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This booklet consists of facsimile pages excerpted from 
Sketch of Proceedings in the Legislature of Maryland, 

December Session, 1818, 
on what is commonly called 

The Jew Bill 



CONTEXT: 
When it was ratified in 1776, the Maryland 
State Constitution stated “No other test or 
qualification ought to be required on admission 
to any office of trust or profit than such oath 
of support and fidelity to the State … and a 
declaration of belief in Christian religion.” 

In effect, this meant that Jewish people and other non-Christians 
were barred from serving in state or municipal office, from 
becoming commissioned officers in the military, or from 
practicing law.   Even after the ratification of the Bill of Rights in 
1791, the State of Maryland did not change its practices as the 
provisions of the First Amendment were considered to apply only 
to the Federal government.

Solomon Etting, a prominent Jewish businessman began efforts 
to amend the Maryland Constitution in 1797. His repeated 
attempts were unsuccessful. In 1818, a freshman legislator from 
Hagerstown, Thomas Kennedy, took up the cause, though he had 
never met a Jewish person before winning his seat in the General 
Assembly. He introduced “An Act for the relief of the Jews of 
Maryland,” also known as “The Jew Bill.”

Kennedy was a follower of the intellectual movement known as the 
Enlightenment, a philosophy characterized by belief in reason and 
the equality of all peoples. He was particularly influenced by the 
expression of Enlightenment principles as expressed in Thomas 
Jefferson’s writings on religious freedom. Most of his fellow 
lawmakers disagreed with him, and the act did not pass. The pages 
of this booklet are excerpted from a pamphlet assembled in 
1819 collecting arguments for and against the Jew Bill.

It continued to come before the legislature through the efforts of 
both Kennedy and the Jewish community, and finally, in 1826, the 
bill won enough support to become law.
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TEXT OF THE JEW BILL THAT BECAME 
LAW IN 1826, WHEN IT PASSED A 
SECOND TIME:  
 
An Act for the relief of the Jews in Maryland
 
Be it enacted by the General Assembly of Maryland.  That every 
citizen of this State professing the Jewish Religion and who shall 
hereafter be appointed to any office or public trust under the State 
of Maryland shall in addition to the oaths required to be taken 
by the Constitution and Laws of the State, or of the United States, 
make and subscribe a declaration of his belief in a future State  
of Rewards and Punishments, in the stead of the declaration  
now required by the Constitution and form of Government of  
this State.

And be enacted. That the several clauses and sections of the 
declaration of rights, Constitution and form of Government and 
every part of any law of this State contrary to the provisions of 
this act, so far as respects the Sect of people aforesaid shall be and 
the same is hereby declared to be repealed and annulled on the 
confirmation hereof.

And be it enacted That if this act shall be confirmed by the General 
Assembly of Maryland after the next election of Delegates in the 
first Session after such new election as the Constitution and forms 
of Government directs, in such case this Act and the alterations of 
the said Constitution and form of Government shall constitute and 
be valid

By the Senate 
February 26th 1825  
This engrossed Bill the original 
of which passed the Senate 
on the 25th February 1825 
was this day read and  
assented to 
By Order Wm Kilty, Clk 
 

By the House of Delegates 
February 26th, 1825 
This engrossed Bill the original 
of which passed this House on 
the 24th of February 1825 was 
this day read and assented to 
By order John Brewer, Clk
Samuel Steven16
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