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Roger Willisms is best known as "the founder of Rhode
Island*. Pew people realize that he was also a soldier,
gtatesman, farmey, and prescher. Perhaps he ig nod well
remembered because he is so hard to label, To him we owe
the provisicas in our government today of religious Preedom
and separafion of church and state.b Bescause of his new
idess and courage 10 express them, Roger Williame was sonsi-
dered a raficel by meny of the people of his dag.

In or sbout the year of Queen Eligabeth's death Hoger
Willisms was born in London. The year was thought to be
1603 but thes exsct date im not known becaunse of & fire in
the parish church of the Willisme family.

James ¥Williams, & member of the Werchant Taylors!

Company was Hoger's father. H¥His mother csme from a riming
family of shopkeespers. In discussing his fa

ily, one must
mention his Uncle and Godfather, Roger Pemberton who served
2 year in the post of High Sheriff of Hertfordshire.

The King James version of the Bible was first printed
Guring the childhood of Roger Willisnms. FHe resd it right

after 3t was released, He wes comvertsd at this time,?2




Although Williams wasn't considered especially preco-
cious as 2 child, he did have an unususl skill. He learned
to take shorthand so well that he served as the stenographer
for Chief Justice Coke in the @ourt of the Star Chamber.

After Coke retired from the bench he sent his steno-
grapher to & new school celled the Charterhouse. Entering
in 1621, he studied for two years until he got 2 scholarship
to Pembroke Hall st Ceambridge.

When King Charles ascended to the throne in 1625
Williams wes still at Pembroke Hall. His patron again was
Coke who wasg Lord Steward of the College. He was studying
Latin, Greek, and Hebrew in prepsrsation for the ministry.
At that time he felt a call to serve God and to help in
the coming nurification of the English Church.

As is to be expected, a man as accomplished as
Williams wee in so many fields would havea complex person~
ality. That the center of his charscter wrs stubbornness
is evident in the fact that he refused to retract ideas he
believed in. He was persigtent in the quest for the reali-
zation of his ideals. He was no hypocrite and no coward.3

He was s man of his time and a part of it. He was
warm, outgoing, and friendly. Even though he was nersis-—

tent, he was more inclined to sagreement than disagreement.4

BSeageI’, _O_I._)_o di'bo’ E)T). 12“160

4pdmund S. Morgan, Roger Williesmsi: The Church and
State (New York: Harcourt, Drace »nd Company, 1967), 0. 5.
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Tha cagt of Williame' mind was theolo

gical rather than

poldtical or sovisl.? Tun 1629 he became chaplain of the

family of Sir William Mashem &t High Iaver, Hssex. In
Ba:cémbar of this year he married Msry Barnard who had been
2 mald in a neighbaoring household.

He had begun as @ minieter of the Anglican Church.
Since he couldn't stand the ceremonies or policies of that
State Church, he joined the Anglican Tiberals who were also
known as the Paritess.

Willisme later \ibmama w sepuratiet because he consi-

dersd the Paritans td be slow and timid. He maid, "I
baleeve that there b mrﬁ.ly hath ever been a conscientious

Seperatist, who was not Pirst & Puritam..."® As a Separs

tigt he became an enemy of both the Anglicens end the Puritsns.
I he had chosen o atay in Engleond, Willisme would

have had little chance for Heppiness

the first would be a2 conm

wonld be scceptance of the publie scorn of the King and

'« He had two cholioest

fortable hypoerisy and the second

Bighops, possibly landing in the dirdy and damp j=il.7
Williems, his wife, and eiphttesn other passsngers of The
Lyon landed at Nantasket on Pebruary 5, 1631. Roger

Williams wes not & men that would sccept either slternative.

5 Miller, Roger Williams {New York: The Bobbs-
Pﬁ‘arrill %mpw, Ine., 1983}, D. 27«

Syiargan, op. git.,

w-, P 6@-



Althongh he was well received at Boston, Willisms
refused the pastorste of the Boston church. He felt that

the colonists of Mussacdhusetbts weren't resll

r seperatiate.
They believed that the Church of England was corrapt bub
they didn't denounce it entirely. He took & smaller post
at Silewm where he drew large trowis.

Johm Wianthrop and his grou 1
4 to keep ld of the veins of the
niste from Bnglend who poared into the Bay, They tried

Minieters worksd hax

ol

to suppress the democrate and sxtreme protestants. They

also condemned those of the dourt perty who selebreted
Ghristamas end acld guns and 14

¥ H0 the Indiads.

1lisms beosme an objsct of soands
red mgsinet the tak
sation. He was willing to tolerste other religions but
fhose who considersd Yhemselves the Blest~ordeined by God
to control New ingland-mers
ideas of Williams .S
The next fall he went to Plymouth whers the Chure

1 becsnge ?z;@

ng of Tnd#izs lands without compens

ent was more

was more Uongregationsllist snd the goverms

demooratio.

The Bay CUolony believed that all govermment should
tome TPom ths wisdom of the Old Testament. Thay followed

the patterns 1t set forth 4o the lstter. Willlame bslieved

Snde Passos, op. sif., p. 60.




that the authority of the states lay in eivil matters only.
~ Be wteted that the church should desl with souls emd the
government with goads snd bodies. He voiced his idesns
persistently.?

In the meet:
Cambridge Roger Williems stood trisl in October, 1636. He

nghouse 2t New Town, Massachusestis near

was charged with spreading "dangesrous opinions® among the

Bay sebtlers. The bitter, prejudiced, and narrow minded

thief memberm of the Massachusetis Bay Colepy shouted charges 0
He was senbenced 4o exils, but before he cowld bs sent back

t0 England Williams €led %o his Indian friends, the Narrasm
gansett tribe. Williame had left England because he thought
the Church of Englend was wrong. DBasically, he laft Wassa-—
chusetts for the same reason.ll '

ATt
place where he could spealk what he falt., Alter being ssked
by the Govermorcof Plymouth to move on, he fineily fomnd
ﬂ&e plaee for his new beginning., He was warnly received by

> his exile Williams was looking for pefuge in :

~the Indiane &% the mouth of the Mobassuek River on Rarra-
gansett Bay. Williems chrisiened the ares Providence sfter
dining there wi th the Indians,

In his words Willisms' community would be "& corner

a4s & shelter for the poor and pemwu“:‘miﬂz Por the first

9genger, op. cil.s p. 15.
npesn, op. git., pe 28,
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time in the world & place - Providence - grew out of three
principles: democratic government, complete religious
freedom, and racial tolerance.l3 He insured the separation
of Church and State. Obedience was only reguired in civil
matters.

Entry into Providence was free. A democracy was sed
up as the simnle government. The masters of families could
vote with the majority passing laws and ordinances. The
head of each household that was admitted as a freeman was
given & ten acre houselot and a sixacre woodlot in the'back
of town.

Always a friend to the Indisns, Williams found time
to learn their lsnguages. He could be considered the first
Indian Missionary in New Bngland but always with the thought
in mind that they had a right to their gods and totems. He
had respect for the dignity of the Indisans ss men. He consi-
dered them egqual which was an uncommon thought in his day.
He said, "Neture knows no difference between European and
Americen in blood, birth, bodies, etc, God having of one
blood mede all mankind."l4

He further justified his thoughts in the following

quote:

131vid., p. 22.

LdTrwin #. Polishook, Roger Williams, John Cotton and
Religious Freedom (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 13967),
Pe G




Bo2st not proud English of thy birth and blood,
Thy brother Indian is by birh as good.

Of one blood God made

Him, and thee and all, .

As wise, &g fair, as strong, as person&l.l5

The new colony of Providence had no official church.
All faiths and religions were welcomed.

In 1639 the first Baptist Church in Amgrica was esta-—
blished in Providence. Williams was baptized by the Baptist
Preacher but he was too restless to limit himself in one
sect for any length of time. His informal seeking of true
religion developed into & fervent mysticism labeled in New
England two centuries later as transcendentalism.l6

The Jews from New Amsterdam established Jeshuzat Isroel
in Providence in 1658. Although Willisms disapproved of
their ideas refugee Quakers cme to Providence in 1656.

The Rhode Islend settlement had been started without
2 charter. BEBngland was involved in a civil war of religious
and political conflict in the years 1640 through 1660. The
tiny outlaw colony, & nation without ties or alleigances,
was threatened by the turmoil across the ocean.

A New England confederation was formed and =agzin
Rhode Island was endangered by the threat of being absorbed
by the Bay Government. The inhabitents of Rhode Island
were besically English who wrnted an Tnglish charter that

would insure their right of self government.

151bid. 16Dos Passog, op. cit., n. 74.
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behalf of Rhode Island to obtain legel sanction for the
Narragansett Colony. His journey would howefully insure
safety for the colony from enemies on both sides of the
Atlantic.

It was late summer, 1642, when he arrived in TLondon.
Puritenism had won out. The ¥ing was defeated by the
lesdership of Parliament in a bloody war. In 1642 Parliament
ordered the dissolution of Wpiscopal bishops and archbishops.
Parliament's goal was the elimination of Anglicanism and
the rebuilding of the Church of England under the control
of Parliasment.

Jince he thought his idess might be suiteble for the
0ld world =s well as for his new colony, he made them known
when he zrrived in Ingland. He Waé an advocate of the
geparation of church and state. He questioned the interven-
tion of civil government into church affairs. He believed
that 211 men should have religious freedom.l7

There were two agents in london working to get the
Narragansett section granted to Mzssachusetts. By the time
Williams arrived they had a document drafted and approved
by some members of the Committee for the Colonies. Williams
h2d on his side Sir Harry Veone who was a npowerful negotiator

to Parliament and 2 member of the Committee of the Two

17Polishook, op. cit., p. 106.
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Kingdoms. By March Parliament finally approved a charter
that gave Providence full rights of self-government.

Williams had obtained "A Free and Absolute Charter of
Incorporation of ¥Providence Plantations on the Narragansett
Bay in New England."18 Under the charter and its acceptance
the four towns of Providence, Warwick, Newport, and Ports-—
mouth were joined formally into a chortered colony under
the government of a Genersl Court which was later known =8
the General Assembly.

T'rom 1654 through 1657 Williams served as "President®
: of the colony - & post that was comparable to that of gov-
ernor. TUnder his guidsance the four towns were firmly
united but Willisms had little control bhecause of disorgeni-
zation. In the new settlements under this arrangement jails
were built, taxes levied and law officers were appointed or
elected.

In 1651 wWilliams returned again to MEngland. He stayed
until Qliver Cromwell was named Lord Protector to see that
the change in government didn't affect the standings of the
Narragansett country. He doubted Cromwell's dictatorship
but favored the toleration exhibited by the Lord.Protector.
He arrived home in 1654 with the confirmed charter.

Oliver Cromwell died in 1658. He had made England

mighty in Burope but fo2iled in two of his major goals.

18p0s Pagsos, op. git., p. 106.



10

Pirst, he failed in the building of a league of Protestant:
nations on the continent and second, he failed to establish
the settihg up of a reformed and stable representative

system at home,

After the restoration of the Royal Regime the Rhode
Island and Providence charter was confirmed., Willisams was
appointed as one of the assistants in charge of the new
ngernment.

Roger Williams lived to be an old man. He served in
many public offices in his growing colony and always
remained & friend to the Indians.

His succesgs is well described in the following quote
by Edmund Sears Morgen:

It does not follow that we should give Williams back
o the nineteenth and twentieth century liberals who
have claimed him for their own. Williams belonged to
the seventeenth century, to Puritanism, and to Separe—
tism. What he did share with a number of men, in his
own century as well as before and since, was 2 quality
that always seems to 1lift & man sbove his tinme;
intellectual courage, the willingness to g0 where the
mind leads. When his mind told him there could be no
church, he left the church, even though he wanted
nothing more than to serve it. When his mind told him
the state could do nothing but harm to religion, he.
gaid so, even though it cost him everything he hzd.

We may praice him (and so ourselves) for his defense
of religious liberty sand the separation of church and
gtate. He deserves the tribute (and so perhaps do we?)
But it falls short of the men, His greatness was
gimpler: He dared to think. 19

The times weren't favorable for Roger Williams., His

was @ hard life. He always traveled in flight or business.

19 Morgen, op. cit., p. 62.
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He didn't want power. He was a Christian who believed with
great fervor in Jesus. This fact made him a radical in his
time , 20

One of the outstanding charscteristics of the Consti-
tution of the United States has been the gseparation of
Church =nd Stete. The first amendment strtes that "Congress
shall make no law regpecting an egtablishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof2l Roger Williams

was the first man to promote these ideas of a civil demo-~

cratic state.

EOSeager, op. eit., pp. 32, 33. 2hyorgan, opx 2if., B 62,
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