The Silencing of Mary Dyer

	Objective:  You will discuss the issue of religious tolerance in America and understand that religious liberty requires periodic reinterpretation.
Vocabulary:
· amnesty

· banish

· blasphemy

· heresy

· Puritan

· reprieve


	


Discussion Questions:
1. In what sense was Mary Dyer one of “us” who became one of “them”?

2. Why was Gov. Winthrop afraid of the ideas that Mary Dyer and Anne Hutchison were spreading?

3. Why did Puritans—them selves victims of religious persecution—persecute those who did not share them religious views?

4. Why were the voices of women silenced in the Puritan church?  Why were there no female church leaders in the Rhode Island Colony?

5. People who are willing to sacrifice their lives for their beliefs are rare.  Why do you believe Mary Dyer is not a well-known historical figure?

6. What kinds of issues and attitudes cause religious intolerance?

7. What did Edward Wanton mean when he said: “I have met the most beautiful woman in the world.  And now I’m going to become a Quaker?”
8. What other groups can you think of that have been victimized because of their faith?

Writing Assignments:

1. Imagine you are Mary Dyer, exiled in England.  Write a letter to your husband and children explaining your new religious beliefs and how you intend to lead your life when you return to America.

2. You are a reporter for the Boston Globe in the mid-1600s.  You have been assigned to cover the execution of Mary Dyer, and she has granted you a final interview.  Write a brief article describing the events of June 1, 1660, and recounting some of Mary’s hopes and reams for the world her descendants will inherit.

3. Write a fitting epitaph for Mary Dyer.

4. Write an essay discussing how the Salem witch trials reflected intolerance toward women in 17th century New England.

5. Write what you believe is meant by the phrase “separation of church and state.”  What does it mean regarding the issue of organized prayer in public schools?  Share your thoughts with the class in a general discussion.

Project Ideas:

1. In a small group prepare an oral report on one of the following religious groups: Quakers, Amish, Roman Catholics, Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Nation of Islam, Seventh-Day Adventists, Hasidim.  Using as many visual aids as possible, answer these questions: What basic tenets of faith does the group hold?  How is the group structured?  What are its origins? What titles are given its leaders?  What religious holidays do members observe?  What special customs do they practice (such as rituals, dietary restrictions and special clothing)?  Are certain roles assigned specifically to men or to women?  Explain.  Have members of this faith been victims of religious intolerance?  Have members of this group perpetrated intolerance against others?  Explain.
2. Mary Dyer and Anne Hutchinson were early advocates of equal rights for women.  In five groups, research and report on one of the following individuals’ contributions to equality for women: Abigail Adams, Susan B. Anthony, the Beecher Sisters (Harriet Beecher Stowe, Isabella Beecher and Catherine Beecher), Elizabeth Cady Stanton or Sojourner Truth.

Vocabulary:

· amnesty:  A pardon, especially for political offenses against a government

· banish:  To send into exile; to ostracize

· blasphemy:  Speech, writing or action that disrespects God or anything considered sacred

· conviction:  A strong belief

· heresy:  Religious belief or opinion opposed to traditional doctrines

· Puritan:  Member of a Protestant group in England and the American colonies in the 17th and 18th centuries who wanted the Church of England to simplify its services and encourage stricter morals)

· reprieve:  To postpone a punishment, especially an execution

Discussion Answers:
1. In what sense was Mary Dyer one of “us” who became one of “them”?
Dyer came to America as a dissenter in the English church—a Puritan.  She left the fellowship of other Puritans because she believed that Puritanism had not gone far enough in reforming Christianity, that God spoke through living individuals as well as through ancient laws.  In following what she called her inner voice, Dyer publicly disagreed with Puritan leaders.  In Puritan minds, this made her an enemy.
2. Why was Gov. Winthrop afraid of the ideas that Mary Dyer and Anne Hutchison were spreading?

Dyer and Hutchison were well-educated, charismatic and influential women who quickly attracted a large number of followers.  Both women held ideas that conflicted with Puritanism.  Both emphasized fidelity to individual conscience above the instruction of church leaders.  Winthrop believed that such ideas undermined his authority, as well as the group unity that he considered essential for survival.

3. Why did Puritans—themselves victims of religious persecution—persecute those who did not share their religious views?

The Puritans believed they were on a mission to establish the kingdom of God on Earth.  They felt that any religious belief contrary to theirs threaten their divine mission.  It is incorrect to say that the Puritans came to the American colonies to establish religious freedom for all.  They came seeking only the freedom to practice their own religious beliefs.

4. Why were the voices of women silenced in the Puritan church?  Why were there no female church leaders in the Rhode Island Colony?

Puritan leaders, all of whom were men, interpreted the Bible to say that women should not speak in church.  Most religious groups of the period believed that the Bible forbade women to be leaders.

5. People who are willing to sacrifice their lives for their beliefs are rare.  Why do you believe Mary Dyer is not a well-known historical figure?

Possible responses:  Most history books, until recently, have focused on political, military and economic figures.  Neither women nor religion have been popular topics of historical study.

6. What kinds of issues and attitudes cause religious intolerance?

Possible responses:  Most religions teach tolerance—even those religions that claim an exclusive hold on the truth.  Intolerance arises when one group denies others the right to hold different beliefs.  Religious intolerance often takes the form of condemning those believed to be morally inferior or wrong.  Another source of intolerance is conflict over matters of faith that defy objective “proof.”
7. What did Edward Wanton mean when he said:  “I have met the most beautiful woman in the world.  And now I’m going to become a Quaker”?

Possible responses:  The courage and dignity with which Mary Dyer faced her death inspired Wanton to examine his own beliefs.  The response of the crowd made Wanton realize the power of Mary’s convictions and the injustice of her execution.

8. What other groups can you think of that have been victimized because of their faith?

Possible responses: Colonial Baptists, Roman Catholics, Mormons, Jews, Muslims

PAGE  
3

