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United States Constitution, amendment I 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 

exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the 

people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. 

 

Benjamin Franklin, Address to the Constitutional Convention, June 28, 1787 

Mr. President: 

The small progress we have made after 4 or five weeks close attendance & continual 

reasonings with each other -- our different sentiments on almost every question, several of 

the last producing as many noes as ays, is methinks a melancholy proof of the imperfection 

of the Human Understanding. We indeed seem to feel our own want of political wisdom, 

since we have been running about in search of it. We have gone back to ancient history for 

models of government, and examined the different forms of those Republics which having 

been formed with the seeds of their own dissolution now no longer exist. And we have 

viewed Modern States all round Europe, but find none of their Constitutions suitable to our 

circumstances. 

In this situation of this Assembly groping as it were in the dark to find political truth, and 

scarce able to distinguish it when presented to us, how has it happened, Sir, that we have 

not hitherto once thought of humbly applying to the Father of lights to illuminate our 

understandings? In the beginning of the contest with G. Britain, when we were sensible of 

danger we had daily prayer in this room for the Divine Protection. -- Our prayers, Sir, were 

heard, and they were graciously answered. All of us who were engaged in the struggle must 

have observed frequent instances of a Superintending providence in our favor. To that kind 

providence we owe this happy opportunity of consulting in peace on the means of 

establishing our future national felicity. And have we now forgotten that powerful friend? Or 

do we imagine that we no longer need His assistance. 

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 men. And if a sparrow cannot fall to the ground 

without his notice, is it probable that an empire can rise without his aid? We have been 

assured, Sir, in the sacred writings that "except the Lord build the House they labor in vain 

that build it." I firmly believe this; and I also believe that without his concurring aid we shall 

succeed in this political building no better than the Builders of Babel: We shall be divided by 

our little partial local interests; our projects will be confounded, and we ourselves shall be 

become a reproach and a bye word down to future age. And what is worse, mankind may 

hereafter from this unfortunate instance, despair of establishing Governments by Human 

Wisdom, and leave it to chance, war, and conquest. 
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I therefore beg leave to move -- that henceforth prayers imploring the assistance of Heaven, 

and its blessings on our deliberations, be held in this Assembly every morning before we 

proceed to business, and that one or more of the Clergy of this City be requested to officiate 

in that service. 

 

George Washington, Inaugural Address, April 30, 1789 

. . . [I]t would be peculiarly improper to omit in this first official Act, my fervent supplications 

to that Almighty Being who rules over the Universe, who presides in the Councils of Nations, 

and whose providential aids can supply every human defect, that his benediction may 

consecrate to the liberties and happiness of the People of the United States, a Government 

instituted by themselves for these essential purposes: and may enable every instrument 

employed in its administration to execute with success, the functions allotted to his charge. 

In tendering this homage to the Great Author of every public and private good I assure 

myself that it expresses your sentiments not less than my own; nor those of my fellow-

citizens at large, less than either. No People can be bound to acknowledge and adore the 

invisible hand, which conducts the Affairs of men more than the People of the United States. 

Every step, by which they have advanced to the character of an independent nation, seems 

to have been distinguished by some token of providential agency. And in the important 

revolution just accomplished in the system of their United Government, the tranquil 

deliberations and voluntary consent of so many distinct communities, from which the event 

has resulted, cannot be compared with the means by which most Governments have been 

established, without some return of pious gratitude along with an humble anticipation of the 

future blessings which the past seem to presage. These reflections, arising out of the 

present crisis, have forced themselves too strongly on my mind to be suppressed. You will 

join with me I trust in thinking, that there are none under the influence of which, the 

proceedings of a new and free Government can more auspiciously commence. 

. . . [T]here is no truth more thoroughly established, than that there exists in the economy 

and course of nature, an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness, between duty 

and advantage, between the genuine maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy, and 

the solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity: Since we ought to be no less persuaded 

that the propitious smiles of Heaven, can never be expected on a nation that disregards the 

eternal rules of order and right, which Heaven itself has ordained: And since 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. 

. . . Having thus imparted to you my sentiments, as they have been awakened by the 

occasion which brings us together, I shall take my present leave; but not without resorting 

once more to the benign parent of the human race, in humble supplication that since he has 
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been pleased to favour the American people, with opportunities for deliberating in perfect 

tranquility, and dispositions for deciding with unparellelled unanimity on a form of 

Government, for the security of their Union, and the advancement of their happiness; so his 

divine blessing may be equally conspicuous in the enlarged views, the temperate 

consultations, and the wise measures on which the success of this Government must 

depend. 

 

James Madison, Concerning the Difficulties of the Convention in Devising a Proper Form of 

Government, January 11, 1788. (Federalist No. 37) 

. . . The real wonder [of the constitutional convention] is that so many difficulties should 

have been surmounted, and surmounted with a unanimity almost as unprecedented as it 

must have been unexpected. It is impossible for any man of candor to reflect on this 

circumstance without partaking of the astonishment. It is impossible for the man of pious 

reflection not to perceive in it a finger of that Almighty hand which has been so frequently 

and signally extended to our relief in the critical stages of the revolution. 

 

John Adams, Letter to Thomas Jefferson, June 2, 1813 

. . . If, one hundred years hence, your Letters and mine Should See the light I hope the 

Reader, will hunt up this Address and read it all . . . .  

Who composed that Army of fine young Fellows [in the Revolutionary War] that was then 

before my Eyes? There were among them, Roman Catholicks English Episcopalians, Scotch 

and American Presbyterians, Methodists, Moravians, Anababtists, German Lutherans, 

German Calvinists Universalists, Arians, Priestleyans, Socinians, Independents, 

Congregationalists, Horse Protestants and House Protestants, Deists and Atheists; and 

“Protestans qui ne croyent rien.” Very few however of Several of these Species. Never the 

less all Educated in the general Principles of Christianity: and the general Principles of 

English and American Liberty. . . . 

The general Principles, on which the Fathers Atchieved Independence, were the only 

Principles in which, that beautiful Assembly of young Gentlemen could Unite . . . . And what 

were these general Principles? I answer, the general Principles of Christianity, in which all 

those Sects were United: And the general Principles of English and American Liberty, in 

which all those young Men United, and which had United all Parties in America, in Majorities 

Sufficient to assert and maintain her Independence. 

Now I will avow, that I then believed, and now believe, that those general Principles of 

Christianity, are as eternal and immutable, as the Existence and Attributes of God: and that 

those Principles of Liberty, are as unalterable as human Nature and our terrestrial, 
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mundane System. I could therefore Safely Say, consistently with all my then and present 

Information, that I believed they would never make Discoveries in contradiction to these 

general Principles.  

 

Thomas Jefferson 

Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776 

When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the 

political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers 

of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's 

God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should 

declare the causes which impel them to the separation. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty 

and the pursuit of Happiness. 

. . . And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine 

Providence, we mutually pledge our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor. 

Notes on the State of Virginia, Query XVIII, 1787 

For in a warm climate, no man will labour for himself who can make another labour for him. 

This is so true, that of the proprietors of slaves a very small proportion indeed are ever seen 

to labour. And can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed their 

only firm basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties are of the gift of 

God? That they are not to be violated but with his wrath? Indeed I tremble for my country 

when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep forever: that considering 

numbers, nature and natural means only, a revolution of the wheel of fortune, an exchange 

of situation, is among possible events: that it may become probable by supernatural 

interference! The Almighty has no attribute which can take side with us in such a contest. 

 

John Jay, Address to the New York Convention, December 23, 1776 

Unite in preparing for a vigorous defence of your country, as if all depended on your own 

exertions. And when you have done these things, then rely upon the good providence of 

Almighty God for success; in full confidence, that without his blessing, all our efforts will 

inevitably fail. 

 


