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Praise for

FOR GOD AND COUNTRY


“In For God and Country, Ralph Reed dismantles liberal media falsehoods and provides a compelling analysis of why Evangelical Christians back Donald Trump—because his policies reflect their values and he is a champion for their beliefs. If you want to understand why Trump won in 2016 and will do so again in 2020, read this book.”

—Mark Levin, host of The Mark Levin Show, host of Life, Liberty & Levin on Fox News, and bestselling author

“For decades, Evangelicals have wanted to defend their rights and answer their critics. In this terrific book, Ralph Reed shows them how. And he correctly argues they are right to support Donald Trump and his policies.”

—Mark Meadows, congressman from North Carolina and former chairman of the House Freedom Caucus

“As Ralph Reed makes clear in his brilliant new book, Christians stand with Trump because he stands for important biblical principles including the right to life and religious liberty. If the Left was surprised by the level of Evangelical support for Trump in 2016, their heads will explode in 2020 when they see even more Evangelicals rally around the most pro-life, pro–religious liberty, and pro-Israel president in history.”

—Dr. Robert Jeffress, pastor at First Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas, and author of Courageous: 10 Strategies for Thriving in a Hostile World

“Donald Trump may not have been my first choice for president (I was!), but I joined tens of millions of Evangelicals in supporting him. In this rollicking account, Ralph Reed shows how these God-fearing, patriotic voters made the difference for Trump in 2016—and will likely do so again in 2020.”

—Mike Huckabee, former governor of Arkansas, host of Huckabee on the Trinity Broadcasting Network (TBN), and bestselling author

“Many wonder why and how Evangelical Christians can support Donald Trump. Patriot and Christian leader Ralph Reed answers that question in For God and Country. Reed issues a stirring call to action because the 2020 election will shape the future of our beloved nation for our children and grandchildren. Life, liberty, and faith hang in the balance, and this terrific book gives me hope for America.”

—Dr. Jack Graham, pastor at Prestonwood Baptist Church in Plano, Texas
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CHAPTER 1 DONALD TRUMP CALLING


“Mr. Reed? Please hold. I have Donald Trump on the line.”

I had never met or spoken with Donald Trump. Why was he calling me? How did he get my cell phone number? It was March 31, 2011, and I was sitting by a pool at a Miami Beach resort making phone calls and firing off emails. My family was flying down the next day for spring break. As it turned out, there was an explanation for Trump’s call.

That morning, I had been on a treadmill at a hotel in Washington, D.C., watching the rerun of Fox News’ The O’Reilly Factor at five o’clock in the morning. The guest was Donald Trump. I wasn’t necessarily a huge Donald Trump fan. I had caught snippets of The Celebrity Apprentice, his hit television show, and viewed him more as a political gadfly than as a serious candidate. Trump had toyed with running for president as far back as 1988, and he did so again in 2000, when I worked on George W. Bush’s presidential campaign. But he never took the plunge. Like most political observers, I was skeptical. Still, I was keenly interested in the 2012 presidential election, so I watched the interview and was pleasantly surprised with Trump’s skill and aplomb as he parried back and forth with the famously aggressive Bill O’Reilly.

“Mr. Trump has made millions building and selling real estate,” O’Reilly said. “But he has not been closely questioned about policy until tonight.”

O’Reilly began with Obamacare: If it were repealed, would Trump provide health care to those who needed it?

“I have a great, big, fat, beautiful heart. And when people are in trouble, I like to help them out,” Trump replied. “We have a moral obligation to help people. I really believe that. I believe that strongly, and not everybody does.”

So would it be replaced with Trumpcare? “Well, it would be a form of much better.”

How did Trump intend to deal with illegal immigration? “Well, you either have a country or you don’t,” Trump vowed. “You either have a line and a boundary or you don’t.” He called for deploying U.S. military forces on the border and deporting illegal aliens on a case-by-case basis, allowing those who obeyed the law and contributed to society to remain—a law-and-order stance that would shortly rock the political establishment.

“What about abortion?” O’Reilly asked.

“As you know, I’m pro-life,” Trump replied matter-of-factly.

“OK, so you’re pro-life on abortion. Would you outlaw abortion?”

“Well, I’d go a pretty strong step. I used to not be pro-life. I have become pro-life.” Then Trump got personal. “I have seen friends that had children that they didn’t want. And now they have children, and they are the apple of the eye. So I really have changed in my views over the years, and I am pro-life.”

Donald Trump was… pro-life? I was floored; I had assumed that Trump’s tabloid past and gilded Manhattan social status had shaped him into a social liberal. Trump sidestepped the question of whether he would outlaw abortion while promising to take “a pretty strong step” to protect life. He shifted the discussion to the personal, revealing that he had friends who had had unwanted pregnancies but did not have abortions. The children later born were “the apple of the eye.” This was similar to the advice I had given candidates for decades: Explain your pro-life views in personal terms, such as an adopted child in one’s family. When it comes to the highly polarizing and emotional issue of abortion, people can argue all day about politics or the law, but they cannot argue about your own story. Many of those candidates didn’t follow my advice. But Trump’s was one of the better pro-life answers I had heard in my career.

O’Reilly then asked about gay marriage. “I’m against it,” Trump shot back without hesitation.

“Why?”

“I just don’t feel good about it,” Trump replied. “I don’t feel right about it. I’m against it and I take a lot of heat because I come from New York. You know, for New York it’s like, how can you be against gay marriage? But I’m opposed to gay marriage.”

So Donald Trump was a social conservative! This was news to me. Yet there he was in the flesh on the highest-rated program on cable television unapologetically expressing his pro-life, pro-family views. And it meant two things were clear: First, Trump was serious about running for president. Second, there was no downside to having a candidate of Trump’s high-watt celebrity advocating the pro-life cause. Whatever the outcome of the presidential contest, he could theoretically bring the pro-life message to millions of Americans who might not otherwise have received or embraced it.

Two hours later, I caught a flight to Miami. When I landed, I received a call from David Brody of the Christian Broadcasting Network. Brody had been poking around and had heard Trump was interviewing people to staff a possible presidential campaign. Had I heard anything?

“No, but it makes what I saw this morning add up,” I told him.

“How’s that?” Brody asked.

I told him about Trump’s appearance on Fox News and what he had said about abortion and marriage. If he did throw his hat in the ring, I suggested, he might make an aggressive play for Evangelical votes. With his money and celebrity, combined with a socially conservative message aimed at Evangelicals, he could make a serious run at the Republican presidential nomination. Brody agreed that this was newsworthy, and he asked me if I’d give him a quote.

I was neutral in the GOP presidential race and knew that saying nice things about Trump might be misinterpreted as an endorsement. But Brody was a fair and honest reporter who wouldn’t burn me. So I decided to give Trump a big bear hug.

“There is a nascent and growing curiosity in the faith community about Trump,” I told Brody. “Evangelicals will like his pro-life and pro-marriage stances, which combined with his business record and high-wattage celebrity all but guarantee he will get a close look from social conservatives as well as other Republican primary voters.”

Soon after that, my cell phone rang again. Strangely, it was a 212 area code with the rest of the numbers blocked. I didn’t usually answer blocked numbers, but for some reason I did in this case.

Donald Trump came on the line, announcing himself with an easy familiarity that revealed a preternatural confidence, as if we’d known each other for years. He said he was calling to thank me for the nice things I had said about him.

Trump had already seen Brody’s blog post! I hadn’t even seen it yet and didn’t know Brody had posted it. My mind raced. That didn’t take long!

“Well, thank you for what you said,” I fired back. “I saw your interview on Fox News. I must tell you I was pleasantly surprised and impressed by what you said about life and other social issues. I didn’t know that’s where you were on those issues.”

Trump said he meant every word of it. A lot of people might think I’m socially liberal, but I’m not, he said. If I run for president, I’ll be a pro-life candidate.

Contrary to my expectations, I liked Trump instantly. He was confident, relatable, personable, and a natural at connecting one-on-one; he definitely had charisma. I had sized up a lot of political horseflesh in my career, and Trump was a thoroughbred. He could flatter with the best and was an engaging and entertaining conversationalist, easily toggling between substantive issues and breezy gossip. Based on this first impression, I felt it would be a mistake to underestimate him and thought he should be welcomed into the conservative and pro-family movement. After all, I was in the business of making converts—and Trump joining the cause of protecting life and the traditional family would be a game changer.

“Donald, I don’t know you, and you don’t really know me,” I said, “and I have to be honest with you, I’ve not always had a high opinion of you.” Trump greeted my confession with silence. “But last year I was at a conference in Park City, Utah, and my wife and I spent a lovely evening over dinner with your daughter Ivanka. And I must tell you, she is one of the most beautiful, gracious, intelligent, and charming young women I have just about ever met. I know something about women of that quality and caliber because I have two daughters myself, and I know the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree. So I have to tell you, it forced me to revise my opinion of you.”

I had attended a conference with my wife, Jo Anne, called “Dialogue” during the previous winter in Park City, Utah, and we were coincidentally seated next to Ivanka and her husband, Jared Kushner. They were then newlyweds. Given their pedigree as children of privilege, I suppose I had expected them to put on airs. The exact opposite was true. I was impressed by how engaging and solicitous Ivanka was, asking about how we met, our children, and other aspects of our lives. Jared was mostly quiet and said little. (I would later learn that his low-key demeanor belied a big heart and a quick mind.) When we walked back to our room that night, I told my wife that I might have to change my opinion of Donald Trump. As the parents of two daughters who were charming, gracious, and intelligent, we knew young people like that didn’t happen by accident. Her father had to have had something to do with it. Jo Anne agreed, and we filed it away for future reference. I never thought I would be speaking to him on the phone and sharing this story.

Trump waxed enthusiastic at the mention of Ivanka. Everyone tells me that, he said. He told me that people he didn’t know stopped him to tell him they had met Ivanka and found her to be a remarkably gifted woman. He asked me if I could guess who had told him something similar just the other day.

“Who?” I asked. Of course, I had no idea.

Oprah Winfrey, Trump replied. Ivanka had gone on Oprah’s television show to promote her fashion line, and Oprah had called Trump after the taping. He revealed that Oprah, who he said was a friend, had told him she had been doing her show for decades and had interviewed literally thousands of guests and had never met a more confident and poised woman than Ivanka. He said he considered it a remarkable statement from one of the most respected women in the world. (I would learn later that the deep love and emotional bond between Trump and his children was an amazing thing to witness.)

How do you not like this guy? I thought to myself. He was really a stitch. In political parlance, he was the kind of guy you’d want to have a beer with, though he did not drink alcohol. I figured I’d made enough of a personal connection to risk offering some unsolicited political advice. “Far be it from me to tell you how to run your campaign, but if you’re really serious about running for president—”

Trump interrupted me. He told me he was dead serious about running for president. He repeated it slowly for emphasis.

“Well, if that’s the case, then you need to get to know the Evangelicals,” I replied. “They’re half of all Republican primary voters, and there’s no path to the Republican nomination without them.”

Trump said he wanted Evangelicals to know him better.

“Then you should come to the Faith & Freedom Coalition policy conference in June in Washington,” I suggested. Trump had spoken at the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), the annual conservative confab in D.C., but not yet to a major Evangelical gathering.

“There will be thousands of grassroots activists and pastors there,” I told Trump. “My organization is neutral in the primary. There are a lot of candidates coming. I’ll give you a prominent platform and a chance to make your case. I promise you’ll be treated with fairness and respect.”

Trump asked for the dates; I gave them to him. He asked what day I wanted him to speak, and I suggested Friday—a good time for media coverage and maximum attendance. He asked what time, and I suggested an evening time slot. He said he had just put it on his calendar, and he would see me there.

I told Trump I’d have my staff reach out to his office to coordinate. After an exchange of farewells, Trump asked me stop by and see him the next time I was in New York City. I told him I would take him up on the offer.

I hung up in disbelief. Trump had confirmed his appearance at a major political event without consulting a single staffer, scheduler, political strategist, or straphanger. Apparently, he was his own strategist! I had met a lot of instinctive politicians in my life, but Trump was in a category all his own. I pictured him sitting behind a gold-leafed desk in a midtown Manhattan tower that bore his name, working the phones like a stock trader, booking his own speaking gigs, and hopscotching around the country on his jumbo jet. I shook my head. You can’t make this up! The last time a take-charge candidate of wealth and fame had grabbed the wheel of his own campaign was Ross Perot in 1992. That had not ended well. Would the Trump candidacy flame out like Perot’s, or would it be historic and transformational, changing our politics and the course of American political history? I didn’t know. One thing was certain: it wasn’t going to be boring.

I speed-dialed my team at Faith & Freedom Coalition and told them to get ready for a bigger crowd at the policy conference. One of the world’s most famous businessmen and highest-rated television stars, whose personal and professional exploits had provided fodder for the New York tabloids for decades, was going to appear before an Evangelical Christian audience and pledge his fealty to biblical values and the pro-family issues agenda. I didn’t know it at the time, but American politics would never be the same.

Thus began my journey as one of tens of millions of Evangelical Christians who would come to support the presidential candidacy and pro-life, pro-family policies of Donald Trump. How it unfolded is one of the most unlikely stories of our time—a tale stranger than fiction, and one that has never been fully told until now. As we know, Trump chose not to run for president in 2012, something to which we will turn later. But his escalator ride to the lobby of Trump Tower three years later would lead to his victory over sixteen Republican primary opponents and culminate in his shocking upset of Hillary Clinton. Trump’s election as president was made possible in no small measure by his winning an astonishing 81 percent of the Evangelical vote—the highest total won by a presidential candidate in the history of modern American politics. It has been a roller-coaster ride without precedent in American history, with no president so upending the furniture of our political system and rewriting the rules of politics since the election of Andrew Jackson in 1828.

The only thing that has driven the liberal media more nuts than Trump’s presidency (for which they were totally unprepared, confident that Hillary Clinton’s coronation was guaranteed) is the fact that it was achieved with the full backing of Evangelical Christians. Liberal opinion elites claim that Evangelicals are hypocrites who sold their souls to Trump for thirty pieces of silver, trading their spiritual integrity for access to power and a few items on their policy agenda. These self-appointed cultural elites point the finger at Christians who support Trump, accusing them of bastardizing their faith and cheapening the Gospel by backing the Manhattan billionaire. They assert that Christians have surrendered their moral authority as a result and are disqualified from ever speaking out on matters of public morality again. In the simplest of terms, the media and the Left twist the Trump-Evangelical alliance into a weapon with which they hope to bludgeon people of faith into shame and silence.

MSNBC host Joe Scarborough has accused Evangelicals of being “rank hypocrites” plagued by a “robotic mindset” who acted as if “everything that they grew up reading in the Gospels now does not apply to their life since a guy named Donald Trump got into politics.”1 New York Times columnist Frank Bruni faulted Evangelicals for supporting a man who “personifies greed” and “radiates lust,” proving yet again “how selective and incoherent the religiosity of many in the [Republican] party’s God squad is.”2 A Washington Post columnist accused them of climbing “the heights of hypocrisy” by backing Trump, “blessing the destruction of public norms on civility, decency and the importance of public character.”3 A former religion columnist for the New York Times charged that by backing a “casino mogul and all-purpose bigot,” the social conservative movement “has laid bare its hypocrisy, and indeed its heresy.”4 Never to be outdone, HBO host Bill Maher skewered Evangelicals as “the shameful hypocrites they’ve always been.” Maher declared that “Trump has nothing in common with Jesus.” Evangelicals, he charged, “went for the foul-mouthed, p***y-grabber.”5

These attacks on Christians reveal a troubling ignorance about the civic aspirations of people of faith and a profound misunderstanding about the proper role of faith in God in a pluralistic society. Taken to their logical extremes, these attacks suggest that Christians should support only candidates without past sins who subscribe to (and live up to) our religious or moral precepts, but we are precluded from voting for a candidate who has made mistakes and has come up short in his life but now advances policies that protect life, defend the First Amendment right to freedom of religion, strengthen the family, and support Israel. This argument removes the heart of the Gospel message from our civic discourse—the grace and forgiveness available to us all through faith in Christ. These critics wish to turn us into Pharisees who harshly judge and condemn those who have sinned. But we are all sinners saved by grace. In their formulation, therefore, the citizenship of Christians is reduced to a function of their piety—not love for America, advancing sound public policy, or a desire for the common good. Their argument reductio ad absurdum is that voters of faith should have stayed home in 2016 or cast a protest vote for a write-in or third-party candidate who had no chance of winning. And now they aim to shame conservative Christians into staying home or throwing their votes away in 2020.

If I believed their intention was to restore the moral greatness of America and elevate leaders of character, I might take their critique a little more seriously. But many of these media elites were cheerleaders and defenders of Bill Clinton, which makes their attacks on Trump (and the Christians who support him) ring hollow. Make no mistake—their true goal is to defeat Trump in 2020 by demoralizing Christian voters, and the reason is because they oppose the pro-life, pro-family, pro-Israel policies of his administration, not to mention the hundreds of conservative judges he has appointed.

If fifty million Evangelical and pro-life Catholic voters had followed their advice in 2016, Hillary Clinton would be in the White House. Had that occurred, people of faith would have been culpable by their moral and civic negligence in electing as president a woman who had corrupted every position of public trust she previously held, including as secretary of state (third in line to the presidency under the Constitution), conducting sensitive government business on a home-brewed email server, exposing our nation’s secrets to surveillance by hostile foreign powers, destroying evidence, and hindering a criminal investigation by the FBI. Even worse, they would have borne responsibility for Hillary Clinton’s appointing two liberal Supreme Court justices (or more), appointing hundreds of other pro-abortion and radical federal judges, restricting religious freedom, promulgating pro-abortion policies, increasing taxpayer funding for Planned Parenthood, and undermining Israel while allowing Iran—the leading state sponsor of terrorism in the world—to obtain the most destructive weapons on earth.

Had Evangelical Christians followed the deceptive advice of the media elites (and sadly, some Christian and conservative Never Trumpers), they would have helped put a woman in the presidency who, when asked in a televised presidential debate whether she opposed late-term abortion when the unborn child could survive outside the womb, blithely dismissed any objection to what can only be described as infanticide. “I strongly support Roe v. Wade, which guarantees a constitutional right to women to make the most intimate, most difficult in many cases, decisions about her healthcare that one can imagine,” she said. Clinton defended her vote as a U.S. senator against a ban on late-term abortion. Vogue magazine, edited by Hillary fundraiser Anna Wintour, celebrated her for “awesomely” defending abortion, which is perhaps the first time the taking of the life of a child just hours before birth has been described as “awesome.” Had those of faith failed to vote for Donald Trump in 2016, this is who would have become president. And someone with even more extreme views will occupy the White House if conservative Christians do not turn out in record numbers to the polls to support Trump in 2020.6

If Evangelical voters had sat on their hands and allowed Hillary Clinton to prevail in 2016, it would have been open season on Christian ministries, leaders, colleges, and churches—and even Christian-owned businesses. Hillary attacked the Supreme Court’s decision in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby, which upheld the right of closely held businesses owned by Christians from being forced to provide medical services that violated their faith. That decision was decided by a vote of five to four. With Antonin Scalia gone and his seat vacant, Clinton would have appointed his successor, and the high court would have shifted to a liberal majority opposed to religious freedom—probably for a generation.

What about President Trump? By executive order, he suspended enforcement of the Johnson Amendment, an obscure provision of the Internal Revenue Code that prohibits churches and pastors from speaking out on political matters and public policy. If Evangelical Christians and pro-life Catholics stay at home in 2020 or throw their vote away on a protest candidate, a future Democratic president will reinstate the Johnson Amendment, and the IRS will swiftly revert to its previous posture of harassment, persecution, invasive audits, and litigation against faith-based ministries. The BOLO (“Be On the Look Out”) list created by Lois Lerner and others at the IRS under Barack Obama will look tame by comparison. Under Elizabeth Warren or anyone else in the Democratic presidential field, one can also expect reinstatement of the conscience regulations under Obamacare (which were repealed by the Trump administration) that required faith-based charities to provide medical services they objected to because of their faith—including abortion. The Little Sisters of the Poor, dragged into federal court by the Obama Justice Department for not wanting to pay for contraception and abortion (ironically for Roman Catholic nuns who had taken a vow of celibacy), would likely be sued again. Christian colleges like Liberty University and the University of Notre Dame could see their tax-exempt status endangered if they sought to remain true to their statements of faith and religious doctrine.

This is not an empty threat. During an LGBTQ community forum broadcast on CNN during the 2020 Democratic presidential primary campaign, Beto O’Rourke vowed to revoke the tax-exempt status of any house of worship or religious institution that did not repudiate traditional Christian teaching on marriage and family and adopt positions favoring same-sex marriage and special rights for gay and transgender individuals.

“There can be no reward, no benefit, no tax break for anyone or any institution or organization that denies the full human rights, and full civil rights, of everyone in America,” O’Rourke promised.

The anti-Christian bigotry inherent in such a policy is clear. When criticized, O’Rourke tried to backpedal, claiming only that no Christian church or other religious institution would be able to “discriminate” in delivering social services to the poor, needy, and others. But it is clear that the secularist agenda of the modern Democratic Party is a dagger aimed at the heart of our freedom to express our faith in America. In the dogma of modern liberalism, the First Amendment protects the right of believers to speak and share their faith only if that faith is politically correct. But if their Christian faith violates the speech codes and secularist agenda of the Far Left, expect the machinery and enforcement power of the federal government to be used to harass and persecute Christians, including denying them nonprofit tax status, suing them, and fining them into bankruptcy and financial ruin.

Most critics of Evangelicals do not dispute these facts. Their response is essentially: So what? They see it as no big deal if Christian Americans have their First Amendment rights trampled upon by their own government. After all, they claim, wasn’t the early Church similarly persecuted, and did it not thrive in the midst of that persecution? They also contend that it is not a senseless tragedy for hundreds of thousands of additional unborn children to lose their lives to abortion because of taxpayer funding, including to Planned Parenthood. They argue by implication that American Christians should not do all they can to elect a president who will defend Israel against its mortal enemies, including Iran, whose ruling mullahs have killed Americans and vowed to wipe the Jewish state off the face of the earth. They assert that Christians should reject Donald Trump as a political ally, despite his stalwart defense of unborn life and religious liberty, primarily because of his allegedly suspect character, sordid personal past, and Darwinian ethics. Instead, they should by their inaction allow the radical Left to take power and deny them their God-given constitutional rights.

The fallacy in this argument is obvious. Although it is true that the early Church thrived in the midst of persecution and that Christians around the world are persecuted for their faith every day, the Bible does not teach that we should actively seek our mistreatment when we can avoid it. There is a difference between accepting persecution and allowing it. The former is pious; the latter is spiritual masochism. The Apostle Paul was beaten, imprisoned, shipwrecked, and ultimately died for the Gospel, but he asked others to pray for his deliverance. “And pray that we may be delivered from wicked and evil people,” Paul urged his fellow Christians, “for not everyone has faith. But the Lord is faithful, and he will strengthen and protect you from the evil one” (2 Thessalonians 3:2–3). Why would the early apostles ask God to deliver them from evil people if they were supposed to welcome persecution? Nor does the Bible teach that believers should reject deliverance by a governor, president, or judge, however flawed. After all, Paul argued his case before corrupt and venal Roman officials, and even appealed his case to Caesar, who happened to be a sexual deviant and a bloodthirsty tyrant. Critics of Evangelicals today argue that we should spurn assistance from political leaders who are not perfect or have committed sins. But as a citizen of Rome, Paul pleaded for the help of the most disreputable political leaders the world has ever known. Did this signal he was a hypocrite or compromise his witness for Christ? Of course not. In fact, it did the opposite, and the Bible records that members of Herod’s and Caesar’s households became Christians as a result.

A mother trapped with her innocent children in a burning building does not refuse assistance from a firefighter because he may have shortcomings. She is trying to escape the fire. Oskar Schindler, who saved 1,200 Jews from the ovens of Nazi concentration camps, was a notorious philanderer and Nazi spy. But because he spared so many Jewish lives, Schindler’s name is enshrined in the Avenue of the Righteous at the Yad Vashem memorial in Jerusalem, and he is buried on Mount Zion, the only member of the Nazi Party to be so honored. His many flaws and shortcomings did not rob his righteous acts of their rich moral content.

In a legal and political culture that is often hostile to their faith and First Amendment rights to express it, Christians should welcome defenders and allies wherever they can be found. That is wisdom. But a handful of Christian Never Trumpers implore their fellow believers to reject the assistance of Donald Trump. “The American church isn’t so weak that it needs Trump’s version of secular salvation,” insisted former National Review staff writer David French. “Yet the church is acting as if it needs Trump to protect it. That’s not courageous. It’s repulsive.”7

This is a straw man. The issue isn’t whether we should seek a secular savior like Donald Trump or Ronald Reagan in his time; it is whether we should defend our rights under the Constitution as Americans. If we take seriously our rights as citizens of the United States and if we believe those rights come from God (as they surely do), then we are obligated to defend them with all our might and to support candidates who will also defend them. This is also why calling on Christians to avoid muddying their boots with the compromises that accompany civic engagement and withdraw from politics is so misguided. Rod Dreher, author of The Benedict Option, urged Christians to “quit looking for a political white knight to save us and open our eyes to the stark reality of Christianity’s exile status in our American Babylon in our own modern Dark Age.”8 But advocating the surrender of our God-given rights as Americans is correcting the evil of political idolatry with a blinkered, monkish self-righteousness. Healthy and spiritually mature political engagement recognizes the limits of politics while celebrating its possibilities. It embraces the responsibility of earthly citizenship with all its attendant rights while looking and yearning for true salvation in a heavenly kingdom that is not of this world.

The argument for civic withdrawal or refusing to vote for like-minded candidates is really a cop-out to keep from making difficult and imperfect decisions in a free society and fallen world. It seeks heavenly perfection and is of little earthly good, leading to the advance of evil by abandoning the field of battle. Perhaps most perplexing, it ignores the enormous human progress of two thousand years of recorded history. Do we really want the model for American society to be ancient Rome, with its unrivaled venality, corruption, and brutal denial of human rights? Or the Middle Ages, with its caste society, bloody sectarian conflict, and civil disorder? I pray not. Medieval Christians retreated to cloisters and monasteries to shelter themselves from barbarism. Fortunately, that is not our lot. Our inheritance as Americans is freedom (which ultimately belongs to all humanity). We possess hard-won rights sanctified by the blood of patriots and enshrined in the Magna Carta, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. We do not need to return to the cultural strategies of the Dark Ages. We are free men and women, and we should act accordingly.

Our forebears paid a great price—many of them with their lives—so we can live and thrive in a nation that respects our God-given rights to freedom of speech, association, and religion. Christians escaped persecution in Europe by crossing an ocean to worship God as they pleased, rebelled against Great Britain to lay claim to their God-given rights as free men and women, and ultimately enshrined those rights in the U.S. Constitution. We do not rely on political saviors to deliver us. But throughout history, God has used political leaders to accomplish His purposes and deliver His people. In His wisdom, He has placed us in our nation at this moment in history, and I believe God expects us to defend and assert the rights that He (not the government) has granted us—with our lives, if necessary. Christians should do so not because we are afraid of being persecuted (for the Bible teaches us that persecution is our lot here on earth) or because we require a human savior (for the yearning for a political messiah is a form of idolatry), but because we honor God and bear witness to His sovereignty and goodness when we defend the human rights that He has ordained.

No one is arguing that Donald Trump is a perfect man, because we are all imperfect, or that he is without sin, because we are all sinners and all fall short of God’s glory. But as president, Trump has led with great moral clarity as he has protected the right of Christians to express their faith, defended religious liberty at home and around the world, successfully fought for the release of Pastor Andrew Brunson in Turkey and other Christians held in the prisons and gulags of authoritarian regimes, used the bully pulpit and the power of his office to protect the unborn, and appointed hundreds of federal judges who respect the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. In so doing, he has kept his campaign promises, revealing much about his heart and character not only to Christians, but to the American people. If keeping one’s word is central to one’s character—and it clearly is—then Donald Trump has shown he has far more character than his critics.

Christians are not seeking a political savior in Donald Trump. But they are acting in their capacity as citizens in supporting a leader who defends their First Amendment rights to freedom of speech and religion, which, after all, are their rights as Americans. They did not surrender those rights on the day they came to Christ. They are not lesser Americans by virtue of their religious faith. As John F. Kennedy said in his famous speech to the Houston Ministerial Association in 1960, if “40 million Americans lost their chance of being president on the day they were baptized, then it is the whole nation that will be the loser… in the eyes of history, and in the eyes of our own people.” Kennedy spoke of Roman Catholics in an election in which bigotry was directed at Catholics. Today, a similar bigotry is directed at Evangelical Christians, and they are well within their rights to oppose it and seek protection wherever it can be found. This is not a form of political idol worship; it is the defense of their God-given rights that are inherent to their very humanity. Christians who support Trump are not pining for a political savior; they are defending Thomas Jefferson’s idea as articulated in the Declaration of Independence that we are endowed by our Creator with inalienable rights (that is, rights inherent to their humanity), including the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The sole purpose of government is to safeguard those rights. Christians who back Trump because he shares these beliefs and supports public policies that advance them are acting as American citizens, not only as Christians. They were not drawn to Trump because they need a messiah; they already have one, and His name is Jesus.

Followers of Jesus are taught by Scripture to fear God alone and look only to Him for their salvation and deliverance—not to any politician, king, or parliament. “You are not to fear what they fear or be in dread of it,” God told His people. “It is the Lord of hosts who you should regard as holy. He shall be your fear, and He shall be your dread” (Isaiah 8:12–13). Elsewhere, God warned Israel not to rely on the armies or kings of other nations to defend it, for “the Lord of hosts will protect Jerusalem. He will protect and deliver it, He will rescue it” (Isaiah 31:5). But it is also true that God has ordained that we live in a nation that recognizes certain inalienable rights, including the right to petition our government. We would be poor stewards of our civic responsibilities if we failed to exercise that right.

The African-American Christians who flocked to the March on Washington in August 1963 were not merely appealing to the Kennedy administration and Congress to deliver them from the oppression of segregation and racial injustice; they were also issuing a call to the conscience of the nation. They lobbied for their constitutional right to equal protection under the law. They were appealing to elected officials to do the right thing. And why not? The Bible teaches that a ruler who leads righteously is “like a refuge from the wind and a shelter from the storm, like streams of water in a dry country, like the shade of a huge rock in a parched land” (Isaiah 32:2). The New Testament urges that “prayers, petitions and thanksgivings be made on behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority, so we may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity” (1 Timothy 2:1–2). Praying for leaders who will govern righteously is not the defensive crouch of a timid and frightened Church; it is the faithful supplication of a confident Church that is fired up with enthusiasm and hope, relying entirely on God’s promises as found in the Bible.

The Civil Rights Movement was steeped in the Christian faith, with leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. and Ralph David Abernathy, who were Baptist preachers, and citizen action organizations whose names bore witness to their faith, such as the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. They put their ultimate trust in God, but they pricked the conscience of the nation, as well, calling the American people to act in a way that was consistent with the better angels of their nature and live up to the promises of the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution. Theirs was not merely a prophetic movement; it was a political endeavor. Civil rights leaders lobbied Congress and the White House, sued in the courts, and appealed to the executive and legislative branches to pass legislation and take action to defend their right to equal protection under the Fourteenth Amendment. The March on Washington, it should be remembered, was part of a lobbying campaign to break a filibuster of the Civil Rights Act that was led by segregationist Democratic senators.

African-American Christians also sought the assistance of flawed and imperfect allies, including President Lyndon Johnson. Johnson was a corrupt man who profited from his public service; a known philanderer who was unfaithful to his wife; a crude man who used racial epithets and profanity, sometimes forcing aides to meet with him in the bathroom while he relieved himself; a former segregationist; and a protégé of Georgia senator Richard Russell Jr., the leader behind the Southern Manifesto, which sought to deny equality to black Americans. But for all his flaws and past racist views, Johnson became a champion for civil rights as president. African-American Christians joined with him as U.S. citizens, seeking civil rights, which required civic action as political actors. Johnson was not a perfect man, but he occupied the most powerful office in the land and was willing to defend their rights. So they worked with him to advance what was right and just. Making an alliance with Johnson on civil rights did not compromise their moral beliefs or their Christian faith. Indeed, King would later differ with Johnson on Vietnam while continuing to make common cause with him on fighting poverty, pushing for civil rights, and other pressing moral concerns.

I am not comparing Trump to Johnson, or our movement to the cause of civil rights. They are each quite different. Every epoch is unique, with its own distinct challenges, circumstances, and personalities. But as Christians, effective citizenship requires that we work with individuals with whom we sometimes disagree and with whom we have theological and moral differences—some of them deep and abiding. That is not compromising spiritual integrity; it is democracy. As our African-American brothers and sisters in Christ did the right thing by engaging in the rough-and-tumble of politics, lobbying, litigation, and the necessary and normal compromises that accompany political involvement, so do today’s Evangelicals. None of us can know the future. But if progress continues to be made on protecting innocent human lives, preserving religious freedom, and shifting the federal courts to a position of respect for the First Amendment’s right to religious liberty, then I believe history will vindicate Evangelicals for working with and supporting the policies of Donald Trump. They are called by their faith and compelled by their moral beliefs to resist evil and advance good. Given that the agenda offered by the Democratic nominees in 2016 (and again in 2020) is openly hostile to and completely antithetical to the principles of their biblical Christian faith, and most certainly to the right to life, Evangelicals and pro-life Roman Catholics are fully justified in supporting Trump for president. Now let’s dive into the full ramifications of the stark choice now facing Christians—and all Americans—to see why this is the case.






CHAPTER 2 DEEDS VERSUS WORDS


“Please hold for the president.”

Donald Trump had been president for ten days, and I was sitting in my home study at around nine o’clock on a January evening.

President Trump came on the line, and we talked briefly about the executive order he had recently issued that prohibited travel to the U.S. from seven countries that could not verify the background of visa applicants, including state sponsors of terrorism like Iran and failed states like Yemen and Syria. The elite media pummeled Trump over the order and falsely labeled it a “Muslim ban”—even though non-Muslim countries like North Korea and Venezuela were on the list, no one was excluded based on their religion, and Muslims from India, Malaysia, and other countries with large Muslim populations were free to enter. Far-left groups erupted in angry opposition, staging sit-ins and protests that wreaked havoc at airports and government buildings. Trump asked me if I supported his action.

“As long as it’s not based on religious beliefs, yes,” I replied. “I don’t support a ban on religion. But your policy is based on protecting the homeland from the dangerous terrorist networks in those countries. So I support it, and have publicly said so.”

Trump said the American people overwhelmingly supported his efforts to defend the country and protect the homeland. (Trump was vindicated when the Supreme Court upheld the travel ban in 2018 as fully within the president’s authority to control U.S. borders and regulate immigration, despite the dishonest distortions of the media and the opposition of the Left.)

News accounts indicated that Trump would announce his Supreme Court nominee the following evening at the White House. I gingerly raised the topic.

“Mr. President, let me ask you a question,” I began. “Am I going to be happy tomorrow night?”

Trump replied that I wouldn’t be happy. He paused. You’re going to be thrilled, he said. The president said he could not tell me who it was, but he promised it was an outstanding jurist.

When I hung up, my mind turned to a thought experiment: What if Hillary Clinton rather than Donald Trump had won the 2016 election? What if voters of faith had joined Never Trumpers and stayed home or wasted their vote on a third-party candidate? Who would President Hillary Clinton have chosen to fill the vacant seat once held by conservative hero Justice Antonin Scalia? No doubt it would have been an ideologically liberal jurist as committed to abortion on demand and restrictions on the First Amendment’s protection of freedom of religion as Hillary. It also likely would have been a nominee in their forties or early fifties who would have served thirty or forty years on the court. It was a reminder that elections had consequences, and in this case they were huge.

The next morning, I received an email from a senior White House official informing me that the president had requested my attendance at the announcement of his Supreme Court nominee. I provided the staff with my social security number and other personal information required by the Secret Service.

I arrived at the White House that evening and was greeted by an aide to the president who escorted me at breakneck speed through the West Wing, maneuvering through a labyrinth of hallways and passages until I lost my bearings. We finally arrived in a room occupied by a group of Republican senators. As I glanced around, it dawned on me that most of them were members of the Senate Judiciary Committee. A staffer from the White House counsel’s office briefed them on the president’s nominee, and the senators held a stapled memorandum in their hands, some of them flipping through the pages as the staffer went through his briefing points. Somehow, I had ended up in a briefing of U.S. senators who were getting their first word on the identity of the president’s choice! I turned to my right and was surprised to see my friend Ted Cruz. His brow was furrowed in deep concentration, and his dark eyes darted over the pages like a supermarket bar-code reader. He glanced up, his facial expression indicating he was as surprised to see me as I was to see him. He held the paper open to reveal the name at the top of the page: Neil Gorsuch.

“Is he good?” I asked quietly.

Ted nodded vigorously. “Outstanding,” he said, half whispering. “He’s incredible.”

I didn’t know Gorsuch. But when I came to Washington in the early 1980s, I followed his mother, Anne Gorsuch, who was Ronald Reagan’s first administrator at the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and later met her when she gave a speech at the Republican National Committee (RNC), where I worked at the time. Anne was a true believer, a Rocky Mountain Reaganite from Colorado, and a solid conservative who downsized the EPA, challenged the radical environmental lobby, and refocused her agency on science-based policy. She later resigned following partisan attacks on her record by the media and congressional Democrats. I hoped her son was a chip off the old block, and I also hoped the mistreatment of his mother might have instilled in him a sober knowledge of how unfair his own treatment by the media would soon be.

Suddenly, the young aide reappeared, apparently realizing she had mistakenly taken me to the wrong room (thank you for that!), and she escorted me to the East Room, where she guided me to a seat behind Donald Trump Jr., the president’s eldest son. I had campaigned with Don Jr. at a rally for his father in Georgia the previous October, and he had impressed me as a natural political talent and a good man. Smart and tough like his father, I thought. My good friend Nick Ayers, the political wunderkind from Georgia who served as an advisor to Vice President Mike Pence, sat down, and we caught up on the Atlanta Braves and the team’s prospects in the upcoming baseball season.

Just then, the senators filed in wearing the officious masks of Very Important People, grinning a bit like Cheshire Cats, clearly satisfied with the president’s selection. I greeted Chuck Grassley, the chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, whose job it would be to guide the nominee to confirmation. As Kellyanne Conway, Jared Kushner, Ivanka Trump, and other senior officials entered the room and took their seats, people in the crowd exchanged hugs, air-kisses, and stage waves. The atmosphere was giddy and anticipatory, filled with cheer.

For all the hysterical hyperbole about Donald Trump as the disrupter of American politics—whose campaign and even his inaugural speech rewrote the accepted rules of politics as interpreted by the so-called “experts,” a man whom they claimed had landed in the nation’s capital like an unguided human missile—the new president had in fact followed a thoughtful, deliberative, and fairly conventional path to this moment. Trump worked from a list of highly respected conservative jurists, solicited the views of conservative groups like the Federalist Society and the Heritage Foundation, was aided by a team of advisors that included White House counsel Don McGahn and Vice President Pence, and conducted wide-ranging interviews with candidates during the transition. He had treated the pick with all the historical weight it deserved. The finalists were federal appellate court judges William H. Pryor Jr., Neil Gorsuch, and Thomas Hardiman. Few outside the senior White House staff knew upon whom Trump had settled.

Suddenly, a Marine band played “Hail to the Chief.” Everyone in the room rose to their feet, their heads turning and necks craning as President Trump entered the room and appeared to practically glide down the red carpet from the formal rooms. Trump moved with purpose and deliberation, a born performer who needed no stage directions, basking in the glow. He stood ramrod straight, his hands grasping the podium as camera flashbulbs exploded, projecting gravitas, savoring the moment.

“When Justice Scalia passed away suddenly last February, I made a promise to the American people: if I were elected president, I would find the very best judge in the country for the Supreme Court,” Trump said. “I promised to select someone who respects our laws and who loves our Constitution, and someone who will interpret them as written.”1 Trump stated that it had been perhaps the most transparent judicial selection process in U.S. history because he had released a list of jurists during the presidential campaign and promised to select from that list; millions of people had voted for him based on that issue. He then called Judge Gorsuch and his wife, Louise, to the podium to loud applause.

Trump then turned the podium over to Judge Gorsuch. “Standing here, in a house of history, and acutely aware of my own imperfections, I pledge that if I am confirmed, I will do all my powers permit to be a faithful servant of the Constitution and the laws of this country,” Gorsuch pledged. His wife beamed with pride at his side. Gorsuch, with his grey hair, humility, and a touch of humor, seemed straight out of central casting. As the son of an attorney and cabinet officer, a Harvard Law School and Oxford University graduate, and a former clerk to Supreme Court justice Anthony Kennedy, Gorsuch boasted one of the most impressive backgrounds of any recent nominee to the high court. He exuded gravitas, pledging as a judge to be independent, impartial, and courageous. His brief statement took my breath away. Trump chose well, I thought. He will be hard to defeat.

After the ceremony, I was ushered into the Blue Room for a reception with dignitaries and White House staff. I passed a group of people surrounding Gorsuch’s family who were huddled in a quiet prayer, their eyes closed, hands held tight, faces etched with intensity. I had never seen a spontaneous prayer meeting in the formal rooms of the White House in my career. I passed by discreetly, careful not to disturb them. This certainly wasn’t your father’s administration, I reflected with some wonderment.

As I made my way through the crowd, I bumped into Chief of Staff Reince Priebus and Steve Bannon, two old friends from past battles. Both of them were beaming like proud family members at a christening. The transition and early days of the Trump administration had been a shakedown cruise, with swirling controversies stoked by the liberal media over the size of the inaugural crowd and the travel ban. They looked relieved; finally, here was an unqualified win!

“Congratulations, guys,” I said. “Home run.”

Bannon fairly gushed that President Trump had been a profile in presidential leadership, constantly stressing that the intellect, conservative philosophy, and qualifications of the nominee were paramount in his decision. “The president was just amazing,” Bannon said. “He knew the stakes, asked all the right questions, stuck to the process.” Reince nodded vigorously, smiling broadly. Bannon added that Pence had suggested edits to the formal questionnaire that the finalists filled out that turned out to be important in the president’s decision.

I headed for the door, pausing to thank the vice president for all he had done behind the scenes without mentioning what Bannon had just shared with me. I told him we would be honored to have him keynote the gala at the next Faith & Freedom policy conference, which was coming up in a few months.

“Done,” Pence replied. He pointed to an aide and told him to work with me to get it on his schedule. I headed down the stairs and out into the cold, brisk January air, my mind racing, a thousand jumbled thoughts spinning in my head.

All the doubts, reservations, even suspicions, and all the accusations hurled by critics of Evangelical voters who backed Trump in 2016 that he would betray us—every one of them had been false. In one of the most consequential elections in our lifetimes—indeed in American history—with control of the Supreme Court hanging in the balance, Trump had not only prevailed on Election Day, but he had also delivered on one of his central campaign promises as president: nominating a conservative, strict constructionist judge. Mike Pence, a stalwart friend of the pro-family movement and a committed Christian, offered his counsel and wisdom to the president during Trump’s deliberations. In the months since the election, Pence had become all we had hoped for when Trump selected him.

And there was this reality: Trump had chosen both Pence and Gorsuch. Both selections revealed a conservative governing philosophy that was breathtaking in its aspirations and boldness. Pence and Gorsuch were steeped in the modern conservative movement, their lives and careers stretching back to the Reagan era and reflecting a deep commitment to philosophical conservatism. I had been around long enough to know that such personnel decisions didn’t just happen; they required a steady hand and an intentional desire by Trump to surround himself with the best. These choices also dramatically disproved the accusations of his critics that he was a faker and an ideological chameleon who lacked core beliefs. During the Reagan presidency, conservatives were fond of saying that personnel was policy. Indeed—it is. And Trump’s selection of Pence and Gorsuch (and most of his cabinet) suggested that he intended to govern as a conservative, despite what the media and Never Trumpers claimed. Every president makes personnel mistakes, and Trump has made a few himself. But on the biggest decisions, like the vice presidency and the Supreme Court, Trump chose battle-tested champions with conservative principles.

As I walked back to my hotel, it occurred to me that Trump as president wasn’t such a crazy idea after all, as his (and our) critics incessantly claimed. As a Christian, I believed God was sovereign in the affairs of nations. Could Providence have ordered this moment, contrary to our own ambitions and expectations? I did not know, but I was certain of one thing: there was an angel in the whirlwind and a heavenly hand guiding the affairs of state in what the media insisted multiple times daily was the chaos of the Trump White House.



In May 2018, I was privileged to be part of a delegation of former members of the Trump campaign’s faith advisory team who attended the official opening of the U.S. Embassy in Jerusalem. It was a celebratory affair, featuring a who’s who of the U.S. Christian and Jewish communities. At the opening reception, which was held at the Israeli Foreign Ministry offices in Jerusalem, I saw my friend Jay Sekulow, one of the leading First Amendment attorneys in the nation who was also performing double duty as one of the president’s personal lawyers. I also ran into Harvard Law professor Alan Dershowitz, White House advisors Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump, faith advisor and pastor Paula White, and John Hagee, the founder of Christians United for Israel. In a brief conversation with Senator Lindsey Graham, I asked him why not a single Democratic senator or congressman was in attendance. Lindsey shrugged his shoulders and shook his head in bewilderment, telling me that by State Department protocol, many Democratic elected officials had been invited, but they had all declined. Whatever happened to politics ending at the water’s edge? It seemed that anything remotely associated with Donald Trump earned the Democrats’ disapproval, even when it was keeping a promise to defend and protect the state of Israel.

The next morning, I attended a breakfast reception at a home overlooking the Old City of Jerusalem that offered breathtaking views of the ancient walls and Temple Mount. Shortly after arriving, I ran into my old friend Daniel Ayalon, a former Israeli ambassador to the United States and former deputy foreign minister. I had worked with Danny during his service in Washington during George W. Bush’s presidency, and I was glad to see him again. Married to an American wife, Danny was a keen observer of the U.S. political scene and a player in Israel. Pointing to the Old City beyond us, I remarked, “Can you believe that we are witnessing the recognition of Jerusalem as the eternal, undivided capital of Israel by the United States, and that Donald Trump is the one who made it happen?”

Danny agreed that it was ironic. Turning serious, he pointed out that God had always used imperfect and unlikely figures to serve His purposes and protect the Jewish people.

“I’m not sure what Jewish theology teaches,” I replied. “But evangelicals believe that we’re all sinners and we all fall short of the mark.” I pointed out that some of the best U.S. presidents had also experienced great failures: FDR had an unhappy marriage, Harry Truman had gone bankrupt, and Ronald Reagan went through a painful divorce and the end of his acting career. Perhaps those who had experienced personal failure in their lives made better leaders.

“There’s actually a rabbinical teaching about that,” Danny told me. “The rabbis teach that if you elevate someone to leadership who thinks they are perfect, they rely on their own self-righteousness. But a leader who has suffered from a failure or personal shortcoming in their past will try to prove their worth by doing righteous deeds.”

It was a remarkable statement. A few minutes later, I bumped into a friend who was a rabbi and asked about this teaching; he confirmed what Danny had told me. The truth is that God often chooses the discredited, the dismissed, the disdained, the person who comes from the wrong family or the wrong side of the tracks. They are unworthy and disqualified in the eyes of many; they have made too many mistakes in their lives, they don’t have the right background, or they may be rough around the edges. But God chooses what the world rejects in order to confound the worldly wise, humble the self-important, and glorify Himself. Paul observed that there were “not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble” among the early Christians because “God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, and the base things of the world and the despised God has chosen, so that no man might boast” (1 Corinthians 1:27–29).

I am not a prophet, preacher, or theologian. I do not claim that God chose Donald Trump beyond the larger truth of the Christian faith that God is sovereign and that nothing occurs in human affairs contrary to His participatory or permissive will. But the American people did choose Trump, and it is fair to ask what they saw in him that so many opinion elites missed and still don’t understand. Is it possible that whatever flaws and failures Trump experienced in the past—which some argued disqualified him from being president—are the very things that made him yearn to do what was right as president? Perhaps Trump’s desire to redeem an imperfect past instilled in him a yearning to keep his promises to the American people, provide bold leadership at a time of national testing, and reject conventional wisdom.

My mind raced back to the conversation with Ayalon the following year when I returned to Jerusalem to mark the one-year anniversary of the opening of the U.S. Embassy in Israel’s capital. I had the opportunity to join Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu at a reception marking the occasion, along with American faith leaders, U.S. ambassador David Friedman (Trump’s former attorney and a very sharp guy), and members of the Knesset, the Israeli parliament. Netanyahu had just narrowly prevailed in a bitter election and was scrambling to form a government.

One morning, I joined a delegation of faith leaders at the Knesset, which was abuzz with intrigue, rumors swirling by the hour. (In the end, Netanyahu came up a few votes short of a majority, and a new election was called for the fall.) When we met privately with members of the Knesset, most of their comments were pro forma and scripted. Then came the turn of Tzachi Hanegbi, a balding, wiry man, his body coiled with energy, a veteran of Israeli politics who had served in several cabinets under Netanyahu.

Hanegbi noted that he had worked with Netanyahu for over two decades. His voice was firm and resonant, his eyes piercing. Like Winston Churchill or Reagan, he said, Bibi was a man animated by core convictions he held with great confidence and was not easily intimidated or plagued by self-doubt. But when the prime minister returned to Israel after his first meeting with Barack Obama, he was shaken. In his storied career, Netanyahu had worked with many U.S. presidents from both parties. After meeting Obama, however, he said that this man was different; he didn’t have Israel’s back. The prime minister worried that Israel might be on its own.

The room was transfixed. Hanegbi continued, recounting that as the years passed, Netanyahu’s warning proved to be prophetic. The Obama administration criticized Israel for defending itself against terrorists in Gaza, blamed the Israeli government for expanding Jewish neighborhoods on the West Bank, intervened through its proxies in Israeli elections, and negotiated a nuclear deal with Iran that would allow it to maintain its ballistic missile program and ultimately obtain weapons of mass destruction that posed an existential threat to Israel. He paused for dramatic effect.

“And then, a miracle occurred: Donald Trump!” Hanegbi exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air for emphasis.

The Evangelical leaders lit up, their faces on high beam. The Knesset members of the Blue and White (the center-left party) sat in stoic silence.

Hanegbi recounted everything that the Trump administration had accomplished that protected Israel’s security: the military defeat of ISIS, launching air strikes against Syria, withdrawing from the Iran nuclear deal, crippling the Iranian economy with targeted sanctions, declaring Jerusalem the capital of Israel, moving the U.S. Embassy, and recognizing Israeli sovereignty over the Golan Heights—a critical security buffer against Syria and terrorist networks. In summary, Trump had not only reversed the anti-Israel policies of Obama, but he had also restored the special relationship between the U.S. and the Jewish state and shifted the geopolitics of the entire Middle East in a direction more favorable to Israel and U.S. national security interests.

Hanegbi’s dramatic remarks were a reminder of the importance of leadership. As I left the Knesset that day, I marveled at what a difference President Trump had made in the region and the world. He had defended religious freedom for Christians and other religious minorities, defended Israel, taken on terrorism, backed Brexit in the United Kingdom, renegotiated trade agreements, and taken on China for its theft of intellectual property and unfair trade practices. And if Trump’s worldview could be summed up with the bumper-sticker slogan “America First,” then “Israel Second” came next. For Christians who believe that God gave Israel to the Jews as their homeland and for those who believe they are called to be righteous Gentiles who defend Jews and Israel, Trump was nothing less than an answer to prayer.

If Trump could run for president in Israel and Netanyahu could run for prime minister in America, they would both win in landslides. As it is, both are a little like prophets without honor in their own countries. But if every American could have heard what I did that day at the Knesset, their view of Trump might be very different indeed.



The month before my trip to Israel, I was invited to the White House for a criminal justice reform event celebrating the passage of the First Step Act, which had been signed into law by President Trump the previous December. The Faith & Freedom Coalition had made criminal justice reform based on a biblical model of repentance, redemption, and reconciliation one of its top legislative priorities. Under the leadership of Tim Head, our executive director, and Patrick Purtill, our legislative director and a former official in the Justice Department under George W. Bush, we had worked for years to pass historic criminal justice reform that would give offenders a second chance at life. This required Republicans to get out of their comfort zone and transcend political stances that promised to get tough on crime, though often with questionable results and high costs. Some laws passed in the 1990s with bipartisan support that were intended to crack down on drugs and violence resulted in the incarceration of many first-time and nonviolent offenders. They also caused costs to spiral out of control until some states with high incarceration rates were spending more on building prisons than they were on building schools to educate children. These failed policies led to prisons that were little more than warehouses housing the hopeless—where inmates learned how to be better criminals.

As a result, the United States led the world in its incarceration rate with over two million offenders in state and federal prisons or local jails, and 79 percent of the inmates released were rearrested and back in the criminal justice system within six years.2 At Faith & Freedom, we wanted to change that by offering a high school education, job training, mentoring, and religious faith to more of those languishing in federal prisons. But many Republican elected officials opposed us, and too many Democrats were primarily interested in decriminalizing drugs and criminalizing behavior by corporations and businesses. Despite years of lobbying, we were stymied in our progress until Donald Trump became president. He embraced a bipartisan criminal justice measure that gave prisoners credit toward early release for engaging in life-changing programs like spiritual mentorship and job training while they were incarcerated and lowered the barriers for faith-based organizations to operate programs in federal prisons. After years of coming up short in Congress, Trump’s leadership made the difference.

At the White House event, an unusual crowd of liberal activists including Van Jones, a former advisor to Barack Obama, mixed with Evangelical figures on the Right. It was a strange gathering rarely seen in Washington. After remarks by Attorney General William Barr, there was a break in the program, and I ended up chatting with one of the first offenders released under the First Step Act. He had been incarcerated for a drug crime and readily acknowledged that he had gone down the wrong path as a young man. But he said that all he had ever wanted was a second chance at life and that prison didn’t provide the help he and other inmates needed to get ready for life on the outside.

“Thanks to Donald Trump, I’ve now got that second chance,” he said, smiling, his hand tightly gripping my shoulder. “And I thank God, I thank President Trump, and I thank you for helping to put him where he is so I could get this chance to redeem myself.” He told me he had gotten a job at a furniture factory in Virginia and was taking it one day at a time, putting one foot in front of the other, trying each day to do the right thing.

After this short break, we headed for the East Room, where President Trump, joined on stage by recently released offenders, presided over a ceremony celebrating the passage of the First Step Act—a celebration that had been delayed by an extended government shutdown in a budget dispute between the administration and congressional Democrats. To my surprise, actress Kim Kardashian walked in and sat across the aisle from me. As those in the audience took photos with their smartphones, it occurred to me that this might be the first time the president had been in a room with someone who garnered as much attention as he did in quite a while. In typical fashion, Trump acted as the emcee, turning the podium over to five former offenders who had recently been released.

One releasee bounded to the podium with obvious enthusiasm. “Mine is real short,” he said. “Two months ago, I was in a prison cell and [now] I’m in the White House.” The crowd laughed. “Let’s continue to make America great again!” He and the president hugged, and everyone applauded at the invocation of Trump’s signature campaign line.

Yvonne Fountain, also recently released under the First Step Act, came to the microphone. Her words were simple, but her message was powerful—and emotional. “First, I want to thank God because God got me through a lot in prison,” she said. “I did my time. I was good the whole time. I worked. I stayed out of trouble.” The crowd applauded appreciatively. She turned to the president. “I thank everybody who put their hands in it, all the hard work. And I really thank you for signing that bill. When you signed that, I really could have fell through the floor. Thank you so much.”3

I departed the White House that day with tears in my eyes. I had to admit that I had never thought I would see the passage of such a bill, or President Trump signing it into law. My heart overflowed with gratitude. In my forty years of political combat and work on public policy, I had rarely seen a bill make such a tangible difference in so many lives. Sixteen thousand people have enrolled in drug treatment programs since the passage of the First Step Act. I was overwhelmed by the testimony of these men and women who only weeks before had been behind bars. They had a new lease on life, and by their own public testimony it had been made possible by the grace of God, the leadership of Donald Trump, and a rare bipartisan coalition in which conservatives and liberals put aside their differences and worked together for the common good. I was struck by the chasm between that reality and the false and misleading portrait of Trump that I saw portrayed in the media every single day.

Needless to say, it was nearly impossible to find a single video clip of one of these moving testimonies about Trump in the liberal news media that day. No surprise there. One recent analysis found that 90 percent of all the coverage of Trump on the network evening news broadcasts in 2018 was negative, the highest share of negative coverage for any president in modern history.4 A Harvard University study found that NBC’s coverage and CNN’s coverage of Trump were both 93 percent negative, CBS’s coverage was 91 percent negative, the New York Times’ coverage was 87 percent negative, and the Washington Post’s coverage was 83 percent negative.5 No wonder the media have some of the lowest approval ratings of any institution in America.

Trump’s leadership on criminal justice reform calls to mind one of the teachings of Jesus about the difference between words and works. When attacked by the Pharisees for violating their traditions, Jesus told his critics, “Though you do not believe Me, believe the works…” (John 10:37–38). Christ’s works of healing the sick and feeding the hungry—not his preaching alone—showed God’s grace, goodness, and majesty. Rather than acknowledge them, his critics twisted His words, accused him of blasphemy, lied about Him, and claimed He was acting as an agent of Satan.

Words matter, but our deeds speak more to the condition of our hearts than mere words do. In the famous parable of the two sons, Jesus posed the following question: “A man had two sons, and he came to the first and said, ‘Son, go work today in the vineyard.’ And he answered, ‘I will not’; but afterward he regretted it and went. The man came to the second and said the same thing; and he answered, ‘I will, sir’; but he did not go. Which of the two did the will of his father?” The Pharisees responded correctly that the first son did. Jesus replied, “Truly I say to you that the tax collectors and prostitutes will get into the kingdom of God before you” (Matthew 21:28–32). What Jesus was saying is that our works, not our words, reveal the true measure of our character. And it is the failure to do God’s will—not their sanctimonious words—that will indict the self-righteous on the Day of Judgment.

Trump’s media critics parse his tweets like they are studying the Holy Writ and roam the world for his tax returns as though in search of the Holy Grail. Meanwhile, they ignore his works, deeds, and amazing accomplishments: over 7 million new jobs created, a robust economy, the lowest African-American and Hispanic unemployment in recorded history, renegotiated trade agreements with Canada and Mexico, ISIS defeated, Israel defended, Iran challenged, 190 Trump-appointed federal judges at this writing, cuts in funding to Planned Parenthood, restrictions on the taking of unborn human lives, nearly 40 million families receiving an average of $2,200 in tax credits under the Trump tax cut (with 11 million people lifted out of poverty as a result), and thousands of ex-offenders released from federal prison under historic criminal justice reform.

Trump sometimes says (or tweets) things I wish he wouldn’t. But as much as I value speech seasoned with God’s grace and try to practice it myself, in the end I measure a man more by his actions than by the occasional rash or ill-advised word. Smooth speech and empty eloquence are the special talents of politicians. I have learned to be suspicious of the smooth talker who never delivers. What matters most in the end are one’s decisions and deeds, whether they advance good or evil, and whether they produce good or bad outcomes.

How Trump came to occupy the most powerful office in the world to perform such good deeds is a story stranger than fiction. Let us turn to the amazing story of how this most unlikely of conservative and pro-family champions became president—and how Evangelicals made the difference.






CHAPTER 3 THE NERD PROM


In the weeks after our initial conversation, I stayed in touch with Donald Trump’s staff to prepare for his much-anticipated appearance at the annual Faith & Freedom policy conference, which was known as the “Road to Majority.” We had invited all the presidential candidates, and most of them would be speaking. Former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney (the frontrunner), former senator Rick Santorum, former pizza magnate Herman Cain, former Utah governor and ambassador to China Jon Huntsman Jr., firebrand conservative and congresswoman Michele Bachmann, and Texas congressman Ron Paul would be speaking. Trump’s inclusion in this lineup generated palpable excitement, causing ticket sales to soar.

In April 2011, I was a guest of the Washington Post’s at the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, the annual black-tie press confab famous for the socializing between reporters and their sources at endless parties that is often referred to by its nickname: the “Nerd Prom.” I had attended the dinner for decades and viewed it as an anthropological slice of elite American political culture: rich, powerful, well-connected, highly educated, ambitious, and often completely disconnected from the real world. Some prominent journalists had begun to criticize the Nerd Prom as an embarrassment to the Fourth Estate. From where I sat, nothing much could embarrass them. Either way, the show went on with a stand-up comedian serving up personal insults, ribald jokes, and nasty takedowns of various people in the audience. It was all in good fun with a healthy dose of venom and barely disguised contempt for the great unwashed masses in flyover country. The high point of the evening came with remarks by the president, who took good-natured shots at the media and his political foes with a few jokes at his own expense.

When I arrived at the table, to my surprise none other than Donald Trump entered the ballroom accompanied by his beautiful wife, Melania, and it struck me that the excitement he sparked resembled that of a Hollywood film star arriving at Comic-Con. The crowd parted for him like the Red Sea. Starstruck people gawked, grasped for his hand, posed for selfies, and pointed him out to their dinner guests. For some in the press, Trump was the skunk at the garden party, an unwelcome guest crashing their party. Still, the curiosity was undeniable, and the mob around Trump, cameras flashing and arms and legs akimbo, moved like a giant amoeba. People tripped over chairs or scrambled to intercept him. It was controlled pandemonium. Trump passed me like a well-coifed, tuxedoed rugby player caught in a scrum and proceeded to stand ramrod straight in front of a chair at the table next to mine.
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