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driction to a new printing of |
Thomas Jefferson’s Abridgement |

of the Wards of Jesus of Nazareth |
compiled while' President of the |
[inited States. This compilation |
of scriptures has been published |

|in the past under the inap-
propriate title of the Jefferson
Bible. You will understand
Jefferson's religious views more

clearly after reading this article. |

You can order this book for 85
\P]“" £1.50 shipping. (see mrm]

On April 13, two hundred ﬂnd
fifty years ago, one of the greatest
men in history was born. Colum-
nist George Will called
Thomas Jefferson the “Person
of the Millennium” because of
the worldwide impact of his
draft of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. Another significant
and yet greatly misundersiood
aspect of his life was his
religion,

On Jefferson's birthday in
1809, he wrote a letler to a Bap-
tist Church in his home arca of
Albemarle County, Virginia.
e had just relocated back to
the area after serving two terms
as President of the United
States. In Jefferson’s letter he
stated how the Baptists were his
“friends” who he respected and
esteemed greatly because they
had “acted together” in the
Revolution and the fight ['L‘IJ‘
religious freedom. He also
stated that their praise of him
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was valued more than all others
because it was t|hc} who had
“best known me.

This is & remarkable state-
ment, Jefferson and the
evangelicals of central Virginia
were indeed the most intimate of
friends and political partners.
The Evangelicals looked at Jef-
ferson as their hero, and yet,
somehow, today's commaon rep-
resentations of Jefferson and
religion portray him as the
enemy of Evangelicals and or-
thodox Christianity, and even the
advocate of skeptics, deists and
total secularists.

Jefferson’s efforts at passage
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of the VFrugimia Statute for
Religious Freedom  came
primarily from the urging of his
Evangelical friends.” He wor-
shipped in their churches,
studied their ecclesiastical
government, and borrowed their
terminology. Dickinson Adams
writes that Jefferson “was ar-
dently supported by the
underprivileged and by the Bap-
tists, Methodists, PI‘EQhﬂEHdl‘I\,r
Quakers and Mennonites.
While the influence of Christian
culture in central Virginia upon
Thomas lefferson has been
greatly underestimated in
modern scholarship and discus-
sion of him, the non-Christian,
deistic, and Unitarian perspec-
tives and influences have been
exaggerated in their relative im-
pact. Joseph Martin Dawson in
Baptists and the American
Republic asserts convincingly:
“It is..an error to assume, as
some do, that the unique
American principles [were]
derived from deistic or skepti-
cal leaders. On the contrary, we
shall see that they stemmed
maore ”Eiirh from evangelical
SOUrCes.

It seems that this fact is
never seriously discussed today
In a symposium of scholars con-
vened at the University of
Virginia in 1985 to discuss The
Virginia Statute for Keligious
Freedom, J.G.A. Pocock
seriously urged that any future
symposiums or books be in-
clusive of evangelicals who
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would be able to give a perspec-
tive on Jefferson that 15 usually
missing. He said that “the histori-
cal study of the statute is
incomplete if we do not take ac-
count of [the] variety of religious
experience Jof]...Baptist
revivalists in Revolutionary Vir-
ginia, or born-again Christians in
the L".lr&!'lllf_,lh -century United
States.”

[ have tried to restore in my
introductory essay an under-
standing of how the Albemarle
Baptists or other Evangelicals
contemporary to Jeffersonwould
have perceived him. I wish
neither to defend all of
Jefferson's religious beliefs nor
te remake him into something he
was not. I simply desire to explain
him in the proper historical light
that I feel has been lacking. Any
correspondence in regard to er-
rors of fact or analysis would be
welcome.

[ hope that Jefferson’s sup-
port of much of Christianity and
the church, as well as his great
respect for Jesus and the Bible,
may be remembered through this
reprint of The Philosophy of Jesus
af Nazareth,

Jefferson’s Religions Life
William Gould, in the Misvs-
sippi Valley Historical Review,
said: “Thomas Jefferson...was
probably the object of more un-
just personal attacks than any
other American statesman
before or since his time.
Pamphleteers misrepresented
his religious opinions, and many
of his enemies spread false ac-
cusations concerning his
personal life. As a result, the
belief became widespread that
he was an infidel.” However,
Gould says that “despite his
liberal leanings, Jefferson was a
lifelong member of the Epis-
copal Church...[and] he was
especially well pleased with the
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religious situation which existed
in Charlotiesville, where Epis-
copalians, Preshyterians,
Methodists, and Baptists met
together EVELY Sunday in the
courthouse.”

Jefferson’s religious life can
be divided into three periods
with his time living in France as
the first turning point in his
thinking. Before going to France,
his religious beliefs scemed to
follow the orthodox Anglican
faith. After his experience in
France, he adopted more inter-
denominational or non-creedal
Christian beliefs. Around 1813,
approximately twenty-five years
later, he became more of a
Unitarian Christian,

He went to France in 1784
when he was 41 years old. For the
first 44 years of his life, there is
no clear evidence that Jetferson
held to anything other than or-
thodox Anglican Christian
tenets. He grew up in the
Anglican Church and attended
schools run by Anglican cler-
gymen. As an adult he
worshipped regularly and serv ed
on the vesiry of his church.’
Beginning around 1773, Jeffer-
son also regularly attended the
services held in the courthouse
that were led by other denomina-
tions, Jefferson’s regular
exposure to the diversity of
Christian worship and religious
awakening occurring at this time
in the central Virginia piedmont
helps us to understand his keen
interest in leading the fight for
religious freedom.

Jefferson put both his own
children and a nephew in private
Christian schools and com-
mended other Christian schools
as well.” He consistently referred
to God and His higher law in
public settings, from the time of
an early court case in 1767 to the
end of his life. His personal
motio on his seal (“Rebellion To

Tyrants 1s Obedience To God™),
was taken from the book, Lex
Rex, written by the Scottish Pres-
byterian ‘;crg}rm:m Samuel
Rutherford.” Two thirds of the
paintings and sculptures in his
home at Monticello were from
Biblical or Christian history,
Throughout his life Jefferson
studied the Bible for his own per-
sonal benefit and also gave
money to Bible E-Dcimjﬁ.s to dis-
tribute them to others,™ William
Curtis says that Jefferson wroie
on Christianity in an carly essay
while a young lawyer (fhe
Evidences of Chrstianity ."ﬁam
the Standpoint of a Lawyer),

Although sections of
Bolingbroke's writings that con-
tain ideas contrary to orthodox
Christianity were copied by Jet-
ferson while a teenager, one
cannot conclusively claim that
Jefferson adopted these views.
(In tact, he may have copied
them in his Commonplace Book
simply “for the sake of the stile™-
This is how he recommended the
reading of Bolingbroke to
another young lawver.) A classi-
cal liberal education would have
included such authors to be
studied, even in orthodox schoals
run by the clergy. There are en-
tirely orthodox statements that
he copied J:I'I 15 Notes On
Ref:;;m.rt in 1776." In fact, his ac-
tive involvement in the Anglican
church as a vestryman and his
involvement with other evangeli-
cal churches during the first half
of his life would seem to require
unguestionable prool 1o the con-
trary in order to assert that he
held to anything other than or-
thodox Biblical heliefs.

Jelferson’s religious life un-
derwent a critical change
following the deaths of his wi%‘,
in 1782, and of his two year old
daughter, in 1784. He had also
lost his best friend in 1773 and his
mother in 1776, but his wife and
daughter's death left him com-
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pletely devastated and emotion-
ally despondent. This personal
tragedy, coupled with the lack of
congregational support and close
pastoral advice that he was used
to back home in America, begins
a watershed period that perhaps
determines the remainder of his
religious life, There are very few
references to attendance at
church while in France. {(How-
ever, instances of dialogue and
friendship with Catholic clergy
are evident in his letters.)

Jefferson’s religious views
were also likely affected by
events occurring in France at this
time. There was a strong anti-
clerical feeling among the
French people due to the strong
support of the Catholic church
for the politically corrupt and un-
popular monarchs. This caused
some thinkers in France to éven
become anti-Christian. Although
Jefferson rejected this latter
stance, the next 25 years of his
life was marked by a period of
sincere questioning and analysis
of orthodox Christianity {1788-
1812}, followed by the avowal of
unorthodox Unitarianism for his
final 14 years (1813-1826).

In the spring of 1786, Jeffer-
son had wvisited England and
worshipped there at the church
of Unitanan clergyman Richard
Price. He also began to read
Price’s books. In a letter to his
nephew Peter Carr in 1787, Jef-
ferson urged him to read the
Bible in order to decide for him-
self what his religious beliefs will
be. This Jetmf' 15 sometimes
misunderstond.”” Jefferson did
not deny that Jesus is part of the
Godheasd, but simply presented
to Care both the orthodox and
skeptical views of Jesus and the
Bible, and then urged him o
question everything before ac-
cepting it as true, Although
Jefferson’s personal belicfs are
not expressed in the letter, it is
clear that a period of questioning
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and evaluating Christianity had
begun.

In 1788, a letter of Jefferson
to Mr. Derieux offered the first
clear expression of his beginning
to question a theological
doctrine such as the Trinity
(There is no repudiation of it in
the letter, simply an acknow-
ledgement that he did not
understand it).”” A letter in 1790
to orthodox clergyman Matthew
Maury back in Albemarle county
shows Jefferson asking for a
space in this Episcopalian Chris-
tian school for anather relative,
Dabney Carr (and also fo ]rsl.nf:}r—

mation ahout a Bible).™ This
seems to show that Jefferson's
mode of thinking at this time is
analytical rather than skeptical.

Far most of the period of his
life that he served as Minister to
France, Sccretary of State, Vice-
President, and President,
Jefferson guestioned and
evaluated Christianity, but he
never explicitly agreed with
Unitarianism until 1813 (and
even 111&:11 only privately to a few
friends).” In 1803 he had even
deliberately distributed to his
family and closest friends a paper
he called “my religious creed” in
order to clearly affirm his Chris-
tian faith. It was entitled A
Syllabus of the '|-{J|£rer.5 of the
Docirines of Jesus.

As a Unitarian Christian, he
still worshipped in Trinitarian
churches and faithfully sup-
ported orthodox, ministers and
Rihle societies.”™ (Even when
Jefferson adopted Unitarian
views, he believed thal he was
becoming a more purely Biblical
believer, like the first-century
Christians., Unitarianism at this
point, as taught at Harvard’s
Dyivinity School, was still rooted

in Scripture and the person of

Jesus, Tt owas not detached from
these until after Jefferson's death
when it merged with Universalist

thought. Unitarianism today,
therefore, differs greatly from
Jefferson's beliefs.)

It 15 his writings in these last
14 years that are most frequently
cited and quoted by modern
scholars as somehow indicative
of his whole life. Letters to five
Unitarian clergymen are quoted
frequently, while the other 110
orthodox clergymen in his life
and his more orthodox writings
are 1ignored or down-played. Al
least 959 of Jefferson’s clergy
friends were Bthudux
Trinitarian leaders. The
modern historians’ bias toward
the views Jefferson held when he
was in his 70s and 80s tends to
color their perception of his
whole life. They view much that
Jefferson said and did, including
his efforts to pass his hill for
religious freedom (40 1o 50 years
earlier), as being suspiciously in-
sincere or politically utilitarian.
Many of his religious actions are
nol taken seriously today, and
too often are left out of the
modern analyses of Jefferson
{for example, ignoring Governor
Jefferson’s Proclamation for a
Day gj Thanksgiving and
Prayer.)™ The resultis a religious
image of Jefferson that is often
unbalanced, and thercfore, in
need of a scholarly reconsidera-
tion.

Common Misconceptions of
Jefferson’s Relipsons Life:

Let us look briefly now at the
most common misconceptions of
Jefferson’s religious life.

1. Some people believe JelTer-
son was opposed to organized
religion and certainly not a
regular part of any church. In
reality he worshipped regularly
all his life and even served on the
vestry of his church twice, He
financially supported his
Anglican/Episcopalian pastors
as well as other clergy, churches,
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Bible societies, and_Christian
schools and colleges.™ He was
married in the church and had his
family baptized, margied and
buried with its services.™ He ar-
ranged for organized chapel
services and nondenominational
religious instruction in schools
and 3 his university in Vir-
ginia.” He made many
statements in support of Chris-
tianity and expressed delight
when he h:;j;ér{] of churches grow-
INg In S1Ee.”

When his Anglican ¢hurch
lost its financial and popular sup-
port during the Revolutionary
War, he personally led in an ef-
fort to start a new church called
the Calvinist Reformed
Church.”™ He put forth his own
money o secure as ils pastor a
man named Charles Clay who,
signjﬁc%}tly, was a notable evan-
gelical.™ Jefferson donated his
architectural services to design a
plan for the first Charlottesville
Episcopal Church building
{Christ Church).”’ His personal
copy of the Book of Common
Prayer used to be on display until
stolen from the University of Vir-
ginia library in the 1940s.

He worshipped frequently
with other denominations i the
Albemarle County courthouse
which he_called the “common
temple."™ Jefferson also (re-
quently attended Baptist church
services at the Lewis Mountain
Meeting house.”” While Presi-
dent, Jefferson worshipped
regularly with various denomina-
tions that began using the U.S.
Capitol building for church sel:
vices during his administration.’
In 1774, he made a special effort
o organize a worship service
with Albemarle County citizens
at the Old Forge Church on the
Virginia Fast Day that he had
drzlg're-'.l for the House of Burges-
ses.”t The Day of Thanksgiving he
proclaimed while Governor in
1779, also shows that opposition

Page 4

to organized religion is not an
accurate description of
Jefferson's beliefs,

2. Some people believe JelfTer-
son and the clergy were
antagonistic to each other. In
reality, he admired, supported,
commended and worked in
partnership with well over 100
different Christian clergymen,
They admired and supported
him as well. This included the
most prominent national leader-
ship of the major denominations
in America. He was personal
friends and allies with two
maoderators of the Presbyterian
General Assembly, three Presi-
dents of Princeton University
and other Presbyterian Divinity
schools, John Leland and Luther
Rice of the Baptists, Ezra Stiles -
a leader of the Con-
gregationalists and President of
Yale, the Muhlenbergs of the
Lutheran Church, the Bishop of
the Episcopal Church in Vir-
ginig, and Catholic Archbishops
in both America and France. He
never personally met and cor-
responded with the national
leaders of the Methodist Church
and the Disciples of Christ{only
some lesser-known of their cler-
gy}, but they publicly praised him
as their champion. Many clergy
pave Jefferson their political sup-
port, and he also gave them his
SUPPOTT N various ways,

He helped to get clergy ap-
pointed as chaplains in the
government and as professors at
the (;Erllegnz of William and
Mary.™ He attempted to move
the entire faculty of John Calvin's
University of Geneva to Virginia
to form the foundations of a state
university (but was thwarted by
the legislature).™ He worked
closely with clergy in government
jobs throughout his life and even
appointed some to posts while he
wias President. He secretly com-
missioned and donated funds to
a Baptist minister to start anti-

slavery churches in inois.™ He
used his influence while Presi-
dent to get the Commissioners of
the District of Columbia to allow
land 1o be purﬁlg;t:md by the
Cathohe Church.™

There were a few clergymen
who disliked Jefferson. Some
were those who had lost their
jobs when the Anglican church
was disestablished after
Jefferson's Stature for Religious
Freedom was approved o 1736,
Others were clergymen who
favored the Federalist party
when Jeffersom was the
Republican candidate for Presi-
dent, But there were many clergy
who came to Jefferson’s aid. Rev
Samuel Knox wrote a well-
known tract in 1300 entitled, A
Vindicetinn af the Religion of Mr.
Jefferson.”™ The isolated cases of
conflict between Jefferson and
clergy were very minor com-
pared to the vast majority of time
when there was mutual support
and respect. Indeed, Jetlerson
was considered the pre-emmnent
champion of ﬂlﬁ‘ evangelicals in
early America.

Eight clergymen ran for
public office as overt Jeffer-
sonians (all lived in central
Virginia), and some did so as a
result of his overt support and
urging (Charles Clay, Charles
Wingfield, William Wonods, John
Waller, Henry Fry, John Goss,
Peter hwh]enhﬂrg, and John
Leland).”™ His letter of 1779
publicly commending his pastor
Rev. Charles Clay, or his multi-
ple letters to churches while
President, clearly show the way
Jefferson felt about_ most cler-
gymen and churches.

Only in a few letters, out of
the 20,(00 written during his long
life, did Jefferson ever express
animosity toward any clergy, and
it was perfectly understandable
when he did so. Some of the at-
tacks made by clergy during the

The Providential Perspective




campaign really were unfair and
slanderous. When there was op-
position to a Unitarian becoming
professor at Jefferson’s new
University in Virginia, some of
the attacks really were extreme.
Besides, the University was
Jefferson's primary project in his
old age and he was hurt by the
mess the controversy mide.
Somelimes people say or write
things when in moments of hurt
or anger that arc not good in-
dicators of how they normally
think. Furthermore, if you read
some of the writings of other
Evangelicals in central Virginia
al the time, you would see how
strongly they attucked Calvinists,
Presbyterians or other rival sects
in language no less strong than
Jefferson's,

3. Some people believe Jeffer-
son wis not only for separation
of church and state, but also
separation of all religion from
public life, i.e. a completely
secular state. He did support the
separation of church and state,
but this meant only that there be
no single official state-favored
denomination supported by tax
dollars. In his famous 1802 letter
to the Baptists in Danbury, Con-
necticutt, Jefferson spoke of the
“wall of separation” between the
church and the state.” Jefferson
was paraphrasing the words of
the fumous Baptist Roger Wil-
liams who spoke of a wall being
needed to protect the church
from government interference.
Jelferson believed that the
Constitution’s First Amendment
was a legal wall that prevented
the national government from
setting up a favored national
church.

Another letter in 1802 said
that he did not want a “govern-
ment without mlig,iuu"."' In his
Notes on Virginig, he saad that
civil liberties could never be
“secure” if divorced from a belief
in God. His 1808 letter to Rev
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Samuel Miller and his Second
Inaugural Address in 1805 em-
phasized that under the
Constitution, religious legisla-
tion was placed under the
exclusive authprity of the state
governments, — He believed that
religious expression, even on the
national level, was not
prohibited in the public sector.
He simply opposed compulsion
and inequality among denomina-
tions, but supported government
involvement in many aspects of
public life.
Jetferson supported government
being involved in:

o Lagislative and Military Chaplains®?

sEstablishing a national seal using

religious symbols R

sEstablishing official religlous mot
tos an colns, atc’

«Official Davs of Fasting and Prayer
(but only on the stata level) ™

& Punishing Sabbath breakers®

#Punishing marrlages contrary (o

Biblical law
e Punishing lrmeverent soldiers ™

eFratecting the Property of the
Church™

s Raquiring oaths saying, “So Help
Me God,” taken on the Bible™'

.Grantil;? land to Christian
schoocls

s Allowing Governmeand prﬁpﬂré; and
facilities be used for worship

aUsing the Rible and non-denamina-
tional religious instruction in the
public schools™

s Allowing clergymen 1o hold Eﬁubﬂc
office ar be school teachers

e Purchasing and 31mkingﬁrnliglnus
books for public libraries

o Funding of salaries of clergymen in
Indian mission schools™

& Funding for construction of church
buildings for Indians™®

sExampting churches from laxa-
tion

o Establishing professional schools

of thealogy™

sTreaties requiring other nations 1o
guarantee religious freedom

sincluding religious speeches &
prayers in official ceremonias &1

All of these connections be-
tween religion and government
would not necessarily be good for
today, but invoking Jlefferson’s
naine to prohibit the government
from any accomodation of
religion ignores the historical
record. People who advocate a
secular state using Jefferson as
an authority are promoting a
revisionist history of him, These
people sometimes cite an early
ULS. treaty with Tripoli which
said America “is not in any sense
founded on the Christian
religion”. What they fail to
remember is that this very phrase
was deleted in a new treaty with
Tripoli in 18035 negotiated notab-
ly during l‘rf:s.;gem Jefferson’s
administration,

Jefferson’s Abridgement of
the Gospels

The abridgement ol the
Gospels which Jefferson com-
piled in 1803-(4 while President
of the United States was one of
the most misunderstood of
Jefferson’s religious activities,
He did not call it the Jefferson
Bible, but rather The Philosopiy
of Jesus of Nazareth Extracted
From the New Testament For the
Use of the Indians [at] The Level
of Their Comprehension. Later, in
1819 and 1820, he modified this
version slightly and renamed it
The Life and Morals of Jesus. This
latter version was printed for the
public for the first time in 1904,
The people who published this
and subsequent printings have,
through their introductions to
the book, promoted the idea that
Jeflerson was skeptical of the
parts of the New Testament he
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left out of his abridgment. While
this may have been true for his
later version, there 15 no clear
evidence that this was the
maotivation for his 1804 version.
The Philosophy of Jesus was never
made available until 1983 when
Dickinson Adams included it in
his book along with the 1820 ver-
sion. It has never been published
by itself until this edition.

Jelferson did not state thal he
disbelieved anything in Scripture
anytime before or during the
period when he compiled hus first
abridgment, The man with whom
Jellerson discussed his religious
beliefs more intimately and ex-
tensively than anyone else in the
seven years before his abridge-
ment wis Benjamin Rush. Rush,
who later became one of the
leaders of the American Bible
Society, wrote that Jefferson as-
sured him of his belief in Jesus as
“the Saviour of the World,” and
“in the resurrection and a future
state of rewards and punish-
ments."” Jefferson sent to Rush in
1803 his Syllabus on Jesus’
doctrines stating that "the ques-
tion of his being a member of the
vodhead” was omitted because
the Syllabus was "merely an es-
timate of the intrinsic merit of his
doctrines™." Due to the scope or
focus of the paper, Jesus™ divinity
was not discussed, but nothing in
this document denied it. In the
cover letter 1o Ruosh, Jefferson
made the only reference prior to
1813 that comes close to denying
Jesus' divinity. He says that Jesus
“never claimed [anvthing but]
human excellence”. Rush, who
was one of the most respected
trinitarian Bible advocates of his
time, did not think this was oo
“heterodox™. Jesus indecd made
but a few overt statements claim-
ing his place in the Godhead. He
rather showed it more by his ac-
tions, especially his resurrection.
For this reason Fush would not
recommend Jefferson’s abridg-

qu.;' o

ment of the Gospels if it tarled to
include the resurrection. That
Jetferson falled to include it 1s
certainly disappointing, but any
trinitarian believer today can
enjoy the words of Christ that
were included along with a few
miracles and references to divine
powers, Jefferson can be faulted
for a lack of thoroughness in his
first abridgment, but certainly
not infidelity.

The historic context of
Jefferson's compilation in 1804 is
crucial to understanding his mo-
tives. His motive was not
primarily skepticism of Scripture
but rather the evangelization and
education of native Americans.
One of the most significant
events in Jefferson’s presidency
took place in that year, the pur-
chase of the Louisiana Territory
from France. In April of 1803, a
man named Edward Dowse sent
President Jefferson a copy of a
sermon by Rev. William Bennet
called The Excellence Of Chris-
tian Morality which spoke about
the importance of promoting
“extension of civilization and
christian knowledge among the
Aborigines of North America.”
Dowse wrote Jefferson: *'lIt
seemed to me to have a claim 1o
your atlention: at any rate, the
idea, hath struck me that you will
find it of use; and, perhaps, may
see fit, to cause some copies of it
to be reprinted, at your own
charge, to distribute - amang our
Indian Missionaries.”

Mr. Doywse apparently under-
stood Jefferson's interest in
Christian missions to the native
Americans in a way that many
modern scholars have dismissed
as irrelevant. This dismissal has

led to the misunderstanding of

Jefferson's motives for his com-
pilation of Christ's teachings.
Jelferson had a deep, genuine
commitment to missionary ef-
forts among the Indians. His
account books show that he con-

sistently donated his own money
to missionaries and to societies
that distributed Bibles to both
Americans and Indians. But
Dowse’s letter was not the first to
Jefferson on this matter, Rev.
William Linn of New York wrote
him at least three letters hetween
1797 and 1798 urging Jefferson
as Vice-President to get behind
missions 1o Indians. Rev. Samuel
Miller did likewise in a letter to
Jefferson in 1800, and in 1804
other government officials urged
him in a letter “to adopt...a plan
by which the blessings of Chris-
tianity might be pg‘émagmc-:l
among the heathen,’

On April 26, 1802, Jefferson
signed mnto law the Act of Con-
gress which assisted the Society
of the United Brethren “for
Propagating the Gospel Among
the Heathen" in the Northwest
territory. This Act, which helped
churches, clergy, missionary
teachers and Christian schools,
was signed and approved by Jet-
ferson when it came up again in
March ot 1803 and 1804, With his
Louisiana Purchase, Jefterson
doubled the size of western ter-
ritory and multiplied the number
of unreached Indian tribes in
America's jurisdiction. His
treaties and other subsequent ac-
tions show a continued support
of missions. He proposed two
treaties with Indian tribes
(ratified in 1803 and 1806) which
included federal money for con-
structing churches and paving
salaries of missionaries and cler-
gymen. After Jefferson met with
Rev, Gideon Blackburn in July of
| 803, he directed s Secretary of
War to give 300 to the Pres-
byterian school which Blackburn
had established for Cherokees i
Tennessee.” Then in an 1804
letter to the Ursuline nuns in
New Orleans, he personally
promised his government wi:uld
help their Cathohe school.™ An
1807 letter to Mr. Thomas and
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other Quakers spoke warmly of
their cooperation with his ad-
ministration in providing
education “prepargtory to
religious instruction,’

In the light of lhese events,
Jefferson’s motivations for
muking an abridgement of the
Gospels come more clearly into
focus. In late 1803 and early
1804, He took the time while in
the White House to cut from two
MNew Testaments the teachings
and sayings of Jesus Christ with
very little of the accompanying
narration. Henry Randall's
biography of lefferson states that
he “conferred with friends on the
gxpediency of having it published
in the different Indian dialects as
the most appropriate book for
the Indians to be instructed to
read in.”"" Jefferson felt that a
smaller book would more easily
translate into the multitude of
Indian dialects and be printed in
larger quantities at less cost than
whole Bibles, Jefferson's motiva-
tion for making his abridgment
was primarily to provide a teach-
ing resource for the Christian
schools on the frontier,

In the title of Jefferson’s coms-
pilation he said that it was for
“the use of the Indians, unsmbar-
rasscd with matters of fact or
faith beyond the level of their
comprehensions.” Some have
tuken this sentence out of its con-
text and have asserted that
Jefferson’s motivation was that
he didn’t believe that the rest of
the Bihle was Divinely inspired
or trustworthy.

There are a couple of faults
in this assertion. First, it ignores
other evidence. In his 1776 Notes
O Religion he said that the
writers of the New Testament
epistles were “‘inspired” and
their teachings were valuable
“for edification indeed and ex-
plaining to us matters in worship
and morality,” (There is no prool
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that he changed this view by
1804.) Second, Jefferson made
personal donations to Bible
societies in 1804, as well as in
other times of his lile, so that they
could distribute whole Bibles to
those who wanted them. In 1814
he sent money to a Bible Society
saying: “I had not supposed there
wits 4 family in this State nol pos-
sessing a Bible .. The Society, |
presume, have evidence of the
fact. I, therefore, enclose you
cheerfully, an order...for fifty dol-
lars, for_the purposes of the
St:u::in::'q-.f.“T It also ignores the fact
that he promoted the teaching of
the whole Bible in his plans for
the public schools of
Washington, D.C. which he
drafted at that same time period.
(He served as the chairman of
the I).C. school board from 1805-
1807 while U.S.President.) His
educational proposals for Vir-
ginia were based on a similar
plan.

Another inaccurate belief
about Jefferson’s motivation for
making an abridgment of the
New Testament was that he
wanted to cut out all of the
miracles and evidences of
Christ’s divinity. This seems con-
vincing at first, however, a close
examination reveals that there
were some references to these
things in Jefferson's first com-
pilation.

Unfortunately, there 15 no
surviving copy of Jefferson’s first
compilation of 1804. What has
survived is a copy of the front
page, an initial table of Scripture
texts that he planned to use, and
most importantly, the two New
Testarmenis from which Jefferson
clipped out the verses for his
work. Dickinson Adams made a
valuable reconstruction of
Jefferson’s work in 1983 using
two New Testaments identical 1o
those that Jefferson used. This
reconstruction showed there
were sixteen passages that Jeffer-

son clipped from the two New
Testarments but did not include in
the beginning table of texts, In ks
edition, Adams included eleven
and one half of these passages.
Some were not included based
on his own assumptions about
Jelferson's beliefs, including two
significant texts referring 1o the
miracles of Christ.”” Others were
left out because they were dif-
ficult to fit into the flow of the
text. My edition partially rectifies
this by including one text - Mat-
thew 11:2-9, under my own
heading: “Miracles Authenticate
Christ’s Claims.” (Charles San-
ford in his The Religious Life of
Thomas Jefferson, goes further
and claims that all of Matthew
0:18-34 was in Jeflerson's first
compilation. This would have in-
cluded the resurrection of Jairus'
daughter, the healing of the
bleeding woman, and the healing
of two blind men, in addi!ii.‘.!ﬁlu
the casting out of a demon.) ™

The Table of Texts that sur-
vives shows a few accounts of
healings performed by Christ, as
well as other supernatural
evidences of Divine knowledge
and powers that Jesus possessed.
Jelferson included the healing on
the Sabbath, in Luke 14:1-6, and
the commission of Jesus to lns
disciples to heal the sick amd
raise the dead, in Matthew [0,
Jefferson’s selections also show
Jesus teaching about the resur-
rection of the dead, about his
own second coming, about his fu-
ture role as judge of all men at
the end of time, and about his
place as the Son of God and Lord
of a heavenly kingdom. A pas-
sage showing Jesus forgiving the
sins of men in a manner reserved
for God alone is also included.

Because of Jefferson's inten-
tion to compile primarily what
Jesus taught, rather than what he
did, many of the miracles and
other events included in the
Gospels concerning Jesus were
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naturally deleted. This fact, in it-
self, does not lead one to the
conclusion normally made, that
Jefferson’s motivations were
rationalist, anti-miraculous, and
anti-Trinitarian. Since Jefferson
included Jesus' teaching on the
resurrection of the dead, it would
not be accurate to conclude that
Jefferson denied Jesus’ resurrec-
tion simply because his
abridgment left it out. It may
have been simply excluded on
the basis that it was not some-
thing that Jesus said, only
something he did. And remem-
her that Jefferson wanted to keep
this abridgment simple enough
for the Indians to comprehend, It
is also possible, of course, that
Jefferson was undecided in his
own mind about the resurrection
in 1804 and, therefore, avoided
any inclusion of it. By his 1820
version, he was certainly not a
believer in Christ's divinity and
he did edit out more than in this
first version, but still his primary
motive was not to exclude things,
but rather to compile the ex-
tremely valuablg words of Jesus
by themselves. * Some of his
comments to this effect about his
abridgement are included in this
book.

Conclusion

Jefferson compiled in his first
abridgment a substantial, though
incomplete, record of Christ’s
words, Jefferson’s desire to focus
upon Jesus' words predated the
modern, popular practice of

printing Bibles with them in red.
Jefferson, perhaps more than any
other American President,
studied these words regularly
and devotedly every night before
retiring to bed.

While Jefferson read from
the King James Version of the
Bihie, 1 have used the modern
New Revised Standard Version for
the sake of readability. All subtit-
les, and scripture choices are
Jefferson’s original from the
1804 edition (except for Dickin-
son Adams’ and my own
insertions which are indicated in
this edition by brackets).

It is a marvel how Jefferson’s
religious image today has be-
come one of a total secularist
with religious belicfs in an-
tagonism to Biblical Christianity.
This was exactly the image that
his political enemies promoted
about him 200 years ago. Ironi-
cally, it is the image now
promoted most by Jefferson’s
modern advocates and scholarly
supporters. Ilis statements late
in life are used by many who feel
that orthodox Christianity is con-
trary 1o freedom and intelleciual
advancement. But Jetlerson him-
self stated: "My views are very
different from that anti-Christian
system imputed to me by those
who know nothing of my
opinions... [ am a Christian.” He
asserted that, “The Christian
religion...is areligion of all others
most friendly to liberty, science
and the freest n.z;;;r::s&[mm of the
human mind.”"” Evangelicals

used to be Jefferson’s greatest
supporters, Unfortunately, evan-
gelicals today, tend to also
believe the old political charges,
and so withhold from him the
gratitude and support that early
evangelicals once gave him.

It is time for a re-appraisal of
Jefferson and his religious views.
If he said that the Baptists were
the ones who understood him
best, then perbhaps more con-
centration should be given to
seriously examining him from the
contemporary evangelical’s
perspective once again,
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