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			Introduction

			Somewhere in early 2016, I had an epiphany in my life. I do not know the actual date, but I know the causes. These causes were my in-laws, Tom and Mary Lee Parsons, and, most importantly, my son, Jack Vicchio. Until early 2016, I was a registered Democrat, an academic not unlike those in most American universities, with a political view strongly on the Left. In early 2016, however, my son Jack slowly began to convince me that I had in fact become a Reagan conservative.

			Over the last decade or so, I have been writing and publishing books about the religious views of certain American presidents—Thomas Jefferson (2007), Abraham Lincoln (2018), and George Washington (2019). In March of 2015, I received a letter from a man in Chicago. He told me he had just finished reading my book Jefferson’s Religion, and that I had convinced him that our third president was not a deist, atheist, Unitarian, or Anglican. The writer also wondered if I had thought about the religious beliefs of Lincoln and Washington.

			To be frank, the answer was no. But the more I thought about it, and the more reading I did on the two, I began to realize that I had enough material for two books—one about each man. And all the while, my son Jack kept pushing me politically toward the Right.

			Another cause of my epiphany were my undergraduate students in the final five years or so of my teaching career, which began in 1973 and ended when I retired in 2016. By the time I retired, I had been accused of being a racist, among many other labels commonly heard from the Left these days. I also began to realize that the Left’s philosophical foundations, for the most part, were based on a number of infallible beliefs. Among those beliefs were the following:

			
					That the most important aspects of a human are his/her race and gender.

					That there is no such thing as objective truth.

					That no one culture is any better than any other culture.

					That the individual is more important than the collective.

					That diversity is more important than freedom.

					That abortion should be available up to and until the time of birth, and even beyond.

			

			One of the interesting things about these six propositions is that I used to believe all of them to be true. More importantly, however, is that I no longer believe that any of the six are true. Before 2016, I had always been against the idea of abortion and capital punishment, but now, I have more subtle and nuanced positions on both of these issues. I now have to be careful whom I tell that I like President Trump. Indeed, I voted for him, having changed my party affiliation to Republican before the 2016 election.

			When my son Jack was in high school, we would often have political and philosophical conversations on the drive to and from school—with my son making some truly profound observations. For example, during a discussion of the Ten Commandments, Jack observed, “Dad, have you ever noticed that all the Ten Commandments, in one way or another, are related to the one: ‘Thou shalt not steal’? All of the ten are, in one form or another, a version of stealing something.”

			As a by-product of these conversations, Jack gifted me Paul Kengor’s book on Ronald Reagan’s religion on Christmas, 2018. Kengor teaches political science at my son’s college, Grove City College in western Pennsylvania. For the past six months or so, I have been reading about Ronald Reagan’s religious beliefs, both from Kengor and from a number of other scholars.

			While looking through the notes I had collected after a month or so, it became clear that I, again, had enough materials for a book—but a book that holds a very different point of view than Kengor and the others. Thus, Ronald Reagan’s Religious Beliefs began. To my knowledge, no one had ever written about Ronald Reagan’s views on theodicy and the problem of evil. There also is very little in the existing literature about the fortieth president’s views on atheism, nor has there been a systematic treatment of Reagan on ecumenism, or of Reagan on prayer.

			After six months of reading and writing, I had developed this manuscript. I honestly can say that, of all the presidents I have studied or written books on, Ronald Reagan has been the most religious of our presidents. In fact, Reagan could cite chapter and verse of many passages in both the Old and New Testaments. This is primarily due to the influence of Reagan’s mother, Nelle Reagan, who was called a “saint” by many people, in the deepest sense of the term. 

			The text to follow consists of fourteen chapters: thirteen about some aspects of Reagan’s religious beliefs, and a final chapter that presents the major conclusions of this study. After exploring Reagan’s early religious life, we will examine his views on God and atheism, followed by an analysis of the fortieth president’s views on the Bible, freedom, prayer, ethics, abortion, and infanticide. Next, we will turn our attention to Reagan’s views on the separation of church and state, religious toleration, the problem of evil, and immortality and eternal life.

			These chapters are followed by a chapter focusing on the fortieth president’s conviction that America was in need of, or in the midst of, a great spiritual renewal. I hope you enjoy reading it.

			Stephen J. Vicchio
Memorial Day, 2019

		


		
			Chapter One

			Religion in Ronald Reagan’s Early Life

			You can be too big for God to use, but you cannot be too small.

			-Nelle Reagan

			I realize the gift that he gave me was the gift that was going to be with his Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

			-Michael Reagan

			I am a sucker for hero worship.

			-Ronald Reagan

			Ronald Wilson Reagan was born in the town of Tampico, Illinois on February 6, 1911. Like many Midwesterners at the turn of the century, Reagan was of Irish descent. His father, John “Jack” Reagan, was an Irish American shoe salesman and his mother, Nelle Wilson Reagan, was of Scots-Irish descent. As a child, the fortieth president of the United States went by the name “Dutch,” because when Ronald was born, his father said, “He looks like a little, fat Dutchman.” 1

			Jack and Nelle Reagan’s family moved several times throughout its early years, living in Tampico, Chicago, Galesburg, Monmouth, and Dixon, Illinois, where Ronald Reagan spent much of his early life. Reagan attended Dixon North Side High School from 1924 to 1928, and had his first job in Dixon, as a lifeguard. 2

			We may point to seven distinct sources that went into the making of the religious beliefs of Ronald Reagan. We will list these seven sources here, and then describe them one at a time in greater depth:

			
					His father, Jack Reagan

					His mother, Nelle Reagan

					The Disciples of Christ Church

					Books read by Reagan in early life

					The Rev. Benjamin Cleaver and his daughter, Margaret

					The Rev. Harvey Waggoner and his son, Garland

					Eureka College

			

			In one of his autobiographies, Reagan observed, “What I learned from my father was two things—the value of hard work, and the gift of gab, the ability to tell a good story.” 3 In addition to moving the family many times, Jack Reagan (1883-1941) also changed jobs many times in order to support his family—Nelle, Dutch, and his oldest son, Neil, called “Moon” by the family and friends. 4

			Jack’s paternal grandfather, Michael O’Reagan, was a native of County Tipperary in Ireland. In his early adult years, Michael worked as a tenant farmer, until he moved to London in 1852. There he married an Irish refugee named Catherine Mulcahey. At the same time, Michael anglicized the family’s surname by dropping the “O.” In 1856, Michael and Catherine Reagan moved to America, first settling in Carroll County, Illinois. 5 The Reagans’ son, John Michael Reagan, became the operator of a grain elevator, and later a farmer, as were most people living in the area at the time. In 1878, John Michael Reagan married Jenny Cusick, who was born in Canada to Irish immigrant parents. 6 John and Jenny Reagan’s son, John Edward “Jack” Reagan, the president’s father, was born in 1883.

			Jack and Nelle were married in Fulton in November of 1904. They had two sons, Neil, or “Moon” (1908-1996), and Ronald, or “Dutch.” After moving the family several times, Jack and Nelle finally settled in Dixon, Illinois. Later, Reagan would say that this “was the perfect place for him to spend his adolescence. At the time, Dixon had a population of approximately 10,000 people. There was a strong sense of community and a basic amity to be found throughout the town. Everyone in town knew each other and were willing to help out when someone was in need.” 7

			In his childhood, Ronald Reagan spent many hours hunting, fishing, and swimming in and around the Rock River. The Rock River is approximately 300 miles long. It flows from Wisconsin to Illinois, and then joins the Mississippi. The Native American Sauk and Fox tribes called the river the Sinnissippi—a word that means “Rocky River,” providing the origins of the name. 8

			The many moves that the Reagan family made took a toll on young Dutch Reagan. It made him isolated and it created a void in him that, eventually, was filled by religion. He was in need of a “rock of reliability.” Consequently, he looked to where his mother was pointing him—always forward, always optimistic.

			Nelle’s strong commitment drew Dutch toward her faith, where, “Everything happens for a reason because everything is part of God’s Plan.” Nelle’s life was a model of Christian virtue for both her sons. At ease with herself and her family, as well as with helping others, Nelle Reagan proved herself as a woman of genuine faith, and a woman who always expressed that faith with a warm heart.

			Jack Reagan was a Roman Catholic and Nelle was a member of the Disciples of Christ Church. However, this religious division seems not to have caused much friction in the family. Nelle Clyde Wilson Reagan (1883-1962), was, above all, the major religious influence in Ronald Reagan’s early life. Nelle was born in Fulton, Illinois, at the time a farm town along the Illinois prairie. Fulton was a town along the Mississippi, about halfway between Minneapolis and Saint Louis. 9

			In discussing his mother, Ronald Reagan wrote, “She always expected to find the best in people and often did.” 10 Nelle was an active member of the Dixon Disciples of Christ Church. She attended services regularly, taking her sons along; she gave Bible readings, taught Sunday School, and held prayer meetings in the church. She also was considered to be the temporary pastor when the regular minister was out of town. 11

			Another aspect that had a profound effect on Reagan’s early religious life was the fact that Jack Reagan was an alcoholic. Paul Kengor writes of an event in February of 1922, in Dixon, when Reagan returned from a basketball game at the YMCA to discover his drunk father sprawled out on the front porch in the snow. Reagan was eleven years old at the time. Nevertheless, he got his father into the house, but the experience undoubtedly had a lasting effect on the life of the boy. 12

			In his biography of Reagan, Bob Spitz writes about Jack’s drinking, saying of Reagan’s father:

			Alcohol was in his blood. His family, dating back to the O’Reagans in Ireland, were earnest drinkers, a distinction that extended all the way to their line. Thomas, Michael…the whole family drank, a lot. 13

			Bob Spitz reports in his biography that, as a requirement for a church wedding in a Catholic Church, Jack had to promise the priest that their children would be raised Catholic—but it appears that Jack forgot to tell Nelle about the promise. Nelle assented to her own baptism on Easter Sunday, 1910, when she underwent baptism by full immersion in the Christian Church of Tampico. 14 We do know that Neil “Moon” Reagan was first baptized in the Catholic Church where Jack and Nelle were married. Later, his brother Dutch asked him to be baptized in their mother’s Disciples Church, and Moon agreed.

			Whether the rift in the faiths of Ronald Reagan’s parents was a major issue in their marriage can only be a matter of conjecture. But it is clear that Nelle remained undeterred in her beliefs. Indeed, one of the issues that made the Christian Church of Tampico attractive to her was its policy about drinking. They were staunchly against it.

			Nelle’s strong commitment to the church is what led her son Ronald to become a Protestant, rather than following the Roman Catholicism of his father. In one of his autobiographies, Reagan observed, “She strongly influenced my beliefs. I know that she firmly planted her faith very deeply in me.” 15 Neil, on the other hand, followed his father’s lead and became a Roman Catholic.

			In addition to her many activities in the congregation, Nelle Reagan also acted in a number of dramas put on by the church. In one 1926 review of a play called The Ship of Faith, the local newspaper said of Nelle’s performance:

			Mrs. Reagan is one of Dixon’s favorite readers and has appeared before many audiences, always greatly pleasing them. 16 

			Ronald Reagan summed up the religious lives of his parents this way in his autobiography:

			Although my father’s attendance at mass was sporadic, my mother seldom missed Sunday Services at the Disciples of Christ Church. From my mother I learned the value of prayer, how to make dreams and believe that I could make them come true. 17

			Reagan points to an observation that is most relevant about his mother’s faith and its influence on him as a child. He observed:

			My mother used to say that everything in life happens for a purpose. She said, “All things were part of God’s plan, even the most disheartening setbacks, and in the end, everything worked out for the best.” 18

			Mr. Reagan made a similar remark about his mother when he dedicated his Presidential Library in 1991. He said of Nelle:

			I remember a small woman with auburn hair and unquenchable optimism. Her name was Nelle Reagan, and she believed with all her heart that there was no such thing as accidents in this life. Everything was part of God’s plan. 19

			At the same ceremony, the president spoke about his growing up in Dixon:

			Our neighbors were never ashamed to kneel in prayer to their Maker, nor were they ever embarrassed to feel a lump in their throat when Old Glory passed by. No one in Dixon, Illinois ever burned a flag and no one in Dixon would ever tolerate it. 20

			This marrying of belief in God, patriotism, prayer, and the deep-seated belief of Nelle Reagan that she taught her son Dutch—that God has a Divine Plan—were among the most fundamental theological and political convictions to which Ronald Reagan, even early in life, assented.

			We will say a great deal more about this observation in the chapter on “Reagan on Evil and Theodicy.” For now, it is enough to point out that Ronald Reagan’s overall theory for understanding evil and suffering in his own life, as well as in the life of the nation, is what philosophers and theologians sometimes call, “The Divine Plan Theory.” 21 In 1995, Reagan’s daughter, Patti Davis, also wrote of this theory, when she wrote about her father:

			Dad always believed that we were, each of us, put here for a reason, that there is aplan, somehow a divine a plan for each of
us. 22

			Again, we will speak much more about Nelle Reagan’s conviction of her belief in a “Divine Plan” in a later chapter on the president’s views on the problem of evil, and what is sometimes called “The Problem of Theodicy.” It is enough now, however, to say that the “Divine Plan Theory” is the response to evil and suffering that Ronald Reagan turned to throughout his adult life. 

			One Dixon resident, a parishioner at the Disciples Church, gives us this assessment of Nelle’s moral faith: “Let me tell you, Nelle was a saint, if there is such a thing as a saint on Earth. If there is, it was Nelle Reagan.” Other members of the Dixon Church believed that Nelle Reagan had “healing powers.” In fact, another neighbor, Mildred Neer, suggested that she healed her daughter’s tonsillitis. 23

			In short, Nelle Reagan was, by far, the most significant theological influence in the early religious life of her son. She was a model for her son’s Christian education, not just early in life, but all the way up to the time of her death in 1962, and even afterwards.

			Ronald Reagan summed up his mother when he observed, “She always expected to find the best in people and often did. She strongly influenced my beliefs. I know that she planted that faith very deeply in me.” 24

			In 1938, after Moon and Dutch moved to California, Ronald bought his parents a home in Hollywood. It was the first house they had ever owned. After being widowed in 1941, Nelle continued her ties to her Dixon home and church community, and she began working in a TB clinic in Southern California. In her later years, Nelle began suffering, as her son Dutch one day would as well, from Alzheimer’s Disease. Speaking of her illness at the close of her life, she simply remarked, “I keep my mind on God.” 25 Nelle Reagan died from complications associated with her disease on July 25, 1962, just a day after her 79th birthday. 26

			Nelle’s ministry in Southern California was no less dedicated than her work back in Illinois. She joined a Presbyterian Church, but she also stayed in contact with the Congregation back in Dixon, sending letters about what she thought of how the First Christian Church was doing back home—even criticizing what she did not like.

			To sum up the influence of Nelle Reagan on her son Ronald, when Reagan was interviewed by evangelical minister James Robison, the clergyman asked the then governor, “Is Jesus real to you?”

			Reagan answered, “Well, my father was an alcoholic. My mother was the greatest influence in my life. And Jesus is more real to me than my own mother.” 27 The influence of Nelle on the religious life of her son cannot be underestimated. More than anyone else, Nelle Reagan made Ronald Reagan into the man he became. 

			Our third source of Ronald Reagan’s early religious life is the Christian church, specifically the Disciples of Christ Church. The Disciples of Christ is a Protestant denomination with historical ties to what is sometimes called the “Restoration Movement.” 28

			The Restoration Movement of the Christian church began in the early nineteenth century, when a conglomeration of the members of different churches decided that the teachings of their particular groups had gotten away from the basic teachings of Jesus Christ. Thus, many Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians, and others left these traditional denominations, with the hopes of establishing a church based solely on the Christianity that Jesus taught in the New Testament. The goal of the Restoration Movement was to establish Christ’s church as it had been during the time of the apostles, after the day of Pentecost described in Acts of the Apostles. 29

			The Restoration Movement had many affinities with dissenters of the late Middle Ages like John Wycliffe and John Huss, who also called for a restoration of a primitive form of Christianity; Wycliffe and Huss’s movements, however, were driven underground. As a result, there is no direct link between the early Reformers and the Restoration Movement. 30

			The nineteenth century Restoration Movement espoused a number of core beliefs. Each church of the Movement assented to the beliefs that Christianity should not be divided, for Christ intended there to be “only one church.” The Movement held that theological creeds divide Christians; thus, common beliefs should be explored between and among the churches of the Restoration Movement.

			Additionally, the Restoration Movement assented to the Reformation idea of sola scriptura, or “by Scripture alone,” the idea that the final arbiter of any Christian belief is whether that belief can be found in the New Testament. Finally, members of the Restoration Movement were firm believers in what was known as “believer’s baptism.” This means the member chooses to be baptized by immersion.

			Among the most influential leaders of the Restoration Movement were Alexander Campbell, Walter Scott, and Barton W. Stone. The followers of these three men divided into two sects in 1906, called the “Church of Christ” and the “Christian Church,” also known as the “Disciples of Christ.” The latter became the denomination of Nelle Reagan and her sons. 31

			Campbell was a Presbyterian Scots-Irish immigrant who originally settled in Pennsylvania. He rebelled against the dogmatic sectarianism that kept members of different denominations from partaking in Communion together. Walter Scott was an immigrant from Scotland and a successful evangelist in the Campbell sect (the Disciples of Christ).

			Barton W. Stone was a fifth-generation American in Kentucky and a Presbyterian. He rejected the idea that creeds should be used as a test of “fellowship” within the Christian Church. Indeed, he believed that creeds were divisive. In fact, the word “Christian,” in his view, represented what he saw as the “shedding of denominational labels in favor of a scriptural and inclusive Church.” 32

			“Christians,” the name adopted by Stone’s movement, represented what he felt to be a “shedding of denominational labels,” in favor of the more inclusive term. Mr. Campbell had similar reasons for settling on “Disciples of Christ,” but he felt the term “Disciples” was far less presumptuous than “Christians.” The aims and practices of the two groups were similar, and the Campbell and Stone groups united in 1832, in Lexington, Kentucky.

			When the Christian Church split with the Disciples of Christ Church, the most important disagreement was over whether the different congregations would allow instrumental music in their churches. Secondarily, the two groups disagreed over the issue of missions and whether they could be afforded. Another separation between the two groups happened in 1926. Then, more than forty years later, between 1967 and 1969, some three thousand of these congregations formally withdrew when the Disciples of Christ restructured. They now call themselves the Christian Churches or the Churches of Christ. 33

			More recently, in 1989, the Disciples of Christ and the United Church of Christ—the two groups’ modern names—declared that the denominations “were now in full communion” with each other. This new, ecumenical partnership based the union on what it calls “Five Pillars of acceptance and cooperation.” These are:

			
					A common confession of Christ

					Mutual recognition of members

					The celebration of the Lord’s Supper/Holy Communion

					Mutual recognition and reconciliation of ordained ministers

					A common commitment to mission 34

			

			For the last 120 years, the Disciples of Christ Church has been strongest in the Midwest region of the United States, as well as the upper-South, including North Carolina and Virginia. The most famous members of the Disciples of Christ Church were presidents James Garfield, Lyndon B. Johnson, and, of course, Ronald Reagan. 35

			One aspect that set the Disciples of Christ Church apart in the early twentieth century is that they were congregationally governed. This was related to the Reformation belief in “the priesthood of all believers,” meaning that all believers had an equal say. This meant that the individual congregations were to be the ruling body of the church instead of the minister. This also allowed members of the congregation to hold positions of authority, as Nelle Reagan did in the Dixon church.

			The early Disciples Churches also practiced baptism by immersion because it was believed to be the form of baptism practiced in the New Testament (for example, in Acts of the Apostles 10:37-38 and Matthew 3:13-17). 36 This form of baptism was part of the church’s desire to return the Christian church to its simplest beliefs and practices. This was one of the reasons that Nelle and Dutch’s church was against the idea of discussing the differences among the various denominations present at the turn of the twentieth century.

			Although the Disciples of Christ Church thrived from the turn of the century until the mid-1960s, since that time, membership has shrunk. In 1967, there were 2,000 Disciple Churches in North America. In 2017, there were fewer than 500. Since 1967, the Disciples have lost three quarters of their membership, a higher percentage than any other mainline Protestant denomination.

			Ordinarily in the Disciples of Christ Church, members decide to be baptized in adolescence, around the age of fifteen or sixteen. However, Ronald Reagan and his brother Neil were baptized at young ages: Ronald was eleven years old, and Neil thirteen. A few years later, at age fifteen, Dutch began to teach Sunday School alongside his mother in a separate class at the church, which he continued to do through his first two years at college. 37

			The First Christian Church of Dixon, Illinois, also called the First Disciples of Christ Church, is located at 123 South Hennepin Avenue, just a few blocks from the house of Jack and Nelle Reagan. The Church was established in 1879 and became incorporated in the state of Illinois at that time. 38

			Around the time of the birth of Ronald Reagan, the Disciples of Christ Church had developed what it called an “Identity Statement,” as well as several core beliefs tied to that statement. The Identity Statement said this:

			We are Disciples of Christ, a movement for wholeness in a fragmented world. As part of the one Body of Christ, we welcome all to the Lord’s Table, as God has welcomed us. 39

			Connected to this Identity Statement was a set of core beliefs for all Disciples of Christ. First among these was unity: all are invited to the Lord’s Supper. The second was believer’s baptism, and the third the idea of sola scriptura. The final core belief involved what the Disciples labeled “Justice.” It simply said:

			We are moved to answer God’s call for justice particularly in the areas of care for the Earth, the challenges for women and children, poverty, hunger, and immigrants.We seek to do these works in cooperation with other people of faith. Some say “We get dirty with Jesus,” as a way of conveying the hands-on mission of our many faith communities. 40

			For the church in which Ronald Reagan was raised, justice simply meant, as Plato put it, “Getting what one is due.” 41 Above all, this meant that the church had a moral obligation to the less fortunate. Nelle Reagan fulfilled that obligation in her life with a prison ministry and by working in a soup kitchen in the church, and later with TB patients while living in Los Angeles.

			The religious influence of the Disciples of Christ only increased after the Reagans moved to Dixon. The minister, Ben Cleaver, taught Dutch Reagan how to drive and was instrumental in getting him to study at Eureka College, a Disciples institution of higher learning. There can be little doubt that the worldview Dutch Reagan developed in early adulthood was very much a part of the views of many Midwest Christians of the day.

			A fourth influence that tells us a great deal about the early religious life of Ronald Reagan are the many books he read as a small child and adolescent. In his 1965 autobiography, the fortieth president describes his childhood as “one of those rare Huck Finn-Tom Sawyer idylls.” 42 In another interview about his preferences for reading as a child he said, “I always have been a sucker for adventure books.” 43 And indeed, when asked to list his favorite books as a child, he included books such as The Rover Boys Tales, Frank Merriwell at Yale, Northern Trails, The Adventures of Tarzan, John Carter: Warlord of Mars, and The Count of Monte Cristo, as well as works by Zane Grey, Horatio Alger, and Mark Twain. 44

			Dutch liked Frank Merriwell at Yale because “it convinced me that playing football was my goal.” But surely other reasons are related to the hero’s name: Frank, for frankness; ‘merri,’ for Frank and Dutch’s optimism; and ‘well’ for the general state of things for the two at college. Like Dutch, Frank won friends easily; both became “King of the Freshmen,” leading their classmates into pranks on the sophomores, and both eventually became presidents of their senior class. Also, like Reagan, Frank Merriwell refused to use his pugilistic skills to deal with other ornery students. Frank brought a rowing championship to Yale after he taught their crew the techniques of Oxford rowing; Reagan also rowed at Eureka when he was a student there. 45

			Ronald Reagan admired Frank Merriwell for his smarts, his social aspects and, perhaps most importantly, for his ability as an athlete. Frank was the youngest pitcher on the Yale squad to defeat Harvard in baseball, as well as being the captain of the crew team. Dutch and Frank Merriwell clearly had a lot in common.

			About Northern Trials by William J. Long, first published, in 1880, Mr. Reagan said:

			The book planted deep within me a love of the outdoors, wildlife, and nature that continues to this day. 46

			Northern Trails was part of a series of books—adventure tales if you will—about the great outdoors. Later in life, Mr. Reagan would indicate that it was this series that gave him his love of nature. 47 A number of Zane Grey’s books, like Riders of the Purple Sage, Wanderer of the Wasteland, Sunset Pass, The Code of the West, and Raiders of the Spanish Peaks, were among his favorite childhood reading.

			Bob Spitz, in his book Reagan: An American Journey, sums up the reading of the young Ronald Reagan this way:

			His reading was eclectic (he called it undisciplined). Dutch devoured books about birds and local wildlife, paging repeatedly through the incomparable Audubon color plates. Nelle gave him a copy of Gilbert Parker’s Northern Lights, a collection of stories of the Hudson Bay Company and their trappers, and their pursuit of white wolves… 48

			In 1977, after having served as governor of California for two terms, Ronald Reagan was asked by the director of the public library of Mobile, Alabama, to “name five books that influenced you as a young adult.” Altogether, the opinions of one hundred notable Americans were sought to answer the question. Jimmy Carter said, “War and Peace.” Barbara Walters, “The Little Prince.” Many more of the hundred asked also named classic works of literature.

			Ronald Reagan’s response, however, was quite different—principally because he was honest. In the letter he sent to answer the query, Mr. Reagan wrote:

			I must confess your letter gave me some moments of mixed emotions. There must be a little snob in all of us, because my first reaction was to try and think of examples of classic literature I could list as my favorites in my younger years. None were forthcoming, so I decided to “come clean.” 49

			Reagan goes on to say that he “was an inveterate reader all his life,” before listing the favorites outlined above. He then sums up the books he loved early in life:

			They were thrilling but wholesome entertainment that endorsed many of the older values that the post-war world now disparages; individualism, a healthy self-reliance, chastity, women as helpmates of men, and hardship as a morale builder. 50

			Each of these books, of course, are bound together by the literary genre of the “adventure” narrative, but no book was more influential on the early religious life of Ronald Reagan than Howard Bell Wright’s 1903 novel, That Printer of Udell’s. 51 The book is a Christian adventure novel about a young man named Dick Walker. The book has many similarities to the life story of Ronald Reagan, among the most important of which are that Dick’s mother is a devoted, church-going Christian, with an alcoholic and abusive husband. In fact, in one scene of the novel, Dick Walker stands silent as his mother attends to her drunk spouse. 52

			Like Nelle Reagan, Mrs. Walker conditioned her son to find comfort in God, a kind of heavenly-Father figure in the absence of a suitable father figure on Earth. Like Reagan, Dick’s family moved many times, often leaving him surrounded by strangers, and Dutch and Dick were similar in that they both believed in the Restoration Movement’s idea of eschewing “ecclesiastical chains,” or Christian denominations, in favor of a Christian unity or inclusion. 53 

			At the same time, both Mrs. Walker and Mrs. Reagan believed that “the man who shows Christian allegiance, there still must be work carried on by the Church.” 54 For both women that amounted to ministering to the poor, to prisoners, and to the hungry, among other less fortunate souls.

			In an interview more than fifty years after Dutch Reagan’s initial reading of Wright’s book, the president observed:

			These books contained heroes who lived by standards of morality and of fair play, and in an abiding belief in the triumph of good over evil. 55

			On another occasion, Reagan said about these books:

			The books that made a lasting impression on me at about the age of 11 or 12, mainlybecause of the goodness in the principal characters. One I am sure you have never heard of is That Printer of Udell’s: A Story of the Mid-West, written by Harold Bell Wright. 56

			The cover of the present edition of Harold Bell Wright’s book tells us this:

			As a boy, Dick Walker runs away from abject poverty and a physically abusive father. Sixteen years later, he finds himself hungry of body and empty of spirit in a Midwestern town. Although he finds no help in this so-called Christian town, he is eventually taken in by George Udell, a local publisher and kind-hearted man. Through hard work and Christian morals, the man who became known as ‘that Printer of Udell’s’ rises above his past to a new, inspiring life with God. 57

			Subtitled “A Story of the Middle West,” the book clearly reminded Reagan of his early life and experiences in the Midwest: of the lake where he swam and was a lifeguard; of the First Disciples Church in Dixon; and of his family life, with a religiously devoted mother and a drunkard father.

			That Printer of Udell’s ends in melodrama, when the hero of the tale solves a murder through a series of coincidences, and then saves a socialite named Amy Goodrich from a life of prostitution. By the conclusion, Dick Walker marries Amy and then, “about to enter a field of wider usefulness in the nation’s capital, Washington, DC,” Dick is elected to the US House of Representatives to serve the people of Boyd City. 58 Bob Spitz writes of Nelle giving Dutch a copy of Wright’s book in the spring of 1922, “no doubt to prick his interest in the Church and its mission. It was an allegorical tale, loaded with messages of faith and redemption.” 59

			When Dick Walker lived in Boyd City, he sought for ways to “apply Christ’s teachings in our town.” Dick, his minister, and others grappled with what they called “Civic Christianity” and “municipal virtue,” not all that different from Ronald Reagan’s Civil Religion in the 1980s. In Boyd City, Dick endorses the Salvation Army and the YMCA as avenues for spreading the gospel message. In fact, Dick creates a “Reading Room,” and a “Rescue Mission” to aid the poor and the hungry. 60

			Harold Bell Wright, the author of That Printer of Udell’s, was a best-selling American writer in the first few decades of the twentieth century. Between 1904 and 1942, the minister-turned-writer published nineteen books, several scripts for plays and movies, and several magazine articles. The themes of his material were honesty, hypocrisy, generosity, sacrifice, virtue, purity, and what Dick Walker called “practical, Christian living.” 61 These are all characteristics that could be attributed to Ronald Reagan, as well as his mother, Nelle.

			In a memoir, Mr. Reagan called Wright’s Udell’s, “A wonderful book about a devout, itinerant Christian which made such an impact on me that I decided to join my mother’s Church.” 62 In a letter written from the White House to Harold Bell Wright’s daughter-in-law, he wrote to her:

			Your father-in-law’s book, indeed books in general, played a definitive part in my growing-up years. When I was only ten or eleven years old, I picked up his book and read it cover to cover. That book had an impact I will always remember. After reading it, and then thinking about it for a few days, I went to my mother and told her I wanted to declare my faith and wanted to be baptized, several days after finishing the book. I was baptized that year when I was eleven. 63

			Near the end of the Wright novel, a traveling salesman looks out the window of a train and comments about the changes brought to his hometown. He says, “I am sure of one thing, They were struck by the good, common-sense Christianity. And the proof of that is saloons being replaced by businesses, thieves and prostitutes have found other work, cheap and vulgar burlesque shows have been replaced by musicians and lectures…” 64 And similar changes took place, of course, in the town of Dixon over the years—changes for the good.

			The Rover Boys Tales was a series of books by Arthur M. Winfield. Between 1899 and 1916, Winfield published thirty different titles, including The Rover Boys in the Jungle, The Rover Boys in the Mountains, and The Rover Boys at Putnam Hall, the latter title being Mr. Reagan’s favorite in the series. 65 Of the Tarzan titles, Reagan’s favorite was Tarzan of the Apes, in which the hero first meets Jane. 66

			John Carter of Mars by Edgar Rice Burroughs was one volume of a series about the John Carter character. Other volumes in the series included The Gods of Wars, The Warlord of Mars, and The Swords of Mars. John Carter was a fictional Virginian, a veteran of the American Civil War, who first appeared as a character in 1912. Mr. Reagan was fond of the whole series as a child, particularly John Carter of Mars, the final book in the series.

			What most attracted Ronald Reagan to these books is their sense of adventure, whether in the mountains, on the seas, or on Mars. As the president wrote in a letter, as well as in his diary, “I‘ve always been a sucker for hero worship.” 67

			Two other major influences on Ronald Reagan’s early religious life were the Rev. Ben Cleaver and the Rev. Harvey Waggoner. The former was the pastor of the First Christian Church in Dixon when the Reagan family moved to the Illinois prairie town. Cleaver’s daughter Margaret, called “Mugs” by her family and friends, was Reagan’s first love interest. Late in life, Reagan called the Rev. Cleaver “a wonderful man and a great spiritual influence.” 68

			An extensive article in Newsweek from October 3, 1999, speaks about the relationship between Dutch Reagan and Mugs Cleaver. About Margaret Cleaver, the article tells us:

			Mugs Cleaver was definitely not the type to laze away the Lord’s time at Lowell Park—whose sands she equated with those of Sodom and Gomorrah. Darkly pretty, short, terse, and tough, she dominated her class at Northside High School. She was ambitious without push, cultured, and charitably inclined. She spoke, wrote, acted, and all with easy skill. 69

			This relationship with Mugs Cleaver, however, would only continue into the first semester of the pair’s first year at Eureka College. The break up appears to have been mutually decided, but there was no doubt that Mugs Cleaver was every bit as talented as the boy who would become the fortieth president of the United States.

			In a letter to Rev. Cleaver, Mr. Reagan gives some sense of the debt he owed the minister:

			One thing I do know—all the hours in the old church in Dixon (which I did not appreciate at the time), and all of Nelle’s faith have come together in a kind of inheritance without which I would be lost and helpless. 70

			When Dutch decided at age eleven to be baptized in the Disciples Church in Dixon, it was the Rev. Cleaver who administered the sacrament—just months after Dutch returned home from a basketball game at the YMCA to find his father Jack drunk. Whether or not this event was one of the catalysts for Dutch asking Cleaver that he be baptized is unknown, but it certainly seems likely.

			We do know that Ben Cleaver taught Dutch how to drive, and it also appears that Ronald Reagan had acting lessons and practiced his public speaking at the Cleaver household. It might also be said that Reagan’s fusing of Judeo-Christian ideas with patriotism into a Civil Religion may well have had its earliest roots at the Cleaver home.

			In many ways, the Rev. Cleaver took the place of Jack Reagan as a father figure for Dutch. In fact, because of his relationship with Mugs, Reagan appears to have spent more time with Cleaver than he did with his own father. The influence of Ben Cleaver on Ronald Reagan is evident in the extensive correspondence that the two men conducted until the year 1975, when Rev. Cleaver died.

			Shortly after the Reagan family moved to Dixon, the Reagans became close with the Rev. Harvey Waggoner family, the minister at the First Disciples Church before the Rev. Cleaver. In fact, Nelle became a friend of Harvey’s wife, Jenny. The two held Bible discussions and prayer services together, until on May 31, 1922, at the age of forty-seven, Rev. Waggoner died of “pernicious anemia.” 71 The death of Rev. Waggoner, or “Wags” as he was called by those close to him, devastated the town of Dixon. Two days later, Wag’s son John graduated from college, where Harvey had been set to address the graduates. 72

			Waggoner’s son John was known by his middle name, Garland, and had been a football star at Eureka College. Reagan referred to him as “one of my early heroes.” Indeed, Garland was one of the main reasons why the president attended Eureka College. While attending Eureka, Garland returned to Dixon frequently, often speaking at the boys’ Sunday school class in his father’s old church.

			In 1926, after graduating from Eureka, Garland attended the University of Chicago and then Yale Divinity School before receiving his MDiv degree from the Hartford Seminary in Connecticut. Garland remained in Storrs, Connecticut, as a minister. In later life, Garland and Reagan exchanged letters. Garland died of congestive heart troubles at the age of seventy-eight, on May 23, 1981. 73

			The older Rev. Waggoner’s church originally met in the basement of the town’s YMCA, until the congregation raised enough money to build a church. The new church opened at 123 Hennepin Street on June 18, 1922, and Nelle Reagan immediately became one of the church’s leaders. Aside from the minister, she was the most visible visage. As Paul Kengor puts it, “Among the congregation’s fourteen officers, she was the only one who wore two hats, and often more.” 74

			The final influence of Ronald Reagan’s early religious life listed at the head of this chapter is Eureka College in Eureka, Illinois. The college was one of fourteen Disciples of Christ colleges opened in the United States from the mid-nineteenth century through the early decades of the twentieth century. Among these colleges were Barton College, Bethany College, Chapman University, Columbia College, Culver-Stockton College, Drury College, Hiram College, Jarvis Christian College , the University of Lynchburg, Midway University, Texas Christian University, Transylvania University, and William Woods University. 75

			Of these fourteen colleges, eight were in the Midwest, one in North Carolina, one in West Virginia, two in Texas, and one in Virginia. The Disciples of Christ also opened several seminaries and divinity schools in the United States, including the Brite Divinity School in Fort Worth, the Christian Theological Seminary in Indianapolis, the Lexington Theological Seminary in Kentucky, the Phillips Theological Seminary in Tulsa, the Disciples Divinity House at the University of Chicago, the Disciples Divinity House at Vanderbilt University, the Disciples Seminary Foundation in Claremont, California, the Evangelical Seminary of Puerto Rico, and the Pacific School of Religion, in Berkeley, California. 76

			The establishment of these schools gives some sense of the place the Disciples of Christ Church held among Protestant denominations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as well as the Disciples’ place in higher education in America and beyond.

			Dutch Reagan began matriculating at Eureka College in 1928, at the age of seventeen. He graduated from the institution on June 10, 1932. Many of the founders of Eureka College were abolitionists who left Kentucky because of their opposition to slavery. Established in 1848, the school was originally known as Walnut Grove Academy. The school was chartered in 1855.

			At the time of the establishment of Eureka College, it became the first institution of higher learning to admit women, and only the third college in the United States to do so. At its inception, Eureka College was 112 acres. When it was chartered, the college merged with Abingdon College, still calling itself Eureka College. 77

			In an article for Peoria Magazine, Dr. Brian Sajko of the college called Ronald Reagan “the Ideal Alum.” 78 Dr. Sajko begins his essay by telling us:

			As the only president born, raised, and educated in Illinois, Reagan was truly forged as an Illinoisan and Midwesterner, while Eureka College polished him. Reagan’s strength was in his roots, which he never forgot, whether as sports announcer, movie star, union leader, governor, president, husband, or father. 79

			Dr. Sajko goes on to point out that Reagan’s time at Eureka was “four years of Utopia.” 80 Indeed, Dutch Reagan was a member of the track team, the football team, and the swimming team, as well as being a cheerleader at basketball games. When his football coach, Ralph McKenzie, visited Reagan in the White House, the former player still called him “Sir.” 81

			The Eureka football team was integrated, far before many other colleges in the United States. In fact, one of Dutch’s closest friends was William Franklin “Burgie” Burghardt (1912-1981). Burgie competed on the football and track teams, and was captain of the football team his senior year at Eureka. 82 After college, Burgie served as football and basketball coach at North Carolina Central College, in Durham, and at a number of other colleges.

			In his 1986 autobiography, Reagan tells the story of a racist player on the opposing team who “was filled with hatred and prejudice.” Consequently, the player “played dirty,” looking for a chance to injure Burgie. Although Burgie was in fact injured that day, he refused to lower himself to the opponent’s tactics. After the game, the dirty player shook hands with the Eureka team’s black players.

			In another article from July 7, 2010, Dr. Sajko, who was then the curator of the Reagan Museum at Eureka College, tells the tale of the 1930 Eureka football team travelling to Elmhurst College for a game. On the way, they stopped at a tavern near Tampico, Illinois, Reagan’s home town. The tavern owner told the Eureka coaches, “You have black players, you cannot eat or stay here.” 83

			Along with Burgie, the 1930 Eureka College football team had three other African American players. As a solution to the problem, Dutch Reagan took the four black friends to his mom and dad’s house, where they ate a full meal and spent the night. Many years later, Reagan was often called a racist, including, ironically enough, by Justice Thurgood Marshall of the US Supreme Court. 84 Justice Marshall’s remarks came in an interview conducted by columnist Carl Rowan for a documentary on the US Constitution by CBS affiliate WUSA-TV. When asked where Ronald Reagan ranks among American presidents, Justice Marshall said:

			Honestly, I think he is down with [Herbert] Hoover and that group and [Woodrow]Wilson, when we did not have a chance. 85

			When Ronald Reagan read these comments by Justice Marshall, he invited the justice to discuss the matter behind closed doors. Marshall reportedly came out of the meeting and said, “I may not agree with some of his policies, but I am convinced that Ronald Reagan is not a racist.” Could it be that Mr. Reagan told the justice about Burgie Burckhardt and the three other African American football players at Eureka College? As Dr. Sajko commented, “How could anyone think him a racist after he knew about his roots?” 86

			Some evidence that this is the proper view of the encounter between Reagan and Justice Marshall can be seen in the president’s diary from 1987. In an entry from Friday, November 13, Mr. Reagan wrote, “I put in a bid to ask Justice Thurgood Marshall to come to the W.H. next week for a visit. He’s made it plain that he thinks I’m a racist; but the Justice has only heard the case as presented by the prosecution. I intend to speak for the
defense.” 87

			On the following Tuesday, November 17, 1987, the president wrote:

			I went upstairs to a meeting with Justice Thurgood Marshall. I had asked for the meeting because of his public statement to Carl Rowan that I was a racist. I literally told him my life story and how there was not prejudice in me. I gave examples of my relations with minorities as a young man in school, as a sports announcer, and as governor. I think I made a friend. 88

			Another sign of the integration at Eureka College when Ronald Reagan was there can be found on the president’s 1931 yearbook picture. Dutch is on the same page as a woman named Willie Sue Smith, an African American woman from Houston, Texas. She was also the last surviving member of Eureka’s forty-one-member graduating class of 1932. In fact, Willie Sue Smith Stewart (her married name) was born in 1910 and died in 2011, at the age of one hundred and one. 89 Willie Sue Smith Stewart came to Eureka College at the suggestion of her father who was a Disciples of Christ Pastor in Texas.

			Over the years, Ronald Reagan returned to his alma mater many times. Beginning in 1941, Dutch served three six-year terms on the college’s Board of Trustees. He received an honorary doctorate from the college in 1957. In 1967, while governor of California, Reagan dedicated the college’s Melick Library, around the time when he began to become a major spokesman for the Republican Party. 90 The college also had a “peace garden” dedicated in Reagan’s name in May of 2000 to commemorate the president’s “commitment to world peace.” The garden contains a bust of Mr. Reagan’s head, as well as a very large piece of the former Berlin Wall.

			One of the interesting aspects of Mr. Reagan going to Eureka College is that neither of his parents had much of a formal education. They did not attend high school or college. Both Nelle and Jack only had a few years of grammar school, enough to learn to read and write, though Jack did receive a certificate from podiatry school after attending classes related to his job as a shoe salesman.

			Through childhood and adolescence, Jack Reagan dreamed of owning his own department store that sold nothing but shoes. But, for the most part, the Reagan family was poor, and Jack was barely able to make ends meet. Later, Reagan wrote of his parents, “What they lacked in formal education they made up for with street smarts. They encouraged their sons in school and to make something of themselves.”

			Mr. Reagan’s final campus visit to Eureka was in 1992, when giving the commencement address on the sixtieth anniversary of his own graduation. He had given two other such addresses at the college, in 1957 and 1982. In that final address, Mr. Reagan included these words:

			In four short years you blink and college is gone. You go to class, you study hard—even pulling an occasional all-nighter. You struggle through Western Civilization and Culture, you meet your friends at the Outpost for a few beers. Some of you join fraternities and sororities, you fall in and out of love. You cheer for the Red Devils,and, before you know it, you are in a cap and gown. It is hard to believe that it happens so fast, but it does…My young friends, savor these moments. Keep the memories close to your heart. 91

			It should be clear from these remarks that Mr. Reagan was speaking as much about his own college experiences as he was that of his audience. It is just as clear that Mr. Reagan’s four years at Eureka College were a formative time for his moral character, as well as the stage for the early development of his public policies and ideas in the political sphere.

			When Dutch was a freshman in 1928, the college was undergoing a financial crisis, and it began to make cuts in classes and instructors. Some of these cuts prompted worry among many of the seniors that year. They were worried that all the courses they needed for graduation would not be offered. In this environment, the students decided to hold a rally, which later became known as the “Student Strike.” 92

			Although Dutch Reagan was only a lowly freshman at the time, he was chosen by the students to be the spokesman for the student group. Reagan met the administrators, reported back to the seniors, and all the courses for the seniors’ graduationwere offered. This was an early sign of Dutch Reagan’s leadership abilities.

			We can point to four facts that give some sense of what Eureka College meant to Ronald Reagan’s religious beliefs. First, his mother was delighted by her son’s choice of a Disciples Church College. Secondly, Reagan returned to Dixon every Sunday in his first two years of college to teach the Sunday School class he had begun in high school. Third, there is evidence that Reagan regularly attended services and other events at the college’s chapel. And finally, the fact that Eureka was a Disciples College provided a religious atmosphere for all of the college’s activities. This brings us to the major conclusions we have made in this opening chapter. In the chapter to follow, we will primarily explore Ronald Reagan’s views on God.

			Conclusions

			In this chapter, we explored the factors that seem to have made a lasting effect on the earliest religious life of the fortieth president. We began this opening chapter by enumerating seven sources that contributed to Dutch Reagan’s earliest religious life: Nelle Reagan, his mother; Jack Reagan, her husband; the Disciples of Christ Church in Dixon, Illinois; the many books read by Mr. Reagan in his childhood, chief among which was That Printer of Udell’s, a 1903 religious novel written by Harold Bell Wright.

			Other early influences on Dutch Reagan’s life were the Rev. Benjamin Cleaver and his daughter Margaret, Reagan’s first love interest; the Rev. Harvey Waggoner and his son, the Rev. Garland Waggoner; and the liberal arts education that Dutch Reagan was given at Eureka College, a Disciples of Christ institution of higher learning, between 1928 and 1932.

			Along the way, we focused on a number of stories and narratives in order to get a sense of what Dutch was like in the first twenty-one years of his life. Among those vignettes was the Reagan family moving several times when Dutch was a young boy; Nelle Reagan’s many commitments to the Disciples of Christ Church; the Restoration Movement of the nineteenth century, and the Disciples’ participation in that movement; Dutch’s decision at the age of eleven to be baptized in his mother’s Church; Dutch’s admission that he was an “inveterate reader” as an adolescent; Dutch experiences with African Americans on his Eureka College football team; Thurgood Marshall’s accusation that Reagan was a racist and Reagan’s response; and a number of other narratives that became central to Reagan’s early religious life.

			We saw Dutch’s interactions with the Reverends Cleaver and Waggoner; his assumption as a leadership figure in his freshman year at Eureka and his election as senior class president a few years later; his many visits to the Eureka campus, beginning in 1941 and continuing until 1992; and the influence of Garland Waggoner, first as his “hero” as a football star, and later when Garland suggested that Eureka College might be a good place for Dutch.

			In short, we may make the following conclusions about Ronald Reagan’s early religious life. First, Reagan’s parents were his greatest religious influences: his mother because of her guidance through the Disciples Church, and his father for his dedication to hard work and his ability to tell a tale. Second, although Jack Reagan was a Catholic, he had an influence on his son toward openness in regard to the Roman Church. Third, Jack’s alcoholism undoubtedly had a lasting effect on the character of his son. Fourth, Nelle taught her children that “everything happens for a reason,” and this theological statement had a deep effect on her son Dutch.

			Fifth, the nineteenth century Christian belief system known as the Restoration Movement—an attempt to return Christianity at its most primitive roots. Sixth, the fact that the Disciples Churches became “congregationally governed” showed Dutch something of the priesthood of all believers, sola scriptura, and other Restoration Movement ideals. Seventh, That Printer of Udell’s and many of the other books that Ronald Reagan read as a child and adolescent appear to have had a profound effect on the fortieth president’s understanding of how life was to be conducted, particularly morally and theologically. The themes of Udell’s and Reagan’s other early reading were honesty, hypocrisy, generosity, sacrifice, virtue, purity, and “practical Christian living.” 93

			In the final analysis, the most important influence on the early religious life of Ronald Reagan was his mother, Nelle Reagan; and the most important teaching that Ronald Reagan inherited from his mother is the conviction that he mentions in his autobiography, An American Life:

			My mother told me that everything in life happened for a purpose. She said all things were part of God’s Plan, even the most disheartening setbacks, and, in the end, everything works out for the best. 94
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			Chapter Two

			Ronald Reagan and God

			Reagan was not fearful or embarrassed to speak of Jesus Christ. He refrained from invoking Christ’s name in his inaugural addresses and used caution on other occasions when Christian imagery may have been deemed insensitive—even among ecumenical audiences.

			—Ben Elliot, Reagan speechwriter

			The world knows much about Ronald Reagan; it should also be known that he passed along to his daughter a deep, resilient faith that God’s love never avers.

			—Patti Reagan, Angels Don’t Die

			Every day, I think and feel, is a blessing from God; and every day I consider it to be a new beginning. Yeah, everything is beautiful.

			—Ronald Reagan, “Evil Empire” speech, March 8, 1983

			Introduction

			The goal of this chapter is to explore what Ronald Reagan had to say and write about the idea of God. For the most part, his views on the Divine were quite traditionally orthodox, in that Reagan saw God as being all-good, all-knowing, and all-powerful, as well as being the Creator of the universe in a creation ex nihilo, or “out of nothing,” manner. 1

			As we shall see, Reagan made five distinct kinds of remarks about God. We will list these varieties here, and then explore each type in its own section of the chapter:

			
					General remarks about God

					God and his relationship to America

					God and his relationship to ethics

					“God bless America” at the end of many speeches and addresses

					Jesus Christ as God

			

			Before we get to these sections, however, we may first say that Ronald Reagan was a firm believer in a God who is the Creator of the universe, a God who answers prayers, a God who has promised eternal life to those who follow him. Reagan believed in a God whose Son Jesus is the Son of God, a Son who died for our sins, making the eternal life God promised possible.

			The fortieth president of the United States believed in a God who is capable of performing miracles in this life and the next. Mr. Reagan believed in a God who has a divine plan by which in the end, everything will work out for the good. This brings us to a discussion of Mr. Reagan’s direct observations about his monotheism.

			Reagan and General Statements about God

			There are a number of sources for understanding Ronald Reagan’s views on God, many of which have been enumerated in the previous chapter. One that has not been mentioned there, however, was writer Whittaker Chambers, a man whose own religious conversion made him a witness to one of the most tragic instances in our history, the Hiss-Chambers case.

			Mr. Chambers is important for our purposes because Ronald Reagan admired him, as well as his book, The Witness, in which Mr. Chambers observed:

			The crisis of the Western World exists to the degree in which the West is indifferent to God, the degree to which it cooperates in Communism’s attempt to make man stand alone. 2

			In Mr. Reagan’s public life, he frequently returned to this observation of Mr. Chambers, as we shall see in the next chapter. For now, it is enough to point out that Chambers, like Mr. Reagan, believed that the biggest difference between America and the Soviet Empire was the belief in, and the reliance on, God.

			By “General Statements about God,” at the heading of this section, we mean that Mr. Reagan frequently made statements about the Divine of a very broad nature in his speeches, general conversations, and letters. For example, Reagan often said, “If we ever forget that we are one nation under God, then we will be a nation gone under.” 3 On a variety of occasions, Mr. Reagan said, “We are never defeated unless we give up on God.” 4 In speaking about himself and human nature in general, Reagan once related: “I am as bad as the worst, but, thank God, I am as good as the best.” 5 On another occasion, he asserted, “We are never defeated unless we give up on God.” 6

			Although Mr. Reagan first employed this statement at a public campaign rally on November 4, 1988, in Vorhees, New Jersey, and made use of it many times after that occasion, the phrase was actually borrowed from nineteenth century American poet Walt Whitman and his poem “Leaves of Grass.” 7

			Mr. Reagan often spoke of God when he spoke of the happiness in his life. He remarked, “I find myself happy with the simplest of things. I appreciate all the gifts that God has given
me.” 8 Mr. Reagan made this remark at least twice: in one of his many Christmas addresses while president, and in his farewell address to America, delivered on January 12, 1989. 

			Similarly, in more than one interview or speech, Mr. Reagan remarked:

			Every day, I think and feel, is a blessing from God. And every day I consider it to be a new beginning. Yeah, everything is beautiful. 9

			The kind of optimism in the above remark was characteristic of the fortieth president’s actions and speech. One Friday afternoon, he is reported to have said to his staff:

			I have never in my life found myself in a situation where I have stopped work and said, “Thank God it’s Friday.” But weekends are special events even if your schedule is all over the place. Something tells you the weekend has arrived, and you can indulge yourself a bit. 10

			Although Mr. Reagan reportedly said this comment to Eli Wiesel at a White House ceremony, the quotation in question was, in fact, borrowed from British actor Helen Mirren by Peggy Noonan, one of President Reagan’s speechwriters.

			It was not unusual for Mr. Reagan to give an account of his philosophy of life, and, when he did, to speak of God. For example, he often remarked, “Live simply, love generously, care deeply, speak kindly, and leave the rest to God.” 11 Although it has been reported by some that Reagan made this comment in a speech in France, on June 6, 1985, there is no evidence in the Reagan record that he actually uttered these words. Nevertheless, James Comey went on twitter, on October 3, 2018, to compare Donald Trump to Mr. Reagan, but there is no evidence that the fortieth president ever said it.

			Even as early in his administration as his first inaugural address in 1981, Mr. Reagan mentioned the Divine, in very general ways, four times. In the first two of these, while speaking of America, he said, “We are a nation under God, and, I believe, God intended us to be free.” 12. Reagan also related, “I am told that tens of thousands of prayer meetings are being held on this day and I am deeply grateful…We are a nation under God, and I believe that God intends us to be free.” 13

			At the very end of the address, Mr. Reagan spoke of solving the problems of the nation “together with God’s help.” He concluded with his signature closing, “God bless you and thank you. Thank you very much.”14

			In addition to these four references to the Divine in his first inaugural, Mr. Reagan also employed a variety of religious terms that became characteristic of his years as president. He described the “every four-year ceremony” that signals the transition from one president to another as a “miracle.” A few moments later, he employed the word “fate” twice, arguing that the fate of the nation would not be a negative one. 15

			In the same speech, Mr. Reagan used the words “faith and “hope,” asking for a renewal of both by the people of the nation. He also employed “hope” a second time at the end of the speech, along with several references
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