
THE RELIGIOUS BELIEFS OF 

KEY AMERICAN FOUNDERS



Quoted by John MacArthur 

in Christians & Politics, pt. 4
“Rather than acting as resident aliens of 

a heavenly kingdom, too often we sound 

[and act] like resident apologists for a 

Christian America. ... Unless we reject 

the false reliance on the illusion of 

Christian America, evangelicalism will 

continue to distort the gospel and thwart 

a genuine biblical identity....” John Peel



“Key American Founders”

Declaration of Independence:

Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Benjamin 

Franklin

U.S. Constitution:

James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, 

George Washington, Gouverneur Morris, 

James Wilson



John Adams

 (member of Declaration drafting committee)

Referred to the deity of Jesus Christ and 

His satisfaction for the sins of man as 

“absurdity.”   (Diary, Feb. 13, 1756)

“the Pythagorean, as well as the Platonic 

philosophers, probably concurred in the 

fabrication of the Christian Trinity.” 

(Dec. 25, 1813 letter to TJ)



John Adams

“Had you and I been forty days with Moses on 
Mount Sinai, and admitted to behold the divine 
Shekinah, and there told that one was three and 
three one, we might not have had the courage 
to deny it, but we could not have believed it.  
… we could not have believed the doctrine.  
We should be more likely to say in our hearts – 
whatever we might say with our lips --, This is 
chance.  There is no God, no truth.  This is all 
delusion, fiction, and a lie, or it is all chance.” 
(Sep. 14, 1813 letter to TJ)



John Adams

“An incarnate God!!! An eternal, self-

existent, omnipresent, omniscient Author of 

this stupendous Universe, suffering on a 

Cross!!! My Soul starts with horror at the 

Idea, and it has stupefied the Christian 

World. It has been the Source of almost 

all the Corruptions of Christianity.” 

(March 28, 1816 letter to J.Q. Adams)



John Adams

“We Unitarians, one of whom I have had the 

Honour to be, for more than sixty Years ….”

 (March 28, 1816 letter to J.Q. Adams)

“Sixty five years ago my own minister the 

Reverend Samuel Bryant [and others] were 

Unitarians.”                                              

(May 15, 1815 letter to Jedidiah Morse)



John Adams

“Philosophy, which is the result of reason, is the 

first, the original revelation of the Creator to his 

creature, man.  … no subsequent revelation, 

supported by prophecies or miracles [the 

Bible], can supersede it.” (Dec. 25, 1813 letter 

to TJ)  [Christmas Day!]

“The Bible … is the most republican book in the 

world, and therefore I will still revere it.” (Feb. 2, 

1807 letter to Benjamin Rush)



John Adams

“The preamble to the laws of Zaleucus [supposedly 
handed down from Athena] … is as orthodox as 
Christian theology as Priestley’s [with whom Adams 
identified]….”

“Where is to be found theology more orthodox, or 
philosophy more profound, than in the introduction 
to the Shastra [Hindu text]?  …  These doctrines, 
sublime, if ever there were any sublime, Pythagoras 
learned in India, and taught them to Zaleucus and his 
other disciples.  …  All ended in Heaven, if they 
became virtuous.”  (Dec. 25, 1813 letter to TJ)



John Adams

“My religion is founded upon the love of God 

and my neighbor … in the duty of doing no 

wrong, but all the good I can ....  I believe, too, 

in a future state of rewards and punishments, 

but not eternal.”  (July 13, 1815 letter to F.A. 

Van der Kemp)

“I believe … that all good men are Christians.” 

(July 7, 1820 letter to Samuel Miller)



John Adams

“placing all religion in grace, and its 

offspring, faith” is “Antichristianity”  

(July 13, 1815 letter to F.A. Van der Kemp)

“My religion you know is not exactly 

conformable to that of the greatest part of 

the Christian world. It excludes superstition.” 

(Jan. 28, 1799 letter to Abigail)



Thomas Jefferson
(Primary Author of Declaration)

“The metaphysical insanities of Athanasius, of Loyola, 
and of Calvin, are, to my understanding, mere relapses 
into polytheism ….”  (Nov. 4, 1820 letter to Jared 
Sparks)

“When we shall have done away the incomprehensible 
jargon of the Trinitarian arithmetic, that three are one, 
and one is three ….”  (Feb. 27, 1821 letter to Timothy 
Pickering)

“The hocus-pocus phantasm of a God like another 
Cerberus, with one body and three heads ….”  (Dec. 8, 
1822 letter to James Smith)



Thomas Jefferson

“And the day will come, when the 

mystical generation of Jesus, by the 

Supreme Being as his father, in the 

womb of a virgin, will be classed with 

the fable of the generation of Minerva in 

the brain of Jupiter.”  (April 11, 1823 

letter to John Adams)



Thomas Jefferson

“To the corruptions of Christianity I am 
indeed opposed; 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; ascribing to himself every 
human excellence; and believing he 
never claimed any other.” (April 21, 1803 
letter to Benjamin Rush)



Thomas Jefferson

Lists a number of “artificial systems, invented by 

ultra-Christian sects, unauthorized by a single 

word ever uttered by him [Jesus]”

Including: “the immaculate conception of Jesus, 

his deification, the creation of the world by him, 

his miraculous powers, his resurrection and 

visible ascension … the Trinity, original sin, 

atonement, regeneration, election ….” (Oct. 

31, 1819 letter to William Short)



Thomas Jefferson

“My fundamental principle would be the 

reverse of Calvin’s, that we are to be saved 

by our good works which are within our 

power, and not by our faith which is not 

within our power.” (May 15, 1819 letter to 

Thomas Parker)



Thomas Jefferson

“Read the Bible, then, as you would read 
Livy or Tacitus.  … Your own reason is 
the only oracle given you by heaven”

Re writers of New Testament other than 
Gospels: “… these Pseudo-evangelists 
pretended to inspiration ….”  (Aug. 10, 
1787 letter to Peter Carr)



Thomas Jefferson

Regularly refers to the New Testament 

(other than the Gospels) as a “dunghill.”

“Of this band of dupes and imposters, Paul 

was the great Coryphaeus [leader of the 

chorus], and first corruptor of the 

doctrines of Jesus.”  (April 13, 1820 letter 

to William Short)



Thomas Jefferson

“there is not a Quaker or a Baptist, a Presbyterian 
or an Episcopalian, a Catholic or a Protestant in 
heaven; ... on entering that gate, we leave those 
badges of schism behind, and find ourselves 
united in those principles only in which God 
has united us all.  …  Let us not be uneasy 
then about the different roads we may pursue … 
to that our last abode; but … let us be happy in 
the hope that by these different paths we shall 
all meet in the end.”  (Sep. 26, 1814 letter to 
Miles King)



Thomas Jefferson

“I believe … that he who steadily 

observes those moral precepts in 

which all religions concur, will never be 

questioned at the gates of heaven, as 

to the dogmas in which they all differ.”  

(Sep. 18, 1813 letter to Quaker William 

Canby)



Benjamin Franklin
(member of Declaration drafting committee)

“As to Jesus of Nazareth, my opinion of whom you 
particularly desire, I think the system of morals and his 
religion, as he left them to us, the best the world ever 
saw or is likely to see; but I apprehend it has received 
various corrupting changes, and I have … doubts as 
to his divinity; though it is a question I do not dogmatize 
upon, having never studied it, and think it needless 
to busy myself with it now, when I expect soon an 
opportunity of knowing the truth with less trouble. I 
see no harm, however, in its being believed, if that 
belief has the good consequences … of making his 
doctrines more respected and better observed ….”  
(March 9, 1790 letter to Ezra Stiles)



Benjamin Franklin

“All sects … have experienced my good will 

in assisting them … and, as I have never 

opposed any of their doctrines, I hope 

to go out of the world in peace with them 

all.”  (March 9, 1790 letter to Ezra Stiles)



Identify the “Christian” President

A     B
Baptist   Episcopalian

claimed to be a Christian never claimed to be a Christian

took communion publicly refused to take communion – 
   publicly chastised by minister

advisory council of  advisors denied fundamentals 
evangelical ministers    of Christianity

---------------------------- ----------------------------------

Bill Clinton   George Washington



George Washington

Unlike Adams – and even Jefferson – 

Washington never claimed to be a 

Christian. Nor did he ever claim to have a 

relationship with Jesus, or to have been 

converted.



George Washington

On March 3, 1797 a group of clergymen 

tried to get him to affirm “whether he was a 

Christian or not.” They were frustrated 

when Washington refused to do so, and 

one of them said, “the old fox was too 

cunning for us.”



George Washington

Washington never took communion 

and, after being publicly chastised for 

his bad example, he never again 

attended a Sacrament Sunday.  
[According to his granddaughter Nelly Custis, Bishop 

William White (overseer of local churches), Dr. James 

Abercrombie (asst. rector of Washington’s church and 

the “chastiser”)]



George Washington

He spoke of Christians in the third person: 

“Being no bigot myself to any mode of 

worship, I am disposed to indulge the 

professors of Christianity … that road to 

Heaven, which to them shall seem the 

most direct, plainest, easiest, and least 

liable to exception.”  (Aug. 15, 1787 letter to 

LaFayette)



George Washington

He studiously avoided mentioning the 

name of Jesus. In 20,000+ pages of his 

writings, there is only one reference to 

“Jesus,” “Jesus Christ,” or “Christ” – and 

that is not in his handwriting and not 

accepted as Washington’s by the 

Smithsonian or the Washington Papers 

project.



George Washington

Washington always used “God-words” in 
place of any terms specific to 
Christianity, the Bible, or any other 
religion.

For example: in a speech to Indian leaders 
(written by a clerk), he crossed out the 
word “God” and substituted “the Great 
Spirit above.”



George Washington

His use of “God-words” and his belief that all 

roads lead to God are best understood 

when one remembers that Washington 

was an enthusiastic Freemason.

[Laid Capitol cornerstone in masonic apron 

with masonic trowel; favorite portrait; 

George Washington Masonic Memorial       

inc. chair of Master of Alexandria Lodge]



George Washington

“Freemasonry … holds to a unitary Supreme 

Being, the so-called Great Architect of the 

Universe, denies Christ’s unique saviorship and 

atonement, and reduces religion to a moralistic 

observance of allegedly common ethical 

principles. … all meet together … and pray and 

worship together to the same one-and-only 

indivisible God whom all religions acknowledge 

and venerate.”    (John Warwick Montgomery)



George Washington

He also steadfastly refused to kneel in 

prayer (as was the custom).  

The man who was supposed to have found 

Washington kneeling in prayer at Valley 

Forge (Isaac Potts) was nowhere near 

Valley Forge in 1777 – he moved there 

near the end of the war.



George Washington

Bishop White: “I do not believe that any degree of 

recollection will bring to my mind any fact which 

would prove General Washington to have been 

a believer in the Christian revelation ….”

Rev. Samuel Miller:  “How was it possible … for a 

true Christian … to die without one expression of 

distinctive belief, or Christian hope?”



George Washington

Why should we believe that Washington was 

a Christian?

What is the evidence for such an idea?



From Novak’s Washington’s 

God
“Overpowering evidence for his commitment 

to a full-dress Christianity [?] is not to be 

found in the printed record. That he was a 

very good man in his moral life, stayed 

well within the bounds of Christian moral 

imperatives, and fulfilled a very high 

measure of nearly all Christian virtues is 

testified to by many witnesses.”  (p. 159)



From Novak’s Washington’s 

God
“Still, the stated beliefs Washington lived by 

fell rather short of the full Christian creed. To 

confess the latter would have required 

very little of him. Yet he evaded the many 

invitations offered him in public and in 

private to do so.”  pgs. 159-160



DEFINING THE TERMS

“The term Christian can be used in two contexts.  

First, it can describe someone who is “born 

again,” or “saved,” or “regenerate,” a dedicated 

follower of Jesus Christ and his teachings ….”

“The term Christian is also loosely used to denote 

a person whose beliefs about God, the world, 

and man are generally in accord with those of 

the Christian religion, but who may not be a 

dedicated follower of Christ.”



DEFINING THE TERMS

“In this second context, a person’s beliefs, 

actions, and/or demeanor may be 

‘Christian’ (decent, generous, moral) but 

he or she might not be regenerate.  In the 

chapters which follow the term is used 

primarily in this latter sense. And now, 

the founding fathers ….” [John Eidsmoe, Christianity 

and the Constitution, pp. 78-79]



Conclusion

The key Founders were religious men, 

but not Christians.  They believed 

religion was extremely important – indeed 

critical – to the health of a free society, but 

not necessarily Christianity.  They believed 

religion and morality were fundamental 

pillars of society, but that virtually any 

religion would serve the purpose.



Hamilton the Theistic 

Rationalist
“He is just what I should like for a military 

parson, except that he does not whore or 

drink”; later: “he will not insist upon your 

going to heaven whether you will or not.”

He did not speak of Christ, using “God-

words” such as “Supreme Intelligence,” 

“Omnipotence,” “benefactor”

He equated God with Nature.



Hamilton the Christian

Placed his hope for the next life in 

“redeeming grace and divine mercy”

“I am a sinner: I look to His mercy” and “I 

have a tender reliance on the mercy of the 

Almighty, through the merits of the Lord 

Jesus Christ”

Sought & took communion on his deathbed



WHAT DID THEY MEAN?

Christian America advocates take the use of the 

words “Christian” or “Christianity” at face value and 

quote them to evangelical, born-again Christians 

despite the fact that the person being quoted 

meant something entirely different than the 

audience understands by those terms.

Adams, Jefferson, Franklin, and others had their 

own definitions of “Christianity” which rejected 

virtually all of the core doctrines of Christianity.



Declaration of Independence

Generic “God-words” – not biblical terms

Emphasis on reason (self-evident truths) and 
nature

“Artfully” appeals to rationalists and to the more 
conventionally religious
– Acceptable to religious sensibilities of all – why are 

people of all faiths & secularists equally comfortable?

– Subject to varied interpretation

– Christians read Christian content into it

Honest expression of the political theology 
undergirding the American experiment



U.S. Constitution in general

“godless” – much less specifically Christian

little reference to God in Convention – none to 

the Bible; no quotations on principles

no mention of Bible in The Federalist Papers; 

“God” twice (once: Greek), “God-words” five 

times – never regarding any principle/influence

could afford to grant freedom of religion

– indifferent toward particular sects/doctrines

– “establishment” of their own beliefs?



U.S. Constitution in specifics

“no religious test” clause
– easy for those with no firm doctrines

– just need good and moral men; other means of 
achieving that

“Sundays excepted” phrase

– recognition of reality that most would not conduct 
business

– no indication of significant meaning

“in the year of our Lord”

– common means of identifying the year

– no indication of significant meaning



Why is the “Christian America” idea 

popular?

Those who promote it are not historians

    *self-proclaimed “historians” making profit

– Lawyers (job is to present one side & “win”)

– Pastors (trust & copy the above)

Human nature leads us to want to believe that 
our nation is specially blessed by God

Easier to call people back to their heritage than 
to call them to something new/radical

Frustration with public school history teaching



CREATING QUOTES

On page 120 of The Myth of Separation by 

David Barton, James Madison is quoted 

as saying:

“Religion … [is] the basis and foundation of 

government.”



This is what Madison actually said:

“Because finally, ‘the equal right of every citizen to 

the free exercise of his RELIGION according to the 

dictates of conscience’ IS held by the same tenure 

with all his other rights. If we recur to its origin, it is 

equally the gift of nature; if we weigh its 

importance, it cannot be less dear to us; if we 

consider the ‘Declaration of those rights which 

pertain to the good people of Virginia, as THE 

BASIS AND FOUNDATION OF GOVERNMENT,’ 

it is enumerated with equal solemnity, or rather 

studied emphasis.”



QUOTES OUT OF CONTEXT

QUOTE AS PRESENTED:  

John Adams said, “The general principles on 

which the fathers achieved independence 

were … the general principles of 

Christianity.”



In the ACTUAL QUOTE, Adams listed the types of men 

who brought about independence, including: “Roman 

Catholics, … Universalists, Arians, … Socinians, … 

Deists and Atheists, and Protestants who believe 

nothing.” Then said: “The general principles on 

which the fathers achieved independence were 

the only principles in which that beautiful 

assembly of young men could unite. … And what 

were these general principles? I answer, the general 

principles of Christianity, in which all those 

sects were united.”



Adams went on to claim that he “could fill 

sheets of quotations” in favor of these 

principles with statements from a number 

of well-known sources, including two very 

notorious atheists: David Hume and Voltaire.



Letter from John Adams to Benjamin 

Rush:

A portion of the 1809 letter is read in which 

Adams says glowing things about the Holy 

Spirit concluding with, “There is no authority 

civil or religious: there can be no legitimate 

Government but what is administered by this 

Holy Ghost.”



Right after the rapturous statements about 

the Holy Spirit, Adams says: “Although this 

is all artifice and cunning … yet they all 

believe it so sincerely that they would lay 

down their lives under the ax or the fiery 

fagot for it. Alas poor weak ignorant dupe 

human nature. … Do you wonder that 

Voltaire and Paine [notorious infidels] have 

made proselytes?” [he asks Rush to burn it]



THE FOUNDERS

General, all-inclusive statements are 

routinely made starting with: “the founders 

said”; “the founders believed”; “the founders 

wanted”; and continual references to “they.”

FACT: The founders were a diverse group 

of individuals who had various views about 

politics, religion, law, society, and everything 

else.



IRRELEVANT “EVIDENCE”

Pilgrims/Puritans: 

-- 160 years before the founding

-- their original vision was dead by 1700

 -- slave trade, rum production,            

  Indian massacres in 1637 & 1662

8 colonies had no religious element in founding

2 founded by dissenters from Puritans

1 by Catholics; 1 by Quakers



EARLY PRONOUNCEMENTS

Runkel v. Winemiller (1796):

-- Supreme Court of Maryland declared that America 
was a Christian nation

U.S. Treaty of Tripoli (1797):

“the government of the United States of America is 
not, in any sense, founded on the Christian religion.”

-- ratified in Senate w/o a single dissenting vote & w/o 
protest and signed by Pres. John Adams [2 CC signers]

-- treaties are part of the “supreme law of the land”



FALSE QUOTES

Many of the quotes that you might receive in an 
e-mail are bogus or falsely attributed, including: 
Madison on the Ten Commandments, Franklin 
on spreading the principles of Christianity, 
Jefferson extolling Christianity, and Henry on a 
Christian founding.

David Barton was forced to admit this: 
http://www.wallbuilders.com/libissuesarticles.as
p?id=126



To Read More:

The Religious Beliefs of America’s 
Founders by Gregg L. Frazer

-----------------------------------------------------------

*American Republic (BJU Press, 2022)

The Search For Christian America by 
Mark Noll, Nathan Hatch, George 
Marsden (op)
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