wrote these words. 

Emerson writes in an effort to illuminate a path, not the path. He led a literary revolution 

with a following of Emersonians that included the likes of Walt Whitman, a man who claims “I 

will wear my hat as I please indoors or out” (1037). Whitman asks his readers in his Song of 

Myself  why he should pray and continues with “If no other in the world be aware I sit content, / 

And if each and all be aware I sit content” (1037-1038).  He seems to echo the thoughts of 

Thomas Paine who claimed his own mind was his own church. Whitman, however, is not content 

with Emerson’s woods. He wants to go further, into the cities and the towns and encompass all. 

Whitman highlights the everyman, his job, and his divinity. He has been called the democratic 

poet and the poet of unity for these very reasons – he does not exclude, but welcomes all with 

equality.  While Whitman wrote on the idea of equality, President Abraham Lincoln exemplified 
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both the ideas of Emerson and Whitman while leading a nation out of the dark woods of the Civil 

War. 

Directly before and just after the Civil War, provoked by the Bible’s sanction of slavery, a 

movement “to distinguish between the letter of the Bible (which might be construed to allow 

slavery) and the spirit of the Bible (which everywhere worked against the institution)” spread 

across the nation (Noll 390). Christians needed a way to reconcile themselves with the pro-

slavery letter of the Bible. They determined that the Bible’s “general spirit overcame its 

occasional letter” (Noll 391). This process of critical reading is familiar to a literary world, those 

intimately familiar with art-speech, but the Bible was not and is not accepted as being of the 

realm of literature. Yet, believers listened to the art-speech, the “spirit” of the text to uncover 

truth. Abraham Lincoln, in his Second Inaugural Address, questioned this spiritual truth of the 

Bible and the motives of God when faced with the realities of a bloody war. He asks his nation 

If we shall suppose that American Slavery is one of those offences which, in the 

providence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed 

time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South, this terrible 

war, as the woe due to those by whom the offence came, shall we discern therein any 

departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a Living God always ascribe 

to Him? (Lincoln 749) 

Lincoln chooses his words carefully in one of the shortest inaugural addresses in 

American history. He is aware of the Christian majority represented in the crowd before him, yet 

Lincoln questions the attributes “the believers in a Living god” ascribed to Him. It is important 

to note this singular instance in his speech where he does not include himself within a collective 



!13

pronoun, or within the majority. Instead he says “the believers” when the pattern of speech 

before and after would predict the use of a pronoun such as we. However, Lincoln often includes 

himself in a collective of the nation in this speech with words such as “the progress of our arms” 

and “let us not judge that we be not judged.” Indeed, he says, “we shall suppose” and “shall we 

discern” [added emphasis]. Yet, he distinguished “the believers” as them. He says, let us not 

judge, but suppose, discern and ultimately question the motives of God. This intricately crafted 

inaugural address illuminates what most scholars see as Lincoln’s puzzling religion (Noll 426). It 

is possible that Lincoln’s religion, if he had one, remains a puzzle because his beliefs are 

puzzling to the majority. Men such as Emerson and Whitman may have had a better 

understanding into this moment of theological questioning. Lincoln was revolutionary and an 

American President with a reputation for stirringly evocative rhetoric, yet he was also a writer. 

Here we must once again heed the advice of D.H. Lawrence and “trust the tale” (2).  

Margaret Fuller’s tales flow from the "love for many incarcerated souls, that might be 

freed could the idea of religious self-dependence be established in them, could the weakening 

habit of dependence on others be broken up" (Fuller 758). She suggests that an individual should 

have the right to freely study religion in unobtrusive, natural surroundings. It would seem that 

Fuller wants us to set sail too, as did Bradford’s pilgrims. If we should then find a spiritual 

guidance among these religious writings or in a certain slant of sunlight, we will have come to 

this revelation purely, autonomously. Fuller suggests we walk with Emerson beneath the leaves, 

treading the sun dappled ground where "all is rounded in by natural harmony which will always 

arise where Truth and Love are sought in the light of freedom" (760). She asks that we enter the 

woods and chance that we’ll emerge upon the vast coast of a fresher sea. 
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The undercurrent of revolutionary art-speech flows through American literature as if on 

its own quest for self-determination. Echoes of dissent strengthen over time, reverberate through 

history, government, literature and answer the question of religious autonomy in America. The 

Mayflower set sail in search of religious freedom. Indeed, the pilgrims were America’s first 

dissenters. They sought a new land, where they could walk among unspoiled woods and build 

their own home under their God. It was as if they realized the Bible too was but another form of 

art-speech, open to the freewill of interpretation. In searching for an answer to the question of 

religious autonomy in America, one must look through the subterfuge for truth, while keeping in 

mind that “the eye is the best of artists” (Emerson 11). 
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