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F O R E W O R D  

THE INTRODUCTION to the first volume of The Papers of Thomas 
Jefferson announced that a second series would be published, 

containing "those materials which seem most naturally to permit a 
classified arrangement." Starting in 1954, the list of abbreviations 
found in the front of each volume contains a reference to the Second 
Series, described as "the topical series to be published at the end of 
this edition. . . ." The decision to launch this important part of 
Jefferson's papers while the chronological series progressed was 
made sometime in the 1960s, and work is now well under way on 
Jefferson's parliamentary writings, his account books, and his lit­
erary commonplace book. The present volume inaugurates what we 
expect will be a significant and important complement to Jefferson's 
letters and related papers found in the chronological series. 

Dickinson W. Adams became interested in Jefferson's examina­
tions of Christianity as a doctoral student at Brown University. In 
correspondence with Julian Boyd he received encouragement to 
pursue a detailed study of the biblical compilations, only one of 
which is extant. As work progressed, Mr. Boyd invited him to 
publish his finished work in the Second Series. Boyd and Adams 
were discussing revisions of the submitted manuscript when Adams 
died at the end of 1977. It was Mr. Boyd's plan to devote his 
attention to this material as soon as he completed work on Volume 
20, but he left both unfinished when he died in 1980. 

Having discussed this volume with him in the months before his 
death, and having reviewed his notes afterwards, I was aware of the 
numerous details that needed attention before the manuscript could 
be submitted for publication. As soon as Eugene Sheridan assumed 
his duties as associate editor of The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, he 
accepted the assignment of writing a new introduction, and in the 
process of editing Adams' manuscript, we revised the appendix 
somewhat from the plan originally agreed upon by Adams and Boyd. 
In short, the primary documents in this volume were edited by 
Dickinson Adams, but Julian Boyd and Eugene Sheridan made 
changes here and there, some of which were first recommended by 
Mr. Boyd and approved by Mr. Adams and some of which resulted 
from the final review of the manuscript by the present Jefferson 
Papers staff. Because neither the original editor nor the former gen­
eral editor could respond to questions that arose upon review, final 
responsibility for the quality and accuracy of the volume must, in 

f i x ]  



F O R E W O R D  

this case, fall more heavily than usual on the present general editor 
of The Papers of Thomas Jefferson. 

The present volume provides all sources from the Jefferson papers 
that relate to the compilation of the Gospel extracts. This material 
should help answer questions about Jefferson's religious beliefs, 
which he himself always refused to discuss publicly, even after it 
became an issue in the presidential election of 1800. No previous 
edition of these extracts has ever provided the context of Jefferson's 
biblical criticism; indeed, most have confused "The Philosophy of 
Jesus" and "The Life and Morals of Jesus." The former disappeared 
not long after Jefferson's death and is reconstructed herein by Dick­
inson Adams for the first time. His dedicated work and Julian Boyd's 
guidance over almost a decade demonstrate the impressive accom­
plishments made possible by skilled documentary editing. Their 
achievement provides the editors of Jefferson's papers with an im­
pressive beginning of our Second Series. 

Charles T. Cullen 

April 13, 1982 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

"Fix reason firmly in her seat, and call to her tribunal every fact, every opinion," 
Thomas Jefferson advised one of his nephews in the course of a disquisition 
on religious education. "Question with boldness even the existence of a god; 
because, if there be one, he must more approve the homage of reason, than 
that of blindfolded fear."1 This critical attitude, typical of the Age of Enlight­
enment, characterized Jefferson's approach to religion, as to all other problems, 
from his youth. But unlike many other adherents of the Enlightenment, es­
pecially those in France, Jefferson's rationalism led him ultimately to an affir­
mation of faith rather than a rejection of religious belief. Jefferson's rational 
religion was perhaps nowhere better expressed than in his two compilations 
of extracts from the New Testament—"The Philosophy of Jesus" (1804) and 
"The Life and Morals of Jesus" (1819-1820?). Since coming to public attention 
in the mid-nineteenth century, these efforts by Jefferson to ascertain the au­
thentic acts and teachings of Jesus have been surrounded by much confusion.2 

Some scholars have confused "The Philosophy of Jesus" with "The Life and 
Morals of Jesus," a few even failing to realize that they are two distinct works. 
Others have accepted uncritically the subtitle of "The Philosophy of Jesus," 
concluding that Jefferson prepared it for the use of the Indians. And still others 
have assumed that Jefferson produced both compilations strictly for his personal 
edification, thereby dismissing evidence which suggests that the composition 
of "The Philosophy of Jesus" was motivated in part by his apprehensions over 
the future of republicanism in the United States.3 Most of this confusion stems 

1 TJ to Peter Carr, 10 Aug. 1787. 
2 Henry S. Randall, The Life of Thomas Jefferson (Philadelphia, 1858), in, 654-58, 

was the first to reveal the existence of two separate compilations. Before then, "The 
Philosophy of Jesus" had been a matter of public knowledge after the 1829 publication 
of TJ's 12 Oct. 1813 letter to John Adams in Thomas Jefferson Randolph, ed., Memoir, 
Correspondence, and Miscellanies, from the Papers of Thomas Jefferson (Charlottesville, 
1829), rv, 222-26, where it is misdated 13 Oct. 1813. This letter is also printed in the 
Appendix of the present volume. 

3 The following accounts of TJ's religion are especially significant: Dickinson Ward 
Adams, "Jefferson's Politics of Morality: The Purpose and Meaning of His Extracts from 
the Evangelists 'The Philosophy of Jesus of Nazareth' and 'The Life and Morals of Jesus 
of Nazareth'" (Ph.D. diss., Brown University, 1970); C. Randolph Benson, Thomas 
Jefferson as Social Scientist (Cranbury, N.J., 197Ί), p. 188-211; Daniel J. Boorstin, The 
Lost World of Thomas Jefferson (Boston, 1948), p. 151-66; Gilbert Chinard, "Jefferson 
among the Philosophers," Ethics, un (July 1943), 255-68; Bernhard Fabian, "Jefferson's 
Notes on Virginia: The Genesis of Query XVII, The different religions received into that 
State?^ William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., XII (Jan. 1955), 124-38; Henry W. Foote, 
The Religion of Thomas Jefferson (Boston, 1947); same, ed., The Life and Morals of Jesus 
of Nazareth (Boston, 1951), p. 7-32; William D. Gould, "The Religious Opinions of 
Thomas Jefferson," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, xx (Sep. 1933), 191-208; Leslie 
J. Hall, "The Religious Opinions of Thomas Jefferson," Sewanee Review, xxi (Apr. 
1913), 164-76; Robert M. Healey, Jefferson on Religion in Public Education (New Haven, 
1962); William B. Huntley, "Jefferson's Public and Private Religion," South Atlantic 
Quarterly, LXXIX (Summer 1980), 286-301; George M. Knoles, "Religious Ideas of 
Thomas Jefferson," MVHR, xxx (Sep. 1943), 187-204; Adrienne Koch, The Philosophy 
of Thomas Jefferson (New York, 1943), p. 23-39; Fred C. Luebke, "The Origins of 
Thomas Jefferson's Anti-Clericalism," Church History, xxx (Sep. 1963), 344-56; Dumas 
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from the unfortunate disappearance of Jefferson's first biblical compilation. A 
careful reconstruction of the text of "The Philosophy of Jesus" and the collection 
of Jefferson's papers at one place now make it possible to place that manuscript 
and "The Life and Morals of Jesus" in their proper historical context by tracing 
the development of Jefferson's religious attitudes, describing the genesis of both 
documents, and discussing their significance in the evolution of his religious 
beliefs. 

I 

Jefferson's religion has long fascinated and vexed students of his career. 
Always reticent about his private life, Jefferson was especially reluctant to reveal 
his religious beliefs. Indeed, so firmly was he convinced that religion was 
essentially a private affair between each person and his God that he studiously 
avoided religious discussions even with members of his own family lest he have 
undue influence upon their views.+ "Say nothing of my religion," he admonished 
a correspondent who was seeking information on his personal beliefs for a 
biographical sketch. "It is known to my god and myself alone."5 Although 
Jefferson did in fact discuss his religious beliefs in a few letters written late in 
life, before then he rarely touched on this subject in his surviving correspond­
ence. Nevertheless, enough evidence has survived to make possible a reliable 
reconstruction of the main lines of his religious development before he became 
president. 

Jefferson came of age at a critical point in the religious history of the Western 
world. By the middle of the eighteenth century the Enlightenment was in full 
swing in Europe and America. The Enlightenment was a highly complex 
movement that went through several different stages of development and varied 
in emphasis and strength from country to country, but in general it represented 
a decisive shift, at least among the educated elite, from a predominantly the­
ological to a fundamentally secular world view. Inspired by the successes of 
the Scientific Revolution and weary of a long series of inconclusive religious 
wars and doctrinal disputes between Catholics and Protestants, enlightened 

Malone, Jefferson the President: First Term, 1801-1805 (Boston, 1970), p. 190-205; M. 
J. Mehta, "The Religion of Thomas Jefferson," Indo-Asian Culture, vi (Jan. 1967), 95-
103; Royden J. Mott, "Sources of Jefferson's Ecclesiastical Views," Church History, m 
(Dec. 1934), 267-84; Merrill D. Peterson, Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation, A 
Biography (New York, 1970), p. 46-56, 955-61; Randall, Life of Jefferson, in, 553-61; 
Herbert W. Schneider, "The Enlightenment in Thomas Jefferson," Ethics, un (July 
1943), 246-54; and Constance B. Schulz, "The Radical Religious Ideas of Thomas 
Jefferson and John Adams, A Comparison" (Ph.D. diss., University of Cincinnati, 1973), 
p. 176-264. 

4 One of TJ's grandsons, who was very close to him, testified as to his reticence with 
his family regarding his religion; "Of his peculiar religious opinions, his family know no 
more than the world. If asked by one of them, his opinion on any religious subject, his 
uniform reply was, that it was a subject each was bound to study assiduously for himself, 
unbiased by the opinions of others—it was a matter solely of conscience; after thorough 
investigation, they were responsible for the righteousness, but not the rightfulness of 
their opinions; that the expression of his opinion might influence theirs, and he would 
not give it!" Thomas Jefferson Randolph to Henry S. Randall, undated, Randall, Life 
of Jefferson, πι, 672. 

5 TJ to Joseph Delaplaine, 25 Dec. 1816. 
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thinkers scorned metaphysical and theological speculation as useless and con­
centrated instead on the rational investigation of nature and society, making 
their main goal the improvement of man's lot in this life rather than the prep­
aration of souls for salvation in a life to come. The rationalistic spirit that 
animated the Enlightenment inevitably brought it into conflict with organized 
Christianity, whose emphasis on the value of supernatural revelation, tradition, 
and ecclesiastical authority was rejected by those who insisted that religion, 
like all other institutions, had to be justified instead on the twin grounds of 
reasonableness and social utility. The Enlightenment's demand for the ration­
alization and demystification of religion evoked a variety of responses. Lati-
tudinarians sought to prove the reasonableness of Christianity, Deists preached 
the sufficiency of natural religion, and skeptics and atheists rejected religion as 
superstition—and these beliefs all coexisted in many quarters with a continued 
defense of Christian orthodoxy on traditional grounds. The rationalistic critique 
of Christianity was far less prominent in the American Enlightenment than in 
its European counterpart owing to the high degree of religious toleration that 
existed in the British colonies. In the case of Jefferson, however, who in this 
respect was more closely attuned to the European Enlightenment than most 
of his American contemporaries, the tension between the spirit of critical anal­
ysis and the tenets of traditional Christianity was the central theme of his 
religious history. 

The precise details and chronology are still somewhat obscure, but it seems 
clear that at some point during the 1760s Jefferson experienced a religious 
crisis in the course of which he rejected his ancestral Anglican creed and 
embraced instead a vaguely defined natural religion. This religious transfor­
mation was apparently caused by Jefferson's inability "from a very early part 
of my life" to accept the central Christian doctrine of the Trinity owing to the 
"difficulty of reconciling the ideas of Unity and Trinity" in the godhead.6 His 
rationalism led him, in the words of a contemporary Virginian, to repudiate 
"as falsehoods things unsusceptible of strict demonstration."7 Having rejected 
the dogma of the Trinity as a logical absurdity that could not be reconciled 
with human reason, Jefferson then subjected the rest of Christianity to the test 
of rational analysis and concluded that its basic doctrines were simply unac­
ceptable to an enlightened man living in the eighteenth century. "The person 
who becomes sponsor for a child, according to the ritual of the church in which 
I was educated," he later explained in declining a French friend's request that 
he serve as godfather to his son, "makes a solemn profession, before god and 
the world, of faith in articles, which I had never sense enough to comprehend, 
and it has always appeared to me that comprehension must precede assent."8 

The process by which Jefferson came to reject the validity of Christianity 
can be traced in part through an analysis of the passages from the works of 
Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke, the rakish Tory political leader and 
man of letters, that Jefferson laboriously entered into his so-called "Literary 
Bible," a commonplace book consisting of extracts from the writings of various 
ancient and modern dramatists, philosophers, and poets, compiled largely in 

6 TJ to J. P. P. Derieux, 25 July 1788. 
7 Edmund Randolph, History of Virginia, ed. Arthur H. Shaffer (Charlottesville, Va., 

1970), p. 183. 
8 TJ to J. P. P. Derieux, 25 July 1788. 
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the 1760s and early 1770s.9 Bolingbroke's philosophical writings, which are 
a veritable summa of rationalistic criticisms of revealed religion, constitute by 
far the longest single entry in the "Literary Bible," running to almost sixty 
pages in manuscript, and are the only works therein that deal specifically with 
the subject of Christianity. It is therefore highly significant that Jefferson turned 
to these writings during what was evidently a period of intellectual turmoil in 
his youth, and it is almost certain, in view of his later remarks on religion, that 
the extracts he made from them reflect his own views. These selections, some 
of which he copied verbatim and others of which he paraphrased, suggest that 
Jefferson, like Bolingbroke, felt obliged to reject as contrary to human reason 
the basic foundations of Christianity. Thus, the Bible was not the inspired 
word of God because, as Bolingbroke argued, inspiration itself is a concept 
that cannot be proved by evidence "such as no reasonable man can refuse to 
admit" and also because the scriptures contain many "gross defects and palpable 
falsehoods . . . such as no man who acknowleges a supreme all-perfect being 
can beleive to be his word."10 The Christian scheme of divine revelation was 
likewise objectionable inasmuch as it postulated that for centuries the one true 
God had restricted knowledge of himself to a small nation on the eastern rim 
of the Mediterranean while leaving the rest of the world in a spiritual void— 
"it is impossible to conceive, on grounds of human reason, to what purpose a 
divine economy, relative to the coming of Christ, should have confined the 
knowledge of the true god to the Jews, and have left the rest of mankind 
without god in the world."11 No less absurd were the Christian plan of re­
demption and the doctrine of the fall of man upon which it was predicated. In 
regard to the latter, it was "in all circumstances, absolutely irreconcileable to 
every idea we can frame of wisdom, justice, and goodness, to say nothing of 
the dignity of the supreme being"; and as for the former, it was simply incon­
ceivable that a just God "sent his only begotten son, who had not offended 
him, to be sacrificed by men, who had offended him, that he might expiate 
their sins, and satisfy his own anger."12 In fact, Bolingbroke decided, God had 
not sent his son to redeem the world because Jesus was not divine. The miracles 
Jesus supposedly worked "were equivocal at best, such as credulous supersti­
tious persons, and none else, believed, such as were frequently and universally 
imposed by the first fathers of the christian church, and as are so still by their 
successors, wherever ignorance or superstition abound"; he failed to reveal "an 
entire body of ethics, proved to be the law of nature from principles of reason, 
and reaching all the duties of life"; and the history of the development of 
Christian doctrine after his death indicated that the "system of belief and prac-

9 Gilbert Chinard, ed., The Literary Bible of Thomas Jefferson (Baltimore, 1928). The 
original manuscript of this commonplace book is in DLC; a new edition of it is being 
prepared in this series. The specific works TJ extracted were Bolingbroke's posthumously 
published religious and philosophical essays. See The Works of Lord Bolingbroke (London, 
1844), vols, m and rv. For the edition of Bolingbroke's works owned by TJ, see E. 
Millicent Sowerby, comp., Catalogue of the Library of Thomas Jefferson (Washington, 
D.C., 1952-59), No. 1265. Bolingbroke's religion and philosophy are analyzed in Walter 
M. Merrill, From Statesman to Philosopher: A Study in Bolingbroke's Deism (New York, 
1949). See also Merrill D. Peterson, "Thomas Jefferson and the Enlightenment: Re­
flections on Literary Influence," Lex et Srientia, xi (1975), 103-7. 

10 Chinard, ed., Literary Bible, p. 40-41, 70. 
11 Same, p. 46-47. 
12 Same, p. 56-57. 
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tise" he taught were not "complete and perfect,11 forcing one to "assume that 
the son of god, who was sent by the father to make a new covenant with 
mankind, and to establish a new kingdom on the ruins of paganism, executed 
his commission imperfectly."13 Finally, Bolingbroke was repelled by the nature 
of the God who was revealed in the Bible. In the Old Testament this deity 
was "partial, unjust, and cruel; delights in blood, commends assassinations, 
massacres and even exterminations of people," while in the New Testament 
he "elects some of his creatures to salvation, and predestinates others to dam­
nation, even in the womb of their mothers."14 In sum, traditional Christianity 
was unacceptable to a rational man because its fundamental doctrines were 
basically mysteries that could not be comprehended by human reason, and "No 
man can beleive he knoweth not what nor why."15 

It is evident from random comments in Jefferson's writings that these se­
lections from Bolingbroke's works accurately reflect his own considered opinion 
of Christianity before the late 1790s. For example, the Bible, far from being 
the revealed word of God, was for Jefferson merely a human "History" that 
he advised one of his nephews to read "as you would read Livy or Tacitus."16 

Instead of being the son of God, Jesus was only "a man, of illegitimate birth, 
of a benevolent heart, enthusiastic mind, who set out without pretensions to 
divinity, ended in believing them, and was punished capitally for sedition by 
being gibbetted according to the Roman law."17 Rather than an inspiring 
chapter in the development of mankind, Jefferson saw in the history of Chris­
tianity a gloomy chronicle of successive "corruptions" of its pristine "Purity" 
and a series of misguided efforts to impose doctrinal uniformity upon the world, 
which had stifled free thought, led "Millions of innocent men, women, and 
children" to be "burnt, tortured, fined, imprisoned," and made "one half the 
world fools, and the other half hypocrites."18 In fact, Jefferson confided to an 
English correspondent on the eve of the French Revolution, in one of his 
harshest criticisms of orthodox Christianity, most forms of Christian worship 
were nothing less than "demonism."19 

As in the case of many other enlightened eighteenth-century thinkers, the 
young Jefferson turned to natural religion after discarding his inherited Chris­
tian faith. Calvin "was indeed an Atheist, which I can never be," Jefferson 
confided late in life to John Adams, thereby revealing the limits of his religious 
skepticism, "or rather his religion was Daemonism. If ever man worshipped a 
false god, he did."20 For Jefferson, human reason, not supernatural revelation 
or ecclesiastical authority, henceforth became the sole arbiter of religious truth. 
Thus, through rational investigation he came to believe in a supreme being 
who created the universe and continued to sustain it by means of fixed, math-

13 Same, p. 47-48, 50-51. 
u Same, p. 64. 
15 Same, p. 49-50. 
16 TJ to Peter Carr, 10 Aug. 1787. See also TJ to Robert Skipwith, 3 Aug. 1771, 

where in the appended list of books the Bible is entered under "History" rather than 
"Religion." 

17 TJ to Peter Carr, 10 Aug. 1787. 
18 TJ, Outline of Argument in Support of His Resolutions for Disestablishment in 

Virginia, [Oct.-Dec. 1776]; Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, ed. William 
Peden (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1955), p. 159-60. 

19 TJ to Richard Price, 8 Jan. 1789. 
20 TJ to John Adams, 11 Apr. 1823 (Appendix). 
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ematicaUy precise natural laws—"the Creator and benevolent governor of the 
world."21 Disdaining miraculous interventions in human affairs, this benevolent 
being revealed himself to all men at all times and in all places through the 
natural wonders of the created universe and was therefore infinitely superior 
to the arbitrary, jealous, mysterious, and vindictive deity that Jefferson per­
ceived in the Old and New Testaments. "The missionary of supernatural re­
ligion appeals to the testimony of men he never knew, and of whom the infidel 
he labors to convert never heard, for the truth of those extraordinary events 
which prove the revelation he preaches . . . ," Jefferson quoted approvingly 
from Bolingbroke. "But the missionary of natural religion can appeal at all 
times, and every where, to present and immediate evidence, to the testimony 
of sense and intellect, for the truth of those miracles which he brings in proof: 
the constitution of the mundane system being in a very proper sense an ag­
gregate of miracles."22 

In addition to substituting the God of nature for the God of revelation, 
Jefferson also found a new basis for morality to replace the traditional spiritual 
sanctions of Christianity. Under the influence of the writings of the Scottish 
philosopher Henry Home, Lord Kames, Jefferson concluded that God had 
endowed each person with an innate faculty for distinguishing right from 
wrong, known as the moral sense. The moral sense performed this function, 
he believed, by making virtue pleasing and vice displeasing to men, nature 
having "implanted in our breasts a love of others, a sense of duty to them, a 
moral instinct in short, which prompts us irresistibly to feel and succour their 
distresses."23 At the same time, by directing men to differentiate between good 
and evil on the basis of social utility, the moral standards prescribed by this 
faculty varied from age to age and culture to culture—a species of relativism 
Jefferson accepted with equanimity. The moral sense did not work automat­
ically, however. It had to be instructed by education and example to incline a 
person toward right conduct. In order therefore to cultivate and nurture his 
own moral sense, Jefferson as a young man turned to the ethical precepts of 
the classical Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, thereby seeking to achieve the 
good life as defined by the former through the stern self-discipline enjoined by 
the latter. For at that time he wholeheartedly agreed with the contention of 
his intellectual mentor Bolingbroke that a "system of ethics . .. collected from 
the writings of antient heathen moralists of Tully, of Seneca, of Epictetus, and 

21 Same. 
22 Chinard, ed., Literary Bible, p. 49. 
23 TJ to Thomas Law, 13 June 1814 (Appendix). TJ also discussed the moral sense 

in letters to Robert Skipwith, 3 Aug. 1771; to Martha Jefferson, 11 Dec. 1783; to Peter 
Carr, 10 Aug. 1787; and to John Adams, 14 Oct. 1816. See also Koch, Philosophy of 
Jefferson, p. 15-22, and Morton White, The Philosophy of the American Revolution (New 
York, 1978), p. 113-27, for more detailed analyses of TJ's concept of the moral sense, 
with the former stressing the influence of Kames and the latter that of Jean Jacques 
Burlamaqui. Sowerby, comp., Catalogue, No. 1254, offers evidence which seems to 
indicate that TJ was more heavily influenced by Kames than by Burlamaqui. Garry 
Wills' Inventing America: Jeffersmis Declaration of Independence (New York, 1978), p. 
200-206, argues that Francis Hutcheson decisively influenced TJ's concept of the moral 
sense. Ronald Hamowy, "Jefferson and the Scottish Enlightenment: A Critique of Garry 
Wills's Inventing America: Jefferson's Declaration of Independence," WMQ, 3d ser., xxxvi 
(Oct. 1979), 503-23, refutes Wills' thesis. It is also notable that TJ referred to Kames, 
but not to Hutcheson, in his letter to Thomas Law on the moral sense. 
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others, would be more full, more entire, more coherent, and more clearly 
deduced from unquestionable principles of knowledge" than that taught in the 
New Testament by Jesus of Nazareth—a judgment Jefferson radically revised 
during his administration as president.24 

Jefferson's early rejection of traditional Christian doctrine and adoption of 
natural religion left him with a lifelong belief in the need for freedom of thought 
and the primacy of morality over dogma in religious affairs. Each person, he 
decided, had a natural right to worship—or not to worship—God as he pleased. 
Since the very essence of religion was the free assent of the human mind to 
what it deemed to be God's truth, no one could be forced to believe what his 
intellect rejected, for coercion produced hypocrisy rather than conviction and 
was thus an affront to God and man alike. Everyone, therefore, must be free 
to decide for himself the truth or falsity of the claims of particular religions— 
hence the fervor with which Jefferson threw himself into the struggle during 
the American Revolution to disestablish the Anglican Church in Virginia.25 

By the same token, Jefferson welcomed the diversity of religious views that 
freedom of inquiry entailed. Although he personally rejected supernatural rev­
elation and church authority as valid sources of religious truth, his deep com­
mitment to freedom of conscience led him to respect the opinions of those who 
did accept them. For in regard to religion what ultimately mattered to him 
was the quality of a person's life, not the truth of the doctrines in which he 
believed or the nature of the church to which he belonged. In New York and 
Pennsylvania, he wrote in Notes ση Virginia, "Religion is well supported; of 
various kinds, indeed, but all good enough; all sufficient to preserve peace and 
good order."26 His manner of expression in this case was unusually harsh, and 
elsewhere he expressed the same sentiment in milder terms. But the main point 
is clear: the best measure of the efficacy of any religion is the character of the 
moral standards it instills in its adherents rather than the substance of the 
theological doctrines it teaches. Whereas in his opinion dogma dealt with mat­
ters that were beyond human understanding and that historically had provoked 
bitter strife, morality regulated human relations in the social world to which 
men had been destined by nature, and had the potential to generate harmony 
in society—a key element in the Jeffersonian hierarchy of values. "Reading, 
reflection and time have convinced me," he noted shortly after his retirement 
from the presidency, expressing a long-held view, "that the interests of society 
require the observation of those moral precepts only in which all religions 
agree, (for all forbid us to murder, steal, plunder, or bear false witness) and 

24 Chinard, ed., Literary Bible, p. 50. The preponderance of ancient over Christian 
moralists is evident in the reading lists appended to or contained in the letters of advice 
TJ wrote to Robert Skipwith, 3 Aug. 1771; and to Peter Carr, 19 Aug. 1785 and 10 
Aug. 1787. TJ's indebtedness to classical culture is discussed in Karl Lehmann, Thomas 
Jefferson, American Humanist (Chicago, 1947), and Louis B. Wright, "Thomas Jefferson 
and the Classics," American Philosophical Society, Proceedings, LXXXVII (Apr. 1943), 
223-33. For an exposition of the way in which the tension between classicism and 
Christianity helped to produce the Enlightenment, see Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: 
An Interpretation. The Rise of Modern Paganism (New York, 1966), p. 207-419. 

25 TJ, Outline of Argument in Support of His Resolutions for Disestablishment in 
Virginia, [Oct.-Dec. 1776]; TJ, Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom, [1779]; Notes 
on Virginia, ed. Peden, p. 158-61; Willibald M. Ploechl, "Thomas Jefferson, Author of 
the Statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom," The Jurist, m (Jan. 1943), 3-51. 

i6Notes on Virginia, ed. Peden, p. 161. 
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that we should not intermeddle with the particular dogmas in which all religions 
differ, and which are totally unconnected with morality."27 Thus Jefferson's 
religion was basically moralistic in emphasis, as befitted one whose controlling 
purpose in life was the improvement of man and society in this world rather 
than the next. 

Despite the leading role Jefferson played in the campaign to separate church 
and state in Virginia, his own religious views did not become a major public 
issue until the time of the bitter party conflict between Federalists and Re­
publicans in the late 1790s. After leveling sporadic allegations of infidelity 
against Jefferson beginning as early as the election of 1796,28 Federalist leaders 
and their clerical supporters in New England and the middle states made this 
theme the centerpiece of a powerful propaganda offensive that was designed 
to blacken his character and destroy his electoral support during the presidential 
campaign of 1800. As Jefferson's prospects for winning the presidency in 1800 
increased, some Federalists, desperately eager to retain control of the executive 
branch of government, unleashed a frenzied barrage of vituperative attacks 
upon his personal character and public record. They poured scorn on him for 
his alleged cowardice as governor of Virginia. They heaped ridicule on him as 
an unworldly philosopher and scientist who was unfit to conduct weighty affairs 
of state. They denounced the imprudent letter to his Italian friend Philip Mazzei 
in which he suggested that Washington was an apostate to revolutionary prin­
ciples. They charged that he was an undiscriminating Francophile whose in­
ordinate sympathy for the French Revolution would bring the worst excesses 
of Jacobinism to the United States. They warned that he was an enemy of the 
federal Constitution who wanted to undo the work of the Philadelphia Con­
vention. And they argued that he was a narrow-minded agrarian who was 
irrationally hostile to the interests of commerce and industry. But most of all 
the Federalists and their ministerial allies arraigned Jefferson before the bar of 
public opinion as an unbeliever who was unworthy to serve as chief magistrate 
of a Christian nation.29 

Since Jefferson had carefully concealed his private religious views from the 
public, his critics seized upon selected passages from Notes on Virginia, his first 
and only published book, to prove their contention that he was fundamentally 
hostile to religion. Hence they charged that his refusal to admit that a "universal 
deluge" was a sufficient explanation for the presence of shells high atop the 
Andes was a veiled attack upon the account of the flooding of the world in 
Genesis, which made the Virginia leader a party to that "war upon revelation 
[in which] infidels have levelled their batteries against the miraculous facts of 
the scripture: well knowing that if its historical truth can be overturned, there 
is an end to its claim of inspiration."30 They pointed to his "suggestion" that 

27 TJ to James Fishback, 27 Sep. 1809 (Appendix). 
28 William Loughton Smith, The Pretensions of Thomas Jefferson to the Presidency 

Examined; and the Charges against John Adams Refuted, Part 1 (Philadelphia, 1796), p. 
14, 36-40. 

29 Charles O. Lerche, Jr., "Jefferson and the Election of 1800: A Case Study in the 
Political Smear," WMQ, 3d ser., ν (Oct. 1948), 467-91. Linda Kerber, Federalists in 
Dissent: Imagery and Ideology in Jeffersonian America (Ithaca, N.Y., 1970), p. 53-56, 
and Richard Buel, Jr., Securing the Revolution: Ideology in American Politics, 1789-1815 
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1972), p. 231-34, also deal with Federalist criticism of TJ's religion. 

30 John M. Mason, The Voice of Warning, to Christians, on the Ensuing Election of a 
President of the United States (New York, 1800), p. 9-14. 
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blacks might have been originally created as a distinct race as proof of his 
disbelief in the biblical account of the creation of man and argued that if 
Jefferson's hypothesis were correct it would mean that "the history of the bible, 
which knows of but one [race], is a string of falsehoods from the book of Genesis 
to that of Revelation; and the whole system of redemption, predicated on the 
unity of the human race, is a cruel fiction."31 They construed his remark that 
farmers were the chosen people of God "if ever he had a chosen people" to 
signify that he rejected the providential role of the Jews in the Christian scheme 
of salvation history, and they contended that his proposal not to teach the Bible 
to young children indicated his opposition to religious education in general.32 

But worst of all, in the opinion of Jefferson's critics, was his argument that the 
state should refrain from interfering with religion because, among other things, 
"it does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods or no god. 
It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg."33 Instead of indicating Jefferson's 
tolerance for divergent religious points of view, they insisted that at the very 
least this statement revealed a disturbing indifference to religion that could 
have profoundly dangerous social consequences. "Let my neighbor once per­
suade himself that there is no God," a New York minister warned, "and he 
will soon pick my pocket, and break not only my leg but my neck. If there be 
no God, there is no law, no future account; government then is the ordinance 
of man only, and we cannot be subject for conscience sake."34 

In the light of this evidence, Jefferson's opponents triumphantly proclaimed, 
the conclusion was clear. Jefferson was an atheist, an infidel, or at best a deist 
(in their zeal to undermine his popular support his critics frequently sacrificed 
analytical rigor to rhetorical effect) who was hostile to Christianity and therefore 
unworthy to serve in the highest office possible for the American people to 
bestow upon a fellow citizen. Elect Jefferson to the presidency, they warned, 
and dire consequences would ensue for the fledgling republic. His victory would 
arouse the wrath of God himself, "destroy religion, introduce immorality . . . 
loosen all the bonds of society," and undermine the standing of the United 
States among the nations of the world. "Can serious and reflecting men look 
about them and doubt," asked "A Christian Federalist," conjuring up an awful 
vision of the apocalypse that was bound to result from the triumph of the 
allegedly irreligious Republican leader, "that if Jefferson is elected, and the 
Jacobins get into authority, that those morals which protect our lives from the 
knife of the assassin—which guard the chastity of our wives and daughters 
from seduction and violence—defend our property from plunder and devas­
tation, and shield our religion from contempt and profanation, will not be 
trampled upon and exploded."35 

The object of this relentless wave of criticism steadfastly refused to reply to 
his critics during the election of 1800, believing as a matter of principle that 
he was accountable to God alone for his religious convictions and realizing as 
a practical matter that nothing he could say would silence his detractors. As a 

31 Same, p. 17. 
32 Same, p. 17-18; William Linn, Serious Considerations on the Election of a President: 

Addressed to the Citizens of the United States (New York, 1800), p. 14-16. 
33 Notes on Virginia, ed. Peden, p. 159. 
34 Linn, Serious Considerations, p. 19. 
35 "A Christian Federalist" to the Voters of Delaware, 21 Sep. 1800, printed in History 

of American Presidential Elections, 1789-1968, ed. Arthur M. Schlesinger and others 
(New York, 1971), i, 150. 
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result, charges that he was an irreligious enemy of Christianity plagued Jef­
ferson throughout his administration as president and especially during his first 
term. As his popularity rose and as the power of the Republican party increased 
throughout the Union, the Federalists and their supporters among the clergy 
found that the accusation of infidelity was one of the few weapons they could 
still use against him with some hope of success. Moreover, although later attacks 
on Jefferson's views of religion never again reached the intensity of those in 
1800, the technique of criticism, at least on the level of published discourse, 
continued to focus on his Notes on Virginia. For example, a New York minister, 
known more familiarly as the author of a famous yuletide poem, published a 
pamphlet during the election of 1804 in which he examined the same parts of 
this book and arrived at the same conclusion as his predecessors four years 
before. "But can any person who believes the testimony of his senses and 
reason," he asked, "deny that the book which offers a theory of the earth contrary 
to the scripture account of creation; which denies the possibility of a universal 
deluge; which considers the Bible history as no better than ordinary tradition; 
which extols Voltaire and the French Encyclopedists, the imps who have in­
spired all the wickedness with which the world has of late years been infested; 
which says that the natives of America are older than those of Asia, though 
scripture says that the world was peopled from one pair, placed in Asia; which 
considers it as a doubtful matter whether the blacks be really men, or only an 
intermediate grade between us and the brutes; and which esteems all religions 
'good enough'; can he deny that this book is an instrument of infidelity?"36 

By that time, however, Jefferson had in fact responded to accusations that 
he was irreligious and hostile to Christianity, though, characteristically, he did 
so privately rather than publicly. 

II 

The charges of infidelity that were hurled against Jefferson by his Federalist 
and clerical adversaries set in motion a train of events that led him to compose 
his famous "Syllabus . . . of the merit of the doctrines of Jesus" in 1803 and 
its less well known successor, "The Philosophy of Jesus," in the following year. 

36 Clement C. Moore, Observations upon Certain Passages in Mr. Jefferson's Notes on 
Virginia, which Appear to Have a Tendency to Subvert Religion, and Establish a False 
Philosophy (New York, 1804), p. 29. The Rev. Mr. Moore later wrote The Night before 
Christmas. 

Luebke, "Origins of Jefferson's Anti-Clericalism," p. 344-54, argues that TJ's hostility 
to the clergy originated in response to ministerial attacks on his religious views during 
the presidential election campaign of 1800. It would be more accurate to say that these 
attacks merely brought to the surface a long-standing animosity against the clergy that 
TJ had theretofore managed to keep to himself. As early as 1775, for example, in an 
analysis of the relationship between Christianity and the common law, he had criticized 
English judges for being "accomplices in the frauds of the clergy; and even bolder than 
they are." Gilbert Chinard, ed., The Commonplace Book of Thomas Jefferson (Baltimore, 
1926), p. 362. It is true that TJ was more open in expressing his anticlericalism after 
1800 than before, but it is equally indubitable that his anticlerical sentiments long 
predated the electoral contest of that year. It is also interesting that TJ's anticlericalism 
did not distinguish between Congregationalist and Episcopal ministers, who were the 
most outspoken in their criticism of him on religious grounds, and Baptist and Methodist 
ministers, who generally supported him because of his advocacy of religious freedom. 
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In compiling these two works, Jefferson was motivated by more than just a 
simple wish to rebut those who were assailing his character on religious grounds. 
He was also responding to another problem that was of deep concern to him: 
how to guarantee the perpetuation of republican government in the United 
States at a time when, as it seemed to him, political factionalism and social 
disharmony were threatening to undermine its basic foundations. Jefferson's 
solution to this problem was an effort to foster the social harmony that he 
considered essential for the survival of America's republican experiment by 
formulating a moralistic version of Christianity on which all men of good will 
could agree. Thus, in addition to demonstrating to a select group of relatives 
and friends that he was indeed a good Christian according to his own lights, 
Jefferson also wrote the "Syllabus" and compiled "The Philosophy of Jesus" 
to set forth a demystified form of Christianity that he deemed appropriate for 
a society that had chosen to live according to republican principles. Typically, 
he went to great lengths to present that version of Christianity to his countrymen 
through the medium of an author other than himself. 

Jefferson's apprehensions over the future of republicanism in the United 
States grew markedly in the 1790s as political life in the new nation was 
polarized by the rise of two national parties with sharply opposing principles 
and policies. As the country divided along Republican and Federalist lines, 
Jefferson became increasingly convinced that the very future of popular gov­
ernment in America was the central issue at stake between the two parties. 
The institution of the Hamiltonian fiscal system, the adoption of a foreign policy 
that seemingly appeased aristocratic Britain while affronting republican France, 
the employment of military force in Pennsylvania to suppress popular discon­
tent, the creation of a large standing army during the XYZ crisis, and the use 
of the Sedition Act to silence Republican political criticism of the Adams 
administration—these things portended nothing less to Jefferson than a settled 
Federalist design to create a monarchical government in the United States.37 

Nor was this a passing mood. Jefferson remained convinced until the end of 
his life that only the triumph of the Republican party in 1800 had prevented 
the Federalists from carrying out this nefarious design and thereby assured the 
continuance of America's experiment in republicanism. Just a few months 
before his death he pointed with pride to his leadership of the Republican cause 
during the bitter party battles of the 1790s as the most important public service 
he had ever rendered the nation, and he claimed that the "spirits of the people 
were so much rendered desperate by the X.Y.Z. imposture, and other strata­
gems and machinations," that if it had not been for his own efforts and those 
of his supporters "they would have sunk into apathy and monarchy, as the only 
form of government which could maintain itself."38 

At the same time that Jefferson became apprehensive over putative Federalist 
threats to the survival of republican government in the new nation, he repeatedly 

37 TJ's fear that the Federalists intended to establish a monarchical form of government 
is a recurrent theme in his correspondence from the early 1790s onward. See, for example, 
TJ to George Washington, 23 May 1792; to Lafayette, 16 June 1792; to Philip Mazzei, 
24 Apr. 1796; to Charles Pinckney, 29 Oct. 1799; and to John Dickinson, 23 July 
1801. For an analysis of the ideological presuppositions that inclined TJ and his fellow 
Republicans to view Federalist policies in this light, see Lance Banning, The Jeffersonian 
Persuasion: Evolution of a Party Ideology (Ithaca, N.Y., 1978). 

38 TJ, "Thoughts on Lotteries," [Feb. 1826]. 
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lamented that political differences between adherents of the two parties were 
becoming so acrimonious that they were undermining the social harmony and 
tolerance he thought essential for a republic. Differences of opinion over political 
issues were only to be expected in a free government and might even lead to 
sharp debate between the contending sides. But if such disputes became so 
intense as to destroy social harmony, there would be no possibility of compro­
mise to the satisfaction of all the parties involved. Society would then become 
divided into hostile classes and interests, with each one striving to advance its 
goals at the expense of the others instead of all cooperating together harmo­
niously to achieve the public good. "The passions are too high at present, to 
be cooled in our day," he wrote to a southern supporter soon after taking office 
as vice-president, in a frank revelation of his fear of the corrosive impact of 
partisan strife on social harmony. "You and I have seen warm debates and high 
political passions. But gentlemen of different politics would then speak to each 
other and separate the business of the Senate from that of society. It is not so 
now. Men who have been intimate all their lives, cross the streets to avoid 
meeting, and turn their heads another way, lest they should be obliged to touch 
their hats. This may do for young men with whom passion is enjoyment. But 
it is affecting to peaceable minds."39 Since Jefferson believed that the preser­
vation of harmonious social relations was to a large extent a matter of personal 
morality and character, it is not surprising that as the eighteenth century drew 
to a close he began to be interested in a moral system that would be more 
efficacious for this purpose than that offered by the classical philosophers who 
had hitherto been his main ethical guides. 

Jefferson's growing concern during the 1790s with the need to preserve 
social harmony in the midst of sharp partisan conflicts coincided with a sig­
nificant shift in his personal attitude toward Christianity. Ironically, at the very 
time public attacks on him as an enemy of Christianity were mounting, Jefferson 
was in the process of adopting a much more sympathetic view of that religion 
than he had previously entertained. This change came about largely as a result 
of the influence of Dr. Joseph Priestley's An History of the Corruptions of 
Christianity, a two-volume work that Jefferson acquired and read sometime 
after 1793. Priestley, a noted English chemist and Unitarian theologian, set 
forth a highly demythologized version of Christianity in these tomes, which so 
impressed Jefferson that he adopted key parts of it and later described the work 
itself as the "groundwork of my view of this subject" and as one of the bases 
"of my own faith."40 The English champion of Unitarianism, who became one 

39 TJ to Edward Rutledge, 24 June 1797. TJ also revealed the high value he placed 
on social harmony in republics in a letter to Elbridge Gerry: "It will be a great blessing 
to our country if we can once more restore harmony and social love among its citizens" 
(TJ to Gerry, 29 Mch. 1801). Indeed, a recent study of TJ's presidency argues that 
"the fundamental characteristic of Jefferson's personality seems to have been an ardent 
desire for harmony, in both his public and his private life" (Robert M. Johnstone, Jr., 
Jefferson and the Presidency: Leadership in the Young Republic [Ithaca, N.Y., 1978], p. 
34). 

40 TJ to Martha Jefferson Randolph, 25 Apr. 1803; TJ to John Adams, 22 Aug. 
1813 (Appendix). Although Corruptions of Christianity was originally published in Bir­
mingham in 1782, TJ owned a 1793 edition printed in London, suggesting that he 
probably read it at some point in the mid-1790s (Sowerby, comp., Catalogue, No. 1526). 

In addition to Corruptions of Christianity, TJ listed three other works in his 22 Aug. 
1813 letter to John Adams, which together, he claimed, formed "the basis of my own 
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of Jefferson's friends after moving to the United States in 1794 to escape 
political persecution in his native land, argued that Christianity was originally 
a simple religion that had been corrupted by the early church in a misguided 
effort to make it intellectually respectable to pagans and by later churchmen 
for the less edifying purpose of increasing their power over the laity. The essence 
of true Christianity, Priestley insisted, could be summed up in a few plain 
propositions. There was but one God, and he had given Jesus the special 
mission of revealing his true nature to the world and of teaching men how to 
lead virtuous lives on earth so that they would be rewarded rather than punished 
in the life to come. Jesus was not a member of the godhead, nor did he ever 
claim to be. Nevertheless, God signified his approval of Jesus' teachings by 
enabling him to perform miracles and to rise from the dead, thereby making 
him the greatest moral teacher who had ever lived. As a result, mankind was 
obliged to worship the one true God and to follow the moral teachings of Jesus. 
Virtually everything else in orthodox Christianity—doctrines like the Trinity, 
the atonement, and original sin, as well as devotional practices like the ven­
eration of relics and saints—was a corruption of the primitive purity of the 
Christian message and had to be discarded so as to restore Christianity to its 
pristine simplicity and thus make it acceptable to modern men, who were 
otherwise inclined to reject it as a mass of superstitions.41 

Priestley's work made a deep and lasting impression on Jefferson. It con­
vinced him that the early Christians had a Unitarian concept of God and that 
therefore one like himself could be a true Christian without being a Trinitarian. 
It persuaded him that Jesus had never laid claim to divinity, which to him 
made Jesus more credible as a great moral teacher. It increased his appreciation 
of Christian morality by demonstrating to his satisfaction that the dogmas that 
had led him to reject the validity of Christianity in his youth were in fact 

faith." These works were Priestley's History of Early Opinions Concerning Jesus Christ, 
4 vols. (London, 1786); Conyers Middleton's A Letterfrom Rome (London, 1729); and 
Middleton's A Letter to Dr. Waterland (London, 1731). (Sowerby, comp., Catalogue, 
Nos. 1525, 1527.) Of the four, Corruptions of Christianity undoubtedly had the most 
crucial impact on the development of TJ's demythologized Christian faith. Early Opinions 
Concerning Jesus Christ merely elaborated Priestley's view of Jesus as a human reformer 
who acted under a special mandate from God, and was not acquired by TJ until after 
he had written the "Syllabus" in April 1803, by which time he had formed a basic attitude 
toward Christianity that remained essentially unchanged until the time of his death in 
1826 (Sowerby, comp., Catalogue, No. 1527). In contrast, the two works by Middleton, 
an iconoclastic English scholar who was perhaps best known for his attack on the validity 
of miracles in the post-apostolic age, almost certainly did more to induce TJ to adopt a 
skeptical approach to religious problems than to inspire any positive spiritual beliefs in 
him. Whereas the Letter from Rome was a study of the pagan origins of many Roman 
Catholic practices, the Letter to Waterland was basically a critique of belief in the literal 
inerrancy of the Bible. Furthermore, as Peterson, Jefferson, p. 51, points out, it is virtually 
certain that TJ read Middleton before the American Revolution, thus confirming Priest­
ley's pivotal importance in the emergence of TJ's demystified variant of Christianity. See 
also n. 42 below. 

41 Priestley summarized his primary thesis in Corruptions of Christianity, π, 440-66. 
See also Ira T. Brown, "The Religion of Joseph Priestley," Pennsylvania History, xxrv 
(Apr. 1957), 85-100, and Caroline Robbins, "Honest Heretic: Joseph Priestley in Amer­
ica," Am. Phil. Soc., Procs., cvi (Feb. 1962), 60-76. 
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perversions of the primitive Christian message rather than integral parts of it.42 

Rejecting Priestley's Socinianism, he still refused to entertain the possibility 
that Jesus had performed miracles or risen from the dead because these actions 
contravened what he understood to be the unvarying character of the laws of 
nature. Otherwise, he fully accepted Priestley's contention that true Christianity 
was basically a simple religion whose original emphasis on the unity of God 
and the primacy of morality over dogma had been perverted through the course 
of history by the development of metaphysical and theological doctrines no 
human mind could understand and by the introduction of forms of worship no 
rational man could practice without degrading himself. Unlike his English 
intellectual mentor, however, Jefferson most frequently attributed these cor­
ruptions to the sinister machinations of the clergy, who, he believed, deliberately 
sought to make religion as mysterious as possible in order to render themselves 
indispensable to the people over whom they presumed to exercise spiritual 
authority. "The mild and simple principles of the Christian philosophy," he 
argued shortly after being sworn in as president for the first time, "would 
produce too much calm, too much regularity of good, to extract from it's 
disciples a support for a numerous priesthood, were they not to sophisticate it, 
ramify it, split it into hairs, and twist it's texts till they cover the divine morality 
of it's author with mysteries, and require a priesthood to explain them."43 

Jefferson had long suspected that primitive Christianity had been corrupted in 
the course of history, but it remained for Priestley to enable him to work out 
the full implications of this insight.44 Thus, by presenting him with a demys­
tified form of Christianity that comported with his rationalistic world view, 
Priestley made it possible for Jefferson to regard himself as a genuine Christian 
and launched him on the quest for the authentic teachings of Jesus that was 
to lead in time to the "Syllabus" and "The Philosophy of Jesus." 

As Jefferson's view of Christianity was changing under the impact of the 
writings of Dr. Priestley, he began to consider the relationship between re­
publicanism and Christianity under the influence of that perennial gadfly, Dr. 
Benjamin Rush. Jefferson first became friendly with the noted Philadelphia 
physician and social reformer during the Revolution, when, as fellow members 
of the Continental Congress, they had worked together to advance the twin 
causes of American independence and union. Although both men remained 
convinced republicans, their paths had later diverged owing to their sharply 
differing perceptions of the ultimate significance of America's republican des­
tiny. Whereas the philosophically rationalistic Jefferson regarded republicanism 
as basically a secular movement that was designed to improve humanity and 
society by restoring the natural rights of man and expanding the scope of self-
government, the theologically universalist Rush considered it as essentially a 
religious movement that was part of a divine plan to bring about the kingdom 

42 The impact of Corruptions of Christianity on TJ can readily be seen by comparing 
his view of Jesus before and after he read this work. Thus, in 1787, TJ believed that 
Jesus had had "pretensions to divinity," whereas in 1803 he maintained that Jesus had 
never claimed to be divine (TJ to Peter Carr, 10 Aug. 1787; TJ to Benjamin Rush, 21 
Apr. 1803, Appendix). 

43 TJ to Elbridge Gerry, 29 Mch. 1801. 
44 TJ, Outline of Argument in Support of His Resolutions for Disestablishment in 

Virginia, [Oct.-Dec. 1776]; Notes on Heresy, [Oct.-Dec. 1776]; Notes on Virginia, ed. 
Peden, p. 159. 
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of God on earth by freeing mankind from the burden of royal and ecclesiastical 
oppression through the spread of the principles of human equality and Christian 
charity.45 Thus Rush believed that Christianity and republicanism, far from 
being antithetical, actually stood in a symbiotic relationship with each other. 
The progress of both was necessary to achieve the millennium to which he 
looked forward. "Republican forms of government are the best repositories of 
the Gospel," he declared in 1791. "I therefore suppose they are intended as 
preludes to a glorious manifestation of its power and influence upon the hearts 
of men."46 Convinced that Jefferson's secular outlook on life was blinding him 
to the most vital dimension of America's republican experiment, the zealous 
Rush characteristically took it upon himself to set forth his alternative view of 
the matter to his erring Virginia friend. 

Rush began to carry out his self-appointed mission after Jefferson emerged 
from retirement and returned to Philadelphia in 1797 to serve as vice-president. 
During the next several years the two men discussed the subject of Christianity 
in a series of conversations, which, Jefferson later recalled, "served as an An­
odyne to the afflictions of the crisis through which our country was then 
labouring.47" In view of Jefferson's reluctance to discuss his religious beliefs, 
it seems plausible to assume that it was Rush who initiated these talks. At any 
rate, in the course of the conversations Jefferson denied Federalist charges that 
he was hostile to Christianity and indicated that although he accepted certain 
Christian doctrines he did not believe in the divinity of Jesus.48 Rush welcomed 
these professions of support for Christianity, all the more so since he had 
suspected Jefferson of infidelity, but he was disappointed by Jefferson's un­
willingness to go even further and acknowledge that Christ was divine. In 
order to correct this deficiency Rush urged Jefferson to read William Paley's 
A View of the Evidences of Christianity, a widely used handbook of orthodox 
criticisms of Deism by a noted English moralist and theologian, and extracted 
a promise from him to provide a written statement on his religious beliefs for 

45 Julian P. Boyd, "Thomas Jefferson's 'Empire of Liberty,' " Virginia Quarterly Re­
view, XXiv (Autumn 1948), 538-54; Donald J. D'Elia, "The Republican Theology of 
Benjamin Rush," Pa. History, XXXIII (Apr. 1966), 187-204; D'Elia, "Jefferson, Rush, 
and the Limits of Philosophical Friendship," Am. Phil. Soc., Procs., cxvii (Oct. 1973), 
333-43. 

46 Benjamin Rush to Elhanan Winchester, 12 Nov. 1791, Letters of Benjamin Rush, 
ed. L. H. Butterfield (Princeton, 1951), I, 611. 

47 TJ to Benjamin Rush, 21 Apr. 1803 (Appendix). 
48 According to an autobiographical account by Rush, TJ assured him that "he believed 

in the divine mission of the Saviour of the World, but he did not believe that he was the 
Son of God in the way in which many Christians believed it," that "he believed further 
in the divine institution of the Sabbath, which he conceived to be a great blessing to the 
world, more especially to poor people and slaves," and that "he believed likewise in the 
resurrection and a future state of rewards and punishments." The Autobiography of Ben­
jamin Rush, ed. George W. Corner (Princeton, 1948), p. 152. Rush's testimony cannot 
be accepted at face value. To be sure, TJ's implicit rejection of Jesus' divinity and avowed 
belief in life after death comport with what is known about his religious beliefs, and his 
statement about the Sabbath sounds plausible (TJ to Rush, 21 Apr. 1803, and accom­
panying "Syllabus," Appendix). Otherwise, it is highly unlikely that he literally believed 
Jesus was the "Saviour of the World," since he consistently described him as nothing 
more than a great Jewish moral reformer, and it is virtually certain he did not believe 
in Jesus' resurrection, since he specifically rejected it as a corruption of Christianity (TJ 
to William Short, 31 Oct. 1819, n. 3, Appendix). 
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Rush's perusal. But Jefferson found himself unable at this time to state his view 
of Christianity in a way that would satisfy Rush, and therefore he hesitated to 
fulfill his pledge.19 

Personal conversation having failed to achieve the desired objective, the 
indefatigable Rush next resorted to epistolary persuasion. As the presidential 
campaign of 1800 progressed and the prospect of a Republican electoral triumph 
grew more probable, he addressed two important letters to Jefferson at Mon-
ticello, stressing the theme that Christianity and republicanism were organically 
related. Writing in August, Rush first reminded Jefferson of his promised 
statement on religion and then, in an obvious effort to instruct him as to the 
real significance of America's republican experiment, emphasized that true 
Christianity was the firmest guarantee for the success of republican government. 
"I have always considered Christianity as the strong ground of Republicanism," 
he observed to the man he now thought was most likely to become the nation's 
next chief magistrate: "Its Spirit is opposed, not only to the Splendor, but even 
to the very forms of monarchy, and many of its precepts have for their Objects 
republican liberty and equality, as well as simplicity, integrity, and (Economy 
in government. It is only necessary for Republicanism to ally itself to the 
christian Religion, to overturn all the corrupted political and religious insti­
tutions in the world."50 

At first Jefferson was unresponsive to Rush's exposition of the interrelation­
ship between republicanism and Christianity. In replying to his Philadelphia 
correspondent he firmly maintained that his attitude toward Christianity would 
"displease neither the rational Christian or Deist; and would reconcile many 
to a character they have too hastily rejected." Nevertheless, he pleaded that he 
still needed more time to produce a satisfactory statement of his religious creed. 
Then, ignoring the main point of Rush's letter, he lashed out at his clerical 
tormentors, charging that they were secretly bent upon making Christianity 
the legally established religion of the United States.51 Fearing that the entire 
thrust of his argument had been misunderstood, Rush hastened to reassure 
Jefferson that an established church was the farthest thing from his mind. It 
was not through a union of church and state that Christianity would advance 
the cause of republicanism, Rush wrote in October, since that would only 
corrupt religion and politics alike. Rather, this advancement would come about 
through the voluntary acceptance by a free people of the "simple doctrines and 
precepts of Christianity," doctrines and precepts which, he readily admitted, 
had been "dishonoured by being mixed with human follies and crimes by the 
corrupted Churches of Europe," but which, when purged of centuries of ac­
cumulated dross and restored to their primitive simplicity, would, he was 
certain, eventually lead to the spread of true Christianity and republican forms 
of government throughout the globe.52 

Although Jefferson did not reply to Rush's second letter, in the end the 
Philadelphian's proselytizing efforts enjoyed a limited success. By forcing Jef­
ferson to confront the issue of the relationship between Christianity and re­
publicanism at a time when his attitude toward the former was undergoing a 
significant change, Rush was instrumental in inducing him to take a view of 

49 Benjamin Rush to TJ, 22 Aug. 1800 (Appendix). 
50 Same. 
51 TJ to Benjamin Rush, 23 Sep. 1800 (Appendix). 
52 Benjamin Rush to TJ, 6 Oct. 1800 (Appendix). 
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the subject that was somewhat in accord with his own. To be sure, Jefferson 
always remained immune to Rush's extravagant millennial hopes, and he refused 
to follow him in accepting such fundamental Christian doctrines as the divinity 
of Jesus. But he did decide that Christian morality could serve as one of the 
basic foundations of the country's republican experiment by promoting the 
social harmony among the citizenry that he considered essential for the survival 
of the republic. The "Christian religion," he told one of his New England 
supporters soon after taking over the reins of government from John Adams, 
"when divested of the rags in which [the clergy] have inveloped it, is a religion 
of all others most friendly to liberty, science and the freest expansions of the 
human mind."53 It would be wrong to attribute Jefferson's new appreciation 
of the role of Christian morality in a republican society exclusively to Rush's 
influence, but it would also be unfair to underestimate the Philadelphia doctor's 
role in its development. 

Thus as Jefferson began his first term as president several factors had con­
verged to arouse his interest in ascertaining the true teachings of Jesus. Public 
criticism of his alleged atheism and infidelity had caused him to reexamine his 
attitude toward Christianity. The fierce party conflicts of the 1790s had dis­
rupted the social harmony he valued as one of the main pillars of republicanism 
and made him sensitive to the need for a more effective system of ethical 
principles to inform the moral sense of the new nation than the one provided 
by his classical Epicurean and Stoic guides. The writings of Dr. Priestley had 
offered him a version of Christianity that was well suited to his rationalistic 
frame of mind. And his exchanges with Dr. Rush had heightened his awareness 
of the social utility of Christian morality. Yet for a number of reasons two more 
years were to pass before he openly formed these disparate elements into a 
coherent system. To begin with, his electoral victory over John Adams con­
vinced him that the specter of monarchical government in the United States 
had been banished and temporarily soothed his fears about the threat posed to 
social harmony by severe partisan conflicts. Accordingly, by adopting a con­
ciliatory policy toward the defeated Federalists, he hoped to entice the bulk of 
their followers to enlist under the Republican banner, and by scrupulously 
respecting the right of all citizens to religious freedom, he sought to disarm 
those who claimed that he was an enemy of Christianity.54 In addition, he still 
had not found a way of reconciling his acceptance of Christian morality with 
his rejection of Christian dogma that might satisfy those who differed with him. 
Thus he had a further incentive for maintaining a discreet silence on the subject 
of his religious beliefs. As a result, it required the appearance of another timely 
work by Priestley, coupled with a revival of Jefferson's concern about preserving 
social harmony in the young republic and a sharp rise in public criticism of 
him on religious grounds, to impel him to produce a formal statement of his 
view of the Christian religion and to make his first compilation of passages 
from the New Testament. 

53 TJ to Moses Robinson, 23 Mch. 1801 (Appendix). 
54 For typical expressions of TJ's hope of detaching the main body of Federalists from 

their leaders, see his letters to James Monroe, 7 Feb. [Mch.] 1801; to Horatio Gates, 8 
Mch. 1801; and to William Branch Giles, 23 Mch. 1801. For a summary statement of 
his policy of noninterference in religious affairs, see his letter to the Baptist Committee 
of Danbury, Conn., 1 Jan. 1802. Both issues are discussed in Malone, Jefferson the 
President: First Term, p. 69-89, 108-9. 
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The work by Priestley that had such a catalytic effect on Jefferson was an 
otherwise modest publication entitled Socrates and Jesus Compared. In this 
sixty-page pamphlet, published in Philadelphia early in 1803, Priestley sought 
to demonstrate that revealed religion was superior to natural religion by as­
sessing the relative merits of the founder of Christianity and the man the 
Unitarian leader regarded as the crowning glory of ancient philosophy. Socrates 
and Jesus, Priestley argued, each had certain personal characteristics in com­
mon. Both were wise men who led temperate private lives. Both were virtuous 
men who strove to persuade other men to act virtuously. Both were religious 
men who submitted to a higher power. Both were poor men who shunned 
riches, and both were honest men who displayed great courage throughout 
their lives, especially in the face of death.55 Yet, ultimately, their differences far 
outweighed their similarities. Jesus was a monotheist who taught humanity to 
worship the one true God, whereas Socrates was a polytheist who had no 
notion of the unity of God. Jesus emphasized that "great sanction of virtue,"56 

the doctrine of rewards and punishment in the life to come, whereas Socrates 
was uncertain whether there was life after death. Jesus stressed that piety 
consisted of inner reverence for God, and morality of obedience to his un­
changing laws, whereas Socrates equated the former with the observance of 
frequently licentious public rituals and the latter with conformity to mutable 
human laws. Jesus, though less well educated than Socrates, exuded greater 
authority and dealt with more important subjects in his teachings, the primary 
object of which was "to inculcate a purer and more sublime morality respecting 
God and man than any heathen could have a just idea of."57 Jesus was more 
forthright and fearless in denouncing all forms of vice; Socrates preferred to 
express his disapproval indirectly through ridicule and was regrettably deficient 
in opposing sexual laxity. Jesus preached his moral doctrines for all mankind, 
reaching out to high and low, rich and poor, male and female alike, whereas 
Socrates confined his teachings to the upper classes, thus making Christian 
morality more useful to a republican society inasmuch as it was expressed in 
a "language suited to the equal nature, and equal rights of all men."58 Finally, 
Jesus worked miracles and rose from the dead, thereby demonstrating that his 
teachings were specially approved by God, though he himself was only a man.59 

In Priestley's opinion there was only one way to explain why Jesus had purer 
notions of God, morality, and life after death than the better educated Athenian. 
"In comparing the characters, the moral instructions, and the whole of the 
history, of Socrates and Jesus," he concluded, "it is, I think, impossible not to 
be sensibly struck with the great advantage of revealed religion, such as that 
of the Jews and the christians, as enlightening and enlarging the minds of men, 
and imparting a superior excellence of character. This alone can account for 
the difference between Socrates and Jesus, and the disciples of each of them; 
but this one circumstance is abundantly sufficient for the purpose."60 

Jefferson was immediately impressed by both the message and the meth­
odology of Socrates and Jesus. He received a copy of the pamphlet from Priestley 

55 Joseph Priestley, Socrates and Jesus Compared (Philadelphia, 1803), p. 1-3, 33-34. 
56 Same, p. 20. 
57 Same, p. 38-39. 
58 Same, p. 46. 
59 Same, p. 33-47. 
60 Same, p. 48. 
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near the end of March 1803, just as he was about to leave Monticello for 
Washington, and read it with growing interest on his way back to the capital. 
Although he was unconvinced by Priestley's contention that the founder of 
Christianity had been divinely inspired and endowed with supernatural powers, 
he agreed wholeheartedly that "the moral precepts of Jesus . . . as taught by 
himself and freed from the corruptions of latter times" were unquestionably 
superior to any other system of morality and particularly appropriate for a 
republican society dedicated to the principles of liberty and equality.61 He 
especially appreciated the way in which Priestley weighed the advantages of 
Christianity against the shortcomings of ancient philosophy without denigrat­
ing the genuine achievements of the classical philosophers, whom the president 
continued to admire. Indeed, Jefferson was so impressed by Priestley's use of 
the comparative method in Socrates and Jesus that he decided it would also be 
an excellent way for him to present his own unorthodox religious views. Thus, 
inspired by the example of Priestley's pamphlet, Jefferson quickly made two 
important and, for him, unprecedented decisions. He decided to reveal his view 
of the Christian religion to a small circle of relatives and friends in the form of 
a comparative analysis of the moral teachings of the classical philosophers, the 
Jews, and Jesus so as to convince them that he was not irreligious and hostile 
to Christianity. In addition, he resolved to use Priestley as the instrument for 
propagating this view of Christianity among the general public in order to 
foster the social harmony he cherished as one of the bulwarks of the American 
republic.62 

Socrates and Jesus galvanized Jefferson into action because it appeared 
during a period of unusually intense partisan conflict and exceptionally severe 
attacks on the president's putative infidelity. Spain's retrocession of Louisiana 
to France and the suspension by Spanish authorities of the American right of 
deposit at New Orleans had led, during the winter of 1802-1803, to an upsurge 
of war fever in the normally Republican West, which the Federalists tried to 
turn to their advantage by sharply criticizing Jefferson for his apparent su-
pineness in the face of a threat to a vital national interest and by loudly calling 
for the employment of military force to vindicate the country's treaty rights. 
Although Jefferson allayed Western fears and overcame the immediate crisis 
by dispatching James Monroe on a special diplomatic mission to France in 
January 1803, this episode still stood as a stark reminder to him of the dangers 
that extreme partisanship posed to the often fragile ties that bound together 
the new nation and once again made him sensitive to the problem of maintaining 
social harmony in a republican society.63 Furthermore, while Federalist leaders 
were calling for war in the West, they and their clerical supporters were also 
busily denouncing Jefferson as an archenemy of religion with even greater 

61 TJ to Edward Dowse, 19 Apr. 1803 (Appendix). 
62 TJ to Joseph Priestley, 9 Apr. 1803, and to Benjamin Rush, 21 Apr. 1803 (Ap­

pendix). 
63 For TJ's apprehensions over the possible repercussions of Federalist machinations 
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311-13, 323-27, 347-51. See also Malone, Jefferson the President: First Term, p. 239-
83. 
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vehemence than usual owing to the return of Thomas Paine to America in 
October 1802 after a tempestuous absence of fifteen years in Europe. The 
arrival of the author of the notoriously anti-Christian Age of Reason and the 
warm welcome he received from the president could mean only one thing, the 
Federalists and their ministerial allies repeated over and over again: Jefferson 
had brought Paine back to America so that Paine could subvert Christianity 
in the United States as he supposedly had done in France. A Republican 
congressman from Virginia vividly described the opposition's onslaught on the 
president to his constituents several weeks before Jefferson read Socrates and 
Jesus: "The federalist, like a bear with a sore head, or robbed of her whelps, 
would go all lengths to plunge our happy country into a war, take all occasions 
to inflame the minds of the people, by doing which they think they can draw 
the President into contempt; their necromantic art is easily seen through, for 
though they cry out war, war; and that nothing but war is to secure the port 
of New-Orleans, in the next breath they say they have no confidence in the 
President; if war was to be the result, that the President is a coward, a jacobin 
and infidel; that he is a deist, and all the republican party, or the leaders of 
them; that the President sent to France for Thomas Paine to destroy religion— 
this Paine is the author of the Age of Reason."64 Anxious to reduce the social 
disharmony caused by partisan and sectarian strife, and provoked beyond en­
durance by Federalist criticism of his religion, Jefferson welcomed the oppor­
tunity provided by Socrates and Jesus for revealing his view of Christianity 
directly to a small number of confidants and indirectly, through Priestley, to 
the public at large. 

Jefferson wasted little time in urging Priestley to write an irenic work on 
Christianity that would reflect the president's view of the subject. A few days 
after reading Socrates and Jesus, he dispatched a carefully worded letter to 
Priestley in which he praised the pamphlet and entreated the author to deal 
with the same subject "on a more extensive scale." In order to facilitate Priest­
ley's task, he proceeded to outline exactly the sort of work he himself would 
have liked to write but which, for lack of sufficient time and adequate knowl­
edge, he wanted the Unitarian leader to publish instead. Thus he advised the 
aged controversialist to begin by examining the moral teachings of the leading 
Epicurean and Stoic philosophers of antiquity, noting the points in which they 
excelled as well as those in which they were deficient. This done, the next step 
was to describe what the president perceived to be the degraded condition of 

64 George Jackson to the Freeholders of the North Western Congressional District of 
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kind of attack at this point in TJ's presidency. See also Malone, Jefferson the President: 
First Term, p. 190-200, for a discussion of TJ's often strained relationship with Paine 
after the letter's return to America. TJ was undoubtedly even more sensitive than usual 
to public criticism of his private character in 1803 because in September of the previous 
year James Callender had published a series of articles in the Richmond Recorder accusing 
the president of carrying on a liaison with a slave named Sally Hemings. See Constance 
B. Schulz, " 'Of Bigotry in Politics and Religion': Jefferson's Religion, the Federalist 
Press, and the Syllabus," VMHB, xci (Jan. 1983), 73-91. 
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the theology and ethics of the Jews so as to show the need for the reform of 
both on the eve of Jesus' birth. Only then, he believed, would it be possible 
to portray Jesus in his true historic role as a great moral reformer who, rec­
ognizing the inadequacies of the morality and theology of the Jews, "endeavored 
to bring them to the principles of a pure deism, and juster notions of the 
attributes of god, to reform their moral doctrines to the standard of reason, 
justice and philanthropy, and to inculcate the belief of a future state." Jefferson 
admonished Priestley to avoid the contentious issue of whether Jesus was a 
member of the godhead himself or merely a divinely inspired man, well knowing 
that even he and his Unitarian correspondent did not agree on that point. 
However, he strongly emphasized the need to point out the difficulties involved 
in ascertaining the true teachings of Jesus, since, in his view, they were first 
written down many years after Jesus' death by the "most unlettered of men" 
and were then further corrupted in the course of time by "those who pretend 
to be his special disciples." Yet, despite the disrepute into which orthodox 
Christianity had fallen, at least in Jefferson's opinion, he was confident that a 
work that accurately described the authentic doctrines of Jesus, restoring them 
to their original purity and simplicity and eliminating the corruptions of later 
ages, would convince even the most skeptical that Christian morality was 
superior to any alternative and that its founder was the "most innocent, the 
most benevolent the most eloquent and sublime character that ever has been 
exhibited to man." In addition to serving the cause of historical truth, however, 
Jefferson obviously hoped that a work such as the one he so painstakingly 
outlined to Priestley would promote harmonious social relations among the 
citizens of the young republic by emphasizing the moral imperatives of Jesus 
that united them rather than the dogmas of the churches that divided them, 
thereby making religion a centripetal rather than a centrifugal force in the new 
nation and thus eliminating what the president saw as one of the mainsprings 
of excessively divisive partisanship in the country.65 

Less than two weeks after writing to Priestley, Jefferson described his at­
titude toward Christianity at greater length in a well-known letter to Dr. Rush 
and an accompanying "Syllabus of an Estimate of the merit of the doctrines of 
Jesus, compared with those of others."66 In these two documents, which were 
written with considerable care, the president offered the first and only formal 
description of his demythologized Christian faith, which he had developed in 
part under the influence of Priestley's writings and to which he adhered for 
the rest of his life. In the letter Jefferson recalled his promise to provide Rush 
with a statement on his view of Christianity and apologized for taking so long 
to keep his pledge, citing in extenuation the press of public business as well 
as the difficulty of the subject. Despite Federalist charges to the contrary, 
Jefferson denied that he was averse to Christianity and claimed that in fact he 
was as good a Christian as anyone. But the Christianity he believed in was not 
the religion professed by the Christian churches. "To the corruptions of Chris­
tianity, I am indeed opposed," he confided to his Philadelphia friend, thereby 
revealing his continued distaste for orthodoxy, "but not to the genuine precepts 
of Jesus himself. I am a Christian, in the only sense in which he wished any 
one to be; sincerely attached to his doctrines, in preference to all others; as­
cribing to himself every human excellence, and believing he never claimed any 

65 TJ to Joseph Priestley, 9 Apr. 1803 (Appendix). 
66 TJ to Benjamin Rush, 21 Apr. 1803, and enclosed "Syllabus" (Appendix). 
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other." Although he realized this admission might disarm some of those who 
criticized him on religious grounds, he implored Rush to regard his letter as 
confidential lest it be construed to mean that he conceded to the public a right 
to scrutinize his religious beliefs. 

Jefferson explained his concept of the "genuine precepts of Jesus" in the 
"Syllabus" that accompanied his letter to Rush. This document, cast in the 
form of a comparative analysis of the moral doctrines of the classical philoso­
phers, the Jews, and Jesus, was in effect an elaboration of the views he had 
expressed in his recent letter to Priestley. Jefferson praised the ancients for 
their precepts regarding the achievement of self-discipline but found them 
seriously deficient with respect to man's social obligations. In particular, he 
criticized their failure to inculcate "peace, charity, and love to our fellow men" 
or to embrace "with benevolence, the whole family of mankind." Considering 
his belief in the necessity of maintaining social harmony to ensure the success 
of America's experiment in self-government, this evaluation was tantamount 
to admitting that the teachings of the Epicurean and Stoic moralists, which he 
had once valued above all others, were insufficient for guiding the moral sense 
of a republican nation. Turning to the Jews, Jefferson gave them due, if some­
what grudging, credit for being monotheists. Otherwise he faulted them for 
having deplorable ideas of the attributes of God and for adhering to a system 
of ethics that he judged to be irrational with respect to relations between 
individuals as well as antisocial in regard to intercourse between nations. As a 
result, they stood in need of "reformation . . . in an eminent degree" at the 
dawn of the Christian era. 

Having thus set the stage, Jefferson next dealt with Jesus. In his view, the 
Nazarene was the foremost moral reformer of the Jews, and his teachings, he 
implied, were of universal significance owing to his highly developed moral 
sense, not his divinity or divine inspiration, neither of which Jefferson accepted. 
The president reduced the authentic doctrines of Jesus to three essential points. 
First, this "benevolent and sublime reformer,"67 as Jefferson was wont to call 
him, confirmed the monotheism of the Jews while correcting their erroneous 
notions of the "attributes and government" of the one true God. Next, he 
preached a system of morality that was far superior to those of the ancients and 
the Jews in that it dealt with intentions as well as acts and instilled "universal 
philanthropy, not only to kindred and friends, to neighbors and countrymen, 
but to all mankind, gathering all into one family, under bonds of love, charity, 
peace, common wants, and common aids"—a system, in short, that was well 
designed to promote social concord among a citizenry whose commitment to 
republican principles and institutions was threatened, in Jefferson's opinion, 
by partisan and sectarian strife. Finally, he taught the doctrine of a life in the 
hereafter in order to encourage virtuous conduct in the here and now. Aside 
from these three points, Jefferson virtually stated that every other doctrine 
ascribed to Jesus was in reality a corruption of his original message that had 
resulted either from the unintentional misrepresentations of the Evangelists, 
who recorded his teachings long after his death, or from the machinations of 
his "schismatizing followers" who deliberately perverted his simple precepts 
to serve their own ends. Accordingly, the implied message of the "Syllabus" 
was that Christianity could only be made acceptable to rational men by purging 

67 TJ to Ezra Stiles Ely, 25 June 1819 (Appendix). 
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it of its corruptions and restoring the doctrines of Jesus to their pristine sim­
plicity.68 

Jefferson did not write his letter to Rush and the "Syllabus" simply to keep 
a promise to a friend. He also used them to convince a few relatives and 
confidants of the groundlessness Of Federalist charges that he was an atheist 
and an infidel and to test the acceptability of his view of Christianity. At the 
same time that he dispatched these two documents to Rush, he also sent copies 
of them to his daughters (Martha Jefferson Randolph and Mary Jefferson 
Eppes),69 to at least two members of his cabinet (Secretary of War Henry 
Dearborn and Attorney General Levi Lincoln) and probably to two more 
(Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin and Postmaster General Gideon 
Granger),70 and to Priestley.71 Later in the year, moreover, he lent a copy of 
them to his boyhood friend, John Page, a prominent Episcopalian who was 
then serving as governor of Virginia.72 Jefferson notified his daughters and his 
cabinet members that he wanted them to read the letter and the "Syllabus" so 
that they could judge for themselves the truth or falsehood of the charges made 
against him on religious grounds, but he made it clear that he wanted neither 
document to appear in print. Although Jefferson had no wish to publicize his 
religious beliefs directly, he was nevertheless eager for Priestley to publish a 
work on Christianity that would reflect his own views and promote social 
harmony, and therefore he sent both documents to the Unitarian for the express 
purpose of encouraging him to undertake this task.73 

Reaction to the letter to Rush and the "Syllabus," though mixed, was gen­
erally encouraging. The response of Jefferson's daughters to them is unknown, 
but after reading the "Syllabus" Governor Page was pleased to inform Jefferson 
that he "was not mistaken in my opinion that the difference between us was 
not so great, as many have supposed."7"4 Attorney General Lincoln praised the 
"Syllabus" as a "valuable compendium" and received permission from Jefferson 
to make a copy for his personal use, while Secretary of War Dearborn, mis­
takenly assuming that the president planned to publish this document to refute 
his religious critics, advised him to use somewhat more diplomatic language 
in characterizing the Evangelists.75 Rush himself expressed pleasure at the 
discovery that Jefferson was "by no means so heterodox as you have been 
supposed to be by your enemies," and while rejecting the president's contention 
that Jesus was merely human, he assured him that he had long since ceased 

68 Chinard, "Jefferson among the Philosophers," p. 263-66, suggests that the views 
expressed in the "Syllabus" were inspired by TJ's reading of William Enfield, The History 
of Philosophy . . . drawn up from Brucker1S Historia Critica Philosophiae, 2 vols. (Dublin, 
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work until 1805 and did not refer to it in his correspondence thereafter until 1813 
(Sowerby, comp., Catalogue, No. 1337). 

69 TJ to Martha Jefferson Randolph, 25 Apr. 1803; TJ to Mary Jefferson Eppes, 25 
Apr. 1803. 

70 TJ to Henry Dearborn and others, [23 Apr. 1803] (Appendix). 
71 TJ to Joseph Priestley, 24 Apr. 1803 (Appendix). 
72 John Page to TJ, 12 Sep. 1803, 16 Nov. 1803, 5 Dec. 1803; TJ to Page, 25 Nov. 

1803. 
73 TJ to Joseph Priestley, 24 Apr. 1803 (Appendix). 
74 John Page to TJ, 16 Nov. 1803. 
75 Levi Lincoln to TJ, 24 Apr. 1803; Henry Dearborn to TJ, undated but endorsed 

as received 4 May 1803. 
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to regard theological exactitude "as the criterion of disposition and Conduct, 
and much less of our future acceptance at the bar of the supreme Judge of the 
World."76 This point of view must have delighted Jefferson, but, as he later 
learned to his regret, it was not one to which Rush steadily adhered. Jefferson 
was probably most interested in Priestley's reaction to the letter and the "Syl­
labus," however, and this, though at first slightly disappointing, was in the 
end a source of great satisfaction to him. As might have been expected, Priestley 
vigorously rejected Jefferson's notion that Jesus had never claimed to be acting 
under a special mission from God, but he treated this as an honest difference 
of opinion and otherwise found nothing to criticize in Jefferson's view of Chris­
tianity. More importantly, although Priestley was initially reluctant to accept 
Jefferson's "flattering invitation to enter farther into the comparison of Jesus 
with other philosophers," he subsequently changed his mind and informed the 
president in December 1803 that he had decided to write such a comparative 
study after all.77 

Jefiferson was sufficiently encouraged by the response to the limited disclosure 
of his demythologized Christian faith to turn to the task of extracting the 
passages from the Gospels that he regarded as expressive of the authentic 
teachings of Jesus. Having decided that a rationalized variant of Christianity 
purged of what he saw as its corruptions was not only preferable to any other 
religion but also potentially one of the strongest unifying forces in a republican 
society, the naturally methodical Jefferson felt impelled to determine with exact 
precision the genuine moral precepts of Jesus, which for him constituted the 
heart of the Christian religion, and thereby rid them of the unpalatable mys­
tifications with which Jesus' followers had allegedly surrounded them through­
out history. Jefferson approached this task with his usual care and preparation. 
As early as 9 April 1803, the same day he had first urged Priestley to write a 
work on Christianity, he ordered from a Philadelphia bookseller two volumes 
by the Unitarian theologian that were well designed to facilitate his study of 
the Gospels—A Harmony of the Evangelists in English and A Harmony of the 
Evangelists in Greek. Then, after being informed that these works were not 
readily available, he renewed his request for them on 5 May, just as he was 
receiving the first reactions to the letter to Rush and the "Syllabus."78 He finally 
obtained the Harmonies from Priestley himself, who, learning of Jefferson's 
failure to obtain them, sent him a personal copy of the two works in August, 
though it is uncertain exactly when they arrived.79 For the remainder of the 
year Jefferson was too preoccupied with public business to pursue his biblical 
researches, and it seems that he did not begin this work in earnest until after 
he learned in December that Priestley had embarked on a study of classical 
and Christian morality. With the assistance of Priestley's Harmonies, Jefferson 
then started to examine the Gospels, distinguishing what he considered to be 

76 Benjamin Rush to TJ, 5 May 1803 (Appendix). 
77 Joseph Priestley to TJ, 7 May 1803 (Appendix); Priestley to TJ, 12 Dec. 1803. 
78 TJ to Nicholas G. Dufief, 9 Apr. 1803, 5 May 1803; Dufief to TJ, 13 Apr. 1803, 

2 May 1803. 
79 John Vaughan to TJ, 1 Aug. 1803; TJ to Vaughan, 14 Aug. 1803. Vaughan was 

the intermediary through whom Priestley conveyed his Harmonies to TJ. TJ, who was 
at Monticello when he wrote to Vaughan, instructed him to forward Priestley's volumes 
to Washington, D.C., and probably did not receive them until after his return to the 
capital on 25 Sep. 1803. 
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the true from the false teachings of Jesus, until at length, by 20 January 1804, 
he decided he was ready to make a compilation in Greek and English of the 
biblical passages containing Jesus' genuine moral precepts. On that day he 
ordered "two copies of the New Testament in Greek or Greek and Latin, both 
of the same edition exactly; and two others in English, both also of the same 
edition and all four of the same format that they may admit of being bound up 
together."80 

As Jefferson awaited the arrival of the New Testaments he had ordered, he 
hastened to apprize Priestley of what now appeared to him to be a serious 
omission in the concept of the work on Christianity that he had earlier outlined 
for the use of his Unitarian friend. In consequence of his study of the Gospels, 
Jefferson was now convinced that Priestley's work could best serve the twin 
causes of religious truth and social harmony if it contained an introductory 
section consisting of the moral teachings of Jesus as expressed in the ipsima 
verba of the great reformer himself. "I rejoice that you have undertaken the 
task of comparing the moral doctrines of Jesus with those of the ancient Phi­
losophers," he wrote to Priestley near the end of January, adding: "I think you 
cannot avoid giving, as preliminary to the comparison, a digest of his moral 
doctrines, extracted in his own words from the Evangelists, and leaving out 
everything relative to his personal history and character. It would be short and 
precious."81 Jefferson even intimated that he was willing to put aside his own 
plan to make a compilation of extracts from the Gospels if Priestley followed 
his suggestion. Priestley died on 6 February, however, before receiving the 
president's letter but after completing his comparative study of ancient and 
Christian morality, whereupon Jefferson decided to go ahead with his original 
plan.82 

Jefferson completed his first collection of Gospel extracts—"The Philosophy 
of Jesus"—with remarkable dispatch. On 4 February 1804 he received two 
sets of the New Testament—a pair of virtually identical English editions pub­
lished in Dublin by George Grierson in 1791 and 1799 as well as two copies 
of a Greek-Latin edition published in London by F. Wingrave and others in 
1794—and by 10 March the compilation was finished and bound.83 Little is 
known about the actual composition of this work. Jefferson apparently first 
made a list of the Gospel verses that seemed to him to contain the genuine 
moral teachings of Jesus, and then, over a period of several evenings, he clipped 
these passages from the Bible and added others as he went along, pasting them 
in double columns on 46 octavo sheets.84 Contrary to his original design, he 
only used verses in English, evidently deciding that the press of public business 
left him with insufficient time to produce a bilingual text. Although many 

80 TJ to Nicholas G. Dufief, 20 Jan. 1804. TJ to Joseph Priestley, 29 Jan. 1804 
(Appendix), clearly shows that TJ originally planned to compile "The Philosophy of 
Jesus" in Greek as well as English. 

81 TJ to Joseph Priestley, 29 Jan. 1804 (Apppendix). 
82 Thomas Cooper to TJ, 6 Feb. and 16 Feb. 1803, notified TJ of Priestley's death 

and the completion of his study of classical and Christian morality. 
83 Dufief transmitted the New Testaments to TJ with a letter of 28 Jan. 1804. TJ, 

Account with John Marsh, 10 Jan.-12 Mch. 1804, gives 10 Mch. 1804 as the date he 
was charged for the binding of "The Philosophy of Jesus." 

84 The Appendix of the present volume contains letters describing the compilation of 
"The Philosophy of Jesus" that TJ wrote to John Adams, 12 Oct. 1813; to Van der 
Kemp, 25 Apr. 1816; and to William Short, 31 Oct. 1819. 
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distinguished biblical scholars have been daunted by the challenge of disen­
tangling the many layers of the New Testament, the rationalistic Jefferson was 
supremely confident of his ability to differentiate between the true and the false 
precepts of Jesus, observing on several occasions that the former were "as easily 
distinguishable as diamonds in a dunghill."85 His first biblical compilation, he 
was convinced, contained nothing but "46. pages of pure and unsophisticated 
doctrines, such as were professed and acted on by the unlettered apostles, the 
Apostolic fathers, and the Christians of the 1st. century."86 He entitled it "The 
Philosophy of Jesus of Nazareth extracted from the account of his life and 
doctrines as given by Mathew, Mark, Luke, and John, being an abridgement 
of the New Testament for the use of the Indians unembarrassed with matters 
of fact or faith beyond the level of their comprehensions." This subtitle was 
intentionally ironic. The "Indians" Jefferson had in mind were not the aborig­
inal inhabitants of North America. They were, rather, the Federalists and their 
clerical allies, whose political and religious obscurantism, as the president saw 
it, endangered the stability of the republic and needed to be reformed by a 
return to the simple, uncorrupted morality of Jesus.87 

After finishing "The Philosophy of Jesus," Jefferson looked forward with 
anticipation to the appearance of Priestley's last work on Christianity. But 
when several months passed and the promised work still had not materialized, 
Jefferson felt impelled once again to test the acceptability of his rationalistic 
version of the Christian message. Accordingly, he wrote to Rush early in August 
1804 and offered to let him read "The Philosophy of Jesus."88 Jefferson may 
have hoped that if Rush approved of this compilation he could be induced to 

85 TJ to John Adams, 12 Oct. 1813 (Appendix). See also the letters from TJ to Van 
der Kemp and Short mentioned above in n. 84. 

86 TJ to John Adams, 12 Oct. 1813 (Appendix). 
87 Most writers on the subject assume TJ compiled "The Philosophy of Jesus" for the 

use of the Indians (Foote, Religion of Thomas Jefferson, p. 61; Gould, "Religious Opinions 
of Thomas Jefferson," p. 203; and Malone, Jefferson the President: First Term, p. 205). 
TJ consistently stated that he had made this biblical compilation for his personal use 
(see the letters cited in n. 84 above). For evidence that he used the term "Indians" as a 
code word for his Federalist and clerical adversaries during the time he prepared this 
manuscript, see his second inaugural address, delivered 4 Mch. 1805, wherein he os­
tensibly criticized the "habits" and "prejudice" of the aboriginal inhabitants of North 
America, but actually aimed these words at his political and ministerial opponents. He 
made this clear in notes he prepared regarding the draft of this address: "None of these 
heads needs any commentary but that of the Indians. This is a proper topic not only to 
promote the work of humanizing our citizens towards these people, but to conciliate to 
us the good opinion of Europe on the subject of the Indians. This, however, might have 
been done in half the compass it here occupies. But every respector of science, every 
friend to political reformation must have observed with indignation the hue and cry raised 
against philosophy and the rights of man; and it really seems as if they would be overborne 
and barbarism, bigotry and despotism would recover the ground they have lost by the 
advance of the public understanding. I have thought the occasion justified some dis­
countenance of these anti-social doctrines, some testimony against them, but not to 
commit myself in direct warfare on them, I have thought it best to say what is directly 
applied to the Indians only, but admits by inference a more general extension" (DLC: 
TJ Papers, f. 25710). It seems clear, therefore, that the subtitle of "The Philosophy of 
Jesus" was deliberately ironic and that the work itself was never intended specifically 
for the aboriginal population of the United States. 

88 TJ to Benjamin Rush, 8 Aug. 1804 (Appendix). 
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publish a work embodying its view of Christianity. If this was indeed Jefferson's 
hope, Rush's reply must have come as a rude jolt. For, eschewing the spirit of 
doctrinal tolerance with which he had greeted the "Syllabus," Rush sternly 
informed the president that although he would "receive with pleasure the 
publication you have promised me upon the character of the Messiah ... unless 
it advances it to divinity and renders his death as well as his life necessary for 
the restoration of mankind, I shall not accord with its author."89 Since there 
was no way "The Philosophy of Jesus" could meet such an exacting standard, 
Jefferson decided not to send it to his Philadelphia friend after all and never 
again mentioned the subject in his correspondence with him. 

Rush's lack of sympathy for Jefferson's demystified Christian creed was fol­
lowed by an even more shattering blow to the president's hope of using Chris­
tian morality to foster social concord in the new nation. Near the end of 1804 
Priestley's comparative analysis of classical and Christian morality was finally 
published under the title The Doctrines of Heathen Philosophy, Compared with 
Those of Revelation. This work, upon which Jefferson had placed so much 
hope, disappointed him greatly. It was long, diffuse, and badly written, re­
flecting the fact that Priestley had composed it while in poor health and facing 
the shadow of death. It was bogged down by lengthy discussions of often 
abstruse philosophical and theological points. It made no comparison between 
Judaism and Christianity, as Jefferson had suggested, and, worst of all from 
his point of view, it lacked a clear and compact description of the authentic 
teachings of Jesus. In short, it was useless as a means of promoting the ra­
tionalistic Christian faith Jefferson favored. "I apprehend however," he re­
gretfully observed shortly after reading the Doctrines of Heathen Philosophy, 
"that [Priestley] meditated a 2d. part which should have given a view of the 
genuine doctrines of Jesus divested of those engrafted into his by false followers. 
I suppose this because it is wanting to compleat the work, and because I observe 
he calls what is published Part 1st."90 

Rush's unsympathetic reaction to rationalistic Christianity and Jefferson's 
disappointment with Priestley's posthumously published work led him to aban­
don his rather naive hope of promoting social harmony in the young republic 
by exalting Christian morality over Christian dogma. Rush's response suggested 
the futility of trying to propagate a version of Christianity that sought to evade 
the central issue of Jesus' divinity, and Priestley's death deprived the president 
of the only trusted friend with theological ability who was sympathetic to his 
religious views. Jefferson himself continued to be averse to religious controversy 
and thus had no intention of personally publicizing his view of Christianity 
beyond the limited circle to which he had already revealed it. At the same time, 
Jefferson's overwhelming victory in the presidential election of 1804, coupled 
with the continued growth of the Republican party throughout the nation, 
temporarily allayed his apprehensions about the future of republicanism in the 
United States, while the various domestic and international crises that punc­
tuated his second administration diverted him from further intensive study of 
the New Testament. Thus, although he remained deeply interested in ascer-

89 Benjamin Rush to TJ, 29 Aug. 1804. 
90TJ to Benjamin Smith Barton, 14 Feb. 1805 (Appendix). TJ received a copy of 

Priestley's Doctrines of Heathen Philosophy on 6 Feb. 1805 (Patrick Byrne to TJ, 2 Jan. 
1805; TJ to Byrne, 14 Feb. 1805). He revealed his eagerness for its publication in letters 
to Henry Fry of 21 May 1804 and 17 June 1804. 
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taining the authentic moral teachings of Jesus, henceforth he pursued this 
subject for personal rather than public reasons. After 1804, except in a single 
instance discussed below, he used "The Philosophy of Jesus" strictly for his 
private moral instruction and edification, until at length he replaced it with a 
more ambitious compilation, "The Life and Morals of Jesus." 

Ill 

Aside from the fact that both were part of Jefferson's quest for the genuine 
doctrines of Jesus, in virtually every other important respect "The Philosophy 
of Jesus" and "The Life and Morals of Jesus" stand in sharp contrast to each 
other. The main focus of "The Philosophy of Jesus" is on the moral teachings 
of Jesus, whereas "The Life and Morals of Jesus" gives attention to the details 
of his career as well as the content of his doctrine. Jefferson compiled "The 
Philosophy of Jesus" in response to his personal religious needs and his concern 
with the problem of maintaining social harmony in a republican nation, but 
"The Life and Morals of Jesus" was strictly a product of his private search for 
religious truth. "The Philosophy of Jesus" is a unilingual compilation of Gospel 
verses in English, whereas "The Life and Morals of Jesus" is a multilingual 
collection of verses in Greek, Latin, French, and English (JeflFerson did not 
read Hebrew or any other Semitic language). The provenance of "The Phi­
losophy of Jesus" is fairly clear, and the date of its compilation can be determined 
with great exactitude; the background of "The Life and Morals of Jesus" is 
more obscure, and the precise date of its composition still cannot be established 
with any certainty. The steps that led Jefferson to compile "The Life and 
Morals of Jesus" continue to be somewhat unclear, but they include his cor­
respondence with John Adams, an exchange of letters with the former secretary 
of the Continental Congress, the importunities of an immigrant Dutch scholar, 
Jefferson's interest in the progress of Unitarianism, and a chance remark by a 
man he had once cherished like a son. 

Jefferson seems to have initially conceived the idea of making a quadrilingual 
compilation of Gospel verses shortly before he began his second term as pres­
ident. In order to accomplish such a work he first had to acquire two copies 
of the New Testament in each of the languages he planned to use. This was 
of paramount importance because in the process of clipping verses from the 
Evangelists and pasting them on to blank sheets of paper it was inevitable that 
he would occasionally take some passages from one side of a given page and 
then later decide to use others on the reverse side of it, thus forcing him to 
have recourse to a second, undipped copy of the same page. Accordingly, he 
instructed a Baltimore bookseller at the end of January 1805 to send him two 
copies of "le Nouveau testament corrige sur Ie Grec in 12mo Paris. 1803," 
carefully noting that "a single one, or two of different editions would not answer 
to my purpose,"91 and a few weeks later he ordered the same number of copies 
of "a tolerably decent edition of the New testament in 12mo." from a Phila­
delphia book dealer.92 Since these orders were promptly filled, Jefferson had 
in his possession by the end of March dual copies of a French New Testament 
printed in Paris in 1802 by J. Smith and of an English New Testament printed 

91 TJ to J. P. Reibelt, 31 Jan. 1805. 
92 TJ to Mathew Carey, 7 Mch. 1805. 
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in Philadelphia in 1804 by Jacob Johnson.93 These, together with the pair of 
identical Greek-Latin New Testaments he had acquired the year before in 
connection with "The Philosophy of Jesus," gave him the basic sources he 
needed to make a quadrilingual biblical compilation and were in fact the very 
same volumes he used to compile "The Life and Morals of Jesus" during his 
retirement at Monticello a decade and a half later.94 Unfortunately, Jefferson 
never explained why, after having taken the trouble early in 1805 to gather 
the materials for a more linguistically comprehensive collection of extracts from 
the Gospels than that contained in "The Philosophy of Jesus," he put aside 
the projected work and did not take it up again in earnest for another fifteen 
years. He was probably too busy attending to affairs of state during his second 
administration as president to find time for further biblical research, and he 
apparently found "The Philosophy of Jesus" sufficiently satisfying as a source 
of moral instruction during the early years of his retirement from public life to 
obviate the need for another work of this sort.95 In the absence of direct evidence, 
however, any account for this delay must be necessarily conjectural. 

After he retired from the presidency, Jefferson's revived correspondence with 
John Adams was the next step in the path that eventually led to "The Life 
and Morals of Jesus." After a hiatus of eleven years caused by their political 
estrangement during the 1790s, the two ex-presidents resumed writing to each 
other in 1812, largely through the devoted efforts of their mutual friend, Ben­
jamin Rush.96 The subject of Christianity soon became one of the leading themes 
of their correspondence as a result of the printing of Jefferson's 9 April 1803 
letter to Joseph Priestley in Thomas Belsham's Memoirs of the Late Reverend 
Theophilus Lindsey, a biography of one of the founding fathers of English 
Unitarianism that was published in London in 1812.97 Adams, who had also 
rejected Christian orthodoxy as a young man,98 read this letter in the following 
year and was favorably impressed by Jefferson's estimate of the merits of Chris­
tianity in relation to ancient philosophy and Judaism. Adams was unaware of 
the "Syllabus" or the posthumous publication of Priestley's The Doctrines of 
Heathen Philosophy, Compared with Those of Revelation, however, and he ex­
pressed regret that Jefferson had never elaborated his view of Christianity to 
Rush and that Priestley had failed to publish the comparative analysis of clas­
sical, Jewish, and Christian morality that Jefferson had urged him to write. 
Jefferson thereupon sought to dispel these misapprehensions by sending Adams 
a copy of the "Syllabus" and The Doctrines of Heathen Philosophy as well as by 
giving him the first detailed description of "The Philosophy of Jesus." Like 

93 J. P. Reibelt to TJ, 2 Feb. 1805, endorsed as received 3 Feb. 1805; and Mathew 
Carey to TJ, 19 Mch. 1805, endorsed as received 25 Mch. 1805, announced the ful­
fillment of TJ's orders for these books. 

91 Edgar J. Goodspeed, "Thomas Jefferson and the Bible," Harvard Theological Re­
view, XL (Jan. 1947), 71-76, was the first to identify all the editions of the New Testament 
that TJ used in "The Life and Morals of Jesus." 

95TJ to John Adams, 12 Oct. 1813 (Appendix), expresses satisfaction with "The 
Philosophy of Jesus." TJ first expressed dissatisfaction with this compilation in a 25 
Apr. 1816 letter to Van der Kemp (Appendix). 

96 L. H. Butterfield, "The Dream of Benjamin Rush: The Reconciliation of John 
Adams and Thomas Jefferson," Yale Review, XL (Winter 1951), 297-319. 

97 See TJ to Joseph Priestley, 9 Apr. 1803, notes (Appendix). 
98 Schulz, "Radical Religious Ideas of Adams and Jefferson," p. 4-175, offers the most 

comprehensive survey and analysis of Adams' religion. 
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Jefferson, Adams was disappointed by Priestley's last book, but he admired 
the "Syllabus" and urged Jefferson several times to publish a comparative study 
of classical and Christian morality that would set forth his view of the authentic 
teachings of Jesus. But Jefferson deftly turned aside Adams' pleas, citing old 
age and insufficient knowledge of the subject in justification of his refusal to 
undertake this task, to which he also might have added his settled resolve never 
to reveal his religious beliefs to the public. "We must leave therefore to others, 
younger and more learned than we are," he informed Adams in the fall of 1813, 
"to prepare this euthanasia, for Platonic Christianity, and it's restoration to the 
primitive simplicity of it's founder."99 Despite Jefiferson's refusal to write a book 
on religion in accordance with Adams' wishes, this episode led to a wide-
ranging discussion of fundamental religious issues by the two elder statesmen 
that lasted almost until the time of their deaths. Both agreed that Christianity 
was originally a simple system of moral teachings that had to be purged of the 
dogmatic corruptions of later ages in order to be made intellectually respectable 
to rational men, thereby encouraging Jefferson to persist in his quest for the 
genuine doctrines of Jesus.100 

Adams' repeated calls for Jefferson to publish a comparison of the moral 
doctrines of antiquity and Christianity did not fall upon entirely deaf ears. To 
be sure, Jefferson never planned to write a book on this subject for publication, 
but he did reexamine "The Philosophy of Jesus" and tentatively decide to revise 
it in a manner that somewhat reflected Adams' influence, having concluded by 
1816 that it "was too hastily done . . . being the work of one or two evenings 
only, while I lived at Washington, overwhelmed with other business."101 Jef­
ferson first revealed this decision to his old friend Charles Thomson, who had 
served as secretary to the Continental Congress from its inception in 1774 to 
its demise in 1789 and then retired from politics to devote the rest of his life 
to biblical scholarship. He produced a highly regarded translation of the Bible 
that was published in 1808 and a Synopsis of the Four Evangelists that appeared 
seven years later.102 Shortly after receiving a copy of the latter from his former 
colleague in the Old Congress, Jefferson thanked Thomson for the gift in a 
letter written early in January 1816, in which he briefly described "The Phi­
losophy of Jesus," adducing it as "a document in proof that / am a real Christian, 
that is to say, a disciple of the doctrines of Jesus, very different from the 
Platonists, who call me infidel, and themselves Christians and preachers of the 
gospel, while they draw all their characteristic dogmas from what it's Author 
never said or saw." He then noted that if he could find the time he wanted to 
add to "The Philosophy of Jesus" the corresponding Greek, Latin, and French 

99 TJ to John Adams, 12 Oct. 1813 (Appendix). See also TJ to Adams, 22 Aug. 
1813 (Appendix); and Adams to TJ, 29 May, 16 July, 18 July, 22 July, 9 Aug., 14 
Sep., 22 Sep., 25 Dec. 1813. 

100 In addition to the letters cited above in n. 99, see TJ to Adams, 24 Jan. 1814, 8 
Apr. 1816, 11 Jan. 1817, 5 May 1817, 17 May 1818, 14 Mch. 1820, 8 Jan. 1825; 
and Adams to TJ, 3 Mch. 1814, 20 June 1815, 3 May 1816, 30 Sep. 1816, 12 Dec. 
1816, 19 Apr. 1817, 26 May 1817, 20 Jan 1820, 4 Sep. 1821, 15 Aug. 1823, 22 Jan. 
1825, 23 Jan. 1825. 

101 TJ to Van der Kemp, 25 Apr. 1816 (Appendix). 
102 J. Edwin Hendricks, Charles Thomson and the Making of a New Nation, 1729-

1824 (Cranbury, N.J., 1979), p. 129-83. TJ had also acquired a copy of Thomson's 
translation of the Old and New Testaments (Sowerby, comp., Catalogue, No. 1474). 
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verses "in columns side by side," which would have entailed redoing the whole 
work since there was probably not enough room in the original compilation 
for three more columns of Gospel verses. He also wanted to subjoin to the 
revised compilation a translation of Pierre Gassendi's Syntagma Epicuri Phi-
losophiae, a seventeenth-century volume by a French Catholic priest and phi­
losopher that contained a Christianized version of Epicureanism that Jefferson 
greatly admired inasmuch as he regarded the teachings of Epicurus as "the 
most rational system remaining of the philosophy of the ancients, as frugal of 
vicious indulgence, and fruitful of virtue as the hyperbolical extravagancies of 
his rival sects."103 If Jefferson had in fact altered "The Philosophy of Jesus" 
along these lines, the resulting work would have borne some resemblance to 
the comparative study of classical and Christian morality that Adams had urged 
him to produce, with the important exception that it would have been strictly 
for Jefferson's personal use. Jefferson informed another correspondent several 
months later that he definitely planned to revise "The Philosophy of Jesus" 
during the winter of 1816-17, but he failed to carry out this resolve for another 
three years, at which time he produced a much different biblical compilation.104 

Jefferson's letter to Thomson unexpectedly turned out to be a source of 
unwelcome publicity for the former president. Thomson, who was old and not 
in complete possession of his mental faculties, led some of his friends in Penn­
sylvania to believe that Jefferson had embraced orthodox Christianity, and he 
inadvertently left the letter itself in the home of a friend in Philadelphia, who 
apparently allowed others to read it. Rumors thereupon began to circulate that 
Jefferson had accepted the divinity of Jesus and planned to publish a book on 
his moral teachings, in consequence of which he received a number of letters 
inquiring as to the veracity of these reports.105 Jefferson was distressed by the 
disclosure of his letter to Thomson, though he generously refrained from crit­
icizing his aged and infirm friend. On the other hand, he indignantly denied 
any suggestion that the letter signified an alteration in his religious views. "A 
change from what?" he asked one long-time friend who had written to him in 
the summer of 1816 regarding his reported conversion to Christian orthodoxy. 
"The priests indeed have heretofore thought proper to ascribe to me religious, 
or rather antireligious sentiments, of their own fabric, but such as soothed their 
resentments against the Act of Virginia for establishing religious freedom. . .. 
But I have ever thought religion a concern purely between our god and our 
consciences, for which we were accountable to him, and not to the priests."106 

He also rejected with equal vehemence the notion that he had written a book 
on Jesus' doctrines for public consumption. "I write nothing for publication, 
and last of all things should it be on the subject of religion," he wrote in the 
fall of the same year to a Philadelphian who had offered to print the work the 
ex-president had supposedly prepared for publication. "On the dogmas of re-

103TJ to Charles Thomson, 9 Jan. 1815 [1816] (Appendix). See also Thomas Γ. 
Mayo, Epicurus in England (1650-1715) (Dallas, Tex., 1934), p. 1-4. 

104 TJ to Van der Kemp, 25 Apr. 1816 (Appendix). 
105 Margaret Bayard Smith to TJ, 21 July 1816; George Logan to TJ, 16 Oct. 1816; 

Mathew Carey to TJ, 22 Oct. 1816; Joseph Delaplaine to TJ, 23 Nov. 1816. See also 
TJ to George Logan, 12 Nov. [1816], notes (Appendix); and TJ to Charles Thomson, 
29 Jan. 1817 (Appendix). 

106 TJ to Margaret Bayard Smith, 6 Aug. 1816 (Appendix). 


