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t Is well kNowN amoNg closer studeNts of hIstory, whether profes- sion-
al or lay, that modern secular culture is achieving dramatic results in abolishing the past as a critical 
factor in man’s consciousness.(1) Not the least successful technique, and one apparently much too 
subtle even for orwell and huxley to have conceived, is the manufacturing of  historical pasts and un-
derstandings in the bourgeois consumer society, where they are hawked about by newspapers, weekly 

newsmagazines, television commentators, book publishers, and “schools” of  historiography in the universi-
ties. Indeed, the degradation of  the past has been accomplished so swiftly that millions of  americans, including 
supreme court justices, congressmen, and presidents can celebrate the Bicentennial of  the united states, a na-

tion founded historically on the god-given and “unalienable rights” of  life, liberty, and the pursuit of  happiness, 
while claiming that a woman ought to be able legally to murder her own child.(2)
 Now there is simply no arguing from the historical record that abortion, or any other kind of  murder is com-

patible in any way, however cleverly redefined, with the values of  the Founding Fathers. It was criminal to them as it 
must always be to men of  reason. this is not opinion but historical fact. Jefferson, John adams, madison, washing-
ton, rush, franklin, charles carroll of  carrollton, and scores of  other patriots of  the american revolution testify, 
without exception, to the objective reality of  natural law and those “unalienable rights” which it is government’s 
purpose to serve.
 that the american nation was founded on natural law, as the declaration of  Independence makes clear, is 
something which legitimate history ought to take seriously. even if  the declaration had said nothing about the natural 
rights of  life, liberty, and the pursuit of  happiness, and all the other charters of  our revolution were equally silent 
on this great theme-which is demonstrably not the case-the truth would remain that the fathers of  this country knew 
in their sanity that commonwealths must be built on fundamental law. this was obvious to them as it had been to the 
overwhelming majority of  the world’s people, east and west; the law was “written in their hearts. “(3) more often 
than not, as was customary with the founding fathers, they took for granted in their writings and speeches “certain 
unalienable rights” that no one in his right mind would question. tyrannous government, they knew, needed to be 
reminded and chastised for its insolence; hence, the absolute, articulately worded declaration of  Independence. this 

In the following article on Benjamin Rush, Donald J. D’Elia continues his series on the founding fa-
thers which began with Thomas Jefferson in the last issue. Rush makes a particularly interesting study 
because he was avowedly Christian-not to say Catholic-in his approach to the American Revolution. 
Dr. D’Elia presents here both the early optimistic Rush and the later pessimist. The central drama 
concerns the building of  the kingdom of  God on earth-and America’s identity or dis-identity with that 
kingdom. The series will continue next quarter with John Adams.



2

point that governmental law must follow natural law is 
illustrated even more strikingly in the argument over the 
need for a written Bill of  rights, where its critics main-
tained with remarkable prescience that natural and posi-
tive law should not be confounded, lest the ever ambi-
tious state encroach upon the former. they were right, 
of  course, in fearing that their descendants, robbed of  
the common and true past, would be seduced into paying 
too generous a coin of  tribute to caesar.

 Not only, in this pre-kantian age, did the ameri-
can patriot’s own reason teach him that government was 
his servant in these matters that touched the infinite 
worth and dignity of  the human person. his mental at-
titudes and convictions were formed historically, in the 
widest sense, as well as ontologically. It is true that he was 
protestant or post-protestant, except for signer charles 
carroll of  carrollton and a few other catholic leaders, 
but a Jefferson or an adams was still, for all that, very 
much a son of  the catholic west in basic philosophic 
outlook. the Virginian admittedly succumbed to the 
fashionable naturalism of  the enlightenment, apparently 
never realizing the anti-intellectualism of  his position; 
and crotchety John adams, equally sincere and intelli-
gent, but accepting the fact of  revelation, seems to have 
kept his crude and invincibly ignorant understanding of  
catholicism to the end. yet, both men, whatever the de-
gree of  their post-protestantism, were typical of  the rev-
olutionary leadership in recognizing and seeking to apply 
in their age time-honored christian social principles. st. 
thomas’s “good is to be done and sought for, evil is to 
be avoided”(4) was the wisdom they accepted.

rush’s BackgrouNd

 given this unique char-
acter of  the american found-
ing fathers, we would expect to 
find some good and some bad-
but all instructive-in a serious 
consideration of  the political 
traditions they established. In 
order to maximize the positive, 
it is helpful to focus this study on dr. Benjamin rush 
(1746-1813), another protestant signer of  the declara-
tion of  Independence, who was unique in being profess-
edly christian in every way about his understanding of  
the american revolution. rush’s christocentric philoso-
phy of  the american revolution may be viewed as a kind 
of  summa of  the times, indeed the most comprehensive 

doctrine from any founding father on the meaning of  
the independence of  the united states in the economy 
of  salvation.(5) a close analysis of  the development of  
rush’s theory will reveal both the strengths and weak-
nesses of  the early american vision of  the political or-
der.

 like all of  the colonial leaders who resisted the 
British government’s totalitarian ambitions in 1776, rush 
was well educated at home and in school and college in 
the historical values of  christendom, values which he and 
his teachers could only derive from secondary protestant 
authorities. professor James J. walsh clearly demonstrates 
in his book The Education of  the Founding Fathers that the Col-
lege of  New Jersey (now princeton), where rush graduated, 
harvard, yale, the college of  philadelphia (now univer-
sity of  pennsylvania), william and mary, king’s college 
(now columbia), Queens college (now rutgers), and the 
other colonial colleges required work of  their students 
very much like that of  the medieval catholic universities. 
graduating seniors had to defend their theses publicly 
at commencements, following the tradition of  scholasti-
cism, and the titles and contents of  these papers were 
little different from those debated, say, at the university 
of  paris in the thirteenth century.(6) the sacred freedom 
and immortality of  the person, his rights and duties under 
natural law, and the claims of  revelation were medieval 
and enduring truths that rush and every other founding 
father learned, in greater or lesser degree, in the colleges 
and schools of  christian america. rush elaborated his 
own views in a letter to Jefferson:

we may momentarily pass over the veiled reference to 
catholicism (and anglicanism) here to further establish 
rush’s belief  that the new american public order was 
built on christian principles. In arguing that the Bible 
should be used to teach christianity in the public schools, 
he wrote:

I have always considered christianity as the 
strong ground of  republicanism. the spirit is 
opposed, not only to the splendor, but even to 
the very forms of  monarchy, and many of  its 
precepts have for their objects republican liberty 
and equality as well as simplicity, integrity, and 
economy in government. It is only necessary for 
republicanism to ally itself  to the christian reli-
gion to overturn all the corrupted political and 
religious institutions in the world.(7)

a christian cannot fail of  being a republican. the 
history of  the creation of  man, and of  the rela-
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while it is true that rush may have confused legitimate 
monarchy with divine right monarchy, he clearly rec-
ognized that the “divine right of  kings or states”-total-
itarianism is what rush and the other founders of  the 
american nation would call it today-violated god’s law. 
everyone who knew history, knew this.

 these and other truths about the nature and 
dignity of  man, deriving ultimately from classical and 
medieval times, were ‘self-evident’ to the signers of  the 
declaration of  Independence and remain so to men and 
women of  right thinking. rush, adams, Jefferson, madi-
son, and the revolutionary leadership in general, con-
sciously or otherwise knowing the office and limitations 
of  reason, had no doubt about man’s natural rights to 
life, liberty, and the pursuit of  happiness, even if  they 
naively credited minor protestant thinkers like richard 
hooker, John milton, and John locke rather than st. 
thomas, cardinal Bellarmine, and suarez. “reason and 
religion have the same objects,” rush asserted with that 
decisiveness characteristic of  the founders.”they are in 
no one instance opposed to each other. on the contrary, 
reason is nothing but imperfect religion, and religion is 
nothing but perfect reason.”(9) how could rush and the 
others, born and reared in a culture already declining into 
post-protestantism, appreciate the anti-historical charac-
ter of  the protestant revolution. But the point is that 
the founding father’s past as western men had not been 
abolished, as is fast becoming the case with ours. theirs 
had not been abolished, only changed and rendered su-
perficial in its dimensions by their ancestors’s defection 
from the church, the mother of  history. they knew the 
`self-evident’ truths and built a nation on them, even if  
they did not know the ultimate historical sources and 
continuities. they believed that god watched over their 
city, and that was enough.

 the curriculum at princeton included logic, eth-

ics, rhetoric, classical languages, hebrew, natural phi-
losophy, and metaphysics, subjects from the trivium and 
quadrivium of  the middle ages. logic and ethics were 
emphasized, and a young man came away from instruc-
tion with confidence in the nature and extent of  his rea-
soning faculty and belief  in absolute values. In the 1750’s, 
60’s, and 70’s, when the revolutionary generation was 
educated, the onslaught of  kantian subjectivism had not 
yet begun and men were sure of  their ability rationally to 
arrive at truth. the corrosion of  the western mind had, 
in fact, started long ago, but protestant america and its 
institutions enjoyed in relative isolation a kind of  diluted 
synthesis of  reason and revelation which, in contrast to 
the ferment of  doubt in europe, was never seriously chal-
lenged until after the american revolution, and then by 
a few enlightenment philosophes like Jefferson, thomas 
paine, elihu palmer, and ethan allen.(10)

 moreover, most of  the academies and colleges 
had been established as seminaries for the preparation 
and training of  ministers, and they possessed an ethos 
which excluded skepticism in any recognizably modern 
form. realism was unquestioned, but it was still a mod-
erate or ‘common sense’ realism.(11) the young minds 
formed in this liberal arts tradition were quick to see the 
invasion of  their natural and civil rights when the time 
came. there was nothing muddled about their logic, their 
apprehension of  reality. the best of  them always tried 
to bring their facts under the governance of  principles 
and, scorning what would later be called moral relativism, 
grasped right from wrong with a precision of  understand-
ing. ‘Indeed, in a true sense, american independence was 
won not on the playing fields but in the lecture halls of  
the colonial colleges. and it is this blending of  faith and 
reason in a strongly metaphysical atmosphere which ac-
counts for much of  the good, especially in theory, behind 
the original american dream.

 the degree to which faith and reason were com-
bined in the thinking of  the professors who taught rush-
and most if  not all of  the other college men who made up 
half  of  the delegates to the continental congress-may be 
illustrated in rev. samuel davies (1721-1761), president 
of  the College of  New Jersey and Rush’s most influential 
teacher. Before coming to princeton, davies had played 

tion of  our species to each other by birth, which 
is recorded in the old testament, is the best 
refutation that can be given to the divine right 
of  kings, and the strongest argument that can be 
used in favor of  the original and natural equality 
of  all mankind. a christian, I say again, cannot 
fail of  being a republican, for every precept of  
the gospel inculcates those degrees of  humility, 
self-denial, and brotherly kindness, which are di-
rectly opposed to the pride of  monarchy and the 
pageantry of  a court. (8)
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a leading role in the revival of  christianity known as the 
great awakening which swept the colonies at mid-cen-
tury and helped cause the american revolution in ways 
that historians are just beginning to understand.(12) a 
brilliant, largely self-educated classicist and orator, da-
vies had attended an evangelical presbyterian seminary or 
“school of  the prophets” in pennsylvania, where he had 
been taught that reason and revelation complemented 
each other in an organic synthesis of  truth. at princeton, 
which was modeled on davies’ alma mater, rush and 
other young patriots were inculcated with the perennial 
truth that man is made in the image of  god and accord-
ingly possesses infinite worth and natural rights and du-
ties.

 davies exhorted his students in Religion and Public 
Spirit, a commencement address of  1760, to be  “proper 
agents” of  god charged with “an indispensable ob-
ligation” to be like david, “the Servant of  God and his 
Generation.”(13) “he suffered, he fought, he reigned, he 
prophecied, he sung, he performed every thing, to serve 
his generation, according to the will of  god.”(14) each 
of  them, davies said with profound christian sincerity, 
must be formed of  true religion and true public spirit, 
“the truly good and useful man; a proper member of  
human society; and even of  the grand community of  
angels and saints.” he continued

 

rush and his fellow-students must be apostles of  love.

repuBlIcaN chrIsteNdom

 this ideal of  christendom, and his role as an 
apostle in its realization, together explain Benjamin 
rush’s part in the american revolution. the fact that 
rush was as a protestant cut off  from a living and specif-
ic interpreter of  the principles upon which christendom 
must be based likewise explains the weaknesses in rush’s 
approach. It must first be said that both as a member of  

congress and as a volunteer physician at the Battle of  
princeton, he was inspired by president davies’s dream 
of  a new christian order of  love. “I am and have been 
several years before the memorable 1776 a republican in 
principle,” he wrote of  his christian theory of  the amer-
ican revolution, “not only because I conceive republican 
governments are most conformable to reason but to rev-
elation likewise. the pride of  monarchy and the servil-
ity of  that state which it induces in all its subjects are 
alike contrary to the humility and dignity of  the christian 
character.

 It is the spirit of  the gospel (though unacknowl-
edged) which is now rooting monarchy out of  the world. 
truth in this case is springing up from that earth which 
helped the woman .... how truly worthy of  a god who 
styles himself  love is that religion which is opposed to 
everything which disturbs or violates the order and hap-
piness of  society, whether that society consists in the re-
lation of  individuals or of  nations to each other . . . . I 
anticipate with a joy which I cannot describe the speedy 
end of  the misery of  the africans, of  the tyranny of  
kings .... connected with the same events, I anticipate the 
end of  war and such a superlative tenderness for human 
life as will exterminate capital punishments from all our 
systems of  legislation. In the meanwhile let us not be 
idle with such prospects before our eyes. Heaven works 
by instruments, and even supernatural prophecies 
are fulfilled by natural means. It is possible we may 
not live to witness the approaching regeneration of  
our world, but the more active we are in bringing 
it about, the more fitted we shall be for that world 
where justice and benevolence eternally prevail. (em-
phasis added)(16)

 the american revolution, to this signer of  the 
declaration of  Independence, was nothing less than the 
divine opportunity for man to reconstruct the world on 
christian principles. “at present we wish `liberty to the 
whole world’,” rush noted to a friend. “But the next 
touch of  the celestial magnet upon the human heart will 
direct it into wishes for the salvation of  all mankind.”(17) 
and in his ecumenical address of  1788 to all christian 
ministers, including roman catholic priests, he pleaded 
for their leadership as agents of  social charity:

public spirit and Benevolence without religion 
is but a warm affection for the subjects, to the 
Neglect of  their sovereign; or a partiality for the 
children in contempt of  their father, who is 
infinitely more worthy of  Love. And Religion 
without public spirit and Benevolence is but a 
sullen, selfish, sour and malignant Humour for 
devotion, unworthy that sacred Name. “for 
if  a man love not his Brother, whom he hath 
seen, how can he love god whom he hath not 
seen?”(15)

america has taught the nations of  europe by her 
example to be free, and it is to be hoped she will 
soon teach them to govern themselves. let her ad-
vance one step further-and teach mankind that it 
is possible for christians of  different denomina-
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tions to love each other and to unite in the advancement 
of  their common interests. By the gradual operation 
of  such natural means, the kingdoms of  this world are 
probably to become the kingdoms of  the prince of  righ-
teousness and peace.(18)

 Americans were predestined in God’s salvific plan 
to be the first of  the world’s people to live in a premil-
lennial state of  grace and brotherly love. the reign of  
natural law and rights, victorious over British totalitarian-
ism and celebrated in the declaration of  Independence, 
would soon give way to the messianic kingdom. history, 
whole in its mysterious christian character and unper-
verted by secularizing mentalities, was being fulfilled.

 regrettably for rush, it was precisely in the spe-
cific application of  Christianity to American institutions 
that the general principles of  the natural law were no lon-
ger a sufficient guide. For Rush, unable to authoritatively 
identity that church which unfolds the kingdom of  god 
on earth, confused god’s kingdom with the american 
state. the “spirit of  the gospel,” rush believed, had 
produced the miracle of  the federal constitution. “I do 
not believe that the constitution was the offspring of  in-
spiration, but I am as perfectly satisfied that the Union of  
the states, in its form and adoption, is as much the work 
of  a divine providence as any of  the miracles recorded in 
the old and New testaments were the effects of  a divine 
power.”(19) the federal and state constitutions were, 
as republican forms of  government, “the best reposito-
ries of  the gospel: I therefore suppose they are intended 
as preludes to a glorious manifestation of  its power and 
influence upon the hearts of  men.”(20) “Justice has de-
scended from heaven to dwell in our land, and ample 
restitution has at last been made to human nature by our 
new constitution for all the injuries she has sustained in 
the old world from arbitrary government, false religions, 
and unlawful commerce.”(21) again, we pass over the 
reference to Catholicism, despite its significance here, in 
order to clarify rush’s views. for as he put it, “the lan-
guage of  these free and equal governments seems to be 
like that of  John the Baptist of  old. ‘prepare ye the way 
of  the lord-make his paths strait’. “(22) christ, the lord 
of  history, the “‘life of  the world,’ ‘the prince of  life,’ 
and ‘life’ itself, in the New testament”(23) was liberating 
man once and for all from violence of  every kind; and 
the new federal constitution, rush believed, guaranteed 
man’s right to participate in divine life and freedom. (24)
rush’s christocentric theory of  the american revolution 
was, as we have noted, much more explicit and systematic 

than that of  the other fathers. and, of  course, there is 
no denying that with some of  the revolutionary leader-
ship a tenaciously held belief  in natural law had become 
detached from its historical source in christ. even with 
rush himself  in his middle years, it is clear that the Zeit-
geist of  the eighteenth-century enlightenment was dan-
gerously close to obscuring whatever remained of  cath-
olic truth in the modern world. as has been suggested, 
republican constitutions-like his king James Bible-were 
in effect divinized, even though wisdom and rush’s con-
temporary and favorite poet, alexander pope, warned, 
“for forms of  government let fools contest; whate’er 
is best administer’d is best.”(26) politics was assigned an 
unwarranted primacy in his vague doctrine of  “chris-
tian republicanism,” foreshadowing nineteenth-century 
marxism’s politicizing of  reality. a heady millenialism, 
defiant of  centuries of  cautioning by St. Augustine and 
others, was ingratiated into the whole as a thinly disguised 
variant of  the enlightenment’s bourgeois historicism and 
progressivism. and america, not christ and his church, 
threatened to usurp the role of  liberator of  mankind in 
an easily recognized messianism. (27)

 It was precisely this eschatological chauvinism-
this confusion of  america with the kingdom of  god-
that prevented rush, even in his most idealistic moments, 
from following his master’s advice to “seek ye therefore 
first the kingdom of  God and his justice.”(28) There was 
no distinction between first and second in his mind when 
it came to god’s kingdom and america, republicanism 
and the Church. Thus his magnificent efforts to change 
the world, by his own confession, foundered in temporal-
ism and, ultimately, ended in bitter disillusionment with 
all kinds of  revolutionary activism. “since the year 1790,” 
rush wrote at the close of  the century,

I have taken no part in the disputes or parties 
of  our country. my retirement from political pur-
suits and labors was founded upon a conviction 
that all I had done, or could do for my country 
would be fruitless, and that things would assume 
the same course in america, that they had done 
in europe, and from similar causes, and that dis-
order would reign everywhere until the coming 
of  the messiah. this disorder is perhaps neces-
sary to form a contrast to his divine and peace-
ful government. `offences must come.’ tyranny, 
anarchy, war, debt, standing armies &c are the 
natural consequences of  liberty and power un-
controlled by the spirit of  christianity. they must 
therefore exist, perhaps to furnish an opportu-
nity of  a display of  divine power in destroying 
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It is this last despair that any good can be done in the 
public order that reveals the full import of  the short-
comings of  rush’s earlier optimistic position. It also fully 
explains rush’s hints that catholicism was a corrupt re-
ligion, similar in the nature of  its corruption to monar-
chy. for rush never came to grips with any principle of  
authority on this earth. In his initial identification of  the 
kingdom of  god with american republicanism, he had 
expected all good to arise spontaneously from mankind 
as a whole. the constitution itself  had replaced a long-
rejected hierarchy as the chief  vehicle of  grace. this 
alone was thought sufficient to activate the operations of  
the natural law rush cherished in his heart. the absur-
dity of  this position became obvious by events, and rush 
then set aside all political ambition to wait for the coming 
of  a kingdom characterized, as he said, by the absolute 
monarchy of  God. It is a pity that he could find no re-
flection of  this heavenly order in the world of  time. He 
failed to see any connection between authority wielded 
by god and authority wielded by men. In consequence, 
he could give natural law neither its divine moorings nor 
its specific human application.

 had rush recognized that papal authority was 
precisely the missing link between divine law and human 
stewardship, he would have avoided both his confusion 
of  republicanism with the kingdom of  god and his later 
despair of  ever building christendom. for rush would 
have then discovered an external and inviolable principal 
of  human and divine authority against which he might 
have very specifically judged even the directions of  the 
american state. In the central authority of  christ’s own 
church, rush would have found the means to preserve 
and act on his understanding of  the natural law. as it 
was, this founding father, bewildered by the failure of  
his first dream, was forced to abandon his former legiti-
mate hope of  applying natural law to nature. But even 
in his confusion he at least settled on half  of  the truth. 
he recognized rightly not that nothing positive can be 
done here below, but that perfect peace and harmony 
can come only at the parousia-that there is no paradise 
to be built on earth by men, and no political form to 
guarantee its success. Rush finally began to distinguish 
the spiritual from the temporal kingdom.

 And so, having exhausted an honest but superfi-
cial doctrine of  the american revolution, one essentially 
more enlightenment than christian, Benjamin rush 
advanced in his later years beyond what the less chris-
tian founding fathers could hope to see. he glimpsed 
an eternal christendom, resembling in some ways what 
pope paul VI has called in our day the dawning “civiliza-
tion of  love”.(30) this, at least, was truly a christocentric 
commentary on the american revolution, born of  expe-
rience itself. In our search for the real america in these 
Bicentenniel years we could do no better than to medi-
tate on the relevance of  this christocentric philosophy 
for our own times of  national and world crisis.

them .... I have abstracted my attention from the 
operations of  human governments, and directed 
it wholly to that kingdom in wh:ch there shall 
be absolute monarchy with perfect freedom, un-
controlled power, with universal justice,, perpet-
ual safety without fleets and armies, unparalleled 
splendor supported without taxes or a national 
debt, and general equality of  rights without dis-
respect for superiors. this kingdom I believe will 
be administered in person by our saviour upon 
our globe.(29)
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