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Benjamin Rush January 4, 1746

Virtue, Education, and the Safeguarding of Liberty

Historical Spotlight

January 4 marks the birthday of Benjamin Rush, one
of the most intellectually serious, morally grounded,
and sadly, forgotten founders of the American
Republic. A signer of the
Declaration of Independence,
physician, educator, and reformer,
Rush believed that liberty is never
self-sustaining. It must be formed,

taught, and guarded.

Rush warned early Americans
that freedom could be lost not
only through tyranny, but through
neglect - especially the neglect of
education and virtue.

For Rush, education was not
merely about producing skilled
workers or informed voters. It was
about shaping character. A republic,
he argued, depends on citizens capable of governing
themselves - and self-government requires moral
restraint.

'This is why Rush insisted that education in a free
society must be grounded in moral and religious
truth:

“The only foundation for a useful education in a
republic is to be laid in religion.”

- Benjamin Rush, Thoughts Upon the Mode of
Education Proper in a Republic (1786)

Rush was not advocating for coercion or theocracy.
Rather, he understood a simple reality the Founders
shared: laws cannot restrain a people who lack virtue,
and liberty cannot survive when citizens abandon
moral responsibility. His life embodied this

conviction.

During the devastating yellow
tever epidemic of 1793, Rush
remained in Philadelphia while
many fled, treating the sick at
great personal risk. He also stood
as an early abolitionist, declaring
slavery incompatible with both
Christianity and the principles of
the Revolution. For Rush,
freedom always carried duty.

Why it Matters Today

'This year is a very special year of
remembrance for our nation - our
“Super Centennial” birthday. Recalling the words of
Benjamin Rush can help us build upon the mere
declaration of liberty and move it into a full and
formative understanding in classrooms, homes,
churches and the consciences of the people. Virtue
can lead us towards a fuller ideal of what a Republic
should be. The Founders only began this

experiment in liberty. It is our job to maintain it.

My peaple are destroyed for lack of knowledge.”
Hosea 4:6
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