Roger Williams in Childhood
Roger Williams was born in Wales about the beginning of the seventeenth century.
His father established a merchant-tailor shop in London, where young Roger worked in
his childhood, assisting his father in the business. His London home was near Newgate
prison and only a short space from the Smithfield Plaza, where many of the so called
heretics were burned at the stake, or "hung by the neck" until they were dead. These
executions were frequent in the childhood days of young Williams. His sympathies were
stirred as he witnessed these executions for conscience' sake, and he developed a spirit
of independent inquiry and a feeling of abhorrence against religious persecution. From
childhood he was considered a rebel against the established church order.

Roger Williams Preaching in Boston
When Roger Williams first arrived in Boston, in 1631, he was invited to preach in
the Boston church. He had decided ideas of the relationship that should exist between the
church and the civil power, and vigorously advocated them to the Puritan congregation.
The Puritans had hoped that the new arrival might serve as their pastor in Boston, but his
advocacy of the doctrine of complete separation of church and state not only doomed his
chances to preach in Boston, but almost prevented his preaching in any other place in

New England. His call to Salem, however, finally was consummated; here he preached for
two years. It appeared as if his ideals were doomed not to take root in America.

Williams Stenographer to Lord Coke
Young Williams was stenographer to the Star Chamber, a noted London court.
There he met his mentor, the distinguished English jurist, Sir Edward Coke, whom he
dearly loved and greatly respected. Lord Coke encouraged the lad to study law and
obtain the highest possible general education obtainable in the universities of London.
after pursuing the study of law and the science of government, he abandoned it and
turned to theology, in the hope he might labor for the Lord of the universe rather than the
rulers of England, who exercised such arbitrary authority in religious matters. Young
Williams imbibed the spirit of independent thinking from Lord Coke and learned much in
states-craft that was very profitable to him when he finally founded a civil state of his
own in Rhode Island.

Entering Charter House School
Sir Edward Coke not only recognized young Williams' skill in shorthand when he
served as his secretary, but his aptitude in the science of government. Later he placed
him as a student in Charter House School. After finishing this school, Williams attended
Pembroke College in Cambridge. He was serious and studious, and improved every

opportunity to gain knowledge that would enable him to be of service in uplifting
humanity aid society to a higher level. Being religiously inclined, he early accepted the
established state religion of England. However, he was unable to reconcile its practices
with the teachings of Christ. He took issue with Archbishop Laud, who imposed great
hardships upon all dissenters. This brought the wrath of Archbishop Laud down upon his
head, and made his flight to America necessary.

Williams' Arrival in America
Roger Williams and his wife, Mary, arrived in America at what is now the Boston
harbor, early in 1631. The Puritans had preceded him by one year and had a good-sized
settlement established at Boston and another at Salem, but the Pilgrim Fathers had
preceded the Puritans by ten years. The Puritans were established as the Massachusetts
Bay Colony and the Pilgrims as the Plymouth Colony at Plymouth. Hailed as a "godly
minister," and one whom the common people heard gladly, he was invited to speak in the
Boston church upon his arrival. But he had been called to the pastorate of the Salem
church– The officials of the Boston church-and-state discovered that he was an
independent thinker. He soon entered upon his pastoral duties at Salem with sincerity
and devotion.

Witnessed Doctor Leightons Persecution
Just before he fled from England, Roger Williams had witnessed the inhuman
treatment accorded Doctor Leighton under Archbishop Laud's ecclesiastical sentence. The
doctor was fined, brought to the pillory and publicly whipped, had his ears cut off, his
nose split, his face branded, and was shut up in prison for the rest of his life. The
Puritans had fled to America to escape this religio-political persecution, but strange to say,
they exhibited the same intolerant spirit against Roger Williams–and others who held
divergent views. The Puritans in America employed the whipping post, confiscation of
property, and banishment "to open the understanding of the heretics,” in order, as they
said, to save them from hell-fire. Such is the inevitable result of a state-enforced religion.

Williams' Defense Before General Court
Williams, championing the cause of liberty, won many friends. The General Court
of Massachusetts Bay Colony decided that he must be subdued or banished. So, through
guile and threats, this high authority won to its side John Endicott and a majority of the
Salem church. Finally Roger Williams was summoned to trial on the charge of entertaining
"dangerous opinions." Before the Bay governor, twenty-five court magistrates, the
deputies, and all the Puritan ministers of the Bay, he eloquently argued in defense of his
principles, and, like Luther, he stood unshaken in the "rockie strength" of his convictions.
He was sentenced by the governor to banishment from the colony. That sentence was the
harbinger of religious liberty in America.

Bids Good-by to Wife and Babe
The court ordered the banishment of Roger Williams from the Massachusetts Bay
Colony to be enforced within six weeks. He was stigmatized the "first rebel against the
divine church order established in the wilderness," by Cotton Mather, a Puritan
clergyman. His defense in behalf of religious freedom had awakened public sympathy
and made him popular among the common people. Henry Vane, Jr., from England, and
others, visited him; but this friendly intercourse only enraged the authorities, and his
immediate arrest was ordered. They planned to take him by surprise and exile him to
England. A secret friend, however, sent him a timely warning. Williams sensed his
danger, and heeding the warning, bade his wife and babe a fond farewell, and escaped
into the friendly wilderness.

Williams Fleeing Through Wilderness
Fleeing from home at night, and in the dead of winter, Roger Williams suffered
many hardships. He wrote "I was sorely tossed for one fourteen weeks in a bitter winter
season, not knowing what bread and bed did mean." Finally he reached the wigwams
along the Narragansett Bay, where he found shelter among the Indians. In gratitude for
his having acted as peacemaker between two rival chiefs, Canonicus and Massasoit, the
latter gave Williams a grant of land. He started to build and plant, but was warned by the
Plymouth Colony that he was within the bounds of the colonies already established, and
so he bought land from the Indians on the other side of the Mooshassue River and named
the place Providence. He invited the oppressed of New England and Europe to settle, in
his new colony.

Williams Welcomes the Persecuted
In the summer of 1636 Mrs. Williams and her two small children reached
Providence, and here Williams established his permanent home. He welcomed with open
arms the persecuted of all faiths and all who desired freedom to worship or not to
worship. Soon there were four flourishing settlements, which were formed into a
confederation, or union, with Roger Williams at its head. His first concern was to make
this new settlement "a shelter to persons distressed for conscience," and to establish "a
civil government," which exercised authority "only in civil things." The hostile attitude
toward Rhode Island on the part of the Bay Colony forced Williams to sail for England
and secure a charter and protection for his newly founded colony.

Rhode Island Erects Torch of Liberty
Roger Williams had advanced so far in "the life of love" which he advocated, and
ascended so high upon the pedestal of "soul liberty" and civil and religious freedom in
matters of conscience and religion, that he encountered an impossible task in his day to
lift up the church-and-state leaders to his level. But the torch of liberty which he held aloft
was not extinguished after his death. Other men caught the inspiration of his lofty ideals,
and finally insisted that the church and the state be separated, not only in Rhode Island,
but in every State in the Union. The Baptists in Virginia and elsewhere helped to make the

ideals of Roger Williams the birthright of every American. ‘May this light of religious
freedom never be extinguished in America.’

Dissenters Fleeing to America
Dissenters and nonconformists who refused to comply with the requirements of
religion as imposed by the state church were severely persecuted. While many thousands
were imprisoned and punished, many more thousands fled to Holland and finally earned
sufficient means to flee to America, where they had hoped they might worship God in
harmony with the dictates of their own consciences. Roger Williams was one who was
listed for punishment because of his opposition to Archbishop Laud's oppressive decrees.
Having received a call to the pastorate of the church in Salem, he sailed with his wife on
the ship "Lyon," for America. Little did he dream that he was destined to make a lasting
impress upon the future of America and its institutions.

Newgate Prison and Smithfield Plaza
Many dissenters and nonconformists were imprisoned in Newgate prison. The
Quakers suffered untold hardships in this prison for their faith. Directly in front of the
main entrance to Newgate prison was the Smithfield Plaza, where many sealed their fate
as martyrs for their faith. Williams many times witnessed the executions and burnings of
state-and-church branded heretics at Smithfield. His youthful soul was so stirred, as he
saw these horrifying cruelties resulting from misunderstandings of an enforced religion,

that he resolved to smite this monster of religious persecution and if possible put an end
to it. He knew that the only possible way to end religious persecution was to bring about
a complete separation of church and state and have religion stand on its own merits.

Punishment for Nonconformists
The state religion prescribed every man's religion bylaw in Roger Williams' day.
Everyone, whether a church member or not, was required to attend church services on
Sunday and give financial support to the state religion. Failure to attend church services
on Sunday or to pay tithes would often subject a citizen to cruel treatment and corporal
punishment. Roger Williams used his voice, vote, and pen in opposing not only
compulsory church attendance on Sunday, and compulsory Sunday observance under
duress of the civil magistrate, but compulsory taxation of everyone to support the state
religion. He drew a sharp line of demarcation between the obligations a person owed to
the state "in civil things" and the duties he owed to the church and religion.

Williams and Cotton Debate Issue
The Reverend John Cotton, the self-appointed monitor of others' consciences and
the spokesman of the Puritan church-and-state regime, haunted and hunted Roger
Williams till he finally harried him out of the Bay Colony. But the religious controversy did
not end in the exile of Roger Williams. One the champion of religious liberty, and the other

the champion of religious intolerance, finally measured swords in a debate. Fortunately,
this famous debate of fundamental principles and false principles of government and
religion has been preserved. During this debate Roger Williams clarified and set forth the
principles of religious liberty and the freedom of the conscience in religious matters and
covered practically every angle of the subject.

Religious Freedom Versus Intolerance
Roger Williams was very apt in the use of illustrations, the same as his Master
was in the use of parables to bring forcibly home to the people the true meaning of
spiritual truths. The Christian was compared to an innocent lamb, and not to a ravenous
wolf. Christianity was compared to the lily, and not to torments of the thorn bush. The
methods and means of propagating Christianity were compared to the gentle wooings of
the dove, and not to seizures and ravages of the preying hawk or eagle. Williams
contended that a religion that did not operate on the principle of love was not of God, but
belonged to "the synagogue of Satan." True religion is distinguished by the spirit of love,
and a false religion by the spirit of intolerance. Truth is its own best defender

.

Religious Persuasion Versus Coercion
The real contention between Roger Williams and John Cotton in their famous
debate was whether religious persuasion or religious coercion should be the controlling
factor in the realm of the conscience in spiritual matters. Williams contended that the

church could only use the word of God as a spiritual sword to persuade men in the
domain of religion, while John Cotton attempted to justify the use of the carnal sword in
correcting heretics, and the authority of the civil magistrate in disciplining church
members for failure to comply with a church creed and for refusal to give financial aid to a
religion that was sanctioned by the state. Williams claimed that coercion in religion could
only beget meanness and hypocrisy, and would make more infidels than Christians.

Endicott's Messengers to Williams
Roger Williams' commonwealth grew so rapidly for a time that Governor Endicott
feared Rhode Island would soon outnumber Massachusetts, and that Roger Williams
might retaliate for the wrongs they had done to him. So he dispatched two messengers to
Roger Williams, proposing reconciliation and a joining of both colonies, and. inviting
Williams to return to Massachusetts, promising him safety. But Roger Williams did not
trust the Puritans, and sent word back by the two messengers to Governor Endicott that
he felt safer down among "the Christian savages" at Narragansett Bay than he did among
"the savage Christians" in Massachusetts Bay Colony. He resolved to make Rhode Island
a model for other governments to follow, and indeed it became a model for the American
Republic.

Williams-the Peacemaker
After all his mistreatment at the hands of the Massachusetts Bay Colony,
Williams, at the risk of his life, visited the hostile Indian camps and interceded with the
Indian chiefs who had determined to wipe the Massachusetts Bay Colony completely out
of existence. At the moment the Indians were ready to strike the annihilating blow, Roger
Williams walked into the midst of the Indian camp, with guns and arrows pointed at him
from every angle, and begged the Indian chiefs to listen to him. He succeeded in getting
them to postpone the planned attack until his interview was concluded. He labored days
and nights before he finally succeeded in obtaining the consent of the Indian chiefs to
arbitrate the matter. Thus he again saved the lives and homes of his former persecutors.

Williams-the Arbitrator
While Williams was in England endeavoring to secure a charter from Parliament to
make the liberties in Rhode Island secure, and preventing the New England confederacy
from absorbing Rhode Island, the four Plantations were on the verge of each going their
own way and dissolving the union because of irreconcilable disagreements. Williams
hastened back home to effect a peaceable reconciliation. In May, 1647, he succeeded in
reuniting them, when the General Assembly of Rhode Island adopted a code of laws
which contained the declaration, "All men may walk as their consciences persuade them,
without molestation—every one in the name of his God"—full and complete religious
liberty to "all men." Any nation with such ideals is bound to be exalted.

First and Second Tables Distinguished
Roger Williams in all his teachings drew a sharp distinction between the first and
second tables of the decalogue. He took issue with the Puritans and the Pilgrims when
they attempted to enforce the first four commandments of the decalogue. He claimed that
they were clearly spiritual requirements which a man owed directly to God and not to
Caesar. He contended that Sabbath observance was spiritual, and that a breach of the
Sabbath, or Sunday observance likewise, should never be enforced by the civil magistrate
or under the penal codes. Because of his opposition to their compulsory Sunday laws and

many other religious requirements, he had to suffer bitter persecution. He never yielded
one iota on the complete separation of church and state.

A Missionary to the Indians
When Roger Williams was banished the first time from the Salem pastorate, he
became a teacher and missionary to the Indians. He taught them that Christianity was a
religion of love and peace to all men and that God and Christ were no respecters of
persons. All were equal before God. He translated portions of the Gospels into the
language of the Indians. He spent two years at Plymouth, and made many friends, not
only among the Pilgrims, but among the Indians, and the Indian chiefs often submitted
their troubles to Mr. Williams for equitable adjustment and arbitration. Thus he prevented
a number of imminent hostilities among the Indians, and won many to the faith of
Christianity. In the summer of 1633 a second call brought him again to the pastorate of
the Salem church.

Statue of Roger Williams in Capitol
Congress, in 1864, invited each State in the Union to send statues of two of its
most illustrious citizens for permanent preservation in the hall of fame in the Capitol.
Many have responded, among them the State of Rhode Island. Naturally enough, Rhode
Island is represented in the National Statuary Hall by a marble figure of Roger Williams. It
is the work of Franklin Simmonds. In his left hand is a book upon which are the words,

"Soul Liberty, 1636." The life, work, and ideals of Roger Williams as portrayed in this
book reveal that he had more to do with shaping the foundation principles of the
American Republic than any other man. The founders of the American Republic were
inspired by his writings and ideals, and sought to incorporate them into the Bill of Rights
in the Constitution.

