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The administration has also issued executive or-
ders to “eradicate anti-Christian bias” and to broaden
protections against religious discrimination across
federal agencies.

Some scholars argue that these actions signal a
broad effort to reshape how religious freedom is inter-
preted and practiced, with a pronounced emphasis on
favoring Christianity.

Debates over religion in public life are not new. As a
scholar of religious freedom, I have long been interest-
ed in how the early debates about religious freedom at
the nation’s founding can help people better under-
stand the present moment.

The early correspondence of JamesMadison –who
went on tobecome the fourthU.Spresident andplayed
a key role in the drafting of the Constitution and Bill of
Rights – wrestles with the tensions of religion and
public life. It can be instructive for Americans today.

A society in flux

Long before the First Amendment enshrined the
right of religious freedom, religion was a subject of in-
tense conflict.

The Declaration of Independence invokes God in
phrases such as “Nature’s God,” “Creator” and “divine
Providence.” But these words did not settle hard ques-
tions about religion in public life. The disputes con-
tinued and shaped debates about religious freedom.

Madison spent much of his life engaging these im-
portant issues.

Colonial Virginia was a hotbed of conflict over the
authority of the Church of England. In the decades be-
fore the American Revolution, dissenting religious
groupswerepunishedbyColonial authorities for prac-
ticing their faith. Baptist and Presbyterian preachers
were fined and jailed by local authorities for preaching
without licenses. Some were imprisoned near the
Madison family plantation at Montpelier.

The religious intolerance in Virginia left a deep im-
pressiononMadison. It heightenedhis attention to the
dangers of religious authority allied with state power.

He shared his concerns with his friend and future
U.S. Attorney GeneralWilliam Bradford, whomhemet
during his years at the College of New Jersey, now
Princeton University.

In a 1773 letter to his “Dear Billey,”Madison posed a
critical question as Bradford began his legal studies.

He asked, “Is an Ecclesiastical Establishment abso-
lutely necessary to support civil society in a supream
Government? & how far it is hurtful to a dependant
State?”

Simply put, Madison was asking whether govern-
ment-authorized religion strengthens society or
threatens it.

Madison also condemned the jailing of dissenting
preachers by Colonial authorities. These actions, he
wrote, reflected “that diabolical Hell conceived princi-
ple of persecution.” For Madison, such persecution
was blatantly unjust. It damaged religion and civil so-
ciety. Madison feared established religion because it
threatened personal conscience and political liberty.

Near the end of his letter, Madison asked Bradford
“to pity me and pray for Liberty of Conscience.” This
line reflects his growing belief that faith should be
guided by personal conviction, not political power.

People and religious freedom

These experiences shapedMadison’s opposition to
an official state religion and his defense of the free ex-
ercise of religion. For Madison, religion could flourish
only under conditions of freedom, not compulsion.

Although initially skeptical about adding a Bill of
Rights to the Constitution, Madison eventually sup-
ported these amendments, including theFirstAmend-

ment. It begins with prohibiting the federal govern-
ment to sanction any official religion: “Congress shall
make no law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof …”

For Madison, prohibiting Congress from establish-
ing religion and protecting the free exercise of religion
were not abstract ideals. They were responses to the
oppression of religiousminorities hewitnessed inVir-
ginia.

But Madison realized that written guarantees were
not enough. Such “parchment barriers,” as he referred
to declarations like the Bill of Rights, were necessary
but not sufficient to guard against political excess.

In “Federalist No. 10,” part of a series of essays writ-
ten to support the Constitution, Madison warned
about the dangers of factions and intolerance. A domi-
nant religious group could marginalize others. A “reli-
gious sect may degenerate into a political faction,” he
warned. In his view, a religious faction with political
power can create apolitical tyranny, especiallywhen it
claims to act in God’s name.

Madison understood that religious freedom did not
mean protecting one faith against others.

Religious freedom is best secured in a nation that
respects religious diversity in all of its variety, includ-
ing the right to no religion at all. The point was not to
privilege any tradition but to protect all traditions.

Madison and our moment

Madison’s vision is instructive in this moment
when debates on religious freedom often center on
Christianity, especially in disputes over education,
rights and discrimination.

ForMadison, religious freedomwasnot about polit-
ical domination. It served as a constitutional ally for
the foundational principle of liberty and a safeguard
for democracy.

Returning to Madison is not an exercise in nostal-
gia. It is a civic responsibility.

His legacy reminds Americans that religious free-
dom is not about power or privilege. Religious freedom
affirms a broader and deeper vision of American de-
mocracy where all beliefs, and none, can coexist in a
diverse and evolving society.

CoreyD. B.Walker is the dean atWake Forest School
of Divinity and the Wake Forest Professor of the Hu-
manities at Wake Forest University, which provides
funding as a member of The Conversation United
States. The Conversation is an independent and non-
profit source of news, analysis and commentary from
academic experts. The Conversation is wholly respon-
sible for the content.
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similar to us in significant ways. Sunlight and oxygen
are essential to our shared lives, andwe go through cy-
cles as they do.

Forests breathe, and they are like communities that
shelter countless species, each depending on one an-
other. Whether pine or fir, redwood or sequoia, oak or
apple, every tree plays apart in the order of things, just
likewe do. Roots, branches, leaves, fruit, each serve as
useful analogies for the life cycles of our lives.

Iwas thinking about lessons gained from treeswhile
reading wise words from an ancient thinker: “So one
should pass through this tiny fragment of time in tune
with nature, and leave it gladly, as an olive might fall
when ripe, blessing the earthwhich bore it and grateful
to the tree which gave it growth.” (Marcus Aurelius,
“Meditations,” Book 4:48). Like other Stoic philoso-
phers, the Roman emperor returns, time and again, to
the shortness of life. He seeks to keep an honest per-
spective, a balancedunderstanding of life anddeath. In
the last book of his “Meditations” he writes: “What a
tiny part of the boundless abyss of time has been allot-
ted to each of us – and this is soon vanished in eternity;
what a tiny part of the universal substance and the uni-
versal soul [mind]; howtiny in thewhole earth themere
clod on which you creep. Reflecting on all this, think
nothing important other thanactivepursuitwhereyour
own nature leads and passive acceptance of what uni-
versal nature brings.” (“Meditations,” 12:32).

Marcus Aurelius identifies the “tiny” aspect of our
existence. A tiny amount of time, a tiny part of every-
thing in the universe, a tiny space we each inhabit on

earth. He really puts human life in context. We are not
the center or the pinnacle of anything. Our lives mat-
ter, but ifwe consistently keep inmindwearevery tiny
– small olives –we canbe reminded to accept theways
of nature, even when we fall from the tree.

What would it be like if each religious tradition en-
couraged us to pay attention to the natural world, par-
ticularly trees? What if all the lessons we need to live
meaningful, fulfilling lives are all around us, and all we
need to do is listen and learn? As one who thinks this
life and thisworld is all we get, Iwould say this is true –
all the lessons we need are in the earth, the rivers,
oceans, forests, plants, birds, animals and fellow hu-
mans. Over the centuries, our cultures decided to kill
animals and write “holy words” on their skin, then cut
down trees to write “sacred scriptures.” Living things,
our original teachers, are destroyed, used to record in-
visible voices, when those living things have had their
voices silenced. Strange thing to contemplate.

We could be listeningmore to the natural world, es-
pecially trees, and lay aside the “sacred paper” now
and then. Books are good; writing is good; tradition
(handed down knowledge) can be good. However, the
printed word can be a distraction, averting our eyes
and our minds from the “active pursuit of our nature”
near at hand. Human greatness lies in our ability to
reflect on ourselves and our place in the larger picture
of things, recognizing how small we are, how tiny our
space, how short our time.

Chris Highland’s books and blogs are presented on
“Friendly Freethinker” (chighland.com).

Trees offer lessons rooted deep in scripture
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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pants described aggression as away to solidify friend-
ships, join peer groups or avoid becoming victims
themselves. The “game” of bullying, as they called it,
was often seen as a ritual – one rooted in reciprocal
joking, physical roughhousing and group cohesion.
One participant explained: “You’d hit someone as a
sign of friendship ... that’s just how the group got
along. If you complained, no onewould invite you any-
more.”

Importantly, such practices also involved blaming
the victim, especially when victims were constructed
as “weak” or “deserving” of mistreatment.

Bullying functioned also as a way to police norms,
particularly around gender and conformity. Boys who
failed to perform dominant masculinity, broadly un-
derstood as an idealized manhood shaped by aggres-
sion and toughness, were often a target. One recalled:
“A guy who doesn’t fight back is labeled ‘pathetic,’
‘coward,’ ‘less of a man.’ ”

But girls, too, engaged in bullying tomaintain social
order, often within friendship circles.

These testimonies challenge simplistic views of
bullies as merely “bad kids.” Instead, they reveal a
troublingmirror of broader social values: competition,
dominance, emotional repression and the normaliza-
tion of exclusion.

For schools, this means anti-bullying strategies
must go beyond punitive discipline. Many former ag-

gressors shared that suspensions or expulsions had
little impact, and in some cases even increased their
hostility. One participant described expulsion as a “re-
ward” that placed them in a school with other aggres-

sive peers, perpetuating the cycle of violence.
What mattered more were moments of emotional

connection. For some, a heartfelt conversation with a
parent or a teacher’s genuine concern became a turn-
ing point. As one interviewee shared: “I stopped bully-
ingwhenmymom talked tome ... I saw her crying and
realized I needed to change.”

Interventions should include restorative practices
such as family group boards, reflection circles and
community service, which are aimed at building com-
munity rather than just carrying out punishment.
These practices include dialogue sessions, peer medi-
ation and conflict resolution and reparation mecha-
nisms such as apologies, paying for damages or any
other agreement to repay the harm.

Equally, schools must consider social-emotional
learning that helps students to understand and man-
age their feelings, as well as teacher training focused
on recognizing subtle forms of aggression. Parents
must be engaged not only as disciplinarians but as
partners in emotional development. And importantly,
students must be invited into honest conversations
about empathy, belonging and responsibility – to
themselves and to their peers.

By listening to the voices of those who once caused
harm, we can gain a better picture of the complex dy-
namics that underpin school bullying. And in doing so,
we open up new pathways for healing, not just for vic-
tims, but for those who once harmed.

This story was previously published on The Conver-
sation, an independent and nonprofit source of news,
analysis andcommentary fromacademic experts. The
Conversation is wholly responsible for the content.
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Trees have deep roots in ancient scriptures. Gauta-
mabecame the enlightened “Buddha”while sitting un-
der an Indian bodhi tree. The tree of lifewas planted in
the middle of the garden of Eden. Abraham shared a
mealwith the Lord’smessengers under an oak tree. To
teacha lesson, Jesus cursedafig tree, thenhediedona
tree (was it made of wood from a fig tree?). According
to theBook of Revelation, trees grow inheaven. InChi-
nese Taoism, trees teach us to be gentle and soft, rath-
er than stiff and hard. There are many other examples
of trees playing a prominent or supportive role in the
story of faith.

Also, we shouldn’t overlook the fact that sacred
scriptures are all made from trees.

Since a large part of the earth is covered with di-
verse varieties of trees, religions can’t make “their”
trees, which are central to their own stories, the center
of everyone’s story, to plant their chosen bindings of
paper in the consciousness of the whole world. As a
vital species for the planet, trees can teach each of us,
in any culture, nomatter our beliefs. Trees help us stay
“grounded” to this spinning rock in space, as our es-
sential companions.

One lesson I’ve learned from trees is how they are


