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The Unitarian Presidents 

John Adams  
 

Occasionally I hear the comment that all Unitarians are members of the Democratic Party. This 

is not true, and when I heard this said, I point out that there have been important Republican 

leaders who have also been Unitarians. One example is Elliot Richardson who was a member of 

the cabinet of Presidents Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford. Today we have Democrats, and 

Republicans in our congregation here in Sarasota. However, in the beginning most Unitarians 

were neither Republicans nor Democrats.  

 

In the beginning of our country most New England Unitarians were members of Federalist Party. 

The first Unitarian President of the United States, John Adams, was the Federalist. Adams grew 

up attending First Parish Church, in Quincy, Massachusetts. His father wanted him to become a 

minister, but while a student at Harvard, young John Adams noticed that members of the 

congregation in his church back home in Quincy were constantly criticizing the minister. They 

did not like his sermons. Describing the church fight, Adams said controversy “broke out like the 

eruption of a volcano and blazed with portentous aspect for many years.” The congregation held 

meetings to hear complaints about the minister’s faults. When John Adams was eighteen, the 

church leadership called a congregational meeting to dismiss the minister, because of his liberal 

Unitarian theology. After an intense discussion, a majority voted to retain the minister. In this 

way, first Parish in Quincy became a Unitarian congregation. Watching this bitter controversy, 

Adams decided against the ministry, choosing instead to study law, which seemed a less 

controversial profession. 

 

When George Washington declined to run for a third term in 1796, Adams became the second 

president of the United States, and the first Unitarian to hold the office. During his four years in 

office people complained that Adams was reserved and austere, with a cool, aloof manner. They 

described Adams as a “dour New England Puritan,” and the voters did not reelect him in 1800.  

 

Adams returned home and he and Abigail donated money and land to build a new Unitarian 

Church in Quincy. Abigail died in 1818. John lived long enough to see their son John Quincy, 

inaugurated president in 1825. He died on July 4th, 1826 and is buried next to Abigail in the 

crypt at First Parish Unitarian Church, in Quincy, now a National Historic Landmark. 

 

 Thomas Jefferson  
 

In 1800 Thomas Jefferson ran for president against John Adams on the ticket of the newly 

created Democratic-Republican Party. The Democratic-Republican Party was the American 

political party that Thomas Jefferson and James Madison created in opposition to the centralizing 

policies of the new Federalist Party. Although Thomas Jefferson was close friends with the 

Unitarian minister in Philadelphia, Joseph Priestly, most New England Unitarians supported 



Federalist John Adams.  

 

New England Unitarians were still Congregationalists. We did not establish a separate 

association until 1825. During the election of 1800 the congregational minister who was 

president of Yale said, if Jefferson was elected, "[T]he Bible would be cast into a bonfire, . . 

.Murder, robbery, rape, adultery, and incest will be openly taught and practised, . . .”  

 

One lady became terrified about what would happen to the family Bible if Jefferson became 

president. She took the Bible to the only Jefferson supporter she was friends with and asked him 

to hide it.  

 

“My good woman,” the friend said. “If Jefferson is going to destroy all Bibles when he is 

elected, what is the use of bringing yours to me? That will not save it when it is found.” 

 

“I’m sure it will,” she insisted. “It will be perfectly safe with you. They’ll never think of looking 

in the house of a Democrat for a Bible.”  

 

Was Thomas Jefferson a Unitarian? In outward form all his life he remained a member in good 

standing of his local Anglican church, which became Episcopal after the American Revolution. 

He and his family were baptized, married, and buried by the Episcopal Church.  

 

Jefferson’s private beliefs were another matter. While he never joined a Unitarian church, from 

his Monticello farm near Charlottesville, Virginia, Jefferson wrote in a private letter that “The 

population of my neighbourhood is too slender, and is too much divided into other sects to 

maintain any one preacher well. I must therefore be contented with being a Unitarian by myself.” 

In 1822 he predicted incorrectly that “there is not a young man now living in the United States 

who will not die a Unitarian.” Because of these quotations many of us claim Jefferson as a 

Unitarian, although we are not happy that he was the only Unitarian President who owned slaves.  

 

On July 4th, 1826, a few hours after John Adams died in Quincy, Jefferson died at Monticello. He 

was buried in an Episcopal service. 

 

John Quincy Adams 
 

The next Unitarian President of the United States was John Quincy Adams. John and Abigail 

Adams took young John Quincy, to the Unitarian Church in Quincy, Massachusetts. Like his 

father, John Quincy did not have a warm personality. About himself he admitted: “I am a man of 

reserved, cold, austere, and forbidding manners.” 

 

Nevertheless, the leaders of the new country highly respected him. In 1817 he came to 

Washington D. C., to serve as Secretary of State. In 1821 he joined with twenty-six others to 

found All Souls Unitarian Church in our nation’s capital.  

 

John Quincy Adams was a Conservative Christian Unitarian. For many years was a member of 

the American Bible Society, and he served as one of the Society’s Vice Presidents.  

 



In 1824 John Quincy Adams ran for President. By 1824 the Federalist Party had disappeared, 

and Jefferson’s Democratic-Republican Party was the sole national political organization in the 

United States, winning the last six presidential elections, a period of one-party government 

known as the Era of Good Feelings. Unitarians left the Federalist Party and joined the 

Democratic-Republican Party.  However, in 1824 the Democratic-Republican Party failed to 

agree on a choice of candidate for president, with the result that the party split behind four 

separate candidates of differing regions. John Quincy Adams won the New England states.  

Andrew Jackson received more electoral and popular votes than any other candidate, but not the 

majority of electoral votes needed to win the election. The presidential election was decided by 

the House of Representatives who elected John Quincy Adams to serve as President. Four years 

later the 1828 election was a re-match between incumbent President Adams, and Andrew 

Jackson. With no other major candidates, Jackson easily defeated Adams. Jackson simplified the 

name of the Democratic-Republican Party to the Democratic Party.  

 

In the 1830s the Whig Party was formed in opposition to the policies of President Andrew 

Jackson and his Democratic Party. “Whig" meant opposing tyranny, and Whigs opposed slavery 

and were critical of Andrew Jackson’s treatment of Indians. Most Unitarians were members of 

the Whig Party.  

 

The former president Unitarian John Quincy Adams was elected from Massachusetts to the 

House of Representatives where he served for the last 17 years of his life. Like his father, John 

Quincy hated slavery. In his diary, he called it the “great and foul stain upon the country.” He 

spent his remaining years fighting against slavery. In 1841, he represented the Africans from the 

Spanish schooner Amistad in the Supreme Court. He successfully argued that the Africans who 

had seized control of a Spanish ship should not be taken to Cuba but should be considered free 

and have the option of remaining within the United States or return home as free people. 

 

Throughout his life in Washington during warm weather Adams would rise at 5:00 AM, walk to 

the Potomac River, take all his clothing off and go for a morning swim making him the first 

skinny dipping Unitarian President. An expert swimmer, at the age of fifty-eight he swam the 

width of the river, about a mile, in one hour. He took his last nude dip in the river at age seventy-

nine. 

 

While preparing to address the House of Representatives in 1848, Adams collapsed, and died 

two days later. The family took his body to Quincy, Massachusetts. The Quincy Unitarian 

Church is the only place where two United States presidents are buried side by side.  

 

Millard Fillmore  
The next Unitarian President, Millard Fillmore, was a member of the Whig Party. Fillmore was 

born in 1800 in a log cabin in upper New York State. Although his father was a farmer, Millard 

was apprenticed to a lawyer and thus began his law and public career. He was admitted to the bar 

in 1823, married and moved to Buffalo in 1830. After he moved to Buffalo, he joined the First 

Unitarian Society. 

 

He was first elected to congress in 1832.  In Congress, he opposed admitting Texas as a slave 

territory, he advocated the prohibition by Congress of the slave trade between the states, and he 



favored the exclusion of slavery from the District of Columbia. 

 

While Fillmore was in Washington, D. C., he attended the Unitarian Church. Those were “Years 

of Struggle” for All Souls Unitarian Church in Washington. The Unitarian church was 

misunderstood and misrepresented in the community and at times its existence was threatened. 

But the families of  John Quincy Adams and later Millard Fillmore stood together supporting 

the church. It was important to them that a Unitarian Church in the capital of the nation be 

maintained.  (A Century of Unitarianism in the National Capital, Jennie Scudder) 

 

The 1848 Whig National Convention nominated for President war hero General Zachary Taylor, 

a slaveholder from Louisiana. To balance the ticket, the convention nominated Fillmore for Vice 

President. Fillmore had anti-slavery views, and could help carry the populous state of New York. 

 

July 4, 1850, Zachary Taylor ate raw fruit and iced milk after attending a fund-raising event at 

the Washington Monument, which was then under construction. He became severely ill and died 

five days later probably of cholera. Milliard Fillmore became President. 

 

Fillmore detested slavery but he feared a bloody civil war would break out between the north and 

south. To prevent a civil war he supported the Fugitive Slave Act which appeased the slave 

holding states. Fillmore hoped that by appeasing the south, slavery would eventually come to an 

end without war. Fillmore, while opposed to slavery, was willing to compromise with the south 

to prevent war. As a result, he lost the support of both the pro-slavery and the anti-slavery forces. 

After serving as President for two and a half years, the Whig party would not nominate Fillmore 

for a full term. Milliard Fillmore lived to see the terrible war that he had tried to prevent come to 

pass. He died in Buffalo in 1874. 

 

William Howard Taft 
 

The Whig party self-destructed because of the tension within the party over the issue of slavery. 

With the end of the Whig Party, most Unitarians, because of their love for Abraham Lincoln, 

became loyal Republicans.  

 

In 1908 Republican William Howard Taft became the next Unitarian President. Taft was born in 

Cincinnati, Ohio. Taft’s parents, strong abolitionists, raised their son in the Cincinnati Unitarian 

Church. 

 

Taft graduated from Yale University and Cincinnati Law School and practised law in Cincinnati. 

In 1904, Theodore Roosevelt appointed Taft as Secretary of War. While Teddy Roosevelt was 

President he and Taft were close friends. Taft’s office was next door to the White House in the 

Executive Office Building. Each day Taft would walk over and have lunch with the President. 

Taft played the role of supporting and reassuring President Roosevelt. As a result Roosevelt 

recommended Taft as his successor for the election of 1908.  

 

In Washington Taft was an active member of All Souls Unitarian Church, the church that John 

Quincy Adams had help found. When some criticized Taft’s Unitarian beliefs during the 1908 

campaign for President, Teddy Roosevelt supported his friend by attended the Unitarian Church 



with Taft. 

 

William Howard Taft served as the 27th President of the United States from 1909 to 1913. Taft 

was an honest man but not a skilled politician. He reacted to criticism by over eating and by 

taking five-week vacations at his summer home near Beverly, Massachusetts. It can be very hot 

in Washington during the summer, and without air-conditioning many left town. Taft instructed 

that no mail be sent to him during his vacation. Even when Taft was not officially on vacation he 

like to spend each afternoon playing golf, saying that exercise was required for his health and 

weight reduction. When he was not on vacation or playing golf, Taft would sometimes sneak out 

of the White House and walk the streets of Washington. The White House staff would become 

frantic because no one knew what had become of the president. In general Taft was more 

conservative than Teddy Roosevelt had been. Greatly disappointed in his friend, Teddy 

Roosevelt ran against Taft in 1912, splitting the vote of the Republican Party so that Democrat 

Woodrow Wilson was elected. 

 

After the Presidency, Taft served as the moderator of the American Unitarian Association, the 

equivalent to being Chairperson of the Board of Trustees of our national association. In 1921 he 

became Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. William Howard Taft is the only person in 

American history to serve both as President and as Chief Justice. Sundays the Chief Justice 

would attend the Unitarian Church in Washington and even on occasion teach Sunday School. 

Speaking to the children of the Church School, in 1929, he said:  

 

When you come to the end of your life, the only comfort, the only real satisfaction 

you have is in the good you have done for others. Now . . . You will always have 

to have a decent respect for yourself. Nevertheless, it is your usefulness to your 

friends and to the community which is going to count most. 

 

He died in March 1930, at the age of 72. His family held a simple funeral service at All Souls 

Church and buried him in Arlington National Cemetery. 

 

Conclusion  
 

So these are the Unitarian Presidents, John Adams, John Quincy Adams, Milliard Fillmore and 

William Howard Taft. Many have included Jefferson in this list, although in recent years he has 

fallen out of favour because he was a slave owner. 

 

Still in the history of the United States, Unitarians are the most over represented religious group 

among United States presidents. Today in a country of 318 million we count only two hundred 

twenty thousand Unitarian Universalists as church members. However, at least 9 percent of all 

American presidents have been Unitarian. A Catholic historian has said: “An impressive case can 

be made for the proposition that no religious denomination has and does provide a greater 

number of national figures than the Unitarian Universalists.”  

 

As for political parties, Unitarians started as Federalists, became Democratic-Republicans in the 

1820s, joined the Whigs in the 1830s, and moved to the Republican party in the 1860s. After 

Franklin Roosevelt was elected President in the 1930s, Unitarians started slowly switching from 



Republican to Democrat. The last Unitarian nominated by a major political party to run for 

president was Democrat Adlai Stevenson. His parents brought Stevenson up in the "tolerant 

humanistic Unitarian faith" of his mother's family, in the Bloomington, Illinois Unitarian Church. 

As an adult Stevenson was a member of that Unitarian Church in Bloomington, and his 1965 

memorial service was in that church.  

 

Nevertheless, although a majority of Unitarian Universalists are now Democrats, there are still 

Republican Unitarian politicians. Former Senator and Former Secretary of Defence William 

Cohen is an example.  

 

Today of the four front runners, Donald Trump identifies as a Presbyterian, Hillary Clinton is a 

lifelong Methodist, Ted Cruz is a Southern Baptist and Bernie Sanders is Jewish. Perhaps 

someday we will have another Unitarian Universalist president. Until that time, we can be proud 

of our heritage and of our members’ contributions to the leadership of this nation.  

 

We continue to see that the values of our Unitarian Universalist religion have a major impact on 

the mainstream of American life. We have called for universal health care; in the last few years 

we have seen a great improvement in health care insurance in our country. We have called for 

same sex marriages. Only last June our position became the law of the land. We have called for a 

decrease in greenhouse gases. Last month our position on Climate Change was supported in an 

international conference in Paris.  So as you participate in the election process in the next few 

months do not despair. In many ways our country is turning in good, positive directions.  


