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	“With liberty and justice for all.” I remember reciting this phrase every morning growing up, but only recently did I begin to understand the meaning and reason for it. The pledge of allegiance was intended as a way to educate young people on the foundational principles on which our nation was built: liberty and justice. The definition of social justice is the intersection of these principles, requiring both the equality of individual liberty and the fair and just distribution of opportunities between individuals in a society.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Rawls, J. (1971). A Theory of Justice. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.] 

	Since our founding as a nation we have supported the idea that every man and woman should have the opportunity to live free from oppression, make their own decisions and serve their community and nation as free patrons. That, as we seek to attain a more perfect union, we must “establish Justice... and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity.”[footnoteRef:2] In effect, that social justice as an inalienable right. When our founding fathers revised the constitution, the first amendment ratified stated that Congress “shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,”[footnoteRef:3] or prohibiting the free exercise of religion. By including this passage first, the founders identified the most essential part of ensuring social justice: religious freedom. Without this stipulation, the other factors of the first amendment - freedom of speech, the press, and the right to peacefully assemble would not be fully protected. Freedom of religion is specific. It typifies freedom as the encouragement of diversification and legitimizes the sentiments of others as valuable. It is a compromise between individual freedom and group welfare, and guarantees a nation of free and diverse opinions within the constraints of a singular system. [2:  U.S. Const. pmbl., 1788.]  [3:  U.S. Const. amend. I., ratified 1791.] 

	When Thomas Jefferson wrote the Virginia statute of religious freedom, he attempted to address this compromise. He noted that the laws that benefit the group are the same that benefit the individual. That freedom for the individual is achieved when all people are free of imposition, and their thoughts exist as their own without infringement from the ideas of others. That diversity of thought and opinion is what makes this country successful and that our political system has a responsibility to foster this diversity.
	Jefferson also purported that an inherent part of faith is founded in the fact that religious truth is shaped by personal conscience and belief rather than fact or proof. Contrarily, political reason requires fact and logic that encourage political critique and negotiation. The mixing of one with the other – faith with governance – inevitably corrupts both institutions. Thus, religious freedom that separates religious ideas from political rule, is instrumental to ensuring the vitality and authenticity of our diverse union. 
	Right now, we are living in a politically divided nation, separated on two sides by opposing political ideologies. On one side, Republicans fight to ensure the principle of liberty. On the other, Democrats commit to promoting justice. And the compromise between the two seems to get lost as both sides refuse to concede. We forget that we need each other – that we need to bridge the gap between different opinions with compromise. Our union is defined by this compromise, the very definition of social justice, and the reciprocal relationship it creates between society and the individual, whereby members of society share the burdens and benefits of cooperation. We share the burden of limiting personal beliefs within the political system in order to ensure freedom and opportunity for all religious thought. However, we also share the benefit of preventing the systematized imposition from others religious beliefs on our own. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	A successful society offers all individuals equality of opportunity and the freedom to make choices. Implementing legislation based on a specific religious sentiment instead of fact and reason limits the equality of the opportunity that legislation should strive to keep. When we incorporate religion institutionally, we are choosing one religious interpretation over others in a way that does not foster equality or freedom but creates division that limits the effectiveness of reason in negotiation, encouraging one group to be reticent to listen to the diverse opinions of others. We see the negative effects of incorporating religion with law when politicians implement legislation based on a single religious interpretation. The problem with such laws is that they do not encourage a reciprocal relationship between society and the individual, disproportionally distributing benefits and burdens between members of a society. Instead of strengthening social justice, such legislation strengthens certain individual’s freedoms at the expense of the just distribution of opportunity. Negotiation is based on opinion instead of reason, producing an outcome that does not favor the optimal situation for society as a whole.
Religious liberty is freedom from the imposition of one faith on the thoughts and actions of others. It encourages diversity and ensures that we as a nation continue to debate and adjust our practices to better fit the needs of the group without sacrificing the liberties of the individual. Religious freedom is essential to social justice because it creates a society where all have equality of opportunity to express diversity – a diversity founded in the multiplicity of religious opinion. It ensures that no one interpretation is more valued than others, or that convictions are reduced to a singularity. It prevents government intervention in personal expression – something that is critical to securing other first amendment freedoms. It is the foundation of the values that we hold as a country. Social justice is a bipartisan goal that requires freedom of religion as a quintessential stipulation. Without this, we cannot hope to achieve a more perfect union, based on liberty and justice for all, in which our founding fathers believed. 
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