
This page from Bryant’s three-volume work  
exemplifies Adams’s suspicion of elaborate  
religious ceremony. Above are two images  
of ancient Egyptian ships carried in ritual  
procession, and below Adams’s exasperated  
response: “Is this Religion? Good God!”   
While the ancient world may have fascinated  
Adams, he felt no compunction about  
criticizing religious practices that struck him  
as little more than mindless mummery.

John Adams was fascinated by questions of religion 
and spirituality. He read widely in the subject all  
his life, and he even considered becoming a minister 
in his younger years before settling upon the law. 
Despite his lifelong pursuit of religious studies and 
interest in spiritual controversies, his fundamental 
beliefs remained constant. As he affirmed to 
Jefferson at the age of 81, “The Ten Commandments 
and the Sermon on the Mount contain my Religion.”

As steadfast as he was in his own faith, Adams could 
not resist ongoing debates regarding the nature of 
miracles and questions of religious toleration. His 
books became places where Adams could consider, 

question, and ultimately confirm his basic Unitarian 
belief in God and the inscrutability of divine 
mysteries. These pilgrimages carried him beyond  
his own moment, from the realms of ancient  
pagan mythologies into the mysteries of the Koran  
and beyond, to explore the many religions and sects  
of the world in which he lived. The end result  
of his study only confirmed for Adams that his own 
fundamental beliefs were sound. As he reported 
to Jefferson, the reading of all these volumes had 
“made no Change in my moral or religious Creed, 
which has for 50 or 60 Years been contained in four 
short Words, ‘Be Just and Good.’”

Comparative Religion

Dacier’s compilation of works by ancient  
philosophers includes the “Golden Verses” of  
Pythagoras. Famous for the geometrical theorem 
that bears his name, Pythagoras founded a  
quasi-religious order and offered proscriptions 
for morality, diet, and behavior. This volume  
is relatively unmarked with the exception of  
the Golden Verses by Pythagoras, which Adams 
ranked line by line.  Some verses are deemed 
“good” and “too true” while others simply “mad!”

Adams’s interest in religion extended to the  
Koran, the holiest book of Islam. Although this 
text is not annotated, Adams often made  
positive references to Muhammed and the tenets 
of Islam in other writings. This copy is the first  
printed American edition of the Koran.

I have more to say on 
Religion. For more than sixty 
years I have been attentive 
to this great subject. 
Controversies between 
Calvinists and Arminians, 
Trinitarians and Unitarians, 
Deists and Christians, 
Atheists and both, have 
attracted my attention. 
— John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, July 1813
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Between 1812 and 1816, John Adams  
embarked on a systematic investigation of 
ancient religions, reading scores of volumes 
on the subject each year. In his late seventies at 
the time, John Adams periodically updated his 
friend Thomas Jefferson on his progress. Thomas 
Jefferson commented that Adams’s ambitious 
undertaking marked “a degree of heroism to which 
I could not have aspired even in my younger days.” 
While Adams drew from a wide range of authors 
for his analysis, his primary reading focused  
on monumental works by three noted religious 
scholars: Benjamin Franklin’s associate, Antoine 
Court de Gébelin; the celebrated classicist,  
Jacob Bryant; and the French Revolutionary, 
Charles Dupuis.

Exploration of Faith Jane Stuart, John Adams, undated.  
After the original 1823 portrait by  
her father, Gilbert Stuart. Courtesy  
of National Park Service, Adams  
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