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Cautiousness is knowing how important right timing is in accomplishing right actions.
THE CAUTIOUSNESS OF JOHN ADAMS

By Steve Withrow

Pastor, Editor – Charlotte, NC 

John Adams served as our first Vice President, and second President of the United States.  He presided over tumultuous times when once again America found itself on the brink of war.  President Adams demonstrated a cautiousness and restraint throughout this time that was nothing short of courageous.

In 1798 Adams was in the 2nd year of his term.  The French, with Napoleon at the helm, were at war with England.  The Jay treaty, which brought the American Revolution to a close was interpreted by the French as a trade alliance with their enemies, the British.  They began a policy of interdicting our shipping.  They seized our merchant ships and captured our crews.  They sailed into our Charleston harbor to sink a merchant ship.  Then, as the ultimate expression of disdain they refused our peace delegation to Paris.  To add insult to injury, French officials secretly sought bribes from our delegation in exchange for influence.

America found itself in difficult circumstances.  We had no standing army or navy.  The country was split in its opinion of the French.  There were those, like Thomas Jefferson, our Vice President and de facto head of the Republican party, who were enamored of the French, and worked underhandedly against Adams to form alliances.  Others were deeply suspicious of the French while still others were antagonistic.  There was great fear among many of an impending French invasion of America.

To top it all off, the President had little political leverage.  Adams had won the election by just three votes in the electoral college, and due to the way elections were structured in those days he found himself in the unfortunate position of having a Vice President, Thomas Jefferson, who was from the opposing political party. 

Alexander Hamilton led the Federalist Party which favored the British.  He was a political opportunist who sought to build an army that could invade Spanish Florida and garner him glory and prestige.  Hamilton and his supporters were beating a drum of patriotism that was escalating to a fevered pitch for war.  Most of Adam’s cabinet were carry-overs from Washington, and they collaborated with Hamilton to move the country toward war, against Adams’ wishes.

Jefferson on the other hand was the political opposite of Hamilton.  He too back-doored the President by sending secret letters to the French.  He sought to stall any progress toward a national defense, in the hopes that the French would gain the upper hand over the British, and invade England.  

Adams was in quite a dilemma.  He sought a middle ground that would simultaneously keep us out of war, yet defend our national interests and honor.  He sought to build a navy, which enraged the Republicans under Jefferson.  He sought to retain American honor by not making inappropriate overtures to the French Court.  He sought to remain non-partisan in highly partisan times.  He sought to restrain the extremists within his own Federalist party.  He sought to protect the precarious safety of our foreign diplomats by withholding some of what he knew about French offenses.  He had to guard against rash political responses from within his own party, and he needed to be cautious to not establish diplomatic precedents that could weaken us in the future.

John Adams’ cautiousness was a great service to the country.  He was able to build a navy, the “wooden walls” as he liked to call them that would defend our borders.  He was able to keep us out of war with the French and preserve our national honor.  Though he was a man with a fiery spirit, he was cautious to measure his words, and was largely effective in controlling his tongue.  He called for a day of national prayer to intercede for the crisis.  Though Jefferson ridiculed him for this, the churches were filled that day with Christians praying for divine guidance.

Adams’ final act of caution was to disarm the growing militarism that Hamilton was fanning by dismantling Hamilton’s army.  This kept us from an unwise attack on Spanish Florida for the Spanish were allied with the French.  This final caution cost Adams his reelection.

John Adams was anything but a timid man.  His caution did not arise from timidity, but from wisdom, and in many ways Divine guidance, for Adams was a Christian.

The lesson to be learned is that cautiousness is a true virtue that can keep us from much heartache.  Cautiousness is not indecisiveness.  It is wise restraint that buys us the time to perceive things as they really are, and act accordingly.
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Cautiousness is planning for the success of a venture by following the ways of God rather than my natural inclinations.


