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F I N D I N G  C O M M U N I O N

homas Jefferson dubbed John Adams  
“the Colossus of Independence.” Fellow 

delegate Richard Stockton of New Jersey believed that 
Adams was the man “to whom the country is most 
indebted for the great measure of independency.” 
Benjamin Franklin would bluntly write that Adams 
“means well for his Country, is always an honest Man, 
often a Wise One, but sometimes and in some things, 
absolutely out of his Senses.”

Be that as it may, those 
of us who enjoy the fruits of 
American independence in 
2026 can justifiably give thanks 
to God for the single-minded 
dedication of this remarkable 
American. 

The most important thing 
I want to tell you about John 
Adams, though, is that he 
grew up in my parish, only in a 
manner of speaking, of course. 

The Catholic parish of St. 
John the Baptist in Quincy, 
Massachusetts, was not 
established until 1863, almost 
40 years after Adams’ death. 

And Adams was not 
a Catholic — he was a 
Congregationalist. 

But the old New England 
farmhouse where he was born, 
and the farmhouse right next 
door to that where he lived 
with Abigail and their children 
during the momentous years of 
the Revolution, still stand there 
today, nestled up against the 
old Plymouth to Boston Road 
— now named Independence 
Avenue — just around the 
corner from St. John’s Catholic 
Church (and a Dunkin’). 

most famous defender of those 
principles is none other than 
the pope.

The men of the Second 
Continental Congress were 
a motley lot when it came to 
religion. They were Anglicans, 
Congregationalists, Deists, 

DID YOU KNOW? 

John Adams died on July 4, 1826 — 50 years to the day 
from the adoption of the Declaration of Independence. 

Amazingly, Thomas Jefferson died on the very same day — 
a convergence that many Americans in 1826 saw as a sure 
sign of the divine favor that rested on the young nation.

Declaration of Independence’s 
moral vision endures
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FINDING COMMON GROUND

Presbyterians, Quakers and one 
Catholic — Maryland’s Charles 
Carroll (“of Carrollton,” as he 
would distinctively sign his 
name on the Declaration). 

The religious diversity of this 
group is something we barely 
take note of today, but it was 
truly remarkable in 1776. In the 
preceding two centuries, wars 
of religion in Europe had killed 
millions of people. 

Nevertheless, the Second 
Continental Congress — a 
revolutionary assembly in more 
ways than one — was able to 
find common ground in the 
existence of certain “self-
evident” truths, including: 
“[T]hat all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed 
by their Creator with certain 

Like many of his 
contemporaries, Adams was no 
admirer of the Catholic Church. 
I tend to think, though, that 
he would see the presence of a 
Catholic church on land next to 
the location of his old farm as a 
sign of the promise of religious 
liberty held out by the new 
nation, which he had done so 
much to create. 

I am certain that he would be 
surprised to find out that the 
principles of natural law, which 
served as his own intellectual 
bedrock, are also embedded 
today within the social teaching 
of the Catholic Church.

And he would be utterly 
astonished to learn that in 
the 21st century, the world’s 
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farmhouse in Quincy, 

Massachusetts
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unalienable rights, that among 
these are life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness.” 

Those famous words of the 
Declaration of Independence 
are incredibly familiar to us. 
However, that familiarity 
also makes it harder for 
us to remember just how 
revolutionary these words 
really were at the time.

The Congress might have 
announced independence in a 
single sentence. But instead, as 
justification for the momentous 
step of independence, 
the Congress pointed to 
unchanging and universally 
applicable principles and 
expressly affirmed that human 
rights come to us not from any 
earthly power but from God. 

As Pope St. John Paul II 
said in Washington, D.C., 
in 1998, the Declaration of 
Independence reflects the 
“unchanging principles of the 
natural law whose permanent 
truth and validity can be 
known by reason, for it is the 
law written by God in human 
hearts.” Thus (the Pope went 
on), the Declaration is a 
bulwark for the principles of 

say that ‘We hold these truths 
to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal,’ and 
then they feel that that moral 
sentiment taught in that day 
evidences their relation to 
those men … and that they have 
a right to claim it as though 
they were blood of the blood, 
and flesh of the flesh of the men 
who wrote that Declaration, 
and so they are.”

It would be Lincoln, as the 
commander in chief of the 
Union armies, who would 
come to grasp — perhaps 
more deeply than any other 
American ever has — that for 
the Declaration’s principles 
to endure, each succeeding 
generation of Americans must 
be profoundly committed to 
defending them.

In the Gettysburg Address 
in 1863, Lincoln recalled that 
the founding generation 
had produced “a new nation 
conceived in liberty and 
dedicated to the proposition 
that all men are created equal.” 
With that, he was able to define 
the Civil War once and for all as 
a test of “whether that nation or 
any nation so conceived and so 
dedicated can long endure.”

Lincoln’s question has lost 
none of its urgency over the 
course of the past 163 years. 

In Washington in 2008, Pope 
Benedict XVI challenged us to 
remember that “Freedom is not 
only a gift, but also a summons 
to personal responsibility …. 
It is a challenge held out to 

 �Watch “Finding 
Communion,” 
the companion 
podcast  
to this column

 �Watch Robert 
Dunn’s recent 
testimony at the 
New Hampshire 
State House

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

morality which are “the very 
foundations of our democratic 
system.”

In short, in this new nation, 
it would be right that makes 
might. 

ADVANCING THE PRINCIPLES 
OF THE DECLARATION

If John Adams was the 
prime mover behind American 
independence, then Abraham 
Lincoln would become the 
definitive interpreter of the 
Declaration of Independence. 

Lincoln recognized that what 
makes us unique is that we are 
a nation formed not around 
a particular race, ethnicity 
or religious background, 
but rather around a set of 
unchanging truths that we hold 
together.

During the Lincoln-Douglas 
debates in 1858, he had this to 
say about new immigrants to 
the U.S., for instance:

“If they look back … to trace 
their connection with [the 
Revolution] by blood, they find 
they have none … but when 
they look through that old 
Declaration of Independence 
they find that those old men 

Robert Dunn is the Director of Public Policy for 
the Diocese of Manchester. He is a member of the 
first group of Catholic leaders from around the 
U.S. designated as Mathis Liturgical Leaders 
by the University of Notre Dame’s McGrath 
Institute for Church Life. Dunn graduated 
from the College of the Holy Cross and 
Georgetown University Law Center. 

each generation, and it must 
constantly be won over for the 
cause of good.” 

This is why John Adams 
and I have more in common 
than just being sons of Quincy 
who grew up to be lawyers. 
Whether our ancestors were 
English Puritans who arrived 
on these shores in the 17th 
century, or Irish Catholics 
who did not come over until 
three centuries later, both of 
us — all of us — have inherited 
the job, as faithful citizens, 
of advancing the principles 
pronounced in the Declaration: 
to promote human dignity 
and the common good, and to 
ensure that we really mean it 
when we say that we are “one 
nation under God, with liberty 
and justice for all.”

Because 250 years on, the 
American Revolution is still up 
for grabs. It always will be. And 
how the story turns out is up to 
each one of us. 
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