Syllabus on the Doctrines of Jesus

Thomas Jefferson
April 21, 1803

Jefferson saw Jesus not as the Second Person of the
Trinity, but as the world’s greatest moral philosopher.
Some Christians find this offensive, but viewed in this
light, Jesus’ teachings give us a set of instructions suited
to the public life of a free people. Of particular note are
the four cental tenets of Jesus’ philosophy, which give
us “the most perfect and sublime [instruction] that has
ever been taught by man.”

In a comparative view of the Ethics of the enlight-
ened nations of antiquity, of the Jews and of Jesus, no
notice should be taken of the corruptions of reason
among the ancients, to wit, the idolatry and supersti-
tion of the vulgar, nor of the corruptions of Christi-
anity by the learned among its professors.

Let a just view be taken of the moral principles
inculcated by the most esteemed of the sects of an-
cient philosophy or of their individuals; particularly
Pythagoras, Socrates, Epicurus, Cicero, Epictetus,
Seneca, Antoninus.



Readings in American Deism

L. Philosophers.

1. Their precepts related chiefly to ourselves,
and the government of those passions which, unre-
strained, would disturb our tranquility of mind.* In
this branch of philosophy they were really great.

2. In developing our duties to others, they were
short and defective. They embraced, indeed, the cir-
cles of kindred and friends, and inculcated patrio-
tism, or the love of our country in the aggregate, as a
primary obligation: towards our neighbors and coun-
trymen they taught justice, but scarcely viewed them
as within the circle of benevolence. Still less have they
inculcated peace, charity and love to our fellow men,
or embraced with benevolence the whole family of
mankind.

II. Jews.

1. Their system was Deism; that is, the belief in
one only God. But their ideas of him and of his at-
tributes were degrading and injurious.

2. Their Ethics were not only imperfect, but of-
ten irreconcilable with the sound dictates of reason
and morality, as they respect intercourse with those
around us; and repulsive and anti-social, as respect-
ing other nations. They needed reformation, there-
fore, in an eminent degree.

III. Jesus.

In this state of things among the Jews, Jesus ap-
peared. His parentage was obscure; his condition
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poor; his education null; his natural endowments
great; his life correct and innocent: he was meek, be-
nevolent, patient, firm, disinterested, and of the sub-
limest eloquence.

The disadvantages under which his doctrines ap-
pear are remarkable.

1. Like Socrates and Epictetus, he wrote nothing
himself.

2. But he had not, like them, a Xenophon or an
Arrian to write for him. I name not Plato, who only
used the name of Socrates to cover the whimsies of
his own brain. On the contrary, all the learned of his
country, entrenched in its power and riches, were op-
posed to him, lest his labors should undermine their
advantages; and the committing to writing his life
and doctrines fell on unlettered and ignorant men,
who wrote, too, from memory, and not till long after
the transactions had passed.

3. According to the ordinary fate of those who at-
tempt to enlighten and reform mankind, he fell an
early victim to the jealousy and combination of the
altar and the throne, at about thirty-three years of
age, his reason having not yet attained the maximum
of its energy, nor the course of his preaching, which
was but of three years at most, presented occasions
for developing a complete system of morals.

4. Hence the doctrines he really delivered were defective
as a whole, and fragments only of what he did deliver have
come to us mutilated, misstated, and often unintelligible.
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5. They have been still more disfigured by the cor-
ruptions of schismatizing followers, who have found
an interest in sophisticating and perverting the sim-
ple doctrines he taught, by engrafting on them the
mysticisms of a Grecian sophist, frittering them into
subtleties, and obscuring them with jargon, until they
have caused good men to reject the whole in disgust,
and to view Jesus himself as an impostor.

Notwithstanding these disadvantages, a system
of morals is presented to us which, if filled up in the
style and spirit of the rich fragments he left us, would
be the most perfect and sublime that has ever been
taught by man.

The question of his being a member of the God-
head, or in direct communication with it, claimed for
him by some of his followers and denied by others, is
foreign to the present view, which is merely an esti-
mate of the intrinsic merits of his doctrines.

1. He corrected the Deism of the Jews, confirming
them in their belief of one only God, and giving them
juster notions of His attributes and government.

2. His moral doctrines, relating to kindred and
friends were more pure and perfect than those of the
most correct of the philosophers, and greatly more
so than those of the Jews; and they went far beyond
both in inculcating universal philanthropy, not only
to kindred and friends, to neighbors and country-
men, but to all mankind, gathering all into one fam-
ily under the bonds of love, charity, peace, common
wants and common aids. A development of this head
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will evince the peculiar superiority of the system of
Jesus over all others.

3. The precepts of philosophy, and of the Hebrew
code, laid hold of actions only. He pushed his scruti-
nies into the heart of man; erected his tribunal in the
region of his thoughts, and purified the waters at the
fountain head.

4. He taught, emphatically, the doctrines of a fu-
ture state, which was either doubted or disbelieved
by the Jews, and wielded it with efficacy as an impor-
tant incentive, supplementary to the other motives to
moral conduct.

[Jefferson’s note:] *To explain, I will exhibit the
heads of Seneca’s and Ciceros philosophical works,
the most extensive of any we have received from the
ancients. Of ten heads in Seneca, seven relate to our-
selves, viz. de ira, consolatio, de tranquilitate, de con-
stantia sapientis, de otio sapientis, de vita beata, de
brevitate vitae; two relate to others, de clementia, de
beneficiis; and one relates to the government of the
world, de providentia. Of eleven tracts of Cicero, five
respect ourselves, viz. de finibus, Tusculana, academ-
ica, paradoxa, de Senectute; one, de officiis, relates
partly to ourselves, partly to others; one, de amicitia,
relates to others; and four are on different subjects, to
wit, de natura deorum, de divinatione, de fato, and
sommium Scipionis.
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Letter to Dr. Joseph Priestly

Thomas Jefferson
April 9, 1803

Jefferson’s letter to Priestly gives an excellent overview
of the “Syllabus of an Estimate of the Merit of the Doc-
trines of Jesus, Compared with Those of Others.” The
outline was composed within three weeks of the de-
scription given here. Jefferson’s hope, of course, was the
Priestly would take up the task, but it was not to be.

Washington, April 9, 1803
Dear Sir,

While on a short visit lately to Monticello, I re-
ceived from you a copy of your comparative view of
Socrates and Jesus, and I avail myself of the first mo-
ment of leisure after my return to acknowledge the
pleasure I had in the perusal of it, and the desire it
excited to see you take up the subject on a more ex-
tended scale. In consequence of some conversation
with Dr. Rush, in the year 1798-99, I had promised
someday to write him a letter giving him my view of
the Christian system. I have reflected often on it since,
and even sketched the outlines in my own mind.
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I should first take a general view of the moral
doctrines of the most remarkable of the ancient phi-
losophers, of whose ethics we have sufficient infor-
mation to make an estimate, say Pythagoras, Epicu-
rus, Epictetus, Socrates, Cicero, Seneca, Antoninus.
I should do justice to the branches of morality they
have treated well; but point out the importance of
those in which they are deficient: I should then take
a view of the deism and ethics of the Jews, and show
in what a degraded state they were, and the necessity
they presented of a reformation. I should proceed to
a view of the life, character, and doctrines of Jesus,
who sensible of 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 standard of reason, justice and philanthropy,
and to inculcate the belief of 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 re-
mark the disadvantages his doctrines had to encoun-
ter, not having been committed to writing by himself,
but by the most unlettered of men, by memory, long
after they had heard them from him; when much was
forgotten, much misunderstood, and presented in
every paradoxical shape. Yet such are the fragments
remaining as to show a master workman, and that his
system of morality was the most benevolent and sub-
lime probably that has been ever taught, and conse-
quently more perfect than those of any of the ancient
philosophers.
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His character and doctrines have received still
greater injury from those who pretend to be his spe-
cial disciples, and who have disfigured and sophisti-
cated his actions and precepts, from views of personal
interest, so as to induce the unthinking part of man-
kind to throw off the whole system in disgust, and to
pass sentence as an impostor on the most innocent,
the most benevolent, the most eloquent and sublime
character that ever has been exhibited to man. This is
the outline; but I have not the time, and still less the
information which the subject needs. It will, there-
fore, rest with me in contemplation only. You are
the person of all others would do it best, and most
promptly. You have all the materials at hand, and you
put together with ease. I wish you could be induced
to extend your late work to the whole subject.

I have not heard particularly what is the state of
your health; but as it has been equal to the journey
to Philadelphia, perhaps it might encourage the cu-
riosity you must feel to see for once this place, which
nature has formed on a beautiful scale, and circum-
stances destine for a great one. As yet we are but a
cluster of villages; we cannot offer you the learned so-
ciety of Philadelphia; but you will have that of a few
characters whom you esteem, and a bed and hearty
welcome with one who will rejoice in every oppor-
tunity of testifying to you his high veneration and af-
fectionate attachment.

Th. Jefferson
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