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NOTES
Read the texts around the image. Beginning in 
the upper left corner, follow the commentary 
counter clockwise. Read each text out loud 
and discuss it with your partner. Make sure you 
carefully look at the image and use its details 
to support your opinions. You can choose 
whether to use the following questions to 
guide your discussion:

01 PROCLAIM LIBERTY 

Leviticus, the third book in the Torah, collects a wide 
variety of rules for living a Jewish life. These rules range 
from dietary laws, to restrictions on trading, to 
instructions for what to do when your house gets mold. 
This passage describes the “jubilee year,” when farmers 
would not farm the land and all enslaved people would 
be set free

1.  This biblical verse is engraved on the Liberty Bell in 
Philadelphia. Why do you think it was chosen?

2.  Why do you think liberty must be “proclaimed 
throughout the land unto all the inhabitants 
thereof”?

3.  If you were tasked with “proclaiming liberty 
throughout the land,” how would you do so?

4.  How would you describe the Liberty Bell’s 
significance today? What about the phrase  
from Leviticus?

02 A HISTORIC LETTER

George Washington made his first visit to Newport, 
Rhode Island, as president on August 17, 1790, traveling 
there only after the state became the last to ratify the 
Constitution. Fourteen years had passed since the 
signing of the Declaration of Independence and 
Washington, the revered hero, had been entrusted with 
establishing a revolutionary new form of government. 
Newport’s Jews, in an address delivered by community 
leader Moses Seixas, emphasized their hope that this 
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NOTES government would maintain its commitment to “the 
invaluable rights of free Citizens.” Responding to “the 
Hebrew Congregation in Newport,” Washington 
composed a moving and courageous affirmation of 
religious freedom, a right that continues to shape our 
national identity.

1.  What do you think “toleration” means? What do you 
think it means for “one class of people” to indulge in 
toleration? 

2.  How would you define “natural rights”? What do you 
think makes them inherent?

3.  Do you think Washington’s words are still relevant 
today? Why or why not?

03 THIS MONUMENT IS OUR PROTEST

The Jewish organization B’nai B’rith commissioned 
Religious Liberty for the 1876 Centennial Exposition that 
took place in Philadelphia. Adolph Sanger, chairman of 
the B’nai B’rith Centennial Committee, gave a speech at 
the statue’s unveiling. In that speech, he referred to a 
debate taking place at the time over whether Congress 
would reject any separation between church and state 
and declare the United States a Christian nation. 

1.  Does the US Constitution guarantee religious 
freedom? If yes, can you find the relevant words? 

2.  Do you agree that the Constitution guarantees 
“perfect religious equality to all?” Why or why not?

3.  Describe any connections you can identify between 
the passage from Leviticus, George Washington’s 
letter, and Religious Liberty.

04 THE CHALLENGE OF RELIGIOUS LIBERTY

Dr. Jonathan Sarna is a professor of American Jewish 
history and the chief historian for the National Museum 
of American Jewish History. In his book American 
Judaism, he responded to another scholar’s claim that 
freedom would eventually lead to the full assimilation 
of Jews into American society, and, ultimately, the end 
of Judaism.
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NOTES 1.  What do you think Jonathan Sarna meant when he 
said that in America “religion is totally voluntary”? 
What does this have to do with religious freedom?

2.  Do you agree with the concern Sarna referenced 
about religious freedom leading to the disappearance 
of Judaism? Why or why not?

3.  Does your family belong to a religious or cultural 
tradition? How do you choose to participate in that 
tradition? How would you respond to Sarna?

05 WHO GETS TO PARTICIPATE?

In 2015, a lesbian couple from Louisiana contacted a 
local bakery about making their wedding cake. The 
bakery declined the couple’s request, citing religious 
beliefs. Bobby Jindal, governor of Louisiana at the time, 
spoke on TV in support of a state law that would make 
it legal for a business to refuse a service based on a 
religious belief or moral conviction about the 
institution of marriage. The law did not pass. 

1.  The First Amendment protects an individual’s right 
to the free exercise of religion, and the Fourteenth 
Amendment asserts that states must ensure an 
individual’s right to “life, liberty or property” and 
may not “deny to any person within its jurisdiction 
the equal protection of the laws.” What do these two 
amendments have in common? How are they 
different?

2.  How do the First and Fourteenth Amendments apply 
to the couple and the baker from Louisiana? 

3.  Do you think the First and Fourteenth Amendments 
support the law Governor Jindal wanted to pass in 
Louisiana? 

4.  Can you think of an example from your own life in 
which one person’s rights conflicted with another 
person’s rights? How was this situation resolved?

06 CORE VALUES

Lamda Legal is a national organization committed to 
protecting the civil rights of LGBTQ people and anyone 
living with HIV. The organization posted this tweet in 
response to an executive order signed by President 



5nmajh.org/openbook

Trump aimed at giving faith-based organizations greater 
access to federal funding. Advocacy groups like Lambda 
Legal worried that the executive order would be used to 
impose certain beliefs on others or to discriminate. This 
intensified the ongoing debate over the role of religion 
and religious organizations in United States politics.

1.  What do you think Lamda Legal meant by the 
“weaponization” of religious freedom? Do you agree 
with their concern? Can you think of an example to 
support your opinion?

2.  How does this tweet relate to Governor Jindal’s 
statement about the right to make business decisions 
based on religious or moral beliefs? Are these 
examples of religious freedom? Discrimination?

3.  Can you identify other examples of social media 
being used to express opinions about religious 
freedom?

07 TEAR DOWN THE WALLS

Capers Funnye Jr. is the rabbi of Beth Shalom B’nai 
Zaken Ethiopian Hebrew Congregation of Chicago; he is 
also the cousin of former first lady Michelle Obama and 
the first African American rabbi to be accepted onto 
Chicago’s Board of Rabbis. He grew up in a Christian 
household and converted to Judaism during college. 
Here he speaks about the racism he has encountered 
within the Jewish community and about white Jews’ 
historical rejection of Jews of color.

1.  What was Rabbi Funnye’s “mission?” Which walls did 
he tear down?

2.  Why do you think Rabbi Funnye’s predecessors were 
“rejected”? How do you think the walls keeping them 
out could be torn down? What is something your 
congregation can do? What is something you can do?

3.  How would you treat someone who is new to a group 
that you are part of?

 

NOTES
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08 RELIGIOUS LIBERTY ON TRIAL

In 2008, Abercrombie & Fitch refused to hire Samantha 
Elauf, a practicing Muslim, because she wears a hijab, a 
head covering worn in public by some Muslim women. 
The company based its decision on its dress code’s 
prohibition on wearing hats or caps. Elauf sued, arguing 
that she wore the hijab as an expression of her religious 
beliefs, not as an accessory. In 2015, the US Supreme 
Court ruled in Elauf’s favor based on religious 
discrimination. This text is from Justice Clarence 
Thomas’s dissenting opinion.

1.  Describe Elauf’s argument in favor of wearing her 
hijab? How did Abercrombie & Fitch support its 
decision to deny her employment.

2.  What values or priorities drove each position?

3.  Imagine you are a Supreme Court justice. What 
decision would you make in this case? Would your 
decision be the same or different if the case involved 
a person wearing a kippah? 

4.  What does it mean to be neutral? Can you think of a 
situation when you shouldn’t treat everyone the 
same way?
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