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BENJAMIN FRANKLIN - IN THE GREAT RICAN TRADITION 

In honor of the 250th anniversary of the birth 
of the American Statesman, Scientist and Philoso her 

January 22, 1956 

There are many fascinating facets and an les to the life of Benjamin Franklin. 

Taking all in all, he was probably the most noted - the foremost personality of the 

18th Century. Certainly one of two or three of the ~eatest figures in American 

History. And the world pauses, this month, to pay homa e to enjam:i.n Franklin 

on the 250th annjversary of his birth. 

The ye~rs have not dimmed the light of that rare and brilliant leader of men, 

who had, as someone put it, "a zest for reason, such a hun er for goodness, such 

a passion for wisdom" and may I add, such a rich capacity for living. It is quite 

impossible to recount the biography of Franklin i n a s i ngle a dress, and do justice 

to the depth, variety and spaciousness of his interests, his synipathies and his 

activities. A few years ago, Carl Van Doren, noted historian, wrote a definitive 

biography of Penjam:i n Frankl in and it covered some eight hundred and fifty pa es. 

In spite of that, much still remained to be told. The Yale Tniversitv Press has 

undertaken the publication of the letters and the papers of enjamin Franklin, of 

whi ch some thirty thousand are known, and many more have yet to be located. The 

sheer massiveness of this man - the monumental quality of his life - are tremendously 

impressive. It seems as if, at the beginning of every eat era in the development 

of mankind - the be ginning - on the threshold of every ?I"eat epoch - there a _pear 

men who are singularly encyclopedic in their capacities and in their aptitudes, 'tVho 

combine so many different talents within themselves, who are so remarkably many 

sided. Thomas Jefferson, for example, shared that sweeping co~prehensiveness that 

d d w:Lth • • Fr kli many-si e ness mx ~enJanu.n an n. In the heroic and exciting days of the 
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Renaissance you find man of the same ilk - men who loom like T·tans - men like 

Ieonardo e Vinci, ~ichaelangelo - who combine in themselves, so many rare 

excellences, remarkable artistic excellences, in the case of these two whom I 

have just mentioned - with tremendous scientific curiousity. en who are at the 

same time, great painters, great sculptors, great architects and great musicians 

and experimenters in physics, in chemistry, and aviation if you will, and military 

tactics and armament. 

Benjamin Franklin elon ed to this cate ory. He was amazingly, what you 

might call, multi-lateral - rich in intellectuaJ appetite, eager to savor all 1 fe -

to probe every mystery - to explore everything that is unknown - to improve upon 

everyth;ng that is deficient. Franklin seemed to have been indifferent to nothing. 

Everythin around him intrigued him, aroused his curiousity and challen ed him, 

whether it was maritime or meteorological observations or sun-~pots or the origin 

of north-east storms or the ways of the Gulfstream or the origin of coal or the 

sources of rock-salt found in mines. Or whether it ias the relation between lightning 

and electricity. Or the nature of ma~etism. Or methods of inoculations for the 

small pox. Or studies in the co on cold. Or how to make better lass, or a more 

efficient stove. Or how to cure smoky chimneys. Or how to make an instrument for 

taking books down from high shelves. Or how to brin about a reformed method of 

spelling and a simplified alphabet. Nothing - eat or small - was beyond his 

ken or his scientific or mechanical interest. 

And along with all this scientific curiosity, there was he philosopher in 

enjamin Franklin who was ponderin over the basic problems of reality. There was 

the politician and the statesman who led a nation throu h revolution to constitutional 

self-government. There was the successful business man, who amassed a considerable 

fortune, and there was the successful human being who acquired and won the love and 

admiration of the p;reat and the humble, at home and abroad, on both si des of the 

Atlantic. 



, 
-3-

It is hard to classify or to define such a man. It is difficult, for example, 

to call Benjamin Franklin an idealist. The tenn would have seemed stra npe to him 

if anyone would have called him that. Franklih re arded himself as a very very 

practical man - a man of the world, as indeed he was. There was little of the 

dreamer or the visionary about him. His mentality is best reflected in Poor Richard's 

Almanac, which he published for some twenty-five years, and whose scattered proverbs 

and aphorisns, he collected and published i n the Almanac of 1757. And the nurpose 

of that Almanac, besi des giving people information about the calendar, and seasas 

of the year, etc., was to "inculcate industry and fru gality as the means of 

procuring wealth and thereby securing virtue." The dominant note of these almanacs 

is one of prudence and sagaci ty - that men should avoi d idleness that they 

should not waste time - th8t they should not spend money needlessly - that they 

should not run into debt and that they should be at all times careful and ci rcumspect. 

Now these are all sound virtues of course, but har ly t hose which we associate 

primarily tl th an idealist. 

From his hard orkin~, tallow chandler and soap-boiling of a father, 

who was himself somethin of a mechanical genius, and .from his own severe discipline 

as a printer's apprentice, enjamin Franklin learned to be very practical and very 

pragmatic. His feet were always on the gound. What needs to be done - what had 

to be done - should be done in the best and the most practical manner - not because 

abstract ideas call for it, but because of the urgent necessities of the situation -

beeause life demanded it. 

Later on in life, during the greBt political stru gle of the eolonies for 

independence, Benjamin Franklin never argued or reasoned from eternal principals, 

from positive or natural law, from the osition of any political philosophy, as 

Thomas Jefferson was inclined to do, and many of the intellectuals of his day, 

both here and in France, but Franklin argued from present needs for the improvement 

of the life of the country fro the actual economic needs or the olitical needs 

of the people and f'rom their just demands. 



-4-

He was a very practical man, and yet it would be a great mistake to think of 

him merely as a practical man, as a very cautious, prudent citizen or materialist, 

or a conservative - not at all. He had a fine sense of human values. He believed 

in human progress , and worked for it. He knew what 1vas real in life, and what was 

worthy, and durable, and what was unworthy and sham, ephe~eral. In one of his very 

charming bit of writing, he has a story about a whistle, and he writes, 

"hen I was a child of seven years old, my friends on a holiday 
filled my pocket with coppers. I went directly to a shop where they 
sold toys for children; and, being charmed with the sound of a whistle 
that I met by the way in the hands of another boy, I voluntarily offer
ed and gave all my money for one. I then came home, and went whistling 
all over the house, much pleased with my whistle , but disturbing all 
the family. ·y brothers and sisters and cousins, understanding the 
bargain I had made , told me I had given four times as much for it as it 
was worth; put me in mind what good ~hj_ngs I might have bought with the 
rest of my money, and laughed at me so much for my folly, that I cried 
with vexation; and the reflection gave me more cha,';;I'in than the whistle 

ave me pleasure . 
This , however, was afterwards of use to e, the impression continu

ing on my mind, so that often, when I was tempted to buy some unnecessary 
thing, I said to myself , Don't give too much for the whistle: and I saved 
my money. 

As I grew up, came into the world , and observed the actions of men, 
I thought I met with many, very many, who gave too much for the whistle . 

When I saw one too ambitious to court favor, sacrificing his time 
in attendance on levees, his repose, his l iberty , his virtue, and perhaps 
his friend~, to attain it , I have said to myself, This man gives too much 
for his wl-i.istle . 

When I saw another fond of popularity, constantly employing hjmself 
in political bustles , neglecting his own affairs and ruin~g t hem by that 
neglect, He pays , indeed, said I, too much for his whistle . 

If I knew a miser , who gave up any kind of a comfortable living , 
all the pleasure of doin ood to others, all the esteem of his fellow
citizens, and the jo~s of benevdent friendship, for the sake of accumu
lating wealth , Poor man , said I, you pay too much for your whistle. 

fuen I met with a man of pleasure , sacrificing every laudable im
provement of the mind, or of his fortune, to mere corporal sensations, 
and ruinin his health in their pursuit , Mistaken man, said I, you are 
providing ain for y~urself instead of pleasure; you pive too much fo!: 
your whistle. 

If I see one fond of appe~rance, or fine clothes, fine houses, fine 
furniture, fine equipa es, all above his fortune , for which he contracts 
debts , and ends his career in a prison , Alasl say I, he has paid dear, very 
dear, for his whistle. 

Jfuen I see a beautiful, sweet-tempered girl married to an ill-natured 
brute of a husband, What a pity, say I, that she should nay s o much for a 
whistlel 

In short , I conce·ve that great art of the miseries of mankind are 
brou ht u on ,hen by the f lse estimates they have made of the value of 
things, nd by their giving too much for their whistles ." 
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Throughout his life, Benjamin Franklin, deliberately, in a deliberate system 

of self education and training, tried to discover the real value of things and to 

devote his energy and all the gifts of his mind to the tings worth while. 

'bat he saw to be wron he despised, and set about destroying it. For example, 

slavery. F.a.rly in his life , like most men of his day, Fenajmin Franklin o,ned 

slaves and sold slaves. But as far back as 1751 he called the at ,ention of his 

countrymen to the economic waste and economic disadvanta~es of slavery. In 1758 

he sugf"ested the establishment of the fj_rst school for Negroes in the city of 

Philadel hia. I n 1764 he became interested in the Abolition ", ovement and in 

1787 he became th'9 Preeident oft.he first Abolition Society which v,as founded by 

the uakers. He sif'Tled a Nemorial to the First Con ress of the nited States to 

abolish Slavery, but the committee to h'ch this memorial, or this resolution, 

was referred, reported that Congr-e~s had no authority to interfere in the internal 

affairs of the States . Pnd so, for nearly three 11arters of a century thereafter, 

the issue of slavery bedeviled the political life of America and ultimately led to 

a bloody civil war. Had the insight of Benjamin Franklin , and his advice, prevailed, 

our country might well have been spared the tragedies of enerations and the cost of 

many precious lives, and a problem which has not been solved to this very day. One 

month before he died he wrote a bitter diatribe ,/5"0n The Slave Trade" by which he 

likened American slavery,t6 the slavery of the negro in America, to the Christian 

slaves wh ch were then held by lgerian oirates, and he said he saw nothin ~ to choose 

bet een the two. 

In a day when war was commonplace, Franklin regarded war as theft and murder. 

"Justice" (hew rote) "is as strictly due between neighbor nations 
as between nei?hbor citizens. A hi~hVlayman is as much a robber 
when he plunders in a an as where single; and a nation that makes 
an unjust war is only a great an .n 

And at the close of the American Revolution, when the Treaty of Peace was 

finally signed with Great ritain, Benjamin Franklin wrote: 
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IPJfe are now friends with England and with all mankj nri . 1 ay 
we never s _e another warl For in my opinion, there never 
was a ~ood war or a bad peace ." 

I wish some of the statemen of our da would keep this remarkable st~tement in mind: 

"there never is a good war -- there never i a bad peace' 

Franklin was an advocate of universal Suffrape; of popular education. He 

founded the first oublic library in the city of Philadelphia . 

He believed and advocated stron~ly, Freedom of SDeech and Freedom of the 

Press . He wrote: 

11 Wi t.hout freedom of thou?ht ther e can be no such thing as wisdom: 
And no such thin as public liberty without freedom of speech: 
Whi ch is the right of every man as far as by it he does not hurt, or 
control the ri ght of another: and this is t e only check it ought to 
suffer and the only bounds it ought to know ••••• whoever would over
throw the liberty of a nation must begin by subduin the freeness of 
speech; a thing terrible to public traitors •" 

And again he wrote: 

"Men have many opim.ons, and printers print them as part of thier 
business ~'-" .. :(~ 

he was crj ti zed at times for rintinP' articles and communic tions , hich went 

contrary to the opinion of the majority of his readers . 

"They are educated in the belief that when men differ in 
opinion , both sides ought equal ly to have the advantage of 
being heard by the public: and that when truth and error 
have fair play , the former is always an overmatch for the 
latter •" 

he had confidence in the ultimate ttriumph of truth over error , provided truth had 

full opportunity to have its say in public . 

Franklin wa s, of course, one of the great leaders of the Anerican Revolution , 

and yet by temperament, he was not a ·revo l utionary . For years, as the Colonial 

agent , so- called Ambassador of the Colonies ~2 the mother country in England , he 

spent 16 years on this mission in England , on two separate occasions , enjamin 

Franklin tried in every way , especia l l as a ·rted political journalist , pamphleteer , 

to explain the Colonies to the mother country . To explain the mood and temper of 

the ritishers in the ew orld. He arPUed with the leaders of Great ritain , not t o 
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drive the Colonists~ demand separation fro~ the mother country. That the 

American Colonies were not opposed to the British Crown - they were not opposed 

to Parliament - they did not challenge the right of Parliament to make laws, 

but that the Colonies :nsi sted t hat laws made should be applicable to them, 

especially laws involving taxation, that they too should have the ri ht of 

representation in Parliament. 

Butwhen all arguments and persuasions failed, he returned home and became 

a leading champion of Independence. To ether with Thomas Jefferson and John A ams 

and Sherman and~~¥ Livingston, he drafted that Declaration which has become 

lrnown as the Declaration of I ndependence, one of the mort~l documents of mankind. 

And during t he war, he became his country I s commissioner to France. When 

they undertook a dangerous but a most merr.entous diplomatic mission to France, to 

obtain financial aid from Fr~nce for the poorl equipped Colonies, and to achieve 

if possible a military alliance vith France. And anklin, by his skill, and by 

his political sagacity, as well alrn by the fame and the popularity ·which he had 

already achieved, before he went on this mission, carried through his mission 

with remarkable success, and so saved the Revolution. And it was he who helped 

to fashion the Treaty of Peace with England. 

It is interesting to ask ourselves what the religion of Benjamin Franklin 

w~s. Nominally, of course he was a Presbtterian, or what was in those days the 

Puritan religion of ew En land, but actually he was a Christian only nominally, 

because he did not accept he basic Christian Theology. He was what may be called 

a Deist. In early life he was actually a Free-thinker - a ostic. As he became 

older, he abandoned his agnosticism and he defined his own religion in his auto

biography. He writes: 

"I had been religiously educated as a Presbyterian, and though 
some of the dogmas of that persuasion, such as the eternal de
drees of God, election, reprobation, etc., appeared to me un-
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intelligible, others doubtful, and I early absented myself 
from the public assemblies of the sect, SUnday being my 
studying day, I never was without some religious principals. 
I never doubted, for example, the existence of the Deity -
that he made the world and governed it by his Providence. 
That the most acceptable service of God was the doing good 
to man, that our souls are immortal, and that all crime will 
be punished, and virtue rewarded, ei~her here or hereafter. 
These I esteem the essentials of every religion, and being 
to be found in all" the religions we had in our co'(jntry. I 
respected them all, though with different degrees of respect, 
as I found them more or less mixed with other articles, which 
without any tendency to inspire, promote or confirm morality, 
served principally to divide us and make us unfriendly to one 
another. This respect to all, with the opinion that the worst 
had some good effects, induced me to avoid all discourse that 
might tend to lessen the good opinion another might have of his 
own religion. And as our province increased in people, and new 
places of worship were contirmally wanted, and generally erected 
by voluntary contribution, my might for such purpose, whatever 
might be the sect, was never refused." 

In other words, Benjamin Franklin was closer in his Theology and his code of 

ethics to Judaism than he was to Christianity. He as a tolerant man, broad

minded in his religious outlook and it is of great interest that when the 

Jewish congregation in Philadelphia, Mikva-Israel (there was a small Jewish 

Community in Philadelphia at the time) when this congregation had run into 

financial difficulties, and was in dan ~er of losing its house of worship, 

when this Mikva-Israel made an appeal for support to the community at large, 

the list of donors to Mikva-Israel was headed by Benjamin Franklin, who con

tributed the largest single amount to this Jevrish congregation - in those days 

a considerable amount of five pounds. It is gratifyin to know that the same 

spirit of good will pervaded the Jewish community for just about the same time 

a Jew by the name of Aaron Levy, who founded the city of Aaronsbur in Pennsylvania, 

donai ed two considerable lots of land to the Salem Lutheran Church, upon which to 

erect its edifice. And here a few years a o, on October 1949, some 30,000 Americans 

joined with the four hundred residents of the city of Aaronsbur, to celebrate the 

one-hundred and fiftieth anniversary of this Church hich was erected upon land 

r iven to it by Jews. There was a fine spirit of religious tolerance which pervaded 

not all, but many sections of the American colonies in those days• 
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One can, with great pleasure, continue to talk about the life of enjamin 

Franklin, because there is so much of instruction and inspiration to be derived 

from it. But we have touched upon a fev sipnificant facets of his nersonality, 
enough to pive us an idea of what a tremendous personality that was, and how 

fortunate it was for the American colonies - for "t he future of the eoublic of 
the United States - that in those years, years decisive no only for this 
countr but for mankind, hen new systems of ~overnments fd were emer ing, new 

political ideas were surgin~ to the front, that America was privileged to have 

at its helm a personality so rich in isdom and in understanding and in the love 

of humanity and in tolerance and in ood will, as Benjamin Franl--lin . 



BENJAMIN FRANKLIN -- IN THE GREAT AMERICAN TRADITION 
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BENJAMIN FKAL KLlN--IN THE GREAT AMERICAN TRADITION 

Sermon, . The Temple 
January 22, 1956 

There are many fascinating facets and angles to the life of 

Benjamin Franklin. 

The years have not dimmed the light of Benjamin Franklin, that rare 

and brilliant leader of men who had, as someone put it, "a zest for reason, 
such a hunger for goodness, such a passion for wisdomTT an I may add, such 

a rich capacity for living. A few yea!s ago Carl Van Doren, noted historian, 
wrote a definitive biography of Benjamin Franklin, an eight hundred and 

fifty page tome. Yet much more of the Franklin story remains to be told. 

The Yale University Press has undertaken the publication of the letters and 
papers of Benjamin Franklin, of which some thirty thousand are known,and many 
more have yet to be located. The sheer massiveness of this man--the monumemtal 
quality of his life--are tremendously impressive. It seems as if, at the 

beginning of every great era in the development of mankind, there appear men 
. who are singularly encyclopedic in their ~apacities and in their aptitudes. 

Thomas Jefferson, for example, shared that sweeping comprehensiveness and 

many-sidedness with Benjamin Franklin. In the heroic and exciting days of 

the 
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Renaissance there were men of the same ilk--men who loom like Titans--men lik 

Leonardo De Vinci, Mich~clQngelo--who combi11 jn thPmsel ves, so IT!any r~rc 

excellences, and--in the case of these two whom I have just mentioned--with 

·tremendous scientific curios it~ . . Men who are at one and the same time, great 

painters, great sculptors, great architects, and musicians, experimenters in 

physics, in chemistry, and even avaition if you will, as well as military tactics 

and armament. 

Benjamin Franklin belonged to this multi-lateral cate~ory--rich in 

intellectual appetite, eager to savor a:11 life--to probe every mystery--to 
l 

explore everything that is unknown--to improve upon everything that is 

deficient. Franklin seemed to have been indifferent to nothing. Everything 

around him intrigued him, aroused his curiosity and challenged him, whether 

it was maritime or meteorological observations or sun-spots or the origin 

of north-east storms or the ways of the Gulf stream of the origin of coal or 

the sources of rock-salt found in mines. Or whether it was the relation 

between lightning and electricity; or the nature of magnetism; or how to 

make better glass, or a more efficient stove; or methods of inoculations for 

the small pox; or studies in the common cold; or how to cure smoky chimneys; 

or how to make an instrument for taking books down from high shelves; or how 

to bring about a reformed method of spelling and a simplified alphabet. Nothing-

great or small--was beyond his ken or his scientific or mechanical interest. 

And along with all this scientific curiosity, there was a philosopher in 

Benjamin Franklin alwa_ys pondering over the basic problems of reality. We find 

in him the politician and the statesman who led a nation through revolution to 

consitutional self-government. There was the suc~essful business man, who 

amassed a considerable fortune, and there was the successful human being 

who acquired and won the love and admiration of the great and the humble, at 

home anu abroad, on both sides ·of the Atlantic. 
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It is hard to classify or to define such a man. It is difficult, ~or 

exampl2, tc call Bc1njamin Franklin r1n i r"iP~list. Franklin rcg~rdcd himself 

as a very practical man--a man of the world, as indeed he was. There was 

•little of the dreamer or the visionary about him. His mentality is best 

reflected in Poor Richard's Almanac, which he published for some twenty-five 

years. The purpose of that Almanac, besides giving people information about:. 

the calandar, and seasons of the year, etc., was to ''inculcate industry and 

frugality as the means of procuring wealth and thereby securing virtue." The 

dominant note of these almanacs is one'.nf prudence and sagacity--that ·man 
l 

should avoid idleness--that they should not waste time--that they should not 

spend money needlessly--that they should not run into debt and that they should 

be at all times careful and circumspect. Now these are all sound virtues of course 

but hardly those which we associate primarily with an idealist. 

From his hard-working, tallow chandler father, who was himself something 

of a mechanical genius, and from his own severe discipline as a printer's 

apprentice, Benjamin Franklin learned to be very practical and very pragmatic. 

Later on in life, during the great political struggle of the Colonies for 

independence, Benjamin Franklin never argued or reasoned from eternal 

principles, from positive or natural law, from the position of any political 

philosophy, as Thomas. Jefferson and many of the intellectuals of his day 

were wont to do. 

'CJ 
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drive the Colonists to demand separation from the mother country. That the 

American Colonies were not opposed to the British Crown--they ·.-.:ere not 

opposed to Parliament--they did not challenge the right of Parliament to 

• make laws, but that the Colonies insisted that when laws were applic able to 

them, especially laws involving taxation, they too should have the right 

of representation in Parliament. 
' 

When all arguments and persuasions failed, he returned home and 

became a leading champion of Independence. Together with Thomas Jefferson 

and John Adams, Sherman and Livingston_, he drafted that Declaration which 

has become known as the Declaration of Independence, one of the immortal 

documents of mankind. 

During the war, he became his country 1 s commissioner to France. And 

Franklin, by his skill, and by his political sagacity, as well also by the 

fame and the popularity which he had previously, carried through his mission 

with remarkable success, and so saved the Revoluti on. And it was he who 

helped to fashion the Treaty of Peace with England. 

It is interesting to ask ourselves·what the religion of Benjamin Franklin 

was. Nominally, of course, he was a Presbyterian, or what was in those days 

the Puritan religion of New England, but actually he was a Christian only 

nominally, because he did not accept the basic Christian Theology. He was 

what may be called a Deist. In early life he was actually a Free-thinker-

agnostic. As he became older, he abandoned his agnosticism and he defined his 

religion in his autobiography. He writes: 

1'I had been religiously educated as a Presbyterian, and though 
some of the dogmas of that persuasion, such as the eternal decrees 
of God, election, reprobation, etc., appeared to me un-

l 
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One can, with great pleasure, dwell on the life of Benjamin franklin, 

Lecctw:i e L11ere .i.:s :::;u 111ucl1 uI .i.11::::i Lruc L.i.u11 and inspiration to b .. . ... -aerivea rrom 

it. 
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BENJAMI1 FRANKLIN--IN THE GREAT AMERICAN TRADITION 

Sermon, . The Temple 
January 22, 1956 

There are many fascinating facets and angles to the life of 

Benjamin Franklin. 

The years have not dimmed the light of Benjamin Franklin, that rare 

and brilliant leader of men who had, as someone put it, r,a zest for reason, 

such a hunger for goodness, such a passion for wisdomn an I may add, such 

a rich capacity for living. A few yea:s ago Carl Van Doren, noted historian, 
l 

wrote a definitive biography of Benjamin Franklin, an eight hundred and 

fifty page tome. Yet much more of the Franklin story remains to be told. 

Th~ Yale University Press has undertaken the publication of the letters and 

papers of Benjamin Franklin, of which some thirty thousand are known,and many 

more have yet to be located. The sheer massiveness of this man--the monumemtal 

quality of his life--are tremendously impressive. It seems as if, at the 

beginning of every great era in the development of mankind, there appear men 

who are singularly encyclopedic in their ~apacities and in their aptitudes. 

Thomas Jefferson, for example, shared that sweeping comprehensiveness and 

many-sidedness with Benjamin Franklin. In the heroic and exciting days of 

the 
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Renaissance there were men of the same ilk--men who loom like Titans--men like 

Leonardo De Vinci, Michaclangelo--who combine in ~hems elves, so many r~rc 

excellences, and--in the case of these two whom I have just mentioned--with 

·tremendous scientific curiosit~ . . Men who are at one and the same time, great 

painters, great sculptors, _great architects, and musicians, experimenters in 

physics, in chemistry, and even avaition if you will, as well as military tactics 

and armament. 

Benjamin Franklin belonged to this multi-lateral category--rich in 

intellectual appetite, eager to savor a.:11 life--to probe every mystery--to 
l 

explore everything that is unknown--to improve upon everything that is 

deficient. Franklin seemed to have been indifferent to nothing. Everything 

around him intrigued him, aroused his curiosity and challenged him, whether 

it was maritime or meteorological observations or sun-spots or the origin 

of north-east storms or the ways of the Gulfstream of the origin of coal or 

the sources of rock-salt found in mines. Or whether it was the relation 

between lightning and electricity; or the nature of magnetism; or how to 

make better glass, or a more efficient stove; or methods of inoculations for 

the small pox; or studies in the common cold; or how to cure smoky chimneys; 

or how to make an instrument for taking books down from high shelves; or how 

to bring about a reformed method of spelling and a simplified alphabet. Nothina--o 

great or small--was beyond his ken or his scientific or mechanical interest. 

And along with all this scientific curiosity, there was a philosopher in 

Benjamin Franklin always pondering over the basic problems of reality. We find 

in him the politician and the statesman who led a nation through revolution to 

consitutiopal self-government. There was the successful business man, who 

amassed a considerable fortune, and there was the successful hwnan being 

who acquired and won the love and admiration of the great . and the humble, at 

home and abroad, on both sides ·of the Atlantic. 
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It is hard to classify or to define such a man. It is difficult, for 

example, to call Banjamin Franklin r1n i cle8lisr. fran!r..lin rcg~r·dc d hims elf 

as a very practical man--a man of the world, as indeed he was. There was 

•little of the dreamer or the visionary about him. His mentality is best 

reflected in Poor Richard's Almanac, which he published for some twenty-five 

years. The purpose of that Almanac, besides giving people information about: 

the calandar, and seasons of the year, etc., was to ninculcate industry and 

frugality as the means of procuring wealth and thereby securing virtue.n The 

dominant note of these almanacs is one".:of prudence and sagacity--that ·man 
l 

should avoid idleness--that they should not waste time--that they should not 

spend money needlessly--that they should not run into debt and that they should 

be at all times careful and circumspect. Now these are all sound virtues of cours e 

but hardly those which we associate primarily with an idealist. 

· From his hard-working, tallow chandler father, who was himself something 

of a mechanical genius, and from his own severe discipline as a printer's 

apprentice, Benjamin Franklin learned to be very practical and very pragmatic. 

Later on in life, during the great political struggle of the Colonies for 

independence, Benjamin Franklin never argued or reasoned from eternal 

principles, from positive or natural law, from the position of any political 

philosophy, as Thomas Jefferson and many of the intellectuals of his day 

were wont to do. 
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drive the Colonists to demand separation from the mother country. That the 

American Colonies were . not opposed to the British Crcwn--they wcr2 not 

opposed to Parliament--they did not challenge the right of Parliament to 

· make laws, but that the Colonies insisted that when laws were applicable to 

them, especially laws involving taxation, they too should have the right 

of representation in Parliament. 

When all arguments and persuasions failed, he returned home and 

became a leading champion of Independence. Together with Thomas Jefferson 

and John Adams, Sherman and Livingston_, he drafted that Declaration which 
l 

has become known as the Declaration of Independence, one of the immortal 

documents of mankind. 

During the war, he became his countryrs commissioner to France. And 

Franklin, by his skill, and by his political sagacity, as well also by the 

fame and the popularity which he had previously, carried through his mission 

with remarkab~e success, and so saved the Revolution. And it was he who 
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helped to fashion the Treaty of Peace with England. 
1
! 

It is interesting to ask ourselves-what the religion of Benjamin Franklin 

was. Nominally, of course, he was a Presbyterian, or what was in those days 

the Puritan religion of New England, but actually he was a Christian only 

nominally, because he did not accept the basic Christian Theology. He was 

what may be called a Deist. In early life he was actually a Free-thinker-

agnostic. As he became older, he abandoned his agnosticism and he defined his 

religion in his autobiography. He writes: 

"I had been religiously educated as a Presbyterian, and though 
some of the dogmas of that persuasion, such as the eternal decrees 
of God, election, reprobation, etc., appeared to me un-
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One can, with great pleasure, dwell on the life of Benjamin Franklin, 

Lecc1.w:;e U1ere .i~ ~u much uf .iu~ Lruc Llun and inspiration to be derived from 

it. 
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