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CORRESPONDENCE. 

even Tny obscure name was often quoted in France as an adq 
vocate for simple democracy; when I saw that the sympathies 
in America had caught the French flame, I was determined to 
wash my own hands as clear as I could of all this foulness. 
1 had then strong forebodings that I was sacrificing all the 
emoluments of thj.s life; and so it has happened, but not in so 
great a degree as I apprehended. . 

In truth, my " Defence of the Constitutions" and" Discourses 
on Davila," were the cause of that immense unpopularity 
which fell like the tower of Siloam upon me. Your steady 
defence of democratical principles, and your invariable favor
able opinion of the French revolution, laid the foundation of 
your unbounded popula.rity. Sic tmnsit gloria rnundi. 

Now, I will forfeit my life, if you can find one sentiment. in 
my Defence of the Constitutions, or the Discourses on Davila, 
which, by a fair construction, can favor the introduction of 
hereditary monarchy or aristocracy into America. They were 
all 'written to support and strengthen the Constitution of the 
United States. 

The wood-cutter on Mount Ida) though he was puzzled to 
find a u'ee to drop at first, I presume lmew hc~! to leave off 
when he was weary. But I never know when to cease wheu I 
begin to wlite to you. 

- , 

TO THOMAS JEFFERSON. 

Quincy, 11 July, 1813. 

Your letters to Priestley have increased my grief, if that were 
possible, for the loss of Rush. Had he lived, I would have 
stimulated him to insist on your promise to him to write him 
on the subject of religion. Your plan I admire. 

In your letter to Priestley, of March 21st, 1801, dated at 
Washington, you call the Christian philosophy "the most 
sublime and benevolent, but most perverted system, that ever 
shone on man." That it is the most sublime and benevolent, 
I agree; but whether it. has been more perverted than that of 
Moses; of Confucius, of Zoroaster, of Sanchoniathon, of Numa, 
of Mahomet, of the Drnida, of the Hindoos, &c" &c., &c., I can-
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not as yet determine, because I am not sufficiently acquainted 
with these systems, or the history of their effects, to form a 
decisive opinion of the result of the comparison. 

In your letter, dated Washington, April 9th, 1803, you say, 
"in consequence of some cOllVCrtiation '''lith Dr. Rm~h, in the 
ycars 1798 - 99, I had promised him, some duy, to write him a 
letter, giving him my view of the Christian system. I have 
reflected upon it since, and even sketched the outlines in my 
own mind. I SllOuld first take a general view of the moral 
doctrines of the most remarkable of the ancient philosopher::;, of 
w'hose ethics we have sufficient information to mnkc un esti· 
mate, say of Pyth:tgoras, Epieurus, Epictetus, Socrates, Cicero, 
Seneca, Antoninu~. I should do justice to the branches of 
morality they have treated wen, but point out the importance 
of those in which they are defieiellt. I should then take n, view 
of the deism and ethics of the Jews, and show in "\vhat Q de
graded state they were, and the necessity they prcsC!ltcd cf ~, 
reformation. I should proceed to a view of the life, characler, 
and doctrines of Jesus, who, s~nsible of the incorrectness of 
their-ideas of the Deity and of morality, 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 stand
ard of reason, justice, and philanthropy, and to inculcate a 
belief in a future state. This view would purposely omit the 
question of his divinity, and even his inspiration. To do him 
justice, it would be necessary to remark the disadvantages his 
doctrines have to encounter, not having been committed to 
writing by himself, but by the most unlettered of men, by me
mory, long after they had heard them from him, when much 
was forgotten, much JOisunderstood, and presented in very 
paradoxical shapes. Yet such are the fragments remaining as 
to show a master·,Yorkman, and that his system of morality 
was the most benevolent and sublime, probably, that has ever 
been taught, and more perfect than any of the ancient philo
sophers. Hi" character and doctrines have received still greator 
injmy from tho'!e who pretend to be his special disciples, and 
who have disfige," 'd and sophisticated his actions and precepts 
from views ot personal interest, so as to induce the unthinking 
part of mankind to throw off tht' 'whole system in disgust, and 
to pass sentence as an impostor c", the most innocent, the most 
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benevolent, the most eloquent and sublime character that has 
ever been exhibited to man. This is the outline!" 

" Sancie Sucrate! Ora ptO nobis!" Erasmus. Priestley, in 
his letter to Lindsey, indosing a copy of your lettel' to him, 
says, " he is generally considered as an unbeliever. If so, how
ever, he cannot be far from us, and I hope in the way to be not 
only almost, but altogether what we are. He now attends 
public worship very regularly, and his moral conduct was never 
impeached." 

Now, I see not but you are as good a Christian as Priestley 
and Lindsey. Piety and morality were the end and object of 
the Christian system, according to them and according to you. 
They believed in the resulTection of Jesus, in his miracles and 
inspiratiom.. But what inspirations? Not all that is recorded 
in the New Testament or the Old. They have not yet told us 
how much they believe or disbelieve. They have not told us 
how much allegory, how much parable they find, nor how they 
expla.ined them all in the New Testament or Old. 

John Quincy Adams has vn1tten, for years, to his sons; boys 
of ten and twelve, a series of letters, in which he pursues a plan 
more extensive than yoms, but agreeing in most of the essen .. 
tial points. I wish these letters could be preserved in the 
bosoms of his boys. But women and priests will get them; 
and I expect, if he makes a peace, he will have to retire, like 
Jay, to study prophecies to the end of his life. 

I have rome to say upon this subject. of religion, 

TO THOMAS JEFFERSON. 

Quincy, 18 July, 1818. 

I have more t.o say on religion. For more than sixty years I 
have been attentive to this great subject. Controversi~s bey 
tween Calvinists and Arminians, Trinitaria.ns and Unitarians, 
Deists and Christians, Atheists and both, have attracted my 
attention, whenever the singular life I have led would admit, to 
all these queetions. The history of this little village of Quincy, 
if it were worth recording, would explain to you how this hap-

-
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perwd. I thillk 1 can now say I have read RI,VUY bigotry, if not 
enthusiasm. 

What does Priestley mean by an ullbeliever, when he applies 
it to you? How much did he unbelieve himself? Gibbon hud 
him right when he denominated his creed" scanty." Wl' are 
to understand, no doubt, that he believcd the resurrection of 
Jesus, some of his miracles, his im:piration; but ill what degree? 
He did not believe in the inspiration of the wThings that COIl

tain his history. Yet he believed in the Apocalyptic beast, awl 
he believed as much as he pleased in the writing.; of Daniel 
and John. 'l'his great and extraordinary man, whom I sincerely 
loved, esteemed, and respected, was really a phenomenon j a 
comet in the system, like Voltaire, Bolingbroke, and Ihune. 
Had Bolingbroke or Voltaire taken him in hand, what would 
they have made of him and his creed? 

I do not believe you have read much of Priestlcis " Corrup
tions of Christianity," his History of early opinions concerning 
Jeslls Christ, his predestination, his no soul system, or his COlltro

versy with Horsley. I have been a diligent student for mnlly 
yeandll books whose titles you have never seen. In Priestley'::; 

. and Lind:;ey's writings, in Farmer, Cappe, in 'rucker, or Edward 
Search's Light of Nature Pursued, in Ed\vards and Hopkilli:1, 
and, lately, in Ezra Stiles l!~ly, his reverend and learned palle
gyrists, and his elegant and spirited opponents. I am not 
wholly uninformed of the controversies in Germany, and the 
learned researches of universities and professors, 1n '.vhieh the 
sanctity of the Bible and the jnspiratiolJ of its authors are taken 
for granted or waved, or admitted or not denied. I have also 
read Condorcet's Progress of the Human Mind. Now, what is 
all this to you? No more than if I should teU yon that I read 
Dr. Clarke, and Dr. Waterland, and Emlyn, and Leland's View 
or Review of the De.istJcal writers, more than fifty years ago, 
which is a literal truth. 

I blame you not for reading Euclid and Newton, Thueydides 
and Theocritus, for I believe you will find as much entertain
ment and instruction in them as I have found in my theological 
and ecelesiastical instructors, or even, as I have found, in a 
profound investigation of the life, writings, and doctrines of 
Erastus, whose disciples were :Milton, Harrington, Selden, St. 
John, the Chief Justice, father of Bolingbroke, and others, the 
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choicest spirits of their age j or in La Harpe's history of the phi
losophy of the eighteenth century; or in Vander}{emp's vast 
map of the causet:l of the revolutionary spirit, in the same ano. 
preceding centuries. 'rhese things are to me the marbles and 
ni.ue-pins of old age j I will not say the beads and prayer-books. 
I agree with you as far as you go, most cordially, and, I think, 
solidly. How much farther I go, how much more I believe 
than you, I may explain in a future letter. Thus much I will 
say at present. I have found so many difficulties ihat I am 
not astonished at your stopping where you are; and, so far from 
sentencing you to perdition, I hope soon to meet you in an
other country. 

• 

TO THOMAS JEFFERSON. • 

Quincy, August, 1818. 

KpwiJr plv I:at OvoiJr Mil/leiJa, ~fjP1JE, [(at Zrrrrov, 
EVyEVEar, Kat TI!; flOVWllL tg u;yafJCw 

KTi;aaafJat' p)jUlL 0/; ICalif,v xa/coil OU pe7u:oatVtL 
'Ea&M)~' a.W,ip, 1{1' 0/ xp~flaTa 1IOMU. otdf'. 

Behold my tmnslation ! 
"My friend Curnis, when we want to purchase horses, asses, 

or rams, we inquire for the well-born, and everyone wishes to 
procure from the good breeds. A good man does not care to 
marry a shrew, the daughter of a shrew, unless they give a great 
deal of money with her." 1 

What think you of my translation '1 Compare it with that 
of Grotius, and tell me which is the nearest to the original in 
letter and in spirit. 

Grotius renders it,-

Nobilitas asinis et equis simul, arietibusque 
Dat pretium: nee de semine degeneri 
Admissura placet. Sed pravlll e sanguine provo, 
Si dos sit, pr:esto est optima. conditio. 

1 " The expressions good and bad men, which in later times bore a purely 
moral signification, are evidently used by Theognis in a political BenGe for nobles 
and commons." Miiller, Liferat1l7'e of Ancient Greece • 

• 
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pendence of America; but the most sensible of the:., Episcopa-
lians, the Baptists and quakers, and the Presbyteri~\ls, with 
very few exceptions, prevr.iled agajnst them, as they believed 
they would be overpowered, with the help of the other colonies, 
if they resisted. I could not avoid remarking, tl:tat I was chosen, . " 

unanimously, speaker of the House of Representatives of this 
, State, when, of all the menibers present, there were but six, 
including myself, who were esteemed whigs. 

That you may continue to. enjoy health and every other 
blessing is the sincere prayer of, dear Sir, your old friend, 

THO'S McKEAN • 
• 

----_. 

'1'0 THOMAS JEFFERSON • 
• 

• 
• • 

Quincy, 25 December, 1813 • 
• 

... <\.nswer my letter at your leisure. Give yourself no concern. 
I write as a refuge and prot~ction agahmt ennu.i. 

The fundamental principle of all philosophy and all Christ-
• • 

ianity is, "Rejoice always in all tltings." "Be thankful at all 
times for all good, and all that we call evil." Will it not fol·, 
low, that I ought to rejoice and be thankful that Pdestleyhas 
lived? Aye, that Voltaire has lived? I should have given my 
reason for rejoicing in Voltaire, &c. It is because I believe 
they have done more than even Luther or Calvi a to lower the 
tone of that proud hierarchy that shot itself up ~~ove the clouds, 
and more to propagate religious liberty than Calyin, or Luther) 
or even Locke. That Gibbon has lived? Thht Hume has 

• 

lived, though a conceited Scotchman? That Bolingbroke has 
lived, though a haughty, arrogant, supercilious dogmatist? Thai 
Bruke and Johnson have lived, though superstitiou!? slaves, or 
self-dece.iving hypocrites both? Is it not laughable to hear 
Burke call Bolingbroke a superficial writer; to hear him ask, 
"who ever read him through!" Had I been present, I should 
have answered him: "I, I myself! I have read him through, more 
than fifty years ago, and more than five times in my life, and 
once within five years past. And, in Y"y opinion, the ('pithet 
, superficial' belongs to you and your lri<.;od Johnson more than 
to him." •. I might say much more; but ! believe Burke and 
Johnson to hn;ve been as politic~l Christians as Leo X. 
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I return to Priestley, though I have great complaints against 
h.'m for personal injuries and perseeution, at the same time 1 hat 
I forgive it all, and hope aud pray that he may be pardoned for 
it all above. Dr. Brocklesby, ali intimate friend and cOllvi\-ial 
companion of .Tohnson, told me, thnt Johnson died in fig-Ollie::; 

of hOITor of anuihilatiol1; and all the aeeo1l11is we have of his 
death corroborate this account of Brocklesby. Dread. f anni
hilation! Dreau of nothing! A dread of nothing, I should 
think, would be no dread at all. Can ther~ be any real, sub
stantial, rational fear of nothing? Were you on your ueath
bed, and in your last moments informed by demonstration or 
revelation that you woulil cease to think and to feeJ at yom 
dissolution, should you be terrified? You might be ashamed 

. of yoursdf for having lived so long, to bear the proud mall's 
contumely; you migh: be ashamed of your Make!", and COI11-

pare Him to a little girl amusing herself, her brother::., and f,i;;

ters by blowing bubbles in soapsuds; you might compare Him 
to boys, sporting with ('rackers Qnd rockets, 01 10 mell employed 
in making more artificial fireworks, or to men and VlOn}(~n n1; 

fairs and operas, or Sadler's W'eJls exploits; or to politician:-;, ill 
their intrigues; or to heroes, in their butcheries; or 10 Popes, 
in their devllisms. But what should you feaT? Nothing. 
Emori 'Jlolo; sed me mortullm esse nihil ([}sti'mJ. 

To return to Priestley you could make a more luminom; 
book than his upon the ., Doctrines of Heathen Philosophers) 
compared with those of Revelation.". Why has he not given 
us a more satisfactory account of the Pythagorean philusuphy 
and theology? He barely names Ocdlus, who lived long before 
Plato. His treatise of kings and monarchy has been destroyed, 
I conjecture, by l'llatonic philosophers, Platonic Jews or Christ
ians, or by fraudulent republicans or despots. His treatise of 
the universe has been preserved. He labors to prove. thc eter
nity of the world. The Marquis D' Argens trallsiatea. it in alllts 
noble simplicity. The Abbe Batteux has given another trails· 
lation. D' Argens not only explains thc text, but sheds more 
light upon the ancient systems. His remarks a,e so many 
treatises, which develop the concatenation of ancient opinions. 
'I'he most essential ideas of ihe theology, of the phy~ies, aud of 
the morality of the ancients are clearly explained, and their 
different doctrines cOiupared with one another, and with the 
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modern discoveries. I wish I owned this book) and. one. hun
dred thousand more that I want every Q':l.Y, now when I am 
almost incapable of making any use of them. No doubt, he 
informs us that Pythagoras was a great traveller. 

Priestley barely mentic·ns Timmus; but it does not appear 
that he had read him. Why has he not g.'ven us an account 
of him and his book 1 He was before Plato, and gave him the 
idea of his 'fimrens, apd much more of his philosophy. After 
his master, he maintained the existence of matt~r; that matter 
was capable of receiving an sorts of forms; that a moving pow'cr 
agitates all the parts of it, and that an intelligence directed the 
moving power; that this intelligence produced a regular and 
harmoniouG world. The intelligence had seen a plan, an IDEA 

(logos), in conformity to which it wrought, and without which 
it would not have known what it was about, nor what it wanted 
to do. This plan was the idea, image, or model, which had 
represented to the Supreme Intelligence the world before it 
existed, which had directed it in its action upon the moving 
power, and which it contemplated in forming the elements) the 
bodies, and the world. This model was distinguished from the 
intelligence which produced the world, as the architect is from . 
his plans. He divided the productive cause of the world into a 
spirit, which directed the moving fOl'ce, and into an image, 
which determined it in the choice of the directions which it 
gave to the moving force, and the forms which it gave to mat
ter. 

I wonder that Priestley has overlooked this, because it is the 
same philosophy with Plato's, and would have shown that the 
Pythagorean, as well as the Platonic philosophers, probably 
concurred in the fabrication of the Christian Trinity. Priestley 
mentions the name of Archytas, but does not appear to have 
read him, though he was a successor of Pythagoras, and a great 
mathematician, a gr6at statesman, and a great general. John 
Gram, a . learned and honorable Dane, has given a handsome 
edition ~f his works, with a Latin translation, and an ample 
account of his life and writings. Zaleucus, the legislator of 
Locris, and Charondas of Sybaris, were disciples of Pythagoras, 
and both celebrated to immortality for the wisdom of their 
laws, five hundred years before Christ. Why are those laws 
lost? I say, the spirit of pal"ty has destroyed them; civil, pcli~ 
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tieal, and ecclesiastical bigotry. Despotical, monarchical, arjsto
eratical, and democratical fury, have all been employed in thi~ 
'\vod;: of destruction of every thing that could give us true ligLt. 
and a clear insight of antiquity. For everyone of these pnrtiet', 
when possessed of power, or when they have been nndermost, 
alld struggling to get nppermost, has been equally prone to 
every species of fraud and violence and usurpation. vVhy has 
not Priestley mentioned these legislators? The preamble to 
the laws of Zaleucus, which is all that remains, is as orthodox 
Christian theology as Priestley's, and Christian benevolence 
and forgiveness of injuries almost as clearly expressed. 

Priestley ought to have done impartial justic~ to philosophy 
and philosophers. Philosophy, which is the l'c::;nlt of reaSOIl, is 
the first, the original revelation of the Creator to his creature, 
man. \Vhen this revelation is clear and cert~b1 by lntnition 
or necessary inductions, no subsequent rcv(~h-;lioll, supported 
by prophecies or miracles, can supersede H. Philo:30p}-'y is not 
only the love of wisdom, but the science of the uuiverse amI its 
cause. There is, there was, and thcre will hc but one master 
of philosophy in the universe. Portjons of it, in dificl'cnt de
grees j are revealed to creatures. Philosophy looks with an im
partial eye on all terrestriall'cligions. I have examined all, as 
well as my nanow sphere, my straitened means, and my busy 
life would allow me; and the result is, that the Bible is the best 
book in the world. It contains more of my little philosophy 
than all the libraries I have seen; and such parts of it as I can
not reconcile to my little philosophy, I postpone for future 
investigation. Priestley ought to have given lIS a sketch of 
the religion and morals of Zoroaster, of Sanchoniathon, of Con
fucius, and all the founders of religions before Christ, whose 
superiority would, from such a comparison, have appeared 
th~ more transcendent. Priestley ought to have told us that 
Pythagoras passed twenty years in his travels in India, in 
Egypt, in Chaldea, perhaps in Sodom and Gomon-ah, Tyre and 
Sidon. Hp. ought to have told us, that in India he conversed 
with the Brahmins, and read the Shasta, five thousand years 
old, \vritten in the language of the sacred Sanscrit, with the 
elegance and sentiments of Plato. 'Nhel'e is to be found 
theology more orthodox, or philosophy more profound, than in 
the introduction to the Shasta? "God is one~ creator of all, 
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universal sphere, without heginning, without end. God go
verns all the cl'eation by'a. general providence, resulting from 
bis eternal designs. Search not thc essence and the nature of 
the Eternal, who is one j your research will be vain and pre
sumptuous. It is enough, that, day by day and night by night, 
you adore his power, his wisdom, and his goodness, in his 
works. The Eternal willed, in the fulness of time, to communi
cate of his essence and of his splendor, to beings capable of 
perceiving it. They as yet existed not. The Eternal willed, 
and they were. He created Birma, Vitsnow, and Sib." These 
(lol;~rines, sublime, if ever there were any sublime, Pythagoras 
leaxned in India, and taught them to Zaleucus and his other 
disciples. He there learned also his metempsychosis j but this 
never was popular, never made much progress in Greece or 
Italy, or any other country besides India and Tartary, the 
region of the grand immortal Lama.· And how does this differ 
from the possessions of demons in Greece and Rome, from the 
demon of 8oCl'ates, from the worship of cows and crocodiles in 
Egypt ~.nd elsewhere? After migrating through various ani
mals) from elephants to serpents, according to their behavior, 
souls that, at last, behaved well, became men and women, and 
then, if they were good, they went to Heaven. All ended in 
Heaven, if they became virtrwus. 'Vho can wonder at the 
widow of Malabar? Where is the lady who, if her faith were 
without doubt that she should go to Heaven with her husband 
on the one han~, or migrate into a toad or a wasp on the other, 
would not lie down on the pile, and set fire to the fuel? Modi
fications and disguises of the metempsychosis had crept into 
Egypt, and Greece, and Rome, and other countries. Have you 
read Farmer on the demons and possessions of the New Testa· 

"'? men" . 
According to the Shasta, Moisayer, with his companions, 

rebelled against the Eternal, and were precipitated down to 
Ondero, the region of darkness. 

Do you know anything of the prophecy of Enoch? Can 
you give me a comment on the 6th, the 9th, the 14th verses of 
the epistle of Jude? 

If I am not weary of writing, I am SUl'e you must be of read
ing such ineoh~!ent rattle. I will not persecute you so severely 
ip. future, if I can help it, so farewell. 


