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“FOUNDING FATHERS FAST-FORWARD” 

Rev. Tom Nalesnik / July 3, 2016 

 

Hello there.  In case you hadn't guessed, I am Benjamin Franklin.  And by some amazing miracle of 

modern science, I'm here with you today... I imagine it was something having to do with electricity, 

which I happened to study in my day.... Who knew that a little experiment with an ordinary kite in a 

thunderstorm could have transported me here, to the year 2016.  Who knew? 

 

Well, anyway, here I am now, and I'm delighted to be here. Especially to be back in the Boston area, 

where, as you may know, I grew up, went to school, and had my first experience with newspapers.      

 

Here's one thing that not many people know, however:  my father originally wanted me to be a 

preacher.  I was raised in a good Puritan household.  As a matter of fact, many of the people from the 

church often came to visit my father, and ask his advice on all sorts of things pertaining to the church.  

They really respected his opinions. 

 

Well, I never did actually go into ministry, as my father wished, but looking back on my life now, I 

could say that I did practice my faith in a different way.  In all my 84 years of public service, and being 

called upon to help lead this new country, I did quite a number of things that were the next best thing.   

 

As I once wrote, the only thing I could be sure of was that if God loved all creatures, then the best way 

to serve God was to serve humanity. In other words, 'To pour forth benefits for the common good is 

divine.'  So that's why I became involved in so many activities that were designed to be helpful to my 

fellow man and woman. 

 

Some could even say that I was better at putting my faith to work than many of those who sat in the 

pews on Sunday morning.  I really believed in actually going out and doing good, rather than just 

talking about it.   

 

At the risk of sounding immodest, I found quite a number of ways to do just that.  I started the country's 

first hospital.... the first lending library... the first fire department... and the first institution of higher 

learning, what you now call the University of Pennsylvania.  
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By the way, speaking of the University, the first home of that institution was in a building that I had 

something to do with.  Being a fan of that great Methodist preacher, George Whitfield, I had at one 

point helped raise money for a wonderful new building where he... or any other visiting preacher... 

could come to share the good news from a pulpit open to all.   

 

As I once said, “Even if the Mufti of Constantinople were to come here to preach Muhammad to us and 

teach us Islam, we should offer him a pulpit, we should be open and listen, for we might learn 

something.”  Yes, that's what I said back in the 1700s.  After that unfortunate incident at the Boston 

Marathon several years ago, and more recently, the tragedy in Orlando, it's something we could all 

keep in mind... that even the followers of Mohammad might have something to teach us. 

 

But, back to the story at hand.  That marvelous building that we helped build for George Whitfield and 

other visiting preachers, wasn't being used at the time, so we thought it would make a great place to 

start a university.  And that's how that came to be the first home of the University of Pennsylvania. 

 

But enough about me. You’re probably curious about some of those other Founding Fathers, and their 

views on religion and such.   

 

Well, good old John Adams was another of my colleagues who had considered going into ministry. 

But, as he once wrote in a letter to his brother-in-law, he decided against it because he felt his rather 

independent opinions would create a lot of trouble for him in the church. So instead, he went into 

politics, where, as he said, “I shall have liberty to think for myself without molesting others or being 

molested myself.” 

 

But, as he explained in a letter to another colleague, fear of being condemned by the very powerful 

religious establishment was also a factor:  As he said, “The frightful engines of ecclesiastical councils, 

of diabolical malice, and Calvinist good-nature never failed to terrify me exceedingly whenever I 

thought of preaching.” 

 

Of course, John had some pretty strong opinions on everyone else’s religious faith, including my own.  
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Once, while we were in Paris, a Frenchman asked Adams if he were surprised that I never attended 

any religious services. “No,” Adams began to reply, “Because Mr. Franklin has no….er… um…” and 

he did not finish his sentence for fear of being accused of blasphemy. 

 

The Frenchman, however, didn’t give up. He continued the conversation, saying “Monsiuer Franklin 

adores only great nature, which has interested a great many people in his favor.”  At that point, 

Adams replied, “Yes, all the atheists, deists, and libertines, as well as all the philosophers and ladies, 

are in his train.”  

  

After awhile, I became a little tired of these rantings and ravings of Adams, and simply concluded that 

he was “sometimes, and in some things, absolutely out of his senses, out of his mind.”  But, both of us 

mellowed in the years to come, and I understand that John even retracted his accusations that I was an 

atheist, saying “All religious sects considered Mr. Franklin, and I believe justly, a friend to unlimited 

toleration.”  

 

And then there’s Alexander Hamilton.  As a young man, he was very religious. His college roommate 

remembers him praying every morning and evening. As he grew older, he leaned more towards Deism, 

being someone who tended to scoff at traditional religion. When someone asked him once why the 

Constitution didn’t mention God, he jokingly replied, “We forgot.”   

 

Yet, it was Hamilton who helped write one of the most important statements on religion in American 

life, which appeared in George Washington’s farewell address. In it, he talked about the importance of 

religion… which, you might want to note, was worded as “religion,” not Christianity.   

 

Basically, Hamilton said that religion was important because of the practical, and political benefits it 

provides. To be specific, our form of government requires citizens to be moral; and to be moral, 

citizens require religion.  As Hamilton himself said, “let us with caution indulge the supposition that 

morality can be maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of education, 

reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail without religious 

principle.” 
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By the way, I mentioned how Alexander Hamilton helped write George Washington’s Farewell 

Address.  Well, you may wonder, what about George Washington’s own beliefs on religion?  Well, 

compared to the rest of us Founding Fathers, George rarely discussed his religious and philosophical 

views. So to this day, it is nearly impossible to find very many facts about his religious beliefs. We 

know he was baptized in the Church of England, and that during the First Continental Congress in 

Philadelphia, he went to church on three Sundays, attending Anglican, Quaker, and Catholic services. 

During his tours of the nation in his two terms as President, he attended religious services in each city, 

sometimes as often as three services in a day. And he was a great believer in divine Providence, which 

he mentioned in his letters and speeches a number of times. 

  

Which brings us finally to Thomas Jefferson. As you heard earlier, in the reading, Jefferson had some 

rather interesting views on Christianity. He literally took razor and glue in hand and pasted together his 

own version of Jesus’ teachings, to correct what he thought were the mistakes and inaccuracies in the 

official New Testament text.  Although Jefferson believed in the afterlife, he did not believe in 

miracles, the virgin birth, the resurrection, or the Holy Trinity.  

 

Jefferson, in his own words, said that “Jesus did not mean to impose himself on mankind as the son of 

God.” He called the writers of the New Testament “ignorant, unlettered men” who produced 

“superstitions, fanaticisms, and fabrications.” He called the Apostle Paul the “first corrupter of the 

doctrines of Jesus.” And he dismissed the concept of the Trinity as “mere Abracadabra.” 

 

So that’s a quick look at some of the Founding Fathers and their views on religion.  Those were 

certainly interesting times, back in the 1700s.  

 

But you know, back then in those days, life wasn't always easy.  I certainly had my share of setbacks, 

disasters, and embarrassments. When I was in England, right before the Revolution, desperately trying 

to work out some kind of compromise between the colonies and England, in order to avoid war, the 

King and Parliament, in their self-centered arrogance, and their refusal to budge an inch, actually made 

me out to look like quite the fool.  They even booted me out of my position as Postmaster of the 

colonies, to punish me.  At that point, I realized, there was no longer any reason to try to keep working 

for compromise... so I put all my energy towards helping the movement for independence.   
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As part of that movement, I was sent by the colonies to France, to help raise money and gather support 

from the French government, to fight the war with England.  I took my two grandsons with me, and we 

worked very long and hard to work out some deals with the French. 

 

But, again, it wasn't very easy... for any of us, including my young grandson, Benny.  While he was 

there, like any youngster at school, he was trying to make friends with some of the French children, and 

having a rather hard time of it.  He was getting pretty discouraged, in fact.  So I sat him down, and tried 

to help him get a fresh start.   

 

I remember the incident very well. In fact, the story was later retold in a play, in your time.  It was a 

musical, actually, that was performed in New York City in the 1960s .... on what's called “Broadway,” 

whatever that is.  Well, the play was called “Ben Franklin in Paris,” and it told all about my time in 

France.  And in one of the scenes, they had Benny and me talking about overcoming obstacles.  I'd like 

to share that with you right now.  So, picture this.  My character, Ben Franklin, and my grandson, 

Benny, were talking, as we often did, and it went like this... 

 

Now, Benny, any fool can plainly see you're only trying to smile.  If you want to win friends for us, 

you have to really smile.  Now, I don't know how many times in my Poor Richard’s Almanac I wrote 

such good old fashioned but never outmoded sentiments as, “Half the battle is learning to smile...”    

 

(lead in to singing of final hymn, “Half The Battle”) 

	


