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Some of us here actually remember, first-hand, the assassination 

attempt on President Ronald Reagan. The would-be assassin, John 
Hinckley, Jr., used a Röhm RG-14 .22 cal. blue steel revolver, which many 
gun owners, even today, question as to whether it is “lethal.” He shot that 
non-automatic weapon six times in 1.7 seconds. The first bullet hit White 
House Press Secretary James Brady in the head. The second hit District of 
Columbia police officer Thomas Delahanty in the back of his neck as he 
turned around to protect the President. The third shot missed completely. 
We all know that Secret Service agents take an oath to “take a bullet for the 
President.” As agent Timothy McCarthy threw himself over the President, 
he was hit in the abdomen. The fifth shot missed. The sixth, and final, bullet 
essentially missed, too, but, ironically, it bounced off the armored material 
of the limousine designed to protect the President and ricocheted into him, 
entering through his left underarm, striking a rib and stopping in his lung, an 
inch from Mr. Reagan’s heart.  

 
Until Alzheimer’s disease so cruelly disabled him, Mr. Reagan was 

notorious for his sense of humor. Even though severely wounded when his 
wife, Nancy, came to the hospital, the President somehow called up the 
words of boxer Jack Dempsey and said to her, “Honey, I forgot to duck.” 
Later, already intubated, he wrote a note to a nurse that quoted W. C. 
Fields that said, “All in all, I’d rather be in Philadelphia.” Perhaps his most 
famous one-liner was completely original. He removed his oxygen mask in 
the operating room and quipped, “I hope you are all Republicans.” 
  

Unbeknownst to the President, while he summoned his renowned, 
dry wit, trying to calm his fears and the fears of those around him, an 

ominous reality lay within his body. Mr. Hinckley loaded his gun with what 
are called “Devastator” bullets, designed not just to simply enter an 
inanimate object or an animal or a human; they are designed to explode. 
An FBI spokesman said at the time, ''These bullets could explode at any 
time…Anything can make them go off, like heat or pressure or impact.” It is 
theorized by many that James Brady suffered such significant brain 
damage because the bullet that struck him exploded inside his head. 
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Ironically, because that bullet already exploded he and the physicians who 
operated on him were the only victims and medical personnel who were not 
at additional risk as they fought for their lives within and without. The 
President, Agent McCarthy, officer Delahanty and all the medical personnel 
and others who rushed to their aid could all have been injured, further 
injured or killed had the other bullets exploded.  

 
 Less than a month after the shooting President Reagan in a speech 
before the National Rifle Association said, “It's a nasty truth, but those who 
seek to inflict harm are not fazed by gun control laws. I happen to know this 
from personal experience." Only a month after that he proclaimed to the 
California Republican Party: "There's only one way to get real gun control: 
Disarm the thugs and the criminals, lock them up, and if you don't actually 
throw away the key, at least lose it for a long time." 
  

Tom Delahanty, the officer who was injured and disabled in the 
shooting, sued the manufacturer of the gun that Hinkley used, claiming that 
small, cheap handguns have no other purpose than to commit crime.  The 
District of Columbia Court of Appeals rejected the officer’s claim. The Court 
decided: "The marketing of a handgun is not dangerous in and of itself, and 
when injury occurs, it is not the direct result of the sale itself, but rather the 
result of actions taken by a third party.'' In other words, a more formal 
expression of the standard NRA retort: Guns don’t kill people; people kill 
people. Which is true…and…there is an important rejoinder that gun-
ownership advocates and the DC Court of Appeals decision conspicuously 
do not mention: People without easy access to guns and bullets are less 
likely to kill other people. 

 
 In the mid-1980s James Brady and his wife, Sarah, began working 
tirelessly to bring about real gun control and a change in attitudes, leading 
the organization that now bears their name, the Brady Campaign. 
Surprisingly, Sarah Brady only committed to the pursuit of gun control laws 
in 1985, four years after her husband was shot and disabled, when she 

saw her, then, six year-old son waving a handgun, similar to the one that 
shot his father, he’d found on the seat of a family friend’s truck. In 1987 the 
Brady’s hallmark piece of legislation, the Brady Bill, which asked for a 
seven-day waiting period and background checks on handgun purchases, 
was introduce in Congress. 
 



Four years later, in 1991, while the Brady Bill still languished on 
Capitol Hill, the Brady’s were in the audience at George Washington 
University when Mr. Reagan received an honorary doctorate on the 
occasion of the tenth anniversary of the shooting. A seldom watched 
YouTube video of Reagan’s acceptance speech shows the “Great 
Communicator” at top form that day. He spoke deliberately, often pausing 
for a breath before certain phrases, with a mixture of humility, strength, 
friendship, responsibility, commitment and purposefulness in his eyes as he 
looked at Jim and Sarah Brady in the front row. 

 
“…I want to tell all of you here today something that I’m not sure you 
know. You do know that I’m a member of the NRA and my position on 
the right to bear arms is well known.  But I want you to know 
something else and I am going to say it in clear, unmistakable 
language. I support the Brady Bill and I urge Congress to enact it 
without further delay. With the right to bear arms comes a great 
responsibility to use caution and common sense on hand gun 
purchases. And it’s just plain common sense that there be a waiting 
period to allow local law enforcement officials to conduct background 
checks on those who wish to buy a handgun. The Brady Bill is good 
legislation and I hope my colleagues at the other end of Pennsylvania 
Avenue will do what’s right for the people and that means – enacting 
this bill.”  
 
Mr. Reagan had actually announced his support for the Brady Bill in 

the New York Times a day earlier than his speech. In what is still a 
stunningly forthright opinion piece, Mr. Reagan, the NRA supporter, 
declared:  

 “…four lives were changed forever, and all by a Saturday-night 
special – a cheaply made .22 caliber pistol – purchased in a Dallas 
pawnshop by a young man with a history of mental disturbance. 
This nightmare might never have happened if legislation that is before 
Congress now – the Brady Bill – had been law back in 1981… 

 This level of violence must be stopped.”  
 
In his Baltimore Sun column, Roger Simon reacted sardonically to Mr. 

Reagan’s change in attitude. “It wasn’t ‘magic,’” he wrote. “Ronald Reagan 
is now a free man. He doesn't need the gun lobby anymore. He doesn't 
need their votes or their dollars. Now, in the twilight of his life, he no longer 



has to listen to his political consultants. He can listen to his conscience 
instead.” 

 
  That was 1991. Another two-and-a-half years crept by before the 
Brady Bill finally became law. In hindsight, the Brady Bill appears incredibly 
weak. It only applied to federally regulated gun shops, with no affect on 
private sales. It especially lacked any application of enforcement for a 
waiting period and background check for individuals who bought handguns 
at gun shows, which, sadly, is still the case. Of course, how could the 
Bradys, Ronald Reagan or anyone else at the time predict the impact of the 
internet on the availability of guns and ammunition? The alleged shooter at 
the movie theater in Aurora, Colorado purchased more than 6,000 rounds 
of ammunition online. Recently introduced legislation in Congress would 
require ammunition sellers to be licensed, record their sales and report a 
sale of more than 1,000 rounds. Shouldn’t anyone, from NRA supporter to 
“flaming liberal”, find it unfathomable and unconscionable that purveyors of 
ammunition in this country are NOT licensed and are NOT required to keep 
a record of their sales and are NOT required to report a sale of over 1,000 
rounds – how much the more so 6,000 rounds? 
 

I wondered if in 2012 someone could purchase online the hollow-
tipped, exploding “Devastator” bullets that John Hinkley used, so I decided 
to perform a little experiment and Google the bullets. Within seconds I was 
looking at a site called “Firequest” which bills itself as a source for 
“Dynamic shooting equipment, ammunition and more” – a pretty amazing 
euphemism for “extremely powerful guns, bullets and other violent 
technology you might want to buy.” “Firequest” promotes the “Devastator” 
bullet like this: “It's Awesome! It's Powerful! I… Its devastating knockdown 
power comes from the hollow point cavity in each round being filled with a 
special Detano-Expanding compound. Devastator ammo grossly expands 
on impact to insure 100% maximum energy is delivered to the target…Six 
rounds per pack.” 

 

Prudently, “Firequest” warns the potential buyer “This ammo is 
restricted in” Alaska, California, Hawaii, Illinois, Massachusetts, all five 
boroughs of New York and Washington D.C. Thirty-one years after John 
Hinkley, Devastator bullets are still available in the rest of America and very 
available on the internet worldwide. 

 



An official Reform responsum labeled this nation’s ever increasing 
gun ownership as a “communicable disease...[an] anxiety virus.” Rabbi Eric 
Yaffe, added to our biblical obligations to preserve life and to beat swords 
into plowshares when he stated: “…We need to see the control of guns not 
as a political problem but as a solemn religious obligation. Our gun-flooded 
society has turned weapons into idols...The only appropriate religious 
response to idolatry is sustained moral outrage.”  

 
After John Kennedy, after Martin Luther King, after Bobby Kennedy, 

after John Lennon, after Marvin Gaye, after Columbine, Colorado and 
Aurora, Colorado and Oak Creek, Wisconsin and after the 9,484 people 
who will be murdered in the United States by the end of 2012, it’s time for 
Jews and every sane person in this country who recognizes human 
fallibility and knows that a gun in a home is 43 times more likely to be used 
against another family member or for suicide than it is for self-defense, to 
finally say, “Enough!” and completely discredit the idol worship of guns and 
ammunition and warped and self-serving interpretations of the second 
amendment and lobby, demonstrate and vote for reasonable gun control so 
that we might truly follow the biblical command to “choose life,” so that we 
and our children and our children’s children might live. 
 


