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Benjamin Rush occupies a distinctive place among the
educational thinkers of the early American republic. While he is
widely remembered for advocating a system of public
education, his writings reveal a more nuanced vision—one
rooted in the primacy of early formation within the family and
in the central role of the Bible as a foundational text for moral
and intellectual development. His famous essay, 4 Defence of
the Use of the Bible as a School Book, provides the clearest
window into his educational philosophy (Rush, 1791). There,
Rush argues not merely for the presence of Scripture in schools
but for its formative power in shaping character, conscience,
and civic virtue.

At the heart of Rush’s educational thought lies a conviction shared by many eighteenth-century
reformers: education is fundamentally about the cultivation of virtue. He believed that the habits
and moral sensibilities formed in childhood determine the trajectory of a person’s life, and that
the earliest impressions—received primarily within the home—are the most enduring. For Rush,
parents functioned as the first educators, and the household served as the primary context in
which children learned obedience, responsibility, and reverence. Public education, in his view,
was meant to reinforce these foundations, not replace them (Rush, 1791).

The Bible as the Core Text of Formation

Rush’s defense of Scripture in education rests on both theological and civic grounds. He argued
that the Bible provides the most comprehensive moral framework available to a free society,
offering narratives, commandments, and principles capable of shaping the conscience of young
learners (Rush, 1791). Unlike texts that merely convey information, Scripture forms judgment by
presenting moral exemplars and by cultivating habits of reflection.

In his treatise, Rush contends that the removal of the Bible from education would weaken the
moral fabric of the nation. He saw the text not as sectarian doctrine but as a shared moral
inheritance that could unify citizens around common ethical principles (Rush, 1791). In this
respect, the Bible functioned as a cultural and pedagogical anchor, grounding the educational
process in a coherent vision of human nature and responsibility.
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Rush frequently pointed to passages that emphasize the formative responsibility of parents and
the power of early instruction. One such text is Proverbs 22:6:

“Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old, he will not depart from it.”
Another foundational passage is Deuteronomy 6:6—7, where parents are instructed:

“And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them
diligently to your children...”

Rush interpreted such texts as a model for education itself—an image of learning woven into
daily life rather than confined to formal institutions (Rush, 1791).

He also drew upon 2 Timothy 3:16—17, which describes Scripture as:

“breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in
righteousness.”

For Rush, this text articulated the pedagogical value of the Bible, highlighting its role not only in
conveying doctrine but in shaping moral reasoning and discipline (Rush, 1791).

Early Formation and the Structure of Schooling

Rush’s advocacy for public education cannot be separated from his commitment to early moral
formation. He did not envision schools as autonomous institutions responsible for producing
virtue independently of the family. Instead, he imagined a partnership in which schools extended
the work of parents by providing literacy, shared knowledge, and reinforcement of moral
principles (Rush, 1791).

The practical form of schooling he supported reflected this philosophy. The small, local, multi-
age classroom—Iater embodied in the one-room schoolhouse—mirrored the relational dynamics
of the household. Older students assisted younger ones, fostering responsibility and mentorship,
while the teacher guided the entire group as a moral and intellectual community. This structure
preserved the familial character of learning, ensuring that education remained relational rather
than bureaucratic.

Religion, Conscience, and Civic Life

Rush believed that the health of a republic depended on the character of its citizens, and that
character was inseparable from moral and religious formation. The Bible, in his view, provided a
shared ethical vocabulary capable of sustaining civic trust and social cohesion (Rush, 1791).
Without such a foundation, he feared that liberty would deteriorate into disorder.
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He argued that exposure to Scripture cultivates habits of self-examination and moral
accountability, preparing individuals to exercise freedom responsibly. This perspective reflects
his broader understanding of education as preparation for citizenship, where intellectual
competence must be accompanied by moral discipline.

Education as a Continuum of Formation

Taken together, Rush’s writings present education as a continuum beginning in the family,
reinforced in schools, and sustained through participation in civic and religious communities.
The Bible served as the thread connecting these spheres, providing a consistent moral framework
across contexts. His vision resists the modern fragmentation of education into private and public
domains, instead portraying formation as an integrated process that shapes the whole person.

Conclusion

Benjamin Rush’s educational philosophy reflects a synthesis of family-centered formation,
public responsibility, and biblical moral instruction. By advocating the use of Scripture as a
foundational text and by emphasizing the formative power of early childhood experiences, he
articulated a vision of education aimed not merely at intellectual achievement but at the
cultivation of virtuous citizens. His support for public schooling was therefore not a departure
from family-centered education but an extension of it, designed to reinforce the moral habits first
nurtured in the home.

Rush’s thought reminds us that education, in its deepest sense, is about shaping character and
conscience. The institutions of schooling, however necessary, derive their strength from the
formative work of families and from the moral frameworks that guide both private and public
life. Through his insistence on the Bible as a central text and on early formation as the
foundation of learning, Rush offers a vision of education that remains strikingly holistic—one in
which knowledge, virtue, and civic responsibility are inseparably linked.
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Pastor-ready bullet points: Benjamin Rush on education, early formation, and the Bible as
curriculum

1) Rush treats education as formation, not mere information

e Rush’s core burden is moral and religious formation—the shaping of conscience,
habits, and virtue—not just academic attainment.

o He argues that religious instruction is most useful when given early, because early
impressions shape lifelong patterns.

2) Rush assumes the home is the first “school”

o Rush explicitly appeals to a parental model of instruction: parents teaching children the
words of God in the rhythms of daily life—at home, in ordinary routines.

o Biblical anchor (ESV): Deuteronomy 6:6—7 — “You shall teach them diligently to your
children...”

o For pastors: Rush is essentially saying, “This is the template for formation—
family discipleship first.”

3) Rush argues the Bible should function as a schoolbook

e Rush’s case is not merely “allow the Bible in schools,” but use it as a central text
because it forms mind and morals together.

e He presents Scripture as uniquely suited to educate the whole person—memory,
understanding, moral judgment, and habits.

4) Rush links biblical formation to the health of the republic

e His logic: a free society depends on citizens with internal moral restraint; without
virtue, liberty collapses. His education argument is therefore civic as well as spiritual.

e Pastor framing: “Rush believed the republic’s public life rests on private virtue—formed
early.”

5) Rush’s schooling vision is compatible with small, local, relational models

e While Rush advocates public education, the tract assumes a human-scale, relational
approach (the opposite of industrial, age-siloed bureaucracy). That’s consistent with the
period’s common practice: small schools with mixed ages—more like family learning
than factory sorting.
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e Pastor application: “This supports community-embedded schooling that strengthens—
rather than displaces—parents.”

6) Rush uses Scripture explicitly to support Bible-centered formation
In the tract, he directly invokes:
e Deuteronomy 6 as a parent-centered instructional model (home-based, daily formation).

e John 5:39 (“Search the Scriptures...”) appears as an explicit exhortation within the
tract’s closing material.

(And for pastors, you can add biblically faithful “support texts” Rush would be harmonious
with—without claiming he cited them—such as Proverbs 22:6; 2 Timothy 3:16—17; Psalm 78:5—
7.)

Pastoral Cross-References
(Biblical texts that align with Rush's educational vision but are not directly cited by Rush)
Formation begins in the home

e Proverbs 22:6 (ESV)
“Train up a child in the way he should go, even when he is old he will not depart from
ir.”

- Reinforces Rush’s emphasis on early moral formation.

e Psalm 78:5-7 (ESV)
“...that the next generation might know them... and set their hope in God.”

~ Frames education as generational discipleship.

Scripture as formative curriculum

e 2 Timothy 3:16-17 (ESV)
“All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching...”
~ Supports the idea of Scripture shaping character and judgment.

Education as covenantal transmission

o Ephesians 6:4 (ESV)
“...bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.”

~ Highlights parental responsibility for formation.

© 2026 Theresa Willen.
Permission is granted to share this document in its entirety for non-commercial educational or ministry use with
attribution. All other uses require written permission.



\é% Truth and
s Transformation
How to introduce them verbally
You could simply say:

“Benjamin Rush explicitly pointed to Deuteronomy 6 as a model for education.
These additional passages help us see how deeply that vision resonates with the broader biblical
pattern of family-centered formation.”

Practical “next-step” bullets pastors can use this week

e Re-teach Deuteronomy 6 as the church’s default posture: parents are primary
disciplers; the church equips them.

e Launch a family formation rhythm: weekly Scripture reading plan + catechesis +
hymn/psalm.

o Normalize intergenerational learning: older students mentoring younger mirrors
household formation and strengthens the community.

o Frame education as a discipleship question: “What kind of person is this forming?” not
only “What is this teaching?”

© 2026 Theresa Willen.
Permission is granted to share this document in its entirety for non-commercial educational or ministry use with
attribution. All other uses require written permission.



