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For Fred Harris

 



“. . . and some to be pastors and teachers.”

(Eph. 4:11)
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 Introduction: 
The Politics of Disbelief


THIS BOOK ARGUES TWO INTERRELATED THESES:

First, that there is nothing wrong, and much right, with the robust participation of the nation’s many religious voices in debates over matters of public moment. Second, that religions—although not democracy—will almost always lose their best, most spiritual selves when they choose to be involved in the partisan, electoral side of American politics.

The book is inspired by my love of God and love of my country, and my fear that millions of Americans, across the religious and political spectrum, have lost sight of the proper relationship between religion and politics.  1 On one side are those who treat the merest scintilla of religion in our public and political life as an offense against the American idea. On the other are those who believe it to be the responsibility of government to use its power to enforce as law the moral truths of their religion. The tension between these two wrong ideas is ruining our democracy, and threatens to ruin many of our religious traditions as well.

For example: As I sat down to write this introduction, the nation was in the midst of a silly brouhaha over whether or not presidential candidates should tell us about their religious views, which several prospective nominees had recently done. One side worried aloud about the “injection” of religion into politics and cautioned against the development of a Christian litmus test for those seeking the White House. The other insisted that faith was often an important part of character and that character is what politics—or, at least, governance—should really be about. Both sides, in good American fashion, subsequently set about impugning the motives, the integrity, and, in the end, the fundamental Americanness of the other. From the way people talked about the issue, one would be excused for thinking  that only two possibilities existed: Either we would have a public square so religion-drenched that nobody would ever talk about anything else, or we would have a public square so carefully sterilized of God-talk that people to whom faith was important would be forced to adopt the chilly and (to them) often meaningless language of secular liberalism or to abandon politics altogether.

As so often in these debates that inspire us to nasty flights of polemical fancy, both sides were right. Both sides were also wrong. By trying to understand why each side was right, and why each side was wrong, we can come to a richer vision of the relationship between religion and politics. In order to work our way to this richer vision, however, we will have to avoid the usual bias of arguments of this kind—the bias that begins with the state and asks how religion fits into the politics that are a democracy’s life’s blood. If we start out thinking about the needs of the state, we have already relegated religion to an inferior position. Many citizens, however, believe that God wants us to put our faith in him and obedience to him ahead of everything else. Any argument that thinks about the state before it thinks about religion can scarcely be persuasive, or even plausible, to citizens for whom their connection to God is of first importance. Instead, we will begin with religion—with Micah’s famous question, What does the Lord require? (Mic. 6:8). Only by looking at politics through the lens of faith, rather than faith through the lens of politics, will we be able to comprehend the nature and resilience (and the sensible limits) of the involvement of overtly religious organizations and individuals in our public life.

Comprehending this involvement is of first importance, and not only because talk show hosts find it an exciting subject for gab. It is important because America itself is at risk. The nation, whether ready to acknowledge it or not, faces a crisis of legitimacy. The more that the nation chooses to secularize the principal contact points between government and people—not only the public schools, but little things, like names and numbers and symbols, and big things, like taxes and marriage and, ultimately, politics itself—the more it will persuade many religious people that a culture war has indeed been declared, and not by the Right. Many people of deep religious commitment, especially but not exclusively evangelical Christians, look at the nation today and see a place that is run in ways that make it harder for them to practice their religion, and harder for them to pass it on to their children. One can scarcely be surprised if they therefore feel driven to the fringes of politics . . . or if they feel driven to the point of thinking that the nation is actively at war against them.

Rousseau taught the West that a government at war with its people loses its legitimacy, and he was perhaps talking fact as much as he was theory. If the state is going to interfere with the ability of the religious to build a religious world in which to live, we can hardly expect those religious people not to try to use politics as a way of building a world more to their liking. And for all the common complaints about the efforts of the religious to impose their views on others, and thus interfere with their freedoms, the point of view of many of the religious is the mirror image, that they are losing their religious freedoms as the majority, or, often, the minority, imposes its views upon them—views about the nature of moral authority, views about sex, views about procreation, views, in short, about the way the world should be. Much of the screaming about why religion should not be in politics is really an effort to evade the debate the religious are demanding: Why are your views better than ours? At a certain point, if we build too high the walls that are intended to keep religion out of politics, we will face religious people who will storm the barricades and declare the government no longer legitimate, because of its insistence on creating a single set of meanings, a single understanding of life, that everyone must share.

I suspect that I will be storming too.

I should make my biases clear. I write not only as a Christian but as one who is far more devoted to the survival of my faith—and of religion generally—than to the survival of any state in particular, including the United States of America. I love this nation, with all its weaknesses and occasional horrors, and I cannot imagine living in another one. But my mind is not so clouded with the vapors of patriotism that I place my country before my God. If the country were to force me to a choice—and, increasingly, this nation tends to do that to many religious people—I would unhesitatingly, if not without some sadness for my country, choose my God.

It is easy to paint people who put God first as dangerous fanatics, but, from the point of view of the believer, the fanatic is the one so certain that the state is right that he is willing to use law to interfere with religious belief. To take a simple example, I am not sure why it is more “fanatical” for parents to tell their children that the creation story in Genesis is literally true than for the public schools to tell the same children, required by law to attend, that the religion of their parents is literally false.2 Or why it is more “fanatical” to criticize the culture for not reflecting a particular religious view on, say, the role of women than to criticize a religion for not reflecting the culture’s views on the same thing. In short, the danger, if there is one, is mutual.

I hasten to add that one need not be a Christian, or be religious at all, to engage with and, I hope, profit from the stories I will tell. Indeed, as I argue in the book’s penultimate chapter, one of the most vital (if often neglected) tasks of the religious voice in America is standing up for the religious freedom of all believers. We must never become a nation that propounds an official religion or suggests that some religions are more American than others. At the same time, one of the official religions we must never propound is the religion of secularism, the suggestion that there is something un-American about trying to live life in a way that puts God first. Quite the contrary: Preserving the ability of the faithful to put God first is precisely the purpose for which freedom of religion must exist.

One might generalize the point this way: To be earnestly religious is, at minimum, to believe in an obligation to the Divine that is prior to any merely constructed human obligations. Because we live in a country in which there is a healthy degree of religious freedom, we might suppose that these conflicts are few. But this is not so. The points of conflict are growing, growing fast, and that rapid growth is the principal cause of the upsurge over the past three decades of involvement in politics by traditional religionists, especially Christian evangelicals. A nation that truly values religious freedom—indeed, as we shall see in Chapter 5, a nation that truly values the constitutional separation of church and state—must welcome the religious voice into its political counsels. To do otherwise is one sure way to accomplish the task of alienating the religious from democracy, for it places official imprimatur on the cultural message that religion is an inferior human activity.

It is peculiar and sad, as the nation strides into a new century, that we continue to find so many Americans who agree with this message: that religion, on balance, does more harm than good, and certainly has no place in our politics. Fortunately, the fear that religions might have too much influence in America’s public life arises principally among political, legal, and media elites. Few Americans agree.3 And that is a very good thing. In the nineteenth century, that message would have sabotaged the abolitionist movement, which was led by Christian evangelicals whose fiery and unapologetically biblical sermons ultimately moved a nation. (See Chapter 6.) In the early years of the twentieth century, the religious voice was prominent in the fight to obtain some minimal protection for the industrial worker, including wage and hour laws and the right to organize unions. (See Chapter 7.) And without the clear, forceful, and deeply Christian preaching of Martin Luther King Jr. and many other clergy, the civil rights movement would have been unimaginable. (See Chapter 2.)

Indeed, I shall argue that, in the absence of the religious voice, American politics itself becomes unimaginable. An early-twentieth-century Social Gospel preacher whom we will meet in Chapter 7 told his flock, in the midst of the battle for the right of labor to organize, that morality, in religious terms, is nothing but the actual practice of one’s religious faith. Religion is what we profess and morality is what it moves us to do. Politics needs morality, which means that politics needs religion. In a nation grown increasingly materialistic and increasingly involved in urging satisfaction of desire as the proper subject of both the market and politics, the religious voice, at its best, is perhaps the only remaining force that can call us to something higher and better than thinking constantly about our own selves, our own wants, our own rights. Politics without religion must necessarily be, in today’s America, the politics of me.a


But if it is crucial to allow the religious voice in politics, it is also crucial for religionists to understand the risks and limits of political involvement. A religion that becomes too settled in the secular political sphere, happily amassing influence and using it, is likely to lose its best and most spiritual self, as has happened to established churches all over Europe, which nowadays find themselves virtually without a voice—small wonder, as they have relied on man rather than God for their sustenance. In consequence, they have redefined their role, trying to please humans instead of pleasing God. The same has happened to many of the churches of what has been called the “de facto establishment” of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  4 Most of these once powerful denominations of the so-called Protestant mainline have reduced their teachings, in the fine phrase of the theologian Stanley Hauerwas, to “God is nice so we should be nice, too.”5  And, as we shall see in Chapter 3, the same has happened to many of today’s organizations of conservative Christianity, so delighted with their political prominence that they have decided to try to keep it, resulting in a predictable softening of the hard, clear, Bible-based message that led to their prominence in the first place.

I previously wrote about some aspects of this challenge in my 1993 book The Culture of Disbelief: How American Law and Politics Trivialize Religious Devotion. There I argued, and I still believe, that many forces in our culture send messages that religion is a relatively unimportant human activity, an oddity, a hobby perhaps, like making model airplanes—in short, not a fit occupation  for intelligent, public-spirited adults. This proposition, I contended, aside from being ridiculous, also had a profoundly alienating effect on millions of Americans of deep religious faith who have grown understandably unhappy about political and legal cultures that seem to them repeatedly to mock what gives their lives greatest meaning. Indeed, it would not be an overstatement to say that those cultural ideas, including an extreme and dangerous version of the otherwise laudable separation of church and state, helped to create the coalition of conservative political organizations nowadays sometimes described as the “Religious Right.” If we want to have democratic government, I insisted, everybody must be allowed to play.

Many readers of The Culture of Disbelief urged me to take on a basic question that the earlier book left for another day: If religion is to be actively involved in politics, what is the proper form of that involvement? In proposing an answer, the current book presents two very simple and interrelated theses. The first is that religion and politics mix poorly. The second is that religion and politics mix well. The two theses are at first blush contradictory. But the apparent contradiction vanishes when we understand the multiple meanings of the word politics.

Secular politics is a very dangerous place for institutions concerned with spiritual matters that transcend ordinary human striving. Thus, the second theme of this book: Yes, religions can and sometimes must be politically active—but they must be extraordinarily cautious about how they do it, because too much politics can destroy them. In particular, electoral politics has been a difficult and often harmful location for religionists to try to make a stand against the culture. Possessing an honored voice that sometimes prevails is not the same as regularly exercising actual secular power to tell people, at a point of a gun, what they must do. Religion, which should be in love with witness and persuasion, has all too often in history allowed itself to be seduced by the lure of temporal power, a passionate but dysfunctional and even immoral love affair that has led to much human misery and has been destructive as well of true faith.

This is not to say that all efforts to enforce religious truth through the coercive power of law are bad. The abolitionists sought to do precisely that, and they prevailed, and that is a good thing. The preachers who fought for labor, for women’s rights, for an end to segregation, all prevailed, and those were good things too. As so often, the difficulty is finding the balance—a task this book is designed to aid. There was much truth to the antimaterialist preaching of the First Great Awakening in the eighteenth century,  when politics—and engagement with the world generally—was described as a contagion likely to corrupt those who entered it. The religious ideal, according to this theory, was a life lived apart from culture, working to earn one’s bread but never to accumulate wealth, attending principally to preparation for personal salvation. As we shall see in Chapter 8, many early architects of the conservative political coalition sometimes described as the Religious Right, depressed by the nation’s shoulder-shrugging reaction to the Monica Lewinsky scandal, have changed their minds and returned to the eighteenth-century Christian ideal, urging evangelicals to disengage from the culture generally and, in particular, to stay away from politics.

For most religious believers, however, disengagement is not an option. Those who think their only task is to prepare themselves and their families for the next world nevertheless often discover that they must engage with this world in order to obtain the cultural space for their preparation. Politics, often, will be one of the tools for preserving the space. And religionists who believe they have an obligation to engage the culture in order to work for the betterment of God’s creation will presumably continue to do just that. Religion, in short, will be in politics. It cannot reasonably be kept out.

My purpose in this book is to defend that political involvement from its critics, but also to set out some sensible limits, as well as to offer examples of principled and prophetic religious activism. But those limits, I will argue, should rarely be enforced by the state: For the most part, religions should be free to accept or reject such limits as I propose. I will argue in Chapter 5, for example, that the Internal Revenue Service should not have the power to penalize religions for what is preached from the pulpit, a power it currently possesses; but to challenge the power is not the same thing as saying that preachers should endorse candidates for electoral office, one of the activities that the IRS punishes. I believe, and I shall argue in Chapter 3, that preachers should not endorse political candidates. But I also believe in the freedom of religion, and the freedom of religious speech particularly, so my view on the proper limits of preaching should not be enacted into law, and neither should anybody else’s. The matter is one for the prayerful discernment of each religious tradition as it struggles to be faithful to God’s will in a sinful world.

Most of all, I worry that we are on the verge of developing an antireligious politics in America, as though religious expressions in our public debates should be greeted not merely with derision but with hostility. But a politics without religion is empty of meaning. Jim Wallis, the founder of Sojourners  magazine has argued that America needs a “new politics” built on  “the spiritual resources of our best moral and religious traditions.”6 Ralph Reed, the former executive director of the Christian Coalition, has made essentially the same point.7 With such broad agreement across the political spectrum, I am confident that we can yet turn our politics, and thus our nation, in the direction that the Spirit wants it to go.

 



This introduction has outlined the argument presented in Part I of the book, entitled Religion’s Sphere, which consists of seven chapters, using contemporary and historical examples to illustrate ways in which religion and politics do and do not mesh well. Part II of the book, entitled Religion’s Voice, surveys several current issues (but not necessarily the ones that might immediately come to mind) where the religious voice, if listened to without preconceptions, might make vital contributions to our national debates. The Afterword speculates on the future of religion in politics—and the future of politics in religion.

The title of this book is inspired by a C. S. Lewis essay entitled “Meditation on the Third Commandment.”8 The reasons for that inspiration will become clear in Chapter 3, although they are implied in Chapters 1 and 2. The discovery of what the Third Commandment actually says I leave, as Lewis did, as an exercise for the reader. All I will say here is that I take its text very seriously, as I believe most Christians and Jews do. But I also know how easy it is, flushed with the desire to make things right, to ignore what the commandment commands. This book, then, might best be viewed as a gentle and loving reminder.






 PART I

 Religion’s Sphere





 1

 Chattering About the Lord


RELIGION HAS BEEN INSEPARABLE from American politics for as long as America has had politics, and will likely remain inseparable as long as Americans remain religious. Yet every generation seems to think it has discovered something new. Take presidential elections as an example. Early in the year 2000, when an internecine battle erupted in the Republican Party over the role of religious conservatives in the nomination process, astonished reporters told television audiences that nothing like this had ever happened before. Not since 1992, they might have added, when the religion-ful Republican convention raised precisely the same eyebrows. Or not since 1980, when candidate Ronald Reagan told the Religious Roundtable, a conservative evangelical group, “You cannot endorse me, but I endorse you.” Not since 1976, when an outpouring of evangelical votes, many of them from first-time voters, ruined the Republican Party’s Southern strategy and helped put Democrat Jimmy Carter in the White House. Or not since 1960, when candidate John F. Kennedy rushed to a convention of evangelical preachers in Houston to assure them that he, a Roman Catholic, would not do the Pope’s bidding if elected. (In our celebration of the Kennedy moment, we tend to forget that the bidding that worried the evangelicals most was the Catholic Church’s forceful opposition to racial segregation.)

The reporters, if inclined to do a little digging, could have gone back further. Back to the 1950s, perhaps, when Dwight Eisenhower assured the whole nation that belief in God was the first principle of Americanism. Back to Theodore Roosevelt, who said that the President should go to church regularly to set an example for the nation. Back to William McKinley, who ran a campaign showing how he was a better Protestant than William Jennings Bryan, and fought a holy war to prove it. Back to Abraham Lincoln, who announced in his Second Inaugural Address that the  Civil War was, in effect, a war over which side’s reading of the Bible was right. Even all the way back to Thomas Jefferson, who spent much of his 1800 election campaign denying charges that he was an atheist.

Our current controversies, then, are nothing new for America. Only our failure of memory makes them seem peculiar. And that act of forgetting is a great danger to our democracy, for if we do not understand the historical relationship between religion and politics, we will never be able to make sense of the way our politics both accommodates and domesticates the impulse of believers to improve the world. In America, we have long separated the institutional church from the institutional state, a sensible idea, but we have never separated religion from politics, and we are unlikely to start any time soon.

Consider a single historical example, this one not involving an election. In 1854, a group of New England clergymen set off a firestorm when they sent a petition to the Senate demanding an immediate end to the practice of chattel slavery. The pro-slavery senators, citing the separation of church and state, argued that the petition should not even be received, that ordained ministers could not so much as discuss issues of public moment with the government.b But the preachers, not the senators, won the day. They won by refusing to shut up, by insisting on the relevance of God’s Word in a broken world, and by persuading so many of their fellow citizens of the justice of their cause that the nation was willing to fight a war over it. The preachers understood a simple fact about America that the defenders of slavery did not (or at least pretended not to)—a fact just as true today as it was a century and a half ago: Most Americans want to talk about God. We have always done it. We do not seem ready to stop.

In truth, there is probably no country in the Western world where people use God’s name quite as much, or quite as publicly, or for quite as many purposes, as we Americans do—the Third Commandment notwithstanding. Few candidates for office are able to end their speeches without asking God to bless their audience, or the nation, or the great work we are undertaking, but everybody is sure that the other side is insincere. Conservatives often claim God as one of their own. And not just conservatives. At a speaking engagement a couple of years ago, I received the following written question from the audience: “God wants us to change, so God is a liberal, right?” Athletes thank God, often on television, after scoring the winning touchdown, because, like politicians, they like to think God is on   their side. Churches erect huge billboards and take out ads in the paper. Arguments over God’s gender make the news magazines. God’s will is cited as a reason to be against gay rights. And a reason to be for them. God is said not to tolerate poverty. Or abortion. Or nuclear weapons. We Americans search for God constantly, in as many places as possible. Pantheists insist that a part of God exists in everything. New Agers proclaim that God is found within.

Lots of people take the Lord’s name in vain—by cursing, for example, which still bothers some of us, although it is nowadays considered a little quaint, or even prudish, to take offense. (Goodness knows, few screenwriters know how to construct dialogue without it.) Some people solemnly swear to tell the truth, so help them God, and then solemnly lie. Casual interjections are rampant: “What in the name of God?” and “Oh, my God!” being two favorites. We mention God’s name on our currency, in the Pledge of Allegiance, in some of our national songs. Advertisers see all this and decide how to profit from it. (Remember the friar in the old Xerox commercials? What about Hebrew National’s marvelous old slogan—“We answer to a higher authority”—which at least possessed the virtue of sincerity?)

The media, too, are fascinated by God, although I often wish the media were a little bit more fascinated, so that journalists would get their facts right. In the winter of 2000, during one of the presidential debates, I cringed when a reporter asked the candidates a question using the terms “fundamentalist” and “evangelical” as though they were interchangeable, which many otherwise well-educated people seem to believe. But a media that does not understand (or care about) such distinctions will be equally unable to understand why, in his presidential campaigns, the Reverend Pat Robertson ran worse among fundamentalists than among white voters generally  1—a fact that was left largely unreported, perhaps because even journalists who heard about it were unable to make sense of it. On the other hand, journalists tend to do a very good job at reporting on the simple and exciting fact that Americans, despite the massive cultural changes wrought by the forces of economics and technology, refuse to stop believing in God,2 and refuse to stop talking about him.

Everybody who wants to change America, and everybody who wants not to, understands the nation’s love affair with God’s name, which is why everybody invokes it.

My writing on the subject of law and religion has me on everybody’s mailing list. Scarcely a week goes by that I do not find in my mailbox at Yale a pamphlet or press release or even a book from some organization  with a clear political goal, explaining why God is on the side of its cause. Because the great majority of Americans profess Christianity, the pamphlets are usually based on the Bible. It is an old and honored American game, played on all points of the political spectrum, and sometimes the players are sincere. “God-talk,” the social theorists call it, and its resilience in a nation many prefer to regard as secular continues to amaze them, as, in an earlier era, it amazed William James3 and Max Weber,4 both of whom analyzed religion with the dispassionate tools of social science and concluded that it obviously met certain human needs, even if the whole thing was, in the end, a little silly. Many of today’s philosophers and social scientists continue to think all this God stuff is a little odd—but that does not slow it down, nor has it ever.

The matter is surprisingly simple: People who believe in God talk about God. People who believe God is central to their lives may not easily be persuaded to cast God aside when they happen to step into the realm of politics. Although it may be frustrating to many observers—and I among the frustrated—that candidates for office, across the political spectrum, seem constantly on the hunt for potential clergy support, we can hardly wish or theorize the practice away. Whether in 1860, when southern pastors lined up for Stephen Douglas and against Abraham Lincoln and the religious orthodoxy they feared he would impose on the nation in the name of the abolition of slavery, or in 1896, when the Social Gospel preachers in New York City campaigned openly for the election to the mayoralty of a progressive writer named Henry George, or in 1976, when an outpouring of evangelical support helped make Jimmy Carter president, or four years later, when many of the same evangelicals turned to Ronald Reagan—year after year, in election after election, candidates understand that faith matters to people and so, using the name of the Lord—sometimes sincerely, sometimes in vain, sometimes both—politicians go out among the faithful and ask for their votes.

And therein hangs a tale.




 II 

On September 11, 1998, in the midst of the Monica Lewinsky mess—at a moment when, hard though it may be to remember, the foundations of Bill Clinton’s presidency seemed to be crumbling—the President addressed the  annual National Prayer Breakfast. He told the assembled clergy, and a national television audience, that he was profoundly sorry for the wrongs he had done. “There is no clever way,” he intoned, “to say that I have sinned.”

We Americans are, as ever, the wonder of Europe. A commentary in the  Times Literary Supplement professed mystification: “Confession of sin occurs within communities of faith or between believers and God. For a church member, one presumes, a confession should be made to God, to a clerical intermediary, or to the community of faith or to the congregation.” The puzzled commentary continued: “The Constitution makes no provision for a referendum: ‘Forgive/Excommunicate: Click on One.’”5 In other words, even granting that the President had sinned against God, why was he asking forgiveness of the American people?

President Clinton, of course, did send a letter to his home congregation, Immanuel Baptist Church in Little Rock. The contents of the letter, the White House sensibly announced, were a private matter. But he did more: In offering his contrition to the public as a sacrifice, he proclaimed that he needed our forgiveness, too. And he was correct. He may not have needed it theologically, but he certainly needed it politically.

And that is the point of the story: He needed it politically. That is, President Clinton, in order to survive the scandal, had to find a way to translate the requirements of his faith into the requirements of politics, and vice versa. The American public, the body politic that, as the Times pointed out, entirely lacks the authority to vote on forgiveness, nevertheless is fully possessed of the authority to confer it. The matter is so simple that we tend to forget it. If most voters forgive a politician for his misdeeds, the politician stands forgiven . . . politically forgiven, that is. And if voters refuse? If they prefer, as the Times would have it, to excommunicate? Then the miscreant teeters, and sometimes falls. History is full of lessons. Bill Clinton holds his balance and Richard Nixon does not. How moralists or theologians might evaluate their relative wrongs is entirely a moot point. All that finally matters in politics—and this is the fact President Clinton well understood!—all that finally matters is the verdict of the public.

But why go to the public, as President Clinton did, with the language of faith? Why stand behind a lectern in the White House and speak of sin and forgiveness?

One answer that is easy, and wrong, is that we Americans are a forgiving people. We are not. Some politicians survive scandal, others are destroyed.  6 We as a people have been swept up all through our history by passionate love affairs with the technologies of unforgiveness—capital punishment,  for one, and a mighty, avenging military, for another. We like to imagine ourselves as willing to forgive, and imagination is a powerful tool in helping us be what we think we should; but our actions are often otherwise.

Another answer, one that dances about the edge of the truth, is that we are a religious people, and that all our major religions counsel forgiveness, at least of the penitent. Thus, for the President of the United States to stand before the nation, the whole of the American people, and from that platform to express his contrition and beg forgiveness, might resonate deeply with the felt religious convictions of most of us. In other words, listening to his apologies, we might well sense, deep within us, a welling up of our connection to the Divine, as though God Himself were urging us to forgive. We would then be taking the President’s words of contrition to mean what he said they meant; not as some political ploy, but as a direct appeal to our religious convictions. And it would be those convictions, not the President’s speech alone, that would lead us to forgive.

But there, once more, the analysis ultimately fails. There is nothing in the theology of the nation’s traditional faiths to suggest that forgiveness moves us immediately past the need for any punishment.7 In other words, the fact that the public forgives the President does not tell us what should have happened next. The view of most Americans was that what should have happened next was . . . well, nothing. And here we see the true significance of religion and of the use of God’s name in our partisan political wars. Religion is, too often, no more than a tool for helping us get what we want. I refer here not to President Clinton but to the voters. The message the polls sent to Washington was, evidently, simple: “We have forgiven him. Now get back to doing our business.” This message, which the President’s supporters cheered, actually is theologically somewhat odd. Moral crises, the message says, should be set aside when our personal needs and desires are at stake. That so many Clinton supporters quoted (or sometimes misquoted) the Gospel passage about those without sin throwing the first stone only adds to the oddity. The use of the passage was surely a trope. The real message from the public, then, was probably more like this: “The President has now mentioned God. We, too, have mentioned God. Therefore, we are at least as godly as you. So give us what we want.”

And there lies the difficulty when God-talk mixes with the partisan side of politics: More than likely, for too many people with causes to push and desires to fulfill, the name of God will collapse into a mere rhetorical device. Instead of maintaining the sacred character guaranteed by the Third  Commandment, God’s name becomes a tool, a trope, a ticket to get us where we want to go.




 III 

After the National Prayer Breakfast, the President’s supporters cheered his public show of contrition and announced that the time had come to get on with the nation’s business. His critics were less sure. Several of them fired off a public letter, entitled “Declaration Concerning Religion, Ethics, and the Crisis in the Clinton Presidency.” The signers of the declaration warned about “the distortion that can come by association with presidential power in events such as the Presidential Prayer Breakfast of September 11, 1998.” Why? Because, among other reasons, “the religious community is in danger of being called upon to provide authentication for a politically motivated and incomplete repentance that seeks to avert serious consequences for wrongful acts.” Pastoral counseling sessions, the signatories conceded, were fine, but with a caveat: “[W]e fear that announcing such meetings to convince the public of the President’s sincerity compromises the integrity of religion.”8


There was more—much more—to the declaration, and we will return to it later in the book. But let us, for the moment, stick with this first set of . . . well, of charges. Note that the declaration actually offers two separate warnings: first, that religionists should be wary of the corrupting influence of too close an association with the power of the presidency and, second, that religious integrity may be compromised by public announcements by religious leaders. Both cautions are of a form long known to Christianity: Politics profanes. One might even go so far as to suggest that the tilt of the declaration is distinctively Calvinist. After all, the partisan politics of a democratic society, with its difficulties, illusions, and compromises, is the method by which humans have chosen to run a significant part of the world. To avoid politics, then, is to avoid a chunk of the world, as though the world itself is, as John Calvin taught, a place of depravity and temptation.

Which of course it is.

So, putting to one side any question of partisanship, the argument of the declaration was anchored deeply in the often turbulent waters of the Christian tradition. Ever since the Protestant Reformation, Christians have been trying to find ways to protect the faith from the vicissitudes of life in political culture. True, some early Protestants embraced the idea that the laws  of the state should be designed according to God’s Word, and many Christians, maybe most, believe it to this day, but there is a sharp and important difference between the religious person who sees himself as the shaper of the law (because he is, like other citizens of a democratic nation, able to influence the course of governance) and the religious person who sees himself as a political insider, who seeks, in the phrase immortalized by the Reverend Jesse Jackson in the 1980s, a seat at the big table. There is a larger difference still—a veritable gulf, trackless and inconceivably vast—between the citizen, even the influential insider, on the one hand and, on the other, the lawgiver.

None of this means that Clinton was necessarily wrong in his public invocation of the symbols of Christian faith, or that the clergy who encouraged him were necessarily acting in a fashion inconsistent with their proper role. Such matters are, as the theologian Lewis Smedes has pointed out in explaining his refusal to sign the declaration, the imponderables of the situation. We cannot know the answers. We can think or suspect, but we cannot know. Was Clinton sincere? We cannot know. Smedes argues that none of us are ever quite pure in our repenting, even if our impurity amounts to pride “at what a splendid penitent I am.” Were the clergy being used? We cannot know. Says Smedes: “It is possible to be useful to even this President without being used by him.”9


Yet Smedes’s response does not go quite to the heart of the declaration—the nonpartisan heart. For the very fact that the answers are imponderable, that we cannot know, is part of the challenge that faces religion when it brushes too close to politics. Several years ago, I sat on a panel in Miami with a journalist who kept insisting that Pat Robertson’s Christianity was a sham. I did not agree—but that is not the point of the story. The point is that she seemed to think that her claim, if true, would refute his message. Actually, it wouldn’t. Her argument, like all ad hominem attacks, rested on the erroneous assumption that if you discredit the messenger you discredit the message. Yet what was striking about her charges is that the audience seemed interested. They wanted to know why she thought Robertson was a fake. He was in the same situation as Clinton, albeit from the other side of the table: He was so close to politics that people were willing to wonder.

Ronald Reagan may have made more religious references in his speeches than any other president in history. But critics immediately jumped on such interesting facts as his failure to attend church regularly, or his divorce and remarriage, which many of his evangelical supporters preached, in other contexts, was a grievous sin. Does this mean that he was not sincerely religious?  Another imponderable. We simply cannot know. What we can say is that the admixture of politics and religion turned out, in Reagan’s case too, to be volatile: If a politician paints himself as a religious hero, there will be plenty of observers ready to point to his feet of clay.

When you touch politics, it touches you back. Politics is a dirty business at its best, and it leaves few of its participants unsullied. The religious enjoy no special immunity. On the contrary—the religious face special risks. When the transcendent language of faith is dragged down into the arena of democracy, it usually winds up battered and twisted. Repentance and forgiveness are beautiful words, deeply resonant in the world’s great religious traditions, but who can say what they mean anymore, now that politicians have seized on them for partisan advantage? That far, the declaration is precisely on the mark. But little of the fault is Bill Clinton’s. The fault lies in the enthusiasm that draws the religious, like a vortex, toward the center of power. People, even religious people, who have ideas they think are good want other people to think they are good ideas, too; and, in the American fashion, people, even religious people, who have ideas they think are very good will look for political support.

Why? Because the religious, like everybody else, are tempted by politics. Seduced by its efficiency. By its potential. By the good it can do. And, it must be added, by the sheer delight of being, or believing oneself to be . . . at the center of things. Who wants to be a voice crying in the wilderness when we can be witnesses testifying before Congress? Who wants to be a prophet without honor in his own land when White House breakfasts are available? Who wants to store up treasures in heaven when there are elections to be won here on earth?

If history has taught us anything, it is that religions that fall too deeply in love with the art of politics lose their souls—very fast. Look at the medieval Catholic Church, with its desperate and impossible ideal of building a “total society,” in return for which it approved all manner of misconduct by emperors and princes.10 Look at the fundamentalist Islamic regime in Iran. Look at any nation where religious leaders, having touched the levers of power, have refused to let them go; and so have become, not religious, but political. Critics of religious involvement in politics are fond of cataloguing all the wrongs done by institutional religions holding too great a share of temporal power.11 But these lists and registries miss the point. The wrongs that religious regimes have done are not worse than the wrongs that secular regimes have done; they are, all through history, just about the same. The difference is that we expect more from the religious, or at least  we should. At minimum, we should expect the religious not to join everybody else in the headlong rush to gather enough votes to tell everybody else what to do. Humanity needs someone to stand apart from politics, apart even from culture, to call us to righteousness without regard to political advantage.

Which is not to say that religion should stay out of our public debates over the important issues that divide us. My thesis is simply that religion, when it engages in the public life of the nation, must do so with some care.




 IV 

Over the years, many scholars, journalists, and activists have tried to craft rules for the participation of the religious in politics, and nearly all the efforts have foundered on the same uneasy shoals. The arguments, almost invariably, are made from the point of view of the state. That is, the critics assume the existence of the state and ask how some religion, or all religions, fit that model. And because they begin with the state, these critics, in the end, reason in a way that cannot be persuasive to people for whom an understanding of God’s Will is at the center of all questions of morality.

Many objections are offered to the raising of religious voices in our political debates. Let us begin by dismissing the clunkers. First, as we will see in chapters to come, there is nothing un-American, undemocratic, or even particularly strange about religious activism and religious language in politics. The great social movement of the nineteenth century—the abolition of slavery—and the great social movement of the twentieth—the abolition of legal racial segregation—were both nurtured in churches, publicly justified in religious language, and unapologetically inspired by the Word of God. (We too often tend to forget that many of the mass protests that gave the civil rights movement so much of its vitality were organized by the Southern  Christian Leadership Conference, run by the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.)

Second, the First Amendment, and the wall of separation it supposedly erects between church and state, have no effect whatsoever on the consciences or voices of individual citizens as they seek to influence what government does in their names, and have only minimal effect—and maybe none—on the words or arguments that elected officials are entitled to offer in support of the policies they approve. In other words, the fact that a supporter of a bill happens to mention God does not make the bill unconstitutional.  (The separation of church and state was a favorite theme of pro-slavery politicians seeking to put a brake on abolitionism.)

Third, history does not teach us (contrary to what is frequently claimed today) that the power of religion is uniquely dangerous among human endeavors, more likely to result in oppression and injustice than secular ideologies. The ideological wars of the twentieth century have killed more people than all history’s religious wars rolled together. What history really teaches us is that humans holding authority over other humans are dangerous. Religious humans have not historically exercised this power more oppressively than other humans have.

Besides, any account of the history is incomplete unless it also mentions many of the gifts that religion has bestowed upon Western-style democracy. The idea of dissent arguably originated with the prophets of Israel, who arose in an era when rulers were presumed to be godlike and thus were not susceptible to ordinary criticism.12 The idea of freedom, as Orlando Patterson has demonstrated, turns out to be a distinctively Christian idea in Western practice.13 Even the idea that concrete law, as against arbitrary will, is the proper means of directing the exercise of government power, was popularized by Christianity—albeit sometimes in unhealthy ways.

And, fourth, there is no reason (other than bias) to suppose that religionists are, by the nature of their beliefs, significantly more dogmatic than anybody else. Despite the image often seen in the media and in the academy of religion as creating a mind so securely locked that reason finds no crevice through which to slip inside, it is not clear that any of the Western religions have ever taken this form. David Hume certainly believed that faith and reason were invariably at war, but he was wrong. One may place Hume in his context and understand his concern, for he wrote his Dialogue  at a time when the Reformed Church was trying, through the use of violent force, to stifle dissent. But on what foundation has contemporary culture constructed the remarkable idea that an antipathy to reason is natural to religion? It is difficult to find a persuasive argument.

In his 1998 encyclical entitled Faith and Reason, Pope John Paul II pointed out that it is relativism, not religion, that defies reason. For reason, as serious philosophers even now understand, requires a kind of faith—a faith in the possibility of persuading our fellow human beings of the error of their ways, or the truth of ours. Moreover, many critics of religion write as though the historian Nathan O. Hatch’s remarkable book, The Democratization of American Christianity, had never been published. Hatch demonstrates that the success of the early American republic persuaded citizens  that they could think for themselves across a variety of matters—most notably the matter of religion. Sects that were hierarchical and dogmatic in Europe surrendered most of that character upon reaching these shores. Thus the most successful sermons of the early nineteenth century featured “the Jeffersonian notion that people should shake off all servile prejudice and learn to prove things for themselves.”14


Those four objections are, as I said, the clunkers. Now let us consider the two serious objections to religious involvement in politics—the objections that are the subject of this book.

The first objection I have already mentioned. I have in mind the following difficulty: When a religious community becomes too regularly involved in politics, the community loses touch with its own best self and risks losing the power, and the obligation, to engage in witness from afar, to stand outside the corridors of power and call those within to righteousness. I shall call this the Integrity Objection.

The second objection, which I shall call the Electoral Objection, is this: When a religion decides to involve itself in the partisan side of politics, in supporting one candidate or party over another, it not only runs a high risk of error; it also, inevitably, winds up softening its message, compromising doctrine to make it more palatable to a public that might remain unpersuaded by the Word unadulterated. These two objections must be taken seriously by the religious, and will be the principal subjects of the first part of this book.c


This chapter opened with a discussion of the “Declaration Concerning Religion, Ethics, and the Crisis in the Clinton Presidency.” Revisiting the declaration now, it is easy to see that the signers might have been worried about both objections. The Integrity Objection is raised by the fear that the language and symbols of faith are being misappropriated for political purposes and thus, literally, are losing their integrity. The Electoral Objection is raised by the fear that the purposes are not only political but actually partisan, as though religion has a side in the conflict. And the fact that some critics of the declaration believed the declaration itself to be subject to the same objections, only helps make the point: Religion will be at its weakest when it seems—even seems!—to be about partisan political advantage rather than offering answers to the great and difficult moral questions of the day.

Both of these objections apply as strongly to conservatives as to liberals, to Republicans as to Democrats. At the present moment, there is probably  more reason for conservatives than liberals to be wary, for it is the Right rather than the Left that has lately evolved influential political organizations designed to bring religious values to bear on the stirring issues of the day. (In the 1960s it was the other way around.) To participate in dialogue is one thing. Too many religious groups, however, want to influence electoral politics—a danger not to politics or democracy but to faith.

Of course, to be involved in public dialogue without becoming involved in partisan politics will require a delicate balancing act, for it is very easy to stumble. Let us turn to the next chapter to begin to understand how it might be done.
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 The Religious Resistance of Fannie Lou Hamer


FROM THE TRADITIONAL CHRISTIAN POINT OF view—and certainly from the point of view of many other faiths—religion is not merely an aspect of life, to be divided from its other parts. Belief in God is a totality. One reason so many evangelicals support classroom prayer in the public schools is their uneasiness with declaring an important part of their children’s lives nonreligious. One can dispute the solution and still honor the instinct behind it: To the faithful, there is no part of the day that is outside of God’s view. To be sure, very few religionists anywhere in the world live lives quite as faithful as they believe they should. But our religious faith helps most of us to see the road we should be traveling, even if our human weakness often makes us travel it poorly.

Human life is characterized by the search for meaning. Unlike other animals, we humans seem almost wired to believe in the idea of the telos—that there is, to each thing, a purpose it must fulfill. Although many people have decided that God-talk is nonsense, most humans still believe that we are somehow connected to something transcendent, something larger and wiser than we are. Thus religions, too, provide meanings to their adherents, meanings of a deep and transcendent sort.1 What is religion, after all, but a narrative a people tells itself about its relationship with God, usually over an extended period of time?2 And if the narrative is truly about the meaning God assigns to the world, the follower of the religion, if truly faithful, can hardly select a different meaning simply because the state says so. That is why deeply religious visions always seem radical: If Religionist believes that God’s love does not allow some human beings to enslave others, no amount of teaching by the merely mortal agency of the state should cause  Religionist to change. Quite the contrary: Religionist, if she believes that the state is committing great evil, has little choice but to try to get the state to change. As I am using the term, the “radicalism” of a religious position is independent of where Religionist finds herself on the political spectrum. Thus, Religionist may appear equally radical whether she is trying to end segregation, abolish nuclear weapons, put a stop to abortion, or fight for a more equitable distribution of the nation’s wealth. Her radicalism arises because her understanding of the very meaning of the world differs, often sharply, from the understanding of the dominant culture.

The trouble is that the state and the religions are in competition to explain to their people the meaning of the world.3 When the meanings provided by the one differ from the meanings provided by the other, it is natural that the one on the losing end will do what it can to become a winner. In today’s mass-produced world, characterized by the intrusion into every household of the materialist interpretation of reality, religions often are just overwhelmed, which leads some of them to change and many of them to die.4 But more subtle tools are available in the assault on religious meaning. Indeed, all through history, the state has tried to domesticate religion, sometimes by force, simply eliminating dissenting faiths; sometimes through the device of creating an official, “established” church; sometimes—as in the twentieth-century American experience—through the device of reducing the power of religion by confining its freedom within a state-granted, state-defined, and state-controlled structure of constitutional rights.5


Religion, however, is no idle bystander. If the state tries to domesticate religion, its most powerful competitor in the creation of meaning, authentic religion tries simultaneously to subvert the state. Liberalism (as a political theory, not a contemporary political movement) sees this as one of religion’s dangers. Actually it is one of religion’s virtues. Liberalism tends toward hegemony. Not content to serve as a theory of organization of the state, it has grown into a theory of organization of private institutions in the state. If the state itself cannot discriminate among its citizens on the basis of race or sex or religion, then private institutions, it seems, should not do so either. One need not support any of these forms of discrimination to see the obvious conceptual difficulty: A theory that developed in order to explain the organization of the state itself (from which there is no simple exit for dissenters or subjects of discrimination) becomes a theory about the organization of everything. And that, I think, is the true source of the supposed conflict between liberal theory on one side and religion on the other. Religion resists. Let us think about that.




 II 

A good place to begin is with a fascinating anecdote about Fannie Lou Hamer, founder and guiding spirit of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. In the summer of 1964, the MFDP waged a challenge to the credentials of the lily-white Mississippi slate of delegates to the Democratic National Convention, a slate chosen by the lily-white Mississippi Democratic Party. The MFDP offered an integrated slate of delegates, many of whom, like Mrs. Hamer herself, had tried to register to vote, and been punished for it. The controversy terrified President Lyndon Johnson, who wanted no blot on the celebration of his nomination. So he sent his vice-president-in-waiting, Hubert Humphrey, to visit Mrs. Hamer, with orders to buy her off.

Humphrey, believing that he was undertaking a political negotiation, asked Fannie Lou Hamer what she wanted.

Mrs. Hamer, a devout evangelical Christian, responded: “[T]he beginning of a New Kingdom right here on earth.”

Humphrey, evidently stunned, explained that his political future was on the line if he could not close a deal with her to end the credentials challenge. He apparently wanted her to understand that his nomination would create a strong voice for racial equality at the highest levels of the White House, reason enough to compromise. Fannie Lou Hamer, who had survived beating and torture in a Mississippi jail for insisting on her constitutional rights, was unimpressed. In God’s Long Summer, his splendid book on religion in the civil rights movement, the theologian Charles Marsh quotes her reply: “Senator Humphrey, I know lots of people in Mississippi who have lost their jobs for trying to register to vote. I had to leave the plantation where I worked in Sunflower County. Now if you lose this job of vice president because you do what is right, because you help MFDP, everything will be all right. God will take care of you.”

This alone must have been hard on Senator Humphrey, who had fought for civil rights long before it became fashionable in the Democratic Party. But Mrs. Hamer was relentless: “But if you take [the vice presidential nomination] this way, why, you will never be able to do any good for civil rights, for poor people, for peace or any of those things you talk about. Senator Humphrey, I’m gonna pray to Jesus for you.”
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