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“I’ve always believed that this blessed land was set apart in a special way, that some divine plan placed this great continent here between the two oceans to be found by people from every corner of the Earth—people who had a special love for freedom.”


—President Ronald Reagan, January 31, 1983


“The only true freedom, the only freedom that can truly satisfy, is the freedom to do what we ought as human beings created by God according to his plan.”


—Pope John Paul II, September 10, 1987













PROLOGUE TWO ACTORS IN A DIVINE PLAN



Scene 1: Washington Hilton, March 30, 1981, 2:27 P.M.


President Ronald Reagan has just completed a speech before the AFL-CIO in Washington, D.C.


A crowd gathers outside the hotel to catch a glimpse of the president before he climbs into his motorcade. One young man in the crowd, John Hinckley, has other ideas. The deranged Hinckley has decided to make a dramatic bid for the attention of a Hollywood actress named Jodie Foster, his obsession.


Reagan hears what sounds like firecrackers. Suddenly, amid screams, Secret Service agent Jerry Parr shoves Reagan into the back seat of the presidential limousine. Parr lands on top of the president. “Jerry, get off,” Reagan says. “I think you’ve broken one of my ribs.”1


But the pain does not come from Parr. It comes instead from a razor-sharp bullet that has sliced near Reagan’s heart—a bullet Hinckley had fired from his revolver.


At Parr’s command, the driver abandons the plan to return to the White House and whisks Reagan to George Washington University Hospital. The president is bleeding severely.


Ronald Reagan is in mortal danger.





Scene 2: Saint Peter’s Square, Vatican City, May 13, 1981, the feast day of Our Lady of Fátima, just past 5 p.m.


Only six weeks after the shooting of President Reagan, Pope John Paul II is riding in a small, white, open-air Fiat, better known as the Popemobile, greeting the thousands who have come to cheer him.


One man in the crowd has been waiting all day for his chance. Mehmet Ali Agca of Turkey carries a Browning 9-millimeter semiautomatic handgun.


As the pontiff draws close, Agca lifts the gun and fires four times. He hits the pope in the hand and in the abdomen. John Paul II collapses into the arms of his aides.


Father Stanisław Dziwisz, his close assistant and fellow Pole, asks the pope where he has been hit.


“In the stomach,” the pope replies.


“Does it hurt?”


“It does.”2


Agca begins running. But Sister Letizia, a tough Franciscan nun from Italy’s Bergamo region, grabs him. Little does Agca know, but the sturdy nun pinning him down is saving his life. His Communist “friends” who planned the attack expect to greet him in the getaway truck with a bullet. They are not about to let their hired lackey live with this secret—or their cash. (As the historian Craig Shirley observes, “First rule of political assassination is to kill the assassin.”)


Meanwhile, security officials get the pope into an ambulance and rush him to Gemelli Hospital. Rome’s brutal traffic makes the task almost impossible, but the ambulance finally reaches the hospital, with only minutes to spare. When the patient arrives, doctors find that he is bleeding severely. His blood pressure is plummeting.


Father Dziwisz administers last rites.3


John Paul II is dying.4


Agca and his Bulgarian and Soviet handlers have set out to kill the pope.


But the Divine Plan has something else in store.




KINSHIP



A Catholic pope from Poland. A Protestant president from America’s heartland.


A priest and philosopher. A Hollywood star and politician.


At first glance, Pope John Paul II and President Ronald Reagan seem to have little in common.


But look closer.


A careful examination of the pope and the president reveals many parallels. Some of these parallels, as we will see, involve biographical details. For example, their mothers both experienced major health crises when the boys were eight years old; their fathers died just two months apart in 1941; they both took unconventional paths to their positions of prominence.


The similarities run deeper, however. John Paul II and Reagan displayed a spiritual kinship that drew them to each other.


That kinship began with a shared understanding of the reinforcing relationship between faith and freedom. It comes as no surprise that the pope held this view. But this perspective animated Reagan as well. He did not take a narrow view of freedom as meaning merely “leave me alone.” As president, he spoke of the “twin beacons of faith and freedom” and said that “freedom cannot exist alone” without faith.


Yes, Ronald Reagan was a man of faith—a point many biographers have underestimated. It was God, Reagan maintained, “from whom all knowledge springs.”5 The president told a group of students in 1983, “When we open ourselves to Him, we gain not only moral courage but also intellectual strength.”6


John Paul II certainly agreed with Reagan on that point.


The president declared (quoting Father Theodore Hesburgh of the University of Notre Dame), “Every person is a res sacra, a sacred reality.”7 Meanwhile, the pope said, “Every human being [is] somebody unique and unrepeatable.”8


And both men identified the same paramount threat to faith, freedom, and human dignity: atheistic Communism. They saw Soviet Communism as a source of evil in the world—indeed, the great evil of the twentieth century.


Evil is not too strong a word to characterize the pope and the president’s view of Communism. President Reagan famously referred to the Soviet Union as an “Evil Empire.” John Paul II used similar language. In Poland, he suffered under two forms of totalitarianism—Nazism and then Communism. A decade before he became pope, he wrote of “atheistic ideologies” that represented “the evil of our times,” because they resulted in a “degradation, indeed in a pulverization, of the fundamental uniqueness of each human person.”


Reagan certainly agreed with John Paul II on that point.


Of all the parallels between Ronald Reagan and John Paul II, the most striking involves their respective attempted assassinations. Just six weeks apart in the spring of 1981, the president and the pope took bullets from would-be assassins.


At the time, few realized how close both men came to dying. John Hinckley’s bullet missed Reagan’s heart by mere centimeters, while Mehmet Ali Agca’s barely missed John Paul II’s main abdominal artery.9 Had the bullets reached those targets, both Reagan and the pope probably would have bled to death before they reached the hospital.10


These near-death experiences—this shared suffering—forged a singular bond between the pope and the president, one that historians have failed to appreciate.


Even before the shootings, John Paul II and Reagan had sensed their philosophical kinship. Before he ever became president, Reagan had identified the pope as an essential ally, someone who shared his principled aversion to Communism and could help rescue the millions trapped behind the Iron Curtain. In the words of his first national security adviser, Richard V. Allen, “Reagan had a deep and steadfast conviction that this pope would help change the world.”11


But it was the assassination attempts that really brought them together. They began a rich correspondence, and when they met for the first time in the Vatican a year after the shootings, they confided to each other a shared conviction: that God had spared their lives for a reason.


That reason? To defeat Communism.


In private, Reagan had a name for this: “The DP”—the Divine Plan.







“THE DESIGNS OF PROVIDENCE”


While historians have underestimated the depth and importance of the bond between John Paul II and Ronald Reagan, they have also failed to explore the notion of a Divine Plan.


Now, isn’t that to be expected? The story of the end of the Cold War is dramatic enough without bringing in questions about a divine hand in human affairs. Why even bother raising such questions?


The answer is: because both John Paul II and Reagan firmly believed in the Divine Plan and felt sure that they had been called to play their roles in it.


The Divine Plan drove both the pope and the president.


This is not speculation. Reagan spoke of “The DP” often, with family, friends, and aides. He and William P. Clark, his closest adviser dating back to the 1960s, with whom he frequently prayed, discussed God’s hand in events so often that the DP shorthand became a staple of their conversations. And as we will see, Reagan didn’t hesitate to discuss his belief in Divine Providence publicly, including in speeches and in his memoirs. When a striking series of apparent coincidences occurred, Reagan looked to a heavenly hand for an explanation.


So did John Paul II. The pope became famous for saying, “In the designs of Providence there are no mere coincidences.” He also declared that “the destiny of all nations lies in the hands of a merciful Providence.”


You can’t understand Pope John Paul II and President Ronald Reagan without understanding how much faith they put in the Divine Plan.


Nor can you understand how the Cold War came to such a swift and peaceful end without understanding their conviction that the Divine Plan had assigned them roles to help improve the lives of millions suffering under Communism.







TAKING THE WORLD STAGE





All the world’s a stage,


And all the men and women merely players;


They have their exits and their entrances,


And one man in his time plays many parts.


—Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act 2, Scene 7





The parts John Paul II and Reagan played in the drama of the end of the Cold War became the roles of their lives.


But like all of us, they had played many other parts in their time.


Shakespeare’s metaphor of the stage applies particularly well to the pope and the president. Among the many parallels between their lives, an especially intriguing one is the fact that both were actors before they took the world stage. Reagan, of course, enjoyed a lengthy career in Hollywood and then as the host of one of television’s most popular programs. But a young Karol Wojtyła—the man who became Pope John Paul II—also had extensive acting experience. In fact, his ambition as a young man was to become an actor. He later wrote that in high school his “vocation to the priest-hood had not yet matured,” because he was “completely absorbed by a passion for literature, especially dramatic literature, and for the theater.”12 He threw himself into stage acting and wrote six plays as well.


For this book we conducted exclusive interviews with more than a dozen authorities on John Paul II and Reagan—historians, biographers, and close advisers. Virtually all of them commented on the acting experience the pope and the president had in common. This experience may seem like little more than a curiosity, but as we will see, their acting skills became crucial to their later success as leaders.


For example, presidential historian Douglas Brinkley, editor of The Reagan Diaries, suggests that acting helped John Paul II and Reagan become extraordinary communicators. And communication “is the number-one attribute of a leader,” Brinkley says. “In the end, you can’t do anything or get very far if you don’t have the skills to communicate.” As actors, John Paul II and Reagan learned how to command audiences.


It is easy to think of acting as faking, as fooling audiences into believing something untrue. But the pope and the president excelled at communicating core convictions—“the principles and values by which they stood,” as the historian Stephen Kotkin puts it. They learned to convey—to act out—their deepest beliefs in simple words that moved people and nations to action.


This is no coincidence, certainly not in the case of John Paul II. In 1969, as Cardinal Wojtyła, he published his major philosophical work, The Acting Person. In it, the future pope emphasized the moral act on the stage of life. Faith must express itself in action.


Both Reagan and John Paul II knew this. Despite their unshakable faith and their belief in the Divine Plan, they understood that humans retained free will and that therefore they needed the courage to act in the real world. The pope and the president both saw their mission as to try to do God’s will according to a Divine Plan.


In his encyclical Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (1987), John Paul II insisted that human beings must seek to do God’s will with the talents they have received. The pope wrote, “Anyone wishing to renounce the difficult yet noble task of improving the lot of man in his totality, and of all people, with the excuse that the struggle is difficult and that constant effort is required, or simply because of the experience of defeat and the need to begin again, that person would be betraying the will of God the Creator.” He concluded, “It falls to us, who receive the gifts of God in order to make them fruitful, to ‘sow’ and ‘reap.’ ”13


Ronald Reagan believed this, too. After surviving his assassination attempt, he said, “Whatever time I have left is for Him.”


The pope and the president thus found themselves acting in a larger theo-drama, to borrow the apt description offered by one of the sources interviewed for this book, Bishop Robert Barron.


Both the pope and the president found meaning in their lives and in their ultimate platforms. On the global stage in the 1980s, they sought to defeat a terrible ideology. It would require performances of a lifetime.


That story—their story—is a gripping one. The stakes are high, with hundreds of millions of people suffering under murderous Marxist-Leninist regimes. It is a story with highs and lows, twists and turns, good guys and bad guys—life and death.


Let’s watch it unfold.













ACT I










1 THE GRAND STAGE



June 2, 1979. The setting is Poland. An Iron Curtain has descended across Eastern Europe.


Right now, however, that curtain has let in a crack of light. That is because there, before more than a million Poles, stands their star. He is not a matinee idol, though he was an actor in his youth. He is the pope—the first Polish pope in history, a hero to this devout Catholic populace. Pope John Paul II, born and raised in Poland as Karol Wojtyła, sends chills down the spines of his countrymen as he exhorts them to be not afraid of the guns and tanks of atheistic Communism.


This is the Slavic pope’s debut in his native land. He holds forth in Warsaw’s Victory Square. The ex-actor has made a perfect choice of location, for this moment sets in motion forces that, a decade later, will secure victory in the Cold War. The Iron Curtain will fall.


Thousands of miles westward, a man with an audience of one senses the importance of the moment.


Ronald Reagan, another ex-actor, sits in his California home with Richard V. Allen, his future national security adviser in the White House. After a lengthy meeting, they decide to turn on the evening news. When footage of the pope in Victory Square comes on the TV, Reagan is transfixed.


The former governor remains silent as he watches the massive crowds celebrate the pope. He is astonished to see such a mass outpouring of emotion behind the Iron Curtain.


Allen glances over at Reagan and notices something unusual and unexpected: a tear in his eye.


“Dick, that’s it,” Reagan suddenly announces. “That’s it. The pope is the key! We have got to find a way to reach out to this pope and the Vatican and make them an ally.”


Of course, to do that, this other ex-actor needs to pull off an extraordinary performance of his own: he needs to get elected president of the United States.


That is not an easy role to land. In the not-too-distant future, however, he will claim it. And he will begin an extraordinary partnership with the headliner in Victory Square.




“EVERYTHING HAPPENS FOR A REASON”


Did Ronald Reagan and John Paul II’s partnership emerge as part of a Divine Plan?


The two partners would have seen it that way.


These men, so different in so many ways, and raised continents apart, shared core convictions that stemmed from their respective religious faiths. Not least, they believed in Divine Providence.


This fact would have surprised most Reagan observers during his presidency. Even today, most historians disregard Reagan’s faith and religious thought. But this actor-turned-president possessed a strong sense of God’s role in almost everything that unfolds in the course of human events. “I’ve always believed that we were, each of us, put here for a reason, that there is a plan, somehow a divine plan for all of us,” President Reagan told an audience at the National Prayer Breakfast in February 1982.1


He acquired that outlook as a young man from his devout mother, a faithful servant of the Disciples of Christ denomination. “Everything happens for a reason,” Nelle Reagan told her son.2 This pious disciple of Christ taught her boy over and over that everything that happens in life, good or bad, does so according to a divine plan by a loving God.


Reagan recalled of his mother: “She had an abiding faith in the necessity to believe and trust that everything that happens, happens for some good reason, and while you can’t always see the reason at the moment, it happens for the best. She believed that if a person does have this kind of faith in God and faces up to the situation without rebellion or bitterness and is willing to wait for a time, he will learn the reason and discover its place in the divine scheme of things.”3


Nelle and her boy were echoing the Apostle Paul: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28).


How could observers have missed this about Reagan? Well, they did—probably owing to the secularism so common to biographers, historians, and journalists. Many of them missed it even as Reagan made it plain in his memoirs, published in 1990, only a year after he left the White House. In that book he repeatedly credited God with interventions along his path.


On occasion after occasion in telling his life story, Reagan would interject: “Then, one of those things happened that makes one wonder about God having a plan for all of us….” In Reagan’s estimation, a caring Creator both opened and closed doors for him. God surely turned away the young Reagan from that dream job at Montgomery Ward, the older Reagan assured us in his memoirs. God just as surely placed that new teacher with a knack for teaching acting at Dixon High School just as Reagan arrived there. Coincidence? Not to Reagan. “Once again fate intervened,” Reagan interpreted, “as if God was carrying out His plan with my name on it.”4


This core belief proved central to the bond he shared with Karol Wojtyła, who learned such a theology in his parents’ home.


Reagan would have agreed with John Paul II’s well-known aphorism “In the designs of Providence there are no mere coincidences.” The pontiff expressed this idea in Fátima, Portugal, on May 13, 1982, exactly one year after Mehmet Ali Agca attempted to assassinate him on the feast day of Our Lady of Fátima.5 The pope had gone to Fátima to give thanks to the Blessed Mother for the protection of a heavenly hand. The heavens—the divine will—had spared him.


Fátima, the pope would say later, “helps us see the hand of God.”


George Weigel, the leading biographer of John Paul II, emphasizes the importance of this statement. Weigel told us that the pope “was profoundly convinced of a truth” he articulated at Fátima. The biographer explains what the pope meant by his famous statement that there are no coincidences in God’s plan: “What we perceive as coincidences or randomness is simply some facet of the Divine Plan that we haven’t fit into the picture frame yet. But God is ultimately in charge of history. And God is quite capable, through his providential guidance of history, of cleaning up messes that human beings have made.”


That, Weigel says, is the fundamental message of Jesus Christ in history: “God is making history turn back into its proper direction. But whether you are a Christian or not, John Paul II thought you could understand the notion that there is divine purpose at work in human affairs.” Weigel adds that John Paul II believed that the “task of conscience, a word of great value in Western civilization, is to determine what that divine purpose is and then to live it out irrespective of the cost.”







FREE WILL AND DIVINE DESTINY



Although Reagan and John Paul II believed in Divine Providence, they also believed that humans retain free will. They understood that the Creator has granted each person a conscience, and that this conscience is there to be used. Human beings must seek to cooperate with the divine purpose in the historical choices they make.


The historians, theologians, and scholars we interviewed for this book spoke at length about Reagan and John Paul II’s understanding of free will and divine destiny, of the enigmatic interplay between the created and the Creator.


“Ronald Reagan had a large religious streak to him,” notes Douglas Brinkley, who saw that streak in The Reagan Diaries. “He communicated with God, he felt like he was a tool of God, as he saw it, and this gave him a kind of strength. He never felt alone, he never was in despair. When we wonder why Reagan was avuncular all the time, it’s because he felt that he had a proper relationship with God, knew his time was limited, and was going to proceed with a kind of divine guidance.”


Reagan did indeed proceed that way. Journalists who paid close attention would have seen it. As far back as his gubernatorial years, in the late 1960s, Newsweek reported that Reagan saw himself as “His [God’s] instrument.”6


To many people in our rapidly secularizing culture, such a belief—that he saw himself as a tool of God—might come off as arrogant and self-important. But as devout religious believers understand, seeking to be an instrument of God is the opposite of prideful. A man humbles himself by submitting his will to God’s will. To go it alone would be arrogant and self-important, since it would mean believing that he had all the right answers.


Reagan’s humility was clear to his associates. Bill Clark, Reagan’s closest aide and spiritual partner, often said of Reagan, “There was no pride there at all.” Clark explained: “His number one maxim [was] that we can accomplish anything if we don’t concern ourselves with who gets the credit…. He just had total confidence in the Divine Will. He was there as an instrument of God, and one of many…. This was an amazingly humble person. True humility.”7


Reagan and Clark prayed the Peace Prayer of St. Francis together. That famous prayer begins, “Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.” There are fewer more renowned examples of humility before and subservience to the Almighty than Francis of Assisi, admired by believers and nonbelievers alike. Countless millions have prayed that prayer in their churches. Reagan did, too. He prayed it because he meant it.


When we interviewed John O’Sullivan, who wrote a book on Reagan, John Paul II, and British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, he began with this caveat: “I am not a theologian, I’m a journalist.” But he continued: “It does seem to me that, yes, God does have a plan, but we are capable of frustrating His plan. We can, for example, decide to go to hell. That is not what He wants for us, but we can do it. And it is fairly clear, I think, that neither Stalin nor Hitler were following what God wanted from their lives. So, what does it mean to say God has a plan, if we can frustrate it? I think it means that He hopes, [that] He would like, certain events to happen. He wants us always to behave virtuously, decently, in a kind way and thinking of others before ourselves.”


And yet, O’Sullivan says, humans are able, through ignorance or malice or folly, to diverge from this plan. “So, from a historical point of view, and from a historian’s point of view, I think we don’t sort of go around asking the question what is God’s plan for Hitler, Stalin, Reagan, Thatcher, the pope. We analyze what actually happened on the ground and we draw what I would describe as commonsense conclusions about how God is working in history.”


The role of the historian, the biographer, and surely the theologian is to look back and try to interpret what happened. But modern historians and biographers shy away, if not recoil, from the “commonsense conclusions” O’Sullivan mentioned—despite the fact that the two main protagonists in this drama interpreted events through a theological prism.


Pointing to the March 1981 assassination attempt on Reagan, O’Sullivan notes that the president emerged from it strengthened in his conviction “that he had been put on Earth for a great purpose.” O’Sullivan continues: “It strengthened his decision to try to do the right thing. I don’t think it gave him specific instructions, but it did [give him the sense that] ‘The rest of my life belongs to the big fellow upstairs.’ ”


O’Sullivan does not speculate here. Reagan articulated this perspective often, privately and publicly. While he was in the hospital recuperating from the shooting, he told Bill Clark that he believed God had spared his life for a special purpose. Reagan said the same to his children Maureen and Michael. White House aides such as Kenneth Duberstein, Lyn Nofziger, and Michael Deaver spoke of the president’s sense of having been saved for a specific purpose.8


When Reagan got out of the hospital, he recorded the sentiment in his diary. “I know it’s going to be a long recovery,” he wrote. “Whatever happens now I owe my life to God and will try to serve him in every way I can.”9


Less than three weeks after the shooting, on Good Friday 1981, Reagan visited with a Catholic cardinal: Terence Cooke, the archbishop of New York. “The hand of God was upon you,” Cooke told Reagan. Reagan agreed, saying simply, “I know.” He then told Cooke: “I have decided that whatever time I have left is for Him.”10


A successor to Cardinal Cooke, Cardinal Timothy Dolan, spoke to us for this book. The archbishop of New York is not only one of the leading prelates of the Roman Catholic Church but also a historian and a self-described “aficionado” of Ronald Reagan. Dolan also lived through and studied the life of Karol Wojtyła.


“Ronald Reagan and certainly John Paul II would have had a providential view of history,” says Dolan. “In the famous words of John Paul II, who survived two brushes with death, a coincidence is what a believer calls Divine Providence. So, in the view of reality of both of these towering men, Ronald Reagan and John Paul II, there were no accidents.” Dolan observes that both men shared a worldview that he characterizes this way: “Things were going to work out slowly, gradually, according to God’s plan. History is His story, God’s story.”


Dolan notes that Reagan would have gotten this view from his mother: “He was very quick to [assert] that view of the world that everything is in God’s hands. And obviously, John Paul II got [that view] from his deep Catholic faith and his love of God’s revealed word in the Bible. That intense personal conviction that God was in charge—that conviction was only deepened by the fact that they were both spared death in serious assassination attempts.”







“WHATEVER HE ACCOMPLISHED WAS GOD’S WILL”


Reagan reflected the influence of his mother throughout his life. A radio colleague from the early 1930s—well before Reagan got to Hollywood—remembered, “He was a deeply religious man.” This friend recalled Reagan as “not the kid who went to church every Sunday” but nonetheless as “a man with a strong inner faith. Whatever he accomplished was God’s will—God gave it to him and God could take it away.”11


We see this thinking throughout Reagan’s long life, especially in letters he wrote. As governor of California and then president of the United States, he reached out to grieving widows and mothers, trying to comfort them with assurances that God has a plan for the best, even if we cannot always understand it in this lifetime. When a New York woman wrote Governor Reagan about the struggles of her handicapped son, he replied, “Things have a way of working out in life, and usually for the best, if we simply go forward doing our best and trusting that God does have a plan.”12


Governor Reagan told another woman that we need to be content in “bearing what we cannot change and going on with what God has given us, confident there is a destiny.”13


He also reached out to the widow of a slain police officer, telling her that no one can be sure of “the why of God’s plan for us.” He continued: “Whatever God’s plan is for each of us, we can only trust in His wisdom and mercy…. It isn’t given to us to under-stand—we can only have faith…. We must have faith in God’s plan for all of us.”14


Reagan applied this thinking when considering his own death. He once told his daughter Patti, who was not especially religious, that he used to fear dying in an airplane crash. He overcame those fears, he said, by taking comfort in his confidence in God’s goodness. The conversation began when Patti asked her father why he prayed each time he boarded an airplane:




“Do you pray that the plane won’t crash?” I asked him, assuming that would be a logical thing for which to pray.


“No,” he answered. “I pray that whatever God’s will is, I’ll be able to accept it with grace, and have faith in His wisdom. We’re always in God’s hands. Sometimes it’s hard to accept that, so I pray that He’ll help me just to trust in His will.”…


What my father had communicated to me, through his words and between them, was that he believed God was in charge of his fate and the fate of everyone on the plane. He had told me once before that when we die is God’s business. So it wasn’t his place to second-guess God or try to sell Him a particular agenda by praying, “Please don’t let the plane crash.”


And I thought of this, too: If I were falling through the sky, falling toward my death, would I want my last moments to be spent screaming at God for not obeying my wishes, or would I want to exit this earth in a moment of silent communion, a prayer for grace and acceptance? The latter definitely seemed like a better way to go.


My father has chosen, on a daily basis, to try to accept the will of God.15





Reagan believed wholeheartedly not only in God’s will but also that one could not know God’s will ahead of time, and could only seek counsel through prayer. “Whatever the outcome, it will be His doing,” Reagan said in 1976, and many times before and after. “I will pray for understanding of what it is He would have me do.”16


Trying to solve the mystery of God’s will is a challenge for humans in any era. It haunted the men of Reagan’s and John Paul II’s time. Whittaker Chambers, who struggled to pull himself up from the pit of atheistic Communism, wrote of the difficulty of the process in his groundbreaking 1952 memoir, Witness, a book Reagan could quote passages from verbatim. “I did not seek to know God’s will,” Chambers wrote. “I did not suppose that anyone could know God’s will. I only sought prayerfully to know and to do God’s purpose with me.”17


That describes what Ronald Reagan and John Paul II sought, too.


After being brought up in the Disciples of Christ denomination, Reagan as an adult became a member of Bel Air Presbyterian Church in Hollywood. Many would argue that Reagan’s sense of God’s sovereignty had a Presbyterian-Calvinist element to it. But Scott Hahn, a former Reformed Calvinist and one of America’s best-known converts to Catholicism, objects to the idea that Reagan’s thinking accorded with a “very Calvinist sense” of thinking. He told us that he sees the president’s perspective instead as “very Augustinian.” It was a matter of the role of man and God within the dimensions of good and evil. It was a matter of free will within the framework of the sovereignty of God.18


Bill Clark agreed. The Reagan adviser, who spent time in an Augustinian novitiate considering the priesthood, saw the president’s approach as a matter of discernment. That is the overriding challenge for the Christian: to decipher and reconcile one’s own sense of lived experiences with God’s will.


Clark, from his time in the novitiate, was familiar with the process of discernment in the spiritual exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola. Another person interviewed for this book, Bishop Robert Barron, points to St. Ignatius’s classic discernment language: What does God want me to do?


Barron, well known as host of the PBS documentary series Catholicism and as founder of Word on Fire Catholic Ministries, is at ease digging into “Divine Plan” theology. He points to the stories of King David in the Scriptures, noting how one sees God intervene throughout. David can choose or not choose to cooperate with God’s will. In a statement that applies as much to Reagan, John Paul II, and the rest of us as it does to David, Barron says:




Well, what does God want me to do? I’m following the prompt of what I think is God’s will, but I’m testing. I’m discerning as I go. The main thing is, am I following the path of love? Because God is love. Whatever God’s purpose is, it is a loving purpose. Love means to will the good of the other. So every time I make a free decision, am I moving in the direction of willing the good of someone else? Then I know I’m basically on the right path. Then I also look for signs, indicators as I go. Is this what God wants me to do? And it’s always that path of what enhances the life of someone around me.





Discernment is never an easy process. Even if one is a person of faith and has great confidence in God, one might know God’s plan only in retrospect… if at all.







THE DIVINE PLAYWRIGHT THOUGHT IT WORTH THE RISK



As Bishop Barron puts it, the debate over God’s role versus our role represents “one of the great issues in all of theology.” It has occupied the best minds for thousands of years, from the days of Aristotle and Plato, through Augustine and Aquinas, up through modern thinkers.


Reagan frequently quoted C. S. Lewis, who mused about free will in his classic Mere Christianity.19 Lewis averred that God gave people free will, meaning that He allows his creatures to go “either wrong or right.” The creature is free to follow but also free to disobey. God did not want a world of machines or automated creatures. Lewis wrote, “Of course God knew what would happen if they used their freedom the wrong way: apparently He thought it worth the risk.”


It was a risk that God was willing to accept in a dynamic creation. In His dynamic creation. For God “merely to over-ride a human will,” Lewis stated, “would be for Him useless.”20


Elsewhere Lewis wrote: “There are only two kinds of people in the end: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ and those to whom God says, in the end, ‘Thy will be done.’ All that are in Hell, choose it. Without that self-choice there could be no Hell.”21


Obviously, God can do all things, with or without a certain person, but he offers his grace and desires the person’s assent, his cooperation, his yes, given through the person’s free will. As Augustine put it, “God who created you without you, will not save you without you.”


The most widely watched and read American Catholic of C. S. Lewis’s day was Bishop Fulton Sheen, who was raised in a small town near where Reagan was raised, and who met John Paul II shortly after he assumed the papacy. In his classic Peace of Soul, Sheen asserted, “God refuses to be a totalitarian dictator in order to abolish evil by destroying human freedom.”


Sheen regretted that too many people blame God for the bad things that happen but not the good. “The only time some men… ever think of God,” Sheen said, “is when they want to find someone to blame for their own sins. Without ever saying so, they assume that man is responsible for everything good and beautiful in the world, but God is responsible for its wickedness and its wars.”


Sheen added, “They ignore the fact that God is like a playwright who wrote a beautiful drama, gave it to men to act with all the directions for acting, and they made a botch of it.”22


The noted Catholic philosopher Peter Kreeft, who converted from Dutch Reformed Calvinism, has similarly addressed free will and predestination:




Every good story has a sense of destiny, of fittingness as if it were written by God. But every story also leaves its characters free. Lesser writers may jimmy and force their characters into molds, but the greater the writer the more clearly the reader sees that his characters are real people and not just mental concepts. The more nearly the characters have a life of their own and seem to leap off the page into real life, the greater a writer we have. God, of course, is the greatest writer of all.23





Because human life is His story—God’s story—it must have both destiny and freedom. God, being omniscient, already knows how the story ends. He knows how each of our stories ends. But our free will, Kreeft writes, “follows from the divine love,” for “to love someone is to make them free.”


Few theologians believe in pure free will; most believe in and assume God’s grace. But to deny human free will would be to deny something essential to the Christian life: personal responsibility. Sounding like a mix of C. S. Lewis and Fulton Sheen, Kreeft asserts: “If I am a robot, even a divinely programmed robot, my life no longer has the drama of real choice and turns into a formula, the unrolling of a prewritten script. God loves me too much to allow that. He would sooner compromise His power than my freedom.” Kreeft adds: “Actually, He does neither. It is precisely His power that gives me my freedom.”24


Bishop Barron agrees. “The Catholic tradition,” he remarks, “has always said that [God’s Providence and human freedom] are really mutually implicative.” God “has a plan, but He wants us cooperating with it.” According to Barron: “The main point is that it’s not a zero-sum game [by which] the more God does, the less we do, or the more we’re involved with, the less God is involved. No, on the contrary.”


According to Cardinal Dolan, John Paul II and Reagan shared this perspective. Dolan says that the pope would often quote a famous statement by the second-century theologian St. Irenaeus: “The glory of God is man fully alive.” John Paul II understood that “we are hard-wired for the divine,” Dolan observes, and we must live our lives in consonance with the Divine Author’s plans and guidance. “I know Reagan would not have used those words,” the cardinal adds, “but Reagan would certainly believe in the dignity of the human person and that government existed to protect the freedom that the human person needed.”


Barron likewise cites Irenaeus’s statement but also notes that Christianity says “that the goal of the human life is to become divinized, to be drawn into God’s own nature, own life.” The bishop continues: “I don’t care if you are proposing something in the economic order, the political order, the cultural order, no one has got a better humanism, a more complete humanism than Christianity. Both John Paul II and Ronald Reagan, as deeply believing Christians, I think got that.”


In short, free will and destiny are two sides of the same coin. Such a viewpoint is not strictly a Catholic one, as the cases of Ronald Reagan (a Presbyterian) and C. S. Lewis (an Anglican) suggest. Peter Kreeft makes this point when he writes, “I think we can do as much justice to the sovereignty of God as a Calvinist and as much justice to the free will of man as a Baptist.”25







THEO-DRAMA


All the world’s a stage for all of us. We all have our own dramas. But life, for the person who believes in a loving God that helps direct us according to His purposes, is a grander theo-drama.


That’s a term Bishop Barron uses frequently and finds well suited to describing the lives of Ronald Reagan and Pope John Paul II. Once a person asks the fundamental question What does God want me to do?, that person sees his role as living in service of others.


Barron says: “I think John Paul and Ronald Reagan both had that sense as they did battle with Communism. They saw what they were doing was enhancing the lives of all kinds of people. That’s the great indicator that you are involved in the theo-drama the way God wants you to be.”


That was certainly how John Paul II and Reagan saw their roles, especially after both nearly died at the hands of would-be assassins in the spring of 1981. Each man believed that God had intervened to spare his life. Reagan said explicitly and emphatically that his life purpose thereafter would be directed to the honor and glory and guidance of God.


Both Reagan and John Paul II wanted to believe that they were God’s instruments. They believed, too, that the Divine Plan applied to nations, not just to individuals. The pope professed his “conviction that the destiny of all nations lies in the hands of a merciful Providence.”26 So did Reagan, especially regarding America’s role in the world. Reagan quoted a remark from Pope Pius XII many times throughout his life: “Into the hands of America, God has placed an afflicted mankind.”27


Reagan spoke that way many years before he entered politics. In a June 1952 commencement address, the Hollywood actor said, “I believe that God in shedding his grace on this country has always in this divine scheme of things kept an eye on our land and guided it as a promised land.”28 As president three decades later, he reaffirmed, “I’ve always believed that this blessed land was set apart in a special way, that some divine plan placed this great continent here between the two oceans to be found by people from every corner of the Earth—people who had a special love for freedom.”29


To be sure, Reagan and John Paul II—the head of state and the head of the largest Christian denomination—had different emphases and motivations. “In Pope John Paul II’s point of view,” Cardinal Dolan says, “his major goal in life was not to bring down the Iron Curtain. His major mission in life was to proclaim Jesus Christ as the way of truth and the life, the son of God and our savior. If that was proclaimed effectively, the other would happen.” As for Reagan, Dolan says, it was a grandiose mission, embodied by his “Shining City on a Hill” rhetoric and Manifest Destiny vision of America, “to protect freedom… to protect it from Communist tyranny.”


But their shared core convictions allowed them to unite on an issue of world-historical importance. “Reagan and Pope John Paul II rise on the same tide,” says Douglas Brinkley, “and the tide’s not just anti-Communism.” In the end, Brinkley says, each man stood not merely “against something” but also in “favor of something.” Brinkley underscores their “shared optimism.” That optimism “embraced the idea that millions of people trapped behind a wall of oppression would welcome a message of human dignity and freedom, and emerge at the end with the ability to rule themselves.”


Few at the time felt that such a scenario could realistically come to pass. But John Paul II and Ronald Reagan stayed true to their vision.
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