Carpenters’ Hall, Philadelphia Site of the First Continental Congress
September 5 through October 26, 1774.
On September 5, 1774, the first convening of Congress under the Articles of Confederation took place in Carpenters’
Hall, Philadelphia. The exquisite, federal-style structure is
designed in the shape of a cross. Upon entering the building,
one is greeted with a mosaic tile emblem and its exhortation:
Honor God. The delegates actually met in Carpenters’ Hall
from September 5 to October 26, 1774.
One of their first official acts was to invite Jacob Duché,
rector of Christ Church,
called “the nation’s
church,” to open the
first Congress with
prayer. Subsequently, he
was invited to serve as
first Chaplain of Congress. In opening the session, he selected, very
appropriately, Psalm 35
to be read in its entirety:
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(From original, in Jefferson’s handwriting).
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an important part in America’s Christian heritage for posterity,
has been lost by the overseers of the Independence National
Historic Park Museum Collection. In response to my request
for a photograph of the original painting, a letter dated 8/18/86
from Doris Fanelli, Supervisory Curator of the Independence
National Historic Park, Department of the Interior, Museum
Collections, stated the following:
“… If you want a photograph of the original painting
I’m afraid that we cannot
help you. Our files indicate that at least four
scholars
unsuccessfully
have attempted to locate
the original Matheson
during the past fifteen
years.”
Thus we see by the
response of the overseers
of some of America’s
greatest treasures, that
this Christian work of art
has “disappeared.” A
January 1, 1989 official
Department of the Interrior report prompted by
my enquiry, gives a different story – that it was
“incorrectly recorded” as
an original masterpiece
painting at the outset:

Plead my cause, O
Lord, with them that
strive with me: fight
against them that fight
against me, Take hold of
shield and buckler, and
stand up for mine help.
Draw out also the spear,
and stop the way against
them that persecute me:
say unto my soul, I am
thy salvation. Let them be
Doris Fanelli
“The First Prayer in Congress, September, 1774, in Carpenter’s Hall, Philadelphia,”
lithograph of T.H. Matteson’s famous 1848 painting.
confounded and put to
(Supervisory Curator)
From, The Rewriting of America’s History, © copyright 1991 by Catherine Millard.
shame that seek after my
states that the original gift
soul: let them be turned
to the City of Philadelphia
back and brought to confusion that devise my hurt. (Psalm 35:
was a print and incorrectly recorded as an original. This would
1-4)
explain why four scholars have not been able to find the original on Park grounds.
Following the reading, he broke out into spontaneous
prayer. In corresponding with his wife, John Adams wrote of
By this statement, they completely dismiss the issue. This
the event: “I must confess that I never heard a better prayer, or
is preposterous, however, as a masterpiece painting of such
one so well pronounced. It filled the bosom of every man pregreat value and significance could not possibly be “incorrectly
sent.”
recorded” as an original, and then suddenly materialize into an
This tradition of prayer in Congress continues today, each
engraving of the original!
session of both House and Senate opening with Scripture readings and prayer to Almighty God.
The loss of this treasure is an irreplaceable loss to the
American people.
A Lost Masterpiece
In 1848, a magnificent painting, entitled “The First Prayer
Another letter forwarded to me, this time addressed to
in Congress” was executed by T.H. Matheson. This work of
Mr. Grant Mydland, Assistant to Assistant Secretary, Departart aptly captures the forefathers’ spirit of humility and dependment of the Interior, Fish and Wildlife, National Park
ence on God in accomplishing their difficult task. Since the
Service, Washington, D.C., and dated January 12, 1989, stated
1950’s the original of this great Matheson painting which plays
the following:
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