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•	 The following pages outline a communications campaign that presents Thomas 
Jefferson’s basic principles of religious freedom and tolerance as a coherent, 
deeply American philosophy. This philosophy stands in sharp contrast to the 
perspective of the contemporary Republican Party and the religious right.

•	 The campaign is constructed entirely out of Thomas Jefferson’s exact words. This 
is intended to dramatically illustrate that those defending the opposing, “Christian 
Nation” view are not arguing with a straw man called a “religion-hating secularist” 
but rather are rejecting the views of a man whose philosophy is a fundamental 
parts of the nation’s most basic set of values and the unique “American way”.

•	 This campaign can be used as a platform by individual political candidates or by 
citizens groups or the Democratic Party as a whole to present a clear, coherent, 
deeply American philosophy about the proper role and place of religion in 
American society and politics.

•	 The campaign is centered on three types of media: billboards, print advertise-
ments and 30-60 second spots for TV, YouTube and other webvideo outlets. 
These are (with the exception of TV) relatively low cost media. Moreover, 
billboards, in particular, have unique advantages for reaching certain kinds of 
audiences. Many ordinary middle-class Americans who have little interest in 
politics live in tightly woven media cocoons in which all the information they 
receive on many social issues is shaped by conservative media like Fox news 
and talk radio. In this media cocoon, liberal or progressive messages often 
go completely unheard. Strategically located billboards uniquely penetrate this 
cocoon and can carry a Jeffersonian campaign about religious freedom and 
tolerance to people who would otherwise never be aware of it. 

•	 One specific advantage of this “Jeffersonian” strategy is that it poses a difficult 
dilemma for its opponents. Attempting to directly discredit Jefferson is not an 
appealing prospect. Few Americans will believe that he was really a 
“religion-hating secularist” or, (as the leading Christian homeschool textbook 
has it), “the antichrist” himself.
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1. a billboard (and maTching bumPer sTicker) camPaign

The Jefferson quotes below are organized into three distinct messages, the first 
being almost universally held while the second and third become more pointed 
and challenging.

A conventional media approach would be to run each of these three messages sequen-
tially for 6-8 weeks in the same billboard locations.  The quotes can, however, also be 
used in a large variety of other ways. 

message 1 – religion is a PrivaTe relaTionshiP beTween each Person and god

On a Billboard:

Religion is a matter which lies solely 
between man and his God, that he 
owes account to none other for his 
faith or his worship

 —Thomas Jefferson

On a Bumper Sticker 
or Second Billboard:

No man can form his 
faith to the dictates of 
another…The essence of 
religion consists in the 
internal persuasion of 
the mind    
     
 —Thomas Jefferson



A Journal of Public Opinion & Political Strategy

www.thedemocraticstrategist.org
THE DEMOCRATICstrategist

message 2 – 
america musT uPhold freedom of religion and religious Tolerance for all

On a Billboard:

We have no right to prejudice another in 
his civil enjoyments because he is of 
another church

—Thomas Jefferson

On a Bumper Sticker or second Billboard:

I never will, by any word or act, 
bow to the shrine of intolerance, 
or admit a right of inquiry into the 
religious opinions of others

   —Thomas Jefferson

message 3 – The sTaTe should noT sPonsor ParTicular religions or docTrines

On a Billboard:

“No religious reading, instruction 
or exercise, shall be prescribed 
or practiced [in the elementary 
schools] inconsistent with the 
tenets of any religious sect or 
denomination.”  -Elementary School 
Act, 1817 
   —Thomas Jefferson

On a Bumper Sticker or Second Billboard:

I am for freedom of religion, and against all 
maneuvers to bring about a legal ascendancy of 
one sect over another.

     —Thomas Jefferson
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2. Thomas Jefferson:
five self-evidenT TruThs on religious freedom and Tolerance

The print ad shown is 

designed to present 

five key elements of 

Thomas Jefferson’s 

religious philosophy 

in a very clear and 

direct form. Taken 

together these five 

elements provide a 

basic platform or 

position on the proper 

role of religion in 

American politics and 

society that can be 

used by political 

candidates, citizen’s 

groups or The 

Democratic Party as 

a whole.



A Journal of Public Opinion & Political Strategy

www.thedemocraticstrategist.org
THE DEMOCRATICstrategist

3. a 30-60 second video sPoT camPaign

The storyboards below show three video spots using the Jefferson Memorial as

the backdrop. The quotes can be edited to 30, 45 or 60 second versions and can 

be developed for website display, YouTube or broadcast TV.

AverAge	Citizen:	

“Since a majority of Americans like me consider themselves 

Christians, why shouldn’t the American government be able 

to officially support and establish public prayers and other 

expressions of Christian faith?”

Jefferson:

“I do not believe it is in the interest of religion to invite the civil 

magistrate to direct its exercises, its discipline, or its doctrine. [Nor] 

that the general government should be invested with the power of 

effecting any uniformity of time or matter among them [the religious 

societies]. Fasting and Prayer are religious exercises.… Every 

religious society has a right to determine for itself the times for these 

exercises and the objects proper for them according to their own 

particular tenets; and this right can never be safer then in their own 

hands where the constitution has deposited it.”
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AverAge	Citizen:	

“In high school I read that the Virginia Statute for Religious 

Freedom, which you wrote, was designed as an alternative to a 

bill that would have established Christianity as Virginia’s official 

state religion. But I have heard that your Statute was not really 

intended to extend the same protection to all the different 

kinds of religious and spiritual belief, but only to prevent the 

state from favoring one particular Christian denomination over 

another. Is that true?”

Jefferson:

“[When] the [Virginia] bill for establishing religious freedom… was 

finally passed, a singular proposition proved that its protection of 

opinion was meant to be universal. Where the preamble declares 

that coercion is a departure from the plan of the holy author of our 

religion, an amendment was proposed, by inserting the word ‘Jesus 

Christ,’ so that it should read ‘a departure from the plan of Jesus 

Christ, the holy author of our religion.’ The insertion was rejected by 

a great majority, in proof that they meant to comprehend within the 

mantle of its protection the Jew and the Gentile, the Christian and 

Mahometan, the Hindoo and infidel of every denomination.”  
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AverAge	Citizen:	

“Doesn’t American society need the Christian religion to provide it with its 

basic moral values and principles?”

Jefferson:

“Every religion consists of moral precepts and of dogmas. In the first they all agree: all forbid us to murder, steal, plunder, 

bear false witness and so on and these are the articles necessary for the preservation of order, justice and happiness in 

society. In their particular dogmas all differ, no two professing the same. These respect vestments, ceremonies, physical 

opinions and metaphysical speculations totally unconnected with morality and unimportant to the legitimate objects of 

society… The interests of society require the observation of those moral precepts only in which all religions agree and 

that we should not meddle with the particular dogmas in which all religions differ and which are totally unconnected with 

morality. In all of them we see good men, and as many in one as another.  


