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It is the first day of October, 2017, and we are on the brink of the 100th anniversary of the
events in Russia which gave us communism as a governing system.  However you may feel about
it, communism played a huge role in shaping the events of the twentieth century, but that is not
reason enough to devote a sermon to it.  An American in 2017 can quite reasonably believe that
communism, particularly in its Leninist, Stalinist and Maoist varieties, was one of the big
mistakes in history, and definitely not worth celebrating.  I am not preaching on it this morning to
invite you to celebrate either communism or its so-called defeat or demise.

I am preaching on it today because its 100-year history raises many of the questions that I
have grappled with throughout my ministry here, and that question is contained within Ronald
Reagan’s short phrase I have chosen as my title: is communism, in any or all of its historical
forms, an embodiment of some real force acting in the world which we call, (capital -e), “Evil?” 
For our Universalist forebears were quite explicit that there was no such force operating in the
world.  Our opening words this morning were from Quillen Shinn, the foremost evangelist for
Universalism in his age,  writing in 1900.  Shinn said that there is one force operating in the
world, and that is a force for the good.  God is love.  If there were two forces, a force of evil and
a force of good, then we would not have monotheism, we would have ditheism.

“Way back in the benighted past, man, lacking foresight to see how the discords
and conflicts of nature would result in harmony, came to ascribe things he called
evil to evil beings; hence the world's belief in devils, ghosts, hobgoblins, and
witches. All these are perishing; the light of science is killing them.”
In our Universalist tradition, there is no such thing as capital-e Evil.  Then what do we

make of Reagan’s description of the Soviet Union? 
I expect I am not the only one here who has spent much of my time the last two weeks in

watching the superb documentary on the war in Vietnam by Ken Burns and Lynne Novick.  I
found it utterly absorbing, because it brought back how that conflict was emotional center stage
for me in my late teen and early adult years; the possibility that I would be forced to fight in that
war, which I didn’t believe in, formed a lot of the opinions that I have carried with me through
the years, and if it were that powerful on me who did not fight, I can only imagine the impact the
film has had on those who actually fought in Vietnam.

The rationale for the US involvement in Vietnam was to stop the spread of communism
worldwide. As the Soviet Union drew more of the countries of Eastern Europe into its zone of
influence in the five years after World War II, the US adopted the Truman Doctrine, a policy of
containment – we would do whatever it took to keep more countries from going communist.  In
Southeast Asia, this was often explained with the domino theory: if you let one country fall, the
one next to it will fall and then the one next to that one.  Soon the capitalist countries will find
themselves surrounded by socialist ones.  Burns’ film details clearly the steps from this domino
theory to a morass where we were defending a series of corrupt South Vietnamese regimes which
were losing the allegiance of their people against a motivated and effective guerilla movement
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which had already succeeded in driving out the long-term colonial power and claimed to
represent the independent nation. 

In the late 1960s as my college career and its draft deferment were about to give out, I
struggled with whether to submit to the draft and kill people in a war I didn’t believe in.  This
was the closest communism came to affecting me personally.  Some of you may have had closer
encounters with communism, but that’s how it affected me.  

Reagan called communism evil, but it started on a promise of liberation from slavery to
the rich and powerful.  Karl Marx did not invent communism.  He and his partner and patron
Friedrich Engels both believed that the earliest human societies, the hunter-gatherers, practiced a
primitive communism where all resources were held in common. From what we know now, I
think they were right about this.  It was when the human race developed agriculture that there
developed a relationship between an individual and land which is the origin of private property. 
So private property ownership is not universal in the human race.

A recent article on hunter-gatherers in the New York Times points out that the whole idea
that pre-industrial humans had to toil most of their lives away is not universal either.  The
average Kalahari Bushman, remnants of the great hunter-gatherer societies that probably
inhabited Africa for 90,000 years, spends about 15 hours per week in the quest of food and the
other necessities of life, less than half of the 40-hour week which is the standard in industrial
societies1.  The author titled his essay, “The Bushmen Had the Whole Work-Life Thing Figured
Out.”

Another historical predecessor of communism were the early Christian communities.
Each person joining the Christian movement was expected to pool all their property for the
common good.  Chapter five of the Book of Acts relates a story of a man and his wife who
owned a piece of property and as they were joining the Christian group they sold it, and brought
the proceeds to St. Peter, the head of the group.  But the man, with his wife’s knowledge, had
held back some of the proceeds for themselves, and they agreed that they would tell the
Christians that the reduced amount was the full sale price.  The man went in first, and gave Peter
the reduced amount of money and said that was the whole sale price – and he was struck dead on
the spot.  An hour later, his wife came in to Peter, not knowing what had happened to her
husband, and Peter asked whether she had sold the land for such and such a price, and she said
yes and also died on the spot.  This little story teaches that not only were goods held in common,
but honest accounting was demanded.

Fast forward to the Industrial revolution. The romantics lamented the world that was
disappearing before the onslaught of industrialization, and several attempts were made to figure
out ways to model a better life.  In New England, utopian communities such as Fruitlands and
Brook Farm and Hopedale were founded with high hopes, and usually with property held in
common, but each soon came unglued. 

But the Russian Revolution did not follow these utopian socialist models; rather it was
based on the supposed scientific materialism of Karl Marx; yet there is irony in this, because
Marx was fixated on France.  He thought that the proletariat, the working class, would rise up in

1“The Bushmen Who Had the Whole Work-Life Thing Figured Out” 
James Suzman NYT July 24, 2017
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an industrialized country like Germany, France or Britain. 
The proletariat was kind of a salvific force for Marx; when it was fully conscious, it

would recognize its power and seize control of the mechanisms of government.
Marx left a lot of unanswered questions as to just how the dictatorship of the proletariat

would be achieved, and this led in Russia to a dispute between two factions of the Marxist
socialist party in 1905.  At some point, they took a vote on a matter of procedure and one side
was in the minority and was called the mensheviks and the other was in the majority and was
called bolsheviks.  But the ideological difference between the two factions was that the
mensheviks believed in a popular uprising which would be more or less spontaneous and the
bolsheviks believed that the revolution would come about by a small and well-disciplined core of
professional revolutionaries.

The details of the Russian Revolution are entirely too convoluted for the amount of time
we have this morning.  Suffice it to say that Lenin’s Bolsheviks won.  There was a kind of
popular proletariat democracy in the worker’s councils or soviets, but Lenin’s belief in a small
band of disciplined revolutionaries, plus a lot of chaos and just blind luck, established the first
communist society.  He certainly bypassed the bourgeois democracy that Marx had predicted as
an intermediate stage.

But it was not smooth sailing from then on.  The liberals and conservatives and
monarchists and money and power outside Russia all supported the White Army, which took on
the Red Army in a four-year civil war.  From that day until the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, it
would be rational for any communist leader to assume that the powers of capitalism would
change its form of government if they could.  

Lenin survived an assassination attempt in 1918, but in 1922, he had a series of strokes
that left him semiparalyzed, and one in 1923 left him unable to speak. He died in 1924, but
before he did, he wrote a testament which criticized several of his fellow revolutionaries,
including Trotsky and Stalin and said Stalin should be removed from the Party Central
Committee.  It was not to be.  Stalin, who believed that  socialism should first be established in
one country, seized power as Lenin was dying, and forced out Trotsky, who believed in socialism
internationally.2

Marx’s vision called for a bourgeois democracy to give way to a dictatorship of the
proletariat and then the state itself would wither away.  There would be public control of the
means of production and this would eliminate the accumulation of vast inequalities of wealth and
power.  He envisioned a return to a Garden of Eden; after 100 years, we are still waiting to see
that happen.

Russia was economically an agrarian society, so the means of production was land, and
Stalin collectivized that very cruelly.  His big class enemy was the peasants who had
accumulated a modest wealth, and these were purged and starved out in the 1930s.

Stalinism is not the whole of communism, but it has been very destructive.  In 2010, Yale
Professor Timothy Snyder wrote a book called Bloodlands, looking at the destruction in Eastern
Europe in the period 1933 to 1945; he makes it clear that both Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany

2See Orlando Figes, “1917: Russia’s Year of Revolution” National Geogrpahic History
Vol 3, no. 4 (2017)

-3-



engaged in massive atrocities.  Bloodlands is the region which includes modern Poland, the
Ukraine, the Baltic States and Western Russia.  One reviewer notes 

“This region was ... the site of most of the politically motivated killing in
Europe—killing that began not in 1939 with the invasion of Poland, but in 1933,
with the famine in Ukraine. Between 1933 and 1945, fourteen million people died
there, not in combat but because someone made a deliberate decision to murder
them.”3

Other communist regimes in history have also pursued policies which led to massive
deaths.  As many as two or three million may have died in China’s Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution.  The Killing Fields of Pol Pot in Cambodia claimed one to three million people in a
country whose total population was only eight million.

The deaths, of course, are only the beginning of the story, for communist governments
have also displaced millions of people and disrupted ways of life. 

All right, the history since that October revolution 100 years ago shows some pretty awful
things. I don’t know if it was a good idea which went wrong somehow or if the bad qualities
were inherent in Marxist communism.  There are plenty of non-communist empires which have
killed and oppressed their people, particularly the people in their colonies, and particularly
people of color in the colonies. Leopold II of Belgium reigned for forty-four years, during which
time he established a personal colony in the Congo and set up a system of forced labor which
killed as many as ten million people.  And let us not forget the number of enslaved Africans and
Native Americans who died in the building of our own country.

The ideal of economic equality is appealing, as is the communist slogan, “from each
according to his ability to each according to his needs.”  That seems like such a gentle and
wholesome way to distribute society’s resources.  But I cannot think of an actual communist
society – as opposed to a Euro-socialist one – in which I would want to settle.

But the question we started with is, should we adopt Reagan’s terminology that the Soviet
Union was an “evil empire.”  I see this phrase today as the culmination of a propaganda
campaign that started before the Bolshevik revolution. When I preached on healthcare a few
weeks ago, I mentioned that Teddy Roosevelt proposed universal health care as part of his Bull
Moose campaign in 1912, and his opponents denounced it as a Bolshevik idea – five years before
the Bolsheviks seized power.  Red hysteria has always sold in the United States. 

More broadly, in any political system, there is a potential for any politician to align with
the emotions of the voters by emphasizing the menacing “other.”  Particularly in America with its
Puritan mentality, we are always ready to enlist in the latest crusade against evil. 

In the years after World War II, that conflict became represented as a great crusade
against evil, though if you study the history of it, there had been no political will in the US to
fight the Nazis until the Japanese attacked us at Pearl Harbor.  In other words, the crusade aspect
of it was not present at the start; but in retrospect, we are and should be proud of our role in
defeating the Nazis, who had a plan for indefinite expansion. 

And to defeat the Axis powers, the US made an alliance of necessity with Stalin, who was

3“The Worst of the Madness” Anne Applebaum New York Review of Books, November
11, 2010 
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probably responsible for as many civilian deaths as Hitler.  After that war, the communists
resumed their place in America’s closet of fears, and we mirrored Stalin’s purges of the 1930s
with our own purges in the 1950s of suspected communists in government, the media and the
arts.  When the Soviets got the atomic bomb, we made a scapegoat of the Rosenbergs and
publicly executed them.

Now some of you will be saying, yes American politicians rallied behind fears of
communism, but the communists really were bent on world domination, and if the US didn’t stop
them, who would? The Truman Doctrine of containment led to the formation of NATO, and that
probably kept Greece and Turkey from going communist in the late 1940s. Through the United
Nations, we fought a hot, though undeclared war with communist powers in Korea.  Marx
envisioned communism as the final stage in history, and Marxist states have claimed territory
where they could.

Yet the Vietnam war shows the limits of the Truman doctrine.  It is not worth any price to
keep a country from going communist.  One of the talking heads in the Burns movie says we
were fighting on the wrong side, a sentiment I shared in those days.  That person turns out, in the
last segment of the film, to have been a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in later life. 

Ho Chi Minh is recognized as the father of his country, Vietnam’s George Washington. 
While the US saw the struggle as against international communism, the Vietnamese people saw
it as a continuation of the struggle against colonialism.  Yes, the North Vietnamese did accept aid
from communist China, but they were also deeply suspicious of their northern neighbor and my
impression is that since the war, they have resisted being drawn into China’s cultural orbit.

Vietnam was reunited after the American withdrawal in the mid 1970s, and Saigon was
renamed Ho Chi Minh City.  In neighboring Cambodia, the US invasion in May of 1970 which
we were protesting as I graduated college resulted in the installation of a communist regime
which proved ruthless against its own people.  That communist regime was finally brought down
late in the 1970s by armies from newly unified communist Vietnam next door.

Many fans of Ronald Reagan will give him credit for defeating world communism by his
military buildup and his demand to Mikhail Gorbachev to tear down the Berlin Wall.  Both of
those may have been factors, but I think that bigger factors were that it had become clear that
command economies based on central planning could not work; the market can decide how many
widgets a factory needs to produce much better than can a bureaucrat sitting in a government
office.  People in communist East Germany could see that their relatives in the capitalist west
enjoyed a higher standard of living.  In communist country after country, the only thing which
made life economically possible was the black market.  Communism in its Stalinist and Maoist
varieties was bound to fall of its own inefficiencies.

Not that the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 has ushered in the new age of freedom that we
hoped for.  In Russia and the former Soviet states, the wall’s fall has ushered in a capitalist
kleptocracy, rule by thieves.  Worse, Russia now has a government which is systematically
undermining Western values in a more sinister and effective manner than anything the Soviets
ever did.  

“The Manchurian Candidate” was a 1959 film which envisioned a closet communist
agent being elected President.  This film built on the same anti-communist paranoia that had
fueled McCarthyism a decade before, It is ironic that post-communist Russia may have achieved
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a level of influence in US selection of a president which was only a work of paranoid fiction at
the height of the Cold War.

But the Burns Novick film on the Vietnam War was very emotional for me, and it
exposed me again to the complexities on both sides of that struggle.  If I believed that capital-e
Evil were real, its personification would not be Ho Chi Minh but Richard Nixon who, the film
makes clear, secretly interfered in the peace talks in 1968 to ensure his own election, while lying
to the American people about a secret plan for ending the war, and then continued a war he knew
could not be won for another six years. 

And I still have big doubts about all this and the only clear lesson I can draw from it is,
whenever anyone tries to enlist you in a crusade against Evil, you should check your wallet.  
Amen.
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