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Faiths of our founding fathers

Hello! I’m Don Anderson, and I am going talk about the religious faiths of some of our nation’s
founders.
There have been claims that we are a Christian nation and should permit public religious
observance of a general Christian character.
Other claims characterize our founders as Deist’s who felt that religion would be better
excluded from public life.
I’d suggest caution if you examine the religious affiliations of the Founding Fathers. For
example of those who signed the Declaration of Independence:
32 are listed as Episcopalian/Anglican,
13 as Congregationalist,
12 as Presbyterian,
2 as Quaker,
2 as Unitarian/Universalist, and
1 as Catholic.
These affiliations say little about their actual beliefs. Rather, they often reflect their family,
social circle, or parent’s social position.
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A bit of background for the 1700s

The period from about 1714 to 1818 is known as the Age of Enlightenment in America. The
intellectual flowering of the period led to the revolution and a new experiment in government.
Influenced by the European Enlightenment of the period the American version developed its
own native character. It applied scientific reasoning to politics, science, and religion. It
promoted religious tolerance and caused colleges to include literature, the arts, and music as
subjects worthy of study. Even purely religious colleges reformed their curricula to include
science, modern astronomy, and math. At Yale a curriculum called “The New Learning”
included the ideas of Frances Bacon, John Locke, Isaac Newton, Boyle, Copernicus,
Shakespeare, Milton. and Addison.
For students exposed only to the religious doctrines of Calvin these new works we mind
blowing!
The religious wars of Europe and particularly the devastating Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) as
well as the persecutions of the Puritans were still in the minds of the colonials. It was hard to
fathom European devastation if a caring creator was still involved.
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One reaction to the devastation was to reject God entirely. Another was to admit a creator, but
deny his involvement after the creation. Deism was becoming very common in Europe and
when Ben Franklin first read a tract against it, he became for it and became convinced it was the
explanation that best addressed our spiritual side.
The strict definition of Deism is:
belief in the existence of a supreme being, specifically of a creator who does not intervene in the universe.

However, I have not found a founding father who maintained such a belief. Rather, Deism
among the founding father’s still maintained that God occasionally intervened in the affairs of
men and an afterlife was accessible.
Thus when I characterize a founding father as a Deist, he most likely believed in a God who
infrequently affected the affairs of men, but did offer further existence to those who led an
exemplary life.
In addition to Deism the troubles of the preceding century suggested that men could only exist if
they exercised a great deal more tolerance than had been the norm.
Since reason, which was the driving force of the age, gave little support for much religious
dogma, ignorance of God’s wishes suggested a broad religious toleration.
We currently hear accusations that people who claim we are a Christian nation are liars and are
attempting to rewrite history. On the other side we hear that the Founders were Christian and
our nation’s political affairs should be run in a manner congenial to Christian concerns.
Studying the expressed religious beliefs of the Founders’ suggests a more nuanced view that
would draw heavily on the Founders support for tolerance.
It was not unusual in that period for a town with one public meeting hall (usually the
courthouse) to share the facility among all the religious sects in town, with a different sect being
allocated the facility on each Sunday.
Although the King James version of the Bible had been available for a hundred years, most
colonials probably still learned to read using the Geneva Bible. The bible texts were not
extremely different, but the Geneva Bible had many translator’s footnotes that made it ideal for
study.
King James felt that many of the footnotes contradicted his divine-right-to-rule. This led to his
sponsorship of the “official” bible which omitted the offensive notes.
The anti-divine-rule notes were not surprising. The Geneva Bible had been translated and
compiled under exiles in Geneva who had escaped burning by Queen Mary. This infamous
Queen (1553-1558) had 284 Protestants burned at the stake while she tried to turn England back
into a Roman Catholic country. No colonial wished to repeat that part of English history.
By 1776, most colonials certainly agreed that King George’s rule was not by divine-right.
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What is a Christian?

Two people looking at one founder’s beliefs will strongly disagree on whether that individual
was a Christian. I expect the same sort of disagreement by almost any audience.
-------This was the enlightenment and faith was no longer a sufficient basis for religion. Priests and
princes had colluded too long in imposing their rule on the populace. The ordinary literate
person now had access to the Bible and could dispute the claims of the priests.
Further, the more educated colonials were well aware that the books of the Bible were written in
an earlier age when historical accuracy was considered even less important than in their time.
Persuasion or simply telling an engaging story took precedence over accuracy. They, therefore,
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felt justified in treating the Bible and it’s miraculous tales with the same skepticism they applied
to other works.
It was quite common in the 18th century “age of reason” to find no evidence for the Trinitarian
nature of God, the virgin birth, or the divinity of Jesus.
Some thought the miracles reported in the bible were later accretions, and not original.
Although many thought an afterlife was possible, although repentance was insufficient, that
good works were required to achieve it.
Most of our founding fathers did believe that God intervened in human affairs, but felt that he
did so on a very infrequent basis.
Almost all believed in an after-life that could be reached with proper behavior. This
encouragement of good works was considered to be essential to self-governance and the
survival of a free country.
Some did not consider repentance to be sufficient to gain the after-life. Discarding this feature
of Christianity may have been caused by it’s failure to encourage good works. Last minute
converts were not the force for political stability that life-long believers were.
Above all, our founding fathers were practical men who thought long-and-hard about to achieve
a political structure that “worked.”
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Founder’s life-spans

This slide is available as a separate download called “Founder’s Timeline.pdf” which you might
find useful as you review the remainder of this lecture.
All were well-read and powerful gentlemen, however in this lecture I will only have time to
describe 9 of the more philosophically interesting.
I will start with Ben Franklin and take each in their birth order.
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Benjamin Franklin

Benjamin Franklin was, above all, tolerant and supportive of all religions that promoted moral
strength and virtue. Although he was born into a devout Puritan family in Boston,
Massachusetts, the first adult declarations of Benjamin Franklin on religion identified him as
a Deist.
Organized religion was not viewed by Deists as necessary for good people to be moral or
connect with the divinity. For Benjamin Franklin, religious beliefs were important to hold, but
he did not mind which beliefs they were. He was a proponent of the constant addition of
churches in Philadelphia from all sects and denominations and even pushed a motion for daily
common prayer at the Constitutional Convention in 1787.
Throughout his life, Franklin would profess the benefits of doing voluntary work for the
community, leaving a mark that survived in the birth of American culture.
He felt believing in Jesus Christ was compatible with his Deist views.
Although he was willing to criticize the structure and role of the Church throughout the history
of Christianity, Franklin saw this as a failure of man instead of a lack of divinity in Christ.

Faiths of our founding fathers

10 December 2015

Page 7 of 25

When Thomas Paine made his famous comments against all religion, Franklin joined the chorus
of Founding Fathers to condemn his opinion. He asked, "If men are so wicked with religion,
what would they be if without it?"
In the earliest formative years of the United States, Franklin voiced his concern about the
stability of any nation without a virtuous population. Although he would never pick one religion
as superior to others, he did understand the usefulness of religion in building a stronger society
and thus, a stronger nation.
Only a month before his death, Franklin replied to a question on his religion from the President
of Yale University by stating that he viewed Christ's "system of morals and His religion" as the
best the world had ever seen, but had "some doubts as to his divinity." The dying Franklin joked
that further study was not necessary because he would "expect soon an opportunity of knowing
the truth with less trouble."
Benjamin Franklin helped establish the tolerance for religious difference that became a
cornerstone of society in the United States.
“The only thing more expensive than education is ignorance”
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George Washington

Washinton was very private about his personal religious beliefs, and may well have held
Christian-Diest attitudes.
He is quoted as writing:
You do well to wish to learn our arts and ways of life, and above all, the religion of Jesus Christ.
These will make you a greater and happier people than you are.
George Washington, The Writings of Washington, John C. Fitzpatrick, editor (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1932), Vol. XV, p. 55, from his speech to the Delaware Indian Chiefs on May 12, 1779

"Religious controversies are always productive of more acrimony and irreconcilable hatreds
than those which spring from any other cause. Of all the animosities which have existed among
mankind, those which are caused by the difference of sentiments in religion appear to be the
most inveterate and distressing, and ought most to be depreciated. I was in hopes that the
enlightened and liberal policy, which has marked the present age, would at least have reconciled
Christians of every denomination so far that we should never again see the religious disputes
carried to such a pitch as to endanger the peace of society."
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letter to Edward Newenham, 1792
.
The blessing and protection of Heaven are at all times necessary.
I now make it my earnest prayer that God would… most graciously be pleased to dispose us all
to do justice, to love mercy, and to demean ourselves with that charity, humility, and pacific
temper of the mind which were the characteristics of the Divine Author of our blessed religion.
George Washington, The Last Official Address of His Excellency George Washington to the Legislature of
the United States (Hartford: Hudson and Goodwin, 1783), p. 12; see also The New Annual Register or
General Repository of History, Politics, and Literature, for the Year 1783 (London: G. Robinson, 1784),
p. 150
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John Adams

Adams was extremely well-read and a serious scholar of society and the requirements for
government.
A few quotations from John Adams:
Statesmen, my dear Sir, may plan and speculate for Liberty, but it is Religion and Morality
alone, which can establish the Principles upon which Freedom can securely stand. The only
foundation of a free Constitution is pure Virtue, and if this cannot be inspired into our
People in a greater Measure than they have it now, They may change their Rulers and the
forms of Government, but they will not obtain a lasting Liberty. They will only exchange
Tyrants and Tyrannies.
From a letter to Zabdiel Adams on June 21 1776
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The Government of the United States of America is not in any sense founded on the
Christian religion.
1797 Treaty of Tripoli signed by John Adams

The general principles on which the fathers achieved independence were the general
principles of Christianity. I will avow that I then believed, and now believe, that those
general principles of Christianity are as eternal and immutable as the existence and attributes
of God.
from a letter that John Adams wrote to Thomas Jefferson on June 28, 1813.

I have examined all religions, and the result is that the Bible is the best book in the world.
to Thomas Jefferson on December 25, 1813

The Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount contain my religion.
to Thomas Jefferson, November 4, 1816.

The divinity of Jesus is made a convenient cover for absurdity. Nowhere in the Gospels do
we find a precept for Creeds, Confessions, Oaths, Doctrines, and whole cartloads of other
foolish trumpery that we find in Christianity.
from a letter to F.A. Van der Kamp, Dec. 27, 1816

The first part of the quotation below is used by those who want to claim John Adams was
against Christianity and religion in general:
Twenty times in the course of my late reading have I been on the point of breaking out,
“This would be the best of all possible worlds, if there were no religion at all!!!” But in this
exclamation I would have been as fanatical as Bryant or Cleverly. Without religion, this
world would be something not fit to be mentioned in polite company, I mean hell.
from a letter that John Adams wrote to Thomas Jefferson on April 19, 1817.
Lemuel Bryant was his boyhood minister, Joseph Cleverly was his Latin tutor/
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Thomas Paine

Thomas Paine’s strong polemic in favor of separation from England may well have been the
final push that drove us to independence. George Washington himself said Thomas Paine’s
“Common Sense” turned doubt into decision--for independence.
As a young man Thomas Paine sailed to America from England, carrying letters of introduction
from Benjamin Franklin, whom he had met in London. Franklin recommended him for the
"genius in his eyes." Franklin's letters got him the post of assistant editor of the new
Pennsylvania Magazine in Philadelphia. One of his essays denounced slavery in the colonies.
In England he published 'Rights of Man' in 1791, in support of the French Revolution. Today
the book seems moderate, but it so stirred Britain that he was indicted for treason. He fled to
France and was elected to the National Convention. There he opposed the execution of Louis
XVI. His humanitarian stand won him the ill will of the Jacobins, and he escaped the guillotine
only through the fall of Maximilien Robespierre. After ten months in prison he was released and
aided by James Monroe, then United States ambassador to France and later U.S. president.
Paine was the farthest of the founding fathers from religious belief:
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"Of all the tyrannies that affect mankind, tyranny in religion is the worst."
"I do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish Church, by the Roman Church, by the
Greek Church, by the Turkish Church, by the Protestant Church, nor by any Church that I know
of. My own mind is my own Church. Each of those churches accuse the other of unbelief; and
for my own part, I disbelieve them all."
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Thomas Jefferson

Jefferson read English, Latin, Greek, French, and Italian.
The doctrines of Jesus are simple, and tend all to the happiness of man.
1. That there is one only God, and he all perfect.
2. That there is a future state of rewards and punishments.
3. That to love God with all thy heart and thy neighbor as thyself, is the sum of religion.
Had the doctrines of Jesus been preached always as pure as they came from his lips, the whole
civilized world would now have been Christian.
to Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse on June 26, 1822
The practice of morality being necessary for the well being of society, He [God] has taken care
to impress its precepts so indelibly on our hearts that they shall not be effaced by the subtleties
of our brain. We all agree in the obligation of the moral principles of Jesus and nowhere will
they be found delivered in greater purity than in His discourses.
to James Fishback, September 27, 1809
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I am a Christian in the only sense in which He wished anyone to be: sincerely attached to His
doctrines in preference to all others.
to Benjamin Rush, April 21, 1803.
Jefferson wrote that “Jesus did not mean to impose himself on mankind as the son of God.” He
called the writers of the New Testament “ignorant, unlettered men” who produced
“superstitions, fanaticisms, and fabrications.” He called the Apostle Paul the “first corrupter of
the doctrines of Jesus.” He dismissed the concept of the Trinity as “mere Abracadabra of the
mountebanks calling themselves the priests of Jesus.” He believed that the clergy used religion
as a “mere contrivance to filch wealth and power to themselves” and that “in every country and
in every age, the priest has been hostile to liberty.”
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John Jay

John Jay was one of the most conventional of the founding fathers. An Episcopalian he was a
leader in the American Bible Society.
He was the author of five of the 85 articles in the The Federalist Papers that argued for the
adoption of the Constitution.
He did argue (unsuccessfully) that Catholics should be barred from public office because their
primary allegiance to our government was in doubt.
A couple of his quotes:
The Bible is the best of all books, for it is the word of God and teaches us the way to be happy
in this world and in the next. Continue therefore to read it and to regulate your life by its
precepts.
to Peter Augustus Jay on April 8, 1784
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Providence has given to our people the choice of their rulers, and it is the duty as well as the
privilege and interest of our Christian nation, to select and prefer Christians for their rulers.
to John Murray Jr. on October 12, 1816
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James Madison

He read English, Latin, Greek and Hebrew. Although educated by Presbyterian clergymen,
Madison was an avid reader of Deist writings. As an adult he did not write of his personal
religious convictions. He did however comment on the effects of religion on civil life.
Madison wrote 26 of the 85 articles in The Federalist Papers and collaborated with Hamilton on
three more. Thomas Jefferson referred to The Federalist as “the best commentary on the
principles of government, which was ever written.” In Federalist No. 51, Madison distills
arguments for checks and balances in an essay often quoted for its justification of government as
"the greatest of all reflections on human nature."
Commenting on religion. Madison said:
A watchful eye must be kept on ourselves lest, while we are building ideal monuments of
renown and bliss here, we neglect to have our names enrolled in the Annals of Heaven.
to William Bradford on November 9, 1772
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"Religious bondage shackles and debilitates the mind and unfits it for every noble enterprise."
to Wm. Bradford, April 1, 1774

Experience witnesseth that ecclesiastical establishments, instead of maintaining the purity and
efficacy of religion, have had a contrary operation. During almost fifteen centuries has the legal
establishment of Christianity been on trial. What has been its fruits? More or less, in all places,
pride and indolence in the clergy; ignorance and servility in the laity; in both, superstition,
bigotry and persecution.
- "A Memorial and Remonstrance", 1785

The purpose of separation of church and state is to keep forever from these shores the ceaseless
strife that has soaked the soil of Europe in blood for centuries."
-1803 letter objecting use of government land for churches

The belief in a God All Powerful wise and good, is so essential to the moral order of the world
and to the happiness of man, that arguments which enforce it cannot be drawn from too many
sources nor adapted with too much solicitude to the different characters and capacities to be
impressed with it.
to Reverend Frederick Beasley on November 20, 1825
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Alexander Hamilton

As the most prolific author of the Federalist Papers, Hamilton wrote 51 of the 85 essays and
worked with Madison on three more.
One consequence of Hamilton’s untimely death was that it permanently halted the formation of
a religious society Hamilton had proposed. Hamilton suggested that it be named the Christian
Constitutional Society, and listed two goals for its formation: first, the support of the Christian
religion; and second, the support of the Constitution of the United States. This organization was
to have numerous clubs throughout each state which would meet regularly and work to elect to
office those who reflected the goals of the Christian Constitutional Society.
The Works of Alexander Hamilton, John C. Hamilton, editor (New York: John F. Trow, 1851), Vol. VI, p. 542, to
James A. Bayard, April, 1802
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James Monroe

James Monroe was our 5th President and had little opposition in the election of 1816 and none in
the election of 1820.
He was the last President with combat experience in the Revolutionary War, being seriously
wounded in the Battle of Trenton.
Monroe is most famous for the hemispheric doctrine which he formulated with Secretary of
State John Quincy Adams. The Monroe Doctrine held that the United States considered the
Western Hemisphere as no longer a place for European colonization; that any future effort to
gain further political control in the hemisphere or to violate the independence of existing states
would be treated as an act of hostility. The United States promised to refrain from intervention
in European affairs and demanded Europe abstain from interfering with American matters.
Monroe was a slave holder leaving the running of his plantations to overseers who mistreated
his slaves. However, with several other Presidents he supported return of free blacks to Africa in
what became the nation of Liberia. Monroe was honored by their naming the capital Monrovia.
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No letters survive in which Monroe discussed his religious beliefs, None of his friends
commented on them. He was raised in a family that belonged to the Church of England when it
was the state church in Virginia before the Revolution. As an adult he attended Episcopal
churches but there is no record that he ever took communion.
As Secretary of State, Monroe dismissed Mordecai Manuel Noah in 1815 from his post as
consul to Tunis because he was Jewish. Noah protested and gained letters from Adams,
Jefferson, and Madison supporting church-state separation and tolerance for Jews.
Some historians see Deistic tendencies in his reference to an impersonal God, but Monroe may
have believed in an interactive God for he said:
"If we persevere...we can not fail, under the favor of a gracious Providence...My fervent
prayers to the Almighty that He will be graciously pleased to continue to us that
protection which He has already so conspicuously displayed in our favor."
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Conclusion

Did pur founder’s create a Christian nation?
Yes and No!
Yes, in the sense that almost all of the founder’s subscribed to some Christian ethical goals
frequently limited to the Sermon on the Mount or the 10 Commandments’.
No, in the sense that they did not espouse imposing on their fellow man any but the 6th, 8th and
9th Commandments (murder, theft, and false witness).

Tolerance
After the bloody religious intolerance of the previous century, the Age of Enlightenment was
rightfully suspicious of the prescriptions’ of priests and kings. Where reason did not provide a
definitive answer they were quite willing to give deference to each individual’s conscience.
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Under Ben Franklin’s guidance these practical men set a pattern of tolerance for religious
differences that reduced the conflicts of the earlier age. Catholics and Jews were viewed with
some suspicion, as possibly less loyal to our government, but they were seldom in fear for their
lives.
This pattern of tolerance, while never perfect, became a defining characteristic that permitted
men of many faiths to build a country focused on the practical issues of existence on earth.
Matters of faith were left to the individual conscience.
This stability is currently threatened by an aggressive barbarian cult from the deserts of Arabia,
but that is another topic, and one best left for another time.
I thank you for your attention.
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