
 

Source A: Jonas Phillips to George Washington, 1787 

The following is a letter written by Jonas Phillips, a Jewish resident of Pennsylvania, to George Washington and 
the Continental Congress on September 7, 1787. The Continental Congress had begun the process of writing 
the United States Constitution. In his letter, Phillips describes his concerns about restrictions that would prevent 
religious minorities, like Jews, from running for office. 
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Sirs, 

I, the subscriber, being one of the people called Jews of the City of Philadelphia, a people scattered 
and dispersed among all nations, do behold with concern that among the laws in the Constitution of 
Pennsylvania there is a Clause Sect 10 [which reads:] “I do believe in one God the Creator and 
governor of the universe, the Rewarder of the good and the punisher of the wicked—and I do 
acknowledge the scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be given by divine inspiration.” To 
swear and believe that the New Testament was given by divine inspiration is absolutely against the 
religious principle of a Jew and is against his conscience to take any such oath. By the above law a 
Jew is deprived of holding any public office or place of Government which is contradictory to the 
[Pennsylvania] Bill of Rights Sect. 2 [which reads:]  

2 “That all men have a natural and inalienable right to worship almighty God according to the 
dictates of their own conscience and understanding…nor can any man who acknowledges 
the being of a God be justly deprived or abridged of any civil right as a citizen on account of 
his religious sentiments.” 

3 It is well known among all the citizens of the 13 United States that the Jews have been true and 
faithful whigs; and during the late contest with England they have been foremost in aiding and 
assisting the states with their lives and fortunes, they have supported the cause, have bravely fought 
and bleed for liberty which they cannot enjoy.  

4 Therefore if the honourable Convention shall in their wisdom think fit and alter the said oath and 
leave out the words — “and I do acknowledge the scriptures of the new testament to be given by 
divine inspiration” – then the Israelites will think themself happy to live under a government where all 
religious societies are on an equal footing. 

Your most devoted obedient servant,​
Jonas Phillips 
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GLOSSARY 

Old Testament: The Christian term for the first part of the Christian Bible, which is comprised of books 
from the Jewish Hebrew Bible. Jews and Christians hold these texts sacred, though they are translated 
and interpreted differently and serve different functions in each religion. 

New Testament: The second part of the Christian Bible. Judaism does not accept the New Testament as 
a sacred text. 

contradictory: opposed to, or inconsistent with 

inalienable: unable to be taken away 

whigs: patriots, or those who supported independence from Britain 

contest: the Revolutionary War 

Israelites: Jews 

 

1st Read: Read and annotate for any ideas related to religious liberty. 

2nd Read –Text-Based Questions: Reread the source and answer the following questions to support your 
understanding. 

1.​ In paragraph 1, why does Phillips say that the Jewish people are concerned? What does he say 
would be against the “conscience” of a Jew? 

2.​ Why does Phillips quote a separate passage from the Pennsylvania Bill of Rights in paragraph 2? 
What point does he make by referencing this section? 

3.​ Why does Phillips describe the participation of Jews in the Revolutionary War in paragraph 3? How 
might this appeal to his audience? 

4.​ In paragraph 4, what action does Phillips suggest that will allow “all religious societies” to live on 
“equal footing”? 

5.​ Phillips wrote this letter to the Framers of the United States Constitution, citing the Jewish 
community’s issues with the Pennsylvania Constitution. What does he hope to achieve? 

 

 

*Disclaimer: For readability and comprehension purposes, ICS has updated the spellings, capitalizations, formatting, and some 
punctuation in this document to reflect the modern standard. We have shortened the text to help students focus on main ideas. 
Please visit the National Archives for the full version of the original letter. 
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