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Thomas Jefferson and Religion at the University of Virginia 
by Dr. Mark Beliles 1 and Dr. David Barton 2 

It is a common assertion among many academic writers today that Thomas Jefferson, in what 
those writers wrongly allege to be Jefferson’s disdain for religion in general and Christianity in 
particular, founded the University of Virginia as America’s first explicitly secular school. For 
example, according to Dr. Daryl Cornett of Mid-America Theological Seminary:  

Jefferson also founded the first intentionally secularized university in America. His vision 
for the University of Virginia was for education finally free from traditional Christian 
dogma. He had a disdain for the influence that institutional Christianity had on education. 
At the University of Virginia there was no Christian curriculum and the school had no 
chaplain. Its faculty were religiously Deists and Unitarians. 

Many other professors make similar claims: 

 After Jefferson left the presidency in 1809, he embarked on what has unequivocally been 
determined as his finest architectural design achievement: the University of Virginia….A 
Deist and a Secular Humanist, Jefferson rejected the religious tradition that had provided 
the foundation for the colonial universities. 3 PROFESSOR ANITA VICKERS, PENN STATE 

UNIVERSITY 

 The university which Thomas Jefferson established at Charlottesville in Virginia was 
America’s first real state university….[I]ts early orientation was distinctly and purposely 
secular. 4 PROFESSOR JOHN BRUBACHER, YALE UNIVERSITY, UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN; 
PROFESSOR WILLIS RUDDY, FAIRLEIGH DICKINSON UNIVERSITY 

 The University of Virginia affords the first historical instance in any country in which the 
university was deliberately and purposefully conceived as an agency of the realm of the 
secular state. 5 PROFESSOR LEWIS P. SIMPSON, LOUISIANA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 Thomas Jefferson’s University of Virginia, founded in 1819…became the first purely 
secular institution. 6 PROFESSOR CATHERINE COOKSON, VIRGINIA WESLEYAN COLLEGE 

 No part of the regular school day was set aside for religious worship….Jefferson did not 
permit the room belonging to the university to be used for religious purposes. 7 
PROFESSOR LEONARD LEVY, SOUTHERN OREGON STATE UNIVERSITY, CLAREMONT 

GRADUATE SCHOOL 

Sadly, the current academic over-emphasis on peer-review among professors has caused many 
to develop the regrettable tendency of heavily reading, quoting, and citing each other rather than 
actual historical documents related to the object of their inquiry. That is, rather than saying 
“Thomas Jefferson says that the University of Virginia was founded in order to . . .”, they instead 
say, “Professor _____ says that Thomas Jefferson founded the University of Virginia in order to . 
. .” Consequently, when one academic writer makes a particular claim, many others repeat that 
claim as though it were indisputable fact – even if that claim can be factually disproved. As a 



 

2 

result of this modern academic malpractice, four oft-repeated claims have emerged about 
Jefferson’s founding of the University of Virginia: 

1. Jefferson founded a deliberately secular university 
2. Jefferson sought out Unitarians to be its faculty 
3. Jefferson barred religious activities and instruction from the program of the school 

4. Affirming its commitment to secularism, the University of Virginia had no chaplain 

It will be seen below that numerous original documents incontestably disprove these four 
assertions, including Jefferson’s own writings, the records of the University of Virginia, the 
writings of those involved in the formation of the University, and other public records of that 
day. 

Was the University of Virginia Founded as a Secular University? 
Three distinctive features characterized most universities founded in America prior to the 

University of Virginia. Those universities commonly: (1) were founded and controlled by one 
particular denomination, (2) housed a theological seminary for that denomination, and (3) had a 
minister from that denomination serving as president of the university.  

Illustrative of this pattern, in 1636, Harvard was founded by and for CONGREGATIONALISTS to 
train Congregationalist ministers (as was Yale in 1701 and Dartmouth in 1769); in 1692, the 
College of William and Mary was founded by and for the ANGLICANS to train Anglican ministers 
(as was the University of Pennsylvania in 1740, Kings College in 1754, and the College of 
Charleston in 1770); in 1746, Princeton was founded by and for PRESBYTERIANS (as was 
Dickinson in 1773 and Hampden-Sydney in 1775); in 1764, the College of Rhode Island (now 
Brown University) was founded by the BAPTISTS; in 1766, Queens College (now Rutgers) was 
founded by and for the DUTCH REFORMED; in 1780, Transylvania University was founded by and 
for the DISCIPLES OF CHRIST; etc. 

Jefferson and his Board of Visitors (i.e., Regents) founded the University of Virginia as a 
school not affiliated with only one denomination; it was specifically founded as a trans-
denominational school. Consequently, it did not incorporate the three features so commonly 
associated with other universities at that time, thus causing modern critics wrongly to claim that 
it was founded as a secular university. 

In implementing a trans-denominational approach, Jefferson was embracing the position that 
had been nationally set forth by an evangelical Presbyterian clergyman, Samuel Knox of 
Baltimore, whom Jefferson later asked to be his first faculty member at the University of 
Virginia. 8 In 1799, Knox penned an educational policy piece proposing the formation of a state 
university that would not have just one specific theological school but rather would invite many 
denominations to establish schools at the university; the various denominations would therefore 
all work together in mutual cooperation rather than in competition. 9 Jefferson agreed with this 
philosophy, and it was this model that he employed at the University of Virginia. 

Significantly, thirty years earlier, Jefferson had begun actively promoting Christian non-
preferentialism in his famous 1786 Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom, which disestablished 
the Anglican Church as the only legally recognized and established denomination in Virginia and 
instead placed all Christian denominations on an even footing. Because the charter for the new 
University had been issued by the state legislature, the school was required to conform to the 
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denominational non-preferentialism set forth in the Virginia Statute and the Virginia 
Constitution.  

Since the University would have no single denominational seminary but rather the seminaries 
of many denominations, Jefferson and the Visitors (i.e., Regents) decided that there should be no 
clergyman as university president and no specified Professor of Divinity, either of which might 
wrongly cause the public to think that the University favored the particular denomination with 
which the university president or Professor of Divinity was affiliated. 10 As Jefferson explained: 

In conformity with the principles of our constitution which places all sects 
[denominations] of religion on an equal footing – with the jealousies of the different sects 
in guarding that equality from encroachment and surprise, and with the sentiments of the 
legislature in favor of freedom of religion manifested on former occasions [as in the 
Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom] – we have proposed no Professor of Divinity. 11 

But the fact that the school would have no Professor of Divinity did not mean that religious 
instruction would not take place. To the contrary, Jefferson personally ensured that religious 
instruction would occur, directing that the teaching of . . . 

the proofs of the being of a God – the Creator, Preserver, and Supreme Ruler of the 
Universe – the Author of all the relations of morality and of the laws and obligations 
these infer – will be within the province of the Professor of Ethics. 12 

Jefferson made sure that the teaching of religion to students definitely would occur, but he 
merely placed it under a professor different than was traditionally used; Jefferson absolutely did 
not eliminate religious instruction. In fact, he wanted it clearly understood that not having a 
Professor of Divinity definitely did not mean that the University would be secular: 

It was not, however, to be understood that instruction in religious opinions and duties was 
meant to be precluded by the public authorities as indifferent to the interests of society. 
On the contrary, the relations which exist between man and his Maker – and the duties 
resulting from those relations – are the most interesting and important to every human 
being and the most incumbent on his study and investigation. 13 

(Incidentally, in 1896 after the trans-denominational reputation of the school was fully 
established, a Bible lectureship was established by the University; by 1909, it had became a full 
Professorship of Divinity.) 

Jefferson also made clear that the religious instruction which would occur at the University 
would incorporate the numerous religious beliefs on which Christian denominations agreed 
rather than just the specific theological doctrines of any one particular denomination. As he 
explained, “provision…was made for giving instruction in…the earliest and most respected 
authorities of the faith of every sect [denomination] and for courses of ethical lectures 
developing those moral obligations in which all sects agree.” 14  

(This trans-denominational approach to teaching Christian beliefs and morals was so common 
in America that famous writer Alexis de Tocqueville reported:  

The sects [denominations] which exist in the United States are innumerable. They all 
differ in respect to the worship which is due from man to his Creator, but they all agree in 
respect to the duties which are due from man to man. Each sect adores the Deity in its 
own peculiar manner, but all the sects preach the same moral law in the name of 
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God….[A]lmost all the sects of the United States are comprised within the great unity of 
Christianity, and Christian morality is everywhere the same. 15) 

Jefferson made clear to the public on multiple occasions and in several different writings that 
religious and moral instruction definitely would be part of regular academic instruction at the 
University of Virginia. He also expounded on his design to invite many denominations to 
participate in student instruction: 

We suggest the expediency of encouraging the different religious sects to establish, each 
for itself, a professorship of their own tenets on the confines of the university so near as 
that their students may attend the lectures there and have the free use of our library and 
every other accommodation we can give them….[B]y bringing the sects [denominations] 
together and mixing them with the mass of other students, we shall soften their asperities 
[harshness], liberalize and neutralize their prejudices [prejudgment without an 
examination of the facts], and make the general religion a religion of peace, reason, and 
morality. 16 

Jefferson observed that a positive benefit of this approach was that it “would give to the 
sectarian Schools of Divinity the full benefit of the public [university] provisions made for 
instruction” 17 and “leave every sect to provide as they think fittest the means of further 
instruction in their own peculiar tenets.” 18 Jefferson also pointed out that an additional benefit of 
this arrangement would be that “such establishments would offer the further and great advantage 
of enabling the students of the University to attend religious exercises with the Professor of their 
particular sect.” 19 The students would be offered many denominational choices, and Jefferson 
made clear that students would be expected to participate in the various denominational schools. 
20  

Jefferson’s nondenominational approach caused Presbyterians, Baptists, Methodists, and 
others to give the University the friendship and support necessary to make the new school 
succeed. Consider Presbyterian minister John Holt Rice as an example. 

Holt was a nationally-known religious leader. In 1813, he helped found the Virginia Bible 
Society 21 (of which Jefferson was a significant financial contributor 22); in 1818 he started the 
Virginia Evangelical and Literary Magazine to emphasize Christianizing the culture and report 
on various revivals across the country; in 1819, he was elected national moderator of the General 
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church; and in 1822, he was offered the presidency of Princeton 
but instead accepted the Chair of Theology at Hampden-Sydney College. Rice – an evangelical 
Presbyterian – fully supported the University of Virginia 23 and worked diligently “in creating a 
popular sentiment favorable to the passage of the University bill [in the General Assembly].” 24  

Rice’s support of Jefferson’s school was no small endorsement and was representative of the 
support that the school received from other denominations. They understood that the University 
of Virginia was not secular but rather trans-denominational. As the official Centennial of the 
University of Virginia affirmed in 1921, “Thomas Jefferson...aimed no blow at any religious 
influence that might be fostered by it. The blow was at sectarianism only.” 25 (emphasis added) 

Clearly, Jefferson’s own writings and the records of the University absolutely refute the notion 
that he founded a secular university; and clergyman, historian, and author Anson Phelps Stokes 
(second-in-command at Yale and then resident canon at the National Cathedral in Washington, 
D. C.) correctly concluded about Jefferson that “even in establishing a quasi-state university on 
broad lines, the greatest liberal who took part in founding our government felt that instruction in 
the fundamentals of Christian theism and Christian worship were both important and proper.” 26  
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(Incidentally, another indicator of the non-secular nature of the University what that when 
construction began in 1817, a special prayer was offered at the laying of the cornerstone, in the 
presence of Jefferson, Madison and Monroe, beseeching “Almighty God, without invocation to 
Whom no work of importance should be begun, bless this undertaking and enable us to carry it 
on with success – protect this college, the object of which institution is to instill into the minds of 
youth principles of sound knowledge, to inspire them with the love of religion and virtue, and 
prepare them for filling the various situations in society with credit to themselves and benefit to 
their country.” 27 Significantly, it was Jefferson and his Board of Visitors who made the 
arrangements and approved both the prayer and the Scriptures for that ceremony.) 

Was Jefferson’s Faculty Composed of Unitarians? 
Jefferson had agreed with the Rev. Samuel Knox’s plan of excluding a clergyman from being 

either the university president or the Professor of Divinity but he certainly had no such concerns 
about clergymen on the teaching faculty at the University. In fact, as previously noted, in 1817, 
Jefferson specifically made the Rev. Knox his very first faculty selection, asking him to be the 
Professor of Languages, Belles Lettres, Rhetoric, History and Geography. 28 It is a noteworthy 
commentary that this Presbyterian minister – known for publishing a tract against the religious 
beliefs of famous Unitarian Joseph Priestley 29 – was offered the very first teaching position at 
Jefferson’s University. (Interestingly, through a miscommunication, Knox did not respond to the 
offer in a timely fashion so his teaching slot was finally offered to someone else. 30)  

Jefferson eventually settled on ten teaching positions at the University; 31 and significantly, when 
those positions were filled, notwithstanding the errant claims of modern critics, none of the 
professors was Unitarian. In fact, two of the original professors hired by Jefferson (George Tucker, 
Professor of Moral Philosophy, and Robley Dunglison, Professor of Anatomy and Medicine) were 
later asked about Jefferson’s views on the religious beliefs of the professors he had selected – 
specifically, had Jefferson sought to fill the faculty with Deists or Unitarians? To that question, 
Professor Dunglison replied: 

I have not the slightest reason for believing that Mr. Jefferson was in any respect guided 
in his selection of professors of the University of Virginia by religious considerations…. 
In all my conversations with Mr. Jefferson, no reference was made to the subject. I was 
an Episcopalian, so was Mr. Tucker, Mr. Long, Mr. Key, Mr. Bonnycastle, and Dr. 
Emmet. Dr. Blaettermap, I think, was a Lutheran, but I do not know so much about his 
religion as I do about that of the rest. There certainly was not a Unitarian among us. 32 
(emphasis added) 

Professor Tucker agreed, declaring: 

I believe that all the first professors belonged to the Episcopal Church, except Dr. 
Blaetterman, who, I believe, was a German Lutheran….I don’t remember that I ever 
heard the religious creeds of either professors or Visitors [Regents] discussed or inquired 
into by Mr. Jefferson – or anyone else. 33 

Jefferson simply did not delve into the denominational affiliations or specific religious beliefs 
of his faculty; what he sought was professors who had proper knowledge and deportment. As he 
once told his close friend and fellow-patriot and co-signer of the Declaration of Independence, 
Dr. Benjamin Rush:  
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For thus I estimate the qualities of the mind: 1. good humor; 2. integrity; 3. industry; 4. 
science. The preference of the first to the second quality may not at first be acquiesced in, 
but certainly we had all rather associate with a good-humored, light-principled man than 
with an ill-tempered rigorist in morality. 34 

It was by applying such standards that Jefferson once invited Thomas Cooper to be Professor 
of Chemistry and Law, 35 but when it became known that Cooper was a Unitarian, a public 
outcry arose against him and Jefferson and the University withdrew its offer to him. 36  

Obviously, this type of original documentary evidence concerning Jefferson and the religious 
views of his faculty is ignored by many of today’s writers and educators. However, Professor 
Roy Honeywell of Eastern Michigan University did review the original historical evidence rather 
than just the claims of other professors, and he correctly concluded: 

In general, Jefferson seems to have ignored the religious affiliations of the professors. His 
objection to ministers was because of their active association with sectarian groups – in 
his day a fruitful source of social friction. The charge that he intended the University to 
be a center of Unitarian influence is totally groundless. 37 

There simply is no historical merit to the claim that Jefferson sought out Unitarians or Deists 
in order to make the school a seedbed of Unitarianism. 

Did Jefferson Bar Religious Instruction from the Academic Program? 
It was in 1818 that Jefferson and the Visitors first released to the public their plan for the new 

University. As already noted, Jefferson announced that the school would be trans-
denominational and that religious instruction would be provided to students by the Professor of 
Ethics. But Jefferson also took additional steps to ensure that religious instruction would occur. 

For example, he directed the Professor of Ancient Languages to teach Biblical Greek, Hebrew, 
and Latin to students so that they would be equipped to read and study the “earliest and most 
respected authorities of the Christian Faith.” 38 Wanting the writings of those Christian 
authorities and “the writings of the most respected authorities of every sect [denomination]” 39 to 
be placed in the university library, Jefferson asked James Madison to prepare such a list for the 
library. 40  

In September 1824, Madison returned his list to Jefferson in which he included the works of 
the Alexandrian Fathers (the early Alexandrian church fathers included Clement, Origen, 
Pantaenus, Cyril, Athanasius, and Didymus the Blind); Latin authors such as St. Augustine; the 
writings of St. Aquinas and other Christian leaders from the Middle Ages; and the works of 
Erasmus, Luther, Calvin, Socinius, and Bellarmine from the Reformation era. Madison’s list also 
included more modern theologians and religious writers such as Grotius, Tillotson, Hooker, 
Pascal, Locke, Newton, Butler, Clarke, Wollaston, Edwards, Mather, Penn, Wesley, Priestley, 
Price, Leibnitz, and Paley. 41  

In addition to the religious instruction by the Professor of Ancient Language, Jefferson 
succinctly stated that he had personally arranged the curriculum so that religious study would 
also be an inseparable part of the study of law and political science. 42 It is clear that Jefferson 
took numerous steps to secure religious instruction as part of academic studies.  

But Jefferson not only sought to ensure that students would study about God, he also made 
provision for them to worship God. In the early planning stages of the University, he had 
stipulated “that a building...in the middle of the grounds may be called for in time in which may 
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be rooms for religious worship”; 43 later, he specifically ordered that in the University Rotunda, 
“one of its large elliptical rooms on its middle floor shall be used for...religious worship” and 
that “the students of the University will be free and expected to attend.” 44 (emphasis added). 

Clearly, the modern claim that there was no Christian curriculum at the University of Virginia 
is demonstrably false not only by Jefferson’s own writings but also by those of University 
Visitors such as James Madison. 

Did the University of Virginia Have Chaplains? 
A fourth modern claim made about the University of Virginia is that it had no chaplains. This 

charge is easily disproved by numbers of original documents, including newspaper ads run by 
the University to recruit its students. For example, in ads run in the Washington newspaper, The 
Globe, the Rev. Mr. Tuston – identified in the ad as the chaplain of the University – discussed 
religious life at the school, noting: 

[F]or several years after its operations commenced [founded in 1819, it opened to 
students in 1825]….It was by many supposed that infidelity was interwoven with the very 
elements of its existence, and consequently its early history was overhung with the clouds 
of discouragement. How far these prejudices were just may be ascertained from the fact 
(not generally known) that in the original organization of this establishment, the privilege 
of erecting Theological Seminaries on the territory [grounds] belonging to the university 
was cheerfully extended to every Christian denomination within the limits of the State.  

In the present arrangement for religious services at the University, you have all the 
evidence that can with propriety be asked respecting the favorable estimate which is 
placed upon the subject of Christianity.  

The chaplains, appointed annually and successively from the four prominent 
denominations in Virginia [Episcopalian, Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist], are 
supported by the voluntary contributions of professors and students…. 

Beside the regular services of the Sabbath, we have….also a Sabbath School in which 
several of the pious students are engaged. 

The monthly concert for prayer is regularly observed in the pavilion which I occupy. 
In all these different services we have enjoyed the presence and the smiles of an 

approving Redeemer….[and i]t has been my pleasure on each returning Sabbath to hold 
up before my enlightened audience the cross of Jesus – all stained with the blood of Him 
that hung upon it – as the only hope of the perishing. 45 (emphasis added) 

Another ad run by the University similarly noted: 

Religious services are regularly performed at the University by a chaplain, who is 
appointed in turn from the four principal denominations of the State. And by a resolution 
of the Faculty, ministers of the Gospel and young men preparing for the ministry may 
attend any of the schools without the payment of fees to the professors. 46 (emphasis 
added) 

It was the custom of that day that all faculty members receive their salaries from fees paid by 
the students directly to the professors, but the University waived those fees for students studying 
for the Gospel ministry. If the University of Virginia truly held the secular orientation claimed by 
so many of today’s writers, then why did it extend preferential treatment to students pursuing 
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religious careers? Surely a truly secular university would give preference to secular-oriented 
students rather than religiously-oriented ones – something the University of Virginia did not do. 

The University of Virginia did indeed have chaplains – albeit not in its first three years. At the 
beginning when the University was establishing its reputation as a non-denominational 
university, there was no appointed chaplain for the same reasons there had been no clergyman as 
president and no Professor of Divinity: an ordained clergyman in any of those three positions 
might send an incorrect signal that the University was aligned with the denomination of that 
specific clergyman. Furthermore, clergymen representing each seminary were on campus and 
available to minister to students. But by 1829, the non-denominational direction of the 
University had been established, so President Madison (who became Rector of the University 
after Jefferson’s death in 1826) announced “that [permanent] provision for religious instruction 
and observance among the students would be made by...services of clergymen.” 47  

The University therefore extended official recognition to one primary chaplain for the 
students, with the chaplain position to rotate annually among the major denominations. 
(According to Jefferson, “about 1/3 of our state is Baptist, 1/3 Methodist, and of the remaining 
1/3, two parts may be Presbyterian and one part Anglican.” 48) In 1829, Presbyterian clergyman 
Rev. Edward Smith became the first chaplain – an official university position, but unpaid. In 
1833 after three-fourths of the students pledged their own money for the chaplain’s support, 
Methodist William Hammett became the first paid chaplain, leading Sunday worship and daily 
morning prayer meetings in the Rotunda. In 1855, the University built a parsonage to provide a 
residence on the grounds for the university chaplain. Significantly, many of the University of 
Virginia’s chaplains went on to famous religious careers, including Episcopalian Joseph Wilmer, 
Presbyterians William White, William H. Ruffner, and Robert Dabney, Baptists Robert Ryland 
and John Broaddus, and many others. 

Clearly, the University of Virginia did have chaplains, and it placed a strong emphasis on the 
spiritual preparedness of its students through the important ministry of those chaplains 

— — —  ◊  ◊  ◊  — — — 

The charge that Jefferson founded the University of Virginia as a secular institution that 
excluded traditional religious instruction from students and instead inculcated them in the 
principles of Deism and Unitarianism is completely false. In fact, if anyone examines the original 
primary source documents and then claims otherwise, they are (to use the words of military 
chaplain William Biederwolf, 1867-1939) just as likely to “look all over the sky at high noon on 
a cloudless day and not see the sun.” 49 
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