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            INTRODUCTION



            NICK SPENCER

         

         We begin with a horror story.

         It is a fringe meeting at the Labour Party conference, September 2015, Monday morning. The British Humanist Association, the UK’s premier association of atheists and agnostics, is hosting its ‘no-prayer annual breakfast’. This is a lot like the prayer breakfasts that are held annually in Westminster, Washington and many other political capitals, only somewhat smaller and without any prayer.

         Breakfast has long gone by the time shadow business secretary Angela Eagle, soon to be a contender for leadership of the Labour Party (and therefore, in theory, the country), launches into an attack on Tim Farron MP. Mr Farron is the new leader of the Liberal Democrats, a party hunted to the point of extinction at the 2015 general election. As the leader of the nation’s only other centre-left party, one might have expected Ms Eagle to attack Mr Farron for (some of ) his policies or his political principles. But instead, her attack took a different line.

         ‘At a time when we have a huge revival of fundamentalist religious belief,’ she told them, ‘we have a newly elected leader of the Liberal Democrats who is an evangelical Christian who believes in the literal truth of the Bible. He does. He just doesn’t want to talk about it a lot because he knows how much it will embarrass his own party.’

         Ms Eagle’s vision was alarming, if a little sketchy on the details (if, after all, there has been a huge ‘revival of fundamentalist religious belief ’ in the UK, one can’t help wonder where they all are on a Sunday morning). Still, she blew the dog whistle with vigour: ‘revival’, ‘fundamentalist’, ‘evangelical’, ‘literal’; the choir to whom she was preaching must have shuddered. The prospect of a religious – a seriously religious – politician getting anywhere near the levers of power is, Eagle implied, petrifying. Her speech was a reminder, according to the Guardian diarist who attended and wrote about the event, that fundamentalism takes many forms.1

         
            • • •

         

         With no disrespect to the leader of the Liberal Democrats in the UK (who, for the record, does in fact speak openly about his Christian faith2), Mr Farron is rather unlikely to get anywhere near the levers of power. The Liberal Democrats’ brief union with the Conservative Party in the 2010–15 coalition government ended in an appallingly messy divorce in which the senior partner got the house and most of the savings, and the junior one the contents of the garden shed and a sleeping bag. Even had they not been left with only eight (now nine) MPs, it is unlikely that any Liberal Democrat party leader will rush into political marriage again. In that regard, it was simply the energy with which Ms Eagle reviled Mr Farron’s faith that was unusual. One wonders what she would have said of a parliamentarian who stood a genuine chance of office.

         But if her vigour was unusual, the denunciation itself was not. British voters are familiar, some wearyingly so, with the idea that Christianity and politics do not mix. We all know what happens when they do: crusades, inquisitions, invasions, persecution. We free moderns should never forget that religious adversaries are always on the prowl, seeking someone to devour. The price of secular freedom is eternal vigilance, usually of religious people.

         Nevertheless, it was the great secular hope that walls of separation, whether constitutionally or culturally erected, and the general decay of Christian belief in the West, would render any theo-political threat dormant, and such eagle-eyed vigilance redundant. Denunciations like that at the ‘no-prayer breakfast’ would become unnecessary because there would be too few Christians, either in power or in voting booths, for the theo-political menace to scare the secular horses.

         The last forty years have turned out somewhat different. The rest of the world did not do what most Westerners expected it to, and secularise in the manner of its formal colonial powers. The emergence of politically confident Islam in the Middle East and south Asia; the continued strength of Catholicism in Central and South America, and its growth in Africa; the remarkable explosion of Pentecostalism in Central and South America and in sub-Saharan Africa; the extraordinary story of Christianity in South Korea, and its survival and then upsurge in China: none of this had been predicted. Different paths were taken and Western politicians found themselves operating in a world that is, as the sociologist Peter Berger has remarked, ‘as furiously religious as it ever was, and in some places more than ever’.3

         Worse, Western politics did not secularise, or more precisely did not secularise as fully and comprehensively as many were expecting. The upsurge in Christian engagement in US politics startled many from the late 1970s; Pope John Paul II played a seminal role in the end of communism in Europe, and even in the somewhat less religious countries of western Europe and Australia, churches remained a part of the political scene, often playing significant walk-on roles themselves. Moreover, as the stories in this volume indicate, Christian political leaders have hardly become less prominent over recent decades, and may, in fact, have become more so. Worse still, those Presidents and Prime Ministers were often open and unapologetic about their faith, and its political significance. It was the stuff of Angela Eagle’s nightmares.

         
            • • •

         

         This book examines the faith of those leaders, twenty-four of them to be precise. While it can be read straight through it can just as profitably be dipped into and cherry-picked for figures who especially appeal to readers.

         All but one of its subjects were happy to call themselves Christian, the exception being Václav Havel, whose writings on theism and ethics are so striking that they demand attention and inclusion, and all held highest office (all but one executive office). Nevertheless, for all their similarity in framing and focus, the chapters in The Mighty and the Almighty are subtly different. When a subject has a long and twisting life story, such as Nelson Mandela, more space is given to charting that. When a subject or their country is liable to be less familiar to a reader – Lee Myung-bak in South Korea, Fernando Lugo in Paraguay, or Ellen Johnson Sirleaf in Liberia, for example – the chapter offers more background and explanatory detail. A few chapters – well, the one on Havel – offer more space for discussion of the subject’s writing and intellectual ruminations. For some, most commonly American Presidents, the cup of evidence runneth over; for others, often British Prime Ministers, we find ourselves gathering up the crumbs from under the political table. Because no two political leaders are alike – and, as we shall see, being a Christian political leader does little to alter such diversity – no two chapters on them are alike.

         Of our subjects, the majority held or hold office in Western or ‘developed’ countries (the exceptions – Mandela, Sirleaf, Lugo and Goodluck Jonathan – provide interesting points of comparison), although not all those countries are ‘Western’ (e.g. South Korea) or indeed fully functioning democracies (e.g. Russia). Most of the leaders are (or were) openly and publicly Christian (although some were rather camera shy) but by no means all liked to claim a direct connection between their faith and politics. Some were more culturally Christian; some more comfortable with vicarious faith; others were explicit and confessional; a few were converts; several once contemplated a career in the Church; one, remarkably, had been a bishop. Many others – Tarja Halonen of Finland, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva of Brazil, F. W. de Klerk of South Africa, Lech Wałęsa of Poland, Boris Trajkovski of Macedonia, John Bruton and Bertie Ahern of Ireland, Yulia Tymoshenko of Ukraine, José María Aznar of Spain, Helmut Kohl and Gerhard Schröder of Germany, Stephen Harper, Jean Chrétien and Justin Trudeau of Canada, even Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe – might have been included but for reasons of space (and, in some instances, available source material).

         As mention of the last of these names suggests, The Mighty and the Almighty is no work of apology or PR. Robert Mugabe might have been vigorously attacked by the Catholic hierarchy in Zimbabwe (at least recently) but he was educated as a Catholic, married in a Catholic church and calls himself a Catholic. He did not, alas, make the cut but Vladimir Putin, no less open about his devout faith (to Russian Orthodoxy) did. Neither is renowned as a paragon of democratic virtue. The purpose of The Mighty and the Almighty is not to discuss nice Christian politicians, or those politicians we would like to be Christian, or those Christian politicians with whom we agree (who, after all, is the ‘we’ here?). Rather it is intended to look at leading politicians – meaning those who have sat in the highest office – who have claimed some Christian faith, and to explore how they have squared the two; how, in effect, the Mighty (or at least those who professed a belief in him) have dealt with the Almighty when in office.

         As any good pollster will tell you, twenty-four is a pretty low sample size, even when dealing with a ‘universe’ as small as this one. We must be careful about drawing firm conclusions about ‘how politicians do God’ from such a group. Nonetheless, some patterns and tentative conclusions do emerge and are discussed at the end of the book. Before that, however, The Mighty and the Almighty seeks to offer a series of theo-political biographies of men and women who have had more of an opportunity than most to shape the world in which we live. What role their Christian faith played in this shaping is explored in each chapter. Whether it is something about which we should be delighted, pleased, indifferent, sceptical or, like Angela Eagle, afraid is a question to which we shall turn.

         
            NOTES

            1. Simon Hattenstone, ‘The cult of Jeremy Corbyn, the great silverback mouse’, The Guardian, 29 September 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/sep/29/jeremy-corbyn-labour-conference-great-silverback-mouse (accessed 19 January 2017).

            2. The author heard one such address at a public meeting in the Attlee Suite in Portcullis House in November 2016, to mark one year after the Commission on Religion and Belief report, in which Mr Farron was positively evangelical about his faith.

            3. Peter Berger (ed.), The Desecularization of the World: The Resurgence of Religion in World Politics (Eerdmans, 1999), p. 2.

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            MARGARET THATCHER

(1979 – 90)



            NICK SPENCER

         

         Margaret Thatcher was Britain’s most serious and explicitly religious Prime Minister since Stanley Baldwin, arguably since William Gladstone. The second child of devout Methodists, she was a preacher before she was a parliamentarian, a Christian before a Conservative, and convinced that political problems had spiritual roots. ‘Economic problems never start with economics. They have much deeper roots in human nature,’ she said in her first conference address as Conservative Party leader in 1975, an address of which she subsequently remarked, ‘I was not going to make just an economic speech. The economy had gone wrong because something else had gone wrong spiritually and philosophically.’1

         BIOGRAPHY

         Margaret Thatcher was born above her father’s grocer’s shop in Grantham, Lincolnshire, on 13 October 1925. Her father, rather than her mother, with whom she claimed she had very little in common, was the dominant figure in her early life. Hardworking, austere, puritanical and civic minded, Alfred Roberts was a Methodist preacher, who inculcated in his daughter a spirit of self-reliance and independence. Margaret attended chapel four times on a Sunday, ‘a religious environment which, by the standards of today, would seem very rigid’.2 Although there was no doubting her sincerity or involvement, she latterly indicated that, for her, less Christianity would have been more, and she declined to impose on her own children anything like as demanding an observance – or, indeed, any Christian observance at all.3

         Her Grantham upbringing was subsequently much mythologised, not least by Thatcher herself once she had become leader of the opposition. ‘All my ideas about life, about individual responsibility, about looking after your neighbour, about patriotism, about self-discipline, about law and order, were all formed right in a small town in the Midlands, and I’ve always been thankful that I was brought up in a smaller community so that you really felt what a community could be,’ she remarked.4 However much exaggeration there might be in this, it is clear that her Methodist upbringing was formative – ‘our lives revolved around Methodism,’ she latterly remarked – and although tempered by marriage to the millionaire Denis Thatcher, and submerged by an early parliamentary career in a more patrician, Conservative milieu, it was the values of thrift, industry, self-reliance and probity that shaped and inspired her politics.5

         She became a committed member of the Oxford University Wesleyan Society (OUWS) in her student days, attending study groups, and even preaching on the local circuit. Slowly, however, politics drew her attention and she gravitated from the OUWS to the OU Conservative Association. The connection remained close, however, as evidenced by an address to the local Free Church Council in Dartford, when standing for election there in 1951, which tied together patriotism, Christian decency and a religious calling to public service.

         Thatcher transferred her denominational allegiance to low-church Anglicanism in the 1950s as she moved physically, emotionally and spiritually from Grantham, not least on account of her marriage to Denis, who was, to all intents and purposes, a non-believer. She never considered the denominational shift to be substantial, however, pointing out that Wesley always considered himself an Anglican, and maintaining her discernibly nonconformist social ethic long after she began attending the established church.

         Margaret Thatcher was devout and there was never a whisper of a suggestion that her Christianity was put on for office or for the cameras. According to the rector of St Peter and St Paul, Ellesborough, the parish church nearest to the prime ministerial residence of Chequers, Thatcher attended more often in the first two years of her premiership than any other post-war Prime Minister. Moreover, in another sign of her religious integrity, she always refused communion when there, on account of the fact that, despite her move from Wesleyan Methodism, she was never confirmed an Anglican. Christian beliefs and commitments went all the way down and not even her sharpest critics ever accused her of spiritual superficiality. Indeed, if anything, their problem and criticism was precisely the reverse, that Thatcher took her particular spiritual commitments too seriously, too inflexibly and too absolutely for the political world.

         ‘WE DO NOT LEGISLATE FOR SAINTS’

         Thatcher insisted that Christianity did not dictate her politics. ‘I never thought that Christianity equipped me with a political philosophy,’ she told an audience at St Lawrence Jewry in 1978. However, she went on, ‘it did equip me with standards to which political actions must, in the end, be referred’.

         It is not entirely clear how we should read this statement, made as it was by an opposition leader seeking office. Many years later in the autobiographical account of her time as Prime Minister, she wrote how her ‘whole political philosophy’ was ‘based’ on ‘what are often referred to as “Judaeo-Christian”’ values.6 She was clear throughout her political life that Christians could belong to either main party in the UK, though there was never any doubt which was the truer home for them.

         That noted, Thatcher did try to strike a balance in her Christian political pronouncements. On those (relatively rare) occasions on which she spoke in some detail about Christianity, she stressed how she saw in the faith a balance between two competing doctrines. In her speech at St Lawrence Jewry she explained how there is a ‘great Christian doctrine’ that ‘we are all members one of another’. This was expressed ‘in the concept of the Church on earth as the Body of Christ’, and from it ‘we learn our interdependence’ and the ‘great truth that we do not achieve happiness or salvation in isolation from each other but as members of society’.7 This is not the voice that people associate with Margaret Thatcher.

         More familiar is the other ‘great doctrine’, that people are ‘all responsible moral beings … infinitely precious in the eyes of their Creator’, faced with the ‘choice between good and evil’. Although it was with these free, moral, responsible beings that Thatcherism was better associated, she insisted to the audience at St Lawrence Jewry that ‘the whole of political wisdom consists in getting these two ideas in the right relationship to each other’.

         To critics, not least ecclesiastical ones, it was precisely this theological balance that she failed to strike: recognising a tension between individual and collective responsibility, and then ignoring it or pretending it was in fact no tension at all. This can be seen in her 1977 Iain Macleod Memorial Lecture, ‘Dimensions of Conservatism’, in which she attacked the ‘socialist’ conviction that there was a choice between capitalism, which, ‘based on profit[,] embodies and encourages self-interest’ and is therefore ‘selfish and bad’, and socialism, which rejects the free market and therefore ‘is based on and nurtures altruism and selflessness’. This, she vigorously pronounced, was ‘baseless nonsense in theory and in practice’. ‘There is not and cannot possibly be any hard and fast antithesis between self-interest and care for others’, she told her audience, precisely for those reasons she would identify in her St Lawrence Jewry lecture the following year. ‘Man is a social creature, born into family, clan, community, nation, brought up in mutual dependence’, this being a ‘cornerstone’ of Christian morality, as evidenced in the Golden Rule. This command, to ‘do as you would be done by’, was predicated precisely on a ‘concern’ and ‘responsibility for self ’. Only by respecting and honouring the self could one ‘extend’ the same to others. ‘Our fellow-feeling develops from self-regard.’ Altruism (of the kind socialists expected and defended) might be admirable but it was neither realistic nor necessary, nor, importantly, a political project. ‘You may object that saintly people can well have no personal desires, either material or prestigious; but we do not legislate for saints.’8

         Thatcher’s Christian politics was not as monolithic or red-in-tooth-and-claw as critics (and indeed some allies) insisted. Her social, ecclesiastical and theological upbringing in Grantham, however much mythologised, did leave her with a sense that there was such a thing as corporate responsibility, as ‘society’. Crucially, however, not only was this not the same as the state – a point that Archbishop William Temple, with whom Thatcher profoundly disagreed, was making in the 1920s – but, in Thatcher’s mind, it was actively undermined by the state. Whereas for fellow parliamentarians such as Tony Benn, who shared a nonconformist hinterland (if absolutely nothing else) with Thatcher, the state would preserve, enable and encourage virtue, mutuality and responsibility, for Margaret Thatcher it did little other than hinder them.

         Once again, there were subtleties here in her approach. However much she stood in the line of descent from late Victorian liberalism and deployed its rhetoric, she was no political Canute. ‘The role of the state in Christian society is to encourage virtue, not to usurp it,’ she told the St Lawrence Jewry audience, leaving open the possibility that the state did have some positive role to play.9 She returned to this in a speech to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1988, one of the most theologically explicit speeches ever made by a sitting Prime Minister. ‘Speaking personally as a Christian’, she began by outlining three ‘distinctive marks’ of Christianity, three marks which, in good Christian fashion, were actually one:

         
            First, that from the beginning man has been endowed by God with the fundamental right to choose between good and evil … second, that we were made in God’s own image and, therefore, we are expected to use all our own power of thought and judgement in exercising that choice … and third, that Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, when faced with His terrible choice and lonely vigil, chose to lay down His life that our sins may be forgiven.10

         

         Thatcher’s Christianity had, by 1988, lost some of its emphasis on the corporate nature and was, as she told a hapless John Humphrys, who had tried to catch her out in a pre-election radio interview the previous year, fundamentally about personal choice.11 Yet even now, she went on to say how we must recognise that ‘modern society is infinitely more complex than that of Biblical times’, and that ‘in our generation, the only way we can ensure that no one is left without sustenance, help or opportunity, is to have laws to provide for health and education, pensions for the elderly, succour for the sick and disabled’. It was clearly not that the state had no role in securing the public good, even if that role was more tilted towards legislation and regulation than provision. However, she immediately went on to say, ‘Intervention by the state must never become so great that it effectively removes personal responsibility.’ The point at which state intervention became so great as to interfere with this ‘responsibility’ was a great deal earlier for Thatcher than it was for many other Christians, not least her critics in the Church of England.

         Thatcher’s Christianity, then, imbued her with an awareness of but profound scepticism towards the role of collective institutions in securing the public good. But it also, crucially, formed in her an awareness of and profound sympathy towards the role of the individual in securing that good. This was central to her political philosophy. If her theo-politics had deep Christian roots anywhere, it was here. ‘Our religion teaches us that every human being is unique and must play his part in working out his own salvation,’ she told her audience at the Iain Macleod lecture.12 ‘The New Testament is preoccupied with the individual, with his need for forgiveness and for the Divine strength which comes to those who sincerely accept it,’ she said in a later speech at St Lawrence Jewry.13

         Thatcher’s anthropology depicted unique, created, fundamentally independent and responsible beings who, if they lived their lives according to their Creator’s intentions – working hard, spending and saving responsibly, sustaining secure family lives, and participating in local community and voluntary associations rightly – would ensure that they, their communities and their society worked. This cashed out in the full range of her policies, but it also bred a tension in her Christian politics that was as ironic as it was irreconcilable.

         Thatcher liked and spoke often about the UK being a Christian nation or, when that term became sociologically contentious or politically inadvisable, being a nation founded on and formed by ‘Judeo-Christian values’. This was no less sincere than her own personal faith. The choice and independence she so powerfully advocated rested foursquare on strong moral foundations, such as those she grew up with in Grantham. ‘Freedom will destroy itself if it is not exercised within some sort of moral framework, some body of shared beliefs, some spiritual heritage,’ she told St Lawrence Jewry in 1978, and for Britain that framework was undoubtedly Christian. ‘Christian religion … is a fundamental part of our national heritage … we are a nation whose ideals are founded on the Bible.’14

         Not surprisingly this led Thatcher to be heralded by many conservative Christians – not, note, Christian Conservatives: the distinction will become clear – as something of a saviour. Upset and resentful at the political, social and cultural liberalism that began to transform the nation in the 1960s, they sought, and in Thatcher believed they had found, ‘one of us’: someone who acknowledged, respected and strove to protect the nation’s Christian foundations, identity and morals. Rhetorically she gave them much of what they wanted.

         However, her commitment to their agenda was somewhat more questionable. Thatcher’s voting record on the traditional social conservative issues was mixed. She had supported the decriminalisation of homosexuality and of abortion, but had opposed the Divorce Reform Act and spoken out against the liberalisation of obscene material. However, she rarely spoke in Parliament on any of these matters, and never took much active interest, at least until 1975 when she became leader of the opposition. She had no strong attachment to the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association, the organisation spearheaded by Mary Whitehouse that was most prominent in voicing socially conservative concerns through the 1970s and 1980s, although this is certainly not to claim she was indifferent to those concerns. The health of the family was a particular issue for her and she set up the Family Policy Group (FPG) in 1981, for example. However, the fact that, according to John Sparrow in the Cabinet Office, the FPG was briefed to generate initiatives to reverse the ‘collectivist beliefs and attitudes … ingrained in large numbers of the population’ and restore ‘the spirit of individual responsibility, confidence and self-reliance’ suggests that Thatcher’s understanding of ‘family’ was informed more by her wider ethical and economic concerns than by the more traditional language and ideas of the social conservatives.15

         This pinpoints the tension. The Daily Mail journalist Mary Kenny remarked of Thatcher’s moral universe that ‘the individual and the libertarian values are in conflict with the family much more than those of a socialist ethic.’16 Thatcher would, of course, have disputed that but the fact that the point may be made of more than simply family values is significant.

         Thatcher’s one parliamentary defeat was over the Shops Bill in 1986, when a remarkable coalition of Christians, one-nation conservatives, small traders and trade unionists worked together against it. The vigorous debate around the issue of Sunday trading often highlighted the tension – many called it outright hypocrisy – of Thatcher’s position, as she sought to enable a market extension that would have horrified her father and the Victorian Methodist culture that formed him (and her). An aged Harold Macmillan, making a final appearance in the House of Lords, warned (rightly) that the bill was ‘another step in the secularisation of our people’. More personally, the former Methodist preacher and Labour MP Ron Lewis asked, ‘Is she, as the head of the government, going to besmirch her father’s memory by bringing in legislation that will help consign the sanctity of the Sabbath day to the scrapheap?’17 That was a sharp question but sharp precisely because it was accurate.

         Much the same point could be made about Thatcher’s programme to deregulate credit across the nation. This could be, and was, morally defended as liberating people and giving them more responsibility over their own finances and lives. But it didn’t take a financial genius to work out that easy credit would invariably lead to a culture of debt, and given that Alfred Roberts described debt as the ‘curse of mankind’ in a 1936 speech, it is equally easy to lay the charge of hypocrisy, or at least self-contradiction, at his daughter’s door.18 There are indications that she was aware of this, or at least alert to the problematic and paradoxical consequences of trying to achieve Victorian, Judeo-Christian ends through the means of liberalisation and deregulation. Thatcher was, it is said, uncomfortable with many of the visible extravagances of capitalism and in private reportedly raged against the excesses of bankers. Frank Field MP once asked her about her greatest regret in office, to which she replied, ‘I cut taxes and I thought we would get a giving society and we haven’t.’19 Her former head of communications, Harvey Thomas, observed that ‘she thought like a grocer’s daughter … [and] couldn’t understand the culture she had created’.20

         However much this was the case – and opponents may justly point out that there was no shortage of critics, not least the established Church, which warned her regularly and loudly about the culture she was creating – this problem was not epiphenomenal, a merely secondary or incidental issue that happened to appear as an accident of her main policies. It was bred deep in the bone of Thatcherism and, arguably, of Thatcher’s political Christianity.

         CONCLUSION

         Margaret Thatcher offers a fascinating and, in modern British history, unprecedentedly broad and deep case study of the combination of Christianity and politics. Steeped in the Christian faith, intelligent, thoughtful, sincere, authentic, Margaret Thatcher’s Christianity shaped her politics genuinely and profoundly. It was not as severe or blunt as many assume but nor was it nuanced or balanced. It played aggressively to the political right but in doing so was beset by fault lines that gave sustenance to her many critics, foremost among whom was the Church of England.

         Eliza Filby, Thatcher’s spiritual biographer, wrote in the introduction to her book God and Mrs Thatcher that ‘the religious faith of leaders is not to be underestimated. It can drive some to war, others to peace; some left, others right.’21 This may be so, but it is never easy, even in a case as public and discussed as Margaret Thatcher’s, to say how far her religious faith moved and motivated her. We have no counterfactual case study of a woman free of the influence of Alfred Roberts, Methodism and pre-war Grantham against which to compare the UK’s first female Prime Minister. That recognised, few would doubt that Christianity, albeit flavoured by the circumstances of upbringing, the political context of the moment and Thatcher’s own fierce personal convictions, informed her politics in deep and momentous ways.

         
            NOTES

            1. ‘Speech to Conservative Party conference’, 10 October 1975, Margaret Thatcher Foundation website, http://margaretthatcher.org/document/102777 (accessed 19 January 2017); Margaret Thatcher, The Path to Power (London: HarperCollins, 1995), pp. 305–6.
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            RONALD REAGAN (1981 – 89)
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         INTRODUCTION

         Ronald Reagan’s election as fortieth President of the United States in November 1980 was to mark as significant a shift in American politics as Margaret Thatcher’s did in Britain. The new President’s public image was, in many ways, the polar opposite to his British counterpart: California and Hollywood as opposed to Grantham and Methodism. Yet there was a clear ideological bond between the two politicians, and when they first met in 1975, a close personal chemistry was also in evidence. Reagan sought to reform America as Thatcher did the UK and in his case Christianity was to play an even more significant role.

         EARLY YEARS

         Ronald Wilson Reagan was born on 6 February 1911 in Tampico, Illinois, the son of John Edward Reagan (Jack), a first-generation Irish immigrant, and Nelle Clyde Wilson Reagan. Although Nelle was a Protestant, the Reagans had been married in a Catholic church in 1904 largely on account of Jack’s heritage. He, however, showed little interest in Ronald or his brother Neil’s spiritual upbringing (and not much in their general upbringing), struggling with finances and drink throughout their childhood, and regularly moving the family in search of work. Reagan lived in five different towns and twelve rented apartments before his teen years.

         It was Nelle, and the church, that were to prove his rock. Nelle had a live and active faith, leading prayer meetings, teaching in the Sunday school, directing the choir, working with the Women’s Missionary Society and chairing the Committee on Missions. Highly biblically literate, it was her Bible on which Reagan swore his oath of allegiance when he assumed the presidency in 1981.

         When the family finally settled, Reagan attended a Disciples of Christ church in Dixon, Illinois, a denomination whose beliefs and commitments bore close resemblance to Reagan’s later politics: providence, progress and a nationalistic spirit that could equate the country’s interest with God’s will and occasionally explained America’s mission ‘in prophetic, millennialistic terms’.1 ‘I was raised to believe that God has a plan for everyone and that seemingly random twists of fate are all part of his plan,’ Reagan later said.2

         Fortified by his mother and the church, Reagan’s teenage faith was further edified by his pastor, Ben Cleavar, to whom he was particularly close and whose daughter he dated, and a good smattering of evangelical books, in particular the novel The Printer of Udell’s, reading which was like a spiritual experience for the young man, and which prompted him to get baptised. Thereafter, Reagan taught in the Sunday school and was vice-president of the Hi-Y Club, a social club associated with the Young Men’s Christian Association. The Disciples of Christ gave Reagan his first experience of public speaking, and many assumed he was on his way to being a minister. He left Dixon in 1928 for Eureka College, a liberal arts school established by the Disciples of Christ in 1850 to provide a Christian education, where he studied economics and sociology, from which point his media career took off.

         TO THE WHITE HOUSE

         Reagan started as a sports announcer at WOC radio in Davenport, Iowa, before progressing to WHO radio in Des Moines, where his profile gradually grew nationally, and thereafter to Hollywood in the late 1930s, where he signed with Warner Brothers and became a star. By the early 1950s, his movie career was on the wane and he was hired by General Electric as a travelling spokesman, a position he held until 1962 when his political interests began to take centre stage.

         Reagan had begun life as an FDR Democrat but disaffection with high tax rates (more than 90 per cent for the highest rate in the 1950s) and burgeoning welfare spending pushed him, by the later 1950s, into the arms of the Republican Party, claiming that the Democrats left him rather than the other way round. Although already a national figure in his own right, his first major political speech was delivered in 1964 for Barry Goldwater, who was running as a Republican candidate against Lyndon Johnson for the presidency. This so-called ‘Time for Choosing’ speech lambasted communism and the big state and announced the American public’s ‘rendezvous with destiny’. It was hugely successful, although more for Reagan than for Goldwater. Two years later, he stood successfully for the governorship of California, which he held from January 1967 to January 1975, whence he ran for President for the first time.

         After his youthful fervour, Reagan’s practical involvement in the church had faded somewhat (again, not unlike Thatcher’s), and although he joined the Hollywood Beverly Christian Church in 1930s, his attendance there was sporadic. His faith and religious commitments remained, however, and were made evident from his earliest days in public office. ‘It is inconceivable to me’, he said minutes into the 1967 inaugural address, ‘that anyone could accept this delegated authority without asking God’s help,’ going on to say:

         
            Someone back in our history, maybe it was Benjamin Franklin, said if ever someone could take public office and bring to that public office the precepts and teachings of the Prince of Peace, he would revolutionise the world and men would be remembering him for 1,000 years. I don’t think anyone could follow those precepts completely. I’m not so presumptuous as to think I can – but I will try very hard.3

         

         Reagan told the broadcaster David Frost that Christ was the historical figure he most admired,4 and he was repeatedly clear about his need for prayer. The sentiments did not win him the Republican Party nomination in 1976, let alone the presidency, but they signalled a new voice in top-rank American politics, saturated in Christian faith and not afraid to use it. In 1976, the American public chose Jimmy Carter, a born-again Southern Baptist, many believing that they were going to get undiluted, born-again Baptist Christianity. His resolute failure to satisfy them, combined as it was with an unprecedented loss of American self-confidence, paved the way for Reagan’s ebullient, optimistic and rhetorically polished faith to move into the highest office four years later.

         REAGAN’S RHETORIC

         It was perhaps his theo-political rhetoric that constituted Ronald Reagan’s biggest single impression on US politics.

         Reagan accepted the Republican nomination before a huge crowd in Detroit on 17 July 1980. At one point, almost stammering, he admitted to his audience, ‘I— I have— I have thought of something that is not part of my speech. And I’m worried over whether I should do it.’ He took time before divulging his secret, building the suspense still further. ‘I’ll confess that I’ve been a little afraid to suggest what I’m going to suggest.’ He paused. ‘I’m more afraid not to.’ He then asked the audience, and the nation, ‘Can we begin our crusade, joined together, in a moment of silent prayer?’ The moment lasted fully thirteen seconds until the would-be President broke it with his final words of the night: ‘God bless America.’ The reaction was rapturous, in Detroit and beyond.

         In their study of how twentieth-century Presidents used religion rhetorically, David Domke and Kevin Coe showed how, from the administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt until that of Jimmy Carter, around half of White House addresses to the nation invoked God, the high points being Roosevelt himself and Harry Truman, both invoking God about 60 per cent of the time, and the low points being Richard Nixon and Carter, at about 30 per cent. With Reagan, this figure shot up to 96 per cent.5

         The same story can be told of the number of times God was invoked within these presidential addresses. This hovered at one to two per address between 1933 and 1981, but then increased to an average of three with Reagan. Even more tellingly, in what Domke and Coe call ‘high state occasions’, inaugurations and State of the Union addresses, the increase went from between one and three invocations on average to six with Reagan. God was summoned not only in more speeches but more often within speeches, and especially within big speeches. 

         Precisely the same pattern emerged with invocations of ‘faith’, and words like ‘mission’ or ‘crusade’. The proportion of presidential speeches with entreaties for God’s help and general requests for divine favour oscillated between 10 per cent and 40 per cent between Roosevelt and Gerald Ford, fell to under 10 per cent for Carter, but then rose to over 90 per cent with Reagan.6 Perhaps most tellingly, prior to Reagan taking office, the phrase ‘God bless America’ had been used only once in a national address, by Nixon on 30 April 1973 as he concluded his speech concerning Watergate.7 Thereafter, it became a staple of virtually all major presidential speeches. Domke and Coe conclude that it wasn’t that ‘explicit language about God entered the presidency in 1981’, but rather that it was ‘with Reagan [that] explicit language about God became publicly embedded in the presidency – and, by extension, in US politics’.8

         Reagan’s religious rhetoric was not ubiquitous; his first inaugural, for example, wore its spirituality lightly. But it was widespread, and marked by confidence, moral certainty and sometimes open aggression, all delivered with a self-consciously Christian vocabulary. If Winston Churchill took the English language and sent it into battle for Britain in the 1940s, Reagan spiritualised the American political language in the 1980s and sent it out to reinvigorate American society and self-image.

         MORAL REARMAMENT

         The reinvigoration of American society was central to Reagan’s mission, and he would have firmly countersigned Margaret Thatcher’s conviction that underlying the economic ennui that was plaguing the UK (and the US) in the 1970s there lurked a profound spiritual problem. This belief was part of Reagan’s mind from his earliest public statements, not least because it was part of the American mind. He had talked of America’s unique destiny from his early years (it was, as noted, almost part of the Disciples of Christ’s theology), and he subsequently adapted John Winthrop’s famous phrase ‘a city on a hill’, adding the epithetic ‘shining’ to give it a quintessential Reagan lustre. The words ‘blessed’, ‘promised land’, ‘divine plan’ and ‘providence’ featured repeatedly in his speeches, and he often spoke of America as ‘less of a place than an idea’, that idea being ‘God’s gift of freedom to all mankind’.9 

         The opportunity, and the felt need, for such rhetoric had increased vastly from the mid-1960s as internationally, Vietnam gave the nation a military bloody nose and badly tarnished its image as the world’s moral lighthouse, and domestically, clashes over civil rights, the rise of the permissive society, economic stagnation and the Watergate scandal disturbed national self-confidence. Disaffected groups emerged, the most influential coming to be known as the ‘Religious Right’, effected by a rapprochement between historically antagonistic Catholics and evangelicals. Many millions of Americans sought religious and cultural revival and, the star of Carter falling as rapidly as it had risen, Reagan was the man to deliver it.

         The promise began while he was governor of California. Reagan remarked in an interview with Christianity Today in 1972 that ‘there has been a wave of humanism and hedonism in this land’, before going on to say that he was optimistic ‘because I sense … a great revolution against that … a hunger … for spiritual revival.’10 He went on to make use of what Theodore Roosevelt called the bully pulpit of the White House, diagnosing the spiritual ills that ailed the nation and exhorting an appropriate response. He also liberally employed a remark Pope Pius XII had made in January 1946, first published in Collier’s Weekly magazine, to the effect that ‘God has placed an afflicted mankind … into the hands of America’. Between leaving California in 1976 through to the end of his presidency, Reagan used it at least eleven times.11 At times, he could go even further and intimate that to be truly American was to be Christian. Let us remember, he said on return from his one trip to Moscow in 1988, ‘that being an American means remembering another loyalty, a loyalty as the hymn put it “to another country I have heard of, a place whose King is never seen and whose armies cannot be counted”’.12

         None of this endeared him to his many secular critics, such as those who worked for the New York Times, which lambasted him for ‘not worshipping in his church but in a Washington hotel’ (where he had just delivered one such religiously charged speech) and said, ‘You don’t have to be a secular humanist to take offense at that display of what, in America, should be private piety.’13 ‘Private piety’ was anathema to Reagan, however, as it became clear it was to a very large number of Americans. 

         THE RELIGIOUS RIGHT

         As President, Reagan did not attend church regularly. This was explained in various ways – he didn’t want to wreck the worship services of whichever church he attended, there were major security concerns after he survived an assassination attempt in 1981 – none of which was especially convincing (not least as they failed to deter subsequent Presidents). Either way, it was an odd decision, as it gave a hostage to fortune to his opponents, who used it to claim his religiosity was all for the cameras, and it vexed his conservative religious allies who, while wholly behind him, were far from wholly uncritical.14

         Reagan vigorously courted this constituency, which was disaffected not only by the liberal turn in American cultural life but by the disappointment of Carter, who hid his Christian credentials tightly under a secular bushel. In the run-up to the 1980 election, Reagan spoke at the national convention of the Religious Roundtable, a group led by fifty-six prominent evangelical and fundamentalist religious leaders. The officially non-partisan nature of this group meant that they could not endorse any candidates. Recognising this, Reagan said, ‘I know this is non-partisan, so you can’t endorse me, but I want you to know that I endorse you.’15 It struck the perfect note, as did his vow to appoint evangelicals in his administration according to their proportion in society. This was an all-but-impossible promise, one that Carter had made in a more non-committal way four years earlier and that remained, predictably, unfulfilled, and there was a touch of this kind of disappointment in Reagan’s relationship with his core constituency with regard to a range of other issues, in particular school prayer and abortion.

         Reagan was undoubtedly serious about wanting to return (the possibility of ) public prayer to schools. The United States Supreme Court had ruled in Engel v. Vitale, in 1962, that voluntary recitation by New York public school students of a one-sentence non-denominational prayer composed by that state’s board of regents violated the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment to the Constitution. The following year, in Abington v. Schempp, the court found that the voluntary recitation of the Lord’s Prayer and reading of the Bible in public schools were also forbidden by the First Amendment.16 This incensed millions of Americans and was one of the issues that galvanised the Religious Right in the 1970s. Reagan himself made repeated references to the issue,17 asking rhetorically in a 1984 radio address, ‘Can it really be true that the First Amendment can permit Nazis and Ku Klux Klansmen to march on public property, advocate the extermination of people of the Jewish faith and the subjugation of blacks, while the same amendment forbids our children from saying a prayer in school?’18 In May 1982, he proposed to Congress a constitutional amendment to restore school prayer, to the effect that ‘nothing in the Constitution shall be construed to prohibit individual or group prayer in public schools or other public institutions’, adding also that ‘no person shall be required by the United States or by any state to participate in prayer’.19

         The amendment did not enjoy plain sailing, however, and when the debate returned in March the following year to the Senate, Reagan resubmitted it, declaring that ‘the founders of our nation and the framers of the First Amendment did not intend to forbid public prayer … On the contrary, prayer has been part of our public assemblies since Benjamin Franklin’s eloquent request that prayer be observed by the Constitutional Convention.’20 Despite his personal commitment to the issue, however, and the huge public support for the bill – over 80 per cent according to New York Times polling – the amendment failed to carry and when the Democrats gained control of the Senate in 1986, the prospects of its success were finally lost.

         If there is little doubt about Reagan’s commitment to school prayer, there is less clarity about his attitude to abortion. When governor of California he had signed into legislation (this was before Roe v. Wade when abortion was still a state issue) the Therapeutic Abortion Act, an Act intended to reduce the number of ‘back room’ abortions but which resulted in many more abortions in total. This was only four months into his governorship and he later claimed that had he been more experienced he would not have signed it. One biographer, Lou Cannon, said that in his dealings with Congress Reagan gave only scant attention to this ‘human life’ file. By contrast, William P. Clark, a lead member of his staff in California and Washington, asserted that ‘no issue was of greater importance to him than the dignity and sanctity of all human life’,21 and that Reagan personally made regular and significant pro-life noises.

         In reality, Reagan’s personal and rhetorical commitment to the issue, and indeed to the issues of personal morality that were gathering political significance at this time, is hard to doubt. He proclaimed a National Sanctity of Human Life Day in 1984 to coincide with the anniversary of Roe v. Wade, and two years later he stated in his State of the Union address that there is a ‘wound in our national conscience. America will never be whole as long as the right to life granted by our Creator is denied to the unborn.’ In a similar vein, he talked of a ‘spiritual awakening’ that was inextricably linked to this issue or those, like illegitimacy and promiscuity, that were marks of the nation’s moral degeneration.

         That noted, his attempts to reverse Roe v. Wade were even less successful than those on school prayer. The issue remained a juristic rather than a political one and hopes of returning it to state legislatures were as distant in 1989 as they had been in 1981.

         Overall, while there is no doubting the closeness of the relationship between Reagan and the Religious Right, the marriage was more fractious than the honeymoon, as they tend to be. For all that he talked the talk, declaring 1983 the Year of the Bible and arguing that the Founding Fathers never intended the Wall of Separation to be ‘a wall of hostility between government and the concept of religious belief itself ’,22 many Religious Right leaders increasingly came to lament that Reagan had actually achieved little for them. Some, like Jerry Falwell, worked hard for him but got very little in return, their generic disappointment being spiced with personal bitterness. For others, it was more simply that the new day that had allegedly dawned in 1981 turned out to be as cloudy as the one that preceded it.

         Some commentators subsequently claimed that Reagan and his administration’s courting of the Religious Right was mere cynicism, and occasional quotations can be drawn to support this: ‘We want to keep the Moral Majority types so close to us they can’t move their arms,’ remarked one anonymous Reagan administration official.23 This is hard to sustain, however. For all his rhetorical genius, Reagan meant what he said. Rather, the problem seems to have been the problem itself, namely that what ailed America in Reagan’s mind was a fundamentally cultural issue, not amenable to political, even presidential, action.

         The ultimate result was a paradoxical one. The Reagan years enabled the Religious Right to grow in profile, membership and influence. But its goals lingered stubbornly on the horizon, fracturing the movement as some groups retained a chastened faith in the Republicans, some lost it altogether, and a few, like Pat Robertson, thought it best to strike out on their own presidential path.

         No less worryingly, for them, the very profile and apparent influence of the movement boosted membership of liberal and secular groups almost as much as it did the Religious Right itself. The result was the intensifying of the culture wars, with which we are familiar today, although the extent to which blame for that can be laid at the door of Reagan himself is open to debate.

         ECONOMIC POLICY

         One of the reasons why the Religious Right lost faith in Reagan was that his administration made it clear that economic priorities trumped social and cultural ones in the opening years of his presidency (again, there is an echo with Thatcher’s Conservatives here). In the words of Senate majority leader Howard Baker, in March 1981, as long as the economy of the nation was in turmoil, social issues would be put on the back burner.24

         This, in itself, need not have alienated the Religious Right. Reagan’s economic policy was wholly consonant with their cultural values, and his talk of hard work, honesty, success, affluence and above all freedom was itself deeply rooted in his Disciples of Christ upbringing. Reagan had left all traces of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal far behind him, and saw the solution to the nation’s economic woes in a smaller state, much lower taxes (especially at the top rate) and the market. The growth of material inequality and the emergence of a super-rich class were prices worth paying for this rescue and even, in the case of the latter, something to celebrate.

         The reality, however, was that Reagan’s economic policy was one step removed from his biblical faith. He was more wary about drawing a direct link between the two than was Margaret Thatcher. In an early speech on ‘Losing freedom by instalments’, from 1962, he explained the difference between proportionate and progressive taxation by means of the Bible:

         
            There tithing is explained as the economic basis of our Judaic-Christian religions. The Lord says you shall contribute one-tenth and He says, ‘If I prosper you ten times as much you will give ten times as much.’ That is proportionate but look what happens today when you start computing Caesar’s share. A man of average income suddenly prospered ten times as much would find his personal tax increased forty-three times.25

         

         Such illustrations were a rarity in his mature political life, however, and although ‘Reaganomics’ was hardly in tension with his Christian faith, rooted ultimately in the same commitment to God-given freedom, it didn’t quite animate his religious supporters as other more obviously ‘moral’ issues did.

         COMMUNISM

         For all that Reagan’s religious commitments and rhetoric were in evidence in domestic concerns like abortion and school prayer, it was the threat of communism which brought out his most assured and muscular Christianity, a threat that dwarfed even the nation’s economic problems.

         Reagan had never, of course, had any sympathy for communism,26 but it was during his time working for GE that he read Witness, the 1952 autobiography by Whittaker Chambers, a former communist and spy, whose powerful denunciations (combined with his own journey to Christianity) hardened Reagan’s commitments. Chambers was clear on communism’s ‘evil’, a word for which Reagan would become famous, and its complete incompatibility with Christianity – ‘Communism is what happens when, in the name of Mind, men free themselves from God.’27 The association became an impenetrably tight one in Reagan’s own mind.

         Reagan brought this fierce commitment to the White House but it intensified after he survived an assassination attempt in 1981 which sharpened his sense of providence and destiny. As far as he was concerned, détente was little more than acquiescence. Acutely aware of religious persecution in the USSR, he saw only cynicism or aggression in Soviet politics. Theologian Michael Northcott argues that ‘the dispensationalist identification’ – in which different peoples would finally be divided into wicked and true believers – ‘of Russia as a key actor in the end times fuelled the Reagan administration’s full-on engagement in the Cold War’.28 This may well be true – some biographers have written that Reagan talked of Armageddon so often that he seemed to have an obsession with it – but it is probably also unnecessary. The moral simplicity of Reagan’s worldview was sufficient. Communism was a religious issue.

         He went on the verbal offensive; indeed, rarely has the phrase been so appropriate for a political leader. This was most famously illustrated in his so-called ‘Evil Empire’ speech, delivered to the National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando, Florida, on 8 March 1983.29 In actual fact, this speech was rather more about domestic issues – abortion, illegitimacy, church–state separation and school prayer – than international ones. Nor was it wholly unreflective or un-self-critical. ‘Our nation, too, has a legacy of evil with which it must deal,’ he remarked. However, it was remembered for its fierce and uncompromising anti-communist rhetoric, and in particular for Reagan’s entreaty to his audience to ‘beware the temptation … of blithely declaring [them]selves above it all and label[ling] both sides equally at fault’ or ‘ignor[ing] the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil empire’. In reality, there was little danger that this particular audience was ever going to do that, but they might have favoured a ‘nuclear freeze’, or at least shown some nerves about Reagan’s chosen policy of ‘find[ing] peace through strength’.

         Lukewarm support from large Christian constituencies was a fear that haunted the Reagan administration, in particular in its relations with the Vatican. Reagan had high hopes for this relationship, as the years of John XXIII and Paul VI, of the encyclical Pacem in Terris and the Vatican’s repeated calls to end violence in Vietnam, gave way to the more stridently anti-communist views of the world’s first Polish pope. Relations were good. Reagan appointed a personal envoy in his first term and John Paul II was delighted when he became the first President to extend diplomatic relations to the Vatican, a move long resisted by American Protestants. There was undoubtedly a consensus on communism, especially after the imposition of martial law in Poland in December 1981, a consensus that extended to Central American politics where ‘the Reagan administration took every opportunity to encourage the Vatican’s fears by projecting their own concerns that the Sandinistas were a hostile Marxist-Leninist force’.30 It even extended to the subject of liberation theology, Republican advisors producing for Reagan the ‘Santa Fe document’ during the 1980 campaign, which said that US foreign policy should begin to confront liberation theology.31

         For all this consensus, however, the relationship was not the perfect alliance that Reagan would have liked. While John Paul II was hardly likely to suggest there was any moral equivalence between the US and the USSR, the equivocation that Reagan most feared, nor was he likely to unreservedly support Reagan’s tactics for resolving the conflict. In late 1981, the Vatican sent both Leonid Brezhnev and Reagan the same letter asking them to receive a delegation from the Pontifical Academy of Science to present the findings of a study on nuclear war. Both agreed, though Reagan gave the delegation a somewhat frosty, twenty-minute stand-up reception when it arrived. When the academy subsequently produced a report that sharply criticised Reagan’s Strategic Defence (‘Star Wars’) Initiative (SDI), it was buried following lobbying from Vice-President Bush and Reagan himself. This – and other disappointments, such as the pastoral letter published by American bishops which openly challenged the morality of a defence policy based on nuclear deterrence, and John Paul II’s willingness to criticise the unbridled capitalism of the Reagan years32 – proved a headache for the administration, which tended, incorrectly, to view Vatican actions solely through the prism of shared anti-communism.

         Reagan’s audience of evangelicals in Orlando were unlikely to be as critical, even if they did disapprove of his bellicose path to peace, but there were moments when he made his own job of persuasion more difficult, such as when he drifted from criticising the Soviet system to Soviet people:

         
            Yes, let us pray for the salvation of all of those who live in that totalitarian darkness – pray they will discover the joy of knowing God. But until they do, let us be aware that while they preach the supremacy of the state, declare its omnipotence over individual man, and predict its eventual domination of all peoples on the Earth, they are the focus of evil in the modern world.

         

         Such a slip gave ammunition to his many critics, who were not slow in damning the speech as, in the words of the New York Times, ‘sectarian… dangerous… outrageous… simplistic… primitive.’33 Indeed, domestic liberal criticism could be more severe than that which came from TASS, the official Soviet news agency.

         While such presidential aggression was not wholly unprecedented – commentators have pointed out that Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman all used comparably strong language about the USSR – it was the combination of global moral certainty with domestic ‘moral majority’ politics, an evangelical audience and his openly theological worldview that infuriated his critics. For Reagan, it was a wholly natural and justifiable approach: God gave mankind freedom, and America was a precious reservoir of that divine gift, but the nation was in danger of abusing it at home and ignoring its abuse abroad, and it was the President’s duty to shake his people from their moral torpor and reconnect them with their providential role. Others thought differently. ‘The President should cease these celestial navigations,’ opined New Republic. ‘There is business on earth. He is not in the White House to save our souls, but to protect our bodies; not to do God’s will, but the people’s.’34

         CONCLUSION

         Ronald Reagan’s Christian faith was sincere, deep rooted and straightforward. Always a prop to his politics, rarely a challenge, it fortified his personal optimism and his sense of personal and national destiny. God, freedom, providence and America were tightly woven in his mind and rarely divided in his rhetoric. As he said before the UN General Assembly, freedom was ‘the universal right of all God’s children’.

         Despite some criticisms that his Christianity was a show or that it was distorted by his politics, the reality was that there was a neat, almost disturbing, complementarity between the two. And yet, in a strange way, Reagan’s Christianity was not political so much as cultural. He sought a national moral and spiritual reinvigoration and in some ways he achieved it. But the moral and spiritual problems he identified as plaguing the nation from his earliest political days as a supporter of Barry Goldwater and then as governor of California were just as acute, if not more so, when he left office in 1989, precipitating a certain political disaffection among his closest supporters. 

         Reagan’s Christianity was an authentic and serious affair, which catalysed a theo-political movement in the world’s most powerful country. However, its greatest impact lay in its rhetorical power and the way in which it changed the dialogue around Christianity in public life, nationally and internationally.
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            VÁCLAV HAVEL (1989 – 92, 1993 – 2003)



            NATAN MLADIN

         

         INTRODUCTION

         Best known for his leadership role in the political miracle that was the bloodless ‘Velvet Revolution’ of 1989 in Czechoslovakia, Václav Havel continues to inspire and challenge, as a rare-breed politician whose influence derives from his wide recognition as a strong ‘moral authority’ and his conception of politics as ‘morality in practice’. Mention responsibility as a guiding principle for political action and Havel’s name is bound to come up as one of its staunchest defenders and ablest articulators.

         If the rest of the politicians featured in this volume profess some kind of Christian faith and self-identify as Christians, however questionable their Christian credentials may be, Havel is a striking exception. Despite acknowledging ‘an affinity for Christian sentiment’1 and seeking to ‘live in the spirit of Christian morality’,2 Havel never identified as a Christian.

         This contribution is decidedly not an attempt to crowbar Havel into a religious identity he explicitly eschewed. Rather, it is an exploration of some of his core philosophical and religious ideas, his spiritual-but-non-religious outlook, and the way these may have shaped his political discourse and actions. The fertile ambivalence of his (metaphysical and ethical) convictions – something to be explored in depth below – reveals a deep affinity with Christian theism, while his conception of politics as ‘morality in practice’ chimes well with a Christian moral outlook. For that reason, he can be safely counted among the ‘mighty’ who looked up to the ‘Almighty’ on their political journey, even if, as mentioned, he conceived of neither ‘might’ nor the ‘Almighty’ in explicitly Christian terms.

         BIOGRAPHY

         Playwright, public intellectual, politician, statesman, Václav Havel is considered by many to be one of the most prominent political thinkers in the second half of the twentieth century. He was born in 1936 into an affluent family in Czechoslovakia. Before he turned twelve, the country fell into the hands of the Communist Party after the Soviets liberated it from the German occupation of 1939. It remained in the grip of communism and within the Soviet ‘sphere of influence’ from 1948 to 1989.

         Havel first wanted to study film, then theatre, but was denied a university education by the communist government. He managed to secure theatre jobs with Prague’s ABC Theatre, then the Theatre on the Balustrade, and to establish himself as an important literary voice by the time he was thirty, becoming one of the country’s most notable playwrights. Havel wrote absurdist, deeply philosophical drama in the style of Samuel Beckett and Eugène Ionesco, tackling identity, language, moral duty, time and other similarly ‘light’ subjects, as they came to the fore in the experience of communism. His theatrical work was positively received at home, but performed particularly well abroad, earning him the reputation of a major dramatist rising in central Europe, and, with it, numerous prizes and accolades.

         Never the aloof intellectual, Havel rose through the ranks to become one of the leaders in the dissident movement in Czechoslovakia. This reached a high point in the 1968 ‘Prague Spring’ – a famous but short-lived period of reforms that was crushed by the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August of the same year. Under the leadership of Gustáv Husák, the regime banned all ‘nonconformist’ activity in an effort to ‘normalise’ public life – just one of the many communist euphemisms for a heavy-handed politics of repression. Havel continued to write despite the ban, contributing to the flourishing samizdat literary and intellectual culture.

         The dissident movement took institutional shape in the founding of Charter 77, a civic initiative led by the ‘intellectual oppositionists’3 that sought to defend human rights and basic liberties, and which provided a space for those wanting ‘to think and live outside of the “normalised” box’.4 As one of its leaders, Havel came to feel the iron fist of repression directly, and along with other leaders ended up in prison, where he spent almost four years in total, between 1979 and 1983. Incarcerated, he continued to write plays, albeit much more slowly, but his most important work of the period were his Letters to Olga. These were the weekly letters he was allowed to write to his wife, which became for him a true ‘vehicle of survival’ in prison. They provide an ‘embarrassment of riches’5 for the student of the soul, containing copiously introspective and wide-ranging reflections on the big questions of life, the foundations of belief and Havel’s own spirituality.

         He was released from prison on account of illness before serving his full term. After adjusting to civilian life, Havel continued to be actively involved with Charter 77, which grew and found its sharp edge in the ‘Civic Forum’. This was the Prague-based organisation co-founded by Havel in 1989 that became the vehicle of the revolution, with Havel firmly in the driving seat. The forum managed the unthinkable: peaceful negotiations to end the communist regime in Czechoslovakia in what became known as the ‘Velvet Revolution’. Thrust into the limelight, the former prisoner and vilified dissident Havel was unanimously elected by the country’s Federal Assembly as President of his country on 29 December 1989.

         From 1989 to 1992 he served as President of Czechoslovakia. After the peaceful split of the country he was elected President of the newly independent Czech Republic and served for two terms, from 1993 to 2003. He travelled the world over, giving speeches and lectures in various political and academic settings. He spoke unequivocally about good and evil, truth and lies; unashamedly defended politics as ‘morality in practice’ and as the ‘art of the impossible’; and denounced ideology as a form of ‘secularised religion’. He constantly pointed to a deeper spiritual dimension and a wider, transcendent horizon of meaning necessary to anchor ethics and responsible action. After a long illness, he died on 18 December 2011 in his cottage in northern Bohemia, leaving behind an important legacy and example for others to follow. 

         INTELLECTUAL INFLUENCES

         Philosophically, Havel was indebted to the tradition of phenomenology and existentialism. The three strongest influences on his thinking were Martin Heidegger’s existentialism, with his concept of ‘Being’, Emmanuel Levinas’s ethics of responsibility, and Jan Patočka’s phenomenology. Patočka was Havel’s philosophical master, and his involvement with the Charter 77 dissident movement led to his martyr-like death as a result of harrowing police interrogations.6

         Patočka’s legacy was carried forward by the philosophical group humorously self-titled the Restored Platonic Academy of Kampademia, who met regularly at Havel’s cottage in Hrádeček, a small village near the border with Poland. The members were mostly Catholic (Ivan M. Havel, Václav’s brother, being the exception). An important source of inspiration for the Kampademians was the American New Science movement, developed originally at Berkeley and Princeton. New Science brought down artificial barriers between the social and natural sciences, tapping into religious thinking and mystical thought and paving the way for the New Age movement. The best known among the New Scientists was undoubtedly the scientist and philosopher of science Thomas Kühn, famous for his notion of ‘paradigm shifts’ in scientific fields.

         The Kampademians had a playful approach and functioned as a type of spiritual-philosophical incubator. The literary historian Martin C. Putna of Charles University in Prague argues that Havel’s Letters to Olga, and particularly the more philosophical of these, were addressed not only to Olga, his wife, but to the Kampademians as his philosophical companions.7 In turn, they offered letter-length replies, but these have remained as yet unpublished. The Letters are therefore part of a dialogue of which we have only heard half. Even so, they bring into focus a Havel unafraid of the big, searching questions of life.

         HAVEL’S SPIRITUALITY: ‘BEING’ AND THE ‘ABSOLUTE HORIZON’

         Behind and beyond the horizon of the visible world, of sense perception and mundane experience, lies ultimate reality. Havel refers to it as ‘Being’, usually with a capital B, a term commonly associated with G. W. F. Hegel and the existentialism of Martin Heidegger. He makes continual references to it throughout his writings without ever feeling the need to explain it in a systematic fashion. Intending the same reality, Havel speaks of a ‘horizon of Being’, an ‘order of Being’ or simply an ‘absolute horizon’ and ‘realm of transcendence’, which is, fundamentally, ‘the source of meaning and hope’. What is important for Havel is that humanity acknowledges and is in a relationship to Being. Authentic existence, or what Havel calls ‘living in truth’, is reached only in the right relationship to Being or ‘the order of Being’.

         Havel’s familiarity with this ‘order of Being’ comes from what he calls his ‘existential metaexperiences’, in which the veil of everyday is lifted to uncover a deeper horizon of meaning. Arguably Havel’s most impactful experience of Being involved a shimmering tree which he contemplated from his prison cell in Heřmanice. Twice in his Letters to Olga he describes what sounds like a profound mystical experience, of being thrust into a ‘moment of supreme bliss, of infinite joy’ where he is filled with ‘profound amazement at the sovereignty of Being … the abyss of its mystery’. He is flooded with happiness and is overcome with a feeling of being in love ‘though I don’t know precisely for whom or what’.8 It is worth noting that C. S. Lewis describes a similar phenomenon which he encapsulates in the notion of ‘joy’, while Charles Taylor, in A Secular Age, alludes to such experiences where a sense of transcendence pierces through the thick blanket of secularism.9 This ecstatic experience points to a Being which Havel takes to be ‘the essence of the existence of everything that exists; it is what joins everything that exists together, its order, and its memory, its source, its will and its aim’.10

         A second memorable experience impressed upon Havel the moral nature of Being as revealed in the voice of his conscience. Havel did not report this as a vague awareness of moral obligation, but, strikingly, as a conversation. Poignantly, he mused:

         
            Who, then, is in fact conversing with me? Obviously someone I hold in high[er] regard … higher, in some regards, than myself … Someone who ‘knows everything’ (and is therefore omniscient), is everywhere (and therefore omnipresent) and ‘remembers everything’, someone who, though infinitely understanding, is entirely incorruptible, who is for me, the highest and utterly unequivocal authority in all moral questions and who is thus Law itself; someone eternal, who through himself makes me eternal as well, so that I cannot imagine the arrival of a moment when everything will come to an end, thus terminating my dependence on him as well; someone to whom I relate entirely and for whom, ultimately, I would do everything. At the same time, this ‘someone’ addresses me directly and personally…11
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