
International Conversation Café 

Lifestyle Topic:  Religion in the USA 

People have immigrated to the United States for many reasons.  Sometimes people came in order to 
have land to farm or to make money in business.  Sometimes people came because there was freedom 
to practice religion according to their own conscience. In places where there has been religious 
persecution, freedom of speech and freedom to practice one’s religion was and still is extremely 
attractive. The freedom to practice religion is found in The Bill of Rights which is part of our Constitution.  
The First Amendment is the most important.  It states: 
 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. 

 
Discussion 
“…will make no law respecting an establishment of religion” means that the government will not 
establish a national religion.  
What countries have a religion established and supported by the government?   
 
What is your country’s policy about religion? 
 
 Is a person’s religion stated on your personal ID in your country? 

 
The United States Congress cannot take away the freedom to express religion openly. Because this is so, 
the U.S. became a refuge for religious groups seeking liberty to practice their religion.  Here are some 
examples of people who came to the United States in search of religious freedom. 
 
1820 – 1930 the Irish who fled a famine and settled along the East Coast.  Some 4.5 million immigrated.  
They were Roman Catholic. 
 
In the 1800’s about 5 million German immigrants came to the Midwest.  They were Lutheran or Catholic.  
 
In 1890 to 1920 about 4 million Italians immigrants can to the US. They were Roman Catholic. 
 
Discussion 
What are the benefits or disadvantages to religious freedom? 
Do you know about someone who left a country to find religious freedom? 
For those living in the U.S., why did your ancestors come here?  
 
Not only can people practice their religion openly in the United States, they can also change their 
religion. One common reason for change is marriage.  The husband or wife may change to the religion of 
the person who feels the most convinced of religion or whose family feels their religion is important.  
Sometimes people change religions because of a convincing book they read or because of a friend or 
relative who talked with them.  Changing religion is somewhat easy as there are no identity cards with 
one’s religion or registration with the government.  Yet a change in religion can raise strong emotional 
and intellectual issues with the family who remains in the old religion.  They may feel the person who 
changes is intellectually wrong or that they are rejecting the family. 



 
Discussion 
Have you ever met someone who changed their religion? What happened? 
 Why do people change religion in your country? Is it possible to change religions? 
 What happens in your country if people of different religions marry? 

 
Match the story on the left with the name of the religious group on the right. 
 
See if you can identify what religious group each belonged to. The answers are at the bottom of the 
page. 
 

1.  “I fled from France because I was a Protestant.     A. In 1880-1920 over 2 million 
My family were skilled craftsman in glass. I thought   Jews came to the USA to  
I had freedom under the Edict of Nantes, but then   escape religious persecution 
the king revoked the Edict.  Among other places,  
I settled in what became New Rochelle, NY.   
I am a _____________________.” 

 
2.  “I fled Russia because people thought I was different   B. In 1630-1640, Separatist and   

from them.  I was not Russian Orthodox and did not   Puritans came to the US to  
believe Jesus was the Messiah.  I suffered too under   practice a purer religion. 
the Communists.  People took my land and forced my  
extended family to go into Siberia.  I went to England  
and finally to the USA.  I am a __________________.” 

 
3.  “I was among the first to come to the New World.  I wanted  C. In the 1680’s the French Pro- 

to follow God as the Bible taught.  I felt my church in England  estants called the Huguenots, 
had become corrupt.  I went first to Holland and then to what  left Europe to escape per- 
became New England.  I am a _________________.”  Section. 

 
 
 
While freedom of religion is guaranteed everywhere in the United States, some states are more religious 
than others. Based on your travels, which states seem more religious than others? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Answers: 1-C,  2-A, 3-B. 
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