
Thomas Jefferson to Dr. Joseph Priestley 
(selection from a letter dated March 21, 1801)


“We can no longer say there is nothing new under the sun.  For this whole chapter in the history of [humanity] 
is new.  The great extent of our Republic is new.  Its sparse habitation is new.  The mighty wave of public 
opinion which has rolled over it is new.”


Thomas Jefferson to William Short 
(excerpt from a letter dated October 31, 1819)


“But the greatest of all the reformers [of Judaism], was Jesus of Nazareth.  Abstracting what is really His from 
the rubbish in which it is buried, easily distinguished by its lustre from the dross of His biographers, and as 
separable from that as the diamond from the dunghill, we have the outlines of a system of the most sublime 
morality which has ever fallen from the lips of [human beings]; outlines which it is lamentable He did not live 
to fill up. [Roman Stoic philosophers] Epictetus and Epicurus give laws for governing ourselves, Jesus a 
supplement of the duties and charities we owe to others.  The establishment of the innocent and genuine 
character of this benevolent Moralist … is a most desirable object … .  It would in time, it is to be hoped, 
effect a quiet euthanasia of the heresies of bigotry and fanaticism which has so long triumphed over human 
reason, and so generally and deeply afflicted [humankind], but this work is to be begun by winnowing the 
grain from the chaff of the historians of his life.”


Thomas Jefferson to his nephew Peter Carr 
(excerpt from a letter dated August 10, 1787


“Fix reason firmly in her seat, and call to her tribunal every fact, every opinion.  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.”

“Read the bible then, as you would read Livy or Tacitus …  Those facts in the bible which contradict the laws 
of nature, must be examined with more care, and under a variety of faces.  Here you must recur to the 



pretensions of the writer to inspiration from god.  Examine upon what evidence his pretensions are founded, 
and whether that evidence is so strong as that it’s falsehood would be more improbable than a change of the 
laws of nature in the case he relates.”


Thomas Jefferson to Dr. Benjamin Rush 
(from a letter cited in The Jefferson Bible)


“I am a Christian in the only sense [Jesus] 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.”


Thomas Jefferson to John Adams 
(from a letter dated September 14, 1813)


“The love of God and his creation, delight, joy, triumph, exultation in my own existence, though but an atom, 
a molecule organique in the universe, are my religion.  Howl, snarl, bite, ye Calvinistic [clergy], if you will.  Ye 
will say I am no Christian!  I say ye are no Christians … Yet I believe all the honest men among you are 
Christians, in my sense of the word.”


Thomas Jefferson to John Adams 
(from a letter dated April 11, 1823)


“The truth is, that the greatest enemies to the doctrines of Jesus are those calling themselves the expositors 
of them, who have perverted them for the structure of a system of fancy absolutely incomprehensible, and 
without any foundation in His genuine words.”


   



