DEMOCRACY AND RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Instructions for Response Writing

Book: Shawn Francis Peters, Judging Jehovah’s Witnesses: Religious Persecution and the Dawn of the Rights Revolution

Francis H. Heller wrote in 1943 that the Jehovah’s Witnesses cases could not only mark a “turning point for religious liberty” in the United States, but also “introduce a new set of constitutional values that will inevitably and probably permanently affect the American way of life” (Judging Jehovah’s Witnesses, pp. 14-15).  Author Shawn Francis Peters further asserts that a series of Jehovah’s Witnesses cases, including Cantwell v. Connecticut, West Virginia v. Barnette, and Jones v. Opelika, “fulfilled Heller’s expectations by helping to set the stage for a revolution in constitutional jurisprudence.”  

The implication of these statements is that religious and other liberties were not as widely recognized or robustly protected as they were after the Supreme Court rulings in the Jehovah’s Witnesses cases.  Indeed, Peters further states that 

…the Witnesses prompted a series of state and federal court rulings that bolstered the basic democratic freedoms articulated in the Bill of Rights.  Thus, while the purported defenders of  “Americanism” subverted both the letter and spirit of the Constitution, a group roundly condemned as spies and traitors remained true to that same charter and ultimately strengthened it. (p. 16)

Keeping the above in mind as context, pick one of the following topics for your writing of an essay of at least 500 words in length:

1) Americans are indebted to the Jehovah’s Witnesses for the degree of protection given to our religious and other civil liberties today.  Be specific.  What liberties do you have today that you likely would not have but for the battles that the Jehovah’s Witnesses waged in the courts?  In what cases were those liberties won on your behalf?

2) The Jehovah’s Witnesses, rather than Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, are the real founders of religious liberty in America. 

3) Muslims are the Jehovah’s Witnesses of today, and It is George W. Bush and other purported defenders of “freedom” and “patriotism” who are subverting both the letter and spirit of the Constitution, while groups of Muslims and their sympathizers, roundly condemned as spies and traitors, remain true to the Bill of Rights and will ultimately strengthen it.

Post your essay in Web Crossing just as if you were posting the usual Critical Comment.  Because Monday, February 21, is a holiday, the deadline for posting your essay will be Tuesday at 11 p.m.  In keeping with the changes we made to the syllabus to allow you an extra day for your responses, the deadline for posting two responses to others’ essays will be on Thursday at 11 p.m. 

