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s discussed in earlier chapters, the Puritan colony of Massachusetts Bay became an 
important anchor for the settlement of New England and served as an experimental 
testing ground for the “Puritan” versions of the Protestant faith. There were actually 

many different types of Puritans in England, grouped together by historians because they 
shared the goal of “purifying” Christianity by further removing their version of Protestant 
from the politicized Catholic and Anglican churches. The Pilgrims and Puritans are often 
celebrated in American history as pioneers of American religious freedom, because they 
left England and braved the dangerous and difficult process of colonization, in an effort to 
achieve religious freedom. Although this is technically true, the Puritans were not actually 
champions of religious liberty, but rather, believed that their particular brand of ultra-con-
servative Protestantism was virtually the only acceptable religion. However, dissent within 
the Puritan populations of New England played a major role in encouraging America’s free 
exercise ideals as religious oppression in Massachusetts created actual religious freedom 
activists whose communities better embodied the principles of free belief and association 
characteristic of the constitutional role of religion in America.

Winthrop and the Conservative 
Religious Ideal
John Winthrop, the man most often cited as 
the primary founder of the Puritan society at 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony, was the son 
of an English lord and so was born into both 
wealth and privilege. Winthrop attended Trinity 
College before training in the law, a common 
path for members of the “gentry” class in En-
gland, before settling into life as a minor official 
and collecting a significant income from the 
tenants on his family’s land. Biographers have 
found, in Winthrop’s records and diaries, that 
he took an early personal interest in religion 
and spent much of his free time in his teenage 
and early adult years studying scripture. During 
the twenty years he spent as a minor official 
in Groton, without much in the way of actual Appleton’s Cyclopedia of American 
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Roger Williams and the Challenge of Providence
The strict authoritarianism of Puritan society engendered dissidence among the population 
in many different ways. For one thing, many of the colonists who traveled to Massachusetts 
in the second and third waves of immigration, were not even Puritans. They came, like trav-
elers to Virginia before them, seeking economic opportunities and to escape the tumultuous 
political turmoil of Europe, not to participate in the extreme utopian visions of the Puritans. 
Just five years after the Puritans arrived at Massachusetts Bay Colony, Winthrop and the 
Puritan government faced a serious 
challenge to their authority from Roger 
Williams, a London-born, Cambridge 
educated theologian who had been 
a member of the Puritan separatist 
movement but came to be suspicious 
of how the new Puritan society mani-
fested itself in the New World.

Williams had been a chaplain in the 
Church of England before coming 
to believe that the Anglican Church, 
which was so closely integrated with 
the operations of the state, was too 
corrupt and political to be reformed. 
He left the church in 1630 and joined 
one of the Puritan Separatist groups 
circulating through English society at 
that time. Williams felt that the Prot-
estant faith needed to completely 
separate from both Catholicism and 
the Church of England. In February 
of 1631, he immigrated to Boston to 
support the Puritan colony at Massa-
chusetts Bay, becoming a teacher at a 
church in Salem. Williams was some-
thing of a disruptor from the beginning, 
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American Icons: Martin Luther King, Jr.

There are few Americans who achieved such international fame and acclaim as Martin Luther 
King, Jr. a Baptist minister and activist who is often described as one of the founders and most 
important figures of the civil rights movement of the 1950s. As an activist, King demonstrated how 
interpretation of religious scripture could be used to argue against the racial hierarchy of value that 
had been used to disadvantage African Americans. Fewer Americans may be aware of the depth of 
King’s studies with regard to the history of Christian theology. While King was a student at Crozer 
Theological Seminary in 1949, he attended a class on Greek culture and religion and focused on 
the ancient Greek mystery cult of Mithraism as the subject for one of his essays, later published in 
several journals on theology and Christian history. Although many Christians attempted to distance 
Christianity from paganism, preferring to view the birth of Christianity as an isolated innovation, 
King recognized the interconnectedness of Christianity and the world’s other faiths, and this colored 
his attitudes about diversity and inclusion, and his belief in the freedom of religious belief and 
expression. In the conclusion to his essay on the connections between Christianity and Mithraism, 
King wrote,

“Many of the views, while passing out of Paganism into Christianity were given a 
more profound and spiritual meaning by Christians, yet we must be indebted to the 
source. To discuss Christianity without mentioning other religions would be like 
discussing the greatness of the Atlantic Ocean without the slightest mention of the 
many tributaries that keep it flowing.”a

Work Used

a. King, Martin Luther, Jr. “A Study of Mithraism.” 1949. Stanford University. The Martin Luther King, Jr. Research and Education 

Institute, kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/study-mithraism.
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American Icons: Tenskwatawa and Tecumseh

Tecumseh (1768) and Tenskwatawa (1775) were brothers born into a Shawnee community in what is 
now Ohio. As children, the elder Tecumseh was educated according to the tribe’s warrior traditions, 
and became a skilled and respected military leader of the Shawnee in their conflicts with the U.S. 
military and militant white militias. Tenskwatawa who was called “Lalawethika” or “the noise maker” 
as a child, is said to have been considerably shorter and to have lacked the military skill and “warrior 
training” afforded to his elder brother. At some point in his youth, while hunting, Tenskwatawa shot 
out his own eye with an arrow, which historians believe led him to drink heavily and to become 
somewhat estranged from his family for a number of years.

However, in 1804, after his near death in an alcohol-related accident, Tenskwatawa believed 
he had had a vision, and he returned to his tribe preaching that he had seen the end of white 
American oppression and that he had been tasked with helping the American Indian people reclaim 
what had been lost to colonization. This was when he received the name Tenskwatawa, which 
means “the open mouth” or “open door,” becoming a prophet of the Shawnee people. The basic 
idea in his visions was that the American Indian people needed to abandon the European-American 
technologies and lifestyles that many had embraced and to return to traditional ways of life. Towards 
his end, Tenskwatawa proposed a Confederacy of American Indians, uniting the tribes behind a 
single purpose.

At the time, future president William Henry Harrison was the territorial governor of Indiana, 
and Harrison challenged Tenskwatawa to prove his prophetic credentials. Many American Indians 
believe that Tenskwatawa was able to correctly predict a solar eclipse, after which thousands began 
to follow in his teachings. Tenskwatawa and his brother established a headquarters for the new 
Confederation of American Indians at the Tippecanoe River in Western Indiana, a village known as 
“Prophetstown.” Fear that this growing confederacy might actually pose a legitimate threat to white 
control in the area prompted federal intervention, and Harrison led an army to attack and destroy 
the village in 1811. This lopsided military attack on a village consisting primarily of families and not 
soldiers gave Harrison the credentials he later used to promote himself as a presidential candidate. 
Tecumseh was killed the following year leading a band of American Indians resisting American army 
violence in Ontario, Canada.

Though the Confederation of American Indians was destroyed before it could reach its full 
potential, Tenskwatawa continued to preach unity between the tribes, and he later established a new 
“Prophetstown” for American Indians near the site of Kansas City, Kansas, where he later died and 
was buried.a
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In the weeks leading up to the first date in 
court, the trial became something of a specta-
cle. Unfortunately for the issue entrepreneurs 
who had worked to bring the case to Dayton in 
hopes of cashing in on the popularity, the trial 
did not bring hundreds of visitors to the town, 
but it did provide the little city with a wealth of 
press coverage, much of it negative.

As in other debates over the issue, critics 
highlighted the supposed ridiculousness of 
the claim that humans were a type of “mon-
key,” and the simian theme pervaded the en-
tire trial from beginning to end. Journalist H. 
L. Mencken, in his coverage, conceived the 
name “Scopes Monkey Trial,” which became 
the most common name by which the trial was 
known, while opportunistic vendors across the 
state tried to capitalize on the popularity of 
the issue by selling stuffed monkeys and other 
souvenirs. Even a chimpanzee “actor” named 
“Joe Mendi” was brought to the trial dressed in 
a suit and photographed by the press.

There were even a series of “monkey trial” songs recorded in recognition of the trial, includ-
ing the “John T. Scopes Trial” song written by Vernon Dalhart:

Caricature of Darwin with an ape body, 1871, The Hornet, 
via Wikipedia.


