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For my dearest of American friends, Nicholas A. Ulanov and Cynthia Hostetler and Jef McAllister and Ann Olivarius




Foreword


It is, of course, presumptuous for any non-American to write a book like this. My sole qualification is that I have admired the USA, its people, its landscapes and, above all, its history for very many years and have always wanted the chance to write something about them for a wider audience. This, however, will not be a work of heavy scholarship, and especially not of theology, but largely of journalism, which is something I am much better fitted to produce.


The purpose of this book is to try and explain to readers in the UK, and perhaps in the USA as well, a little bit about how America comes to be the sort of religious place it is – an aspect of a society that is so like ours and yet that Europeans find hardest to understand. There is a tendency here, in the secular UK, to write off US religiosity as alien and monolithic when, of course, it is far from that; and to see all US religious people as crazed fundamentalists, when they are not that either. So alienated are many Europeans from the current Bush administration that some assume that its strange deployment of religious rhetoric and its occasional pursuit of religiously motivated policies is some novel aberration in US life. Sometimes my colleagues at the Guardian (as well as those working elsewhere in the UK media) – and our readers as well – tend to fall into this trap, especially those who tell us at frequent and shrill intervals that all religion is nonsense.


What I am hoping to show in this book is that US religion’s relationship with politics did not start with George W. Bush, or even with the rise of Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson and the other television evangelists. Indeed, it is quite possible to trace very similar strands in US thought and society stretching right back to the Pilgrim Fathers. These motivations have shaped the USA from the beginning and have very deep roots in the US psyche: in people’s sense in that country of being set apart and specially chosen by God, in their self-appointed mission to be a benign beacon to mankind and in their insistence on telling others about it, sometimes to the exasperation of less-favoured mortals.


US styles of worship and religious engagement in democratic politics derive something from the circumstances in which the nation was founded and the nature of its settlement. Its preachers’ forthrightness, independence and entrepreneurial zeal derive from the absence of an established Church or a hidebound social order.


Other, less attractive trends in US thought are also evident, arising out of its religious life: its occasional paranoia and bursts of self-righteousness, its suspicion of the outsider and fear of otherness, and its addiction to conspiracies. And, of course, the strand of fundamentalism in some of its beliefs.


Inevitably, this book is largely about the USA’s most distinctive religious tradition, its evangelical Protestantism, but it is hard to ignore the influence of Catholicism, particularly in recent years as that religion has entered the mainstream of US life.


Many of the theorists and campaigners of the Religious Right are, in fact, Catholics, and one of the electoral achievements of the movement has been to unite previously mutually suspicious and antagonistic Christian religious traditions in pursuit of a number of issues, most notably abortion.


It is true that US religiosity, and its effect particularly on the current administration, has been strong and sometimes cynically deployed. It would be a great mistake, though, to think that religion will creep away when President Bush leaves office. Whoever takes over now and in the foreseeable future will have to acknowledge a potentially formidable conservative religious constituency which has the power to influence both domestic and foreign policy – and hence to have an effect on the rest of the world. There are clear signs too that US religious conservatives are working to exercise their influence outside the USA’s borders, especially in the Third World. Progressives ignore or discount these trends at their peril. In the UK they can already be seen at work in a number of high-profile political campaigns.


There are a great many books published about the Religious Right in the USA – a new one seemed to come out every week while I was researching and writing this book. Many are written by very angry people indeed – and there have also been a number of outstanding studies by academic historians over the years into US religious practice and its evolution. Surprisingly few, however, have married the two together and this is what this book tries to do. There may also be some merit in an outsider looking in on the phenomenon from abroad. And not only a British outsider, but a Roman Catholic one at that.


In the summer and autumn of 2006 I made several trips to the USA, to travel across the country and to meet and interview people, mainly from the Religious Right, along the way. I was met entirely with courtesy and almost invariably with openness by people who really did not need to speak to a journalist from the UK. Very few of those I would have liked to see turned me down – Senator John Danforth, Rick Warren (who does not co-operate, apparently, with other people writing books) and Senator Sam Brownback were too busy, and only Focus on the Family was sniffily dismissive.


On the other hand, I was very glad to have the chance to speak to people such as Richard Land, Rich Cizik, Michael Cromartie, Judge Roy Moore, David Parsons, Michael Farris, Ken Ham, Jim Tonkowich, Tim LaHaye, Luis Lugo, Randy Brinson, Joel Osteen, T. D. Jakes, Jim Wallis, Sister Helen Prejean, Frank Page, Frank Griswold, John Bryson Chane and Gene Robinson.


Many journalists also helped me, of whom I should especially mention Jay Tolson and Dan Gilgoff of US News and World Report, Jane Little of the BBC, Mark Pinsky of the Orlando Sentinel, George Conger, Greg Warner of the Baptist News Service, Raymond Arroyo and his colleagues at EWTN and, particularly, Jim Naughton of the Washington diocese of the US Episcopal Church.


I also need to thank my Guardian colleagues for their forbearance and support, particularly Nick Hopkins, Harriet Sherwood, Jonathan Freedland, Claire Phipps, Georgina Henry and Deborah Hargreaves, and especially Julian Borger and Carol Keefer in the Guardian’s Washington office.


No acknowledgments would be complete without mentioning my oldest and closest American friends, Nicholas Ulanov, a lifelong Democrat, who in the spring of 2007 married his partner Cynthia Hostetler, a member of the Bush administration team, and Jef McAllister, formerly London editor of Time magazine, and his partner Ann Olivarius, all of whom have had to endure many hours over the years listening to my enthusiasm for all things American. They have usually been able to set me right. My parents-in-law, Werner and Sheila Thurau of Houston, deserve my gratitude too, not only for the obvious reason, but because their hospitality and friendship sustained and refreshed me at the end of my long and dusty journey through the Bible Belt.


This book came about as the result of a commission by Judith Longman of Hodder and Stoughton, who liked a previous book I wrote called A Church at War so much that she bought the paperback rights and encouraged me to write more, this time for Hodder.


Last, but of course not least, I need to thank above all others my wife Alice and my three children, Helena, Timothy and Philip – still good evangelicals all – who have had to endure this strange, arcane enthusiasm of mine for perhaps too long and have put up with my absence with rather disquieting equanimity.


Tunbridge Wells, Kent,
February 2007




1


From Sea to Shining Sea


‘What Hath God Wrought!’


Samuel Morse’s first telegraph message, 24 May 1844


It is impossible, even today, to drive across the USA without being struck by its immensity and beauty. It is quite breathtaking in its fertile plains and wooded mountains, its vast prairies and mighty rivers, and you can well imagine the wonder felt by its first settlers as they crested the rise and saw the land spread out in endless fecundity before them.


We cannot tell what the original aboriginal inhabitants believed, but we don’t have to guess what the first white men thought of the land because they left a written record to tell us. It was ‘the most plentiful, fruitfull and wholesome of all the world’, two Elizabethan explorers reported back to London from what became the Carolinas. Even if ultimately they were to die there of disease, violence or hardship, still it drew men to its shores in awe. Nearly three hundred years on: ‘The views are magnificent, the valleys so beautiful, the scenery so peaceful. What a glorious world God Almighty has given us’, General Robert E. Lee wistfully wrote to his wife from West Virginia during the Civil War, ‘And how we labour to mar His gifts.’1


For these people understood, above all else, that God had laid the land on personally for their benefit and given them special responsibility for its exploitation and stewardship. It was not just any old land, inherited or owned by virtue of birth from time immemorial by someone else – it was their land, new, fertile and unexploited (the Indian savages did not count of course), and they were blessed to have it as a mark of God’s special favour towards their diligence and endeavour. For religious people, coming to the New World to escape persecution and establish their own society under their own rules, there could be no other explanation.


As John Winthrop, leader of one of the first great Puritan migrations, told his followers in probably the most famous sermon ever preached about the New World, aboard the Arbella, before they even stepped ashore in 1630: ‘If the lord shall be pleased . . . he shall make us a praise and glory. For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill, the eyes of all people are upon us; so that if we deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken . . . we shall be a story and a byword through all the world.’2 This, of course, was a conscious echo of the Sermon on the Mount: ‘You are the light of the world,’ Jesus told his followers. ‘A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden.’3


Most Americans still feel that their country is a beacon to mankind: not just a geographical entity, but a moral and spiritual symbol to the rest. This image infused the rhetoric of Ronald Reagan and it still resonates, like a peal of distant thunder around the peaks and valleys of the Catskills on a summer afternoon. With it comes a wider sense of being a chosen people and a larger understanding of a special destiny, so obvious that, nearly two hundred years after the term was first coined and 100 years after they spread across the continent, it remains manifest.


Despite such divine approval, however, the USA’s Christians are in a febrile state. Even though they form the overwhelmingly dominant faith group in a country famous for its religious observance and respect for Christian belief, many of them believe they are fighting a war to the death, and one they fear they cannot be certain they will win. Moreover, it is a battle on two fronts: internally against secularism, liberalism and godless sexual immorality, and externally against the forces of an alien religious creed, militant Islam, that wishes them nothing but evil. Such fears, in the heartland of the richest and most powerful nation the world has ever seen, may seem exaggerated, may even be what the distinguished historian Richard Hofstadter famously once described in relation to an earlier crisis as ‘the paranoid style in American politics’; but these fears are not entirely groundless either. US society is both the most overtly religious and aggressively secular in the modern, Western world. And, even separated by thousands of miles of ocean from its most virulent enemies, it has found itself vulnerable to terrorist attack of the most ostentatious and devastating sort.


God, indeed, does seem to intervene an awful lot in the activities of individual Americans, as well as the state itself, in big things and in small. To him is ascribed success in the examination, the election to office, the cure from illness, the escape from Hurricane Katrina, even when others, equally Christian, did not survive. ‘The Lord is on our side,’ politicians tell the electorate, but sometimes He’s there for them; and sometimes He’s not.


‘Nation after nation, cheered by our example, will follow in our footsteps till the whole earth is freed,’ said Lyman Beecher, the sober-sided nineteenth-century Yankee Presbyterian preacher and campaigner for the abolition of slavery, who participated in one of the earlier Great Awakenings of the USA’s religious conscience, in the 1840s.


‘God did not make the American people the mightiest human force of all time simply to feed and die,’ exclaimed Albert J. Beveridge to the Union League Club of Philadelphia in February 1899, some time before the USA was indeed the mightiest force on the planet. ‘He did not give our race the brain of organization and heart of domination to no purpose and no end. No! He has given us a task equal to our talents . . . He has made us the lords of civilization, that we may administer civilization.’4


That is a doctrine that has become steadily more marked and even more overtly clad in religious rhetoric in the last one hundred years and perhaps increasingly widely resented abroad as US power and influence have grown more incontrovertible. Its self-conscious piety, so obvious to Americans, is not always so evident to foreigners, not only in the old countries of Western Europe that share and were the source of the USA’s Christianity, but also across the countries of the developing world on other continents that have ancient religions of their own. What is perceived as US sanctimoniousness has irked Europeans before, as when Woodrow Wilson descended on the Versailles peace conference after the First World War to lecture the Europeans on the virtues of peace, democracy and self-determination, but then the USA was at least perceived as something of a saviour, the New World fortunately having redressed the balance of the Old to the allies’ advantage. Now the Americans’ sense of moral superiority is more than ever aggravating to Europeans. To them it comes across often as arrogant, hubristic, even imperialist, and sometimes as naïve and simplistic – maybe even hypocritical, given some of the US military’s actions in Iraq, as well.


We come from common stock and Christian religious heritage, speak the same language, share much of the same history, watch the same television programmes and films, hear the same music and use the same appliances. The sidewalks of New York and Los Angeles are as familiar to us from cinema and television, even if we have never visited them, as if we walked them every day. And yet, to invoke a phrase much in use in current theological disputes, in one respect we seem to be walking farther apart than ever. We don’t ‘get’ their religion and they don’t ‘get’ ours, or lack of it.


The more it puzzles us, however, the more we need to understand it and appreciate its wellsprings. We have to know what motivates a country so powerful and so close in many of its instincts to our own. It won’t do either to dismiss the US religious impulse as mad or malign, or to assume that the country’s leaders are simplistic know-nothings merely because they profess to believe in a form of Christianity that many of us find particularly strange and inimical. In a world where religion motivates so many of the most dynamic as well as the most destructive and terrifying forces in global politics, we need to understand our friends as much as our enemies.


We need to do so not least because, however strange some strands of US religious politics appear to us in our highly secular culture and society, that does not mean that we ourselves are entirely immune from their influence. There are groups in UK society that would dearly like to import US-style partisan campaigns on moral issues such as abortion and gay partnerships and to censor those who oppose them by bullying and threats. And, more insidiously, there is evidence that some of the wealthy backers of US religious campaigns on such issues are also secretly funding UK pressure groups. They are presumably not doing this for entirely philanthropic reasons, but instead for what changes they hope to achieve beyond their shores.


The sheer alien-ness of some aspects of the US religious culture struck home to me one Sunday morning in May 2006, as I was driving through the Cumberland Gap, between the far southwestern tip of Virginia and Tennessee, the route first pioneered by Daniel Boone and now traversed by an interstate highway carrying vast lorries trundling towards Knoxville and on the long haul to Nashville, Memphis and the West. The road passes now through pleasant, rolling farmland and wide, verdant valleys, dotted with small towns. It had been a long morning’s drive and I felt the need for some spiritual refreshment, or at least the company of a human voice.


Turning the dial on the radio of my hire car, I came across an arresting one. ‘Would to God our children grew up to be virgins,’ it said startlingly, in a thick and rasping Tennessee twang. ‘I would rather put my .38 pistol in my child’s room than have a computer or a television set in there. You watch enough of that sit-com nonsense, that Desperate Housewives – not that I do – and you know the Devil’s crowd is working how to get to your children.’


I had to pull over to listen and take notes. ‘Satan is out to destroy your children. Yes sir, I do believe that. You gotta strike him and rescue them from Hell. If they don’t fear you, they won’t fear God. You gotta make them more scared of you than they are of Satan,’ the preacher said.


Then, clearly gesturing to his congregation, he asked: ‘Anyone got a baby out there?’


Judging from the pause, followed by a shuffling sound, a couple brought a child forward. It turned out to be a six-month-old girl, held by her proud parents. ‘Cute baby, very cute,’ said the preacher almost seductively before adding: ‘But that cute baby is a Child of Perdition. Ya gotta beat it out of her. Now you don’t need a big stick to do that, a 12-inch ruler like you get in school’ll do . . .’


The reason for the sermon became apparent as he went on to describe in some detail and with no little relish how he’d beaten a three-year-old boy with just such a ruler when his parents had visited him in his office for advice about their son’s recalcitrance. Clearly the retribution had been as much a pleasure as a duty.


It was Mothering Sunday. Brother Richard Emmett was giving his considered views on child-rearing. The announcer said he’d be back next week with another service and more thoughts. Phew, I thought, I don’t believe I’ve ever heard a more terrifying sermon. It certainly wasn’t anything like Thought for the Day, the cosy little homilies the BBC broadcast for two and a half minutes each morning on Radio 4 and that stir up so much controversy from non-religious folk back home.


All across the nation that Sunday people were heading for church, or listening at home or in their cars to the sermons and thoughts of priests and clergy, ministers, pastors, bishops and radio evangelists, before taking their ageing moms out to celebratory lunches for a different sort of nourishment. Very few of the homilies, I hope it is safe to say, were as ferocious as that of Brother Emmett, though the fact that his words were broadcast at all, and would be recorded again the following week and for all I know the week after that, indicated that at least he had a following. For me, his words emerged from a hubbub of sermons around the radio dial that day merely because they were so extreme.


For a Briton, coming from a nation where regular churchgoing is a declining habit – maybe 3 to 4 million people a week out of 60 million – and where Christian religious contributions to the national debate tend to be corralled, sanitised and de-fanged so as not to cause offence, it is hard sometimes for a foreigner to appreciate the ubiquity, passion and occasional ferocity of the Christian voice beamed out across the USA.


It is a country with 200 Christian television channels and 1,500 Christian radio stations. There is always one nearby. It’s there in the phone-in shows where, as I heard, a discussion about stem cell research carried the assumption that only Christians could have moral views. It’s there in the roadside signs proclaiming ‘Jesus Reigns!’ And it’s present, of course, on the Country’n’Western Christian channels – my favourite song on my journey through the South was ‘Jesus Take the Wheel’, a harrowing and hugely popular ditty sung by Carrie Underwood about a young mother whose car skids on a slippery road one dark Christmas Eve until a miraculous force responds to her prayer by intervening to take control of the steering. That Divine intervention again: He does not stop the war in Iraq, or the attacks of 9/11, but He’s perfectly capable of correcting a skid on a lonely road.


Every green hillock and suburban highway seems to have its neat, clapperboard and be-steepled church or chapel, advertising a warm welcome and fellowship each Sunday. Most small towns have many more churches than bars. Sometimes they line up along a strip beside the main road as if competing for business like supermarkets, which actually they are. You can avoid religion: one large police patrolwoman, leaning her stomach companionably against the reception desk at a country motel in the deep South as she chatted to the receptionist, said to me: ‘Ah jest turns the rock station up louder.’ But its presence is hard to escape completely.


The statistics bear that out. Some 95 per cent of Americans say they believe in God, compared with 76 per cent in the UK, 62 per cent in France, and only 52 per cent in Sweden. Three out of four Americans say they belong to a church and at least 40 per cent go at least once a week (in England the figure is about 5 to 7 per cent and falling). This indicates at the very least a much higher proportion of religious adherence than almost anywhere else in the Western, developed, world. Actually, US religious observance is at similar levels to many other parts of the world. It is in Europe that Christian allegiances and the hierarchy’s moral authority have slumped. When US conservatives say that Europeans are the ones out of step on religion, they do have a point, though their extrapolation that Europeans are thereby ceasing to be Christian and becoming Islamicised instead is sufficiently far-fetched as to be either obtuse or mischievous.


The US census does not ask questions about religion and has not done so for over fifty years, but estimates and extrapolations by polling organisations more or less agree that between three-quarters and 82 per cent of the USA’s adult population of 207,980,000 in 2001 described themselves as ‘Christian’. This would amount to at least 160 million people. That inevitably dwarfs all other religious, spiritual and other allegiances. For comparison, the next largest identifiable group is those who say they are non-religious: just over 13 million or 7.5 per cent, and the second largest religious group – the Jews – come in a distant third at 3.1 million or 1.8 per cent.


Six out of ten Americans say religion plays ‘a very important part’ in their lives and 39 per cent say they have been ‘born again in Christ’. Nearly two-thirds of Southerners claim to have had a religious experience that changed their lives (only about half of non-Southerners believe they have had the same) and a quarter of households say they have at least five Bibles in their homes.5


Now these figures cover a multitude of Christian religious practices and observances, not to mention definitions. The proportion of Southerners who say they attend church at least once a week – 41 per cent – is exceeded by the proportion of Southern households that admit to owning a gun (44 per cent), though of course there will be a cross-over here, with religious, gun-owning families. And furthermore there’s even some evidence to suggest that religious adherence is falling slightly: the City of New York Graduate Center’s US religious identification survey found that the proportion of Americans identifying themselves as Christians has dropped in recent years from 86 per cent in 1990 to 77 per cent in 2001.6 If four in ten attend church weekly, that still leaves six who stay in bed or head for the shopping mall each Sunday, whatever the dire warnings about their eternal destiny. Of course, only half of the electorate votes in its presidential elections too.


There may be Christian radio and television stations aplenty, but Sex and the City, Will and Grace and Desperate Housewives offer a radically different, networked, view of US life and culture, and every cheap motel still offers its guests a choice of adult-viewing channels on the television in their room. The word ‘fuck’ is apparently to be heard on average once every 38 seconds on Home Box Office channels.


When I visited the Southern Baptists’ annual convention in North Carolina, my walk each morning along High Point Road to the Greensboro Coliseum, where the Christians were gathering, took me past a dismal windowless concrete pillbox, complete with fake Grecian columns and set in the middle of a parking lot. It was called the Players’ Club and proudly advertised ‘The Finest Ladies in Greensboro’ on its sign. It did, however, seem to be closed for the week, or maybe I just wasn’t passing by at the right time of day.


Gambling too is a growth industry in the USA in defiance of all religious warnings. Dying towns and cities across the South and Midwest – the most overtly religious parts of the USA – are replacing their clapped-out, rust-belt factories with casinos and licensed gambling dens. The riverboats tethered to the banks of the Mississippi offer employment to those in need of work, but also an easy means of relieving their mostly poor and working-class punters of their hard-earned cash. And they are thriving with scarcely muted criticism from religious pundits who are otherwise so quick to inveigh against the moral degradation of the nation.


In your search for Christian worship in the USA, you can find gay friendly churches and the most severe of fundamentalists; high church Anglicans and low church Presbyterians. Up in the Appalachians there are men and women who wave poisonous rattlesnakes around their heads and drink cyanide during services as proof of their virtue and God’s saving grace, in loyal obedience to a misreading of an erroneous verse in the Gospel of St Mark.


There are mega-churches that attract tens of thousands of worshippers each weekend and little, quiet chapels off the beaten track, such as the Union Christian Church in the hamlet of Plymouth Notch, Vermont, where President Calvin Coolidge was born and grew up, that seem so dusty and deserted that it is as if they have not been entered in a century.


You can attend foot-stomping, arm-waving, black inner-city Pentecostal services and ancient Spanish mission churches looming over Native American pueblos, perched on top of the mesas in the West.


There are old faiths: users of the ancient Latin rites in Catholic churches and also Protestant chapels where the King James translation of the Bible is used, not because it still sounds so good, but because the worshippers believe it is clearly written in the idiom that God originally spake, the Deity obviously being an Anglophone if not necessarily an Englishman.


And there are US-made religions. The Shakers, founded by an Englishwoman but once flourishing in New England, have now almost died out – down to four survivors in Maine at the last count – in proof of the efficiency of their celibate living arrangements. But the Mormons flourish in demonstration of the fecundity of theirs. As do the Amish, whose gentle rejection of those parts of the modern world they find unbiblical and inconvenient in most circumstances, such as electricity, the horseless carriage, television and the safety razor, was dreadfully shattered in October 2006 by that outside world at its most ghastly, perverse and nightmarish, when a local man burst into one of their schools in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania and executed several girl pupils.


Of other significant sects, the Jehovah’s Witnesses still emerge from their secretive and repressive kingdom halls to proselytise the unwary, usually without troubling to divulge their weird and malign views on blood transfusions and the satanic wickedness of the UN. The Christian Scientists retain their suspicion of doctors and the Scientologists continue to believe in interplanetary travel and L. Ron Hubbard. And that’s before you reach all the other religions available in the USA: the Muslims and Hindus, Jews and Buddhists, who taken together comprise 4 per cent of the population.


Although Christian fundamentalism – a belief in the literalness of the Bible – tends to dominate foreign fascination with US Christian practice, it is worth recalling that the largest single denomination in the USA remains Roman Catholicism, which has between 50 and 60 million adherents, about a quarter of the entire adult population, though only about 11 per cent of churchgoers in any given week. Some way behind come the Baptists (33.8 million or 16 per cent of the total, but 8 per cent of churchgoers), followed by the Methodists, Lutherans, Pentecostals, Presbyterians, Mormons and, even further down the list, the Episcopalian-Anglicans. Taken together, all the Protestant groups just about outweigh the Catholics, but none of these groups is homogeneous. In 1996 it was calculated that there were 19 separate Presbyterian denominations, 32 Lutheran, 36 Methodist, 37 Episcopalian (Anglican), 60 Baptist and 241 Pentecostal. Los Angeles has the widest range of Buddhist organisations in the world and each week its newspaper, the Los Angeles Times, publishes a directory of services that takes in over 600 denominations.


This is entered as a caveat at the start for those who tend to believe that American religion is all of one variety: white, middle-class and politically conservative, inimical to and intolerant of the outside world. You can find plenty of evidence for that too, but also an enormous and eclectic range of beliefs and practices among evangelicals, Episcopalians, Baptists and the rest of the Protestant reformed tradition.


Having made that point, though, poll findings do seem to indicate a literalist turn of mind that is growing among US Christians. When a Newsweek poll in December 2004 asked its sample audience whether they believed the Bible to be literally accurate, 55 per cent said yes. The figure rose to 83 per cent among evangelical Protestants, though it sank to 47 per cent among non-evangelical Protestants and 45 per cent among Catholics. Polls conducted during the same year for Gallup and Fox News recorded over three-quarters of those questioned saying they personally believed in God, in heaven, in angels and hell, dipping to just 70 per cent who said they believed in the devil. When in February 2004 a poll for ABC Prime Time asked whether the Bible’s descriptions of certain events were literally true, 60 per cent of respondents said they believed in Noah’s Ark, 61 per cent in God creating the Earth in seven days, and 64 per cent in God parting the Red Sea for Moses. A CNN/Time poll in 2002 found 59 per cent of Christians saying they believed the events in the Book of Revelation would occur in the future (against 33 per cent who said they would not), a figure rising to 77 per cent among born-again, fundamentalist and evangelical respondents. When Newsweek in 1999 asked whether the world would end in a battle of Armageddon between Jesus Christ and the anti-Christ, evangelical Protestants responded ‘yes’ by 71 per cent against 18 per cent saying ‘no’, while among other Protestants and Catholics only minorities held that view. No one can misread the data, says the former Republican strategist Kevin Phillips in his recent book American Theocracy, the world’s leading economic and military power is also the world’s leading Bible-reading crusader state, immersed in an Old Testament of stern prophets and bloody Middle Eastern battlefields.7


It is the Religious Right, practitioners of politicised, partisan and Bible-based evangelicalism supported by a growing number in some Episcopal, but mainly nonconformist and non-denominational, churches, that this book will focus upon. Even if some mainstream denominations are losing members, the evangelical churches are not. At a time when the Catholic hierarchy has been battered, discredited and distracted by paedophile scandals among the priesthood and Episcopal bishops are falling out among themselves over the Church’s accommodation of homosexuality – just, in other words, when mainstream religions are losing influence and authority – it is the churches without hierarchies that are gaining a more prominent and political role in the wider society. In the mid-1980s, 33 per cent of those polled told Gallup they had been ‘born again’ – the mark of an evangelical. Now the figure is nearing 40 per cent and rising.


This is not a new phenomenon that pitched up with the election of President George W. Bush, an overtly born-again Christian, to the White House in the autumn of 2000. As this book is intended to show, it reflects many long-term trends in US life, stretching right back to the Pilgrim Fathers, at the very dawn of white immigration to the continent, which have coloured significant parts of the nation’s character ever since.


The word ‘evangelical’ itself covers a wide range of worship styles, theological priorities and practices in the USA, as in the UK and other countries across the world. Its adherents, just as in other communities in US society, have a range of political and ethical views. You may come across political conservatives such as the televangelists Pat Robertson, Jerry Falwell – who died in May 2007 while this book was in production – and James Dobson, but also Jim Wallis, of the Sojourners Network, who is unashamedly on the Left and believes fervently that his faith teaches him to be so.


These are men who would agree on very little and who can barely bring themselves to sit in the same television studio together. When, a couple of days after the terrorist attacks that brought down the World Trade Center in New York on September 11th 2001, Falwell chuntered on during Robertson’s 700 Club television show about the attack being the responsibility of abortionists, feminists, gays and lesbians and the American Civil Liberties Union – ‘all of them who have tried to secularize America – I point the finger in their face and say “you helped this to happen”’ – many thousands of US evangelicals were rightly outraged and disgusted. Partly because of this and other equally bizarre outbursts, Robertson and Falwell have lost some influence, though they retained their television platforms and were still courted by politicians – Senator John McCain, a Republican presidential hopeful, paid a visit to give a speech at Falwell’s Liberty University in the spring of 2006. But, ageing as they are – Falwell died in 2007 – if they are on the wane, others are queueing up to take their places on the public circuit.


Evangelicalism is not a political creed, still less a partisan one. What evangelicals share in common, however, is a belief in the Bible as the essential, central pillar of their faith – though they may differ in their interpretation of it, or even, so far as some are concerned, whether it is permissible to interpret it at all. Following on from that, evangelicals also believe in the importance of personal conversion: being ‘born again’, turning deliberately and specifically towards Jesus Christ as their personal Saviour. This is no inherited faith handed down institutionally from time immemorial, but a highly specific and deeply individual commitment. And finally – and most importantly for the political tenor of this book – evangelicals believe that, having been converted themselves, they have an absolute imperative to proselytise others, to spread the Good News: in a word, to evangelise.


This noble and often altruistic impulse has historically given evangelicals a political engagement and dynamic energy for involvement in secular society that other religious groups lack. Their emphasis on personal change has shaped not only US individualism – that feisty attribute that shows itself in so many areas of life, from business practice to sport and from attitudes to government to health insurance – but also created a suspicion of the collectivism and social cooperation that is so prized in ‘old’ Europe.


It is these born-again Christians and their vociferous leaders who have become increasingly politically engaged and organised in US politics in recent years, and hence influential beyond their own church doors. It is their brand of hardline, almost invariably reactionary Christianity that the talk-show hosts, local radio stations and national politicians pander to and that outsiders, in the USA but also abroad, find hardest to understand or appreciate. They have been mobilised in a partisan way by a series of moral issues – often misleadingly, even cynically, presented – and by a traditional distrust of government, and they have been shaped into a formidably motivated and almost cohesive political force.


Recently they have become more formidable still by tactically allying with Catholics who share their moral concerns in many areas – over abortion pre-eminently, but also stem cell research – in an alliance of convenience that previously both sides would have shunned. This makes them a formidable electoral force, potentially at least doubling the significance of the religious vote, so long as it remains cohesive. Historically they have been religious enemies, candidates and supporters of one faith tradition despising those of the other. Now, together, they see themselves as the silent majority once spoken of by Richard Nixon, but they ain’t silent any more. In fact, they’re so noisy it’s sometimes hard to hear them think.


Viewed from across the Atlantic, this is a strange and alien phenomenon. It is hard to recognise these business-suited evangelicals as churchmen (they are almost all men) at all. We are much more used to clerics in cassocks and dog-collars who may spout but have almost no effect at all. So we find the US evangelists’ ostentation and confidence in the certainty of their views hard to understand or accept, and their influence on US society inexplicable.


Who are these people without mitres and titles and accordingly so hard to place in the hierarchy of religious authority? They appear on our more obscure cable channels, but their visibility beyond the shores of the USA is miniscule. Of Christian leaders, only Pope John Paul II has had a similar charisma on our side of the Atlantic these last twenty years and a similar willingness to speak out on issues – though he took care to be largely non-partisan; and anyway he was widely ignored by his European flock, much to his exasperation, when they did not like what he was saying.


These Americans, setting up their own churches and cable channels, holding press conferences to pronounce on the issues of the day and having their views reported instead of routinely ignored, visiting the White House for breakfast and praying with the president, are different. We laugh at their pretensions – Pat Robertson thinking all Scotsmen are gay because they wear kilts, well really! – but we just can’t figure them out at all. Are they real? Are they serious? The answer is yes.


To outsiders it often seems a strange and even backward religion, retreating into a thicket of unreason, away from the fresh air and sunlight of modern, secular society. It appears obsessed with a biblical literalism that many others thought had been consigned to the Dark Ages before the Enlightenment and Rationalism and all the other impulses endorsed by the Founding Fathers who shaped the country’s Constitution over two hundred years ago.


The paradox is that a society that can put men on the moon and develop the internet, the iPod, air-conditioning and the pop-up toaster – a country that, as Bill Bryson astutely observed, has shaped its inventions towards making consumers’ lives more comfortable – also contains a growing number who believe in the face of all the evidence that the Earth was created in seven days only 6,000 years ago.


This, of course, would all just be quaint if it wasn’t for the fact that these are the voices that are shaping aspects of US government policy. It may, in fact, be the most successful electoral insurgency of modern times: the co-opting of a government behind a partisan and politicised agenda supported by an electoral minority, based on a number of key moral issues that derive their impulse from an appeal to a previously deeply sectarian religious tradition.


Here’s why. The figures, assiduously compiled by the respected and authoritative Washington DC-based Pew Forum on religion and public life, show that in the presidential election of 2004, more than three-quarters of white evangelicals, who make up fewer than a quarter (23 per cent) of the electorate, voted for President George W. Bush. They provided him, almost certainly, with more than the margin of his victory. In its report on the election, Pew stated that they have become ‘by far the single most potent voting bloc in the electorate’.8


The report adds:


The 2004 election was the latest in a string of modern presidential campaigns in which candidates openly discussed their religious beliefs, churches were increasingly active in political mobilization and voters sorted themselves out not just by their policy preferences and demographic traits but also by the depth of their religious commitment. In fact, whether a person regularly attends church (or synagogue or mosque) was more important in determining his or her vote for president than such demographic characteristics as gender, age, income and region and just as important as race . . . Americans who regularly attend worship services and hold traditional religious views increasingly vote Republican while those who are less connected to religious institutions and more secular in their outlook tend to vote Democratic.


This so-called ‘God Gulf’ is not strictly accurate since many Democrats are also religious – old, traditional Catholic working-class voters, liberal Episcopalians, Jewish voters and the rest – but the figures are striking: of the 16 per cent of the electorate who told the exit-pollsters that they attend church more than once a week, the margin of support for Bush was 64 per cent to 35 per cent for the Democratic candidate Senator John Kerry, while of the 15 per cent who said they never attended worship services, the figures were almost precisely reversed: 62 per cent to Kerry, 36 per cent to Bush.


The figures are most marked for those identified as religious traditionalists – Catholics as well as those identified as mainline Protestant and evangelical – who voted Republican by a margin of 70 to 20 per cent. Their importance is not only that religious people now make up the majority of the membership of both main parties, but that they are the proportion of the electorate most likely to be motivated to get out and vote. Donald Paul Hodel, a former president of the Focus on the Family organisation and once a member of Ronald Reagan’s cabinet, wrote in the Weekly Standard in 2003: ‘The fact is without the hard work and votes of millions of Christians, there would be no Republican majority in both Houses of Congress, no Bush presidencies, few Republican governors and a small handful of state houses in Republican hands.’9 They have been well organised too: overtly Christian supporters are now said to be prominent in no fewer than forty-four state Republican committees and relatively weak only in six states, all in the north-east, old New England.


And what gets them going are the so-called moral issues: school prayer, abortion, homosexuality and gay marriage. To those are added stem cell research and immigration. As the conservative activist from Kansas, Tim Golba, told the journalist Thomas Frank: ‘You can’t stir the general public up to get out to work for a candidate on taxes or the economy. People today are busy. But you can get people who are concerned about the moral decline of our nation. Upset enough to where you can motivate them on the abortion issue, those type of things.’10


These hot button topics have been chosen by religious conservatives to inflame and mobilise their supporters and to signal their presence and power. The Pew report says:


Among those with a high level of religious commitment, fully 80 per cent oppose same sex matrimony. Among those with average levels of religious commitment, the opposition drops to 57 per cent and among those with a low level of religious commitment, it drops further to 39 per cent . . . While 52 per cent of all American adults favour embryonic stem cell research, the level of support drops to 34 per cent among those with a high level of religious commitment and it rises to 66 per cent among those with a low level of religious commitment.


This might be more understandable if the Democrats were fielding a godless or aggressively secular candidate, but in John Kerry they had a practising Catholic, and indeed all their presidential candidates in recent years have ostentatiously avowed their Christian religious belief. Jimmy Carter, president in the 1970s, was a Southern Baptist lay preacher and Sunday School teacher who has devoted his life since leaving office to good works; Bill Clinton (admittedly not necessarily a shining example of moral rectitude in his private life) was raised as a Southern Baptist, as was Al Gore, his vice-president and the candidate in the 2000 election. All three come from the largest, fundamentalist and conservative Christian, nonconformist denomination in the country.


‘Only in America,’ noted the UK Economist magazine journalists John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge wryly about the Clinton presidency in their study of US politics The Right Nation, ‘could a president who attended church every Sunday and began each of his weekly lunches with the vice-president with a prayer be considered irreligious.’11


But the Republicans have succeeded in capturing this vote and accordingly winning the moral high ground, despite the fact that a majority – 65 per cent – of the electorate told the Pew Forum in August 2004 that churches should not endorse political candidates. President Bush took not only a majority of white evangelical votes, but also a rising percentage of all other religious voters, though still not a majority among black Protestants or Orthodox Jews. The only religious group whose support for Bush declined between the 2000 and 2004 elections was that of the US Muslims.


In all this, however, the Pew report says: ‘White evangelicals are by far the most important component of the GOP coalition. This group makes up nearly a quarter of the electorate and votes Republican by increasingly lopsided margins. The president garnered 78 per cent of all white evangelical votes in 2004, a 10 percentage point increase over what he received four years earlier.’


This, though, may be somewhat out of touch with mainstream US opinion. The Pew Forum’s national survey on religion and public life, published in August 2006, found a much higher degree of pragmatism among the public at large than the Religious Right might care to admit. On homosexuality, 54 per cent of those surveyed favoured allowing civil unions for same-sex couples (though only a third said gays should be allowed to marry) and 49 per cent accepted that homosexual orientation could not be changed. Asked about abortion, two-thirds said there should be a compromise rather than an outright ban, as demanded by religious conservatives. Moreover, questioned in the month that President Bush vetoed government involvement in stem cell research, 56 per cent said they supported such research – as did more white evangelicals than opposed it. The overwhelming majority of the survey – 80 per cent – said they believed chemists should not be allowed to refuse to sell birth control pills.12 It is no wonder that the influence of this raucous section of the electorate over the current administration alarms some Republicans who see it as sectarian and alienating of the wider public.


But they are undoubtedly electorally useful. What we have in the Religious Right is not only a highly motivated and relatively prosperous slice of the electorate, but also a strategically placed one, disproportionately located in the Southern states, the South-west and the suburbs. These are the fastest growing areas of the USA.


Some 30 per cent of the USA – 84 million people – now live in the eleven former Confederate states of the old South. The proportion was much the same (in a much smaller population, of course) in 1861, when the Civil War broke out, but declined thereafter and throughout the succeeding century, in wealth, political influence, social standing and self-confidence.


Now that has all been reversed. It has even been calculated by the US Census Bureau that the geographical centre of the US population is moving south and west at the rate of 3 feet an hour, or 5 miles a year.13 Indeed, it is Southerners who have largely boosted the population growth of the empty western states, from Texas as far north as Montana. Just as 4.5 million blacks left the South for the northern cities in the first sixty years of the twentieth century, so, at the same time, did 4.6 million whites, heading west.


From the 1960s, the availability of air-conditioning and the convenience of cheaper labour in the Southern states, and accordingly an attractiveness to industry, encouraged an upturn in the South’s population: a 19 per cent increase in the 1990s alone. A new self-confidence has seized the region and spread out towards the west.


Professor Ronald Green, director of the Ethics Institute at Dartmouth College, New Hampshire, writing in Conscience, the Catholic magazine, in the autumn of 2006, said:


The real story is in long-term, large-scale demographic and social changes that have increased the reach and strength of conservative Christian attitudes. Traditional southern attitudes have spread throughout the population, Republicans have capitalised on antagonisms left over from the civil rights movement and Catholics who once defined themselves by ethnic-religious affiliation have transferred their loyalty to conservative ideology . . . aspects of southern culture have not only gained status in the new south but have also been exported to the rest of the US . . . With the money and confidence to proselytise, southern based forms of evangelical religion have reached out to conquer new territory – and souls.14


Ninety-seven of the USA’s 100 fastest growing counties voted Republican in 2004, but more than that, because of the anti-urban bias of the electoral system, the party has an in-built advantage. Each state, however big or small, has two senators, so that the 7 per cent of the population that live in the seventeen least populous states have effective control over more than a third of the Senate. They also have a disproportionate influence within the electoral college that formally elects the president, each state giving all its electoral votes to whichever candidate has obtained a majority in the state on election day. It may be a hundred years since the USA was a predominantly rural country, but the legacy is still felt.


Steven Hill of the Center for Voting and Democracy estimates that the combined populations of Montana, Wyoming, Nevada, North and South Dakota, Colorado, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, Arizona and Alaska together equal those of New York and Massachusetts and yet they have nine more electoral votes and five times more votes in the Senate.15 Similarly, California has a population of 36 million, making it the biggest state, and accordingly has fifty-five votes in the electoral college; but the twelve inland states of the Great Plains and the West have only 23 million inhabitants, yet command fifty-nine electoral votes. All twelve were won by Bush in 2004 and he took all their college votes. The voting figures are striking in other elections too: the forty-four Democrats in the Senate before the 2006 elections represented more people and received more votes than the fifty-five Republicans. It is not an imbalance that is likely to be corrected. Essentially, 16 per cent of the population elects half the US Senate. In the USA, says the author Michelle Goldberg, conservatives literally count for more.


Following the 2004 presidential election, there was much talk of the ‘blue’ states that voted for Kerry, clustered around the east and west coasts and the Great Lakes, and the Bush-voting ‘red’ states of the South and Centre. This of course is simplistic: plenty of blue staters voted for Bush and many in the red states voted for Kerry. It has been pointed out that Bush won every non-coastal county in California, but still lost the state because of the Kerry majorities in Los Angeles and San Francisco. It may be more true to say that there was an urban versus rural divide and certainly, just as in the UK, there is a sense among rural and small town voters that they stand for a truer, better country, a place of rustic and traditional (superior) Christian values.


The US’s Norman Rockwell-like picture of itself, a nation of sanitised habits and traditional customs, may be based on nostalgia for a mythical America that never quite was, and certainly does not really exist now, but it plays directly to the Christian Right’s self-image. Wouldn’t it be a better country if boys still went fishing in the creek and girls made up their dolls, if teenagers escorted each other chastely to the school prom, if cowboys still walked tall and straight, and every family had a mom and pop sitting down to dinner with the kids around a table groaning with the weight of wholesome food each night? Yes, it would, of course, but it never did and it’s not going to happen now.


Instead, in the words of Andrew O’Hehir in an article for Salon.com, there is a new traditional culture:


A friend of mine who grew up in rural Indiana in the ’70s and ’80s talks about the way his region has been transformed since his childhood. No one in his hometown cared much about country music or stock car racing, he says, until those things became attached to a new conception of rural identity. . .These days if you’re rural and white and you feel OK about those things, you’ve got an entire nationwide culture waiting for you: Rush, O’Reilly and Faith Hill for the sober folk, Michael Savage, Neal Boortz and Toby Keith for the hell-raisers and outlaws. Jesus, of course, is for everybody.16


The modern Christian Right forms an interesting constituency on its own account. It is no longer appropriate, if it ever was, to dismiss it as H. L. Mencken did the Southern rural fundamentalists in the 1920s as the ‘booboisie’. Many of its members are articulate, some are affluent, and many are in good jobs. Half are classed as small businessmen: 40 per cent of those earning more than $85,000 a year are regular weekly church attenders, a higher proportion than those earning less than $15,000. Business people are four times more likely to be regular church attenders than those working in the news media, and nine times as likely as those working in television: no wonder the likes of Brother Emmett regard TV folk as a pernicious influence.


A good many of those heading south and west over recent years have not been archetypal Republicans: nor part of the country-club set. They are indeed often ostentatiously anti-elitist. It is one of the triumphs of the conservative insurgency that they have managed to stigmatise several of the groups who would traditionally be regarded as natural Republicans – Wall Street financiers, newspaper and media owners, big business – as somehow unAmerican, effetes and snobs, almost traitors to the country, and certainly trying to subvert it. Big City bankers have often been characterised as enemies of decent, little people – you only have to watch the films of Frank Capra to see that – but they have not usually been regarded as beyond the pale before.


Today’s Republican voters may well have come from working-class backgrounds and families that traditionally voted Democratic, though they themselves are unlikely these days to be union members. It infuriates writers like Thomas Frank, author of What’s the Matter with Kansas?, that their religious allegiances have increasingly caused them to vote against what might otherwise be traditionally seen as their best economic interests. Frank almost explodes with rage and frustration in quoting Blake Hurst, the conservative Missouri farmer and part-time columnist, who insouciantly assured the nation: ‘Class consciousness isn’t a problem in Red America . . . [people] are perfectly happy to be slightly overweight and a little underpaid.’17


For the voters of the Southern states to have gone Republican after more than a century of voting Democratic, with only very rare, localised exceptions, has been a remarkable turn around. Republicans were formerly always associated with the North in the Civil War. They were from the party of the hated Abraham Lincoln and the despised Carpet-baggers of the post-war Reconstruction era. The South was the home of the Yellow Dog Democrats – so solid that if the candidate were a dog they’d vote for it. Kevin Phillips, a former Republican strategist, says in his recent book: ‘Party politics in the major western nations offers no parallel to this great reversal.’18


Bush secured the votes of only 54 per cent of those earning more than $100,000 a year in 2000. Not that successive Republican presidents have failed that client base. In 1970, it has been pointed out, the top 0.01 per cent of taxpayers earned 0.7 per cent of total income, but by 1998 that figure had become 3.0 per cent: the 13,000 richest families had almost as much as the 20 million poorest.19


A Massachusetts Institute of Technology survey based on data compiled in 1990 found that churchgoers have on average an income 9 per cent higher than their non-attending neighbours. Unsurprisingly, they are less likely to be divorced, but they are also less likely to be on welfare. Most are passionate, and I would think all are sincere. What they may be, however, is fearful and insecure. And, like so many of their ancestors throughout US history, just a little paranoid and prey to uncertainty about the present and the future, anxious about those outside, alien forces who would subvert their lives and undermine their security with secret, powerful, unknowable conspiracies.


Americans have always had fears of outsiders in their safe continental remoteness: successively of Native Americans, African Americans, Irish immigrants, east European immigrants, Jews, communists, and now gays and Muslims. Usually those fears have eventually been disarmed and subsumed, the outsiders absorbed into the mainstream. But just because you are paranoid, doesn’t mean that terrifying and horrific events such as those on September 11th 2001 won’t emerge unexpectedly from a clear blue sky one fine morning to attack you.


It has been well pointed out that US middle-class society now tends to be atomised, with lives revolving round the shopping mall and the church, with contact only with similar families and individuals and access only to others who think the same way as they do. Their houses are bigger and more affluent than those of their parents and grandparents’ generations – average suburban house sizes have doubled since the 1960s – but their social lives are probably less varied and accordingly more impoverished. They don’t live in cities any more, but in suburbs, in gated communities and on housing estates whose names are meant to conjure up a more rugged and picturesque American past. Near where my parents-in-law live in Houston are near-identical communities with homes whose varied external architecture – ranch house, hacienda, Gothic, Corinthian, ante-bellum, New Orleans, modern and brownstone – disguise an internal similarity of design. All bear names such as Hunters Creek Village, Piney Point, Bunker Hill and West Oaks, which aim to convey a rustic, rural or historic identity and a charm that otherwise they conspicuously lack. Those good, firm, old, country values again.


Sitting in his consulting room on the fringes of Montgomery, Alabama, Randy Brinson, a doctor and gastrology specialist but also a Baptist and a Republican, spelled it out for me: ‘The growth of the evangelical movement is not just a growth of the spiritual message but of social and economic events. In a city like this you have middle class flight into the suburbs, creating their own communities and tax base.’20


Montgomery, of course, was one of the bastions of the old, racist South. When de-segregation came in and the Democrats’ Great Society civil rights reforms of the 1960s, not only did the whites move out of the city to the suburbs, taking their tax dollars with them, but they also changed their age-old voting allegiances from Democrat to Republican.


Dr Brinson’s surgery is testimony to that. It is on a rather characterless suburban estate near the university hospital, an area of condominiums, manicured lawns and SUVs in the driveways. On his walls are the testimonials of his professional and personal success: medical certificates, family photographs of sons and children engaged in energetic and affluent pastimes and, in the waiting room, modern, romanticised pictures of victorious Confederates winning battles in the Civil War. Tall and thin, Dr Brinson looks more than a little like the British actor Hugh Laurie in his Dr House persona, but a lot more genial.


He also has a slightly different take than you might expect. He sees folk who are insecure, not prosperous, struggling financially to make ends meet, worried about losing their jobs and scared of losing their identity. The church gives them a welcome, friendship and a family, when their own may be far away across the country. It provides their local circle of support, a community of shared values, views and understanding to belong to and an outlook that is common: all shared by people like themselves. They spend their money locally and they don’t want their taxation going elsewhere. They are worried about their children’s schooling, not just what they are taught in the curriculum but what sort of values they will learn and, if they can, they’d like to shut out the world completely, beyond the gates of their housing estates. In the big, bad world beyond, devils lurk: evil men, other people, different, difficult opinions. Dr Brinson says:


‘So many of these are political feelings, and the church becomes their mantle. It gives them an identity and it meets their need for community. There’s the Monday night visitation, the Wednesday evening supper, the Bible class, the Sunday service. The church softball team. It becomes a whole way of life. And it gives them a strong political message too: you want to pay lower taxes? That’s a Christian message, they’re told. I never saw anything about cheaper taxation in the Bible but that’s what they are told and the Democrats have a hard time combating that.’


Brinson, who set up the internet Redeem the Vote 2004 campaign, promoting voter registration for the Republicans and – he estimates – thereby getting 25 million votes out for President Bush, has issues now with the party. Appalled by the naked partisanship of the Religious Right Republicans of Alabama and their demonisation of the Democrats, he has started reaching out to the other side, even advising them on electoral strategies to attract Christian voters. For his pains, he says he and his wife have received anonymous telephone death threats.


Social pressures point in one direction. As Wilfred McClay, an evangelical Anglican and humanities professor at the University of Tennessee in Chattanooga, told the Washington Times in April 2006: ‘There’s a way in which churchgoing is woven into the fabric of life. When you move down here one of the first things people ask is: “Where do you go to church?” In parts of the South, you still feel you’re in a kind of Christendom . . . This is a world where the normative assumptions are Christian and evangelical.’21


The same newspaper article quoted a document on Southern Culture compiled by historians on the staff of Vance-Granville Community College in Henderson, North Carolina:


Those visiting or moving to the South, especially in the traditional rural areas, would do well to respect the religious traditions of the area. Sunday mornings are for going to church, not mowing the lawn, going shopping (the stores won’t be open anyway) or buying liquor or beer . . . If someone in the grocery line finds out you’re new in town and asks you to his/her church, go ahead and say yes and enjoy the experience. Southern hospitality surely shows itself best in the willingness of the people to share what is most important to them: their faith.


Their values and views are reinforced not only by their churches, but by the television programmes they watch, the radio stations they listen to, the newspapers they read, and the websites they log on to. Anyone checking out a religious talkboard, even moderate ones, cannot help but be struck by the enclosed, hermetically sealed attitudes many of their contributors display. To take a random example on the Titusonenine, conservative Episcopalian website, in November 2006, as I was writing this: there was a discussion of South Africa’s Archbishop Desmond Tutu, which divided between those who thought his opposition to apartheid was worthy of mention and others who believed that meant nothing as he was not sound on the Bible and in particular was tolerant of gays.22


These people are continually told, in defiance of all evidence or reason, that the USA is being taken over – or has already been – by a series of malign and powerful liberal, and godless, conspiracies, which appear to be well organised in the way they dominate the media, the universities and the mainstream churches. This is reinforced by the books they read and that weigh down book shelves in airports and city stores, their raucous titles screeching highly partisan messages, often in triple-decker headlines. Among them during a brief trawl of a Washington DC Barnes and Noble in 2006: Treason by the Republicans’ pin-up blonde polemicist Ann Coulter (a follow-up to an earlier best-seller modestly entitled Slander: Liberal Lies about the American Right); other titles included The Global War on Your Guns; The Bush Agenda; Myths, Lies and Downright Stupidity: Get Out The Shovel – why everything you know is wrong; and Can She Be Stopped?, a book about Hillary Clinton. It is only fair to say that there are plenty of expostulations on the other side too: Foxes in the Henhouse: How Republicans stole the South; Take it Back: Our Party, Our Country, Our Future; Jesus is not a Republican; and 50 Simple Things You Can Do to Fight the Right. It is impossible to imagine such a range of polemics about British politics or culture in a bookshop back in the UK.


The conspiracy theorists somehow ignore that six of the nine presidential elections since 1968, the year that is regarded by the Religious Right as the acme of dissolution, degradation and depravity, have been won by Republicans from the South and West: two from California, Nixon (who won in 1968, albeit narrowly) and Reagan, and two, at least nominally, from Texas: the Bushes. Republicans lost control of the Senate – narrowly – and the House of Representatives in November 2006, but only after twelve years in charge, and conservatives have a majority – or near majority – on the Supreme Court. They run many states. And yet their supporters are continually warned that all they hold dear is under attack, even though the politicians of both main parties are often virtually interchangeable.


‘We are America and those other people are not,’ the chairman of the Republican National Committee announced in 1992. ‘Democrats,’ said Newt Gingrich, ‘are the enemies of normal Americans.’ Even though they have about half the votes.


The idea that Christianity is about to be submerged or is under attack in the USA is risible and yet it helps fuel a sense of persecution and paranoia. In the spring of 2005 when cadets at the US Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs were reported to be falling under the influence of some fairly extreme Christian pressure – with cadets who would not sign up to born-again Christianity or attend chapel being labelled heathens and one Jewish recruit being told he was a Christ-killer – a Congressional attempt by Democrats to instigate an inquiry was opposed by the Republican Congressman John Hostettler in the following terms: ‘The long war on Christianity in America continues today on the floor of the House of Representatives. Democrats can’t help denigrating and demonising Christians.’23


Or take Katharine Harris, the Republican challenger for a Democrat-held Senate seat in Florida in 2006 (who was, incidentally, a US Congresswoman, as well as being the electoral official who helped secure the state for George Bush and ensure his election to the presidency in the hanging chad debacle of 2000), who claimed: ‘If you are not electing Christians tried and true . . . you are legislating for sin.’ This may have been a particularly stupid claim to make, given that she was campaigning in a state containing a large number of elderly Jewish voters. In the event, Harris, who had a reputation for eccentricity and had been all but abandoned by the party hierarchy, was soundly beaten in November 2006.


Still, all good knockabout political stuff perhaps, though it would get scornfully laughed out of the chamber if attempted in the House of Commons at Westminster. Some of the rhetoric about liberal threats to the US way of life, though, has more than a ring of UK Europhobia and similarly deep and paranoid wellsprings. There is dark talk of plots and subversion: of how schools and universities are being taken over by dangerous liberals, how churches will not be allowed to preach the gospel by vicious, secular Democrats, and the Bible will be banned. It is a threatened assault on all that good conservatives hold dear, and dire predictions that, as with anti-EU stories in the UK, somehow never quite come to pass.


Americans do not have the EU to rail against, but they do have central government and the UN, viewed by some Christian fundamentalists as the Scarlet Beast mentioned in the Book of Revelation, a harbinger of world government ushering in the nightmare of the end of days.


The areas of current electoral strength for the Religious Right have not always been fertile territory for either political or religious conservatives. The Deep South was not regarded as particularly religious before the Civil War – indeed, the campaign for the abolition of slavery was led largely by evangelicals in the North and East whose motivation was overtly religiously based – and the Midwest was once at the centre of national political radicalism. In one of many small ironies, the Religious Right has now even attempted to annex the rhetoric of the abolitionists and the civil rights activists, movements that at the time it spurned.


It makes perfect electoral sense for the Republicans to target such a constituency and Christian conservatives have an absolute right to lobby for their causes and to throw large amounts of money into their campaigns. But what particularly grates is the ostentatious assumption of higher virtue that they display in doing it and their insistence that it should give them a higher priority in the decision-making of the state. There appears to be a degree of cynicism in this, not just among the political classes – you might expect that – but among the leadership of many Right-wing religious lobbying groups.


It may be hubris, but the Religious Right certainly does not hide either its convictions or its objectives. In the words of George Grant in The Changing of the Guard: Biblical Principles for Political Action as far back as 1987:


Christians have an obligation, a mandate, a commission, a holy responsibility to reclaim the land for Jesus Christ – to have dominion in civil structures, just as in every other aspect of life and godliness.


But it is dominion we are after. Not just a voice.


It is dominion we are after. Not just influence.


It is dominion we are after. Not just equal time.


It is dominion we are after.


World conquest. That’s what Christ has commissioned us to accomplish. We must win the world with the power of the Gospel and we must never settle for anything less. . .Thus Christian politics has as its primary intent the conquest of the land – of men, families, institutions, bureaucracies, courts and governments for the Kingdom of Christ.24


Scary rhetoric from a man who was formerly executive director of the Florida Coral Ridge Ministries run by D. James Kennedy, one of the foremost conservative evangelical broadcasters of the day.


It mirrors the extreme views of the fringe group known as the Christian Reconstructionists who believe in the creation of a theocratic state (‘Pluralism is a myth. God and his law must rule all nations’), no tolerance for other faiths, and the restoration of biblical punishments for malefactors (death by stoning for homosexuals, people who carry out abortions, even recalcitrant children), and it is no nearer coming to fruition now than it was twenty years ago. But what makes such talk worrying is not only that Reconstructionism has been paid lip-service by some extremely wealthy conservative sponsors and prominent telly-evangelists such as Pat Robertson, but it has also had some traction with influential advisers to the Bush administration including Marvin Olasky, inventer of the term Compassionate Conservatism. It is not the sort of language that gets much play in front of broader audiences. But it is certainly used at meetings and conferences of True Believers. And George W. Bush has not been averse to giving the Faithful a nod and a wink in that direction to show that he is with them really.


While waiting for the joyful day when such a country will come to pass, the Religious Right has focused tactically on more immediate goals: targeting particular issues to galvanise their constituency and keep them onside. The issues they have chosen have a degree of calculation and selectivity about them that appears designed to drive a wedge between the elect of the electorate and the rest, to politicise them and to polarise voters. Issues such as abortion and gay marriage have not generally been considered suitable for partisan debate in the UK, or across much of Continental Europe (or, at least, to nothing like the same extent they have been in the USA). Fastidious Europeans view such US debates from afar with distaste and incredulity – as do many Americans of course.


If these are issues that play directly into the so-called culture wars in US society, they are, on the face of it, peripheral matters to choose. If the concern is the promotion of family life and the avoidance of breakdown in relationships, why target gays who want to register the permanence of their partnership and who form a tiny minority within a small section of the population, rather than those who divorce? Divorce, after all, affects millions – the rate has doubled since 1960 and the number of single-parent families has tripled – and it is the cause of much more heartache and damage to relations between adults, and between parents and their children, than is the small number of gays who want to express their commitment to their partners.


Furthermore, divorce is even more roundly condemned in the Bible: Jesus never mentioned homosexuality (or, if he did, his disciples did not trouble to note the fact) but, just a few verses farther on from his city on a hill rhetoric, during the Sermon on the Mount, he specifically anathematised divorce and equated it with adultery. Surprisingly, this is rather glossed over. Evangelicals who devote considerable energy and exegesis to the scattered biblical references to homosexuality find they can quite easily dismiss the unambiguous message of Christ. Leo Giovinetti, pastor of the Mission Valley Christian Fellowship, who led a campaign to secure the prohibition of a gay pride festival in Jerusalem in 2005, can also be found telling his congregation that Jesus’s words in Matthew 5:32 ‘doesn’t mean that divorce sometimes isn’t a good idea. There are some very good reasons for divorce.’25


Surely it cannot be, can it, that divorce affects many more members of the Religious Right’s target constituency than homosexual partnerships do and so is a much more inconvenient and uncomfortable issue? It strikes rather too close to home for their supporters. Or, in the words of Dr Jim Tonkowich, director of the Institute on Religion and Democracy, one of the Christian lobbying groups in Washington that makes gay marriage but not divorce a campaigning issue: ‘We have to prioritize. We don’t have the resources to tackle everything.’26


After all, it is at least possible that many of those who take moral issues as their lodestars in deciding how to vote have met or even know people who have been divorced – members of their own family, possibly even themselves – whereas that may not be the case with homosexuals. By and large, those who are related to gays or have them as friends are noticeably more tolerant of them.


The selectivity is stark. The 2,000-odd mentions of the poor in the Bible never get much of a priority. As Randall Balmer, an evangelical, liberal – it is perfectly possible to be both – and professor of American religious history at Columbia University, says with heavy irony in his book Thy Kingdom Come: An Evangelical’s Lament:


I went to Sunday school nearly every week of my childhood . . . but I must have been absent the day they told us that the followers of Jesus were obliged to secure even greater economic advantages for the affluent, to deny those Jesus called ‘the least of these’ a living wage and to despoil the environment by sacrificing it on the altar of free enterprise. I missed the lesson telling me that I should turn a blind eye to the suffering of others, even those designated as my enemies.27


But the other defining feature of these wedge issues is that they are never quite won. They create an atmosphere of outrage which is left simmering, to keep the constituency motivated. Somehow, despite the rhetoric, despite the majorities in Congress, despite the incumbents in the White House, abortions continue, gays don’t go away, affirmative action is not dropped, stem cell research continues. This is put down to the hidden power of liberals, or at least to a supposedly liberal majority on the Supreme Court, rather than to a more general and pragmatic consensus among the population at large.


The themes that currently drive the Religious Right and the manner of campaigning are recurrent ones throughout the nation’s history. They exploit the fear of outsiders and acknowledge the potency of moral panic. They promote the demand for interventionist action from a government whose powers are otherwise both constrained and regarded with suspicion, particularly by people on the Right. And, not least, they attempt to win control, or at least supremacy, for a particular religious constituency.


Presidents and their administrations have always responded to such movements. Europeans have often found it strange that the USA, a country that so adamantly insists on the separation of Church and state and a scrupulous constitutional system of checks and balances, to prevent the creation of an overweening executive, should not only be so religious in practice and observance, but that religious influence should play such a prominent part in its political life.


In Europe, political movements have been inspired by reaction against – or defence of – religious authorities, but rarely in the last half-century by a desire to impose a partisan theological agenda. In the UK in particular we have always found religiosity puzzling.


But in the USA it has always been a powerful political force, even in the background but often in the foreground too. Alexis de Tocqueville, first and greatest of European observers of the US political scene, reported as far back as 1835: ‘Religion never intervenes directly in the government of American society [but it] should be considered the first of their political institutions . . . Christianity reigns, without any obstacles, the universal faith.’28 ‘Hmpph’, said the Catholic (and conservative) writer G. K. Chesterton a century later, ‘the United States: a nation with the soul of a church’.


In the USA too it is true to say that many, even among those who are devout in their religious observance, find the Religious Right’s agenda irksome, with its assumption of moral superiority, its casual contempt for those who do not share its philosophy and its blithe disregard for inconvenient truths. There is more than a whiff of hypocrisy about much of its campaigning – not that that would be unique in political life, but the religious do claim to adhere to higher virtues. Those who do not share the Religious Right’s self-righteousness occasionally find themselves constrained to point out that in the supposedly superior red – Republican – states it is objectively true that rates of murder, illegitimacy and teenage pregnancies are all higher than in the supposedly decadent and effete blue – Democrat – states of New England and the far West. And that the supposedly corrupt and spiritually dying blue states subsidise the dynamic and righteous red ones to the tune of $90 billion a year through federal funding.29


What makes this current debate in the USA different is the skill with which the Religious Right constituency has been mobilised and pointed in one direction to vote and the ostentatious readiness of this president and this administration to accommodate it. For the religious agenda appears to be winning: it would be unthinkable now for a candidate for election not to profess some religious affiliation or allegiance, certainly if they hope to win. The drift to the Right has been scrupulously tracked by the American Conservative Union since 1972, basing its statistical analysis on how each member of Congress votes each year, awarding points out of 100 largely on the basis of (ACUdefined) moral issues of the sort that obsess the religious constituency. In 1972 the average Republican score was 63 per cent. By 2002 that figure had climbed to 91 per cent.30


Religious imagery has always infused political discourse in the USA, perhaps more openly and candidly than in the rest of the Western world. Few presidents have been indifferent to Christian belief or reluctant to deploy its imagery to illustrate their own religious allegiances in a way that has not been the case abroad, among, say, British prime ministers.


Tony Blair, perhaps the most avowedly engaged Christian to lead a British government since Mr Gladstone in the nineteenth century, was famously told by his adviser Alastair Campbell that ‘we don’t do God’ when he wanted to end a televised statement on the eve of the Iraq war in 2003 with the words ‘God Bless’. Blair took Campbell’s advice and did not use the phrase, advice that it would have been both inconceivable for a presidential adviser to offer, or for an US president to accept, in such circumstances.


It seems true, however, that US presidents are becoming more avowedly religious. It is hard now to imagine a president of the USA saying, as Eisenhower once did in the 1950s: ‘Our government makes no sense unless it is founded on a deeply-held religious faith – and I don’t care what it is.’31 The first bit would be all right, but the second half would be almost impossible for a man running for office to say today if he wanted to get elected – even if he had been a war hero – and would be quite incomprehensible to the Religious Right. They know precisely the only religious faith worth having and any president pledged to pluralism, except in the most perfunctory sense, would be regarded with the deepest suspicion.


This new presidential religiosity is a trend that started with Jimmy Carter in the mid-1970s (and which persuaded a majority of evangelicals to vote Democrat in the presidential election of 1976), mirroring the social and indeed psychological changes in US society that were underway by the mid-1970s. Carter’s religiousness did not prevent evangelicals being urged by their self-appointed leaders to abandon him in 1980, however, in favour of a genial, divorced, former Hollywood screen actor, Ronald Reagan, whose church attendance was perfunctory at best. It has now reached an apogee with George W. Bush, who has skilfully used his mid-life conversion to Methodism (from the Episcopalianism of his childhood) as a political weapon. His undoubtedly sincere religious faith has been crucial to his political career, though it has been somewhat less evident in the playing out of policy, where more pragmatic considerations have applied. The rhetoric has been electorally useful, but the delivery has been disappointing to many evangelicals.


Michael Cromartie, vice-president of the Washington DC conservative evangelical think-tank the Ethics and Public Policy Center, said to me: ‘The president’s personal story, of his struggle with alcoholism, and his religious conversion makes him instinctively a non-judgmental person.’32 That may be true, but he certainly also knows how to walk the rhetorical walk that tells evangelicals that he is on their side: the messianic rhetoric of moral words such as ‘evil’ has largely been directed outwards.


We Europeans may not quite understand or appreciate the Religious Right or its current and future pull on the US government, but we also have many misconceptions about its real effects: is it a passing fancy or a wellspring that is likely to grow stronger under Democratic as well as Republican presidents? Either way, we need to know more about it, so that we can try to comprehend what is going on inside the world’s most powerful nation; in other words, why somewhere so similar in so many ways as the USA is walking to a different drummer in one, crucial respect.
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Men of God


‘If society lacks learning and virtue it will perish . . . The nation with the greatest moral power will win.’


President Calvin Coolidge


The Revd Dr Richard Land sat on a raised circular dais in the middle of the exhibition hall at the Southern Baptists’ convention in Greensboro, North Carolina, looking like a sleek but enormous sealion. His comfortable frame filled the small armchair that had been provided for him. He shot the cuffs of his brilliantly white shirt and munched reflectively on a protein bar while waiting for his audience to arrive at the scheduled time for his address. His dark hair was slicked back and around his wrist was a chunky watch, glittering as it caught the light. A small microphone was clamped to his resolutely square jaw and he amiably solicited questions from the small crowd that had gathered around the dais – rather, one imagines, as the Oracle of Delphi once did.
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