Introduction

In the late 17th and early 18th centuries, a group of steadfast and
devout individuals known as the Pennsylvania Germans embarked
on a journey that would forever shape the cultural and spiritual
landscape of their new homeland. Rooted in the principles of God,
community, and country, these settlers sought to create a society
where the tenets of their faith and values could flourish. The socio-
political turmoil in the German principalities, particularly the
devastation wrought by the Thirty Years” War, played a significant
role in their decision to migrate.! The Palatinate, once a beacon
of Protestant reform, became a symbol of fractured unity and
scorched earth. The war’s brutality, driven by confessional zeal and
dynastic ambition, left the region decimated, with nearly two-thirds
of its population perishing or fleeing.? This context of religious
persecution and political instability set the stage for the Pennsylvania
Germans’ quest for a new life in a land where they could freely
practice their faith.> Their unwavering commitment to freedom of
religion and freedom from religion allowed them to practice their
beliefs without fear of persecution, fostering a community where
diverse expressions of faith were not only tolerated but celebrated.*
William Penn understood the desirability and compatibility of the
Germans with his vision for Pennsylvania. Benjamin Furly, Penn’s
friend and business partner, set about ensuring the religious and
civil liberties of these prospective immigrants. Moreover, he also
focused on ensuring their rights were protected. Penn’s “Some
Account of the Province of Pennsylvania in America,” which Furley
translated into German and French, was distributed throughout
the German-speaking lands, and at the Hague, broadcast that
message.’ Furly would take it upon himself to continue to ensure
these interests were represented and protected on both sides of the
Atlantic through personal agents acting on his behalf.®
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The Socio-Political Climate in Europe in the 17th and 18th
Centuries

The 17th and 18th centuries in Europe were marked by significant
socio-political upheaval and transformation. The Thirty Years’
War (1618-1648), one of the most destructive conflicts in European
history, had a profound impact on the German principalities’
This war, primarily fought over religious and political disputes,
devastated large parts of Central Europe, leading to widespread
famine, disease, and population decline.® The Peace of Westphalia,
which ended the war, left the Holy Roman Empire fragmented
and weakened, with over 300 semi-autonomous states.® This
fragmentation contributed to political instability and economic
hardship, prompting many Germans to seek better opportunities
abroad.

Religious tensions continued to simmer throughout the 17th
century, with the rise of Pietism as a response to the perceived
rigidity and formalism of the established churches.! Pietism
emphasized personal piety, emotional religious experience, and
communal living, appealing to many who were disillusioned with
the state churches. This movement gained significant traction
among the German-speaking populations, particularly in regions
like the Palatinate, where religious persecution and economic
hardship were prevalent.'?

The 18th century saw the rise of Enlightenment ideals, which
emphasized reason, individualism, and skepticism of traditional
authority. These ideas began to challenge the established social
and political order, leading to increased calls for reform and
greater personal freedoms. Some of those who led the call for
reform were John Locke, Voltaire, Jean Jacques Rousseau, Denis
Diderot, and Mary Wollstonecraft.”® Enlightenment also fostered
a spirit of inquiry and intellectual exchange, contributing to the
development of new scientific and philosophical ideas. Cities like
Paris, Edinburgh, and Berlin became hubs of intellectual ferment.
However, the spread of Enlightenment ideals was uneven, and
many parts of Europe remained deeply conservative and resistant
to change.
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Economic factors also played a crucial role in shaping the socio-
political landscape of Europe during this period. The Agricultural
Revolution brought about significant changes in farming practices,
leading to increased productivity and population growth. However,
these changes also disrupted traditional rural communities,
displacing many small farmers and contributing to urbanization
and social unrest.”” The rise of mercantilism and the expansion
of global trade created new economic opportunities but also
intensified competition and conflict among European powers.*

Amidst this backdrop of religious, political, and economic
turmoil, many Germans sought refuge and new opportunities
in the New World."” Pennsylvania, with its promise of religious
freedom, fertile land, and economic opportunity, became a
particularly attractive destination. The Pennsylvania Germans,
or “Pennsylvania Dutch,” as they came to be known, were part
of a larger wave of German-speaking immigrants who sought to
build new lives in the American colonies.'” Their experiences and
contributions would leave a lasting impact on the cultural and
social fabric of Pennsylvania and the broader United States.

August Hermann Francke and Halle

Central to this movement were August Hermann Francke and
the town of Halle, which became a hub for Pietist activity and
education.” August Hermann Francke was a prominent theologian
and educator who played a pivotal role in shaping the Pietist
movement. Born in 1663, Francke’s deep commitment to personal
faith and social welfare led him to establish the Halle Foundation
in 1695.% This foundation encompassed schools, orphanages, and
publishing houses, all dedicated to promoting Pietist ideals and
providing education to the underprivileged. Francke’s work in
Halle not only transformed the town into a center of Pietist thought
but also had alasting impact on the broader Protestant community.*

The influence of Francke and Halle extended far beyond
Germany.” As religious persecution and socio-political turmoil
continued to plague the German principalities, many Pietists sought
refuge in Pennsylvania, where they could freely practice their faith.



4 The Liberty Divide

The teachings and organizational models developed by Francke
in Halle provided a blueprint for these settlers as they established
their communities in the New World.”

In Pennsylvania, the legacy of August Hermann Francke and
the Halle Foundations was evident in the way Pietist communities
structured their social and spiritual lives. Francke’s emphasis
on education, mutual aid, and moral economies—anchored in
a theology of active piety—provided a blueprint for reform-
minded settlers seeking to build communities guided by faith and
conscience.” This vision found resonance in the work of Ludwig
von Zinzendorf, who had studied under Francke at Halle and
absorbed his commitment to spiritual renewal through institutional
reform.” Zinzendorf’s Moravian settlements, particularly in
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, mirrored Halle’s model by establishing
choir houses, schools, and missionary outposts that emphasized
communal living, spiritual formation, and global evangelism. His
“religion of the heart” echoed Francke’s call for experiential faith.
At the same time, his organizational innovations—such as the
choir system that grouped members by age and gender—reflected
Halle’s pedagogical structure.?

Similarly, Conrad Beissel, who also studied theology at Halle
before emigrating to Pennsylvania, adapted Francke’s ideals to
the unique contours of the Ephrata Cloister.”” Beissel’s community
emphasized celibacy, Sabbath worship, and ascetic discipline. Still,
it also featured schools, printing presses, and musical instruction,
all of which were reminiscent of Halle’s integrated approach to
education and spiritual life. His commitment to communal welfare,
vegetarian ethics, and religious tolerance reflected Francke’s
broader vision of a society shaped by moral economies and social
reform.”® Although Beissel’s theology diverged in mystical and
eschatological directions, his institutional creativity and emphasis
on spiritual renewal firmly placed him within the Pietist tradition
that Francke had pioneered.”

Together, Zinzendorf and Beissel extended Halle’s influence
across the Atlantic, transforming Pennsylvania into a laboratory
of Pietist experimentation. Their communities became living
testaments to Francke’s belief that faith must be embodied in
structures that nurture conscience, Compassion, and communal
responsibility.®
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Central to the Pennsylvania Germans’ way of life was the
concept of freedom of conscience. This profound belief in the
individual’s right to follow their own moral and ethical compass
was a cornerstone of their society.®® The Thirty Years” War and
subsequent religious conflicts in the Palatinate underscored the
importance of religious freedom for the Pennsylvania Germans.
The Peace of Westphalia in 1648, which formalized the coexistence
of Catholicism, Lutheranism, and Calvinism, provided a fragile
respite but ultimately failed to bring about lasting unity. Minority
sects like the Pietists and Anabaptists continued to face persecution,
leading many to seek refuge in Pennsylvania, where William
Penn’s promise of religious tolerance beckoned as a sanctuary.*
This historical backdrop underscores the importance of freedom
of conscience in shaping the religious beliefs and practices of the
Pennsylvania Germans. It was this freedom that enabled them
to live in harmony with one another, guided by the teachings of
Luke 10:27: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with
all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your mind, and
your neighbor as yourself.” This principle of love and respect for
all, regardless of differences, was the bedrock upon which their
peaceful and pacifist ideals were built.

As they established their communities, the Pennsylvania
Germans’ dedication to God, community, and country was evident
in every aspect of their lives. Their faith inspired them to create
a society that valued peace, mutual aid, and the common good.*
Their experiences deeply influenced the Pennsylvania Germans’
approach to community and social structure in the Palatinate. The
devastation of the Thirty Years” War taught them the importance of
mutual aid and moral economies.** In Pennsylvania, they did not
replicate the feudal hierarchies they had fled. Instead, they created
lives shaped by shared labor, mutual aid, and moral restraint.
Their farms were modest but intentional, often laid out in clustered
communities that mirrored the villages of the Palatinate, but without
the oppressive oversight of lords or tax collectors.®® This ethic of
“created lives” became their legacy, shaping Germantown’s civic
institutions and laying the moral groundwork for Pennsylvania’s
pluralism.*® As A. Gregg Roeber argues, German immigrants—
particularly Pietists and printers like Christopher Sauer—did
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not merely assimilate into Anglo-American norms; they actively
constructed lives that fused domestic religious values with civic
participation. Through print culture, congregational networks,
and household economies, these settlers cultivated a public realm
rooted in conscience and community. Their ethic was not passive
reception but intentional formation —an effort to “create lives” that
reflected both spiritual convictions and republican ideals. In this
way, Germantown became more than a refuge; it was a laboratory
of pluralism, where liberty was shaped not only by law but by lived
moral commitments.”” Their commitment to pacifism and peaceful
coexistence set them apart in a world often marred by conflict
and strife. Through their unwavering devotion to these ideals, the
Pennsylvania Germans not only carved out a place for themselves
in the New World but also left an enduring legacy of faith, freedom,
and fellowship.

Ashes of Faith and Sovereignty: The Palatinate in the Thirty
Years” War

In the shadow of the Reformation and amid rising confessional
tensions, the Holy Roman Empire became a tinderbox of political
and religious upheaval. The Thirty Years” War, which began in
1618, raged until 1648, leaving Central Europe in a state of ruin.
Triggered by the Defenestration of Prague and fueled by the
ambitions of Catholic and Protestant states, the war evolved from
a localized religious conflict into a continental struggle for power.
Civilian populations suffered immensely, with some German
territories losing over half their population due to battle, famine,
and disease. The Peace of Westphalia, signed in 1648, marked not
only the end of the war but the beginning of a new political order
in Europe.®®

Few regions bore the brunt more than the Electoral Palatinate —
once a beacon of Protestant reform, now a symbol of fractured unity
and scorched earth. The Spanish and Imperial campaigns between
1620 and 1623 ravaged the Lower Palatinate, displacing thousands
and reducing thriving towns like Heidelberg and Mannheim to
ruins. Frederick V’s failed kingship in Bohemia and subsequent
exile marked the collapse of Protestant hopes in the region. At
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the same time, the Catholic League’s occupation transformed
the Palatinate into a cautionary tale of confessional ambition and
imperial retribution.*

The war began as a dispute over religious and political
authority between Catholic and Protestant princes within the
Empire. Emperor Ferdinand II, a staunch Catholic and advocate
of Counter-Reformation policies, sought to suppress Protestant
influence. Frederick V, Elector Palatine and a Calvinist, accepted
the crown of Bohemia, a direct challenge to imperial authority. This
act, compounded by the famed Defenestration of Prague, signaled
open rebellion.*

International powers quickly piled in. Spain supported the
Catholic Habsburgs, eager to secure their dominions. France,
though Catholic, backed Protestant forces to undermine Habsburg
dominance. Sweden and Denmark entered the fray with ambitions
of influence in northern Europe. The war metastasized from local
unrest to a pan-European conflict.*!

The Palatinate, situated on the Rhine and encompassing towns
such as Heidelberg, Mannheim, and Neustadt, became a strategic
and symbolic battleground.”” From 1620 onward, Imperial and
Spanish forces advanced through the region. By 1623, Heidelberg’s
famed castle fell, and libraries, churches, and homes were razed or
repurposed. Crops failed. Civil infrastructure crumbled.* Estimates
suggest nearly two-thirds of the Palatinate’s population perished
or fled during the war’s span.** The devastation wasn’t solely
material. The fabric of society, bound by local customs, church rites,
and emerging notions of civic identity, was torn apart. Religious
leaders were exiled, dissenters persecuted, and communities
forcibly converted or displaced. Schwenkfelders, who emphasized
spiritual regeneration and rejected formal church structures, were
particularly targeted. They were often forced to recant their beliefs
under threat of death, and their properties were confiscated.”

An uneasy fusion of confessional zeal and dynastic ambition
drove the Thirty Years” War. Catholic princes invoked the unity of
the Church. Protestant electors championed freedom of worship.*
Beneath these theological fronts lay a thirst for territory, wealth,
and influence. The Peace of Augsburg (1555), which allowed rulers
to determine the religion of their region, failed to account for
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Calvinism, now embraced by Frederick V and others, fueling further
discontent.” Minority sects like the Pietists and Anabaptists faced
severe persecution. Pietist conventicles were banned, their writings
censored, and pastors faced imprisonment or exile. Anabaptists,
who refused to baptize infants and renounced military service,
were often hunted down, tortured, and executed by both Catholic
and Lutheran authorities. Schwenkfelders, who emphasized
spiritual regeneration and rejected formal church structures, were
particularly targeted. They were often forced to recant their beliefs
under threat of death, and their properties were confiscated.*®

The tactics were brutal. Armies operated under loose command,
often funded by pillage. The Palatinate’s farms fed troops before
being razed; its towns offered shelter only to be requisitioned.
Civilians were conscripted or used as pawns. The war’s cruelty
was systemic: a conscious strategy to break enemy morale and
redistribute power. Soldiers, driven by hunger and desperation,
resorted to looting and violence. Villages were burned, and
their inhabitants were subjected to unspeakable atrocities.*” The
psychological toll on the civilian population was immense, as fear
and uncertainty became a daily reality.”

The Catholic and Lutheran princes, in their quest to consolidate
power and enforce religious conformity, targeted non-affiliated
Protestants with relentless persecution.” These groups, which
included Anabaptists, Schwenkfelders, and Pietists, were seen as
threats to the established religious order. The princes employed a
range of oppressive measures to suppress these dissenting voices.
Non-affiliated Protestants were often forced to recant their beliefs
under threat of death. Those who refused faced imprisonment,
torture, or execution. Their properties were confiscated, and their
communities were dismantled. The princes sought to eradicate any
form of religious expression that deviated from their doctrines.*

The difficulties and inequities faced by these non-affiliated
Protestants were manifold. They were denied the right to practice
their faith openly and were often forced to worship in secret. This
underground existence made them vulnerable to informants and
spies, who reported their activities to the authorities. The constant
threat of discovery and punishment created an atmosphere of fear
and mistrust within their communities. Additionally, these groups
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were marginalized and ostracized by the broader society. They were
denied access to education, employment, and social services, which
further compounded their hardships. The lack of legal protection
left them at the mercy of local authorities, who could exploit and
abuse them with impunity.

Anabaptists were denied legal standing and executed without
trial. The Dutch Anabaptist, Dirk Willems, after rescuing his pursuer,
who had fallen through the ice while in pursuit of Willems, was
recaptured and burned at the stake. Their refusal to swear oaths
or serve in the military made them legally vulnerable and socially
ostracized.” In correspondence from 1545, Caspar Schwenckfeld
laments that his followers were barred from universities and guilds,
and their children were refused baptism and schooling. The denial of
education and employment was systemic, enforced by both church
and civic authorities.> Pietist conventicles were outlawed, and
pastors were imprisoned. The edict explicitly forbade Pietists from
holding public office or teaching. This legal exclusion reinforced
their marginalization and economic hardship.®

Despite these challenges, the resilience and determination of
these non-affiliated Protestants were remarkable. They found ways
to sustain their faith and support one another in the face of adversity.
Their experiences of persecution and suffering forged strong bonds
of solidarity and a deep sense of spiritual conviction. Many of them
eventually sought refuge in more tolerant regions or emigrated to
the New World, where they hoped to find the freedom to practice
their faith without fear of persecution.

Among these resilient communities were the Schwenkfelders,
followers of Caspar von Schwenckfeld, who fled persecution in
Silesia and arrived in Pennsylvania in the 1730s. They maintained
their distinct theological identity through small-group worship and
mutual aid, despite lacking formal church structures. Similarly, the
Brethren (also known as Dunkers), founded by Alexander Mack in
1708, emphasized adult baptism and pacifism, often gathering in
homes or barns to avoid confrontation with established authorities.
The Ephrata Cloister, led by Conrad Beissel, offered a communal
monastic refuge for spiritual seekers, blending mysticism with
rigorous discipline. These groups, though doctrinally diverse,
shared a commitment to religious liberty and communal support,
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forging enclaves of faith that endured despite marginalization and
hardship.*

Peace and Partition: The Treaty of Westphalia

By 1648, exhaustion and entropy prompted negotiations. The
Treaty of Westphalia, signed in Miinster and Osnabriick, became
a landmark in diplomatic history. It recognized the sovereignty
of hundreds of imperial states, formalized the coexistence of
Catholicism, Lutheranism, and Calvinism, and curtailed papal
interference in secular affairs.”

The Peace of Prague in 1635 largely resolved the religious aspects
of the war, but the conflict persisted due to the French-Habsburg
rivalry. The war’s toll on human life and resources made the need
for peace increasingly clear. By the mid-1640s, the major powers
were exhausted, and the desire for a resolution grew stronger.™®

The final incident that prompted the warring parties to seek a
treaty was the Battle of Lens in 1648.” The French victory over the
Spanish forces in this battle demonstrated that neither side could
achieve a decisive victory, underscoring the futility of continuing
the conflict.”” This realization, coupled with the immense suffering
and destruction caused by the war, created a sense of urgency to
negotiate peace. The battle ultimately pushed the warring parties
toward the Treaty of Westphalia, which was signed later that year
and brought an end to the devastating conflict.®!

The decision to sign the treaty in the Westphalian cities of
Miinster and Osnabriick was a strategic move. Each side wanted
to meet on territory under its own control, so the negotiations were
split between these two cities. Miinster was chosen for the Catholic
powers, while Osnabriick was designated for the Protestant
powers.®? This arrangement allowed both sides to feel secure and
maintain a degree of control over the proceedings.®

The negotiation process was lengthy and complex, with
significant disagreements that had to be resolved before the treaty’s
final draft could be agreed upon. Key issues included territorial
adjustments, religious freedom, and sovereignty. The redistribution
of territories was a major point of contention. The French and
Swedish demands for territorial gains were met with resistance
from the Holy Roman Emperor and other German princes.*
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The principle of cuius regio, eius religio (the ruler’s religion
dictates the religion of the region) was challenged. The negotiators
had to find a balance between the religious rights of rulers and the
rights of their subjects. The concept of state sovereignty and the
recognition of the independence of various states within the Holy
Roman Empire were debated. This marked a significant shift from
the previous hierarchical structure, in which the emperor held
absolute power.®

The Treaty of Westphalia established several key principles
that had a lasting impact on European politics and international
relations. The treaty recognized the sovereignty of over 300
German principalities, effectively decentralizing the Holy Roman
Empire. It formalized the coexistence of Catholicism, Lutheranism,
and Calvinism, allowing rulers to choose the state religion while
granting certain rights to religious minorities.® France gained
territories in Alsace, and Sweden received territories in Northern
Germany, strengthening their positions in Europe. The treaty
established the principle of non-interference in the internal affairs
of other states, laying the groundwork for modern international
relations.*”

Frederick V, Elector Palatine, was a significant figure in the
Thirty Years” War. His acceptance of the crown of Bohemia in 1619
was a direct challenge to the authority of Emperor Ferdinand II, a
staunchly Catholic monarch. This act, compounded by the famed
Defenestration of Prague, signaled open rebellion and ignited
the conflict. Frederick V’s Calvinist beliefs and his role in the
war underscore the religious and political turmoil that led to the
migration of many Pennsylvania Germans.®®

The Palatinate, Frederick V's domain, became a strategic and
symbolic battleground during the war. Imperial and Spanish forces
advanced through the region, leading to the fall of Heidelberg's
famed castle and widespread devastation. Nearly two-thirds of
the Palatinate’s population perished or fled during the war’s span.
This context of religious persecution and political instability set
the stage for the Pennsylvania Germans’ quest for a new life in
Pennsylvania.®

Frederick V's legacy endured long after he died in exile,
not merely as a cautionary tale of ambition, but as a symbol of
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Protestant resilience. His son, Charles Louis, was restored to the
Lower Palatinate through the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648—a
partial vindication of the family’s claims and a diplomatic nod
to the Protestant cause. Though the Upper Palatinate remained
under Bavarian control, the restoration marked a turning point:
the Palatine line re-entered imperial politics, eventually regaining
electoral status in 1690. Frederick’s marriage to Elizabeth Stuart also
bore dynastic fruit, linking the Palatinate to the English crown and
shaping future alliances. Protestant communities across Europe
continued to invoke Frederick’s downfall as a moral and spiritual
rallying point, framing the “Winter King” as both martyr and
mirror of their own trials. The land remained scarred, and its people
spiritually weary, but the war’s end offered a fragile respite and a
chance to rebuild civic identity on new, pluralistic foundations.”

While Westphalia heralded peace among dominant confessions,
it left minority sects vulnerable. Pietists, emerging from Lutheran
tradition but emphasizing personal piety, scripture study, and
social reform, were viewed with suspicion. Their unstructured
communities, lay leadership, and emotional worship threatened
ecclesiastical order.”

In the Palatinate, authorities, both Protestant and Catholic,
clamped down. Pietist conventicles were banned. Their writings
were censored. Pastors faced imprisonment or exile. Other groups,
like Anabaptists and Schwenkfelders, fared little better. Their refusal
to baptize infants, renunciation of military service, or emphasis on
spiritual regeneration drew ire from all sides.”

This climate of persecution gave rise to waves of emigration.
Some fled east to Poland and Moravia. Others looked west to the
Dutch Republic or England. But many set their sights on the New
World. Pennsylvania, founded on principles of religious tolerance
by William Penn, beckoned as a sanctuary. By the late 1600s and
early 1700s, Palatine Germans—many Pietists or from similar
dissenting groups—arrived in ships like The Concord. They sought
not just escape, but renewal: to live out convictions without fear.”

The legacy of the Thirty Years” War in the Palatinate is one
of shattered institutions and reimagined identity. The Treaty of
Westphalia redefined borders and belief for Europe’s powers,
but for its peripheral faithful, the persecution continued. Their
resilience led them beyond borders—across seas and into nascent
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colonies where conscience could be the cornerstone of community.
In their exile, they carried with them more than theology —they
carried a vision of civic life shaped by suffering, devotion, and the
hope of harmony.

Freedom of Conscience: Development and Importance

The ideal of Freedom of Conscience emerged as a profound belief
among Protestants during the Reformation and the subsequent
religious conflicts in Europe.” It was rooted in the conviction that
individuals should have the right to follow their own moral and
ethical compass without coercion from external authorities. This
principle was championed by figures like Martin Luther, who
argued that faith must be a personal and voluntary act, not imposed
by the church or state.”

For the Pennsylvania Germans, Freedom of Conscience was not
just a theological concept—it was a lived reality.” The Thirty Years’
War and the subsequent persecution in the Palatinate underscored
the importance of religious freedom for these settlers. They had
witnessed firsthand the devastating consequences of religious
intolerance and the suppression of dissenting beliefs. Minority
sects like the Pietists and Anabaptists continued to face persecution,
leading many to seek refuge in Pennsylvania, where William Penn’s
promise of religious tolerance beckoned as a sanctuary.”

Freedom of Conscience was vital to the Pennsylvania Germans
because it allowed them to practice their faith without fear of
persecution. It enabled them to live in harmony with one another,
guided by the teachings of Luke 10:27: “Love the Lord your God
with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and
with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” This principle
of love and respect for all, regardless of differences, was the bedrock
upon which their peaceful and pacifist ideals were built.

Penn’s Holy Experiment: Religious Refuge and Atlantic
Aspirations

As the dust of the Thirty Years” War settled across Europe, the scars
it left—religious persecution, fractured empires, mass migrations—
were etched into the Palatinate’s soul. Amid this backdrop, a new
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opportunity emerged—not on continental soil, but across the
Atlantic. William Penn, Quaker, visionary, and reluctant aristocrat,
seized that moment to establish Pennsylvania: a haven for the
persecuted and a model for civility rooted in conscience.”

William Penn’s path to colonial founder began not with
theology but a ledger. His father, Admiral Sir William Penn, had
rendered service to the English Crown under both Oliver Cromwell
and Charles II. Upon the admiral’s death, the Crown owed him a
substantial financial debt.” Penn Jr., recently expelled from Oxford
and imprisoned for Quaker activities, inherited not only the ledger
but also a delicate diplomatic opportunity.*

In 1681, rather than repaying the debt in coin, Charles II granted
Penn a vast tract of land in North America. This was Pennsylvania,
“Penn’s Woods” —named not for William, but in honor of the
admiral. It offered more than financial compensation: it gave Penn
an arena to enact what he called his “Holy Experiment,” where
religious liberty and equitable governance might flourish.*

Before fully committing to colonial administration, Penn
embarked on a series of travels across Europe. His stops included
the Netherlands, where religious plurality and print culture made
cities like Rotterdam vital hubs. There, he met Benjamin Furly —an
English merchant and mystic deeply embedded in Quaker circles.®?
Furly’s home became a salon for spiritual exchange, hosting visitors
such as John Locke and George Fox.*

Furly and Penn bonded over shared convictions and pragmatic
idealism. Fluent in Dutch, German, Latin, and French, Furly was
deeply embedded in the intellectual and dissenting religious
networks of continental Europe. His home in Rotterdam —already
a salon of spiritual and philosophical exchange —became a strategic
base for Penn’s outreach to disaffected Protestants across the
Rhineland and the Netherlands. Furly not only translated Penn’s
promotional tracts into German and Dutch, but also ensured
their circulation among Pietists, Labadists, and Mennonites,
many of whom were seeking refuge from confessional strife and
economic hardship. His mercantile connections allowed him to
distribute these writings through trade routes and correspondence
networks, while his reputation as a trustworthy Quaker merchant
lent credibility to Penn’s promises of religious liberty and land
ownership in Pennsylvania.®
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In1677, Furly accompanied Penn and George Fox on a ministerial
journey through Holland and Germany, acting as interpreter and
cultural mediator. He helped Penn engage with German dissenters
in cities like Frankfurt and Wesel, where Penn’s tracts —translated
and annotated by Furly—were read aloud in house meetings
and circulated among religious communities. Furly’s efforts
were instrumental in shaping the early German emigration to
Pennsylvania, including the 1683 settlement of Germantown by
Quakers and Mennonites from Krefeld. As Julius Friedrich Sachse
noted, Furly “promoted the first German emigration to America”
by bridging Penn’s utopian vision with the practical hopes of
Europe’s religious minorities.*

Penn knew that establishing a colony required more than
royal charters. He had to populate it. And his audience was not
merely English Quakers, but continental groups disenfranchised
by imperial policies—Pietists, Mennonites, Anabaptists, and other
spiritual refugees scattered from the Palatinate to Westphalia.

In 1681, Penn published “Some Account of the Province of
Pennsylvania,” a short promotional pamphlet that blended religious
appeal, land opportunity, and commercial practicality. It outlined
geography, laws, liberties, and Penn’s commitment to religious
toleration.® Notably, it portrayed Pennsylvania not only as a colony
of refuge but as a moral commonwealth. Penn used his work to
announce to the world that the province had been granted to him.
He promised it to be a “good and fruitful land.”* Timber, wildlife,
and commodities were plentiful. He promised that the rights and
freedoms enjoyed in England would be in force there.®

In his account, he lays out what he believes will be necessary
for the success of the new province, including a constitution, the
conditions required of those who settled in the province, a sense of
which type of people might be suited for such an adventure, what
the emigrants might need to bring with them, especially to survive
a first season, and most importantly, evidence of the grant given to
him by King Charles I1.¥

For the conditions, Penn outlined three types of people who
would populate the colony: those who would purchase land,
those who would rent his land, and servants, each of whom
would be allotted land, including the servants upon expiration
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of their obligations. Penn sought industrious farmers, ranchers,
and tradesmen to contribute to the health and prosperity of the
plantations he envisioned. He also listed those of a more learned
nature to contribute to science, and a different type to promote good
discipline and just government, ensuring order and adherence to
the higher principles of religion.*”

Penn describes the benefits to the colony and England.
However, of interest is the deficiencies that Penn notes in the people
of England, highlighting his interest in pursuing the Germans to
populate his colony. He described the current state of society in
England as such that an emphasis had been placed on country
folk, encouraging their children to pursue urban interests. This
tendency led to the neglect of animal husbandry, crops, and dairy
farming. This urbanization also resulted in a decrease in marriage
and a corresponding reduction in offspring, “diminishing the stock
of the nation.” Not finding sufficient qualities and quantities in
the potential English immigrants, he sought to supplement the
peopling of the colonies with those who demonstrated the necessary
attributes and skills.”

Benjamin Furly played a pivotal role in encouraging German
and Dutch settlers to take up William Penn’s promise of religious
freedom and land in Pennsylvania. Furly, an English merchant
and mystic deeply embedded in Quaker circles, was instrumental
in translating and distributing Penn’s promotional tracts to the
continent’s disaffected Protestants.”” Benjamin Furly translated
this work into German and Dutch, using his trading networks and
theological contacts to disseminate Penn’s message widely. Copies
reached Rotterdam, Frankfurt, Crefeld, and the Rhineland. In war-
weary Europe, the promise of tolerance, fertile land, and civic
dignity struck a chord.”

Furly’s own interests in helping Penn were likely multifaceted.
As a Quaker, Furly shared Penn’s vision of a society where religious
liberty and equitable governance could flourish. His involvement
in translating and distributing Penn’s tracts suggests a deep
commitment to the Quaker ideals of tolerance and community.
Additionally, Furly’s connections with influential thinkers and
his role in the spiritual and intellectual exchange in Rotterdam
positioned him as a key figure in promoting Penn’s vision.**
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Furly’s efforts extended far beyond the mere promotion of
Penn’s colonial enterprise; they reflected a deliberate attempt to
cultivate a transatlantic network of spiritually and philosophically
aligned individuals committed to the principles of religious liberty,
communal responsibility, and moral governance. As a Quaker
steeped in the intellectual currents of the Dutch Republic, Furly
envisioned Pennsylvania not simply as a refuge for the persecuted,
but as a proving ground for a new kind of society —one grounded in
conscience, pluralism, and civic dignity. Through his translations,
correspondence, and personal influence, Furly helped transmit
Penn’s ideals to German Pietists, Dutch dissenters, and other
disaffected Protestants, many of whom found in Pennsylvania a
tangible embodiment of the freedoms they had long sought. His
work laid critical groundwork for the emergence of a diverse
and pluralistic colonial society, where religious tolerance was not
merely permitted but actively cultivated as a cornerstone of public
life.”

Among those inspired by Penn’s writings was Francis
Daniel Pastorius, a well-educated lawyer and theologian from
Sommerhausen. Moved by the vision and Furly’s encouragement,
Pastorius emigrated in 1683. He would become the founder of
Germantown, a settlement near Philadelphia composed mainly of
German Pietists and Mennonites.”

Accompanying him were the Crefelders—thirteen families
from the city of Krefeld, adherents of spiritual traditions shaped
by Protestant mysticism and Anabaptist teachings. They arrived on
The Concord, the same year, forming the cultural and ideological
nucleus of early German settlement in Pennsylvania.”

Pastorius’s leadership proved seminal. He blended legal acumen
with spiritual devotion, drafting Germantown’s town charter and
penning the 1688 anti-slavery petition—one of the earliest such
documents in American history. Under his guidance, the town
thrived not simply as a demographic success but as a testament to
Penn’s founding ideals.”

The migration, initiated by Penn and facilitated by Furly,
opened floodgates. Throughout the late 17th and early 18th
centuries, successive waves of German-speaking emigrants-
Palatines, Dunkers, Schwenkfelders- followed the path laid by
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Pastorius and the Crefelders. Many were survivors of religious
oppression, seeking precisely what Pennsylvania offered: a society
where bishop, elector, or emperor need not dictate one’s faith.”

What made Penn’s enterprise unique was its dual foundation
in spiritual ethics and legal clarity. The Charter of Privileges (1701)
reinforced the principles of religious liberty and representative
government.'® Land was affordable, legal redress was available,
and churches were unrestricted. These principles did not eliminate
hardship or cultural friction, but they created a template that
differentiated Pennsylvania from other colonies, many of which
imposed religious tests or elite control.'™

Penn’s partnership with Furly, his careful engagement with
continental thought, and his persuasive messaging proved
transformative. They didn’t merely recruit settlers. They
built bridges between worlds. The Palatinate’s losses became
Pennsylvania’s gains. And the once-persecuted Pietists carved out
spaces where they could pray, farm, publish, and teach without
fear.!”

Minds in Convergence: Locke, Sidney, Shaftesbury, and the
Vision of Pennsylvania

In the late 17th century, amid the swirl of religious dissent and
political upheaval, a quiet house in Rotterdam became a crucible
of radical thought. Benjamin Furly, English Quaker merchant and
bibliophile, hosted a salon of thinkers whose ideas would ripple
across Europe and the American colonies. Among his guests were
John Locke, Algernon Sidney, and Anthony Ashley Cooper, the 3rd
Earl of Shaftesbury, each a titan of political philosophy.'”® Their
interactions with Furly and William Penn were not merely social;
they were ideological collaborations that helped refine Penn’s
vision for Pennsylvania as a haven of liberty, toleration, and civic
virtue.'”

Furly’s home was more than a merchant’s residence; it was a
Republic of Letters in miniature."” He corresponded with Locke
for decades, entertained Sidney during his exile, and hosted
Shaftesbury during his formative years. His library, the Bibliotheca
Furleiana, brimmed with theological, philosophical, and mystical
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texts. Furly’s Quaker convictions and linguistic prowess made him
a bridge between English dissenters and continental reformers.

Furly wrote to Locke, “I have translated your work into
German and Dutch, and it has been received with great interest
among the dissenters here. Your ideas on liberty and governance
resonate deeply with those who have suffered under religious
persecution.” %

He was Penn’s interpreter, confidant, and logistical partner,
translating Penn’s tracts into German and Dutch and distributing
them across the Rhine. But Furly also cultivated a space where
ideas could ferment freedom of conscience, natural rights, and the
moral foundations of governance.

John Locke stayed with Benjamin Furly in Rotterdam between
1686 and 1688, during his political exile. This period of self-imposed
exile was prompted by Locke’s close association with Anthony
Ashley Cooper, the Earl of Shaftesbury, a leading Whig politician
who had been accused of treason and imprisoned. As tensions
escalated under the Stuart monarchy, Locke’s anti-authoritarian
writings and political affiliations placed him at risk, compelling
him to seek refuge in the more tolerant Dutch Republic. During
his stay, Locke and Furly cultivated a deep intellectual friendship.
Locke delighted in Furly’s children and found solace in the quiet of
his home. More importantly, Furly’s Quaker milieu offered Locke a
living example of religious toleration and civic restraint— principles
that would later shape his mature political philosophy.'"”

Locke, a prominent 17th-century English philosopher, is widely
recognized for his influential ideas on self-governance, which have
profoundly shaped modern political thought. Central to Locke’s
philosophy is the concept of natural rights, which he argues are
inherent to all individuals by virtue of their humanity. These
rights include life, liberty, and property, forming the foundation of
Locke’s vision of a just and equitable society.'®

Locke posits that in a state of nature, individuals are free and
equal, governed by natural law, which dictates that no one should
harm another’s life, health, liberty, or possessions. However, to
protect these natural rights more effectively, individuals consent to
form a government. This social contract is a voluntary agreement
in which individuals collectively establish a political society and
appoint rulers to create and enforce laws for the common good.'”
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A key aspect of Locke’s theory is the idea of government by
consent. He argues that legitimate government authority arises
from the consent of the governed, and its primary role is to protect
the natural rights of its citizens. If a government fails to do so,
the people have the right to alter or abolish it and establish a new
government that will better serve their interests. This principle of
popular sovereignty underscores the importance of accountability
and the people’s right to participate in their own governance.'

Locke also emphasizes the separation of powers within
government to prevent the concentration of authority and potential
abuse of power. He advocates for a system where legislative,
executive, and judicial functions are distinct and balanced, ensuring
that no single entity can dominate or infringe upon the rights of
individuals.'"

John Locke’s ideas on self-governance revolve around the
protection of natural rights, the necessity of government by
consent, and the separation of powers. His philosophy champions
the principles of individual liberty, equality, and the right of the
people to shape their political destiny, laying the groundwork for
modern democratic governance.'?

Locke was also well known for his influential ideas on religious
tolerance, which have significantly shaped modern views on the
separation of church and state. Central to Locke’s philosophy is
the belief that true faith cannot be compelled by force, but must be
embraced voluntarily by the individual. This principle is articulated
in his seminal work, A Letter Concerning Toleration (1689), where
he argues that civil government should not interfere in matters of
personal belief and religious practice.'?

Locke posits that the primary role of government is to protect
the natural rights of its citizens, which include life, liberty, and
property. He asserts that religious belief falls within the realm of
personal liberty and should therefore be free from governmental
coercion. According to Locke, the state’s authority is limited to civil
interests and does not extend to the salvation of souls. He contends
thatindividuals should have the freedom to worship as they choose,
as long as their practices do not infringe upon the rights of others or
disrupt public order."*
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German philosophers such as Christian Thomasius and,
later, Immanuel Kant were deeply engaged with Locke’s ideas,
especially his emphasis on reason and individual autonomy.
Locke’s writings were widely read in German academic circles,
often in Latin or French translations, and discussed in journals
like the Acta Eruditorum. Absolutist rulers governed many German
principalities. Locke’s argument that government must be based
on consent and protect individual rights offered a compelling
alternative to divine-right monarchy. His ideas helped fuel debates
about constitutionalism and civic reform, especially in regions like
Prussia and Saxony. Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration (translated
into German in 1710) influenced Protestant thinkers advocating
for religious pluralism and civil peace. German Pietists and
Enlightenment theologians saw Locke’s framework as a way to
reconcile faith with civic responsibility.'"

Another key element of Locke’s theory is the distinction
between the church and the state. He argues that the church is a
voluntary society of individuals who come together to worship
and practice their faith."'® The state, on the other hand, is a political
entity established to maintain civil order and protect the rights
of its citizens. Locke believes that these two institutions should
operate independently of one another, with the state refraining
from imposing religious conformity and the church not wielding
political power.

Locke emphasizes the importance of mutual tolerance among
different religious groups. He advocates for a society where diverse
religious beliefs can coexist peacefully, and where individuals
respect each other’s right to hold different views. This principle of
religious pluralism is seen as essential for social harmony and the
protection of individual freedom."”

Locke’s ideas on religious tolerance center on protecting
individual liberty, separating church and state, and promoting
mutual respect among religious groups. His philosophy champions
the principles of freedom of conscience, voluntary faith, and the
right of individuals to practice their religion without interference,
laying the groundwork for modern democratic societies that value
religious diversity and personal autonomy.
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Penn and Locke had known each other since university days.
Penn, leveraging his court connections, even attempted to secure a
pardon for Locke from James II—though Locke declined, asserting
he had committed no crime.'*®

Locke’s ideas, particularly in Two Treatises of Government,
resonated with Penn’s colonial charter. The notion that government
derives from the consent of the governed, that individuals possess
natural rights, and that religious toleration is essential to civil peace,
is expressed in Pennsylvania’s founding documents.'"’

Algernon Sidney, a fierce critic of monarchy and advocate of
republicanism, found refuge in Furly’s home between 1677 and
1679.*" His correspondence with Furly was frequent and candid.
Sidney’s Discourses Concerning Government, though unpublished
during his lifetime, circulated among dissenting circles and
profoundly influenced Penn’s political thought.'*!

Penn admired Sidney’s courage and clarity.’” While Penn’s
Quakerism emphasized peace and spiritual liberty, Sidney’s
republicanism underscored the need for civic virtue and resistance
to tyranny. Together, their ideas formed a dialectic—freedom of
conscience paired with liberty of the commonwealth.'*

Algernon Sidney was a staunch advocate of republicanism and
a fierce critic of monarchy. His seminal work, Discourses Concerning
Government, argued against the divine right of kings and emphasized
the importance of civic virtue, popular sovereignty, and resistance
to tyranny.'* Sidney believed that legitimate government authority
arises from the consent of the governed and that individuals have
the right to resist unjust rulers.

Penn’s vision for Pennsylvania, often referred to as his “Holy
Experiment,” was to create a society where religious liberty and
equitable governance could flourish. This vision was shaped by
Sidney’semphasis on popular sovereignty and the moral foundation
of government.”” Penn’s commitment to religious tolerance and
equitable governance in Pennsylvania reflected Sidney’s principles
of liberty and resistance to arbitrary power. Algernon Sidney’s
republican philosophies significantly influenced William Penn’s
vision for Pennsylvania, emphasizing liberty, civic virtue, and
resistance to tyranny.'*

Anthony Ashley Cooper, the 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury, was
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Locke’s pupil and a frequent guest at Furly’s house between 1688
and 1689.'% Shaftesbury’s Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions,
Times would later become a cornerstone of Enlightenment moral
philosophy.'*

His emphasis on virtue, aesthetics, and the cultivation of civic
sensibility dovetailed with Penn’s vision of Pennsylvania as a
“green country” where conscience and community could flourish.
Shaftesbury’s aristocratic background and philosophical refinement
added a layer of legitimacy to Penn’s experiment, especially among
skeptical elites.'”

The Earl was a prominent philosopher and politician known
for his contributions to moral philosophy and aesthetics. His
work, Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, emphasized
the importance of virtue, aesthetics, and the cultivation of civic
sensibility. Shaftesbury believed that moral and aestheticjudgments
were interconnected and that a well-ordered society required
individuals to develop a sense of virtue and beauty. He argued that
true virtue arises from a harmonious balance between reason and
emotion, and that individuals should strive for moral excellence
and civic responsibility.'*

Ideas in Action: Pennsylvania as a Living Philosophy

Penn’s Some Account of the Province of Pennsylvania, distributed by
Furly, was more than a promotional tract—it was a manifesto.
It promised religious liberty, fair governance, and economic
opportunity. But beneath its practical appeal lay the intellectual
scaffolding built by Locke, Sidney, and Shaftesbury.

Locke’s theory of property and consent shaped land distribution
and civic participation. Sidney’s republican ideals informed Penn’s
resistance to arbitrary power and his emphasis on civic virtue.
Shaftesbury’s moral philosophy enriched the colony’s cultural
aspirations, from education to public discourse. Together, these
thinkers helped Penn craft not just a colony, but a moral polity —a
place where liberty was not license, and conscience was not chaos.

William Penn’s “Holy Experiment” promised more than land —
itoffered amoral and spiritual refuge. His charter guaranteed liberty
of conscience, equitable governance, and religious toleration. But
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for the Pietists and Mennonites who arrived in Pennsylvania, these
ideals were not merely political —they were deeply theological.
They interpreted Penn’s vision through the lens of personal piety,
communal discipline, and eschatological hope, reshaping the
colony into a mosaic of lived faith.'*

The Pietists, emerging from Lutheran reform movements
in Halle, Wiirttemberg, and Frankfurt, represented a dynamic
spiritual awakening that sought to renew both church and society.'*
In Halle, August Hermann Francke built upon Philipp Jakob
Spener’s earlier vision by establishing the Francke Foundations—
an ambitious network of orphanages, schools, and publishing
houses that embodied the Pietist ideal of “active piety.” Francke’s
reforms emphasized heartfelt conversion, rigorous Bible study,
and social uplift, creating what he envisioned as a model Christian
society that could radiate reform across Europe and beyond.”* In
Wiirttemberg, Pietism took root through the influence of Johann
Albrecht Bengel, whose theological emphasis on eschatology and
moral discipline shaped generations of pastors and lay leaders.”*
Frankfurt, meanwhile, served as the birthplace of Spener’s Pia
Desideria (1675), the manifesto that launched the movement,
calling for small-group devotion, lay participation, and a return to
Scripture as the heart of Christian life.” These regional expressions
of Pietism converged in their belief that faith must be voluntary,
inwardly transformative, and socially engaged. Penn’s promise
of religious freedom in Pennsylvania resonated deeply with these
convictions, offering a fertile ground where Pietists could live out
their theology in community, education, and mission.

Pietists saw Penn’s toleration not as mere legal protection, but
as a divine opportunity to cultivate authentic Christian living. They
believed that state-imposed religion stifled the Spirit's work. The
Pietists valued small group devotions.'* In Pennsylvania, Pietists
organized collegia pietatis —intimate gatherings for Scripture reading
and prayer. These mirrored Penn’s civic ideals: decentralized,
participatory, and morally grounded. Inspired by leaders like
August Hermann Francke and Count Zinzendorf, Pietists viewed
Pennsylvania as a launchpad for global evangelism, expressing
their missionary zeal. The Moravians, a Pietist offshoot, established
settlements like Bethlehem and Nazareth, blending worship,
education, and outreach.'?”
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Their interpretation of Penn’s vision was eschatological: they
believed religious liberty would hasten the Second Coming by
restoring the true church. Communities like the Ephrata Cloister
and Johannes Kelpius’s “Woman in the Wilderness” sect embodied
this hope, living ascetically in anticipation of Christ’s return.'*®

Mennonites, rooted in Anabaptist traditions, emphasized adult
baptism, nonviolence, and separation from worldly power.'®
Penn’s colony offered a rare chance to live out these convictions
without persecution. Mennonites interpreted Penn’s land grants as
a call to stewardship. Farming became a spiritual vocation—tilling
soil in peace, free from feudal obligations or military conscription.
They valued Penn’s decentralized governance, which allowed
congregations to self-regulate without interference. This mirrored
their ecclesiology: the church as a voluntary, disciplined body.'*
In 1688, Mennonites in Germantown—led by Francis Daniel
Pastorius—drafted the first known anti-slavery petition in North
America. Their interpretation of Penn’s liberty extended to all
people, regardless of race or status. They became moral witnesses
in the colony."! Mennonites also embraced Penn’s emphasis on
peace. Their refusal to bear arms, even in defense of the colony, was
not defiance but fidelity to Christ’s teachings and Penn’s promise of
conscience uncoerced.'*

Shared Themes: Conscience, Community, and Covenant

Though Pietists and Mennonites differed in theology, they shared a
common interpretation of Penn’s vision. The Pietist interpretation
of freedom of conscience provided a path to spiritual renewal and
revival. The Mennonites saw itas asafeguard for communal integrity
and peace. While the Pietists envisioned religious toleration as an
opportunity to restore the true Church, the Mennonites valued
Locke’s vision and sought refuge from persecution and coercion,
preferring non-interference. The Pietists preferred a limited
participation in civil matters, entrusting the English Quakers with
politics, but saw their freedom as an opportunity for missionary
outreach and moral reform.'® The Mennonites were closer to
the later Kirchenleute (Church people), which allowed for local
governance rooted in biblical ethics. They trusted the Quaker



26 The Liberty Divide

assembly to ensure those ethics were protected. Land ownership
attracted all Germans, whether to build intentional spiritual
communities or for stewardship and independence from worldly
powers. Land ownership guaranteed them a voice. Both groups
saw Pennsylvania not just as a colony, but as a covenanted space—
where divine principles could shape civic life.”* Penn’s vision,
filtered through their theological lenses, became a lived reality of
prayer, labor, and moral witness.

Did the Germans misinterpret any of Locke, Sidney, or
Shaftsbury’s ideas or did they modify them to suit their culture,
language, and religion? The reception of Locke, Sidney, and
Shaftesbury among German thinkers and religious communities
wasn’t so much a misinterpretation as a selective adaptation. Their
ideas were filtered through linguistic, theological, and cultural
lenses that reshaped them to suit German contexts, especially among
Pietists, Enlightenment reformers, and later political theorists.

Locke’s emphasis on liberty of conscience and natural rights
resonated deeply with German Pietists, who infused these ideas with
a spiritual urgency.'”® For Locke, toleration was a civic necessity; for
Pietists, it was a divine imperative. His empiricism and rationalism
were often softened by German mysticism, with thinkers such as
Johann Arndt and Philipp Jakob Spener interpreting Locke’s ideas
on the mind and education through the lens of moral regeneration.
While Locke’s political writings were less influential among rural
German communities, who prioritized communal cohesion over
abstract rights, his ideas gained more traction in urban centers and
among reform-minded clergy.'*

Algernon Sidney’s Discourses Concerning Government were
highly regarded by German Enlightenment thinkers, though his
radical republicanism was somewhat moderated in translation.* In
the fragmented Holy Roman Empire, the idea of resisting tyranny
resonated, but not always with the same revolutionary fervor.
German reformers often emphasized moral virtue and civic duty
overactive resistance.'® Sidney’s emphasis on popular sovereignty
was framed by Lutheran notions of obedience and divine order,
leading to a more cautious reading. His Discourses Concerning
Government, a fiery rebuttal to Robert Filmer’'s Patriarcha, echoed
across Europe, and German Enlightenment thinkers recognized its
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significance. While Sidney’s influence was more direct in Anglo-
American republicanism, his ideas found admirers among German
intellectuals who were grappling with absolutism, natural rights,
and civic virtue."

Christian Daniel Erhard and Ludwig Heinrich von Jakob,
though not contemporaries in the strict sense, played pivotal
roles in shaping Algernon Sidney’s reception in Germany. Jakob’s
abridged edition softened Sidney’s radical tone, making his
ideas more palatable to German audiences wary of revolutionary
excesses.” Sidney didn’t directly influence early Pietist leaders
like Johann Arndt and Philipp Jakob Spener. Still, their emphasis
on moral renewal and resistance to ecclesiastical authoritarianism
resonated with Sidney’s anti-absolutist ethos. Sidney’s ideas may
have indirectly reinforced the intellectual climate that encouraged
dissent and migration.

Radical Pietists and Separatists, such as the Moravians
and Schwenkfelders, who rejected state church control, found
ideological kinship in Sidney’s defense of conscience and resistance
to tyranny. While they did not cite him explicitly, their migration
to America was part of a broader republican and religious impulse
that Sidney helped articulate. Sidney’s arguments for liberty and
resistance to unjust rules provided a philosophical backdrop for
Pietists seeking religious freedom. His work contributed to the
broader Atlantic republican discourse that legitimized emigration
as a moral and civic act.”

French and later German editions of Sidney’s Discourses
Concerning Government circulated in Halle and Leipzig, cities central
to Pietist activity. These texts may have influenced younger thinkers
and clergy who later supported or joined emigration efforts.'

Algernon Sidney’s republican principles found admirers among
German intellectuals and reformers. Gottlieb Treuer, writing in
1719, praised Sidney’s emphasis on virtue and merit over hereditary
rule, aligning these ideas with Protestant resistance to tyranny.
Treuer’s interest in Sidney stemmed from the latter’s focus on civic
reform movements in German territories, which resonated with the
Pietist ideals of moral renewal and resistance to authoritarianism.'*

Sidney’s Discourses Concerning Government became part of
the intellectual arsenal of the Radical Enlightenment, as noted by



28 The Liberty Divide

historian Jonathan Israel. German thinkers advocating for secular
governance and popular sovereignty found Sidney’s rejection of
divine right and his defense of mixed government appealing. His
ideas provided a compelling alternative to the princely absolutism
that dominated German principalities.'™

Jacques Bernard’s extended review of Sidney’s work in Nouwvelles
de la République des Lettres in 1700, though French, circulated
widely in German-speaking intellectual circles. This review helped
introduce Sidney’s ideas to continental republicans and reformers,
bridging the gap between English republicanism and German
Enlightenment thought.'

A French translation of Sidney’s Discourses Concerning
Government, published in The Hague in 1702, made its way into
German libraries. This version helped German Enlightenment
thinkers, who were more fluent in French than English, access
Sidney’sideas. Sidney’s attack on hereditary monarchy and defense
of popular government offered a compelling alternative to the
divine-right monarchies that dominated the German principalities.
His emphasis on virtue as the foundation of legitimate rule aligned
with the ethical concerns of German thinkers influenced by classical
republicanism and Protestant theology.'

Sidney’slanguage, steeped in civic virtue, liberty, and resistance,
echoed the republican political theorist John Milton’s and resonated
with German Enlightenment thinkers exploring these concepts in
their own contexts. His ideas on republicanism and anti-absolutism
provided a philosophical foundation for German intellectuals
seeking to challenge the status quo and promote a more equitable
and virtuous society."’

The Pietist communities in Pennsylvania didn’t just preach
conscience and liberty; they built enclaves where those ideals were
practiced daily. While Algernon Sidney’s Discourses Concerning
Government championed resistance to tyranny and the moral
foundation of political legitimacy, Pietists translated those principles
into communal life, spiritual discipline, and civic engagement.

In the late 17th and early 18th centuries, several Pietist
settlements emerged in Pennsylvania, each embodying distinct
religious and social ideals. Germantown, founded in 1683 by Francis
Daniel Pastorius and other German Pietists, became a sanctuary for
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religious dissenters.”™ This community was notable for its early
protest against slavery in 1688, reflecting Sidney’s emphasis on
natural rights and moral governance.

Another significant settlement was the Ephrata Cloister,
established in 1732 under the leadership of Conrad Beissel. This
radical Pietist community practiced celibacy, communal living, and
egalitarianism, rejecting both ecclesiastical and civil hierarchies.”
Their way of life mirrored Sidney’s critique of hereditary power.

In 1694, Kelpius’'s Society of the Woman in the Wilderness
settled along Wissahickon Creek. This mystical group anticipated
Christ’s return and lived in voluntary simplicity. Their spiritual
autonomy and resistance to state church control echoed Sidney’s
defense of conscience.'®

Count Zinzendorf's Pietist vision inspired the Moravian
settlements in Bethlehem, Nazareth, and Lititz. These communities
emphasized education, music, and missionary work. Their
democratic church governance and outreach to marginalized
groups, including Native Americans and enslaved Africans,
embodied Sidney’s ideals of civic virtue and inclusive liberty.'*

The Pietists’ resistance to tyranny was evidentin their emigration
from state-controlled churches.'®® They sought a place where they
could practice their faith freely, away from the oppressive control
of both ecclesiastical and civil authorities. This quest for religious
freedom led them to Pennsylvania, where they could establish
communities based on their ethical and spiritual values.

The moral foundation of government, as advocated by Sidney,
was reflected in the Pietists’ commitment to ethical communal
living and social reform. They created societies that prioritized
mutual aid, moral economies, and social justice. Their way of life
was a testament to the belief that governance should be rooted in
morality and the common good. Historians can draw a connection
from these values to Tacitus’'s Germania, especially communal
ethics and resistance to centralized tyranny.'*® Together, Sidney’s
philosophical defense of virtue-based government and Tacitus’s
ethnographic admiration for Germanic communal ethics offer a
compelling framework for understanding how Pietist societies in
colonial America embodied a moral alternative to absolutism.'**

Liberty of conscience was a cornerstone of Pietist life. They
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practiced religious pluralism and spiritual autonomy, allowing
individuals to follow their own spiritual paths without coercion.
This principle of freedom of conscience was crucial in shaping the
diverse and tolerant communities they established in Pennsylvania.

Civic virtue and the public good were central to the Pietists’
vision. They emphasized education, hymnody, and missionary
outreach as means to cultivate civic responsibility and moral
integrity. Their efforts in these areas were aimed at promoting the
common good and fostering a sense of community.

The Pietists also rejected hereditary governance, favoring lay
leadership and democratic church structures. They believed that
leadership should be based on merit and spiritual calling rather
than inherited privilege.'®® This approach to governance ensured
that their communities were inclusive and participatory.

In essence, the Pietists in Pennsylvania lived out Sidney’s
convictions through their daily practices and communal structures.
Their communities became laboratories of republican virtue, where
conscience, community, and country were not abstract ideals but
daily realities. By resisting both ecclesiastical and civil coercion,
they helped shape the moral and civic landscape of early America.

Alexis de Tocqueville’s reflections on American pluralism are
among the most nuanced and enduring insights in Democracy in
America. Although he didn’t use the term “pluralism” explicitly, his
observations on religious diversity, voluntary associations, and the
balance between individual liberty and communal responsibility
form a rich tapestry of pluralistic thought.*®

Tocqueville was struck by how religion thrived in America
without being enforced by the state. Unlike Europe, where religious
uniformity was often tied to national identity, Americans practiced
a wide range of faiths—especially Protestant denominations—
under a regime of legal toleration.'” He noted that religion and
liberty were not at odds in America; rather, religion provided moral
grounding for democratic life. Tocqueville admired how religious
customs shaped civic virtue, encouraging honesty, temperance,
and respect for others.'®® He saw this pluralism as stabilizing, not
fragmenting —a shared moral compass across diverse sects.

One of Tocqueville’s most celebrated observations was the
American tendency to form voluntary associations for education,
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worship, reform, and politics. These associations allowed minority
groups to organize, express their views, and influence public
life. Tocqueville believed that “knowledge of how to combine is
the mother of all other forms of knowledge,” emphasizing that
pluralism was notjust tolerated —it was practiced through collective
action. Associations served as training grounds for democracy,
where citizens learned to cooperate, govern, and take on civic
responsibility.'*

Tocqueville also warned that the tyranny of the majority
could threaten pluralism. He feared that dominant public opinion
might suppress minority voices, especially in matters of race,
religion, or dissent. To counter this, he praised mechanisms like
local governance, independent associations, and free press, which
helped preserve pluralistic dialogue.'”

Tocqueville saw pluralism as rooted in both laws and customs.
The Constitution provided legal protection for individual rights and
minority interests. American customs—shaped by Puritan heritage
and frontier life—fostered mutual respect and civic engagement,
even among diverse groups.

Inessence, Tocqueville viewed American pluralism asa dynamic
equilibrium: a society where diversity of belief and association
could flourish, so long as it was anchored in shared democratic
norms. His reflections remain a powerful lens for understanding
how liberty, faith, and community can coexist—even in tension.



