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(This speech delivered by PHC freshman, Zachary Simmons, at the PHCI Indianapolis event.)
            We the People of the United States are heirs of a union more perfect than any other in history – one of justice, tranquility, welfare, and liberty, secured for centuries by our fathers to us, their posterity. The most far-sighted of the framers could hardly imagine in 1787 as they forged our Constitution the amazing prosperity, unity, and abiding freedom our country has enjoyed for over two centuries. With these amazing benefits, We the People have inherited an enormous responsibility. The founders clearly expressed their concern for the ability of their distant successors to preserve the liberty the Constitution entrusted to them. On the last day of the Constitutional Convention, just before the signing of the document, Benjamin Franklin praised the Constitution, but realized that it alone would not preserve the country forever. “I think … there is no form of Government but what may be a blessing to the people if well administered,” he remarked, but he feared that America would go the way of other nations in history “when the people shall become so corrupted as to need despotic Government, being incapable of any other.” In order to guard our liberty with vigilance, we need to carefully examine our own generation to ensure that we do not fulfill Franklin’s sober prediction. Liberty is not a given; it must be actively preserved.
            
            Historian Paul Johnson states, “That Constitution has survived, where so many imitations all over the world have failed, not only because it was democratically constructed and freely adopted by the people, but precisely because it has been obeyed – by both government and people.” There are several key areas in which the attitude and action of American citizens will dynamically shape the future of our country. Chief among them are the deliberate exercise of civic duty, the faithful preservation of moral and religious character, and the responsible use of Constitutional rights.
 
            The founding fathers realized that freedom must be preserved against human nature itself. That is why the Constitution so carefully separates powers among the legislative, executive, and judicial branches, and provides checks and balances on each. Of these checks and balances, Washington remarks, “To preserve them must be as necessary as to institute them.” In other words, We the People cannot simply sit back and blame the beginnings of tyranny on the leaders we have elected. We must take an active role in preserving the structure of the Constitution.
 
            Congressmen are chosen by “We the People.” That means that the laws we have reflect who we are. People love to complain about politicians – it’s one of America’s favorite pastimes. But perhaps we would do well to recognize, as electors, that our government is a direct reflection of the moral character of the American people as a whole. The right to be such a large part in our country’s decisions about revenue, commerce, the postal system, the penal system, the military, and all the other powers given to Congress in Article 1 is wonderful; and it brings a massive responsibility to make educated and wise choices of the leaders who will make the ultimate decisions on these issues.
 
            The executive branch was highly feared, especially by Anti-Federalists, coming on the heels of the despotism of colonial Britain and the tyranny of the Stuart and Hanoverian kings. The checks placed on the executive branch have effectively prevented that kind of tyranny in America, yet allow enough power to ensure that the laws and defense of the land are carried out. This balance is vital, because as we look toward the future, we must realize that, although we have no Stalins or Hitlers in our national past, such will arise if We the People become corrupt and deceivable enough to be swayed by the lies such dictators promoted.
 
            Whereas the executive was greatly feared and thus carefully controlled, the judicial branch, though intended to be the weakest, has gradually gained more power. In this branch, the danger is that the Constitution, that is, the Rule of Law so vital to freedom, may be ignored or undermined on the whim of a few. George Washington, again, urges, “If, in the opinion of the people, the distribution or modification of the constitutional powers be in any particular wrong, let it be corrected by an amendment in the way which the constitution designates. But let there be no change by usurpation.” We can’t simply complain from the sidelines, though, when this principle is violated; judicial relativism simply stems from the moral and philosophical relativism that pervades academia and the everyday thought of We the People.
 
            So far we have only discussed what citizens need to do in America. But the freedom of a people is not tied just to the execution of certain duties. Who we are – the moral, religious, and faithful fiber of America – is even more foundational. John Adams once said, “Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate for the government of any other.”
            
            Most of the founders were classically trained, and they saw the connection between character and freedom throughout history and literature. The Roman historian Sallust blamed the success of the treasonous conspirator Catiline on the “corruption of the public morals.” Livy directly attributed the fall of the Roman Republic and the rise of tyrannical emperors to moral decay among the ordinary citizens, in a time, he said, “when we can endure neither our vices nor their remedies.” Washington seems to echo these classics in his farewell address when he says, “Can it be, that Providence has not connected the permanent felicity of a Nation with its Virtue? The experiment, at least, is recommended by every sentiment which ennobles human nature. Alas! is it rendered impossible by its vices?” If we try to separate faith from freedom, morality from justice, America can easily become another Rome. But a vigorous, faithful people by the grace of their Maker can make America prosper as no other nation before it.
 
            Finally, I would like to reemphasize an often forgotten aspect of citizenship: the connection between rights and responsibilities. The Bill of Rights, so sacred to every American, cannot exist without corresponding responsibility. For an obvious example, the second amendment right to keep and bear arms necessarily implies the responsibility to use those arms safely and legally. What we more often forget is that the rights like free speech and press imply a responsibility to be completely truthful and charitable. When freedom is handled irresponsibly, tyrants are going to be tempted to remove it. When liberty becomes license – that’s where tyranny begins.
            
            It has taken and still takes a lot of sweat, blood, and sacrifice to preserve a more perfect union, justice, and the blessings of liberty.  We have great examples in our history of countless courageous statesmen, stalwart soldiers, and valiant veterans who have upheld the Constitution.  Our memories of the fierce battles in our history and the reality of the War on Terror today are full of brilliant heroes.  Then there are the ordinary parents, workers, students, and voters, fulfilling the everyday responsibilities that uphold our freedom.  The next generation must be willing to follow in their footsteps.  If we do not add responsibility to our liberty, freedoms will slip away.  
 
            We have discussed several key tasks that We the People need to achieve.  In order to protect our rights, we must fulfill our responsibilities. In order to protect our freedom, we must exercise moral self-restraint.  In order to protect our opportunity for suffrage, we must exercise it wisely.  To protect the Rule of Law, based on the eternal, unchanging character of God himself, we must protect the Constitution.  Otherwise, we will lose our rights and privileges, and the rule of law will end in America.  But if we, in the words of the mission statement of Patrick Henry College, “will lead our nation and shape our culture with timeless biblical values and fidelity to the spirit of the American founding,” then by the grace of God, we will show that, in the words of Lincoln, “this nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.”


