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At the age of 15, Ben Franklin read a series of lectures by scientist Robert Boyle 
that cautioned against the influence of Deism in religious life.  Deism is the belief 
that God created the world and then allows it to operate according to natural 
laws, without intervening.  In his autobiography, Franklin wrote that these 
lectures “wrought an Effect on me quite contrary to what was intended by them:  
for the Arguments of the Deists, which were quoted…appeared to me much 
stronger than the Refutation.”  He claimed he had become a “thorough Deist.” 
 
Franklin grew up in Boston, raised by parents who adhered strictly to the 
Congregationalist’s Puritan ideals, including the value of hard work, and 
Calvinism, which taught the salvation of the elect and emphasized the depravity 
of humanity.  It’s worth noting that our Unitarian ancestors began as 
Congregationalists; the Calvinist beliefs were among the things that they rejected.  
If Ben Franklin had lived a little bit later, I like to think he would have been among 
the Unitarians. 
 
Franklin’s father wanted his son to pursue the ministry, but after two years, he 
could no longer afford the tuition.  His father instead apprenticed him to his older 
son James, a Boston printer.  At 17, Benjamin ran away to Philadelphia.  In 
Boston, he said, he had become concerned for his well-being, after he realized 
that his “indiscreet Disputations about Religion” had led to his being “pointed at 
with Horror by good People.”  He knew that the government in Massachusetts 
had little tolerance for dissenting religious viewpoints. 
 
From his adopted home in Philadelphia, at the age of 22, Franklin wrote an essay, 
“Articles of Belief and Acts of Religion in Two Parts.”  In it, he struggles with 
humanity’s relationship to a supreme being.  He says,  
 

When I stretch my Imagination…beyond our System of Planets, beyond 
the visible fixed Stars themselves, into that Space that is every way 
infinite, and conceive it filled with Suns like ours, each with a Chorus of 
Worlds forever moving around [it], then this little Ball upon which we 
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move seems to be almost nothing, and myself less than nothing, and of no 
sort of Consequence.  …I imagine it great Vanity in me to support that the 
Supremely Perfect does, in the least, regard such an inconsiderable 
nothing as Man. 

 
He muses that an Infinite Being would not likely expect or require people’s 
worship or praise, but since humans seem predisposed to worship some unseen 
power, he concludes that it’s his duty to pay divine regard to something.  Some of 
his ideas seem quite fanciful.  He tries out the idea that the Infinite created many 
Beings or Gods vastly superior to humans, who could better conceive of the 
Infinite’s perfections than we.   
 
But then he comes back to the nature of God, and he has clearly moved away 
from his earlier deist ideas.  His concept is now of a god that is more involved.  He 
thinks that God has some of the same “Passions he has planted in us,” so that he 
cares for us, is pleased with our praise and offended when we neglect his glory.  
 
In “Articles of Belief,” Franklin seems to be leaving behind some aspects of his 
Congregational upbringing as well, in particular the kind of Puritanism that H.L. 
Mencken drily referred to as, “The haunting fear that someone somewhere may 
be happy.”  Franklin reasons that since God has created so many things that seem 
to be purely designed for humanity’s delight, surely God would not be offended 
when we find enjoyment and pleasure in these delights. 
 
He may have been thinking of these same delights a couple of decades later, 
when he wrote this poem on Nature:   
 
Still be your darling, study Nature’s Laws 
And to its Fountain, trace up every cause, 
Explore, for such it is, this high abode, 
And tread the paths which Boyle and Newton trod. 
Lo, Earth smiles wide, and radiant Heav’n looks down, 
All fair, all gay, and urgent to be known! 
Attend, and here are sown Delights immense, 
For every Intellect, and every Sense.  
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Four years after he completed his “Articles of Belief,” he wrote an essay for a club 
he had formed.  He described the club in his autobiography, saying, “The Rules I 
drew up required that every Member…should produce one or more Queries on 
any point of Morals, Politics or Natural Philosophy to be discussed by the 
Company…” 
 
In this essay, he explores the nature of God’s relation to creation by positing four 
questions:  Is it as the Deists believe, that God leaves everything to the course of 
Nature, never intervening?  Or does God leave nothing at all to the course of 
Nature?  Does the Supreme Being control some things and not others?  Or does 
God interfere sometimes, exercising Providence’s protective care?  He goes on to 
demonstrate that “the first three suppositions [are] inconsistent with…reason; 
and that the fourth is the most agreeable to it and therefore most probably true.” 
 
Near the end of his life, in 1790, Franklin was asked by the president of Yale 
College, Ezra Stiles, if he would send him a summary of his religious beliefs. 
 
“Here is my creed,” Franklin wrote to Stiles.  “I believe in one God, Creator of the 
Universe.  That He governs it by His Providence.  That he ought to be worshipped.  
That the most acceptable Service we can render to him, is doing Good to his other 
Children…”  He ends with his view on Jesus of Nazareth, saying, “I think the 
system of Morals and Religion as he left them to us, the best the World ever 
saw…but I have some doubts as to his Divinity.  …[I] think it is needless to busy 
myself with it now, where I expect soon an Opportunity of knowing the Truth with 
less trouble.” 
 
Franklin’s Puritan upbringing meant a strong emphasis on virtuous behavior, 
including doing good to others.  Franklin labored to instill moral character in his 
life and, as a young man, went so far as to attempt moral perfection by cultivating 
13 different virtues that he identified.  He kept detailed notes on his daily 
performance, but soon realized that he had “undertaken a Task of more 
difficulty” than he had imagined.  “While my Attention was taken up in guarding 
against one Fault, I was often surpriz’d by another,” he lamented. 
 
Toward the end of his life, Franklin was more philosophical about the attempt to 
be perfect:  “On the whole, tho’ I never arrived at the Perfection I had been so 
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ambitious of obtaining, but fell far short of it, yet I was by the Endeavor a better 
and happier Man than I otherwise would have been, if I had not attempted it…” 
 
Franklin seemed to approach religion the way he approached everything else in 
life:  as something to be studied and experimented with.  I think it can be hard to 
appreciate the freedom with which he explored his religious ideas.  The 
government in the Massachusetts Bay Colony was a theocracy; religious 
dissenters were fined, beaten, whipped, imprisoned and sometimes executed. 
Philadelphia in the 18th century was arguably one of the few places in the world 
where unorthodox religious views would not lead to violent persecution. 
 
Not only was Franklin willing to experiment with religious ideas, he didn’t hesitate 
to change them if he became convinced.  He maintained this open attitude with 
regard to almost everything he encountered in life.  He pioneered understandings 
of electricity through his careful, unbiased observations and data collection.  He 
observed society and implemented innovations to improve the life of its people, 
such as creating the first public libraries.  He studied nature.  He was interested in 
many things and approached all of them with an intense curiosity. 
 
Franklin seemed to understand that, whether he was focusing on his 
understandings of the Infinite, the nature of the human mind and human 
behavior or natural phenomena like lightning, our inquiries and explorations can 
lead to our changing what we think.  Changing our minds.  In our reading, when 
Franklin was determined that he wasn’t going to contribute anything to the 
Reverend Whitefield’s collection, he didn’t stubbornly cling to his vow.  He 
allowed himself to change the way he felt. 
 
This openness to new ideas and to changing our beliefs has been called a “scout 
mentality. “  Its opposite is a “soldier mentality.”  Julia Galef, a writer and public 
speaker on rationality and science, uses these two terms to demonstrate different 
approaches to life.  If you’re a soldier, “your actions are stemming from these 
deeply ingrained reflexes, reflexes rooted in a need to protect yourself and your 
side and to defeat the enemy.” 
 
“The scout is the one going out, mapping the terrain, identifying potential 
obstacles.  Above all, the scout wants to know what’s really there, as accurately as 
possible.”  (Galef) 
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People who are scouts are curious.  “They’re more likely to say they feel pleasure 
when they learn new information or [they] itch to solve a puzzle.  They’re more 
likely to feel intrigued when they encounter something that contradicts their 
expectations.  Scouts also have different values.  They’re more likely to say they 
think it’s virtuous to test your own beliefs, and they’re less likely to say that” 
changing your mind is a sign of weakness.  Scouts’ self-worth isn’t tied to whether 
they’re right or wrong about something.  Doesn’t that description fit Benjamin 
Franklin?  Yes, he was a scout.  (Galef) 
 
So, like Ben Franklin, can we be open to new insights, new understandings?  Or do 
we tend to cling to what we already know, ready to defend our own point of 
view?  I like the idea of approaching life as an experiment, as Franklin did.  We can 
make observations, test them out through our experiences, evaluate and draw 
conclusions.  The tricky part, I think, is not being attached to the conclusions, 
remaining open and ready for future situations and observations which we then 
test out. 
 
Franklin seemed to have a child’s capacity to see things with fresh eyes.  We often 
try to apply our existing knowledge to every situation we encounter, but that 
means bringing presuppositions and assumptions based on previous experiences.  
All of that clouds our vision.  We take those presuppositions and assumptions and 
apply those to new experiences which seem similar.  This leads us to miss the 
nuances which have the potential to inform and enrich our understandings of the 
universe. 
 
Like Benjamin Franklin, may we be as scouts, observing what is really there, 
always curious, never ceasing in our explorations.  May it be so. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


