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The Charter of 1663, Major Milestone on the 

Road to Religious Liberty 

 

J. Stanley Lemons 

 

The Charter of 1663 might be seen as just a piece of parchment with a lot of words on it. Yet, it 

represents a major milestone on the road to religious liberty in America and the world. The 

Charter is most notable for the fact that it was the first such charter to be signed by a monarch 

authorizing a government under which “no person . . . at any time hereafter shall be any wise 

molested, punished, disquieted, or called in question, for any differences in opinion in matters of 

religion. . . .” King Charles II accepted Rhode Island’s “lively experiment” that “a most flourishing 

civil state may stand and best be maintained . . . with a full liberty in religious concernments…” 

Such a proposition was an utterly radical idea in the 17th century, and, sadly, it remains a radical 

idea in wide swaths of today’s world.  

 

It is important to remember that neither the 

idea nor the reality of such a state was new in 

1663. The plea for religious freedom had 

been voiced by individuals and groups from 

at least the early 16th century, and varying 

degrees of toleration had existed in such 

places as the Netherlands and Poland long 

before it became the law and practice in 

Rhode Island. Not surprisingly, the demand 

for freedom of conscience had risen from 

persecuted religious groups, such as the 

Anabaptists and Jews in Europe. However, in 

all previous instances, only some toleration 

was extended by the ruling powers to non-

conforming groups, a condition that could be 

(and often was) yanked away. 

 

Church and state, citizenship and religion 

were linked everywhere in the world before 

the householders in Providence in August 

1637 agreed to abide by decisions “only in 

civil things.” This radical arrangement was 

reinforced in 1640 when Providence created 

a system to settle disputes, and the heads of 

households all signed a document affirming 

that they would “as formerly hath been the 

liberties of the town, so still to hold forth 

liberty of conscience.” While the people of 

Providence were not the first to demand 

religious freedom, they were the first to put 

into practice. It was the first place to separate 

citizenship and religion. 

 

The Antinomian followers of Ann 

Hutchinson established the towns of 

Portsmouth (1638) and Newport (1639), but 

they intended to recreate the sort of bond 

between church and state that existed in 

Massachusetts. However, by 1640 – 1641, 

they found that the diversity of consciences 

among them was such that they too gradually 

came to accept the idea that the government’s 

reach extended to civil things only. The 

attempt to impose religious conformity on 

such a collection of stiff-necked dissenters 

only produced disorder and strife, especially 

when it included the likes of Samuel Gorton. 

Gorton was expelled from Portsmouth with a 

public whipping and stirred trouble in 

Providence before moving down to 
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Shawomet and founding a settlement that 

became Warwick (1642). His free-spirited, 

anti-clerical thinking simply reinforced the 

need for the government to concern itself 

with civil matters only. 

 

The rest of New England looked with 

undisguised horror at what was happening 

around Narragansett Bay and moved to 

overpower and stifle the bay towns. They 

called Rhode Island the “sewer of New 

England,” not because its people were thieves 

and murderers, but because Rhode Island 

was a “hive of heretics.” It was a contagion 

that might infect the rest of New England. 

When Massachusetts, Plymouth, and 

Connecticut formed a military alliance in 

May 1643 and pointedly excluded the towns 

around Narragansett Bay, Williams sailed to 

England to obtain a charter to protect Rhode 

Island. He and many others in Rhode Island 

felt that they needed a charter to protect 

against the unrelenting efforts of the 

neighboring colonies to dismember, over-

power, and destroy Rhode Island. 

 

Arriving in the midst of the English Civil 

War, Williams obtained a charter from the 

Parliament for “Providence Plantations in 

Narragansett Bay in New England.” This 

charter was unique in that it established a 

wholly secular state. It made no provision for 

a religious establishment; it contained no 

religious language or clauses. It had no 

explicit provision granting liberty of 

conscience because Williams believed that it 

was a natural right from God, not one to be 

granted by a government. He returned with 

this charter in 1644, and all four towns 

(Providence, Newport, Portsmouth and 

Warwick) accepted it and began working on 

the creation of a government for the colony. 

In May 1647 at the fifth general assembly of 

delegates, they adopted a bill of rights and 

laws which included a provision that allowed 

all people “to walk as their conscience 

persuade them.” So, Rhode Island, unlike 

every other colony, had a secular state with 

freedom of religion. Rhode Island had 

separation of church and state, separation of 

citizenship and religion. 

 

One effect was that during the colonial era 

Rhode Island never had witch trials, heresy 

or blasphemy trials. And, it was the first place 

that Jews and Quakers were free to practice 

their religion. The Quakers arrived in 1657, 

and Jews may have come as early as 1658. 

When the neighboring colonies demanded 

that Rhode Island expel the Quakers, they 

were told that there was no law by which 

“men could be punished in Rhode Island for 

their opinions.” Roger Williams thought that 

the Quakers were heretics and vigorously 

debated them, but he never sought to use the 

power of the state against them. He felt that 

they had a right to be wrong, and that he had 

the right to try to convince of their errors, but 

no one had a right to raise their hand against 

them. He said that to use force to impose 

upon one’s conscience was “rape of the 

soul.” 

 

Some historians have argued that religious 

liberty was the basis for Rhode Island’s 

economic survival and growth in the 17th and 

18th centuries. International trade was done 

in that era through networks of kin, co-

religionists, and countrymen. The Quakers 

and Jews brought international trade 

connections to this tiny, isolated colony and 

paved the way for Newport’s becoming the 



3 
 

commercial center of Rhode Island for a 

century.  

 

Why, then, was there a need for the Charter 

of 1663? In the first place, the other New 

England colonies were little deterred by 

Williams’ charter of 1644 which they 

regarded as just a piece of paper. They 

continued their efforts to destroy the 

Providence Plantations. Second, the integrity 

of the colony was undermined by the rivalries 

of the Narragansett Bay towns and the 

disloyalty of some Rhode Islanders who 

swore allegiance to Massachusetts and 

registered their land deeds in Massachusetts 

courts. Moreover, the intense ambition of 

William Coddington to rule on Aquidneck 

hindered unity. As noted, it took from 1644 

to 1647 for the four towns under the Charter 

of 1644 to establish a colony-wide 

government, only to see Coddington go to 

England and return in 1651 with his own 

charter which made him “governor for life” 

over Aquidneck, thereby splitting the colony 

in two. 

 

Coddington’s opponents on Aquidneck 

Island refused to recognize his authority and 

maintained their own government which 

dispatched John Clarke to England to 

overturn Coddington’s patent. At the same 

time, Providence and Warwick sent Roger 

Williams to get a new charter, hoping that it 

would clarify matters and provide greater 

protection for the colony. The monarchy was 

gone, King Charles I had been beheaded in 

1649, and Oliver Cromwell had come to 

power by the time that Roger Williams and 

John Clarke arrived in 1652 to challenge 

Coddington’s grant. They were quickly able 

to get Coddington’s patent revoked and the 

Charter of 1644 re-instated, but no progress 

was made toward a new charter, which was 

the mission of Williams. As a result, in 1653, 

Willams returned to Rhode Island where he 

served as president of the colony from 1654 

to 1657. 

 

John Clarke remained in England, acting as 

an agent for Rhode Island to protect its 

interests against the continuing efforts of 

Massachusetts, Plymouth, and Connecticut to 

carve up Rhode Island. He was there when in 

1660 the Interregnum ended and Charles II 

became King of England. The restored 

monarchy voided all acts of Parliament done 

in the absence of the king, which meant that 

the Charter of 1644 was declared void and a 

new charter needed from the new monarch. 

 

This became especially critical when 

Connecticut took the opportunity to use the 

new situation to extend its claims over all of 

present-day Washington County [South 

County]. In addition, the Church of England 

was re-established with the monarchy, and all 

of New England feared that an Anglican 

establishment might be imposed on them. 

This fear was especially felt in Rhode Island 

which had no church establishment of any 

sort. Unless, a new charter could be gotten 

for the safety and integrity of Rhode Island, 

the colony stood to lose a vast portion of its 

territory and its religious liberties.  

 

In the end, Charles II, who longed for 

religious toleration for his own Catholic 

family in England, rather easily agreed to 

John Clarke’s language guaranteeing religious 

freedom in Rhode Island. King Charles 

allowed the “lively experiment” that had 

begun in Providence to continue. It is an 
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irony that it was an act of toleration by 

Charles II that permitted Rhode Island to 

retain its religious freedom. Williams and 

Clarke perfectly understood the difference 

between “toleration” and “freedom.” 

Toleration presupposes that someone has the 

pre-eminence to condescend to indulge 

others, whereas Clarke and Williams 

regarded freedom as a gift from God. Still, 

one should remember that what the king 

granted, he could revoke. Indeed, the history 

of Rhode Island’s charter for the next six 

decades saw many attempts to take it away. 

Should some doubt that a charter was 

revocable, they should recall that Plymouth 

disappeared as a separate colony, 

Massachusetts had its charter replaced, and 

had the Dominion of New England not been 

terminated, Rhode Island would have 

disappeared as well. Under the Dominion of 

New England (1686-1689), Rhode Island was 

reduced to a county in a much larger colony 

ruled by a royal governor. 

 

The Charter explicitly named the two parts, 

“Rhode Island” [Aquidneck] and 

“Providence Plantations,” in order to make it 

clear that the pieces split apart by 

Coddington’s patent were one colony. It 

pointedly said that the Native Americans 

were part of this colony and were not to be 

interfered with by any other colony. The 

Charter defined the boundaries and provided 

for nearly complete self-government, making 

Rhode Island the freest and most democratic 

place in the British Empire. 

 

The idea of freedom of conscience was not 

invented by Roger Williams or John Clarke. 

That idea had been voiced by any number of 

individuals and groups in the previous 

century, especially the Anabaptists in 

Switzerland and Germany where they were 

severely persecuted by the established 

churches and governments. The first 

publications in English calling for freedom of 

conscience appeared in the first two decades 

of the 17th century, written by General 

Baptists who were being persecuted. Both 

Williams and Clarke were Baptist clergymen 

who founded the first two Baptist churches in 

the New World, right here in Rhode Island. 

Williams had certainly read the works of the 

General Baptists because he quoted them in 

his famous defense of religious liberty, The 

Bloudy Tenent of Persecution for Cause of 

Conscience (1644). John Clarke later wrote 

his own testament to religious freedom in Ill 

News from New-England (1652). One will 

find no difference in their concepts of 

Williams’s Bloudy Tenent articulated his views on 

religious freedom 

Roger Williams, The Bloody Tenent of Persecution for Cause of 
Conscience, 1644, Rhode Island Historical Society, Providence, 

Rhode Island. 
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religious freedom. Williams acquired the first 

charter providing for religious liberty in 1644, 

and Clarke obtained the second charter 

which re-affirmed what had been unique to 

Rhode Island for nearly two decades. 

Clarke’s charter of 1663 had the added 

distinction in that it was the first to get any 

monarch’s acceptance of the “lively 

experiment” being conducted in Rhode 

Island. It is noteworthy that the language of 

the Charter of 1663 with respect to freedom 

of conscience was later repeated in various 

forms in the charters of New Jersey (1664), 

the Carolinas (1665), and Pennsylvania 

(1680). 

 

The Charter of 1663 explicitly exempted 

Rhode Islanders from having to conform “to 

the public exercise of religion, according to 

the liturgy, forms and ceremonies of the 

Church of England.” At that same time, in 

England, the Clarendon Code (1661-1665) 

firmly reestablished the Church of England 

and punished dissenters, barring them from 

holding public office, attending the 

universities, preaching, teaching, or attending 

dissenting services, and requiring strict 

conformity to the Book of Common Prayer. 

It has been reckoned that as a result of the 

Act of Uniformity (1662) some 2,000 

ministers and 150 college dons lost their 

livings and compensation.  

 

John Clarke died in 1676 and Williams in 

1683, so neither of them were around when 

the Charter’s religious liberty provisions were 

violated later by denying citizenship rights to 

Roman Catholics in the 18th century. The 

concept of freedom of conscience of the 

General Baptists and Williams and Clarke 

encompassed freedom for all religions. In 

this respect they were way ahead of the great 

English champions of religious liberty: John 

Milton and John Locke. Milton and Locke 

placed Roman Catholics beyond the pale. 

Anti-Catholicism was patriotic in that time, 

and it would become patriotic in Rhode 

Island. Ironically, in the early 18th century, 

those struggling to defend the Charter of 

1663 adopted anti-Catholic laws to save the 

Charter. By then, they were not defending its 

religious clauses but were trying to save the 

political and economic independence which 

the Charter promised. Perhaps this illustrates 

that it takes more than just words on 

parchment to make something real. 

 

There is an additional irony in the arc of the 

history of the Charter of 1663. It established 

the freest colony in the British Empire, and it 

served Rhode Island so well that they would 

not change it when the Charter provisions 

became obsolete and regressive. From being 

the most democratic state in the Union in 

1790, Rhode Island had become the least 

democratic by the 1830s, leading eventually 

to the Dorr Rebellion of 1842. Of course, 

that was not John Clarke’s failure. It was the 

failure of the post-Revolutionary generations. 

 

Perhaps one lesson to take away from the 

history of the Charter is that one should not 

make an idol of anything. Williams and 

Clarke would be the first to say that man-

made things are imperfect, and the later uses 

of the Charter of 1663 demonstrated how a 

good thing could become a bad thing by its 

misuse. Nevertheless, the message of 

religious freedom rings out from the Charter, 

and if all people respected the consciences of 

others, the world would be a much safer and 

more peaceful place.
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Vocabulary 

 
Act of Uniformity – made the use of the Book of Common Prayer mandatory in church services 

 

Anabaptists – members of a Protestant movement that began in the 16th century and advocated for 

the baptism of adult believers only 

 

Anglican - of or relating to the established Episcopal Church of England and similar churches 

 

Anti-clerical - opposed to the interference or influence of the clergy (religious leaders) in non-

religious issues 

 

Antinomian - one who rejects a socially established morality, based on the belief that faith alone is 

necessary for salvation   

 

Blasphemy - something said or done that is disrespectful to God or to something holy 

 

Book of Common Prayer – the abbreviated name for a number of related prayer books used in 

Anglican churches, containing the words of structured (or liturgical) worship services  

 

Clarendon Code – a group of four laws, including the Act of Uniformity, that took effect when 

King Charles II was in power. The laws were named after the king’s chief minister, the 1
st

 Earl of 

Clarendon 

 

Contagion - a disease that can be passed from one person or animal to another by touch 

 

Dorr Rebellion - a short-lived armed insurrection in Rhode Island led by Thomas Wilson Dorr, a 

man agitating for changes to the state's electoral system 

 

General Baptists – Baptists who believe in the general atonement (that 

Christ died for all persons) 

 

Heresy - a belief or opinion that does not agree with the official belief 

or opinion of a particular religion 

 

Heretic – a person believing in or practicing heresy  

 

Interregnum - the time during which a throne is vacant between two 

successive reigns or regimes 

 

Pre-Eminence – the quality or state of having paramount rank, dignity, 

or importance 

 

Regressive – tending to shift toward a lower or less perfect state 

 

Secular - of or relating to the physical world and not the spiritual world 
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Rhode Island Charter of 1663 (excerpt) 

 

And whereas, in their humble address, they have freely declared, that it is much on their hearts (if 

they may be permitted) to hold forth a lively experiment, that a most flourishing civil state may 

stand and best be maintained, and that among our English subjects, with a full liberty in religious 

concernments and that true piety rightly grounded upon gospel principles, will give the best and 

greatest security to sovereignty, and will lay in the hearts of men the strongest obligations to true 

loyalty.  

 

Now, know ye, that we, being willing to encourage the hopeful undertaking of our said loyal and 

loving subjects, and to secure them in the free exercise and enjoyment of all their civil and religious 

rights, appertaining to them, as our loving subjects  

 

And to preserve unto them that liberty, in the true Christian faith and worship of God, which they 

have sought with so much travail, and with peaceable minds, and loyal subjection to our royal 

progenitors and ourselves, to enjoy;  

 

And because some of the people and inhabitants of the same colony cannot, in their private 

opinions, conform to the public exercise of religion, according to the liturgy, forms and 

ceremonies of the Church of England, or take or subscribe the oaths and articles made and 

established in that behalf;  

 

And for that the same, by reason of the remote distances of those places, will (as we hope) be no 

breach of the unity and uniformity established in this nation:  

 

Have therefore thought fit, and do hereby publish, grant, ordain and declare, that our royal will 

and pleasure is, that no person within the said colony, at any time hereafter shall be any wise 

molested, punished, disquieted, or called in question, for any differences in opinion in matters of 

religion, and do not actually disturb the civil peace of our said colony; but that all and every person 

and persons may, from time to time, and at all times hereafter, freely and fully have and enjoy his 

and their own judgments and consciences, in matters of religious concernments, throughout the 

tract of land hereafter mentioned, they behaving themselves peaceably and quietly, and not using 

this liberty to licentiousness and profaneness, nor to the civil injury or outward disturbance of 

others, any law, statute, or clause therein contained, or to be contained, usage or custom of this 

realm, to the contrary hereof, in any wise notwithstanding. 
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Rhode Island Charter of 1663 Discussion Questions 

 

1. What were some of the different religious groups who lived in colonial Rhode Island? 

 

 

2. Why was there a need to acquire a Charter in 1663, after previous governing documents 

had already been granted? 

 

 

3. What was “experimental” about the “lively experiment” in Rhode Island? 

 

 

4. What was the Act of Uniformity? Why were people upset by it? Why did not apply to 

Rhode Island colonists? 

 

 

5. After reviewing the excerpt, note that the Charter allowed for religious freedom with the 

condition that colonists “do not actually disturb the civil peace.” In the United States today 

we understand the concept of separation of church and state. What does the excerpt show 

us about 17
th

 century ideas of church and state? 


