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The preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the
republican model of government are justly considered as deeply,
perhaps as finally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the hands of
the American people.

GEORGE WASHINGTON
First Inaugural Address
April 30, 1789



WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING

Secular historians ignore George Washington’s ward Nelly Custis, who wrote that doubting his Christian faith was as absurd as doubting
his patriotism. But they cannot ignore this mountain of evidence suggesting Washington’s religion was not Deism, but just the sort of low-
church Anglicanism one would expect in an eighteenth century Virginia gentleman. His “sacred fire” lit America’s path toward civil and
religious liberty.

WALTER A. MCDOUGALL
Pulitzer Prize winning Historian
Professor of History and International Relations, University of Pennsylvania
Author of “Freedom Just Avound the Corner: A New American History.” 1585-1828

George Washington’s actions as a soldier and statesman made republican government a reality and shaped the American understanding
of liberty as a divine blessing and a sacred trust. Washington’s actions were, in no small measure, the products of his character.
Washington’s character, as Peter Lillback shows in George Washington's Sacred Fire, was deeply informed by his Christian faith. Dr.
Lillback buries the myth that Washington was an unbeliever—at most a “Deist’—under an avalanche of facts. He demonstrates that our
founding father’s commitment to kindling and nurturing “the sacred fire of liberty,” far from reflecting a rejection of Christian beliefs,
flowed directly from them.

ROBERT P. GEORGE
McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence and Director of the James Madison Program in American Ideals and Institutions, Princeton
University

An enlightening, engaging, and long overdue correction of the falsehood that Washington lacked faith.

RODNEY STARK
Baylor University

For several decades, there has been a consensus among academics that George Washington was not really a Christian, but instead was a
Deist. Peter Lillback’s work demolishes this conventional wisdom. He provides comprehensive evidence and penetrating arguments
which demonstrate that Washington was indeed a consistent Christian and in particular that his religious beliefs were those typical of a
devout low-church Episcopalian in eighteenth-century Virginia. This volume will enable today’s Christians to refute the current falsehoods
being propagated about the faith of this greatest of America’s founding fathers and to speak a truth that has great meaning in the
historical and cultural debates of our own time.

JAMES KURTH
Department of Political Science
Swarthmore College

History is a powerful tool. Used to press an agenda in the guise of recording facts it can yield dangerous results. These results are the
more nefarious because the means of handling the facts appear so neutral. Hence the confusion about America’s founding fathers. For
generations George Washington has been portrayed as an Enlightenment Deist. This view helps reduce the likelihood of a strong
Christian influence in early America, which in turn helps promote the cause of secularism today. Peter A. Lillback has given us a nearly



exhaustive reckoning with the true Washington, who turns out to be no Deist at all, but a professing Christian, a humble yet zealous
follower of Christ. This volume will move the reader as well as persuade him that America’s first president was also a premier man of
God, whose religion was quite contrary to that of Thomas Paine or Lord Shaftesbury. Neither his life nor his leadership make any sense
apart from his commitment to the church and to biblical faith. We praise Dr. Lillback for the enormous labor, a labor of love to be sure,
but a giant effort dedicated to the truth. We owe it to his thorough research and engaging polemics to give a hearing to George
Washington s Sacred Fire. When we do, we will discover, in the bargain, that we have here history as it ought to be.

WILLIAM EDGAR
Professor of Apologetics, Westminster Theological Seminary

The reconstruction of the private religious convictions of a public leader is always a most tricky and complicated historical task. In
English history, the figure of Oliver Cromwell has proved enigmatic, as historians have sought to co-ordinate his private statements and
actions with his public deeds as army general and then Lord Protector. In George Washington, American history has its own Cromwell: a
leader of such enormous stature, and who arouses such passionate emotions, that it is difficult to separate the facts from the fiction. For
a long time it has been assumed that this founding father was a man of the Enlightenment, a Deist; yet, with this book, Dr Lillback seeks
to challenge that, and marshals awesomely detailed evidence that another category, that of a broadly orthodox Anglicanism, provides a
more accurate way of setting Washington’s religious convictions in context. Whether one agrees or disagrees, it is clear this book is a
significant and serious challenge to the typical historiography which can clearly no longer be taken for granted.

CARL TRUEMAN
Professor of Historical Theology
Chairman of the Church History Department, Westminster Theological Seminary
Editor of Themelios
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Foreword

In many of America’s secondary schools and schools of higher education, history is considered
irrelevant to the post-modern and multi-cultural world. Entire curricula on American history have
been written with only passing reference to our founding fathers, including George Washington.

But this is not a sudden event. The roots of this historical revisionism go back to the early ninteen
hundreds as many elite leaders and educators in America began, intentionally, to move in a direction
away from America’s Christian heritage.

George Washington, the preeminent figure at the beginning of America as a new, independent
nation, has been subjected to the reinterpretation of American history by numerous, secular scholars.
Motivated by a world view that rejects the foundational doctrine of George Washington’s world view
—Divine Providence—these scholars have filtered out and misrepresented the extensive evidence of
George Washington’s faith. As a result, they have created a secular George Washington as a truncated
figure from the heroic figure known by his contemporaries.

One cannot begin to understand the totality of George Washington and the faith which animated him
unless one first explores the strong orthodox Christian upbringing which he experienced as a
youngster. From his early years, he embraced a lifelong dedication to his Anglican faith. How he
lived his faith was very much influenced by his passion for self-discipline, self-control, and rectitude.
His personality caused him to avoid laying his heart on his sleeve.

Nevertheless, Washington’s contemporaries clearly saw in him his strong Christian faith and his
appeal to, and trust in, “Providence,” to which “he regularly gave thanks, publicly and privately.”

It was only many decades after his death that some historians began to interpret Washington’s
values and beliefs, more from their own frame of reference, rather than by the extensive writings and
utterances of Washington during his lifetime. Because some early American patriots, like Thomas
Paine, were Deists, that is those who believed in a distant and remote Deity, many more recent
historians have tried to label a number of the luminaries of the founding fathers of America as also
being Deists. For example, it is often said today that Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin were
Deists. Yet, each man in a variety of contexts spoke earnestly of their conviction as Theists—that God
was both approachable by man and that God played an ever-active role in the affairs of man.
Consider Thomas Jefferson’s declaration: “God who gave us life gave us liberty. And can the
liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed our only firm basis, a conviction in the
minds of the people that these liberties are the gift of God?” It is not surprising, therefore, that
Thomas Jefferson and his fellow founders would have referred four times in the Declaration of
Independence to a Creator God of Providence. Likewise, consider the statement of Benjamin Franklin
delivered at the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787: “I have lived, Sir, a long time,
and the longer I live, the more convincing proofs I see of this truth: that God governs in the affairs of
man.”

In the case of George Washington, this book George Washington's Sacred Fire documents with
exhaustive detail and analysis that Washington was not only a Theist, as seen in his very frequent
references to Providence, but that Washington was also an orthodox Trinitarian Christian. First, in
regard to the impact of a Providential God, Washington later in his public life said: “It is the duty of



all nations to acknowledge the Providence of Almighty God, to obey his will, to be grateful for his
benefits, and humbly implore his protection and favor.” (Thanksgiving Proclamation, October 3,
1789)

From his deep Christian faith, Washington also found occasion to advocate Christianity. In a speech
to the Delaware chiefs on May 12, 1779, he said: “This is a great mark of your confidence and of
your desire to preserve friendship between the Two Nations to the end of time, and to become One
People with your Brethren of the United States. My ears hear with pleasure the other matters you
mention. Congress will be glad to hear them too. You do well to wish to learn our arts and ways of
life, and above all, the religion of Jesus Christ. These will make you a greater and happier people
than you are.”

Later, during the Revolutionary War, amidst a continuing series of disappointments and setbacks,
Washington said: “While we are zealously performing the duties of good citizens and soldiers we
certainly ought not to be inattentive to the higher duties of religion. To the distinguished character of
patriot, it should be our highest glory to add the more distinguished character of Christian.”

But for Washington, the true mark of conviction was how one behaved and what one did. From his
lifelong commitment to rectitude and Christian moral principle, Washington stressed in his orders and
directives and exhibited in his personal life, that a Christian faith is not just how one speaks but how
one acts. As commander in chief, he set high standards for Christian worship and Christian behavior:
“We can have little hope of the blessing of Heaven on our arms if we insult it by our impiety and
folly. Let vice and immorality of every kind be discouraged, as much as possible in your brigade; and
as a chaplain 1s allowed to each regiment, see that the men regularly attend divine Worship.” This
precedent was established earlier in his life as the widely recognized leader of Virginia’s Militia. He
emphasized that his troops should “pray, fast, attend worship and observe days of thanksgiving.””

Finally, 1t is helpful to reflect on those many, many times in his life when Washington was not sure
that he was up to the task of the heavy burden of responsibilities he was called upon to fulfill. When
he was selected, unanimously, by the Continental Congress to serve as commander in chief of the
Continental Army, he said: “I beg it may be remembered, by every gentleman in the room, that I, this
day, declare with my utmost sincerity, I do not think myself equal to the command I am honored with.”
Many times during the eight long years of the Revolutionary War, Washington experienced more
failures than successes. Because the conflict was so protracted, he faced continuing high rates of
desertion of various state militias during the War. While Washington maintained great conviction in
the merits of the American cause, he nevertheless clearly turned again, and again, to prayer that the
Lord God would give him strength and sustain him.

For a man of such probity and such self-restraint, the truest reflection of George Washington’s
conviction and practice as an orthodox Christian requires exhaustive and thorough scholarship to
bring together the totality of George Washington’s devotion as a Christian. This book, by the
Reverend Dr. Peter Lillback in conjunction with Jerry Newcombe, gives us all a much truer
understanding of the man who as “Father of Our Country” was indispensable to the success of
securing, not only American independence, but, more importantly, the survival of America’s bold
experiment in republican representative government. George Washington's Sacred Fire is an attempt
to let Washington speak for himself, and to address, in a definitive manner, the evidence of his
Christian faith and conviction. This book makes a unique and authoritative case for the underlying
faith of George Washington which sustained him and guided him throughout his remarkable life.



John M. Templeton, Jr., M.D.



Introduction

In the popular culture of late twentieth and early twenty-first century America, two schools of
thought about George Washington are doing battle. As evidenced by sermons and books by
conservative religious leaders and numerous websites launched by people with an axe to grind, at
least in regard to his religious beliefs, the Washington one finds on the internet appears to be a
candidate for diagnosis as a multiple personality. He is either a rabid evangelical Christian or else is
described as a Deist, a term which seems to be equivalent in the modern parlance of these
polemicists to agnostic—someone who feels that there is no way to know if there 1s or is not a God,
so they refuse to take a stand either way, and, if there i1s a God, he/she/it 1s unknowable. Perhaps
Washington’s seeming personality disorder can be traced to the fact that, depending on which site one
reads, he was either raised by pietistic parents or was the son of a man who spurned the Christian
faith.

These differing views of Washington in the contemporary United States reflect the historical
scholarship of the last two centuries. For over one hundred years following Washington’s death, his
biographers tended to view their subject as a deeply religious man. Popular writers reflected that
same opinion, but often elaborated on the religious theme; stories came into the popular imagination
of Washington the perfect man, who broke up fights between children at school as a boy, was always
in church each Sunday, had religious visions, and certainly never lied.

All that changed about seventy years ago. At that point, historians began trying to strip away the
myths that had grown up around Washington, in order to make him more human and understandable to
a twentieth century audience. While this was a laudable goal—and one that contemporary historians
and museums are still striving to do in the face of some particularly imbedded beliefs, such as the
wooden teeth legend—they began to cast doubt on the view of Washington as a devout Christian. The
most influential of those works was historian Paul Boller’s Washington and Religion, which
essentially described Washington as a person who, though raised in the Anglican Church, was at best
only nominally Christian, who found that religion useful for keeping the lower classes in order, but
did not seriously believe the tenets of the faith. Religion, moreover, was a subject in which he had
very little interest. Boller’s position has been the standard interpretation of this facet of Washington’s
life since its publication more than forty years ago. Most recently, scholarly examinations of the
subject have suggested that Washington’s spiritual life was more greatly influenced by Stoic
philosophy than Judeo-Christian theology.

There 1s evidence that the historical tide may again be turning. While not directly dealing with
Washington, Edward L. Bond and John K. Nelson have written convincing explorations of the
Anglican Church in Virginia, which take seriously the depth of faith of the American colonists and
challenge the notion that the state church was solely a means by which the upper classes controlled
the rest of society. Other scholars—Daniel L. Dreisbach, James H. Hutson, and Garrett Ward
Sheldon, to name just a few—have reexamined the place of religion in the lives of Washington’s
contemporaries and show their readers a group of men and women with a strong belief in God and an
intense interest in matters of religion. Quite recently, still others have turned their attention to
Washington himself. Vincent Phillip Munoz produced a fine article on Washington’s ideas on church



and state, while Michael and Jana Novak have just (2006) published a book-length investigation into
the 1dentity of the God mentioned in Washington’s writings, as well as what the country’s most famous
founding father meant when he wrote, so very often, about “Providence.”

Peter Lillback, with Jerry Newcombe, has written George Washington s Sacred Fire as a means of
redressing some of the past wrongs in interpreting the place of God and religion in Washington’s life.
Striving for balance, the man to whom Dr. Lillback introduces his readers is decidedly Christian, but
hardly an evangelical in the modern sense. He was an active churchman, whose relationship with the
Anglican Church underwent change throughout his life, but never altered his relationship with God.
Unlike many of the popular writers who have tried to resurrect belief in a very devout Washington,
Dr. Lillback has taken great care to document his sources. His fifteen years of research are clearly
evident, with very complete notes and appendices, so that readers wishing to explore further can
follow the trail to additional sources. The author also brings an understanding of the eighteenth
century church in America, which is invaluable in putting Washington into the context of his time and
place.

So, if the historical tide is beginning to turn—a slow process at best—then scholars are in the first
stages of reappraising Washington’s faith. As part of that reassessment, I would like to invite you to
read George Washington's Sacred Fire. It is now your turn to weigh the evidence and decide how you
would answer the question of whether George Washington, America’s founding father, was a
Christian or not.

Mary V. Thompson
Research Specialist
George Washington’s Mount Vernon Estate
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Introduction:
The Controversy

“Broadly speaking, of course, Washington can be classified as a

Deist.”
Paul F Boller, Jr. 1963*

“On my honor and the faith of a Christian...”
George Washington, 1763

993

George Washington has been described by recent authors as “a lukewarm Episcopalian,”™ a “warm
Deist,” “not a deeply religious man,” “not particularly ardent in his faith,” “one who avoided as
was the Deist custom, the word ‘God.””” No wonder Professor Paul Boller wrote, “Broadly speaking,
of course, Washington can be classified as a Deist.” Yet paradoxically, this was the man who stood
trembling before his new nation to give his First Inaugural Address! and spoke of “the sacred fire of
liberty.” This was not a secular fire. It was a flame fueled by the holy.

Surprising perhaps, but as we will see, Washington’s description of himself repeatedly used the
words “ardent,” “fervent,” “pious,” and “devout.” There are over one hundred different prayers
composed and written by Washington in his own hand, with his own words, in his writings. His
passions flared in a letter, when his church vestry considered not honoring his purchase of a family
pew in his local church. He described himself as one of the deepest men of faith of his day when he
confessed to a clergyman, “No Man has a more perfect Reliance on the alwise, and powerful
dispensations of the Supreme Being than I have nor thinks his aid more necessary.”®

Rather than avoid the word “God,” on the very first national Thanksgiving under the U.S.
Constitution, he said, “It 1s the duty of all Nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to
obey his will, to be grateful for his benefits, and humbly to implore his protection and favor.”
Although he never once used the word “Deist” in his voluminous writings, he often mentioned
religion, Christianity, and the Gospel. He spoke of Christ as “the divine Author of our blessed
religion.” He encouraged missionaries who were seeking to “Christianize” the “aboriginals.” He took
an oath in a private letter, “on my honor and the faith of a Christian.” He wrote of “the blessed
religion revealed in the Word of God.” He encouraged seekers to learn “the religion of Jesus Christ.”
He even said to his soldiers, “To the distinguished Character of Patriot, it should be our highest Glory
to add the more distinguished Character of Christian.” Not bad for a “lukewarm” Episcopalian!

29



George Washington is known by Americans as the founding father of our nation. However, there
has been great confusion and debate about his faith. The historic view was that he was a Christian.
The consensus of scholars that has developed since the bicentennial of Washington’s birth in 1932 is
that he was a Deist, that 1s, one who believes in a very remote and impersonal God. (We will define
this term more fully in the following chapter.)

Who is correct in their assessment of Washington—the recent historians of Washington or
Washington himself? We believe this is a fair question. Our purpose is to address the question of
Washington’s religion and to answer it in a definitive way, using Washington’s own words. Was he a
Christian or a Deist?? We believe that when all the evidence is considered, it is clear that George
Washington was a Christian and not a Deist, as most scholars since the latter half of the twentieth
century have claimed.

One of the interesting proofs of the significance of George Washington in American history is that
we read into him what we want to see. To a secularist, Washington was a secularist. To a Christian,
Washington was a church-going believer. It is natural that people want to make Washington in their
own image. This is even true to a humorous degree. For example, George Washington wearing a
baseball cap recently graced the front page of the US4 Today in reference to Washington, D.C., getting
its own baseball team.

Everybody wants to claim Washington for their own. The Christians want to make him a devout
evangelical. The skeptics want to make him a skeptic. We believe the truth, however, is that he was an
18th century Anglican. He was an orthodox, Trinity-affirming believer in Jesus Christ, who also
affirmed the historic Christian Gospel of a Savior who died for sinners and was raised to life. But
then again, we also believe it would not be accurate to call him an “evangelical” (by modern
standards of the word).

What are the facts of history? And do they matter? The importance of this study is more than
historical. Establishing that George Washington was a Christian helps to substantiate the critical role
that Christians and Christian principles played in the founding of our nation. This, in turn, encourages
a careful reappraisal of our history and founding documents. A nation that forgets its past does not
know where it is or where it is headed. We believe such a study would also empower, enable, and
defend the presence of a strong Judeo-Christian worldview in the ongoing development of our state
and national governments and courts. We set out to provide the necessary foundation for an honest
assessment of the faith and values of our founders and the government they instituted.

NO LONGER A HERO?

Can a historic national hero become irrelevant? This seems to have happened to George
Washington and many other “politically incorrect” founding fathers, at least in the minds of some
leading educators. In fact, many of our founders—despite all their sacrifices to establish our great
country with unparalleled freedoms—have been denigrated to the category of the irrelevant history of
“dead white guys.” In fact, the Washington Times reported: “George Washington, Thomas Jefferson,
and Benjamin Franklin are not included in the revised version of the New Jersey Department of
Education history standards, a move some critics view as political correctness at its worst.”>

The impact of this approach to history can perhaps be seen in a recent Washington College Poll. It
found that more Americans had a higher respect for Bill Clinton’s job performance as the nation’s
forty second president than they did George Washington’s.” Thus, George Washington is no longer
considered to be the hero he once was.



NO LONGER A CHRISTIAN?

Pick up most books and articles on Washington from 1932 or earlier, and generally, with a few
exceptions, you will read about George Washington the Christian. That began to change with the
iconoclastic scholarship of the mid-twentieth century that sought to tear down the traditional
understanding of our nation and its origins.

In particular, the leading modern study of George Washington the Deist, George Washington &
Religion, was authored by historian Paul F. Boller, Jr.2 Boller’s conclusion can be summarized in a
single sentence: To the “unbiased observer” George Washington appears as a Deist, not a devout
Christian.”

While there have been studies before Boller’s that argued that Washington was a Deist and not a
Christian, Boller’s book is clearly now considered the definitive standard book on the subject.” After
his book, very few scholars asserted that George Washington was a Christian. Consequently, it has
become the accepted “fact” of history that Washington was a Deist. The interesting thing about
Boller’s book is that, to our knowledge, it has never been fully rebutted. Using historical scholarship,
we want to address and answer Boller’s arguments and go beyond them in a way that is accessible to
all serious readers.

Even Boller admits that religion was important to Washington as a leader. For instance, Boller
writes, ““...he saw to it that divine services were performed by the chaplains as regularly as possible
on the Sabbath for the soldiers under his command.”* But shouldn’t this lead us to ask why chaplains
would be important to a Deist? Boller even admits there are testimonials of Washington’s consistency
in attending church: “John C. Fitzpatrick’s summation of Washington’s church-going habits (which he
examined carefully) seems fair enough: ‘Washington...was a consistent, if not always regular
churchgoer.”’®

This is an important admission on Boller’s part because later writers have gone far beyond
Boller’s argument and asserted that Washington did not even attend church as a mature adult.®

The erosion of accurate historicity is disconcerting: One scholar casts Washington in a Deistic
mold. The next goes further and states—without citing evidence—that he didn’t even go to church.
What will the next generation of scholars claim? This ignorance of the facts is what requires us to
pursue our question concerning Washington’s religion by constant interaction with his own written
words and the unquestionable records of his actions.

As we have said, many recent writers don’t see Washington as a Christian. A “tongue-in-cheek”
book on him claims to be based on nothing but the facts, but listen to the unsubstantiated extent it goes
concerning Washington and religion. Marvin Kitman in his, The Making of the President 1789
(Harper & Row, New York, 1989) describes a busy few days where Washington attended various
churches. Without the least regard to Washington’s vast writings, Kitman inaccurately and falsely
states:

And here was a man who didn’t even believe in God, some of his political enemies said,
paraphrasing his own minister, who had been complaining about the way Washington never
mentioned the word God—he did use Providence regularly—didn’t come to take
sacrament, or do this or that. He was big with the Deist vote, however.2

Kitman is incorrect on many fronts, as we will see throughout the book. For starters, Washington
believed in God; referred to God (by many names intended to honor Him) hundreds of times; did,
indeed, speak of Providence some 270 times; and, in fact, there are written records that Washington



partook of Christian communion both before and after the War. Furthermore, the alleged “Deist vote”
would have been quite marginal at best. Benjamin Hart notes that at the beginning of the American
Revolution, 98.4% of the Americans claimed to be Protestant; 1.4% claimed to be Roman Catholic
——thus, 99.8% were professing Christians. This certainly corroborates Benjamin Franklin’s telling
observation published in 1794 on the faith of his contemporary fellow Americans in the midst of
Washington’s presidency:

The almost general mediocrity of fortune that prevails in America obliging its people to
follow some business for subsistence, those vices that arise usually from idleness are in
great measure prevented. Industry and constant employment are great preservatives of the
morals and virtue of a nation. Hence bad examples to youth are more rare in America;
which must be a comfortable consideration to parents. To this may be truly added, that
serious religion, under its various denominations, 1s not only tolerated, but respected and
practiced. Atheism is unknown there, infidelity rare and secret; so that persons may live to
a great age in that country without having their piety shocked by meeting with either an
atheist or an infidel. And the Divine Being seems to have manifested his approbation of the
mutual forbearance and kindness with which the different sects treat each other, by the
remarkable prosperity with which He has been pleased to favour the whole country.?

A DEVOUT EIGHTEENTH CENTURY ANGLICAN

We believe that an honest look at the facts of history show that George Washington was a devout
eighteenth century Anglican. This means he believed the basics of that orthodox Trinitarian faith that
proclaimed the substitutionary saving death of Jesus Christ for sinners. Some have declared that
Washington stopped attending Communion during the War. Should this be correct—and let’s assume
so for the sake of argument—does this prove he was not a believing Christian?

Could other reasons better explain the question? Could it have been because he had broken
Communion with the head of the Anglican Church (King George III)? Perhaps during the stresses of
the War, he got out of the habit of receiving the Lord’s Table on a regular basis. And what should we
make of the historical testimonies that he did attend Communion after the War from time to time?

As we analyze the written evidence from Washington himself, we will find that he had an
exemplary private prayer life. His biblical literacy suggests the he read the Scriptures regularly, and
we can also show that he used the 1662 Book of Common Prayer from the Church of England, which
was a very orthodox guide for Christian worship of the Trinity. In fact, the 1662 Book of Common
Prayer is more theologically sound than the average book available in a Christian bookstore today.

In this present book, we are taking what Christian philosopher Gary Habermas, in another context,
calls “the minimalist facts approach.” We are only going to say what can be proven beyond a
reasonable doubt. We are not going to present a hagiography of George Washington, i.e., we will not
make him into an ecclesiastical saint. But we do believe that his own words and actions show that he
was a Christian and not an unbelieving Deist.

George Washington was not a perfect man. He occasionally lost his temper; he drank wine—maybe
even too much when he was a young man.? He was involved with activities that some would find fault
with: he had a revenue producing distillery on his Mount Vernon Estate;* he loved to fox hunt; he went
to the theatre, and occasionally to the horse races. And, sadly, he owned slaves, something all
Americans today would find immoral, but which was not uncommon for a Southern gentleman of his
day.



Like other human beings, he struggled with personal challenges such as illness, fatigue, pain, deaths
of loved ones, loneliness, financial pressures, and step-parenting challenges, to name but a few. Yet,
as we can see from his writings, he attempted to walk according to the duties of the Christian faith.
We find this in a letter that he wrote to his life-long friend, Reverend Bryan Fairfax (Lord Fairfax),
who had been the pastor of Washington’s church in Alexandria, Virginia. Writing from Mount Vernon
on January 20, 1799, only months before he died, Washington looked back over his very full life and
described his spiritual walk:

The favourable sentiments which others, you say, have been pleased to express respecting
me, cannot but be pleasing to a mind who always walked on a straight line, and
endeavoured as far as human frailties, and perhaps strong passions, would enable him, to
discharge the relative duties to his Maker and fellowmen, without seeking any indirect or
left handed attempts to acquire popularity.®

Remember that Washington was a land surveyor by training who specialized in setting long straight
boundary lines. He speaks of such “straight lines” in his letters. But here he tells us, as he surveys his
remarkable life, that he also had sought to walk a “straight line” in discharging his duties to his
“Maker and fellow-men.” Accordingly, he openly spoke of his own “fervent prayer” to his soldiers.
Consider this concluding line of a December 5, 1775, private letter that Washington wrote to his then
faithful officer, Benedict Arnold:

...give him all the Assistance in your Power, to finish the glorious Work you have begun.
That the Almighty may preserve and prosper you in it, is the sincere and fervent Prayer of,
Dear Sir, Your Humble & Obedient Servant, George Washington.*

Similarly, he often expresses his own deep faith in God’s Providence with such heartfelt language
as the following from his May 13, 1776, letter to his close friend in Boston, Reverend William
Gordon. Referring to God’s *“...many other signal Interpositions of Providence,” he declares that they
“must serve to inspire every reflecting Mind with Confidence.” And then he describes himself with
these striking words of spiritual commitment:

No Man has a more perfect Reliance on the all-wise, and powerful dispensations of the
Supreme Being than I have nor thinks his aid more necessary.”

DISESTABLISHMENT IN VIRGINIA

It is true that as a young man and for much of Washington’s adult life, Virginia had an established
church—the Anglican Church. By law one was required to attend services and pay tithes. That was
part of the responsibility of a colonist in Virginia. However, that changed in 1786 with the Act for
Establishing Religious Liberty. This great step forward in terms of religious liberty was especially
the work of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison.

One of the key arguments Jefferson made in this statute was that Almighty God has made the mind
free and that any punishments that men mete out against religious opinion deemed to be false are a
departure from “the plan of the holy author of our religion, who being lord both of body and mind, yet
choose [sic] not to propagate it by coercions on either, as was in his Almighty power to do, but to
exalt it by its influence on reason alone...”*

In other words, Jefferson argues, because Jesus Christ could have forced men to believe in Him,



but did not, and instead gave us the personal responsibility to believe, then who are we as mere men
to punish others for their religious opinions, no matter how wrong these opinions may be? Secularists
sometimes interpret Jefferson’s argument here as a plea for unbelief. Not so. He uses the example of
Christ to argue for religious freedom. In fact, religious liberty in America especially stems from two
great Christian clergymen who prepared the way for America’s religious liberty. They were also two
of our nation’s settlers—Roger Williams and William Penn.

After Virginia disestablished the Anglican Church, men and women were no longer required by
state law to worship there. But Washington did not stop attending church after disestablishment. He
kept attending his church long after that—until he died.

GOD IN THE SPEECHES AND WRITINGS OF WASHINGTON

George Washington’s mention of God in his private letters as well as his public speeches and
writings 1s frequent, especially when we understand the vast variety of terms he employed for the
Almighty including, “the great disposer of events,” “the invisible hand,” “Jehovah,” or his favorite
term—“Providence.” We cannot escape the alternatives—Washington either truly cared about God or
he employed God-talk for mere political or manipulative ends, while he himself didn’t believe the
words he was speaking. The latter appears difficult to accept from a man who insisted, “Honesty is
the best policy.”

We are all familiar with politicians talking about God in their public speeches—even if their
private behavior belies that God-talk. Was George Washington this type of public figure? We don’t
think so, nor does the historical evidence support it.

Boller quotes a nineteenth century Anglican minister who laments that Washington allegedly never
mentioned Jesus. Anglican minister Bird Wilson said, “I have diligently perused every line that
Washington ever gave to the public, and I do not find one expression in which he pledges himself as a
professor of Christianity.”® Here 1s a sampling of what Bird Wilson could have perused. Washington
said that America will only be happy if we imitate “the divine author of our blessed religion.”

This is referring to Jesus Christ. This was not an obscure letter; it is the climax of a critical
farewell letter the commander in chief wrote to the governors of all the states at the end of the War.
Furthermore, it seems that Wilson didn’t know about the letter General Washington wrote to the
Delaware Indian chiefs. They asked him for advice on teaching their young ones. He responded that
they do well to learn our way of life and arts, “but above all, the religion of Jesus Christ.”

Furthermore, Washington talks about the need to be a good Christian, using the word “Christian” in
several different letters and communiqués. Thus, we find phrases such as the following in
Washington’s public and private writings: “A Christian Spirit,” “A True Christian,” “Be more of a
man and a Christian,” “Christian soldiers,” “The little Christian,” “To the distinguished character of
Patriot, it should be our highest glory to add the more distinguished character of Christian.”

What makes these affirmations of Christianity personal for Washington 1s his deeply held view that
strong leadership must be coupled with consistency and integrity. One of Washington’s ‘“Rules of
Civility” comes into play here.? The forty-eighth says, “Wherein you reprove another be unblameable
yourself, for example is more prevalent than precepts.” Thus he wrote to Lord Stirling, March 5,
1780, “Example, whether it be good or bad, has a powerful influence, and the higher in Rank the
officer is, who sets it, the more striking it is.” He wrote as follows to James Madison, March 31,
1787, “Laws or ordinances unobserved, or partially attended to, had better never have been made;
because the first is a mere nihil [utterly useless], and the second is productive of much jealousy and
discontent.” He also wrote to Col. William Woodford, November 10, 1775, “Impress upon the mind



of every man, from the first to the lowest, the importance of the cause, and what it is they are
contending for.” And writing to James McHenry on July 4, 1798, he declared,

A good choice [of General Staff | is of . . . immense consequence. . . . [They] ought to be
men of the most respectable character, and of first-rate abilities; because, from the nature of
their respective offices, and from their being always about the Commander-in-Chief, who is
obliged to entrust many things to them confidentially, scarcely any movement can take place
without their knowledge. . . . Besides possessing the qualifications just mentioned, they
ought to have those of Integrity and prudence in an eminent degree, that entire confidence
might be reposed in them. Without these, and their being on good terms with the
Commanding General, his measures, if not designedly thwarted, may be so embarrassed as
to make them move heavily on.*

The point of all of this is that Washington believed that a leader’s actions and integrity must
illustrate his own commitment to his commands to his followers. A successful leader must lead by
example. Washington could not have called on his men to be such authentic Christians, if he was not
trying to be such a Christian as well. So it would seem that Bird Wilson did not search thoroughly
enough for the Christianity of Washington in his writings. Furthermore, if you read the text of the
prayers in the 1662 Book of Common Prayer that Washington and his fellow worshipers read
regularly in the weekly worship services, you would repeatedly see the exaltation of Jesus Christ.

CONCLUSION
We believe that modern skeptics have read into Washington their own unbelief. Just as many
Christians have read too much piety into the man, we believe modern skeptics have read too much
skepticism into George Washington. The skeptics, however, are on even shakier ground than the
pietists that Professor Boller ridicules for their uncritical reliance on unsubstantiated anecdotes and
stories that turn Washington into a paragon of devotional piety. The skeptics have remade Washington
into their own unbelieving image—even though:
* He was clearly and deeply biblically literate. As we will see from his private and
public writings, his pen inks scriptural phrases and concepts from all parts of the
Bible.
* He was a committed churchman, attending regularly when it was convenient and
inconvenient; he not only attended service, but he diligently served the church,
primarily in his youth, as a lay leader; throughout his life, he generously donated
money and material goods for the well-being of the church.
* He was generally very quiet about anything pertaining to himself, including his
faith, yet he was always concerned to respect the faith of others, attempting to practice
his Christian faith privately, even while he at times openly affirmed his Christian
beliefs in public. There are numerous accounts from family and military associates—
too numerous to be dismissed—of people coming across Washington in earnest,
private prayer.
» He repeatedly encouraged piety, public and private; he insisted on chaplains for the
military and legislature; he often promoted “religion and morality” and recognized
these as essential for our national happiness, and even called on the nation’s leaders to
follow Christ’s example.



* He turned away from the opportunity to become a king, even though a lesser man
would have seized such power; he had not fought the king in order to become a new
king, even though men wanted to make him that after he won the War. Indeed,
Washington is a striking model of what Christians have called a servant-statesman.

These and many other indicators show that the scholars of recent years have been misreading
George Washington and ignoring the spiritual realities of our founding father. By so doing, they have
presented a very truncated picture of “his Excellency.”

George Washington's Sacred Fire intends to convince you that when all the available evidence is
considered, the only viable conclusion is that George Washington was a Christian and not a Deist.
What enflamed Washington’s passion and stirred his heart was that which was sacred to his soul—his
utter dependence on the hand of Divine Providence.

His passion is important for us as well. Where a nation began determines its destiny. Is the Judeo-
Christian heritage of America a reality or an interloper aimed at suppressing the secularism of the
founders? Or, is it the other way around? Are today’s secularists trying to recreate the faith of our
founding father into the unbelief of a Deist in order to rid our nation of Washington’s holy flame of
faith? Was it a secular flame or a “sacred fire” that Washington ignited to light the lamp for America’s
future? If we look carefully at Washington’s words, it is clear that it was a “sacred fire.” Throughout
the rest of this book, we will continue carefully to consider his words. And as we do, we believe that
they will fuel the “sacred fire of liberty” and continue to illumine the path to America’s future.



TWO

Deism Defied:
Shades of Meaning, Shading the Truth

“The man must be bad indeed who can look upon the events of the
American Revolution without feeling the warmest gratitude towards the
great Author of the Universe whose divine interposition was so

frequently manifested in our behalf.”
George Washington 1789

“The hand of Providence has been so conspicuous in all this, that he

must be worse than an infidel that lacks faith”
George Washington, 1778

Deism: n. [Fr. Deisme; Sp. Deismo; It. 1d.; from L. deus, [God]. The doctrine or creed of a Deist;
the belief or system of religious opinions of those who acknowledge the existence of one God, but
deny revelation: or deism is the belief in natural religion only, or those truths, in doctrine and
practice, which man is to discover by the light of reason, independent and exclusive of any revelation
from God. Hence deism implies infidelity or a disbelief in the divine origin of the scriptures.

Deist: n. [Fr. Deiste; It. Deista.] One who believes in the existence of a God, but denies revealed
religion; one who professes no form of religion, but follows the light of nature and reason, as his only
guides in doctrine and practice; a freethinker. Noah Webster, 1828 Dictionary of the American
English Language’

Before we begin our study, we should define our terms. A Deist is one who believes that there is a
God, but He is far removed from the daily affairs of men. God made the world and then left it to run
on its own. The Deist’s God does not take an active interest in the affairs of men. He is not a prayer-
answering God. Praying to Him has no value. Deism is in some ways the natural outworking of
exalting reason alone—that is, human reason apart from divine revelation.

The meaning of Deism has changed through the years. What Deism meant in Washington’s day and
what it meant later is an important point in terms of understanding the religious milieu of George
Washington. Because of these shades of meaning, there has been scholarly confusion over the use of
the word “Deism.” Deism, in general, whether in Washington’s day or after, has not believed what the
New Testament declares: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word



was God....And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us...” (John 1:1, 14, NASB). In other
words, a Deist, most decidedly, did not accept the Christian claim of the incarnation—that is, that
God entered time and space to reveal himself to humanity through his son Jesus Christ.

Scholars identify our founders with secularism or Deism. Does this mean that they did not believe
in God’s providential actions in American history? Or is it possible that in this period of history there
was an earlier form of Deism that still prayed and believed in Providence, but denied that the Bible
was the revelation of God? The difference between the two can be described by what we will call
“hard Deism” and “soft Deism.”

Hard Deists rejected more elements of Christianity than soft Deists. A hard Deist not only denied
that God had revealed himself in scripture, but he also denied that God acts in history, which is
usually described by the word “Providence.” Thomas Paine, the best representative of what we are
calling hard Deism, in his 4Age of Reason, rejected the idea of Providence, calling it one of the five
deities of Christian mythology.! Hard Deists also typically rejected a belief in God’s hearing and
answering prayer. The movement from the original soft Deism to the fully developed hard Deism is
reflected in Crane Brinton’s comment in The Shaping of Modern Thought: “One of the most
remarkable examples of the survival of religious forms is found when professed Deists indulge in
prayer, as they occasionally did. After all, the whole point about the Deist’s clockmaker God is that
he has set the universe in motion, according to natural law and has thereupon left it to its own
devices. Prayer to such a god would seem peculiarly inefficacious.” This is clearly the conclusion
that Thomas Paine reached in the Age of Reason.t In other words, Deism means an absentee God.

Many consider Washington to have been a soft Deist. Supposedly, this would mean that Washington
did not believe that God revealed himself in the Bible. It also means that he did not accept the
Christian claims of Christ’s divine nature, nor of His atoning death for man’s sin and his resurrection
from the dead, but that he may well have believed in prayer and Providence, in some sense. Further,
while not even the strictest skeptic accuses Washington of being a hard Deist, there is a tendency to
inappropriately compare Washington and Paine. Boller, for example, writes that both Washington and
Paine used similar deistic names for God. Yet there was a deep divide between the two. The tension
between Paine and Washington began over Paine’s book the Rights of Man. Before this, their
friendship had been strong; Washington had loved Common Sense and loved Paine’s logical
arguments that called for the American Revolution that he so ably put forth.! But Paine’s criticism of
Washington in the context of the Rights of Man is captured by Washington biographer Thomas
Flexner:

Another complaint is that, in acknowledging copies of the Rights of Man, which Paine had
sent him, Washington had coldly sidestepped all comment. As a matter of fact, the
president, who wished to remain nonpartisan, had used common sense. Paine would
undoubtedly have published any compliment Washington sent him. Jefferson was, indeed, to
get into hot water by having a letter he wrote to an American printer appear as an
introduction and seeming endorsement of Paine’s extremely controversial work.?

Moreover, Thomas Paine never forgave Washington for his utter silence to his cries for help when
he was imprisoned during the violence of the French Revolution. When Paine made it back to
America, he used every occasion he could to attack his erstwhile friend, while Washington never
responded publicly.? The complete severance of their former relationship is underscored by the
words of George Washington scholar, John C. Fitzpatrick. This passage begins with Washington’s



rebuttal to an open letter Paine had written, criticizing our first President: ...absolute falsehoods. As
an evidence whereof, and of the plan they are pursuing, I send you a letter from Mr. Paine to me,
Printed in this city and disseminated with great industry.” The letter, “Printed in the city and
disseminated with great industry,” was dated July 30, 1796, and published by Benjamin Franklin
Bache, a newspaper publisher and a contemporary of George Washington who was severely critical
of our founding father—not a popular stance at the time. It was republished in Dublin and London in
1797. It ended thus: “As to you sir, treacherous in private friendship (for so you have been to me, and
that in the day of danger) and a hypocrite in public life, the world will be puzzled to decide, whether
you are an apostate or an imposter; whether you have abandoned good principles or whether you ever
had any.”

So when Boller suggests a parallel between the theological vocabulary of Washington and Paine, in
the following statement, in light of the above, it is clear that he entirely neutralizes the intense
disagreement that an authentic description of their relationship requires.

Most of Washington’s official communications during the Revolution contained no
references to the Christian religion itself. The appeal, as we have seen, was customarily
made to “Heaven,” “Providence,” “Supreme Being,” “supreme disposer of all events,” and
to “the great arbiter of the Universe.” All of these were, of course, expressions that a good
Deist—like Thomas Paine, for instance—could use in all sincerity without in any way
committing himself to the theology and doctrines of the Christian church.”

DEISM IN WASHINGTON’S LANGUAGE?

Part of the shading of the truth in this debate is attempting to identify Washington’s language with
that of the “hard Deist” Thomas Paine by pointing to his use of phrases such as ‘“Heaven,”
“Providence,” “Supreme Being,” “Supreme Disposer of all events,” and “the great Arbiter of the
Universe.” But let’s take Boller at his own words. Are the names for God used by Washington
“expressions that a good Deist—like Thomas Paine—could use in all sincerity, without in any way
committing himself to the theology and doctrines of the Christian Church”? First we must ask, if Paine
believed that Providence was a Christian mythology, how could he employ each of these terms that
argue for God’s direct governance in human history? It seems clear to us, however, that Paine himself
sensed the incongruity implicit in Boller’s claim, since Paine did not use these terms in the Age of
Reason. Instead, Paine’s truncated Deistic theological terminology limited itself to the meager list of
merely “God,” “Creator,” and “Almighty.” When the variety of names for God that Washington used
throughout his writings is considered, however, one discovers around a hundred different titles for
God.2 These titles are remarkably diverse. It’s almost as though Washington did not want to use the
same title for God a second time. Yet he did use the word “God” over a hundred times and the word
“heaven” over a hundred times. The honorific titles for God such as ‘“the Great Author of the
Universe” or the “Great Disposer of Human Events” are only samples of his vast theological
vocabulary by which he sought to honor God.

So, while Paine does not use these titles that Washington so frequently employs, we have also
found these same titles for God in the writings of other great Christian preachers of Washington’s day,
whose messages were among the sermons that Washington purchased, collected, and bound, and were
found in his library when he died. Reverend Samuel Miller is an example of an orthodox minister of
Washington’s day using terms for God that our President used. Reverend Miller was a Presbyterian
minister and certainly no Deist. His July 4, 1793, message based on 2 Corinthians 3:17 was received



by Washington and was bound in Washington’s sermon collection.® Reverend Miller’s sermon,
entitled “A Sermon on the Anniversary of the Independence of America,” refers to God in the
following ways:

» ‘“the supreme Arbiter of nations”

» ‘“the grand Source”

* “the Deity himself *

» ‘“the Sovereign Dispenser of all blessings”

* “the Governor of the universe”

» “thou exalted Source of liberty”*

When George Washington used his multitude of respectful titles for God, he was simply employing

a Baroque style popular among many of the ministers at the time.® He was not showing that he
harbored some sort of secret, unspoken code of unbelief that would take two centuries for scholars to
decode.®

SILENCE FROM WASHINGTON’S DIARIES

One of the arguments we have to assess is the completeness of Washington’s diaries—or really,
incompleteness. Boller claims that Washington’s Christianity is not tenable based on his church
attendance recorded in his private diary.” If Washington didn’t note it, so the argument goes, he didn’t
attend. But there is a problem here, both with the source and the logic. First, many of Washington’s
diaries are missing. Second, the silence of the record does not prove it did not happen, or that it was
not important to him. The records of his diaries are important. But it is difficult to make a definitive
case from the brief and incomplete entries that Washington made in them. For example, when he
presided over the Constitutional Convention, he barely wrote a word in his diaries about these epoch-
making events.® Moreover, he never entered a word about the historic debates that occurred there.
Does that mean he barely attended the sessions (not so) or was indifferent to them? By this same
logic, one could infer that Washington’s breeding and care of his hunting hounds were more important
than the Constitutional Convention, since in his diaries he so often mentions his dogs by name! Here
we choose not to follow Boller in imposing an uncertain and questionable standard to discern George
Washington’s spiritual history. Instead of arguments from silence, we choose to accent the written
words and substantiated actions of Washington to make our case for his Christian faith.

FAMILY INFLUENCES

We will show from the historical data that Washington was deeply influenced by his godly mother,
Mary Ball Washington, and his older half-brother, Lawrence, who provided him with careful
instruction in the Christian faith as evidenced by his childhood school papers and his school books,
as well as by their active family and personal participation in their church. Along with his family’s
impact on his faith, we need to also recognize the influence of his religious neighbors—the British
noble family of the Fairfaxes that owned vast sections of the Old Dominion. Records show that they
went to church together, that Washington was urged by the cousin of Lord Fairfax to have prayers for
his troops as a young soldier. His childhood and life-long friend, Bryan Fairfax, actually was the
pastor of the Episcopal Church in Alexandria for a time, where Washington worshiped after his return
from the Revolutionary War, as well as after his return from the presidency. We will consider the
family testimony about Washington’s faith—those who were in a position to know his faith the best.
We will find that the family witness to his faith is uniform. In their minds there was no doubt that
George Washington was a Christian. Perhaps this is why Professor Boller and many recent scholars



pass over this extensive evidence in utter silence, treating it as though it were historically irrelevant.

THE CHURCHMAN

George Washington is famous for being a churchman. During the Revolutionary War, he at times
actually rode on horseback some twenty miles to get to a church. The Reverend John Stockton Littell,
Rector of St. James’ Church in Keene N.H., in his 1913 book George Washington: Christian®
records a story that reportedly took place in Litchfield in New England, where Washington saw some
of his soldiers throwing stones at an old Anglican ¢ hurch building. He said, “Stop throwing the
stones! I am a churchman, and we should not deal with the church in this way.” Whether or not one
accepts the historicity of this anecdote, Washington’s own records show he worshiped in Christian
churches not only in his native Virginia, but also from New England to Georgia as he traveled on
horseback through the vast and largely unsettled United States. He went to church all of his life, from
the time he was a young boy to when he became a soldier. He led in devotions in his camp, when
there was no church or chaplain present. As commander in chief and as president, he sought to set an
example for his followers by regular worship. When he became a retired president and proprietor of
Mount Vernon, he continued to be a consistent worshiper.

In 1755, Washington played the role of Chaplain when he led a funeral service for his commanding
officer General William Braddock. Washington read the funeral service by torchlight, as his British
soldiers were fleeing from the Indian warriors, whose surprise attack had killed or wounded every
officer. Washington was the only officer to escape unharmed. In the service he read from the 1662
Book of Common Prayer, giving his fallen General a Christian funeral.® The Scriptures and prayers
Washington read that sorrowful night by torchlight included:

I AM the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord: he that believeth in me, though he were
dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die. St. John
xi. 25, 26.

I KNOW that my Redeemer liveth, and that he shalt stand at the latter day upon the earth.
And though after my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God: whom I
shall see for myself, and mine eyes shall behold, and not another. Job xix. 25, 26, 27.

WE brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out. The Lord
gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be the Name of the Lord. 1 Tim. vi. 7. Job L.
21.

O MERCIFUL God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who is the resurrection and the
life; in whom whosoever believeth shall live, though he die; and whosoever liveth, and
believeth in him, shall not die eternally; who also hath taught us, by his holy Apostle Saint
Paul, not to be sorry, as men without hope, for them that sleep in him; We meekly beseech
thee, O Father, to raise us from the death of sin unto the life of righteousness; that, when we
shall depart this life, we may rest in him, as our hope is this our brother doth; and that, at
the general Resurrection in the last day, we may be found acceptable in thy sight; and
receive that blessing, which thy well-beloved Son shall then pronounce to all that love and
fear thee, saying, Come, ye blessed children of my Father, receive the kingdom prepared for
you from the beginning of the world. Grant this, we beseech thee, O merciful Father,
through Jesus Christ, our Mediator and Redeemer. Amen.

Thus, we know that the lips of Washington spoke the name of Jesus Christ as he shared the comfort of



the Gospel through the historic liturgy of the Anglican Church.

Later in his life, he was very active in worship. The records show that he went to church on
Sundays while he served in the office of the presidency. When he retired, he continued to worship in
the church. For much of his life, Pohick Church in Lorton, Virginia, was his main church; after the
War, Christ Church in Alexandria was his place of worship. Both buildings are still standing today. It
you visit them, you can still see the pew boxes he worshiped in and that his records show he
purchased for himself and his family. What did Washington pray when he went to these churches?
They included Christian prayers from the Book of Common Prayer that he prayed aloud with the
entire congregation. These prayers are confessions of sin and repentance and calling upon Jesus
Christ for mercy and forgiveness. To the retort that the prayer book was not that important to
Washington, consider that he not only ordered a family Bible for Mount Vernon, he also ordered
prayer books for each member of his family, and specially ordered one for himself that was to be
sized to fit in his pocket, so he could carry it with him.2

THE COLONIAL CHURCH’S REREDOS

At the Anglican churches Washington worshiped in or visited, the parishioners would read from the
“reredos” during the service. This was a large wall plaque behind the altar with words painted on it.
These words were from the Bible and Christian teaching and were usually emblazoned on three
panels. One consisted of the Apostles’ Creed;* the next had the Lord’s Prayer.? And the third panel
listed out Exodus 20, i.e., the Ten Commandments,”? and sometimes included the Golden Rule of
Matthew 7:12.% There was a very practical motive for these texts to be placed on the main wall of the
church—books and printing were very expensive in colonial America. This was a more economical
means to provide the essentials of the Children’s Catechism and the essentials of the Anglican Book
of Common Prayer for an entire congregation.

The authors of this present book visited Christ Church in Alexandria, Virginia, and they have a
reredos there. That particular reredos is said to be the very one that was used in Washington’s day.
We also discovered a similar reredos when we visited Pohick Church in Lorton. (The Union Army
occupied the abandoned and deteriorating colonial brick church building and inflicted further damage.
It was restored to a reasonable facsimile of its colonial interior during the years 1901-1916.) You can
also see the Apostles’ Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments at Bruton Parish Church
in Williamsburg, where Washington attended when he was participating in the House of Burgesses.
This is true also of Trinity Church in Newport, Rhode Island, where Washington also had his own
pew. (Please see the different reredoses in the photos.) As the congregation followed the Anglican
liturgy, they would read out loud these holy texts from the reredos.

WASHINGTON’S WORSHIP IN VIEW OF HIS CONSCIENCE AND CHARACTER

Washington was a man with a sensitive conscience and a strong character. We want to take a
moment to develop that point, so we can return with a clearer understanding of Washington’s religious
practices. Why would a man of integrity engage in so many Christian activities, unless he really
believed the Christian message?

The force of this question is strengthened by Washington’s repeated statements concerning the
power of his own conscience and his deep concern for his character.® To General Nathanael Greene,
he wrote on October 6, 1781, “I bore much for the sake of peace and the public good. My conscience
tells me I acted rightly in these transactions, and should they ever come to the knowledge of the world
I trust I shall stand acquitted by it.” On Dec. 7, 1783, he wrote to the Legislature of New Jersey, “For



me, it is enough to have seen the divine Arm visibly outstretched for our deliverance, and to have
received the approbation of my Country, and my Conscience....” To Henry Lee he wrote on
September 22, 1788, “While doing what my conscience informed me was right, as it respected my
God, my Country and myself, I could despise all the party clamor and unjust censure....” If
Washington did not believe in something, his conscience would not permit him to participate. If he did
not subscribe to the Apostles’ Creed, why then would he have said it? If he did not believe in Jesus
Christ, why would he not have passed on participating in the service? This is particularly pertinent,
since 1t was his character that caused him to be the unquestioned leader of our youthful nation.
Consider what congressional leader and future President John Adams wrote to his wife Abigail on
February 21, 1777,

Many persons are extremely dissatisfied with numbers of the general officers of the highest
rank. I don’t mean the Commander-in-Chief. His character is justly very high, but Schuyler,
Putnam, Spencer, Heath, are thought by very few to be capable of the great commands they
hold.Z

In this context, consider Washington’s consistently strong words about his deep commitment to
candor, honesty, and character. To the Earl of Loudoun, in March 1757, Washington wrote, “My nature
is open and honest and free from guile.” To Henry Knox he wrote on July 16, 1798, “But my dear Sir,
as you always have found, and trust ever will find, candor a prominent trait of my character.” To
President John Adams, he wrote on September 25, 1798, “...let the purity of my intentions; the candor
of my declarations; and a due respect for my own character, be received as an apology.” In the same
letter he said, “...I would have told you with the frankness and candor which I hope will ever mark
my character....” To General Gates he wrote on January 4, 1778, “Thus Sir, with an openness and
candor which I hope will ever characterize and mark my conduct have I complied with your request.”
To James McHenry, he wrote on April 8, 1794, “...with my inauguration, I resolved firmly, that no
man should ever charge me justly with deception.” He wrote from Valley Forge on January 2, 1778 to
the President of Congress, “I did not, nor shall I ever [accept a gentleman as a friend that I regard as
an enemy], till I am capable of the arts of dissimulation. These I despise....” In other words,
Washington sought to act so that he could not be accused of telling lies. To Alexander Hamilton, he
wrote on August 28, 1788, “I hope I shall always possess firmness and virtue enough to maintain
(what I consider the most enviable of all titles) the character of an honest man....” To Edmund
Randolph, July 31, 1795, “I am [not] disposed to quit the ground I have taken, unless circumstances
more imperious than have yet come to my knowledge should compel it; for there is but one straight
course, and that is to seek truth and pursue it steadily.” He wrote to Timothy Pickering, February 10,
1799, “Concealment is a species of misinformation.” To Timothy Pickering, August 29, 1797,
“Candor is not a more conspicuous trait in the character of Governments than it is of individuals.” To
James Madison, November 30, 1785, “It is an old adage, that honesty is the best policy. This applies
to public as well as private life, to States as well as individuals.” To Richard Washington, April 15,
1757, “What can be so proper as the truth?”

To say Washington was a Deist—even a “soft Deist”—would imply that he did not have a problem
violating his conscience each time he worshiped in his church. It is difficult to imagine how
Washington, with his expressed concern for his character and his open commitment to honesty and
candor, along with his sensitive conscience, could repeatedly and consistently make a public
reaffirmation of a faith that he really did not believe.



The burden of proof is clearly on the side of those who claim that Washington was a Deist. To
Washington, integrity and conscience were vitally important. A good conscience and hope of divine
approval were essential for Washington’s sense of integrity. Thus he wrote August 18, 1786, to
Marquis de Chastellux, “Perhaps nothing can excite more perfect harmony in the soul than to have this
string [avoidance of vanity and false humility] vibrate in unison with the internal consciousness of
rectitude in our intentions and an humble hope of approbation from the supreme disposer of all
things.”

As a man of honor, he did not determine his actions for outward recognition. To his friend the
Marquis De Chastellux, he wrote on August 18, 1786, “I consider it an indubitable mark of mean-
spiritedness and pitiful vanity to court applause from the pen or tongue of man.” To Dr. James Craik,
March 25, 1784 he wrote, “I will frankly declare to you, my dear doctor, that any memoirs of my life,
distinct and unconnected with the general history of the war, would rather hurt my feelings than tickle
my pride whilst I lived. I had rather glide gently down the stream of life, leaving it to posterity to
think and say what they please of me, than by any act of mine to have vanity or ostentation imputed to
me . . . [ do not think vanity is a trait of my character.”

George Washington was either a true churchman or spiritual imposter. He once wrote to Robert
Stewart on April 27, 1763. To guarantee the truth of his letter, he used the phrase: “On my honor and
the faith of a Christian.” Clearly his honor and integrity meant a great deal to him. From this
statement, we see that his honor was inseparable from and strengthened by his faith as a Christian.

WASHINGTON AND THE EUCHARIST

One of the main arguments Paul Boller (and other skeptics of Washington’s Christianity) makes is
that Washington rarely, if ever, received Communion. This is an important matter and must be
considered. First of all, there are eye witness written accounts that the General did receive
communion regularly as a young man, when his church provided it three or four times a year.2 Second,
there is both oral and written testimony that he received Communion on occasion, both during the
Revolutionary War and as President. Third, does one have to receive Communion each time it’s
offered to be a Christian?

During his presidency in Philadelphia, it was Washington’s regular custom to not receive the
Eucharist. To Boller, this is evidence he was not a Christian. This is, however, not a proof that he was
a Deist. Washington was joining many in his parish who left after the completion of the service proper
and before the Lord’s Supper service was to be held. Bishop William Meade explains,

If it be asked how we can reconcile this leaving of the church at any time of the celebration
of the Lord’s Supper with a religious character, we reply by stating a well-known fact,—
viz: that in former days there was a most mistaken notion, too prevalent both in England and
America, that it was not so necessary in the professors of religion to communicate [receive
communion] at all times, but that in this respect persons might be regulated by their
feelings, and perhaps by the circumstances in which they were placed. I have had occasion
to see much of this in my researches into the habits of the members of the old church of
Virginia. Into this error of opinion and practice General Washington may have fallen,
especially at a time when he was peculiarly engaged with the cares of government and a
multiplicity of engagements, and when his piety may have suffered some loss thereby.2

Washington’s adopted granddaughter, Nelly Custis, confirms this fact: “On communion Sundays he left



the church with me, after the blessing, and returned home, and we sent the carriage back for my
grandmother.”®

Washington biographer Jared Sparks suggests a reason from his military days that may have
prompted his non-participation. “It is probable that after he took command of the army, finding his
thoughts and attention necessarily engrossed by the business that devolved upon him, in which
frequently little distinction could be observed between the Sabbath and other days, he may have
believed it improper publicly to partake of an ordinance which, according to the ideas he entertained
of 1t, imposed severe restrictions on outward conduct, and a sacred pledge to perform duties
impracticable in his situation.”

We believe Sparks was correct when we consult Washington’s diaries and letters as to what he did
on Sundays after church, these provide a reason why he left after the worship service was complete
and before the periodic communion service began. In his letters he relates that this was one of the few
times he had in a profoundly busy military, political, and business life to handle his vast private
correspondence and to address the massive responsibilities of running his huge Mount Vernon
Plantation.? The secret of Washington’s ability to accomplish so much was his mastery of time
management. Consider his statements on time. “What to me is more valuable, my time, that I most
regard,” he wrote to James McHenry, September 14, 1799. Similarly, he wrote to James Anderson on
December 10, 1799, “...time, which is of more importance than is generally imagined.”

One might well disagree with Washington’s choice between his personal demands and the
participation in the Eucharist. But it is clear that it is a non-sequitur to infer, as Boller and those who
argue for Washington’s Deism do, that Washington’s choice demonstrates a disbelief in Christ. His
decision to not commune on many Sundays cannot cancel out his faith demonstrated in countless acts
of Christian conduct and publicly expressed in phrases such as “the divine author of our blessed
religion,” and privately expressed in affirmations such as “on my honor and the faith of a
Christian.”*

Finally, Boller did not take the time to investigate all the evidence for Washington’s communing, or
if he did, he chose not even to acknowledge the significant evidence that George Washington did
receive Communion as president. This testimony comes from the daughter of his fellow general,
Phillip Schuyler. Why should we trust the testimony of Elizabeth Schuyler?—because her married
name was Mrs. Alexander Hamilton. She claimed to have communed with President Washington on
the day of his inauguration in New York.® But there may be an even far better explanation. Two
subsequent chapters will explore this question in depth: Did Washington take Communion? Why did
Washington not commune as president in Philadelphia?

CONCLUSION

George Washington either was a Christian or he manipulated Christian actions, words, and worship
for political ends, merely pretending to be a Christian. Why would he so often refer to God,
Providence, Heaven, and the Divine unless he really meant 1t? Why did he insist on having chaplains?
Why did he attend church so consistently, when it was difficult to get there? Was Washington just
putting on a show when he spoke about God—even in private correspondence—and for whom?
Again, it seems to us that Paul Boller and other modern scholars are remaking George Washington in
a secular image, just as much, even more so than the “pietists” that Boller so pointedly criticizes for
supposedly remaking Washington in their image. For Washington to use religion for such personal
ends may seem consonant with modern and post-modern values. But for Washington to have
conducted himself this way, he would have been utterly inconsistent with all of his own claims for his



character and the ideals of his era. Moreover, to accomplish this re-creation of Washington, not only
is he removed from his historical Anglican and Virginian context, but a great deal of evidence must be
either ignored, suppressed, or left unconsidered or undiscovered. Instead, we desire to let the full
weight of the evidence be heard.

That evidence includes such humble admissions on his part that he was being saddled with a great
responsibility—a responsibility he could only possibly fulfill with the help of the Almighty. We close
this chapter with this earnest prayer that he offers for his reputation and with his own promise to seek
to perform his daunting duties. This comes from the June 19, 1775, letter he wrote to his brother-in-
law, Burwell Bassett:

I am now embarked on a tempestuous Ocean, from whence perhaps, no friendly harbor 1s to
be found. I have been called upon by the unanimous Voice of the Colonies to the Command
of the Continental Army. It is an honor I by no means aspired to. It is an honor I wished to
avoid, as well from an unwillingness to quit the peaceful enjoyment of my Family, as from a
thorough conviction of my own Incapacity and want of experience in the conduct of so
momentous a concern; but the partiality of the Congress, added to some political motives,
left me without a choice. May God grant, therefore, that my acceptance of it, may be
attended with some good to the common cause, and without Injury (from want of
knowledge) to my own reputation. I can answer but for three things, a firm belief of the
justice of our Cause, close attention in the prosecution of it, and the strictest Integrity.*



THREE
Did Washington Avoid the Name of Jesus Christ?

Addressing a Fundamental Argument

“...there is no direct allusion to Christ, and the word Christ has been

found in none of Washington s almost countless autographs”
Rupert Hughes, 1926 !

“You do well to wish to learn our arts and ways of life, and above all,
the religion of Jesus Christ. These will make you a greater and happier

people than you are.”
George Washington, 1779 *

Let’s begin by noting that Washington historian Rupert Hughes is wrong when he writes in 1926,
“...there 1s no direct allusion to Christ, and the word Christ has been found in none of Washington’s
almost countless autographs.” For George Washington wrote in 1779, “You do well to wish to learn
our arts and ways of life, and above all, the religion of Jesus Christ. These will make you a greater
and happier people than you are.” This incident clearly establishes that Washington was openly
willing to use the name of Jesus Christ. Washington here was speaking to Delaware Indians, who had
come seeking to learn the Christian religion and the ways of the Americans. They had even brought
the sons of their chiefs to become students in their educational quest. In this context, Washington
freely spoke the name of Jesus Christ to them since he was affirming the religious task of the Christian
mission to the Indians. In his mind, the Delawares were doing well to learn the ways of the
Americans, but their learning the religion of Jesus Christ was “above all” the other matters of their
intended learning. We will later consider Washington’s high personal commitment to the
evangelization of the Indians or “the Christianization of the aborigines” as he calls it, in the chapter
on Washington’s Anglican Virginia and the Christian Mission to the Indians.

Author Paul Boller, Jr—again the author of the 1963 landmark book declaring Washington a Deist
that has never been fully answered—seeks to dismiss the force of this quote by claiming it was an
unthinking acquiescence to his aide’s theological viewpoint since he was pressed for time: “Secular
freethinkers, reacting against the exuberances of the pietists, have been fond of pointing out that in all
of Washington’s voluminous writings, there does not appear even a single reference to Jesus Christ.
They are in error; there is one such reference. In a speech to the Delaware Chiefs at Washington’s




Middle Brook headquarters on May 12, 1779 (which the pietists have unaccountably overlooked),
appears this passage: ‘You will do well to wish to learn our ways of life, and above all, the religion
of Jesus Christ. These will make you a greater and happier people than you are.” But his speech, like
many of Washington’s speeches during the Revolutionary period, was probably written by one of his
aides, Robert Hanson Harrison, and Washington, who must have been pressed for time, seems simply
to have signed the document without making any revisions.” The problems with Boller’s feeble
argument are patent. First, Boller himself will later quote Fitzpatrick, the editor of the thirty-seven
volumes of the Writings Of George Washington, “Washington ‘dominated his correspondence,’
Fitzpatrick went on to say, ‘and cannot be denied complete responsibility for it.””* Second, Boller
does not have a shred of historical evidence for his claim. Note his words: “probably written by one
of his aids,” “Washington ... must have been pressed” and “seems simply to have signed.” So much
for Boller’s insistence that his case for Washington’s Deism would be made only by evidence that
would “hold up in a court of law.” We accept his own verdict of such flimsy explanations, namely,
they “must be dismissed as totally lacking in any kind of evidence that would hold up in a court of
law.”

Finally, the implied irresponsibility in Boller’s explanation of Washington’s letting something stand
under his signature reflecting his faith and values which he did not believe; and further, his having a
subordinate who was so unaware of his commanding officer’s real beliefs that he would unwittingly
impose them on his chief; and on top of this, for it to have been done in such a hurried non-methodical
manner, especially when he was acting on behalf of the Congress of the United States, his ultimate
superiors, ...all make Boller’s argument so unlike all that is known about Washington’s character and
conduct, that it exposes the utter unhistorical depths to which the skeptics must stoop to make
Washington into a Deist!

And since this quote 1s Washington’s, which all the facts indicate it must be, it alone utterly
destroys the thesis that Washington was a Deist. No Deist would, or could, say that “above all”
learning available to a student, the best is to learn “the religion of Jesus Christ.” Boller, who often
seeks to compare Washington to Jefferson and Paine, will not find even a hint of such praise for the
Christian religion in their writings. The inescapable conclusion is that Washington was a Christian.

JESUS, HUMAN OR DIVINE?

Nevertheless, Washington scholar Rupert Hughes argued, “Jefferson said that Washington was a
Deist.” But even Washington recognized the possibility that Jefferson may not have understood
matters that were important to him.? The reliability of Jefferson’s assessment of Washington is at least
unclear, given that Washington’s most gracious appeal could not prevent him from resigning his
position as Secretary of State on Washington’s cabinet, due to an intractable disagreement with
Alexander Hamilton.” Nevertheless, let’s take Hughes’ claim seriously.

If Washington were a Deist, he would have seen Jesus merely as a human, albeit perhaps an
extraordinary teacher and a unique religious personality.! This is important for our discussion,
because when one takes a mere human view of Jesus, as did Thomas Jefferson and Thomas Paine, it
actually causes one to be more casual in referring to Jesus. After all, in the view of the Deist, Jesus
was only a man, even though a noteworthy person of history.

But for those who hold an historic Christian view of Jesus, He is “fully God and fully man in one
person.” This was the view of Washington’s Anglican tradition that followed the ancient Council of
Chalcedon.? In fact, the 1662 Book Of Common Prayer that Washington worshipped with until the
birth of the Episcopal Church in 1789, required the regular use of what has been called the



Athanasian Creed.” At the conclusion of the Evening Prayer, the heading of Washington’s 1662 Book
of Common Prayer gave this instruction: “Upon these Feasts; Christmas-day, the Epiphany, S.
Matthias, Easter-day, Ascension-day, Whitsunday, S. John Baptist, S. James, S. Bartholomew, S.
Matthew, S. Simon and S. Jude, S. Andrew, and upon Trinity-Sunday, shall be sung or said at Morning
Prayer, instead of the Apostles Creed, this Confession of our Christian faith, commonly called the
Creed of S. Athanasius, by the Minister and People Standing.” So on some thirteen Sundays each
year, the Anglican Church affirmed these historic words of faith in the Trinity. If we very
conservatively assume that Washington only made one of these Sunday services each year of his life
until he became President at the age of fifty-seven, and at which time the newly organized American
Episcopal Book of Common Prayer made this creed optional, that means that he would have already
publicly affirmed the following words some fifty times:

Whoever will be saved: before all things it 1s necessary that he hold the Catholick Faith.
Which faith, except every one do keep whole and undefiled: without doubt he shall perish
everlastingly. And the Catholick faith is this: That we worship one God in Trinity, and
Trinity in Unity; Neither confounding the Persons; nor dividing the Substance. For there is
one Person of the Father, another of the Son: and another of the Holy Ghost. But the
Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, is all one: the Glory equal, the
Majesty co-eternal. Such as the Father is, such is the Son and such is the Holy Ghost. The
Father uncreate, the Son uncreate, and the Holy Ghost uncreate. The Father
incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible: and the Holy Ghost incomprehensible. The
Father eternal, the Son eternal, and the Holy Ghost eternal. And yet they are not three
eternals: but one eternal....So the Father is God, the son is God and the Holy Ghost is God.
And yet they are not three Gods: but one God . . . And in this Trinity none is afore, or after
other: none is greater or less than another; But the whole three Persons are co-eternal
together: and co-equal. So that in all things, as is aforesaid: The Unity in Trinity, and the
Trinity in Unity is to be worshipped. He therefore that will be saved: must thus think of the
Trinity.

Furthermore, it is necessary to everlasting salvation: that he also believe rightly the
Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. For the right Faith is, that we believe and confess: that
our Lord Jesus Christ the Son of God, is God and man; God of the Substance of the Father,
begotten before the worlds: and man of the Substance of his mother, born in the world.
Perfect God and perfect man: of reasonable soul, and human flesh subsisting. Equal to the
Father, as touching his Godhead: and inferior to the Father, as touching his Manhood. Who
although he be God, and Man: yet he is not two, but one Christ;...Who suffered for our
salvation: descended into hell, rose again the third day from the dead. He ascended into
heaven; he sitteth on the right hand of the Father, God Almighty: from whence he shall come
to judge the quick and the dead. At whose coming all men shall rise again with their bodies:
and shall give account for their own works. And they that have done good, shall go into life
everlasting: and they that have done evil, into ever lasting fire. This is the Catholick Faith:
which except a man believe faithfully he cannot be saved.t

The point to see here is that these words, (not to mention those found in the Apostles Creed), which
no Deist could honestly recite, were for a devout Anglican a declaration that the name of Jesus was
not just a human name, but a divine name too. As we will see over and over in this book, those who



hold that Washington was a Deist have ripped him out of his eighteenth century Anglican context.

THE HISTORICAL ANGLICAN CONCERN FOR THE SACRED NAME OF JESUS

It was not merely a commonplace fact of historical discussion when one spoke of Christ. Rather,
Jesus was a sacred name that had to be guarded and kept holy. Accordingly, as the rerodos—the wall
behind the altar with sacred writings—that Washington read from instructed him: “Thou shalt not use
God’s name in vain.” His childhood “Rules of Civility” reinforced this in rule 108, “When you speak
of God or his attributes, let it be seriously and with reverence.” Thus in his commonplace activities
of farming, military action, business, and politics, the holy name of Jesus Christ would not normally
be spoken aloud, if one is outside of a worship setting. In this instance, to “avoid” speaking or writing
this holy name should not be construed as an act of unbelief, but of reverence instead.* A parallel
with the Jewish tradition is observable here. Observant Jews have historically avoided speaking the
name of Jehovah (YHWH); similarly, Christians have avoided saying the name of Jesus in common
parlance.

The careful personal use of Christ’s name by a devout Anglican in the eighteenth century would
have been coupled with an equal concern to prevent the profane use of his sacred name. Deists, by
contrast, not sharing these scruples, might actually use Jesus’ name far more frequently. Such is the
case with Jefferson and Paine. Jefferson often speaks of Jesus from his Unitarian perspective” that
denied both the miracles and the deity of Jesus, but nevertheless honored his teaching.”* Paine’s Age
Of Reason refers to the human Jesus often since, in his view, Jesus is not divine.” But if one holds to
the full deity of Christ, as expressed in the Nicene Creed® (from the 1789 American edition of the
Book Of Common Prayer) that Washington regularly recited as President until his death, there is a
deep feeling of reverence that is coupled with the name of Jesus Christ that seeks to preserve the
sanctity of Christ’s name.

We believe that this is exactly what is found in Washington’s writings. In his General Orders, for
example, he declares that his “feelings” had been “continually wounded” by the profanity and
swearing of the soldiers. In his General Orders of July 29, 1779, he declares,

Many and pointed orders have been issued against that unmeaning and abominable custom
of Swearing, not withstanding which, with much regret the General observes that it
prevails, if possible, more than ever; His feelings are continually wounded by the Oaths
and Imprecations of the soldiers whenever he is in hearing of them.

The Name of That Being, from whose bountiful goodness we are permitted to exist and
enjoy the comforts of life 1s incessantly imprecated and prophaned in a manner as wanton
as it 1s shocking. For the sake therefore of religion, decency and order, the General hopes
and trusts that officers of every rank will use their influence and authority to check a vice,
which is as unprofitable as it is wicked and shameful. If officers would make it an
invariable rule to reprimand, and if that does not do punish soldiers for offences of this
kind it could not fail of having the desired effect.2

Men throughout Western history, in difficult circumstances such as those encountered regularly by
soldiers at war, have resorted to cursing, swearing, and profanity to express distress, anger, disgust,
contempt, bravado or pain. The most poignant examples of this are not only when God’s name in
general 1s profaned, but also when the name of Jesus Christ is irreverently hurled in a epithet of
profane contempt. 2



HONORIFIC TITLES FOR DEITY

Finally, and consistent with this discussion, we believe that on those occasions when Washington
referred to Jesus Christ, he preferred to do so with titles of honor that were customary for his era. A
devout Anglican in Washington’s day would have been careful to employ honorific titles to preserve
the sanctity of this name that is “above every name.” (Philippians 2:9) Thus, we find in Washington’s
writings various titles for Christ intended to bring him honor, and avoid placing his name into
common communication. Examples include: “our gracious Redeemer,” “Divine Author of our
blessed Religion,”™ “the great Lord and Ruler of Nations,” “the Judge of the Hearts of Men,”™
“Divine Author of Life and felicity,” “the Lord, and Giver of all victory, to pardon our manifold
sins,”® “the Lord, and Giver of Victory,”2 “Giver of Life.”2

- T B h"u;' ;;l §'_'
Firginia ALMAN AcCK]
FEOR THE

Year of our Lor nGob 1769.
EEIMG THE TIRET AFTHE
BISSEXTILE, or Lasr Ynax.

WNIEIE AN [ONTAFNEE
The Lanavinm, Covrpadiibns, Courrmy b Fow i
el s ' iy el B | i Wiy, ey, i Rt L
ol i B AT ERLY EaPEE e Phees aad ALafls of
Frisres | Wgarein, e Deloses wooo Ao,
=y plerrsd g e DiEprres of g8 Dopees Seovh Lavaala,
sl s i, s Wi el e g
Fravmg Viptoman, Misviaws, Bowws Casoiina, I=|
A s Tobis of Coger Dare g o Ll ol sw Cons i s
Weas of Mvaciirad of Vieemia) Deflas Tioior I.|
Tromnes s Coee sl 108 jeimemy Dnsegre, S B,
Woanmis, Bemma, Clorrs, Froes L, Im“l:h.
Whishews, Therws, bpbeww, ks, vy e =
rl.l._-'.-.u.,_lll'._u, _-urll.-:—z‘r----wnhr
Diicashas, tomy rhoie acd sl Rgpys, sy D=
Wy Bl s Slaman, sed whe Fotes of L udesn

. Pl

L LIAMERU RS
|l'n-h-l—| Seld by FURDIE sal DIXON

Title page of The Virginia Almanack, signed by Washington, which he used to record his daily diary entries

Moreover, even Washington’s use of the names “God” and “Lord” and his many other names for
deity are likely to include clear references to the deity of Christ as well.? This is because of the
Trinitarian context of early Virginia, well reflected by the Anglican commitment to the Nicene Creed
and the Athanasian Creed. The Athanasian Creed of Washington’s Anglican Church insisted: “So that
in all things, as is aforesaid: The Unity in Trinity, and the Trinity in Unity is to be worshipped. He
therefore that will be saved: must thus think of the Trinity.” In fact, Virginia’s Trinitarian faith is
evident 1in the title page of the Virginia Almanack that Washington used day after day and year after
year to record his brief daily diary entries.” The title pages of these almanacks do not simply say, “in
the year of our Lord 1769 but instead they read, “in the year of our Lord God 1769.” The
significance of this is increased, since in 1766 Washington did not use a Virginia Almanack, but
instead (for some reason) used The Universal American Almanack printed in Philadelphia. Its title
page says, “in the year of our Lord 1766.2 In the religiously pluralistic Quaker city of Philadelphia,
the explicitly Trinitarian title “Lord God” was not used by the Universal Almanack. This Anglican
emphasis upon the Trinity was later evident in the opening words of the peace treaty between



America and Great Britain that ended the Revolutionary War. It began with unmistakably Trinitarian
words: “In the Name of the Most Holy and Undivided Trinity. Amen.”

While Washington was also judicious in his use of the word Christian and Christianity, he
employed them much more frequently. We will explore his interaction with Christian teaching in the
chapter on Washington’s Christianity.

WASHINGTON’S ALLUSIONS TO THE GOSPEL OF CHRIST

Finally, is it really true, as Boller asserts, that Washington never refers to Jesus in his role as a
teacher?* Perhaps he is technically correct in that Washington never explicitly discusses Jesus’
teaching ministry in any of his writings. But this in itself is hardly surprising, given the nature of his
daily work and normal professional concerns. But it is, nevertheless, very clear that Washington often
alludes to the teachings of Jesus recorded in the Gospels. Thus there are references to Jesus’ birth and
its celebration.® There are references to Jesus’ death in his childhood papers and in his adult writing:
“the blessed religion revealed in the Word of God will remain an eternal and awful monument to
prove that the best Institutions may be abused by human depravity.”* Washington’s lifelong worship
with the Book Of Common Prayer, as well as his commitment to the Anglican Thirty-Nine Articles
Of Religion, give insight into his views of the resurrection of Christ.Z

Although Boller entirely ignores them, there are numerous Gospel phrases in Washington’s writings
from the teachings of Jesus, the one whom Washington publicly called “the Divine Author of our
Blessed Religion.” Washington’s extensive references and allusions to the teachings of Jesus include:
duties to God and man (the two great commandments, Matthew 22:36-40),* eternal rules (God’s Law,
Matthew 5:17-19),2 doing as one would be done by (the Golden Rule, Matthew 7:12),% the will of
God (Matthew 6:10),% daily bread (Matthew 6:11),2 deliver us from evil (Matthew 6:13),2 Benign
Parent (Good Father, Matthew 7:11),* enlightening sounds of the Gospel (Luke 2:10-15; Mark 1:14-
15),2 propagating the Gospel (Matthew 28:19-20),% professors [i.e. believers] of Christianity (John
3:16),” narrow path (Matthew 7:13),2 thorny path (Matthew 13:3-7),2 paths of life (Matthew 7:14),*
way of life (John 14:6),2 road to Heaven (John 14:5-7),2 pour out His Holy Spirit (John 15:26),2
ministers of the Gospel (Mark 10:43-45),* the joy (Matthew 5:13),* house divided, divide and we
shall become weak (Matthew 12:25),* concern for one’s neighbor (Luke 10:29-37),7 give to the poor
(Matthew 5:42),% forgive and forget (Matthew 6:14-15; 5:43-44),2 forgiveness a divine attribute
(Mark 2:5-8),% repent and be forgiven (Luke 17:3),* God’s care for His people (Matthew 6:30-33),2
your good father ... a good Providence which will never fail to take care of his Children (Luke 11:9-
13).2 instruct the ignorant and reclaim the devious (Matthew 18:15-22),% the wise man who counts the
cost (Luke 14:28),= the widow’s mite (Mark 12:41-44),% appeal to God and man for justice (Luke
18:1-8),2 the millstone around one’s neck (Luke 17:1-2),% take up bed and walk (Mark 2:9),2 good
and faithful servant (Matthew 25:21, 23),® the wheat and the tares (Matthew 13:24-30)," war,
pestilence, famine (Matthew 24:6-7),2 wars and rumors of wars (Matthew 24:6),7 cast lots (Matthew
27:35),2 the aggravated vengeance of God (Luke 21:22),% the last trumpet (Matthew 24:31),* the roar
of distant thunder, (Luke 21:25; John 12:28-29),” raise the dead to life again (Matthew 10:8; 17:23;
Luke 7:22),* life eternal (Matthew 25:46),2 eternal disgrace or reproach (Luke 6:22; 11:45),*
bitterest curse this side of the grave (Mark 11:21; Matthew 25:41),2 powers of hell (Matthew
16:18),2 the demon of party spirit (Luke 11:20-26),2 Lucifer (Luke 10:18),* angels and men (Matthew
2:11-13),2 eternal glory (Matthew 6:13),* eternal happiness (Matt. 25:21, 23, 34, 46), and Heaven
(Matthew 6:10; 4:17).2



CONCLUSION

As we conclude this introductory summary of Washington’s understanding of Jesus’ teachings in the
Gospels, we should first recognize that his biblical literacy encompasses the entire Bible, not just the
Gospel teachings we have presented here. We will consider Washington’s Bible literacy in a later
chapter on Washington and the Bible. Perhaps in light of the evidence already offered, it is no longer
so far-fetched to accept the view of earlier scholars that claimed that Washington was a serious
student of the Bible. Be that as it may, it appears that Washington knew his Bible far better than Paul
Boller knew Washington’s use of the Bible, given that Boller claimed that Washington never referred
to the Bible except “for whimsy.”

The point of all of this is that Washington’s written words about Jesus, his reverential use of his
name and titles of honor, as well as careful use of his teaching clearly distance Washington from any
legitimate possibility of identifying him as a Deist. Also significant is his life-long worship in an
explicitly Trinitarian Christian setting with a Christologically orthodox prayer book. Scholars’
assumptions and inferences cannot overturn these explicit statements. We require written proof to
show that Washington, the man of honesty and candor, did not really mean what he said when he wrote
in 1779, “You do well to wish to learn our arts and ways of life, and above all, the religion of Jesus
Christ. These will make you a greater and happier people than you are.”






FOUR

Washimgton’s Virginia and The Anglican Mission to
the Indians

“I retire from the Chair of government . . . I leave you with undefiled
hands, an uncorrupted heart, and with ardent vows to heaven for the
welfare and happiness of that country in which I and my forefathers to

the third or fourth progenitor drew our first breath.”
George Washington, 1796

George Washington was born in 1732 into a Virginia that was British, Anglican, wary of Indians,
dependent upon slaves, and aware that some of her citizens may have come to the New World due to a
breach of the common law, or to escape the power of the crown. The concerns that molded the new
civilization helped form the character of Washington. To understand Washington, we must have a
working knowledge of colonial Virginia.

In the last part of the sixteenth century, while Elizabeth sat on the throne, emissaries of the Virgin
Queen began the colonization of the New World and named the territory “Virginia” in her honor. The
first two attempts (including the “Lost Colony of 1587”) failed, presumably because of violent
interactions with the Native Americans. The first English settlement in Virginia to survive began in
1607. The first permanent city of the colony was named Jamestown for the reigning monarch, King
James, whose legacy lives on in the popular name for the authorized version of the English Bible, the
King James Version (KJV), published in 1611. Thus it is no accident that the King’s Church, the
Anglican Church, came with the settlers to “The Old Dominion.”

One of the first acts of the settlers of Jamestown when they landed in Virginia in 1607 was to erect
a wooden cross on the shore at Cape Henry, giving symbolic expression to the Virginia Charter of
1606.? It declared that one of the reasons for coming to America was to spread the Christian faith to
the Indians—that is, to those who ““as yet live in Darkness.” Furthermore, words given to the settlers
as they departed England for the New World reminded them of the necessity of God’s providential
care, declaring “every plantation which our heavenly Father hath not planted shall be rooted out.”

Virginia’s first governing body was called the House of Burgesses, which was under the superior
rule of the King and his ministers in London. As a spiritual community, Virginia observed the
established Church of the motherland, which meant that church and state were intimately connected.

In 1611, the year of the publishing of the King James Version of the Bible, the colonists wrote one



of America’s first civil documents, the Third Charter of Virginia and in 1619, the first representative
assembly in America was held in the church of Jamestown. Thus, to the original settlers of Virginia,
there was a visible and unmistakable link between church and state. Reverend Richard Bucke led the
House of Burgesses in prayer that God would guide and sanctify their proceedings to his own glory
and the good of the plantation. They issued laws requiring church attendance, believing that men’s
affairs could not prosper where God’s service was neglected. In 1619, they also observed the first
American Day of Thanksgiving.*

THE CHALLENGES FACING VIRGINIA’S FIRST CHURCH AND CLERGYMEN

The Anglican faith, following the ancient tradition of the Roman Catholic Church, was governed by
a hierarchy of Bishops. But the Anglican Church in Virginia eventually became relatively
independent, in comparison to the English mother church, since there were no Bishops in the new
world to oversee the church’s growth and development. After years without the oversight and concern
of a caring Episcopate, many pulpits were empty. By the time of George Washington’s birth, spiritual
care usually fell to the laity® of the parish since many churches were cared for by a single traveling
curate who had to first travel to England to receive “holy orders” from the hands of the Bishop of
London.

Some Virginian Anglican priests had initially been professionals, such as physicians and lawyers,
who were serving as vestrymen and churchwardens and were persuaded by the laity to take up the
clerical vocation due to the severe ecclesiastical shortfall. In the early years of the colony, the pay
was so low for a Virginia clergyman that daughters from upper class English families were rarely
allowed to marry an Anglican priest who was planning to minister in the New World.” Although some
clergymen were wealthy Virginians who entered ministry as a second career, ministers were more
likely to be poor, single, and of less than exemplary piety, and often those who could not find a call in
England.! Eventually the compensation for the clergy improved, but if the colonial clergymen’s gifts
were perhaps not as strong as their English counterparts, the law of supply and demand and the law of
the King that guaranteed and established their religious positions had a tendency to make them largely
unaccountable.’ Since the cash crop for the colony and the means of payment for the clergy was
tobacco, tobacco production was destined to be the primary emphasis in Virginia.”

TOBACCO—VIRGINIA’S MEANS OF EXCHANGE

As an undeveloped culture, early Virginia lacked many of the foundations of a civilized culture,
including roads and currency. The settlers lived close to the land and depended upon the rivers as
their only sure roads to the city of Jamestown and to the international markets across the sea. And
insomuch as money is a means of exchange, tobacco was, in effect, the money for colonial Virginia
for much of its existence. To farmers and planters, tobacco was the cash crop that paid the clergy and
the many other bills for goods that had to be imported from the mother country. Indeed, George
Washington, like most Virginia planters, paid for his pastor’s salary in tobacco."

What the English government and investors expected from their colony in America was a strong
return for their past investments, accompanied by an unquestioning obedience. This is amply
illustrated by the well-known story of Reverend James Blair’s efforts to obtain an endowment for his
proposed college in Virginia (a forerunner to William and Mary which never materialized). He
obtained the charter and a grant of 2,000 British pounds. Sir Edward Seymour, one of the leading
figures of Virginian politics, objected to the grant. Reverend Blair told Commissary Seymour that the
college was designed to educate ministers and that people in Virginia had souls to be saved as well



as people in England. In one of the more striking historical disagreements between a civil and a
religious leader, Seymour intoned: “Souls! Damn your souls! Make tobacco.”?

INDIANS, CONVICTS, AND SLAVES

By the time George Washington was out surveying the wilderness tracts of land for Lord Fairfax,
the proprietor of the Northern Neck’s vast expanse, the Indians were no longer an immediate menace,
since they had been driven far back into the forests by the previous generations of armed colonists.
The Native Americans were still, however, the masters of the vast unsurveyed lands of the upper
reaches of the rivers that extended into the Virginian frontier, which at that time included parts of
Maryland and Western Pennsylvania. As a young man, George Washington engaged in a surveying
expedition into this frontier. He kept a journal of this expedition, and he noted his impressions of
some of their customs, such as the Indians’ strange way of dancing.”

Adding to the woes of the already spiritually impoverished Virginia, King James decided to turn
the Colony into a destination for English convicts. One-hundred convicts arrived in America in 1619,
the first of many such shipments. (Even a captain that sailed one of George Washington’s commercial
ships had commanded a convict ship for many years before being employed by Washington.) This
commerce did not end until the Revolution closed American ports to the crown’s penal exile of
English criminals. Australia’s Botany Bay would eventually become the next home for these unwanted
prisoners of the crown.

In fact, Washington’s first teacher had been “bought” by George’s father and brought to America to
tutor the young George. As a white English convict who had run afoul of the common law, he found a
new opportunity in the colony as an indentured servant, serving simultaneously as a sexton for the
church, a gravedigger for the cemetery, and a teacher of a small field school. Soon thereafter, also in
1619, a Dutch vessel delivered to Jamestown the first shipload of slaves ever brought to American
shores. Indeed, to make tobacco in large enough quantities to satisfy the needs and the quotas from
markets in England, the Virginia nobility—the true gentlemen farmers—became accustomed to
building and maintaining their vast plantations by the utilization of great numbers of slaves, who
cared not only for their masters’ fields, but also for their bodies, their horses, their houses, and their
children. In fact, one of George Washington’s closest friends was William “Billy” Lee, “my Mulatto
man William (calling himself William Lee).”™ In his will, Washington emancipated Billy and
provided him with a lifetime annuity.®

Virginia’s culture and its laws were thus a reflection of its unique origins as the first English
settlement in the new world. From 1607 on, the interpenetration of the English state, the Anglican
Church, the farm, the Indian, the slave and the convict continued. There needed to be laws for the
church, the state, and the soldier.

VIRGINIA’S DIVINE, MARTIAL, AND MORAL LAW

As we have already seen, the beginning of the Episcopal Church of Virginia was inseparably
connected with the planting of the colony. The First Charter of Virginia was written in 1606, followed
by revisions in 1609 and 1611. Thus, Virginia’s code of law developed when “religion was painted
upon banners” and law was “divine, martial and moral”—in the words of Bishop William Meade.*
Bishop Meade’s contemporary, B. B. Minor, put it this way, “No one can properly study, write, or
appreciate Virginia history who does not largely and heartily enter into those parts relating and
devoted to religion and the Church.”” The roots of religion were planted all the more deeply, given
the understanding by the colonists that it must have been God’s Providence that had allowed Virginia



to survive so many close calls with extinction, due to sheer struggle with the wilderness and fierce
warfare with the local aboriginal masters of the New World. This was the culture Washington’s
ancestors found when they arrived in Virginia around 1657.

THE FIRST CHRISTIAN MISSION TO THE INDIANS

When the first colonists arrived in 1607, Captain John Smith soon became their leader. Reverend
John Hunt, the colony’s first preacher, provided its spiritual leadership. A 1631 pamphlet described
their spiritual life in their rustic original church with a roof made of an old sail, and pews of
“unhewed trees and a pulpit of a bar of wood nailed to two neighbouring trees.” The pamphlet adds:

... yet we had daily Common Prayer morning and evening, every Sunday two sermons, and
every three months the holy communion, till our minister died, (the Reverend Mr. Hunt.) . . .
Our order was daily to have prayer with a psalm, at which solemnity the poor savages
much wondered.

Concern for the souls of the “savages” was part of the mission into Virginia. When this courageous
band had been sent off from England, the Reverend Mr. William Crashaw reminded the colonists,
“that the end of this voyage is the destruction of the devil’s kingdom, and the propagation of the
Gospel.”® The King’s 1606 patent for Virginia explained that the purpose of their mission to the New
World was that:

So noble a work may, by the Providence of God, hereafter tend to the glorie of his divine
majestie, in propagating of Christian religion to such people as sit in darkness and
miserable ignorance of the true knowledge and worship of God, and may in time bring the
infidels and savages (living in those parts) to human civility and quiet government.®

The King’s instructions included that “all persons should kindly treat the savages and heathen
people in these parts, and use all proper means to draw them to the true service and knowledge of
God.”® As early as 1588, Sir Walter Raleigh had given 100 pounds for the “propagation of
Christianity in Virginia.”2

Two centuries later, when Washington spoke of the “earnestly desired” and “laudable undertaking”
of “converting the Indians to Christianity,” he reflected the concern of Sir Walter Raleigh. This can be
seen in Washington’s May 2, 1788, response to a March 28, 1788, letter and pamphlet that he
received from Reverend John Ettwein, a Bishop of the Society of the United Brethren.2 Washington
responded: “So far as I am capable of judging, the principles upon which the society is founded and
the rules laid down for its government, appear to be well calculated to promote so laudable and
arduous an undertaking, and you will permit me to add that if an event so long and so earnestly
desired as that of converting the Indians to Christianity and consequently to civilization, can be
effected, the Society of Bethlehem bids fair to bear a very considerable part in it. [ am, Reverend Sir,
with sentiments of esteem, &c.”*

The principles and rules upon which the society was founded, were deeply Christian.* Washington
approved their principles and rules, which he deemed “well calculated to promote so laudable and
arduous an undertaking.”* The text of the Brethren’s pamphlet read and approved by Washington
included, in part,

Whereas we the subscribers are fully convinced of the Christian zeal and godly concern,



wherewith the evangelical Church, known by the name of the Unitas Fratrum or United
Brethren, has at all times endeavored to spread the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, and
to carry the same even to the remotest Heathen nations; for which purpose also in this part
of the world a mission among several Indian nations was begun by said Church, and with
blessing and good success continued near fifty years: And as we ourselves are members of
said Church, which has the salvation of men so near at heart, we cannot but most ardently
wish to further this great work of God, conversion of the Heathen, by all just and possible
means.

Therefore we have resolved, in the name of God, to form ourselves into a Society by the
name of ‘A Society of the United Brethren for propagating the Gospel among the Heathen’
And do herewith unanimously agree upon the following articles as the stated rules of this
Society....

Article XIV.

And as we have hereby no other view or aim but the furtherance and propagation of the
knowledge of Jesus Christ among the poor benighted Heathen, ...promise to do all that they
do for the benefit of the Society, gratis.

Article XV.

... Therefore the missionaries and their assistants shall, in conformity to the rules of the
Brethren, set aside all temporal views and interests, and their sole and only care and
endeavours shall be, to preach the gospel to the Heathen, to instruct them faithfully in the
doctrine of Jesus and his apostles, and so by their word and examples to encourage them to
virtue and industry.Z

George Washington clearly shared the foundational Virginian concern to “Christianize the savages”
dwelling in the Virginia Colony. On July 10, 1789, in response to an address from the directors of the
Society of The United Brethren for Propagating the Gospel Among the Heathen, Washington stated:

In proportion as the general Government of the United States shall acquire strength by
duration, it is probable they may have it in their power to extend a salutary influence to the
Aborigines in the extremities of their Territory. In the meantime, it will be a desirable thing
for the protection of the Union to co-operate, as far as circumstances may conveniently
admit, with the disinterested [unselfish] endeavours of your Society to civilize and
Christianize the Savages of the Wilderness.*

A Deist, by definition, rejected Christianity and accepted the equivalence of all religions’ worship
of God. So no Deist could see the plan for the “conversion of the heathen™ outlined by Bishop Ettwein
and the Brethren as both “laudable” and “earnestly desired.” Yet those are Washington’s words. Nor
could a Deist say, as Washington wrote, “It will be a desirable thing ...to co-operate, as far as
circumstances may conveniently admit, with the disinterested endeavours of your Society to civilize
and Christianize the Savages of the Wilderness.” Washington’s assessment of the Brethren’s Christian
missionary work to the Indians not only reflected his historic Anglican and Virginian roots, but his
own Christian faith as well.

THE STARVING TIME
The 1607 colony and its spiritual mission were nearly a total failure, almost meeting extinction as



the earlier settlements had. When the next ship arrived in 1610 under the lead of Sir Thomas Gates
and Sir George Summers, accompanied by the Reverend Mr. Richard Bucke, the 500 settlers had
been reduced to a mere sixty emaciated survivors, who called this period “the starving time.” The
staggering loss of life was due to both famine and the assaults of the Native Americans. Hunger pains
brought on the most desperate inhumanity:

So great was our famine, that a savage we slew and buried, the poorer sort took him up
again and eat him, and so did divers one another, boiled and stewed with roots and herbs.
And one of the rest did kill his wife, powdered her, and had eaten part of her before it was
known, for which he was executed, as he well deserved.2

According to Reverend William Crashaw, the early historian of this period, upon seeing the tragic
state of the colony, Gates, Summers, and Bucke went immediately to the ruined and empty church and
rang its bell. Crashaw writes: “Such as were able to crawl out of their miserable dwellings repaired
thither that they might join in the zealous and sorrowful prayer of their faithful minister, who pleaded
1n that solemn hour for his afflicted brethren and himself before the Lord their God.”® Years later, in
1774, when George Washington and his fellow Virginians participated in a colony-wide day of prayer
and fasting in the face of the looming crisis with England, it continued a faith tradition of the earliest
Virginians who also prayed for divine aid in severe trial.*

PROVIDENTIAL HELP

The sixty survivors entered the ship that only had a few days’ provisions left and prepared to sail
to safer harbors in Newfoundland, with “none dropping a tear, because none had enjoyed one day of
happiness.”® They had suffered so much, they were beyond weeping. The last act of the rescued
colonists was to bury their weapons and armor. As they began to sail from Jamestown, their farewell
to the abandoned colony was given with a woeful “peal of shot,” and they began going down the
river, leaving behind hundreds of graves, a failed colony, and a ghost town. But at that precise
moment, a second ship unexpectedly arrived under the command of Lord De la War (whose name
later designated a colony and then a state—Delaware).

Bishop Meade writes: “Behold the hand of Heaven from above, at the very instant, sent in the Right
Honorable De la War to meet them at the river’s mouth, with provision and comforts of all kind. If he
had stayed but two tides longer [in other words, just a day later], he would have come into Virginia
and found not one Englishman.”=

They returned to Jamestown immediately, where, upon landing, Lord De la War fell to his knees
and prayed a lengthy silent prayer. This was next followed by a sermon by Reverend Mr. Bucke. And
only then, did Lord De la War present to the people his documents authorizing his leadership over the
colony. At once he gave orders for the church to be repaired.? With the “starving times” behind them,
the colony of Virginia was securely established, and began to make the illustrious history for which it
1s renowned.

RENEWAL OF THE MISSION TO THE INDIANS

Lord De la War’s short stay concluded in 1611, but the settlement had been resuscitated and its
Gospel mission to the Indian inhabitants of the new land was remembered. A 1612 pamphlet “The
New Life of Virginia” expressed the spiritual concerns for the salvation of the Indians:

And for the poor Indians, what shall I say? But God, that hath many ways showed mercy to



you, make you show mercy to them and theirs, and howsoever they may seem unto you so
intolerably wicked and rooted in mischief that they cannot be moved, yet consider rightly
and be not discouraged. ...This is the work that we first intended, and have published to the
world, to be chief in our thoughts, to bring those Infidel people from the worship of Devils
to the service of God....

Take their children and train them up with gentleness, teach them our English tongue and
the principles of religion. Win the elder sort by wisdom and discretion; make them equal to
you English in case of protection, wealth, and habitation, doing justice on such as shall do
them wrong. Weapons of war are needful, I grant, but for defence only.... =

This was the program that George Washington approved many years later. In a speech to the
Delaware Chiefs on May 12, 1779, he encouraged “...You do well to wish to learn our arts and ways
of life, and above all, the religion of Jesus Christ. These will make you a greater and happier people
than you are. Congress will do every thing they can to assist you in this wise intention; and to tie the
knot of friendship and union so fast, that nothing shall ever be able to loose 1t.”*

The most famous story of reaching a Native American for the Gospel is that of Pocahontas.? A
painting of her Christian baptism is one of the eight massive murals painted for the rotunda of the U.S.
Capitol Building.*

REQUIRED DAILY PRAYERS AND PRAYERS FOR THE SALVATION OF THE HEATHEN

As was mentioned above, the colonists “had daily common prayer morning and evening.” This
practice of daily prayer in the colony of Virginia is worth a further consideration. The daily religious
services enjoined by this early colonial Virginia were linked directly with the work parties as they
assembled. The day was infused with prayer and worship, including early morning, midday, and
evening”

The idea of morning and evening prayer led by a military officer was part of the Virginia in which
Washington was raised.? Along with the prayers of the Book of Common Prayer, a special prayer
was composed, particularly for the Morning and Evening Guard. It was to be offered up by “the
Captain himself, or some one of his principal men or officers.” Some nine substantive paragraphs of
prayer in all, the sixth implored the Lord for the salvation of the unbelieving Gentiles that surrounded
them.

And now, O Lord of mercy! O Father of the spirits of all flesh! Look in mercy upon the
Gentiles who yet know thee not! And seeing thou hast honoured us to choose us out to bear
they name unto the Gentiles, we therefore beseech thee to bless us, and this our plantation,
which we and our nation have begun in thy fear, and for thy glory. We know, O Lord! We
have the Devil and all the gates of Hell against us; but if thou, O Lord, be on our side, we
care not who be against us! Oh, therefore vouchasafe to be our God, and let us be a part and
portion of thy people; confirm thy covenant of grace and mercy with us, which thou hast
made to thy Church in Christ Jesus. And seeing, Lord, the highest end of our plantation here
is to set up the standard and display the banner of Jesus Christ even here where Satan’s
throne is, Lord, let our labour be blessed in labouring for the conversion of the heathen.
And because thou usest not to work such mighty works by unholy means, Lord, sanctify our
spirits, and give us holy hearts, that so we may be thy instruments in this most glorious
work.?



As the spiritual vitality of Jamestown began to flourish again, a Cambridge graduate, Alexander
Whittaker, left his mark. The Reverend Whittaker, a son of an illustrious theologian who helped draft
the Lambeth Articles in 1595,2 wrote a stirring call to England for greater support in the ministry to
the colonists and the missionary outreach to the Indians, which by then he himself had pursued for
three years. His message to his clerical peers in England was based on the text, “Cast thy bread upon
the waters, and thou shalt find it after many days.” He called on them to join him in the evangelization
of the original inhabitants of Virginia:

Wherefore, my brethren, put on the bowels of compassion, and let the lamentable estate of
these miserables enter into your consideration. One God created us. They have reasonable
souls and intellectual faculties as well as we. We all have Adam for our common parent;
yea, by nature the condition of us both is all one, the servants of sin and slaves of the Devil.
Oh, remember, I beseech you, what was the state of England before the Gospel was
preached in our country.®

Although Virginia had a promising start to evangelize the Indians,” it proved to be very slow-
going.® Few Indians accepted the Gospel, and the Native Americans and the new settlers by-and-
large had many conflicts.* Subsequently, it was not a promising mission field to would-be ministers
(or missionaries).? No Bishop would be willing to serve in the wild world of Virginia. In fact,
America as a whole never had a bishop until the Revolutionary War had ended.

WASHINGTON’S “CONNEXION” WITH LADY HUNTINGDON’S MISSION

Washington’s involvement and interest in the “Christianization” of the Indians reached its climax in
a connection with British royalty and the evangelist George Whitefield, strange connections, indeed,
for the leader of the American Revolution and an alleged Deist! The royal figure that made this
connection was a “well-connected” woman, Selina, Countess of Huntingdon (1707-91), the daughter
of Earl Ferrers. In 1728, she married the Ninth Earl of Huntingdon, Theophilus Hastings. His sister,
Mary Hastings, introduced Selina to the Methodist message. In 1739, she became a member of the
first Methodist Society in Fetter Lane and was a supporter and friend of John and Charles Wesley, the
founders of the Methodist movement in England. Eventually, she founded what became known as
“Lady Huntingdon’s Connexion.”



An etching of Lady Huntingdon was placed by Washington in his Mount Vernon Estate following her death.

The Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion was part of the eighteenth century Evangelical Revival
closely associated with John Wesley and George Whitefield. Although touching the upper class, it
was a religious movement that touched the local population as well. It had a college for the training of
ministerial skills and established several interconnected chapels in England. Following the pattern of
Wesley, the movement, although originating in the Anglican fold, eventually seceded, and The
Connexion became a denomination of its own with its own creed and ordination.*

Washington’s first connection with “Lady Huntingdon’s Connexion” was probably in late 1774,
either during or just after his return from the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia. In his diary
for 1774, November 5, we read: “Mr. Piercy a Presbeterian [sic] Minister dined here.” It is possible
that Washington had met Piercy while in Philadelphia. Donald Jackson and Dorothy Thwohig, editors
of Washington's Diaries write,

Mr. Piercy was probably William Piercy (Percy), a Calvinistic Methodist and disciple of
George Whitefield. Piercy was chaplain to Selina Hastings, countess of Huntingdon, a
devoted follower of the new Methodist movement. In order to give protection to Methodist
preachers, she appointed large members of them to the nominal position of chaplain in her
household. She had sent Piercy from London to Georgia in 1772 to act as president of
Whitefield’s Orphan House, or college, at Bethesda, near Savannah, and to preach
wherever he could collect an audience in the colonies. Piercy had preached at various
locations in Philadelphia during the year. He had given a farewell sermon in late October at
the Arch Street Presbyterian meetinghouse, and was probably at this time on his return to
his headquarters in Georgia.”

The day after Piercy’s visit was Sunday, and Washington’s diary says, “November 6. Went to Pohick
Church.” From this point on until the end of the Revolutionary War, there is no mention of Lady



Huntingdon’s ministry in Washington’s writings.

However, at the conclusion of the American Revolution, Washington heard personally from Lady
Huntingdon, who wrote to him in 1783, when she was seventy-six years of age. Unfortunately, while
her February 20, 1783, letter is not extant we do have Washington’s letter in response that allows us
to construct what the Countess had in mind. Washington responded to Lady Huntingdon’s letter from
Headquarters on August 10, 1783:

My Lady: Within the course of a few days I have received the Letter you was pleased to
Honor me with from Bath, of the 20th of febry. and have to express my respectful Thanks to
your Goodness, for the marks of Confidence and Esteem contained therein.

Your Ladyships benevolent Designs toward the Indian Nations, claim my particular
Attention, and to further so laudable an Undertaking will afford me much pleasure, so far as
my Situation in Life, surrounded with many and arduous Cares will admit. To be named as
an Executor of your Intentions, may perhaps disappoint your Ladyships Views; but so far as
my general Superintendence, or incidental Attention can contribute to the promotion of your
Establishment, you may command my Assistance.

My Ancestry being derived from Yorkshire in England, it is more than probable that I am
entitled to that honorable Connection, which you are pleased to mention; ...»

The Lady’s letter had obviously asked Washington to be an executor of her missionary plan to the
Indians, and in the same letter had proposed the possibility that Washington and Lady Huntingdon
were related. Historians have established that the common ancestor of the Countess and Washington
was Lawrence Washington of Sulgrave Manor (1500-1584).2 But Washington, true to form, never
bothered to establish the connection.? Yet Washington was interested in the Countess’ mission to the
Indians. Although his plans for retirement prevented taking on the task of executor, he pledged himself
to her cause “so far as my general Superintendence, or incidental Attention can contribute to the
promotion of your Establishment, you may command my Assistance.”

This offer of assistance was more than enough for the royal Lady’s purposes. She wrote back on
March 20, 1784, with striking words. She did not merely call upon Washington to assist her in her
American version of her Gospel Connexion, namely, the evangelization of the Indians; instead, she
addressed him with Messianic terms as she boldly applied the biblical texts of Isaiah 41:2 and 8 to
the triumphant American commander in chief. If Washington were a Deist, this would have been a
most awkward misunderstanding. Lady Huntingdon wrote,

Sir, I should lament the want of expression extremely did I believe it could convey with the
exactness of truth the sensibility your most polite kind and friendly letter afforded me. Any
degree of your consideration for the most interesting views of my grant which stands so
connected with the service of the Indian nations eminently demands my perpetual thanks.

No compliments can be accepted by you, the wise providence of God having called you
to, and so honoured you in, a situation far above many of your equals. And as one mark of
His favour to His servants of old was given—*“the nations to your sword and as the driven
stubble to your bow” [Isa. 41:2]—{this] allows me then to follow the comparison till that
character shall as eminently belong to you—"“He was called the friend of God.” [Isa. 41:8].
May therefore the blessings obtained for the poor, so unite the temporal with the eternal
good of those miserable neglected and despised nations that they may be enabled to bless



you in future ages whose fatherly hand has yielded to their present and everlasting comfort.

[ am obliged to say that no early or intemperate zeal, under a religious character, or those
various superstitious impositions, too generally taken up for Christian piety, does in any
measure prevail with my passions for this end. To raise an altar for the knowledge of the
true God and Jesus Christ whom he hath sent “where ignorance alike of him and of
themselves so evidently appears” is my only object. And this to convey the united blessings
of this life, with the lively evidence of an eternity founded on the sure and only wise
testimony of immutable truth is all my wants or wishes in this matter. And my poor
unworthy prayers are for those providences of God that may best prepare the way to so
rational and great an end.*

How would a Deist answer this biblical plea to help an evangelical establish Christian
missionaries “to raise an altar for the knowledge of the true God and Jesus Christ”? While various
letters between the Countess of Huntingdon and Washington have not survived, we do have several
which establish Washington’s views of Lady Huntingdon’s Gospel mission to the Indians. His
responses are those of a Christian. Washington wrote to Lady Huntingdon on February 27, 1785,

My Lady: ...With respect to your humane and benevolent intentions towards the Indians,
and the plan which your Ladyship has adopted to carry them into effect, they meet my
highest approbation; and I should be very happy to find every possible encouragement
given to them. ....I have written fully to the President of Congress, with whom I have a
particular intimacy, and transmitted copies of your Ladyships plan, addresses and letter to
the several States therein mentioned, with my approving sentiments thereon. ...=

Writing on January 25, 1785, to Sir James Jay, friend of the Countess and the brother of American
political leader John Jay, Washington says,

I am clearly in sentiment with her Ladyship, that Christianity will never make any progress
among the Indians, or work any considerable reformation in their principles, until they are
brought to a state of greater civilization; and the mode by which she means to attempt this,
as far as | have been able to give it consideration, is as likely to succeed as any other that
could have been devised...As I am well acquainted with the President of Congress, 1 will
in the course of a few days write him a private letter on this subject giving the substance of
Lady Huntington’s plan and asking his opinion of the encouragement it might expect to
receive from Congress if it should be brought before that honorable body. ...Without
reverberating the arguments in support of the humane and benevolent intention of Lady
Huntington to Christianize and reduce to a state of civilization the Savage tribes within the
limits of the American States, or discanting upon the advantages which the Union may
derive from the Emigration which is blended with, and becomes part of the plan, I highly
approve of them...*

Writing to Richard Henry Lee, the President of the Congress on February 8, 1785, Washington
explains:

Towards the latter part of the year 1783 I was honored with a letter from the Countess of
Huntington, briefly reciting her benevolent intention of spreading Christianity among the



Tribes of Indians inhabiting our Western Territory; and Expressing a desire of my advice
and assistance to carry this charitable design into execution....Her Ladyship has spoken so
feelingly and sensibly, on the religious and benevolent purposes of the plan, that no
language of which [ am possessed, can add aught to enforce her observations. ...Z

Writing finally with the disappointing news of lack of success to the Countess of Huntingdon on
June 30, 1785, Washington explained that resistance to the plan had been encountered in Congress for
various reasons, including the concern of placing British subjects on America’s frontier as a possible
future source of political destabilization:

My Lady: In the last letter which I had the honor to write to you, I informed your Ladyship
of the communication I had made to the President of Congress of your wishes to obtain
Lands in the Western Territory for a number of Emigrants as a means of civilizing the
Savages, and propagating the Gospel among them. ...I will delay no longer to express my
concern that your Ladyships humane and benevolent views are not better seconded.*

Nevertheless, when General Washington became President Washington, he continued to view “a
System corresponding with the mild principles of Religion and Philanthropy towards an
unenlightened race of Men” to “be as honorable to the national character as conformable to the
dictates of sound policy.”®

The last we hear of Lady Huntingdon in Washington’s writings is on January 8, 1792. Washington
wrote a brief note of acknowledgment to Robert Bowyer for an engraved portrait print of the
Countess of Huntingdon, made from Bowyer’s painting.® The Countess had died the year before.
Obviously Washington did not want the “connection” with Lady Huntingdon to end. We honestly
wonder how many Deists through the years have secured engraved portraits of the world’s great
Christian missionaries and evangelical philanthropists.

WASHINGTON’S VIRGINIA ROOTS
Washington was an American and a Virginian. He never forgot his rich legacy. In the first draft of
his Farewell Address, President Washington accented his roots:

I retire from the Chair of government . . . I leave you with undefiled hands, an uncorrupted
heart, and with ardent vows to heaven for the welfare and happiness of that country in
which I and my forefathers to the third or fourth progenitor drew our first breath.*

In fact, when he was retiring, our first president attempted to trace his roots. He was asked by a
high ranking British official for this information. So on November 15, 1796, when he was in
Philadelphia, George Washington wrote to his nephew, Captain William Augustine Washington:

Without any application, intimation, or the most remote thought or expectation of the kind,
on my part; Sir Isaac Heard, Garter and principal King at Arms, wrote to me some years
since enclosing our Armorial [coat of arms]; and requesting a genealogical account of our
progenitors since the first arrival of them in this country. ...and although I have not the least
Solicitude to trace our Ancestry, yet as this Gentleman appears to interest himself in the
research, common civility requires that he should obtain the aids he asks, if it is in our
power to give it to him. Let me request of you, therefore, to give me what assistance you



can to solve the queries propounded in his letter, if you have only old papers which have a
tendency towards it: if not, or whether or not, by examining the Inscriptions on the Tombs at
the Ancient Vault, and burying ground of our Ancestors, which is on your Estate at Bridges
Creek. And if you are able to do it, trace the descendents of Lawrence Washington who
came over with John, our Progenitor. ©

Tomb stone placed by Washington's family on the crypt several years after his death with the inscription from John 11:25.

In other words, Washington was asking his nephew for help in tracing his roots back to England,
including reading tombstones, if necessary. Although Washington had no personal interest in his
family’s genealogy, he had already been thinking about his ancestors’ tombstones for over a decade.
On December 18, 1784, Washington wrote that he “might soon expect to be entombed in the dreary
mansions of my father’s.”® We don’t know what inscriptions Washington’s nephew found on the tombs
of their early Virginian ancestors. But we do know what Washington’s ancestors ultimately put on his
Mount Vernon tomb. Should you visit Washington’s tomb at Mount Vernon, you will read “I am the
resurrection and the Life.” (John 11:25), the very first words of the funeral service in the Book of
Common Prayer. Strange indeed that the immediate descendants of a Deist would have a Gospel text
quoting Jesus’ teaching on the resurrection on the alleged Deist’s tomb! Either Washington’s heirs



were quite confused about the faith of Virginia’s greatest son, or they knew George Washington’s faith
better than most recent historians do.

CONCLUSION

Thus, the tapestry of early Virginia was intricately interwoven with the commerce of tobacco
production, a sincere commitment to the church and the Christian mission to the Native Americans,
alongside the tragic realities of trading in slaves, the assimilation of convicts and conflict with Native
Americans. It was to this faltering yet consciously Christian colony that Washington’s family
emigrated some fifty years after the establishment of Jamestown. Accordingly, Washington’s life was
deeply marked by the culture and values of Virginia, “that country in which” he and his “forefathers to
the third or fourth progenitor drew” their “first breath.”® Whether as General, a private citizen, or as
president, Washington never swerved from an expressed commitment to the Christian evangelistic
mission to the Native Americans that was a legacy bequeathed to him by the very first Anglican
settlers of the colony of Virginia. The skeptics who argue for Washington the Deist must explain his
lifelong and heartfelt commitment to Christian missionary work. Moreover, nothing less than both
written evidence and recorded deeds from Washington himself will be sufficient to explain how he
could simultaneously explicitly advocate Christian missionary evangelism, and yet as a Deist deny the
teachings of Christianity.



FIVE

George Washington’s Virginian Ancestors

“Honour and obey your natural parents altho’they be poor.”
Rule of Civility: 108th Copied by George Washington in his school paper. c.1746'

Colonel John Washington (1632-1677) and his brother Lawrence (1635-1677) were the first of the
Washington family to come to the New World. John was George’s great-grandfather. They came as
planters and businessmen in 1657. Their father back in England was the Reverend Lawrence
Washington (1602-1652), an Anglican clergyman. One report says Lawrence may have been a heavy
drinker.? Whether that is true or not, he was loyal to the king, and that meant he was on the wrong side
of Oliver Cromwell, the “Lord Protector,” in the aftermath of the English Civil War, during the days
when England was kingless (1640-1660).

The seeds of Civil War were planted, in part, by the Anglican Church, which actively persecuted
those who did not conform to its established worship. This persecution is what prompted the Pilgrims
and the Puritans to come to American shores. King James died in 1625, and his son Charles I
ascended to the throne, and he got into so many conflicts with Puritan nonconformists in his realm that
it eventually led to England’s Civil War. Charles lost to a coalition of Puritans, Presbyterians, and
Independents, led by independent Oliver Cromwell. Having been condemned by his conquerors as a
tyrant, Charles was beheaded in 1649.

The Genealogy of George Washington
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The twenty year period from 1640 to 1660 has been termed the Puritan inter-regnum. There was no
King between Charles I and his son Charles Il who assumed his hereditary throne in 1660. During this
inter-regnum, those still loyal to the throne were out of favor. Thus, the Washington brothers left to
attempt a new life in the New World. When George Washington looked back to this era, he referred to
the Puritan victory over the King in the British Civil War as the “usurpation” of Oliver Cromwell.:
Along with their royal sympathies, the Washington brothers brought with them a Christian heritage in
the Anglican tradition.

WASHINGTON’S CHRISTIAN ANCESTORS:
“BY THE MERITS OF JESUS CHRIST”

Both of the brothers had wills drawn up and recorded in Virginia that underscored their religious
beliefs. Both wills were made in 1675, eighteen years after their arrival in the New World. They
were probated only four days apart in 1677, suggesting that they had both died in the same year.



Lawrence Washington said in his will,

I give and bequeath my soul unto the hands of Almighty God, hoping and trusting through the
mercy of Jesus Christ, my one Saviour and Redeemer, to receive full pardon and
forgiveness of all my sins. . . !

John Washington, George Washington’s great-grandfather directed that a funeral sermon be preached
and that a tablet with the Ten Commandments be ordered from England and given to the church. This
would likely have been part of an improvement of the reredos in his local Anglican church.

The impact of John Washington on the history of Virginia, and thus on his great-grandson, was far-
reaching. Washington parish was named for John, not, as many today would naturally assume, for his
world famous descendant George, who would be born three generations later. John, like the future
General Washington, was a military man.® His fame in the parish was due to his military prowess as
commander-in-chief of the Northern Neck—the approximately 1,400 square miles of land between
the Potomac and Rappahannock Rivers, granted to the Culpepper family by Charles II, which
eventually came into the possession of the Fairfax family.*

JOHN WASHINGTON—GEORGE’S GRANDFATHER AND HIS FIRST ANCESTOR IN
AMERICA

John was elected to the House of Burgesses in 1667, after ten years in the colony. Tradition says he
was a surveyor, a seemingly trustworthy claim given the large tracts of land the early Washingtons
accumulated in Virginia’s unsettled wilderness.” Eight years later he was made a Colonel—the same
year he made his will, 1675—and was sent with a force of a thousand men to assist the settlers in
Maryland to defeat the Susquehannocks. John’s life anticipated George’s in many respects: a land
surveyor, a successful soldier, a man with a keen sense of justice,! an elected political leader, a man
honored by lands being named in his memory, a Christian man.

John Washington earned a nickname among the Indians that was also applied to George a hundred
years later. Great-grandfather John Washington had not only fought the Indians in Maryland, but he had
also been the leader of the colonial army that drove the Indians far from the settlements along the
lowland rivers in Virginia. The Indians named him, Conotocarious. When translated, this name can
mean either “Town Taker” or “Devourer of Villages.” Joseph D. Sawyer writes, “From the site of the
future Mount Vernon twenty-five hundred savages were driven over the hills into the Shenandoah
Valley, in that early Indian war, by that first American Washington, who gained the name of
“Conotocarius” (Devourer of Villages) through his prowess as an Indian fighter.”

Years later, in 1753, in the unsettled wilderness, this name was also, according to author Frank E.
Grizzard, Jr. “given to Washington by the Half-King, a prominent Seneca chief allied with the British
against the French in the struggle for control of the Ohio Country.”® In the Biographical Memoranda of
1786, written for his first and only approved biographer David Humphreys, Washington confirms this
story. Speaking of himself, he says that he “was named by the Half-King (as he was called) and the
tribes of Nations with whom he treated, Caunotaucarius or in English, the Town taker; which name
being registered in their Manner and communicated to other Nations of Indians, has been remembered
by them ever since in all their transactions with him during the late War.”* George Washington, like
his ancestor, John Washington, was a successful Indian fighter.

BACON’S “REBELLION” OR RESISTANCE TO TYRANNY?



Returning to the days of the Washington brothers, in the second half of the seventeenth century, the
battles with the Indians took on a new significance in the two years between the time the Washington
brothers made their wills in 1675 and died in 1677. In what has come to be called Bacon’s Rebellion,
the Virginians produced one of the earliest civil wars in America as a byproduct of the ongoing
conflict between the Native Americans and the settlers.

The nearly autonomous Sir William Berkeley, the longest serving governor of Virginia, ruled from
1641 to 1651 and again from 1660 to his death in 1677. With then capital Jamestown as his base, he
governed his colony with a near absolute power. One of his critics was the Reverend William
Drummond, who had recently arrived to serve the church. When the two met for the first time, Gov.
Berkeley immediately issued a death sentence to his clerical critic: “I am more glad to see you than
any man in Virginia. You will hang in half an hour.” The governor made good his fatal promise—only
an hour and half late.

The settlers living on the frontiers were constantly under the threat of the Indians, while the settlers
closer to Jamestown were far more secure. Petitions to Governor Berkeley, however, did not produce
the protection they desired, apparently due to a conflict of interest. According to Washington historian
Joseph D. Sawyer, Gov. Berkeley “knowingly allowed the Indians to sell him pelts [animal skins]
with one hand while they tomahawked Virginians with the other.”2

Nathaniel Bacon was a member of the Virginia House of Burgesses, who represented a parish that
suffered from frequent Indian attacks. (Back then, Virginia was divided into parishes as opposed to
counties, much like Louisiana is to this day.) When Bacon failed in securing permission from the
governor to raise and lead a militia for the purpose of assaulting the Indians, he determined to take
matters into his own hands. He raised a troop on his own to attack the warring Indians and was
successful in his mission to drive away the marauding warriors.

Gov. Berkeley, however, declared that Bacon was a rebel. Bacon’s grateful constituents,
nevertheless, reelected him to office in the House of Burgesses. The Governor decided not to prevent
him from taking his seat. But when Bacon repeated his attacks upon the Indians, contrary to the
Governor’s will, Gov. Berkeley raised his own army to quell the rebellious Indian fighter. However,
Bacon’s smaller force, with its greater military experience, successfully attacked Jamestown. In
1676, Bacon’s force drove out Gov. Berkeley and his army and burned the city and its church to the
ground to prevent the Governor from returning to Jamestown and making it his stronghold. The
fighting finally ceased when King Charles II, the restored British monarch, finally recalled the
beleaguered and much-hated governor.

When King Charles II summarized the governor’s reign of terror, he declared that Berkley had
hanged more Englishmen (in Virginia) than he himself had executed in avenging the beheading of his
father (in England).2

What makes this tumultuous history important is that it was part of the Washington family history.
For, as Sawyer points out, “John Washington. . . joined Nathaniel Bacon—often called ‘the young
Cromwell’—in hurling defiance at loot-saturated Governor Berkeley of hated memory.”® Three
generations later, Washington himself would be in a similar position to his forbearer John. He too
would feel compelled to take up the just cause of colonists against the tyranny of royal officials in the
New World. It is ironic that Washington referred to Oliver Cromwell’s leadership in the English Civil
War by the use of the term “usurpation.”

LAWRENCE WASHINGTON: GEORGE WASHINGTON’S GRANDFATHER
Colonel John Washington died in 1677 in his early forties. He left behind his sixteen-year-old son,



Lawrence Washington (1660-1698). Lawrence was George’s grandfather.® Death came all too early,
all too frequently in the colonial era. John buried not only his first wife, but also two of their children.
Lawrence was born to John and his second wife. Lawrence was given the name of his Uncle
Lawrence, who had come to America at the same time as John. Both had John’s clergyman father,
Lawrence Washington (the allegedly drunken vicar), as their namesake.

While not much is known about his life, Lawrence (George’s grandfather) was also a military man
and was known as Captain Washington. When he died in 1698, at his home at Bridges Creek in
Westmoreland County Virginia, he was only thirty-eight. He left behind his wife, Mildred Warner
Washington, and three children, the second being four-year-old Augustine Washington, future father of
George. Lawrence’s will divided his estate between his wife and children. He directed that his
children were to continue under the care and support of their mother until they were married or came
of age.

GEORGE’S FATHER, AUGUSTINE

In the spring of 1700, two years after Lawrence died, Mildred (George’s grandmother) married
again. She wed a Virginian, George Gayle, who was originally from England. Soon after the
marriage, George Gayle moved young Augustine Washington and the family to England to live. But in
January 1701, Mildred died in childbirth, when Augustine was only seven. Gayle proved to be a
caring stepfather, and he enrolled his young stepson at Appleby School in Westmoreland, England.
Again, Augustine Washington (1694-1743) was the father of George, and as we will see in a
subsequent chapter, Augustine’s studies at Appleby School would directly impact George by bringing
“The Rules of Civility” into his childhood education. One of those Rules was the 108th: “Honour and
obey your natural parents altho’ they be poor,” which George copied in his school papers as a young
teenager.

Meanwhile, in 1704, John Washington of Chotank, Virginia, (a cousin of Lawrence and the executor
of his estate, descending from Lawrence Washington, the younger of the two Washington brothers who
first arrived in Virginia) was awarded custody of the three children of their now deceased parents,
Lawrence and Mildred Washington. So, while George Washington’s father spent a few early years in
England, Augustine was soon to return to his native Virginia.

Augustine returned to Virginia at the age of ten, and for the next decade lived in Chotank, not far
from his deceased father’s farm at Bridges Creek. This plantation became Augustine’s in 1715, when
he came of age.

Whether Augustine was named in honor of the early Church father (St. Augustine), who was so
much appreciated by Protestants (and Catholics alike), is unknown, as there is no record as to the
source of the name of this first Augustine Washington. Others of the Washington family, however,
would bear his name. Generally, the name of Augustine is derived from the great fourth century
Christian theologian and Bishop of Hippo in North Africa.

Apparently, young Augustine thought highly of his education at Appleby and likewise appreciated
his stepfather, George Gayle, back in England, for Augustine sent his first two sons (George’s older
half-brothers Lawrence and Augustine, Jr.) to be educated at Appleby. Furthermore, Augustine, Sr.,
named his third son George—the first of several Washingtons to be named George, presumably after
George Gayle, his stepfather. Thus, George Washington seems to have been named after his father’s
stepfather, George Gayle.”

Shortly after George’s father, Augustine, turned twenty-one in 1715, he inherited his late father’s
Bridges Creek plantation. Grizzard describes what he received:



Augustine’s inheritance included more than 1,000 acres of land (much of it under
cultivation by that time); a sizeable amount of tobacco; a half dozen slaves; farm
implements and other tools; and livestock consisting of four horses, six sheep, twenty-two
cattle, and forty-four hogs. In addition he received a large assortment of house hold goods
and eleven books.”

About that time, Augustine married his first wife, a Virginia girl from Westmoreland County named
Jane Butler (1699-1729), whose holdings increased his lands to over 1700 acres.

Before Jane died at thirty years of age, she and Augustine had four children—George not being
among them. One died in infancy, another in early childhood, and two boys—Lawrence (1718-1752)
and Augustine, Jr. or “Austin” (1720-1762)—reached adulthood. These two brothers were George’s
half-brothers. Again, they would attend Augustine’s Appleby School in England.

In 1731, Augustine remarried. His second wife was Mary Ball (1708-1789), mother of George,
Augustine, Sr., and Mary, who was sixteen years younger than her husband, had six children. They
were George (1732-1799), Samuel (1734-81), John or “Jack” (1736-1787), Charles (1738-99),
Elizabeth or “Betty” (1733-97), and Mildred (1739-1740).

Augustine was active in the Washington family business of land acquisition and development. He
farmed, operated an iron works, and was active in the life of the church. He built a home on Popes
Creek at a picturesque point where it entered into the Potomac (an Indian word meaning “river of
swans”).

What did George’s father look like? He was tall and athletic, like his world-famous son. Robert
Lewis, George Washington’s nephew (son of Betty, his only sister) passed along a description of
George’s father made by: “Mr. Withers of Stafford, a very aged gentleman.” Withers “remembered
Augustine as being six feet tall, of noble appearance, and most manly proportions, with the
extraordinary development of muscular power for which his son [George] was afterward so
remarkable.” According to Withers’ recollections, when Augustine was the agent for the Principio
Iron Works, he had been known to “raise up and place in a wagon a mass of iron that two ordinary
men could barely raise from the ground.” Despite such physical prowess, Withers also remembered
Augustine as a gentle man, “remarkable for the mildness, courtesy, and amiability of his manners.”"

When the family home was lost in a fire, the couple, with their firstborn child George, moved to a
farm near Fredericksburg on the Rappahannock River. This residence became the childhood home of
George. Known as Ferry Farm, one can still visit the grounds and a replica of the house to this day.

ACTIVE IN CHURCH DUTIES

Shortly after their move, Augustine Washington assumed the office of vestryman on November 18,
1735, when George, his first-born son by his second marriage, was only three years old. A vestryman
was a lay-leader in the church. The oath required for Augustine Washington to become a vestryman
was: “I, A B, do declare that I will be conformable to the Doctrine and Discipline of the Church of
England, as by law established.” What did those Doctrines of the Church of England include? The
classic teachings of Christianity: a belief in the Trinity, the deity of Christ, His atoning work on the
cross, His resurrection from the dead, His ascension into heaven, His second coming, and the
inspiration and authority of the Bible.”

Nearly thirty years after his father, George took the same oath on August 19, 1765, having been
elected to the vestry of Truro Parish on October 25, 1762. The Vestry book of Pohick Church has the
following record: “George Washington Esqr. took the oaths according to Law repeated and



subscribed the Test and subscribed to the Doctrine and Discipline of the Church of England in order
to qualify him to act as a Vestryman of Truro Parish.”®

THE DEATH OF GEORGE WASHINGTON’S FATHER
Augustine died in April 1743, after he caught a cold by riding his horse in a severe storm. George
was only eleven years old. Writer Benson Lossing describes the details:

One day early in April, 1743, Mr. Washington rode several hours in a cold rain storm. He
became drenched and chilled. Before midnight he was tortured with terrible pains, for his
exposure had brought on a fierce attack of hereditary gout. The next day he was burned with
fever. His malady ran its course rapidly, and on the 12th he died at the age of forty-nine
years. His body was laid in the family vault at Bridges Creek.”

Mary Washington was only thirty-seven. Lossing adds, “She submitted to the Divine Will with the
strength of a philosopher and the trustfulness of a Christian.”*

A family tradition recorded by George’s adopted stepgrandson gives a glimpse of Augustine’s
dying scene:

The father of the Chief made a declaration on his deathbed that does honor to his memory as
a Christian and a man. He said, “I thank God that all my life I never struck a man in anger,
for if I had I am sure that, from my remarkable muscular powers, I should have killed my
antagonist, and then his blood at this awful moment would have lain heavily on my soul.”=

Like father, like son. Augustine’s son, who would become the “Chief,” would also have a reputation
for extraordinary strength and would also die of an infection from a cold caught after riding in a storm
—and have a deathbed narrative to leave for posterity.

Augustine’s business acumen enabled him to divide 10,000 acres of land and nearly fifty slaves in
his will. His estate provided for his wife Mary, and the bulk of the rest was given to his three oldest
sons—Lawrence, Augustine, and George. Augustine, Jr., received the Pope Creek farm, where he had
continued to live after the family had moved. Lawrence received the plantation that he would rename
Mount Vernon, in honor of a commanding officer he had served with in military duty. Of course, this
would eventually become the property of George, when Lawrence died. (Lawrence’s only heir, a
daughter, died in childhood.) From his father’s estate, George received the farm in Fredericksburg
that was known as the Ferry Farm because a ferry crossed the river by their land. This, however, was
kept under the guardianship of his mother, until he came of full age.

Furthermore, George’s two older half-brothers—Lawrence and Augustine, Jr—would serve as
surrogate fathers for young George, when Augustine died. Both brothers were in their mid-twenties at
that time. Because his father died so early, with insufficient funds available, plans to send George to
Appleby School in England had to be scrapped. It is intriguing to wonder if George would have
become the leader of the American Revolution had he attended Appleby.

CONCLUSION

Thus, our illustrious founding father came of age in a Virginia steeped in a long history of English
and Anglican values, where the Indians were no longer a threat, and an agricultural culture was built
on vast lands, tobacco, and slave labor. The unhurried life of the gentleman farmer had become a
reality. The rural routine and pastoral pleasures of the plantation gentry were periodically



interspersed by a journey to lead, serve, and socialize with others of the ruling class in the House of
Burgesses, meeting in Williamsburg. Ideally, a Virginia nobleman’s son should have been educated in
England. But Augustine’s untimely death prevented his young son from having the benefit of this
experience. However, young Washington still needed to be properly educated, and he was. We will
next consider his early childhood and education, which would prepare him for service to the
community and impact him throughout his unique and renowned life.






SIX
The Childhood of George Washington

“...for you know it has been said, and truly, ‘that as the twig is bent so
it will grow. This, ... shows the propriety of letting your inexperience be

directed by maturer advice.”
George Washington, 1796

The early years of Washington’s life are known more through tradition,’ legend* and myth,* than
reliable historical evidence. It is sometimes impossible to sort out which of these questionable
historical sources best describes the various stories and anecdotes that have come down to posterity.
Historians usually reject definitive statements from this part of his life, often adding a disparaging
word about the “moralizing” of Parson Weems, Washington’s first popular biographer.

Some of the traditional stories of his early life focus on parental training for moral values. Did
youthful Washington really reveal his honest character by telling his father, “I cannot tell a lie, I
chopped down the cherry tree”? While virtually all historians today dismiss this as folklore, it is
interesting to note that years before Parson Mason Weems immortalized the story in his hagiography
of our founding father (written in the early eighteen hundreds) the story must have had some
circulation. The evidence for this is a vase made in Germany around the time of the American
Revolution (between the 1770s and the 1790s), honoring its leader, by depicting George as a young
boy with a hatchet and cherry tree and bearing the initials “G.W.”*



Did George Washington again show his commitment to truth when he immediately told his mother
that her favorite colt died while he was trying to break it in?¢ In any event, it seems that George, even
as a young man, was beginning to develop a reputation of honesty. We do know that Washington
desired to be known as an honest man. In a letter to Reverend William Gordon on December 23,
1788, he wrote: “For the great Searcher of human hearts knows there is no wish in mine, beyond that
of living and dying an honest man, on my own farm.””



German made vase from 1790s depicting the cherry tree incident several years before Parson Weems supposedly created the
story.

There is yet another story that his father, Augustine Washington, planted cabbage seeds so that when
they grew, they would spell out GEORGE WASHINGTON, allowing George to discover this
phenomenon on his own. Then, when the young boy told his father about it, George was instructed in
the truths concerning the Designer and Creator of the universe.

Whether Washington ever saw his name growing by the design of his father through planted
cabbage seeds, he did delight in the intelligent design® he saw in the work of the “Creator” as he says
in his acceptance letter to the American Philosophical Society:

In the philosophic retreat to which I am retiring, I shall often contemplate with pleasure the
extensive utility of your Institution. The field of investigation 1s ample, the benefits which
will result to Human Society from discoveries yet to be made, are indubitable, and the task
of studying the works of the great Creator, inexpressibly delightful .

While stories such as the cabbage seeds must remain in the region of uncertainty and apocryphal
legend,” there is a fair amount of important evidence to help us learn about George Washington’s
childhood and teen years that imparted to him a deeply rooted concept of God." His training was also
sufficient for the mastery of prerequisite knowledge and values required for a young man destined to
assume a leadership role in the military, church, and government of his state of Virginia.

A BRIEF SUMMARY OF WASHINGTON’S CHILDHOOD

We do know he was born in 1732 (per the new dating or 1731 by the old dating)? in Pope’s Creek,
which was built by his father Augustine Washington in the mid-1720s. This was a part of Bridges
Creek Plantation, the original seat of the Washington family in Virginia. It was located in
Westmoreland County. Later the plantation would be called “Wakefield.” George Washington lived
there for about three years until the house burned down in 1735. A handful of books survived the fire,
some with signatures of Augustine and Mary Washington, and dates of 1727, for example.

In 1735, the Augustine Washington family with three-year-old George moved about sixty miles up
the Potomac River to live near Little Hunting Creek, which would later be named Mount Vernon. The
Pope Creek property they left behind was entrusted to George’s half brother Augustine, Jr., who was
then about seventeen. Augustine, Jr.’s son, William Augustine, would take over the estate at about age



seventeen, nearly thirty years later in 1774.

In 1738, six-year old George Washington and family moved again to Ferry Farm in King George
County (later renamed Stafford County after the Declaration of Independence in 1776), located just
across the Rappahannock River from Fredericksburg, Virginia. Washington lived in the
Fredericksburg area for about fifteen years, until he was twenty-one in 1753, at which time he began
his military career. Mary Washington, his mother, lived at Ferry Farm, while Lawrence, his older
brother, lived in Mount Vernon until he died. George grew up under the care of his mother and older
brother, enjoying periods of time at both of these large farms.

Childhood letters of the youthful George Washington were claimed to have been in existence in the
Civil War years. Benson Lossing cites two of these alleged childhood letters that passed between
Richard Henry Lee and young George Washington.®

George Washington received his education in Fredericksburg, which we will address in the next
chapter. He also attended church at St. George’s Anglican Church, where he began his life-long habit
of church-attendance.

The young George Washington was remarkably strong and athletic. Written accounts claim he was
capable of throwing a stone across the Rappahannock River, and all the way from the ground to the
top of the natural bridge in Virginia.® His diaries are filled with accounts of foxhunting, hunting,
gunning, fishing, canoeing, and horseback riding.® His power as a wrestler and thrower of the iron
bar were legendary.” He was accomplished and graceful in the more gentlemanly activities of dancing
and horsemanship.® As part of his training for a career in the military, he took fencing lessons from
Jacob Van Braam, a Dutch officer in the British military service.”

WASHINGTON’S APPROVED DESCRIPTION OF HIS YOUTH

While it is clear that we don’t know much about Washington’s early life, we do know that the
following description about his childhood by David Humphreys was not only read, but also corrected
by Washington. As far as we know, Humphrey’s draft was the only biography approved by
Washington. This work was almost lost to history, and was not printed until the late 1990s.2

By a domestic tutor (which was then generally & is now frequently the mode of education
practiced in that part of the Continent) he was betimes instructed in the principles of
grammar, the theory of reasoning, on speaking, the science of numbers, the elements of
geometry, and the highest branches of mathematics, the art of mensuration, composing
together with the rudiments of geography, history and the studies which are not improperly
termed “the humanities.” In the graceful accomplishments of dancing, fencing, riding and
performing the military exercises, he likewise made an early and conspicuous proficiency.
In short, he was carefully initiated into whatever might be most useful to him, in making his
way to preferment in the British army or navy, for which he was designed.

Though he was rather unsure & reserved in his appearance; he was frequently animated
and fluent in conversation & always descreed [discreet] in conduct. & In the performance
of any business committed to him, he was active, indefatigable, persevering. [He was noted
for] His tall stature, for he was clear six feet high without his shoes; his gentiel deportment,
for he had something uncommonly noble in his manners; his modest behaviour, which,
without being the result of ill-becoming diffidence.

[He was] remarkably robust & athletic. I several times heard him say, he never met any
man who could throw a stone to so great a distance as himself; and, that when standing in



the valley beneath the natural bridge in Virginia, he has thrown one up to that stupendous
arch.

[H]unting & Surveying — the first gave him activity & boldness — the second the means of
improving the Coup d’oeil in judging of military positions & measuring by the eye the
distance between different places. — Patience & perseverance in reconnoitering — how often
he spent whole days on horseback, braving the ravages of the most violent heat & cold that
ever was experienced in our climate.

As 1t was the design of his Father that he should be bred for an Officer in the British
navy, his mental acquisitions & exterior accomplishments were calculated to give him
distinction in that profession. <GW note: it was rather the wish of my eldest brother (on
whom the several concerns of the family devolved) that this should take place & the matter
was contemplated by him—My father died when I was only 10 years old.> At 15 years old,
he was entered a midshipman on board of the [blank] & his baggage prepared for
embarkation: but the plan was abandoned in consequence of the earnest solicitations of his
Mother.*

We get a sense of the childhood home and grounds where George Washington grew up from an
advertisement he placed in November 1772 to sell the property:

A TRACT of 600 acres, including about 200 of cleared land on the north side of
Rappahannock river, opposite to the lower end of Fredericksburg. On this tract (a little
above the road) is one of the most agreeable situations for a house that is to be found upon
the whole river, having a clear and distinct view of almost every house in the said town,
and every vessel that passes to and from it. Long credit, if desired, will be given.2

The man who bought the farm was Dr. Hugh Mercer of the city of Fredericksburg, who was a close
friend of George’s. He would later become a general in the Revolutionary War and die at the Battle of
Princeton in 1777. He bought the entire farm in 1774 for 2000 pounds Virginia currency, to be paid in
five annual installments. In 1743, tragedy struck when George was only ten years old. His father
Augustine suddenly died. (The account of his death was related in the prior chapter.) According to
Mason Weems, George was not home when his father turned ill and did not return in time to see him
before he died. However, another account says that George was there for his father’s final moments.
Washington-biographer Edward C. M’Guire writes, “It was in the Easter holydays that Mr.
Washington was taken sick. George was absent at the time, on a visit to some of his acquaintances in
Chotanct, King George County. He was sent for after his father’s sickness became serious, and
reached the paternal abode in time to witness the last struggle and receive the parting benediction of
his beloved parent.”*



The Reverend Mason Locke Weems, the first biographer of George Washington.

WASHINGTON’S BROTHER LAWRENCE INSPIRES HIS INTEREST IN THE MILITARY

Following the death of his father, George spent time with his older stepbrothers. Since Lawrence
had married the daughter of Colonel William Fairfax of Belvoir, George not only found himself at
Lawrence’s Mount Vernon, but also at Belvoir, the neighboring Fairfax estate. Here he encountered a
British military family of high nobility. Col. William Fairfax was the cousin of and agent for Lord
Thomas Fairfax, Sixth Baron of Cameron, and the owner of the entire Northern Neck. As George
spent time at Belvoir, he assimilated many of the courtly graces that would characterize his adult life.

Lawrence was also militarily-minded, having served in the British navy during the war between
the British and the Spanish, which had broken out in 1740, when Edward Vernon, commander-in-chiet
of the British Navy in the West Indies, captured the Spanish stronghold of Porto Bello on the Isthmus
of Darien (between Columbia and Panama). Consequently, Spain allied with France in retaliation
against England. The colonies in turn raised four regiments to assist England in the defense of the
West Indies. Lawrence, with his father’s blessing, secured a commission as a captain in the regiment
from Virginia and left in 1741 as second-in-command. Thus, Lawrence served under Admiral Vernon
in the naval assault against Spanish Cartagena on the South American coast of Colombia.

The conflict ended disastrously, as the English were repulsed. Lawrence returned in 1742 with
impaired health, having perhaps contracted tuberculosis during this time. But he also came home with
a deep admiration for Admiral Vernon. Reverend Jonathan Boucher’s critical assessment of the
Washington family referred to earlier reports that Lawrence, while at Cartagena, got into a “scrape
with a brother officer,” and “did not acquit himself quite so well as he ought, and so sold out”
(meaning he quit the military with a measure of embarrassment).? Whether such was the case, it is
clear that he honored the Admiral.

After his father Augustine died, Lawrence inherited the Hunting Creek farm, and changed its name
to Mount Vernon. “Mount” was appropriate, given that the house was built on a majestic premonitory
overlooking the Potomac River, situated on the nearly 2,500-acre tract of land. Augustine
Washington’s Last Will and Testament also stipulated that if Lawrence should die without an heir, the
estate was to pass to George.

Lawrence had planned to return to England, where he had attended school, and there join the
regular army and seek advancement in the ranks. But before he was to leave, his martial plans were
exchanged for marital plans, as he was engaged to Ann Fairfax, the daughter of Col. William Fairfax.
William Fairfax, “of the King’s Council,” was “one of Virginia’s foremost men, land agent and cousin
to Lord Fairfax, and owner of a fine estate called Belvoir.”2 Lawrence and Ann’s spring wedding
plans were delayed until midsummer, because of the death of Augustine Washington, father to



Lawrence and George. Lawrence was elected to the House of Burgesses, where he served for seven
years. His better-known brother was to follow in this same path several years later.

In 1746, George spent a week at the Fairfax family’s Belvoir plantation mulling over a major life
decision in regard to his military plans. In the context of this stay, the closeness between brothers
Lawrence and George was recorded for history. In a September 1746 letter, Col. William Fairfax
wrote to his son-in-law Lawrence Washington: “George has been with us, and says He will be steady
and thankfully follow your Advice as his best friend.”* Apparently the military discussions that
occurred between Lawrence and Col. Fairfax, along with various visiting friends from former
military days, helped to instill in George a desire and a decision for military service. Thus, around
this time, Lawrence began to make plans for George to pursue a naval career in the legacy of Admiral
Vernon.

A DECISION THAT WOULD HAVE CHANGED WORLD HISTORY

In 1746, George Washington reached a significant, potential turning point in his life. He almost
joined the British Navy. Had he followed through on this, world history could have changed.

As we have noted, his talks with Lawrence and Lawrence’s father-in-law awakened an interest in
the fourteen-year-old George Washington to pursue military service. Given the many ships that
docked and passed on the river from across the sea, it was natural to think of naval service as a
possibility for the young man. Lawrence, along with the help of Dr. Spencer, Mary Washington’s
family physician, persuaded George’s reluctant mother that his military interest would be well met in
the Navy. So, late in 1746, Lawrence secured for fourteen-year-old George a midshipman’s warrant.

But his mother had apprehension. His mother’s reticence to embrace George Washington’s longing
for the high seas is seen in a letter written by Robert Jackson, one of Lawrence’s friends from
Fredericksburg. Apparently, she had initially approved (“her first resolution”), but upon greater input,
changed her mind:

I am afraid Mrs. Washington will not keep up to her first resolution. She seems to dislike
George’s going to sea, and says several persons have told her it was a bad scheme. She
offers several trifling objections, such as a fond, unthinking mother habitually suggests, and
I find that one word against his going has more weight than ten for 1t.”

The plans finally received a decisive maternal veto, after she received a letter from London from her
brother, Joseph Ball, dated May 19, 1747. His arguments proved to be decisive against a naval career
for George,
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Washington s parvents’signatures, as well as Washington s earliest known signature at the age of thirteen, are found in a book on
how to use the “Book of Common Prayer.”

I understand that you are advised and have some thoughts of putting your son George to sea.
I think he had better be put apprentice to a tinker, for a common sailor before the mast has
by no means the common liberty of the subject; for they will press him from ship to ship,
where he has fifty shillings a month, and make him take twenty-three, and cut and slash and
use him like a negro, or rather like a dog. And as to any considerable preferment in the
navy, it is not to be expected, as there are always so many gaping for it here who have
interest, and he has none.

And if he should get to be a master of a Virginia ship (which it is very difficult to do), a
planter who has three or four hundred acres of land and three or four slaves, if he be
industrious, may live more comfortably, and leave his family in better stead than such a
master of a ship can . . .. He must not be too hasty to be rich, but go on gently and with
patience, as things will naturally go. This method, without aiming at being a fine gentleman
before his time, will carry a man more comfortably and surely through the world than going
to sea, unless it be a great chance indeed. I pray God keep you and yours.

Your loving brother, Joseph Ball®

The timing could not have been tighter, since the letter arrived when George’s luggage had already
been loaded on the ship on which he would have sailed. The historical impact of this decision is
profound.

Benson J. Lossing’s explanation reflects the significance of this decision from the perspective of an
earlier generation of American Washington scholars,

He was destined by Heaven for a far noble career than man had conceived for him. This
incident illustrates the truth of the familiar apothegm, “Man proposes but God disposes.”



We do not know if the young ex-midshipman George Washington embraced the doctrine of Providence
the way that the mature General Washington did as he commanded the army on the land many years
later.® Here is one sample among several hundred reflecting his belief in Providence. Writing to
William Pearce from Philadelphia, near the end of his presidency on May 25, 1794, Washington
explains his confidence in Divine Providence:

I learn with concern from your letter of the 18th. Instant, that your crops were still labouring
under a drought, and most of them very much injured. At disappointments and losses which
are the effects of Providential acts, I never repine; because I am sure the alwise disposer of
events knows better than we do, what is best for us, or what we deserve.

We do not know what George thought about this change in plans, but he obviously submitted to his
mother’s authority. Respect for higher authority was a principle that Washington maintained
throughout his life. Years later, even though entrusted by Congress with the powers of a dictator for a
season,® and even though given the opportunity to become a new king at the end of the war by his
soldiers, Washington never wavered in his immovable commitment to submit to lawful powers over
him. This aspect of his character was remarkably highlighted by Alexander Hamilton years later in
the midst of the efforts to make Washington King, as seen in a later chapter.”

“The maternal hand that bent the twig” never lost the place of honor in the heart of her son. Even to
the final years of Mary Washington’s life, General Washington called her in his letters “My Revered
Mother” or “Honored Madam,” but this was also his title for her in his public statements as well.
Thus, he wrote to the people in his hometown of Fredericksburg in 1784: “To a beneficent
Providence, and to the fortitude of a brave and virtuous Army, supported by the general exertion of
our common Country I stand indebted for the plaudits you now bestow; ... my sensibility of them is
heightened by their coming from the respectable Inhabitants of the place of my growing Infancy and
the honorable mention which is made of my revered Mother; by whose Maternal hand (early deprived
of a Father) I was led from Childhood.”* His consciousness of her impact on his character was
implied in his advice given in 1796 to his own young “son,” George Washington Parke Custis, “...for
you know it has been said, and truly, ‘that as the twig is bent so it will grow.” This, ... shows the
propriety of letting your inexperience be directed by maturer advice.”® As Mary had guided young
George, so the new young George needed to be guided by a mature adult as well.

Washington had come to trust the wisdom of divine intervention in the events of his life. He also
understood the power of a reluctant mother’s intervention in a son’s decision for military service. Ina
letter to Landon Carter on April 15, 1777, General Washington remarked, “I should have been very
happy in seeing your Grandson enlisted under the Banners of His country...But a mother’s tenderness
and Tears too often interpose, and check the ardour of our Youth.”*

YOUNG GEORGE COMES OF AGE AT MT. VERNON

During the years 1746-48 when George was between fourteen and sixteen years of age, he lived
primarily with his brother Lawrence at Mount Vernon. In 1747, at the age of fifteen, George assumed
an adult responsibility when he became a godfather to a child in baptism.Z Throughout his life he
became a godfather for some eight children in all. That role required subscribing to the orthodox and
Trinitarian doctrines of the Church of England. In conformity with the 1662 Book of Common Prayer,
the following affirmations were required of the fifteen-year-old Washington, as they were of all
godfathers and godmothers:



Then shall the Priest speak unto the Godfathers and Godmothers on this wise.

DEARLY beloved, ye have brought this Child here to be baptized, ye have prayed that our
Lord Jesus Christ would vouchsafe to receive him, to release him of 4is sins, to sanctify
him with the Holy Ghost, to give him the kingdom of heaven, and everlasting life. Ye have
heard also that our Lord Jesus Christ hath promised in his Gospel to grant all these things
that ye have prayed for: which promise he, for his part, will most surely keep and perform.
Wherefore, after this promise made by Christ, this Infant must also faithfully, for his part,
promise by you that are Ais sureties, (until ze come of age to take it upon himself,) that he
will renounce the devil and all his works, and constantly believe God’s holy Word, and
obediently keep his commandments.

I demand therefore,

DOST thou, in the name of this Child, renounce the devil and all his works, the vain pomp
and glory of the world, with all covetous desires of the same, and the carnal desires of the
flesh, so that thou wilt not follow, nor be led by them? [Washington then answered]. I
renounce them all.

Minister.
DOST thou believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth? And in Jesus
Christ his only-begotten Son our Lord? And that he was conceived by the Holy Ghost; born
of the Virgin Mary; that he suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried;
that he went down into hell, and also did rise again the third day; that he ascended into
heaven, and sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty; and from thence shall come
again at the end of the world, to judge the quick and the dead? And dost thou believe in the
Holy Ghost; the holy Catholick Church; the Communion of Saints; the Remission of sins; the
Resurrection of the flesh; and everlasting life after death?
[ Washington then answered] All this I stedfastly believe.

Minister.
WILT thou be baptized in this faith?
[ Washington then answered] That is my desire.

Minister.
WILT thou then obediently keep God’s holy will and commandments, and walk in the same
all the days of thy life?
[ Washington then answered] I will.

Then shall the Priest say,
O MERCIFUL God, grant that the old Adam in this Child may be so buried, that the new
man may be raised up in him.
[ Washington then responded] Amen.
Grant that all carnal affections may die in him, and that all things belonging to the Spirit
may live and grow in him. [ Washington then responded] Amen.

Grant that he may have power and strength to have victory, and to triumph, against the
devil, the world, and the flesh. [ Washington then responded] Amen.

Grant that whosoever is here dedicated to thee by our office and ministry may also be
endued with heavenly virtues, and everlastingly rewarded, through thy mercy, O blessed
Lord God, who dost live, and govern all things, world without end.

[ Washington then responded] Amen.
ALMIGHTY, everliving God, whose most dearly beloved Son Jesus Christ, for the



forgiveness of our sins, did shed out of his most precious side both water and blood; and
gave commandment to his disciples, that they should go teach all nations, and baptize them
In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Regard, we beseech thee,
the supplications of thy congregation; sanctify this Water to the mystical washing away of
sin; and grant that this Child, now to be baptized therein, may receive the fulness of thy
grace, and ever remain in the number of thy faithful and elect children; through Jesus Christ
our Lord. [ Washington then responded]| Amen.

So, on some eight different occasions, George Washington publicly and explicitly affirmed his
Christian faith in these words, a remarkable fact given Washington’s powerful conscience.
Significantly, Thomas Jefferson, a Unitarian rather than an orthodox Christian, turned down the
invitation to be a godfather in 1788, because he could not in good conscience subscribe to the
Trinitarian beliefs of the church.*

CONCLUSION

In 1748, George took another step as a sixteen-year-old young adult when he joined a surveying
trip to Shenandoah Valley with James Genn on behalf of Lord Fairfax. Perhaps we can say that
George officially came of age in 1749, when he was appointed a public surveyor. Even here the
Christian influences in his life are evident. The very first page of his surveyor notebook has a single
sentence inscribed by the youthful Washington’s hand. It says, “If you can’t find it in the book of
Ezekiel, look for it in Israel.”

The cryptic message makes sense in light of Washington’s Christian training. As Washington was
taught the scriptures by his Anglican childhood tutors, he learned that Israel was a nation marked out
by very clear boundaries (Joshua 13-21), such as would be well understood by surveyors. And the
book of Ezekiel concludes with a remarkable survey of the New Jerusalem (Ezekiel 40-48). The
young surveyor apparently autographed his official record with this observation. His task in the
pristine woods of the New World in some way reminded him of the biblical accounts of marking oft
expanses of land that had been gifted by God.



Cover page of Washington s first surveyor s notebook with reference to Ezekiel and Israel®

Not much is known about George Washington’s childhood and early manhood. His father, who was
a successful businessman and leader in the church, died young. His mother was a woman of faith.
From everything we can tell, he was an obedient son. We do know a little more about his education
and, as we shall see next, it was Christian.



SEVEN

The Christian Education of George Washington

“I heartily thank our heavenly Father, that he hath called me to this

state of salvation, through Jesus Christ our Saviour.”
——Anglican Catechism taught to George Washington as part of his education

George Washington’s education can be summarized briefly. First, he received a home-based
education by tutors who trained him in the topics that were essential for his success as a leader in
colonial Virginia. His superlative penmanship and his poor spelling are legendary. Fortunately, his
grammar continued to improve throughout his life. His childhood education included extensive
instruction in applied mathematics, business law, as well as the teachings of Christianity. His
education not only enabled him to become skilled in surveying, real estate law, and land acquisition,
but also in local leadership of the Anglican Church. His mother, his church, and his teachers imparted
to him a substantial knowledge of the Bible that was manifested in his writings by a high level of
Bible literacy.

Second, although he never received a college education, given his disciplined and methodical
temperament, he never stopped learning. As author Frank Grizzard, Jr. put it, Washington was
“conscious of a defective education.” Nonetheless (or perhaps because of this), he strove to
overcome it by the continual self-improvement of reading, experimenting, and correspondence. The
legacy of his commitment to learning was seen in his extensive library,’ the many scholarships he gave
to young scholars,’ his generous endowments of schools and universities,* as well as a persistent
advocacy of the formation of schools of higher education.?

In spite of his limited education, he learned enough to make a tremendous mark on the world. The
traits of the mature Washington which most impressed his contemporaries were his consistent
character and astute and wise judgment. Thomas Jefferson remarked:

His mind was great and powerful, without being of the very first order; his penetration
strong, though not so acute as that of a Newton, Bacon or Locke; and as far as he saw, no
judgment was ever sounder. It was slow in operation, being little aided by invention or
imagination, but sure in conclusion. Hence, the common remark of his officers of the
advantage he derived from councils of war, where, hearing all suggestions, he selected
whatever was best; and certainly no general ever planned his battles more judiciously.:

Furthermore, the Duke of Wellington, the great British military leader (a generation or so after the



American Revolution) described George Washington with these words: “The purest and noblest
character of modern time—possibly of all time.”” We already noted Jefferson’s sense of Washington’s
judgment. He went on to describe his character in terms consistent with the Duke of Wellington:

His integrity was most pure, his justice the most inflexible I have ever known, no motives
of interest of consanguinity, of friendship or hatred, being able to bias his decision. He was,
indeed, in every sense of the word, a wise, a good, and a great man. His temper was
naturally irritable and high-toned; but reflection and resolution had obtained a firm and
habitual ascendancy over it. ...

On the whole, his character was, in its mass, perfect, in nothing bad, in few points
indifferent; and it may truly be said that never did nature and fortune combine more
perfectly to make a man great, and to place him in the same constellation with whatever
worthies have merited from man an everlasting remembrance.*



€&
£ irem J%”’f\ﬂf‘ﬁtﬂeh-m; -(S‘--L'

2. - i :ya? .
gim . s..-_. Tﬁﬁ}} 4&7 i
A e iy

-, -#-I‘.'-:? '7-,71 '-!(a._ fn.tfmf&‘q "7'{‘5"

doz. ﬂ—-f-f-l.u..

; h-nﬁ,ﬂ.-aﬂ-d-i - e
dﬂ!’;ff/ﬂn‘:#u # afd.": t"':*:.-u -’»-"-uf-ﬁ-‘-,v
‘#-}'nrﬂ -#H"..--h - ;,"n'i{r " !"M-lr {‘a("

I = — = m _—

I
e {j-c.dmh rzu:fi_f ﬂ'n Z 28

=
-

;-' "?. r‘i!.- b .“-: iy o aoiliA Fip
Y LA : 7 =N
2 z ®i DR L S LT = " S wa ~.. o e -
JI :-{:"-ar l“’/ (,, il .é 4: — 1,..;’:_,- ~ ! I’ _(
7oy N
I L‘:k -rur.lr - a ( -"" Lfy # 1’ -: ;
" "L"- l-vl H# ST g —

A page of young George s geometry notes from school. He was remarkably skilled in penmanship and mathematics.

As we will see, there is evidence that it was a Christian education that formed his great character.
Author Frank Grizzard, Jr. well summarizes the state of the research on George Washington’s early
education.

David Humphrey’s biography of Washington contains the tantalizing but cryptic statement
that “his education was principally conducted by a private tutor.” Although many have
sought to identify the unnamed tutor, Washington himself edited Humphrey’s draft in 1786
without commenting on the passage. It is known that Washington attended school with
George Masons’ “Neighbour & Your old School-fellow, Mr. [David] Piper,” a planter who
lived in the vicinity of Washington and Mason’s estate but who had been raised in
Washington Parish, Westmoreland County, near Washington’s birthplace, and a school stood



at the nearby Lower Church of the parish.?

It is interesting to note that two of George’s brothers studied in a way that would have made them
less inclined to join the American cause (in the divide between America and Great Britain) had they
lived until that time. Indeed, Joseph D. Sawyer writes, “an English college education confirmed the
two elder sons of Augustine Washington in Toryism; while plain American schooling, somewhat
crudely started by Master Hobby at Falmouth, furthered at the Marye School in Fredericksburg and
supplemented by Mr. Williams at Oak Grove, seated George firmly in the colonial saddle. When
coupled with sound home training, his modest education turned him into a thoroughgoing American.
George Washington never went to college—a fact he is said to have regretted in adult life; his youth
was too full of action, perhaps too burdened with responsibility, to allow for a college career. Had
his father lived, he would probably have entered Brasenose College, Oxford, the alma mater of his
half-brothers and of those earlier Washingtons in England,—including Lawrence, the allegedly
drunken Vicar—all of whom enjoyed the advantages of a liberal arts education.”

GEORGE WASHINGTON’S CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

The details of George Washington’s early education are sketchy. The family moved to
Fredericksburg in 1738, when George was six years old. Later, he may have been a student at the
Reverend James Marye’s school, which had begun in 1740.% Reverend James Marye was notable for
his evangelical views and sincere piety.? Another possibility is that after George’s father died, he
lived for a time with his older half brother, Augustine, Jr., at his birthplace on Pope Creek farm and
went to a school operated by Henry Williams.

We don’t have definitive facts on Washington’s childhood education. We do know that during the
war, someone who wanted to discredit the commander in chief did so in part by ridiculing his
childhood schooling. This critic was Reverend Jonathan Boucher, the tutor Washington himself had
hired for his stepson John Parke Custis, affectionately called “Jacky.” Reverend Boucher, an Anglican
clergyman, wrote with evident disdain, “George, who, like most people thereabouts at that time, had
no other education than reading, writing and accounts, which he was taught by a convict servant
whom his father bought for a schoolmaster.”® Boucher wrote these words after he and Washington had
parted company over loyalty to the crown. Prior to the politically motivated rupture of their
relationship, they had enjoyed an extensive correspondence.” As an Anglican clergyman, Boucher’s
ordination vow included loyalty to the King, a King that Washington viewed as a tyrant and destroyer
of American liberty. Boucher’s loyalty to the King became so controversial in revolutionary Virginia,
that his final sermons preached before leaving for England were delivered from a pulpit graced with
two loaded pistols!®

In Fredericksburg, on the Washington side of the Rappahannock River, there still exists an
eighteenth century, small school building adjoining a cemetery. It is a small log cabin structure, with a
cemetery and the remains of a church nearby. Tradition holds that Washington received his education
in this “field school” from one Master Hobby (sometimes identified as William Groves), who also
served as the parish’s sexton.



A Field School similar to the one in which Washington was educated by his tutor Master Hobby.

Evidence exists that there was at this time a church sexton who had also held a higher position in
the church’s life, but had to relinquish it because his legal record in England became known.*
Boucher’s claim that Washington’s tutor was a “bought servant” comports with the fact that indentured
servitude was a common practice to get a new start on a new life in the New World. Moreover, it is
conceivable that an educated person could have run afoul of the common law in the mother country
for a non-heinous crime such as debt.”

Even author Rupert Hughes (who is generally skeptical of the Christianity of George Washington)
supports the notion that young George was taught by a Christian layman, a Mr. Hobby: “This sexton,
William Grove, may have been nicknamed ‘Hobby’ or there may have been another teacher named
Hobby. M.D. Conway, in Washington and Mount Vernon states that Reverend Dr. Philip Slaughter’s
researches led him to believe that Hobby was sexton at Fallmouth, two miles above the Washington
farm, and that the Washington Children went to school there.”*

Washington biographer Benson Lossing provides additional information about Hobby. “The sexton
of the chapel was Master Hobby, the first school-teacher of George Washington. He reigned over an
‘old field’ school-house—a log building—as a pedagogue for many years. He had a sort of bullet
head and a vast amount of self-esteem. Master Hobby was regarded with great reverence by his
pupils as ‘wondrous wise,” and as they gazed at him while quaint words of wisdom dropped from his
lips, ‘Still the wonder grew, How his small head could carry all he knew.” When Master Hobby
became an old man he often boasted that he was ‘the making of General Washington.’””

But whether these accounts of Hobby are factual or not, the foundational claim they make is
substantiated by the evidence. Washington was educated in the context of the Anglican Church.
Whether it was by a sexton, a clerical tutor, or simply home education, all of the available evidence
resoundingly demonstrates this fact.
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The handwritten record of Washington s baptism and godparents from the family Bible.

The religious education of Washington began in the customary Anglican fashion—by baptism with
sponsors. In the Washington family Bible is found:

George William, son to Augustine Washington, and Mary his wife, was born the eleventh
day of February, 1731-2, about ten in the morning, and was baptized the 3rd April
following, Mr. Bromley Whiting, and Captain Christopher Brooks godfathers, and Mrs.
Mildred Gregory godmother.”

Whether George himself wrote this record in the Washington family Bible has been debated.”

George’s training would have included one of the clergy as his religious tutor. Working with his
parents—his father the vestryman and his deeply religious mother—the clergyman helped teach
George and his siblings the historic Anglican Catechism, which included statements such as “I
heartily thank our heavenly Father, that he hath called me to this state of salvation, through Jesus
Christ our Saviour. And I pray unto God to give me his grace, that [ may continue in the same unto my
life’s end2 as well as the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments, a statement on the doctrine of the
Trinity, the Lord’s Prayer (the Our Father), and comments on the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s
Table. It articulated that we should love God and love our neighbor:

My duty towards God, is to believe in him, to fear him, and to love him with all my
heart, with all my mind, with all my soul, and with all my strength; to worship him, to give
him thanks, to put my whole trust in him, to call upon him, to honour his holy Name and his
Word, and to serve him truly all the days of my life....

My duty towards my Neighbour, is to love him as myself, and to do to all men, as I
would they should do unto me: To love, honour, and succour my father and mother...2

The mature Washington clearly remembered these duties to God and man.?

WASHINGTON’S CHILDHOOD SCHOOL BOOKS IN HIS OWN LIBRARY
If you investigate Washington’s own library, which we have sought to do, we can see the influence
of his Christian education on him. The Boston Athenaecum has done a superlative job keeping



Washington’s library intact for the most part. Washington’s earliest extant signature, portending his
famous penmanship and flowing elegant signature, is in a book designed to teach a person to use the
Book Of Common Prayer.® This childhood script is dated by a note of a family member as indicating
he was around thirteen years old. A careful examination of this work reveals that portions of its text
are stained, perhaps even tear-stained, particularly one of the highly used sections that seeks to bring
comfort at the time of death. The book has long been considered one of the textbooks of Washington’s
early education.

William Coolidge Lane writes, “The volume has been rebacked, otherwise it is in the same binding
of old calf as it was when Washington handled and probably studied it in his boyhood.”* The book
certainly seems to have been precious to Washington. It contained a signature of his father, Augustine
Washington, dated 1727, along with the signature of his mother, Mary Washington. Washington, the
student, also signed his father’s name and drew several doodles of the kind that young scholars
indulge in when finding their work less than engaging. The above evidences of use corroborate the
fact that Washington was carefully instructed in the Book Of Common Prayer as part of his education.

Another textbook that survives with George’s signature (twice, in fact) is the publication of a series
of sermons based on Luke 16:29-31, entitled The Sufficiency Of A Standing Revelation. The second
sermon, dated February 5, 1700, begins with these words, showing the high view it had of the
Scriptures:

The first thing which I propounded to do in discoursing on these Words, was, the endeavour
to show, that the present Standing Revelation of God’s will, contained in the Books of the
Old and New Testament is abundantly sufficient to persuade men to Repentance, if they are
not unreasonably blind and obstinate. They have Moses and the Prophets, (they have also
Christ and his Apostles,) let them hear them.

And if that Standing Revelation which God hath made to us of his will in the Holy
Scriptures can upon any Account be thought insufficient to effect this Design, it must be, |
think, either 1. Because no standing revelation can be sufficient for this Purpose; Or, 2.
Because there are some particular defects in that Revelation which we have in the Holy
Scriptures which render it not so sufficient for this Purpose, as ’tis possible a Standing
Revelation might be.

I have therefore, in a former Discourse upon these words endeavoured to show in
general that a Standing Revelation of God’s will may be so well contrived, as so well
attested as to be sufficient of the Purpose.Z

This book bears the signatures of other students, who apparently with young George had been
exposed to these sermons. Its contents were the Robert Boyle Lectures established to refute the
infidelity of deistic thought that had begun to surface in England in the late sixteen hundreds. The
force of the sermons that Washington read under his tutor’s guidance was designed to refute the Deist
claim that there was no divine revelation and so to encourage the historic Protestant view of the
sufficiency of Scripture for Christian faith and practice. Robert Boyle, who endowed these lectures,
was an Oxford professor, the father of modern chemistry, and a devout Christian.

Another book in his library, dating from this era that had likely been used as a school book, was
The Travels of Cyrus. This book states that its purpose was, in part, to refute both atheism and
Deism.® A fictional literary text, The Travels of Pergrine Pickle” reveals a sincere belief in divine
Providence. Washington even had a copy of Theodore Beza’s Latin translation of the New Testament.



Beza was a contemporary and compatriot of the Protestant reformer John Calvin in Geneva,
Switzerland. Beza is one the four reformers honored on the Reformation Wall in Geneva in the form
of gigantic stone statues. He is in the company of Calvin, Knox, and Farel. Washington also had a
Latin Concordance of all the words in Homer’s //iad dating from this era.*

One of the science texts in his library was a work by John Ray (1627-1704/5), an English
naturalist, entitled The Wisdom of God Manifested in the Works of the Creation. The work
addressed all of creation, including the human form, and detailed how each revealed the work of the
Creator. Washington saw the study of the works of the “great Creator” as “inexpressibly delightful.”*

But what is truly amazing, in regard to Washington’s early education, is that we know a great deal
of the specific assignments he had, because his homework pages still exist.2 These immediately
illustrate his remarkable skill in penmanship and mathematics. But they also reveal the beliefs being
transmitted in his childhood education. Two manuscripts exist that are copies of poems, showing the
values of his tutor. One emphasizes moral living, the importance of family, and simplicity for true
happiness in life.* It appeared in the February 1734 issue of Gentleman’s Magazine and even earlier
in Universal Spectator.”
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Childhood poem entitled “True Happiness” copied by Washington

A CHRISTMAS POEM

Another youthful school paper of Washington’s is his copy of a Christmas poem.* It shows that he
was exposed to historic Christian teachings concerning Christ’s death and resurrection as well as the
human and divine nature of Christ. Most scholars only mention this copied poem, or only cite the first
two lines.” The whole text, however, is valuable, because it illustrates the Christian orthodoxy in
which Washington had been trained. Young Washington probably copied this from the February 1743
issue of Gentleman s Magazine (London), cited above.

ON CHRISTMAS DAY
Assist me Muse divine to sing the morn,
On which the Saviour of mankind was born;



But oh! what numbers to the theme can rise?
Unless kind angels aid me from the skies?
Methinks I see the tunefull Host descend,

Hark, by their hymns directed on the road,

The gladsome Shepherds find the nascent God!
And view the infant conscious of his birth,
Smiling bespeak salvation to the earth!

For when the important Aera first drew near

In which the great Messiah should appear

And to accomplish His redeeming love

Resign a while his glorious throne above.
Beneath our form every woe sustain

And by triumphant suffering fix His reign
Should for lost man in tortures yield his breath,
Dying to save us from eternal death!

Oh mystick Union! Salutary grace!

Incarnate God our nature should embrace!

That Deity should stoop to our disguise!

That man recovered should regain the skies!
Dejected Adam! From thy Grave ascend

And view the Serpent’s Deadly Malice end,
Adorring bless th” Almighty’s boundless grace
That gave his son a ransome for thy race!

Oh never let my soul this Day forget,

But pay in grateful praise her annual debt

To Him whom ’tis my trust I shall [adore(?)—illegible.]
When time and sin and death [shall be no more.(?)—illegible.]*

Based on this traditional Christian childhood education, Washington’s adult writings show that he
maintained a deep joy in the Christian celebration of the birth of Christ.2

GEORGE WASHINGTON’S “RULES OF CIVILITY”

Virtually all scholars, even those who believe Washington was not a Christian, agree that a set of
sayings, originally composed by a Jesuit priest from a century before and often embellished
thereafter, was very influential in George Washington’s education.® This set of 110 sayings contains
many biblical precepts. They are the “ Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour in Company and
Conversation™ and are viewed as a blueprint that Washington followed his entire life. They are given
in their entirety in appendix One.®

They were, in fact, very important in the training of students at the Appleby School where George’s
father and stepbrothers had attended. William Wilbur writes,

George’s father was very familiar with these rules, for they were used at Appleby Grammar
School. Among English educators they were generally referred to as Hawkins’ rules. They
had wide acceptance in English schoolrooms and were so popular that eleven editions
were printed between 1640 and 1672. . . the correct title is: “Youth’s Behaviour or



Decency in Conversation Amongst Men.” The title page runs on, “Composed in French by
grave persons for the use and benefit of their Youth. Now newly turned into English by

Francis Hawkins.”%

Although we will list only a few of them here, these remarkable and at times humorous rules, as
William Wilbur suggests, all fall into the following categories:

RULES Which Taught Character.
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Christmas poem reflecting a rich understanding of the doctrine of salvation in Christ written in Washington s hand

RULES Which Counseled Consideration for Others.
RULES That Urged Modesty.



RULES That Advised Compassion.

RULES That Enjoined Respect for Elders and Persons in Positions of Responsibility and
Authority.

RULES Which Concern Conduct.

RULES Governing Table Manners and Cleanliness.*

Here are a few of the rules. Immediately following, we have supplied a biblical text, of which this
maxim is an echo:

RULES OF CIVILITY: 43d Do not express Joy before one sick or in pain for that contrary
Passion will aggravate his Misery.

BIBLE: Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep (Romans 12:15,
NKIV).

RULES OF CIVILITY: 48th Wherein you reprove Another be unblameable yourself; for
example is more prevalent than Precepts.

BIBLE: “Judge not, that you be not judged. For with what judgment you judge, you will be
judged” (Jesus in Matthew 7:1-2, NKJV).

RULES OF CIVILITY: 56th Associate yourself with Men of good Quality if you Esteem
your own Reputation; for ‘tis better to be alone than in bad Company.

BIBLE: “Evil company corrupts good habits” (1 Corinthians 15:33, NKJV).

RULES OF CIVILITY: 82d Undertake not what you cannot Perform but be Carefull to keep
your Promise.

BIBLE: When you make a vow to God, do not delay to pay it; for He has no pleasure in
fools. Pay what you have vowed—Better not to vow than to vow and not pay (Ecclesiastes
5:4, 5 NKJV).

RULES OF CIVILITY: 108th When you Speak of God or his Atributes, let it be Seriously &
[wt.] Reverence. Honour & Obey your Natural Parents altho they be Poor.

BIBLE: Holy, holy holy is the LORD of hosts (Isaiah 6:3).

You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold him
guiltless who takes His name in vain....Honor your father and your mother... (Exodus 20:7,
12, NKIJV).

RULES OF CIVILITY: 109th Let your Recreations be Manfull not Sinfull.
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First and last pages of the Rules of Civility, Washington s rules for life.

Note: The 1828 dictionary of Noah Webster defines manful as “noble, honorable.”
BIBLE: Flee also youthful lusts... (2 Timothy 2:22, NKJV).
RULES OF CIVILITY: 110th Labour to keep alive in your Breast that Little Spark of

Ce[les]tial fire Called Conscience.
BIBLE: Now the purpose of the commandment is love from a pure heart, from a good

conscience, and from sincere faith (1 Timothy 1:5, NKJV).

Many of these dignified principles can be summed up in Christ’s golden rule: “Whatever you want
men to do to you, do also to them.” (Matthew 7:12). George Washington not only read the Golden
Rule on the rerodos of the church in Alexandria, he quoted it on occasion.* These “Rules of Civility”
speak volumes about the shaping of the character of George Washington. Marvin Kitman, notes of the
“Rules of Civility:” “Those few hundred didactic words say as much about what makes the man tick

as multi-volume biographies.”

THE YOUNG MAN’S COMPANION BOOK
Along with these most remarkable character values in the Appleby School and “Rules of Civility,”

there was another text that was a standard for English schoolboys from the late sixteen-hundreds to
the end of the seventeen-hundreds. These are the various editions of The Young Man's Companion



textbooks. Grizzard refers to the 1727 edition by George Fisher, published in London, from which
some of the lessons in Washington’s papers were taken.? Joseph Sawyer mentions yet another The
Young Man's Companion written by W. Mather in 1742 and published in England, which “was in its
thirteenth edition when owned by Washington. He scrawled his name on the flyleaf of his copy, which
is said to have been owned, a century later, by General Ulysses S. Grant. There is probably no copy
of the book available in this country today—if anywhere.”® We here consider passages from the text
to appreciate what William Mather was trying to accomplish on behalf of his young masculine
readers.

While each edition had its own unique content, there was a common message and spiritual
continuity in the various editions. Mather’s desire was to bring all sorts of useful knowledge to his
young readers in the context of a devout Christian faith. William Mather’s 1681 edition, for instance,
is entitled A4 Very Useful Manual or the Young Mans Companion, and is 411 pages in length. It
contains “plain and easy directions for spelling, reading, and uniting English with easy rules for their
attaining to writing, and arithmetick, and the Englishing of the Latin Bible without a Tutor....” Mather
writes “To the Reader” giving as his fourth point, “Those that desire to live and walk in the true
Religion, must above all heed the outward Teachings, mind the Reproofs of the Spirit of Truth in their
own Hearts against all Sin and Evil, otherwise they will turn to the Right Hand, or to the Left into
evil. Isa. 30.20, 21, Gen. 6.3, John 3.19.” He concludes his introduction by calling for his readers to
bring glory to God and by adding this rhyme:

Remember Man, that the Reproofs of Christ
For Sin in the Conscience, is the way

That leads to Life Eternal, if obeyed,

The everlasting blessed Day.

“The Primer for Children,” incorporated into the Young Mans Companion, gives about four
examples per letter, several of which are important biblical or theological words, including: Chri-sti-
a-ni-ty for C, Fel-low-ship for F, “Im-ma-nu-el” for I, and Pro-vidence for P. When Washington
learned his ABCs, it was with biblical truths. He learned about “The Book of the Ge-ne-ra-ti-on of
Je-sus Christ, the Son of Da-vid, the Son of A-bra-ham” as delineated in this textbook. On pages 11-
19 there are “Hard Names in the Bible, and some others divided.”

With this spiritual message, there are numerous mathematical problems with solutions and hints for
solving various types of practical problems. Washington’s childhood text also offers hints on
measuring things, recommended cures for illnesses, astronomical observations, biblical teachings,
insights on the meaning of parts of the Book Of Common Prayer, etc. Ultimately, Mathers summarizes
his purpose:

Now Reader, if thy desire is to be truly led to build upon no other Foundation besides the
(Rock) Christ Jesus, mark well these Scriptures following, and the Lord give thee an
obedient Heart, viz. For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness
and unrighteousness of men. . . .But unto every one of us is given Grace, according to the
measure of the gift of Christ; for as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the Sons
of God....”®

To fulfill his spiritual purpose, Mathers’ Young Man's Companion incorporated:



The Translation of the Holy Scriptures; The Prophesies of Christ in the Old Testament,
fulfilled in the New; The Messiahs Types, Titles, Etc. the Education of Children: The duties
of Families; The Mourner comforted for the Death of Friends, together with many other
things, to encourage Young Men to the Love of Virtue, with a Table to find the Chiefest
Matters herein; Written in a Plain and Easie stile, that a Young man (that lives in the Fear of
the LORD) may Attain the same without a Tutor.

Toward the end of his “Loving Epistle to the Young Man, my Reader” in this fifth edition, Mathers
declares:

The Instruction of Words is not so Powerful as the Exhortation of Works, for if they Teach
well and neglect to do well, they shall hardly profit their hearers. . . . Let us declare and
profess what we will, Men will judge of us after all by our Works. . . .So that it is a
Dishonour to God, a Scandal to Religion, and a cause why many become atheists that men
are permitted to Preach and Teach the People, who are unsound in Morals, yea, guilty of
some of the Evil above-mentioned.*

Mathers’ emphasis clearly imparted one of the important principles of Washington’s life—that deeds
were more important than words.

The point to be seen in the review of Washington’s childhood school texts is twofold. First,
Washington’s schoolbooks were designed to teach practical knowledge to be used in an active
Christian life. Second, the theme made here by Mathers of the greater importance of conduct in
comparison to words, particularly in leaders, was a theme that marked Washington’s own life. His
own declaration was “deeds not words.”

The Young Man's Companion made it to America and was printed in New York in 1710, and in
Philadelphia in 1718, with many other editions in the following years. Some of these versions of the
classic text, such as the 1710 New York edition published by William and Andrew Bradford at the
publishing house Bible in New York, added a section that contained “a choice collection of
acquittances, bills, bonds, wills, indentures, deeds of sale, deeds of gift, letter of attorney,
assignments, leases and releases....”

A portion of George’s extant collected and existing school papers includes the copying of such
documents that would be needed by a young man who would often have to do business without the
benefit of an attorney at hand.2 Even these reveal the essentially Christian context of George’s early
education. One of the documents that George copied was the “Form of a Short Will.” In his fine
youthful hand, one finds these words written by twelve year old George Washington:

In the Name of God, Amen. The Sixth Day of Oct. In the year of our Lord, 1744, I, A.B.
being Sick and Weak of Body but of Sound Judgment and Memory (thanks to God
Therefore) Remembering the mortality of my body knowing that it is Determined for all
men once to die, Doe make and ordain this my last Will and Testament, That is to say
Principally and first of all I recommend my Soul to God Who gave it hoping for salvation in
and through the merits and mediation of Jesus Christ, and my body to have buried in a
decent manner at the [illegible]

Hoping at [illegible]

Power of God [illegible]®
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A copied will in Washington s hand from one of his manuscript books. An often overlooked instance of Washington having
written the name of Jesus Christ.

ADVICE TO SONS

One of the books that was apparently part of the Washington family training was entitled Advice to
a Son* There 1s evidence that Martha Washington’s first husband, Daniel Parke Custis, used this text.
Thus, it is possible that this textbook may have been used by Jack Custis, George Washington’s
stepson, after Washington married Martha. In fact, there is written an historical note in it of a late-
night, secret wedding in the wealthy, Anglican Custis family.® That event alone gave reason for the
powerful “advice” needed for a young son! Its purpose was to give guidance for “conduct through the
various and most important Encounters of this Life.” This practical handbook addressed the issues of
studies, love and marriage, travel, government and religion.® The book is relevant in understanding
Washington’s religion in that it reflects the spiritual values and educational tradition that Martha



Custis sought to impart to her children during her marriage with young Colonel Washington. The book,
Advice to a Son, notes this:

Of Religion: Read the Book of God with Reverence and in things doubtful take fixation
from the authority of the Church, which cannot be arraigned of a damnable error without
questioning that truth, which hath proclaimed her proof against the gates of Hell 2

The religion advocated by Advice to a Son i1s Protestant, with an emphasis upon a reasonable,
biblical faith that respects the established churches and their clergy.

You will find the Reformation most conformable to the duty we owe to God, and the
Magistrate; if not too phlegmatic, in passing by decent Ceremonies, or too choleric and
rigid, in obtruding upon weak and tender Consciences. And yet it was no unhappy ran
counter in him that said, 4 good Religion might be composed out of the Papists Charity,
the Puritans words, and the Protestants Faith.*

It also notes:

Keep then your Conscience tender, but not so raw, as to wince and kick at all you
understand not; Nor let it baffle your wit out of the bounds of Discretion, as such do that
suffer themselves to be moped by it: to prevent which, keep Reason always in your eye;
whose light ought never to be lost in any worldly action, and but eclipsed in what relates to
Heaven.»

Faith and reason were allies in the father’s advice to the young English sons of Britain. In the chapter
on “Washington and the Enlightenment,” we will see that George Washington agreed.
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A book used by Washington's mother, Mary as a part of Washington's Christian education

CONTEMPLATIONS MORAL AND DIVINE

As important as the Bible and the Book of Common Prayer may have been for Mary Washington,
she also used another historic text in the home education of her children, Sir Matthew Hale’s
Contemplations, Moral & Divine.® This is one of the volumes that George Washington had in his
library, in fact bearing his bookplate. According to Joseph D. Sawyer and Benson J. Lossing, it had



the signatures of both of Augustine Washington’s wives, Jane Washington and Mary Washington. This
implies that the book was part of the family training of both Lawrence and Augustine even before
George was born.®

Author James K. Paulding describes this significant text that Mary Washington used in the
education of her family.

I have now before me a venerable volume, printed in the year 1685, entitled,
Contemplations, Moral and Divine, by Sir Matthew Hale, late Chief-justice of the Court of
King’s Bench, in which is written, with her own hand, the name of “Mary Washington.” It
bears the appearance of frequent use, and particular chapters are designated by marks of
reference. It is the volume from which the mother of Washington was accustomed to read
daily lessons of piety, morality, and wisdom to her children.®

Paulding had received Hale’s volume on loan from descendents of Washington who still occupied
Mount Vernon in the mid-1850’s, along with this correspondence:

I beg it may be carefully preserved and returned, as one of the family heirlooms which
better feelings than pride would ret