President Kennedy’s Speeches

Recently I was invited to speak at a dinner hosted by a
Christian group at the Kennedy Museum in Dallas. They asked if
I might speak about President John F. Kennedy and relate it to
some of the issues we are dealing with today.

I began by asking them to imagine what might happen if we
could bring President Kennedy in a time machine to our time
and place. What would he think of what has happened 1in
America?

0f course, we cannot accurately predict what he might think,
but we do have his speeches that give us some insight into his
perspective on the major issues in the 1960s. And as I re-read
his great speeches, I think the audience concluded that they
said more about the change in America than anything else.

I think it would be fair to say that President Kennedy'’s
speeches illustrate what was mainstream (perhaps even a bit
progressive) back in the 1960s. Today (with perhaps the
exception of his speech on church/state issues) most of his
ideas would be considered right wing. And if I might be so
bold, I think it is reasonable to say that many of the leaders
of his party today would reject many of the ideas he put
forward more than forty years ago.

Foreign Policy

Let’'s first look at President Kennedy'’s perspective on foreign
policy. One of his best known speeches is his inaugural
address on January 20, 1961:

Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and
foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation
of Americans—born 1in this century, tempered by war,
disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient
heritage—and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing
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of those human rights to which this Nation has always been
committed, and to which we are committed today at home and
around the world.

Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that
we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship,
support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the
survival and the success of liberty.

In his day, the great foreign policy challenge was communism.
The threat from the Soviet Union, as well as Red China, was
his primary focus. And he made it clear that he would bring an
aggressive foreign policy to the world in order to assure the
survival and success of liberty.

Today the great foreign policy challenge is international
terrorism (which is a topic that President Kennedy addressed
in his day). And there are still threats to America and the
need to address the issue of human rights that he talked about
more than forty years ago. America still needs a foreign
policy that aggressively deals with terrorists who would
threaten our freedom and dictators who keep whole nations in
bondage.

It may surprise many to realize that more than forty years ago
President Kennedy understood the threat of terrorism. Here is
what he said to the General Assembly of the United Nations on
September 25, 1961:

Terror 1is not a new weapon. Throughout history it has been
used by those who could not prevail, either by persuasion or
example. But inevitably they fail, either because men are not
afraid to die for a life worth living, or because the
terrorists themselves came to realize that free men cannot be
frightened by threats, and that aggression would meet its own
response. And it is in the light of that history that every
nation today should know, be he friend or foe, that the



United States has both the will and the weapons to join free
men in standing up to their responsibilities.

Terrorism is with us in the twenty-first century, though the
terrorists today are primarily radical Muslims. And President
Kennedy rightly understood the threat terrorism posed to
freedom. As we just saw, he proposed an aggressive foreign
policy to deal with these threats. He knew that “free men
cannot be frightened by threats.”

President Kennedy also spoke to the issue of human rights. In
his inaugural address on January 20, 1961, he quoted from the
book of Isaiah to illustrate his point:

Let both sides unite to heed in all corners of the earth the
command of Isaiah—-to “undo the heavy burdens . . . and to let
the oppressed go free.”

And if a beachhead of cooperation may push back the jungle of
suspicion, let both sides join in creating a new endeavor,
not a new balance of power, but a new world of law, where the
strong are just and the weak secure and the peace preserved.

He envisioned a future world where people were not enslaved by
communism and held behind an Iron Curtain or Bamboo Curtain.
When he spoke in West Berlin on June 26, 1963, he addressed
the importance of freedom:

Freedom is indivisible, and when one man 1is enslaved, all are
not free. When all are free, then we can look forward to that
day when this city will be joined as one and this country and
this great Continent of Europe in a peaceful and hopeful
globe. When that day finally comes, as it will, the people of
West Berlin can take sober satisfaction in the fact that they
were in the front lines for almost two decades.

All free men, wherever they may live, are citizens of Berlin,
and, therefore, as a free man, I take pride in the words “Ich



bin ein Berliner.”

President Kennedy saw the day when men and women on both sides
of the Berlin Wall would be free.

Economic Policy

President Kennedy proposed a significant cut in taxes. Here is
what he said to the Economic Club of New York on December 14,
1962:

The final and best means of strengthening demand among
consumers and business is to reduce the burden on private
income and the deterrents to private initiative which are
imposed by our present tax system—and this administration
pledged itself last summer to an across-the-board, top-to-
bottom cut in personal and corporate income taxes to be
enacted and become effective in 1963.

I’'m not talking about a ‘quickie’ or a temporary tax cut,
which would be more appropriate if a recession were imminent.
Nor am I talking about giving the economy a mere shot in the
arm, to ease some temporary complaint. I am talking about the
accumulated evidence of the last five years that our present
tax system, developed as it was, 1in good part, during World
War II to restrain growth, exerts too heavy a drag on growth
in peace time; that it siphons out of the private economy too
large a share of personal and business purchasing power; that
it reduces the financial incentives for personal effort,
investment, and risk-taking. In short, to increase demand and
lift the economy, the federal government’s most useful role
i1s not to rush into a program of excessive increases 1in
public expenditures, but to expand the incentives and
opportunities for private expenditures.

He so believed in the need to cut taxes that he focused whole



paragraphs of his 1963 State of the Union speech on the same
topic. Here is one of those paragraphs:

For it 1is 1increasingly clear—-to those 1in government,
business, and labor who are responsible for our economy’s
success—that our obsolete tax system exerts too heavy a drag
on private purchasing power, profits, and employment.
Designed to check inflation in earlier years, 1t now checks
growth instead. It discourages extra effort and risk. It
distorts the use of resources. It 1invites recurrent
recessions, depresses our Federal revenues, and causes
chronic budget deficits.

In the last few decades, many Democrat leaders have criticized
President Reagan and President Bush for comparing their tax
cut proposals to those of President Kennedy. But there are
significant similarities. President Kennedy was not just
proposing a quick fix or an economic “shot in the arm.” He saw
that taxes exert “a drag on growth” in the economy. If that
was true in the 1960s when the taxes on the average American
were lower than today, then it is even more true today.

Church and State

Church and state was a major issue in his campaign since he
was Catholic. So he chose to speak to the issue in front of
the Greater Houston Ministerial Alliance on September 12,
1960:

I believe in an America where the separation of church and
state 1is absolute; where no Catholic prelate would tell the
President—should he be Catholic—how to act, and no Protestant
minister would tell his parishioners for whom to vote; where
no church or church school is granted any public funds or
political preference, and where no man 1s denied public
office merely because his religion differs from the President
who might appoint him, or the people who might elect him.



I believe in an America that is officially neither Catholic,
Protestant nor Jewish; where no public official either
requests or accept instructions on public policy from the
Pope, the National Council of Churches or any other
ecclesiastical source; where no religious body seeks to
impose 1its will directly or indirectly upon the general
populace or the public acts of its officials, and where
religious liberty 1is so indivisible that an act against one
church is treated as an act against all.

For while this year it may be a Catholic against whom the
finger of suspicion 1s pointed, in other years 1t has
been—and may someday be again—-a Jew, or a Quaker, or a
Unitarian, or a Baptist. It was Virginia’s harassment of
Baptist preachers, for example, that led to Jefferson’s
statute of religious freedom. Today, I may be the victim, but
tomorrow it may be you-—-until the whole fabric of our
harmonious society 1is ripped apart at a time of great
national peril.

We can agree with President Kennedy that religious leaders
should not demand that a politician vote a certain way. But we
live in the free society, so pastors should be free to express
their biblical perspective on social and political issues.

That is one of the reasons Representative Walter Jones has
sponsored legislation known as the “Houses of Worship Freedom
of Speech Restoration Act” to make this possible. Back in
1954, then-Senator Lyndon Johnson introduced an amendment to a
tax code revision that was being considered on the Senate
floor. The amendment prohibited all non-profit
groups—including churches—from engaging in political activity
without 1losing their tax-exempt status. The bill by
Representative Jones would return that right to churches and
allow pastors and churches greater freedom to speak to these
issues.



Social Issues

One issue that surfaced during Kennedy’s presidency was the
subject of school prayer. In 1962, the Supreme Court issued
its decision in Engel v. Vitale. This was President Kennedy's
response:

We have in this case a very easy remedy, and that is to pray
ourselves. And I would think it would be a welcome reminder
to every American family that we can pray a good deal more at
home, we can attend our churches with a good deal more
fidelity, and we can make the true meaning of prayer much
more important in the lives of our children.

At the time, this may have seemed like an isolated and even
necessary action by the Supreme Court. Few could have
anticipated that this would be the beginning of the removal of
prayer, Bible reading, and even the Ten Commandments from the
classrooms of America.

So how would John F. Kennedy stand on the issue of abortion?
Well, we simply don’t know, since abortion was not a major
policy issue in 1963.

We do know that as a Catholic, he and the other Kennedys
valued life. In the 1968 election, Robert F. Kennedy was asked
about the subject of contraception. The Supreme Court handed
down its decision on contraception in the case Griswold v.
Connecticut in 1965, and so Bobby Kennedy was asked about his
views on the subject. Kennedy at that time had ten children.
He used the Kennedy wit and turned the question into a funny
line. He replied, “You mean personally or as governmental
policy?”

We do know that President Kennedy did nominate Byron White to
the Supreme Court. It’s worth noting that he and Justice
Rehnquist were the only two dissenting votes in the case of
Roe v. Wade.



By the way, when Justice White left the court and President
Clinton nominated Ruth Bader Ginsberg, you didn’t hear anyone
in the media talk about the court shifting to the left. Byron
York, writing for National Review, did a Lexis-Nexis search
and did not find one major media outlet that talked about this
shift. By contrast, he found sixty-three times in which the
media lamented the potential shift of the court to the right
with the nomination of Judge Samuel Alito.

As we have looked at some of President Kennedy'’'s speeches, it
is amazing how much of the political dialogue has moved. But
to be more precise, it is America that has moved.

It reminds you of the story of a middle-aged man and wife. One
day as her husband was driving the car, she began talking
about how it used to be when they first dated. They always
held hands, they had long talks, and they used to sit next to
each other as they drove along the countryside. Finally, she
asked her husband, “Why don’t we ever sit together anymore
when we drive?” He glanced over and said to her, “I'm not the
one who moved.”

Reading President Kennedy'’s speeches remind us that America
has moved. Maybe it’s time to get back to where we belong.
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