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Foreword

Why on earth would I pen the foreword to a book written by a woman who is younger than some of my own children? Oh, did I mention it’s a book about religion and the media but the book’s author is not especially religious, and in fact could most charitably be called a “skeptic” when it comes to faith? We come not only from different generations, but from different worlds. So why would I bother?

The reason is simple—I like S. E. Cupp. I like her a lot. She is one of the smartest and most able communicators of reason and common sense in the country. She reaches a level of substance many writers twice and thrice her age only hope for, and she does it with style.

Losing Our Religion is a delightful read; it’s sheer fun. She delivers the same sassy but classy perspective on some of today’s most controversial issues in this book as she does on blogs, panels, and programs from college campuses to my own network, the Fox News Channel.

She does not rant and rave in a rabid “take no prisoners” approach, nor does she substitute volume for veracity and use hyperbole to thrash opponents in an entertaining but ineffective way. Instead, S. E. Cupp uses the sharp blade of careful research, thoughtful reasoning, and brilliant logic to dismember many of the sacred cows of today’s liberalism and serve them up “well done” to the point of being charred. There’s just enough spice in her stew to keep it interesting, flavorful, and appealing, but not so much as to make you reach for Pepcid when you’ve finished the read.

As a TV personality, S.E. has proven to be just provocative enough to keep it interesting, but doesn’t slice and dice and create easy targets just to score on hapless leftists who don’t see it coming. When she systematically exposes Newsweek for the embarrassingly diminished newsmagazine it has become, she cites example after example of how what was once a reliable read of political and cultural insight has become a bitter and laughable collection of left-wing literary lunacy. In her chapter about gay marriage, she undermines NewsWEAK’s religion writer Lisa Miller’s fantasy about faith and the marriage issue by pointing out glaring examples of absurd conclusions and bias so blatant that it would make Maureen Dowd blush (if that were possible). I read the chapter on a plane and almost had to be restrained by the flight crew because I wanted to stand up and shout even though the “Fasten Seat Belt” sign was illuminated.

I recommend you fasten your seat belt as you read S.E.’s book, because she will rock your world with her chapter on evolution. With great skill and insight, she pushes back against the condescending contempt that the “swells” have bestowed upon the overwhelming majority of Americans who have the unmitigated gall to believe that the creation might in fact have a Creator. She doesn’t get out a Bible and beat you over the head with it, but simply shows that some form of intelligent design is entirely plausible. Her goal is not to persuade the reader to adopt a particular point of view, but rather to recognize how glaringly dishonest it is for the minority to force dunce caps on those who hold to a view allowing for or adhering to the notion of creation involving a God. It will have churchgoers saying, “Amen, Praise the Lord, and Glory Hallelujah.”

Even when discussing the very sensitive topic of abortion, S.E. brilliantly deconstructs the way the Left manipulates polling data as they cling to the notion that Americans as a whole think it’s perfectly acceptable to terminate a life because it’s inconvenient. She shows how “progressive” Democratic champions of abortion have been leading us on this grisly trail of disregard for humanity while showing more compassion for baby seals or crustaceans than for human infants. She even exposes an impressive list of Democratic officials who have “evolved” (or DE-volved) from staunch pro-lifers to the politically correct view of “choice” in the past sixty years.

The thoughtfully documented case Losing Our Religion makes for commonsense conservatism will irritate the daylights out of the elite establishment, including some Republicans who will squirm at the idea that we won’t be a better party by abandoning core principles and imitating Democrats. But with bright, intellectual, and savvy young talent like S. E. Cupp, I am not so worried about the future of the Republican Party or the conservative movement. She can more than hold her own with the best of “them,” and in a battle of wits, I would place my bet on her to win, not just to place or show.

While I don’t pretend to be a prophet in biblical terms, I will make this prediction—you are going to like this book. And you’re going to like S. E. Cupp as well. In fact, you’re going to like her a lot.

Mike Huckabee
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INTRODUCTION:
THE REVOLUTION IS ALL AROUND YOU

Fidel Castro once said, “I began a revolution with eighty-two men. If I had to do it again, I’d do it with ten or fifteen and absolute faith. It does not matter how small you are if you have faith and plan of action.”

Faith and plan of action: Neither is lacking in the revolution being waged here in America, right now, against you. Rest assured, the revolutionaries have an endless supply of faith and a detailed, comprehensive plan of action.

And that plan is unfolding in every American small town, and in every American big city, on the coasts and in the heartland, in schools and in libraries, on television and on the radio, in the halls of power and on the sidewalks of Main Street. It is everywhere, and it is not going away.

And now, with careful, covert nudges from the Obama administration, the revolution that began decades ago has gained unprecedented momentum. In a matter of just a few years, the revolution could be over, successfully won, and most of you will be left scratching your heads, wondering what just happened to everything you thought you knew and held sacred. Very soon, it will be too late.

This revolution is political, certainly. But it’s more complicated than that. Like the revolutions of Castro and Mao Zedong and Stalin, this revolution is not just about power, it’s also about knowledge. And, like most revolutions, this one makes particularly shrewd use of propaganda.

This revolution isn’t led by the proletariat, or by the struggling and exploited masses held under the oppressive thumb of a power-hungry dictator. It’s not led by the students or the workers or the bourgeoisie. Yet this revolution is, without a doubt, a class war.

This revolution does not require an army. It does not need guns or ammunition, bombs or missiles, surveillance or spy networks. It does not require its revolutionaries to dress in uniform, or to huddle in foxholes. Frankly, it doesn’t even require them to leave their desks.

If this sounds ominous, it is. And it’s much worse than you think.

This revolution, already in full throttle around the country, is being waged against you and me and every other American, and its goal is simple: to overthrow God, and silence Christian America for good.

If you think that has nothing to do with you, you’re wrong. Whether you join the 90 percent of the country that believes or stand with the 10 percent of the country that does not is incidental. No matter what you believe, and how fervently you believe it, this particular war on God, just the latest in a string of them since the Enlightenment, is a war against all Americans—religious, atheist, and secular—not because of whom it targets, but because of who’s behind it.

The revolutionaries are not in the White House, nor are they in the state house, though they often work in concert and toward similar goals. The revolutionaries are people you see and hear every day. They are people you trust. They are the people you rely on to tell you what to wear, what to buy, what to drive, what to watch, what to listen to, what to read, where to live, where to visit, where to eat, whom to like, whom to hate, whom to help, when to go outside, when to stay indoors, when to shop, when to save, what to think, what to believe.

The revolutionaries are in the media.

The people you trust to be fair, accurate, objective, and insightful, the so-called watchdogs of the state, protectors of truth, gatekeepers and guardians of freedom, are the very revolutionaries out to shame, mock, subvert, pervert, corrupt, debase, and extinguish your beliefs, the beliefs of the vast majority of Americans, and the values upon which this country was founded. They’re doing the one thing they are never supposed to do: They’re taking sides. For the great majority, this is problematic enough. But even for the minority—non-Christians and nonbelievers—this means that their guardians of truth are being dishonest, wholly subjective, and, frankly, un-American. Targeting faith is targeting Democracy, and that’s something that should make every American deeply concerned for the future.

Poet Gil Scott-Heron said that “the revolution will not be televised.” He was wrong. The revolution is not only on television, but on the radio, on the internet, in newspapers and magazines. It is being blasted over the airwaves, splashed across the front pages of every paper, screamed about online. The revolution to overthrow Christian America, to marginalize it to the fringes, to force it out of the mainstream to the far corners of the earth, is being led by reporters, writers, columnists, editors, pundits, producers, critics, and publishers all over the country—people who are, laughably and totally inaccurately, still referred to as the “mainstream media.”

As Edmund Burke said after the French Revolution, gazing upon the press gallery of the House of Commons, “Yonder sits the Fourth Estate, and they are more important than them all.” He was only half right. The watchdogs need watchdogs of their own, as it turns out. Oscar Wilde knew this when he wrote “The Soul of Man Under Socialism” in 1891. “At the present moment, it really is the only estate. It has eaten up the other three. The Lords Temporal say nothing, the Lords Spiritual have nothing to say, and the House of Commons has nothing to say and says it. We are dominated by journalism.”

Indeed, freedom of the press has morphed into power of the press. Assuring its freedom was originally born out of an urgency to protect these important watchdogs from the wrath of a controlling colonial government, giving it the power to criticize authority without retribution, to tell the truth without fear of imprisonment. Now, however, the press has become a political and ideological tool of oppression itself. Instead of watching the state, it is watching you. The press has become so politicized, so self-aware, and so power-hungry that the careful application of objectivity—or even opinion—is no longer the rule but the very rare exception. In short, these people can no longer be trusted.

Your news is filtered through an entirely subjective system of biases and prejudices that look not only to inform your views, but to guide them in one particular direction: left. But the liberalism of the press is only half the story. Less often discussed is its secularism, but in recent years the mainstream media has begun to reveal its particular antipathy for Christianity with more and more confidence.

Why does this matter? Because it puts democracy itself in the crosshairs in three very important ways. One, in targeting Christians the media is targeting the majority of Americans, which actually makes the attack all the more difficult to see and contain. Majorities make the mistake of feeling invincible by sheer volume, until one day, that majority wakes up and realizes that its entire way of life has changed while it was busy doing other things. The beauty of American democracy is that the minority is given a voice. The minority is protected by the legal system, special-interest groups, and especially by the media—and rightly so. But the majority, often considered generally satisfied and healthy by default, can go overlooked if it is not vigilant and proactive. What special-interest group is assigned to protect the majority? What’s the majority version of the ACLU or the Anti-Defamation League? Who’s looking out for hate crimes against 80 percent of the country? What watchdog organization is monitoring slander and libel against nearly everyone? Targeting the majority is nothing short of tyranny—the soft tyranny of minority bias.

Two, in unfairly targeting Christians and propagating untruths against them, the media has broken its promise to be fair and objective. Last, the opinion media, by spewing ugly invective against Christians, has forsaken the dignity, decency, and tolerance that once held our communities together—instead, it is driving them apart. All of this means that the mainstream press no longer deserves the privilege of controlling the conversation.

To address this threat I want to present five crucial tenets that form the backbone of our revolution against the mainstream media. These tenets make up a covenant—one that the mainstream media used to understand and respect. In the past decade we haven’t become any less Christian (despite the media’s insistence that we have) nor have we become any less democratic. So the media’s decision to target Christian America is not a response to changing social mores. Rather, it is a deliberate effort to change them. The media isn’t covering the story, it’s creating it. By ignoring those tenets—indeed, by trampling on them—the media is telegraphing the following:

1. The Judeo-Christian values that form the basis of American democracy should be overthrown entirely—because a minuscule disgruntled minority finds them objectionable.

2. Religious tolerance is crucial to the success and health of any democracy—but not when it is applied to the vast majority.

3. A robust, fair, and objective press is better for freedom than a hostile, biased, and corrupt one—but not if being objective competes with the media’s ideological impulses.

4. The spokespeople for our culture should commend good works, not mock them—unless those good works are being done by Christians.

5. Civility and decency are disposable commodities when the values of the citizenry compete with the secular values of the press.

And now the media has a willing accomplice in rewriting these crucial tenets of democracy.

After spending eight years railing against the Bush administration for Bush’s Christianity, and, by proxy, against all Christians, the media abandoned any pretense of objectivity to help usher in a new ideological era under Barack Obama, who represented not only a chance for the kind of radical liberalism most of the media elite espouses, but also a chance for the kind of secularism it regularly promotes. Raised by atheists, uncomfortable with Christ, disconnected from evangelical America, and perceived as “too smart” to be “too religious,” Obama offered an easy, convenient, anemic Christianity that was just what the liberal media wanted: totally opportunistic and entirely insincere.

Working in tandem, the Obama administration and the liberal media are strategically and surgically singling out American Christianity for extinction, and the very nature of this symbiotic relationship means that the two organisms take their cues from each other. Under Bush, the media was on its own. Under Obama, it has a willing accomplice in its distortion of the national discourse. With the president and his administration behind this vicious attack on faith, the media is being encouraged in unprecedented ways to target the values that built this country and continue to make it great.

The liberal media’s portrayal of Christians as fanatics gave Obama the license to accuse them of bitterly clinging to religion. Likewise, Obama’s decision to forgo a National Day of Prayer, cover up Jesus’ name during a speech at Georgetown, and cancel a military flyover at “God and Country Day” gave the liberal media license to ignore, mock, and condescend to Christians in their columns, their commentary, and even in objective news reports themselves. In neither of these cases, however, does Obama or the liberal press that supports him represent mainstream opinion. The country is 80 percent Christian. That’s not fringe. That’s the majority.

Christians have been appropriately outraged by numerous offenses during Obama’s short time in office, and by a political and cultural agenda that is clearly informed by socialist tenets. His nod to nonbelievers in his inaugural address, his continued confidence in the superiority of science over faith, his affinity for radical Marxist theology, all have conservative Christians worried. But Christians have been noticeably absent in their outrage at the media, which is frankly far more influential than any president could be alone.

The media is everywhere, after all—in school libraries, in classrooms, maybe in the elevators of your office building. It’s on the televisions in airports and bars, on the radio in stores and taxis, on your computers and on your cell phones. Yet Christians, regularly the targets of a vitriolic and intolerant mainstream press, continue to watch MSNBC and CNN, continue to buy Newsweek and Time magazine, continue to subscribe to the New York Times, continue to click on the Huffington Post and Salon.com, somehow either able to separate these attacks from the news they are hoping to get, or maybe just unaware of them entirely. They are unaware because for so long they took it for granted that faith—the bedrock of American values—was protected and cherished. Not anymore.

One might say that Christian America has been practically complicit in this unraveling of the Judeo-Christian fabric of American democracy—or at the very least, complacent about it. The media attacks your churches, your towns, your values, your politics, your families, your livelihoods, your economic status, and your intelligence on a regular basis, and yet the outrage is reserved only for the media’s rank liberalism. Liberalism and secularism may complement each other, but they are not the same. It’s time Christian America woke up to the cold reality that the liberal media is waging war on you—and it’s winning.

Its tactics are predictable and time-tested. Way back in 1784, Immanuel Kant, in response to the Reverend Johann Friedrich Zollner’s question “What is Enlightenment?” wrote “Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-incurred immaturity.” This was Kant’s condescending way of saying “reason is for smart people and religion is for idiots.” Of course, Kant’s views were shared by such luminaries as Karl Marx and the Marquis de Sade.

Today’s Kants and Marxes and de Sades are far less eloquent, but they are still making a living by making fun of religious people. Every time Keith Olbermann calls pro-lifers “Christian jihadists,” or Chris Matthews says Sarah Palin’s faith isn’t “normal,” or Katie Couric calls Christian values “repugnant,” or the New York Times says Christianity is “hypocritical,” or Bill Maher says religion is a “neurological disorder,” this should make Christians—and all Americans—really, really angry. Unlike the juggernaut that is Fox News, the ratings and circulations of liberal outlets are tanking, thanks to a wholehearted abandonment of objectivity during the 2008 presidential election. But if these media outlets are going to speak primarily to the secular and atheist elite fringes of American society, they should be marginalized to the fringes of the media as well. And instead they are marginalizing you, the majority.

The secularism and anti-Christian bias of the political left has been examined ad nauseam. But the media’s explicit role in this power play has been largely ignored. Now more than ever, because the halls of power in Washington are smoothing the media’s way, Christian America needs to get wise to this attack before Judeo-Christian values, which is to say American values, are relegated to a hush-hush subculture unable to operate in the open without fear of retribution and censorship.

This book is a first step toward that end. My intention here is to systematically expose the mainstream media’s overt hostility toward Christian America, with a focus on the past decade and a specific eye toward just the last few years, in which I feel the rhetoric has grown infinitely bolder. This is not a survey of the history of media—it is ripped from the headlines, and current by design, to reflect the urgency of the media’s disastrous state. Nor is it a sweeping historical account of religious or Christian persecution in America, which has been well documented. This project concentrates on American Christianity now, as it is portrayed in the press.

It is important to examine not just the big networks, or the biggest newspapers, or a handful of popular magazines. The media has evolved in such significant ways over the past decade that the threat of Christian marginalization has grown exponentially. Online magazines like Salon.com and the Huffington Post are important sources of news and opinion, both because of their ready accessibility and because of the perceived edginess of their content. They are speaking directly to the next generation in ways that the musty pages of the Washington Post or staid panel discussions of the McLaughlin Group cannot. Furthermore, these smaller outlets take their cues directly from the bigger ones, such as the New York Times and CNN and Newsweek. While we weren’t looking, online magazines and even a number of bloggers became a significant part of the mainstream media, with the page hits, budgets, and influence to match. Reporters for online media have regular seats among the White House press corps. Their views may be fringe, but their impact is not.

I will address both news media (reporting) and opinion media (commentary). They serve different purposes, to be sure, and as such they are held to different standards. But to exempt columnists and commentators from scrutiny would be to ignore the fact that many try to wear both hats at once, and would suggest that it’s okay for someone like MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow to call you a terrorist and still be included under the all-encompassing and very forgiving “mainstream media” umbrella. Hers is not a mainstream view, and we should truthfully acknowledge as much.

This book is not, to be clear, an argument for censorship of any kind. As an opinion writer and commentator myself, I believe that censoring these ideas, painful though they are to read and hear, would do far more damage to democracy than airing them. But it is an attempt to redefine what counts as “mainstream.” That a media outlet is well known, well funded, or really, really old doesn’t mean it represents the mainstream anymore. Middle America is more accurately spoken for by the Christian Examiner than it is by the New York Times, yet we all still pretend that the Times represents good, thoughtful journalism, the kind Edward R. Murrow would be proud of.

Finally, a personal note in the interest of full disclosure. I am an atheist. I have been an atheist for fifteen years. And so my approach to this book insofar as it is a defense of Christianity is not one from within the structure but from outside of it. I’m not propping up a particular faith because it is my own, but instead because I believe in those five important tenets—that Judeo-Christian values, religious tolerance, an objective press, the benevolence of Christianity, and civility and decency make for a better American democracy.

These fundamental elements of our democracy are all in jeopardy. This issue is deeply important to me, and it should be important to you, whether you’re Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, atheist, humanist, or Wiccan. What matters is that we’re all Americans, and we should all want to protect our singularly spectacular democracy. I’m hopeful that my defense of Christianity against a hostile media will be more effective because I’m a nonbeliever, and not in spite of it.

As for the revolution, well, it’s already begun. We’re now deep in the midst of the mainstream media’s all-out assault on Christian America, Christian values, and Christian conservatism.

It’s not too late. It wasn’t all that long ago that the New York Times was urging the country to pray for the astronauts of the Apollo 13 mission on its front page. Or that KNBC was signing off its broadcast night after Johnny Carson and then the Tomorrow show with the sermonette “Let Us Pray” and the Navy Prayer. Or that Time magazine’s examination of the “God is Dead” theological movement provoked an uproar among the nation’s faithful.

But the situation is dire. When Newsweek devoted its 2009 Easter issue to a cover story announcing “The Decline and Fall of Christian America,” only a small but vocal minority objected, despite the story’s misleading statistics and analysis methods.

Mao Zedong said, “Revolution is not a dinner party, not an essay, nor a painting, nor a piece of embroidery; it cannot be advanced softly, gradually, carefully, considerately, respectfully, politely, plainly, and modestly.”

The liberal media already knows this. It’s advancing its own secular revolution against you loudly, quickly, haphazardly, viciously, impolitely, duplicitously, and openly.

What about your revolution? Remember, all it takes is faith and plan of action.





I

THOU SHALT NOT WORSHIP FALSE IDOLS
(BUT AMERICAN IDOL IS FINE)

Worship is, in this country, both a public and a private act of devotion. While many Americans pray privately in their homes, around a dinner table, or before they go to bed, they also worship publicly, in church, at their places of business, on the athletic field, at their local soup kitchen, and, for many, every time they say the Pledge of Allegiance or sing the National Anthem.

But worship of any kind, private or public, gets religious America into serious hot water with the liberal media, which has come to mock and resent public displays of faith, or any acknowledgment of God or religion by the state. The mere suggestion that the country is in fact a Christian one is declared backward, dangerous, and heretical to the Constitution of the United States.

Christmas and Christian holidays, prayer, public references to biblical scripture, the Ten Commandments, “In God We Trust,” one nation “under God,” “God Bless America”—it’s all now subject to ridicule and scrutiny by the liberal press, which has decided, without consulting the citizens of our country (80 percent of whom are Christian), that it’s no longer seemly or appropriate to worship out loud. Their collective distaste for displays of Christian devotion has grown from mild to maniacal in less than a decade, despite the fact that the Christian population in the United States has grown from 159,514,000 to 173,402,000 between 2001 and 2008.1

To be clear, the liberal media has no problem with worship—as long as it’s secular. The media worships a great many false idols in its daily broadcasts, front-page stories, news segments, and online features. The liberal media worships Hollywood and celebrity, breathlessly fawning over Angelina Jolie’s every inconsequential gesticulation or Lindsay Lohan’s less-than-shocking crimes and misdemeanors, or the latest castoff on the 147th The Bachelor. It worships its political demagogues, such as John F. Kennedy, Bill Clinton, Al Gore, and Barack Obama, and takes turns propping them up on pedestals so that you may worship them, too. It worships liberalism and all its causes célèbres, such as environmentalism, gay marriage, abortion, and, the ACLU’s newest pet cause, jihadi rights. And, of course, it worships itself, with flashy correspondence dinners, magazine parties, self-satisfying award ceremonies, and giddy self-promotion. During the presidential election, CNN called itself “the best political team on television” as many as fifty times … in a single day.

But worship God? That’s something else entirely. Not only has the liberal media seemingly stripped the word from its lexicon, but when it does bring it up it’s to mock believers or champion the cause of the angry atheist, who, the media promises us, represents the new majority opinion about God and faith—that faith should be banished to the far corners of the earth (Alaska would suffice) so that it is spoken of only in hushed tones in one’s own bedroom. You know, like porn.

As a result of the liberal media’s relentless efforts to shame God to a place on the dusty bottom shelf of modern American civilization, it seems that we now have a president who is taking direct cues from the media’s vow of silence. And for that gift, the gift of God-omission, the liberal media rewards President Obama with positive coverage. Sure as the sun rises and sets, the cycle repeats.

OBAMA DEMOTES CHRISTIANITY,
LIBERAL MEDIA REJOICES

Obama’s first year in office was marked by the kinds of slaps to the faithful that we usually see only during an episode of Real Time with Bill Maher. But they were actually foreshadowed in a speech he gave in San Francisco on the campaign trail, in which he said, “You go into these small towns in Pennsylvania and, like a lot of small towns in the Midwest, the jobs have been gone now for twenty-five years and nothing’s replaced them. And it’s not surprising, then, they get bitter, they cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-immigrant sentiment or antitrade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations.”

The comment was shocking both for its sheer stupidity—how did that get past his campaign managers when he was going to the Pennsylvania primary just days later?—and for its alarming classism. Religious Americans bristled at the notion that tough economic times make them “cling” to anything, let alone their faith. And they took particular issue with the idea that “antipathy to people who aren’t like them,” “anti-immigrant sentiment,” and “antitrade sentiment” were somehow equatable with religious devotion. At this moment, which Democratic challenger Hillary Clinton and Republican challenger John McCain both seized on readily, Obama seemed to reveal at best a lack of understanding of American faith, and at worst a real disdain for it. In short, he was in perfect lockstep with the liberal media.

So when he eventually became President Obama, the many continued indiscretions that would follow were swept quietly under the carpet by the liberal press, which saw in him a kindred secular spirit who wouldn’t bore them with God references every other minute like the last guy did. “Finally,” they sighed, “a president who is just as uncomfortable with public worship as we are.”

And on the very day he was sworn in, Obama delivered another slight to religious America when he became the first president in the history of the United States to mention atheists, calling America a nation of, among other things, nonbelievers. He would, over the course of his first year, go on to regularly put nonbelievers on the same plane as the religious faithful. This isn’t just an insult to believers. It should also be an insult to nonbelievers, who so militantly insist they are separate from those kooky God lovers, and intellectually superior to them. Lumping atheists into a group of so-called religious fanatics should be the last thing they want. But it’s also an inaccurate comparison. Equating belief with nonbelief is equating apples and oranges. One implies a moral value system, the other is marked explicitly by the lack of one. That doesn’t mean nonbelievers are immoral, of course, but it does mean they are structurally and intrinsically different entities. The president may as well acknowledge Beatles fans and dog lovers in the same breath if he’s going to acknowledge nonbelievers, for they have as much to do with American values as atheism does.

For that inaugural nod, the country’s self-avowed atheists—all 1.6 percent of them—rejoiced, and the liberal media was there to help them celebrate. Steven Waldman wrote of American atheists in the Huffington Post: “Not surprisingly, they greeted Obama’s inaugural declaration with some surprise and joy.” Waldman then quoted Ed Buckner of American Atheists as saying, “In his Inaugural Address today, President Barack Obama finally did what many before him should have done, rightly citing the great diversity of Americans as part of the nation’s great strength and including ‘non-believers’ in that mix. His mother would have been proud, and so are we.”2

Greg M. Epstein, Harvard University’s humanist chaplain (yes, apparently that’s a real post), similarly gushed in his Washington Post column, “I too was pleasantly surprised to see the President return, after a bit of wandering in recent months, to his previous practice of extending a rhetorical hand to my community in his oratory. As reiterated by my colleagues in the American Humanist Association’s recent ad campaign, Obama is the proud product of ‘parenting beyond belief’—his strong relationship with his Humanist mother S. Ann Dunham makes him living proof that family values without religion build character.”3

It seemed that, despite Barack Obama’s careful insistence during the campaign that he was a devoted Christian, with a simple mention of nonbelievers in his inaugural address atheists were ready to claim him as one of their own—he was living proof that being raised an atheist made him a better person!

And, in case anyone thinks the mention of atheists was a thoughtless or casual inclusion, David Axelrod, his senior adviser, admitted that Obama personally inserted the nonbeliever references into his inaugural speech.4

WAIT, WHERE DID JESUS GO?

The nonbeliever mention was just the beginning of Obama’s courtship of the liberal press, notoriously averse to God-talk.

In April 2009, Obama gave a major address on the economy at Georgetown University, a private Catholic college in Washington, D.C. After the address it was discovered that the White House advance team had asked the school to remove or cover all religious imagery and signage, specifically a monogram symbolizing Jesus’ name in Gaston Hall, where Obama spoke. The school did, in fact, cover the monogram with a piece of black-painted plywood.

The incident caused an uproar among Catholics, who denounced both the Obama administration for making such a demand and the school for conceding. Why did the president choose to speak at the Catholic school if he was going to insist on hiding its religious nature?

Bill Donohue, president of the Catholic League, criticized Obama for asking the school to “neuter itself.” “No bishop who might speak at the White House would ever request that a crucifix be displayed behind him,” he said.5

For America’s Christians, it read as though Obama was uncomfortable with religion, or at the very least wished to dissociate himself from it. Religion scholars of all kinds dissected the moment, interpreting it as a fairly significant one in the president’s first few months.

But, unsurprisingly, there were no mentions of the odd request in the New York Times, Boston Globe, CNN.com, USA Today, L.A. Times, or any other major newspaper or online news outlet. For the liberal media, it either didn’t happen or didn’t matter.

Newsweek did pick up the story online, but presumptuously assured readers it was no big deal in a short post called “Obama at Georgetown: WWJD?” “It’s not that unusual a request,” wrote an omniscient Holly Bailey in the article. “The White House usually prefers to have flags and a plain backdrop behind Obama when he speaks.”6

The obvious response is, of course, then he shouldn’t speak at an institution where religious imagery is literally nailed to the walls.

But besides that, it’s simply untrue. When he spoke to the NAACP, he spoke in front of their insignia. When he gave a speech on the stimulus in Washington, D.C., he spoke in front of a U.S. Department of Energy sign. When he spoke in Ghana, he stood in front of a Ghanaian medallion and Kente cloths. All of this is entirely appropriate—the White House doesn’t require every host venue to undergo an Extreme Home Makeover so that the president can speak there on camera.

So why the cover-up at Georgetown? This would become one of many instructive and revealing moments of Obama’s first year that proved just how incomplete his understanding of American faith actually is. Presumably, he believed that the mere choice of Georgetown as a venue would make him appear comfortable with his Catholic constituents, and that covering its religious insignia would please his secular ones. Christian America didn’t buy it. Unsurprisingly, the liberal media did.

Many liberal media outlets that covered his speech at Georgetown highlighted Obama’s use of Christian allegory within the speech as proof that he could connect with the public through faith, entirely ignoring the fact that he had demanded all religious iconography be covered up or removed.

The L.A. Times, the Boston Globe, and NPR were just a few of the outlets that covered the speech from this angle. The Washington Post’s Dan Froomkin was positively glowing: “At the heart of a forceful speech delivered at Georgetown University, Obama placed powerful biblical imagery from Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, likening the boom-and-bust economy he inherited to a house built on sand and the future US economy he is working toward one built on a rock.”7

In that one sentence we get Froomkin’s vantage point—our economic woes were caused by George W. Bush, Obama’s speech was brilliant, and his use of religious rhetoric to describe them means he is connecting with the common folk. After all, the opiate of the masses, when it is politically expedient and makes their guy look good, is just fine. This, despite eight years the media spent bemoaning every mention of God or the Bible by Bush. Who do they think they’re kidding?

NATIONAL DAY OF … WHATEVER

In May, the president once again ruffled feathers when he decided not to attend the festivities on the National Day of Prayer, which is usually acknowledged with some fanfare by sitting presidents. He skipped a formal early morning service and did not attend a large Catholic prayer breakfast the next morning.

The snub was hardly insignificant. The National Day of Prayer was called by the first Continental Congress in 1775 when it asked the colonies to pray for the future of the nation. In 1952, President Truman signed a joint resolution by Congress declaring an annual national day of prayer, and in 1988 the law was amended by President Reagan to permanently set the day as the first Thursday of every May. Every year the president signs a proclamation encouraging all Americans to pray. Since 1789 there have been 134 national calls to prayer by the president of the United States, and Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush each signed two proclamations in one year in response to particularly challenging moments in history. Past presidents have celebrated in numerous ways, by attending religious services, with prayer breakfasts, and by giving speeches.

But when Obama decided to forgo the day entirely, the brushoff got very little national media coverage. There was nothing in Newsweek, nothing in the Washington Post by nonopinion columnists, and nothing in the New York Times.

CNN reported the story with carefully chosen words: “Obama Tones Down National Day of Prayer Observance.”8 The headline is, of course, misleading—he didn’t merely tone it down, he skipped it altogether. His spokesperson Robert Gibbs said he would pray privately, which was naturally his right, but why does a public acknowledgment of the day preclude private acknowledgment—couldn’t he do both? Out of respect for the religious majority, shouldn’t he do both?

Other liberal news outlets, once again, chose to highlight another part of the story—that Obama would sign the proclamation that day. MSNBC’s headline was “Obama Signs Day of Prayer Proclamation,”9 and USA Today and others followed suit. For them, skipping the National Day of Prayer wasn’t the lead story. Signing the proclamation was.

To be clear, signing the proclamation is no show of faith—it’s required by law. Nonetheless, that very act was problematic for MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow, who unleashed her wrath on the heretical moment on her May 7 show: “In a country founded in part so that religion would be a private matter for every citizen, in a country in which the government is constitutionally prohibited from endorsing any particular religious observation over any other, or even endorsing the idea of having a religion over not having a religion, having an official, legal National Day of Prayer in America has always been a little awkward. But religious forces have long been powerful here and have long sought to yoke the power of the state to particular forms of religious expression.”10

In addition to sounding downright paranoid, Maddow also got a few things wrong. The country was certainly not founded “so that religion would be a private matter for every citizen.” The country was founded on a principle of freedom of religion, not freedom from religion, and of course the Constitution’s free-exercise clause states that Congress can’t “prohibit the free exercise” of religious practice. It does not require the faithful to practice privately—in fact the Founding Fathers wrote the freedom of religion clauses as a direct rebellion against the persecution of believers. Quarantining worship to secret, closed-door meetings was the last thing they had in mind.

The National Day of Prayer doesn’t endorse any particular religion, as Maddow suggests. It recognizes all religions and is strictly nondenominational. What it doesn’t recognize is nonbelievers, that group of less than 2 percent who seemed so pleased to finally get a nod from a sitting president. But Maddow can rest easy—the National Day of Prayer doesn’t mandate that atheists take to their knees. No prayer police will come to their houses in the dark of night and force them to use a rosary or read from the Koran. Really, what’s the big deal?

And the National Day of Prayer, in existence since 1775, hasn’t “always been a little awkward.” It may be awkward for Maddow, but the majority of the country—a majority that is unequivocally religious—would disagree.
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