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AUTHOR’S NOTE



This is a book about the Democratic Party’s relationship with religious voters, specifically white Catholics and evangelicals. The religious do not have a monopoly on morality, nor are they the only voters who care about the values that motivate candidates and politicians. But in the United States they are an overwhelming majority. How these voters perceive and react to the two major political parties is therefore of significant interest. Trying to understand American politics without looking at religion would be like trying to understand the politics of the Middle East without paying attention to oil.

Within the community of the faithful, there are obviously a multitude of various traditions and denominations. I have focused on white Catholics and evangelicals. Together they represent slightly more than 50 percent of the American electorate. Both are communities that became newly active and engaged in the political system starting in the 1970s, and their gradual alignment with the Republican Party has shaped American politics in the decades since. The ways in which Republicans and Democrats have reached out to mainline Protestant and Jewish voters, African-Americans and Hispanics, Muslims and Buddhists, and members of other religious traditions are vast and often fascinating. They could fill a book of their own. But as they have not yet altered the outcomes of presidential elections, they are not the subject of this one.

It can be tempting to use political and religious terms as material for constructing straw men, so I have made a particular effort to take care with my words. When I use the term Democrats, I try to make clear whether the subject is the party as a whole, or whether it refers instead to Democratic politicians, voters, or operatives. In some instances, I also describe attitudes shared by “political liberals” in order to avoid ascribing to the entire party a set of views held by a subset of members.

Religious liberals is a phrase that has long been misunderstood. Its use should be theological; the label refers to those who hold liberal (less orthodox and doctrinal) theological beliefs. But it is often conscripted as a catchall term for all politically liberal people of faith. I use the phrase to refer to theological liberals, who are usually politically liberal as well. Additionally, I write about religious progressives and religious moderates—the two groups are largely theologically orthodox, but the former has traditionally leaned Democratic while the latter has leaned Republican. They are both, broadly speaking, socially liberal and morally conservative.

Over the past three decades, journalists, liberals, and conservatives have all—for different reasons—conflated the religious label evangelical with political conservative. Here it has a religious meaning, referring to those Protestants who emphasize four main beliefs: spiritual conversion, a personal relationship with God through Jesus Christ, a biblically centered faith, and the importance of sharing the Gospel. Evangelicals are also often called born-again Christians. Fundamentalists and Pentecostals are important subsets of the evangelical community, but they are each small minorities.

Up through the late 1800s, most Protestants in America were evangelicals, as a result of the revivals that brought Baptists and Methodists to prominence in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The development and popularity of a more theologically liberal Protestant strain led some formerly evangelical denominations to become mainline Protestants. Some of the remaining evangelicals reacted by reasserting traditional doctrines, what they called the fundamentals, and came to be known as fundamentalists in the early part of the twentieth century. In the 1930s, neo-evangelicals reclaimed the label evangelical to distinguish themselves from fundamentalists. The neo-evangelicals were, in turn, referred to as establishment evangelicals by the movement of young evangelicals that emerged in the 1960s. Those young evangelicals grew into the constituency I refer to as liberal evangelicals or progressive evangelicals.

Finally, the phrase conservative evangelicals refers to those who are both theologically orthodox and politically conservative. Many conservative evangelicals were mobilized by the religious right, but that political designation has expanded to include politically conservative Catholics and Jews and is not a religious label.

Today, white evangelicals are between 25 and 30 percent of the U.S. population. With the addition of Hispanic and African-American evangelicals, that total rises to around 35 percent. Approximately 40 percent of evangelicals are politically moderates, another 10 percent are liberal, and the remaining 50 percent are conservative. Nearly all are theologically orthodox.







THE PARTY FAITHFUL






CHAPTER 1

JESUS BUMPS AND GOD GAPS

INTRODUCTION




In the summer of 2004, my dad had a heart attack. My sister and I flew home to Michigan immediately, and because I didn’t have to start a new job for another month, I stayed on to help my parents adjust to their new medication-filled and cheeseburger-free existence. It turned out that I was hardly necessary. Nothing showcases Midwestern pragmatism like a crisis, and our friends and neighbors rallied. Former colleagues drove my dad to cardiac rehabilitation appointments. Relatives came over with stacks of low-cal, low-fat, heart-healthy cookbooks, while the chef who lives next door whipped up a red-wine-and-portobello risotto for the rest of us. And the good folks at the First Baptist Church of Plymouth did what they do best—they prayed.

On Sunday morning, I drove down leafy, tree-lined Penniman Avenue to the Baptist church where I spent my childhood. I wanted to worship with the people who had been my second family. When it was time to share praises and prayer requests, I took the cordless microphone from the roving usher, thanked them all for their prayers, and reported that Dad was making good progress. “Amen!” came the response from around the sanctuary. Sitting back down in a cushioned pew that still bore the remnants of some Silly Putty that got away from me during a particularly dull sermon twenty-five years earlier, I let my mind drift while the pastor took to the pulpit.

I grew up in this church, singing the rollicking tune “Happy Birthday, Baby Jesus” on Christmas mornings and learning my Bible stories from a Sunday school teacher who talked about getting “Jesus bumps” instead of goose bumps. At age ten, I walked up the aisle to the altar one morning at the end of a service and announced (although it came out as more of a squeak) my desire to be baptized. The event took place a few weeks later in the baptistery high above the choir loft, a dunking that was celebrated afterward with cake and orange sherbet in the church gym. I was a nerdy mess of orthodontics, peach plastic eyeglasses, and half-damp hair, but the congregation at First Baptist welcomed me with open arms as a child of God.

Now, at the end of what had been a gut-wrenching week, in which I had been strong for everyone else, I needed to be wrapped in that faith again. I felt comforted in this church. I felt at home. I felt as if I were finally catching my breath. I tried to remember why it had been so long since I had visited. And then I tuned back into Pastor Mike’s sermon just in time to hear him declare that it wasn’t possible to be a good Christian and a Democrat.

The pronouncement, and the matter-of-fact tone in which it was delivered, knocked the wind out of me. My liberal politics were, after all, due in large part to the Gospel lessons I had absorbed at First Baptist, over years of Sunday sermons, Wednesday-evening church clubs, youth retreats, and devotions. A painfully literal kid, I took seriously Jesus’ instructions in Matthew 25 on how to be righteous: “For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in.” At a young age, that meant constantly worrying that I wasn’t doing enough for the “least of these,” that I might inadvertently have snubbed Jesus-in-disguise by failing to share my fruit roll-ups with a classmate who forgot his lunch. Over time this impulse developed into a more concrete political conviction that citizens—and governments—had a moral obligation to take care of the poor, the sick, the marginalized.

By the time I graduated from high school, however, those Gospel lessons had been subsumed by a different kind of politics at my church. An assistant pastor rebuked me for taking a course on Zen philosophy and the writings of Emerson (“The Bible says to beware of false religions”). Antiabortion messages found their way into the occasional Advent sermon. I heard less about the inherent failings of humankind and more about the moral turpitude of liberals. As a result, I sought out different church homes in other cities. But First Baptist retained a special distinction as the place that had formed my faith, and it was still the congregation I turned to in this time of crisis.

With Pastor Mike’s words still ricocheting inside my head, I bristled at his implication. The God of Abraham and Isaac, the God who created the heavens and the earth, the God I was taught to trust and obey, could not be squeezed into the narrow confines of partisan politics. He wasn’t anybody’s campaign surrogate, and He certainly didn’t do endorsements. Baptists believe in an active and engaged God. But there is a difference between believing that the hand of God occasionally intervenes in human events and that it pulls the lever for Republican candidates.



Pastor Mike was hardly the only one reading out of the New Republican Standard Version (NRSV) of the Bible during the 2004 campaign season. Back in January, before the first party primaries, Pat Robertson informed his 700 Club viewers that he was “hearing from the Lord it’s going to be like a blowout election in 2004” and that “George Bush is going to win in a walk.” In dioceses around the country, Catholic parishioners were warned not to present themselves for Communion if they supported pro-choice Democrats (pro-choice Republicans, on the other hand, were almost never singled out). Several weeks before the election, the pastor of East Waynesville Church in western North Carolina told members of his flock that if they planned to vote for John Kerry, they needed to repent of their sins or else leave the congregation. Every news outlet, it seemed, had an interview with some voter explaining that she didn’t really agree with George W. Bush on the war or the economy or environmental policy or stem-cell research or, come to think of it, much at all—but she planned to vote for him anyway because he was a good Christian man. Come Election Day, so many churchgoing Americans cast their votes for Bush that pundits created a new phrase—“the God gap”—to explain their voting patterns. The more often you attended church, the more likely you were to vote Republican.

The arrogant assumption of conservatives that they had a patent on piety was bad enough. But what really took me aback was that Democrats seemed to buy into this conventional wisdom as well, believing that religious Americans were all conservative. The Kerry campaign turned down opportunities to reach out to Catholics in Ohio because, as one adviser put it, “We don’t do white churches.” A leading Democratic pollster proclaimed all evangelicals “unreachable,” insisting that such voters line up with Republicans on every single issue. In the Democratic glossary of terms, religious voters were Catholics and evangelicals who only cared about abortion. They were, in other words, lost causes.

That conclusion would surprise a lot of Democratic voters who are themselves practicing Catholics and evangelicals. National polls consistently show that two-thirds of Democratic voters attend worship services regularly. Yet the people who run the Democratic Party largely believe that the “God gap” is an immutable law of the political universe. Most forget the legacy of William Jennings Bryan, the populist evangelical who ran as the Democratic presidential nominee three times around the turn of the twentieth century. Or Dorothy Day, the social-justice activist who founded the Catholic Worker Movement in the 1930s and who devoted her life to promoting pacifism. They endlessly cite the work of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. but forget that he was “Reverend King” before he was a national icon. The few who do remember the Democratic Party as a once-proud home to religious voters believe the emergence of abortion as a political lightning rod made their defection to the GOP inevitable.

I wrote this book because my personal experience told me these assumptions about religion and the political parties simply weren’t correct. I didn’t believe that Kerry’s rout among religious voters was really preordained. I didn’t believe that evangelicals and Catholics had set up a permanent home in the Republican Party. And I certainly didn’t believe that Pastor Mike and other religious conservatives had a right to be so smug in their pronouncements about which issues and values qualified as genuinely religious. I was raised to honor God, my parents, and the Kennedys—and not necessarily in that order. As a young bona fide Jesus geek, I spent Friday nights playing a card game called Bible Daughters with my sister (think Go Fish, but with Mary Magdalene and Esther) and Saturday afternoons knocking on doors for Democratic candidates. And I wasn’t some weird outlier. Although they didn’t necessarily advertise their religious leanings, many of the people I met in Democratic politics knew their way around a church potluck as well as a committee markup. They were liberals because of, not despite, their religious beliefs.

Sadly, however, my experience also taught me that our fellow liberals and Democrats weren’t completely blameless for the popular assumption that only conservatives were religious. After graduating from college, I worked for a series of congressional Democrats because I shared their belief that government can play an important role in protecting the most vulnerable among us. But many colleagues didn’t share my belief that people of faith had an important role to play in these causes. At times, they took an actively hostile view toward religion, as though it were an obstacle to progress. I lost track of the number of times Democratic aides—and even the rare congressman—wielded public opinion polls about evolution as triumphant conversation-enders in private meetings. If these people were too stupid to believe in evolution, they argued, how were we supposed to work with them on progressive political issues?

I last worked in Democratic politics more than ten years ago and am now a journalist whose reporting is informed by my time spent in the worlds of religion and politics. The intersection of the two is a professional interest of mine, but also inevitably personal. Although I left the Baptist Church long ago, I’m still very much Baptist and an evangelical. For me, that has meant that my faith is rooted in biblical authority instead of church tradition, it depends on a personal relationship with God, and it requires me to share my beliefs with others, although my “witnessing” is focused not on converting others but on presenting a different face of evangelicalism to my fellow liberals.

I don’t much like being told that my faith is called into question because of my political views. But neither do I like hearing that my ability to participate in political debate is suspect because of my religious convictions. So while this book is primarily a response to Pastor Mike and my conservative religious friends who wonder how it is possible for Christians to support liberal politicians, it is also a plea for understanding from those Democrats who look embarrassed for me when I tell them I’m an evangelical, and who wonder how it is possible for political liberals to worship side by side with Republican values voters. And finally, of course, this book is an offering for people just like me. For the people I meet in every corner of the country who are angry with Republicans for claiming a monopoly on faith and disappointed with Democrats for giving it to them.



So how was it that the Democratic Party lost its faith in faith? The most obvious explanation is that conservatives and Republicans have spent thirty years telling us that Democrats aren’t religious. Conservative religious leaders have relentlessly promoted the idea that there is a liberal war on people of faith (or Christmas or the Bible), a mantra that Republican politicians have lustily repeated. However, this marriage of convenience between religious and political conservatives has been ably chronicled elsewhere—and it’s only part of the story.

The tale that has remained untold involves the left’s response to the rise of the religious right. That story is largely one of fear, ignorance, and political deafness. For while the political, religious, and cultural forces that gave rise to the religious right formed a perfect storm that was bound to have a significant impact on American politics, Democrats and liberals weren’t just passive nonactors who stood by helplessly on the sidelines while it all happened. Instead of pushing back, they chose to beat a retreat in the competition for religious voters and the discussion of morality, effectively ceding the ground to conservatives. The emergence of the God gap represents a failure of the left as much as it does an achievement of the right.

As recently as the late 1960s, religion was a decidedly nonpartisan affair in the United States. Presidents of all political stripes sprinkled their speeches with references to the Almighty. Religious Americans led political movements to battle communism and poverty, to promote temperance and civil rights. If anything, the contours of the religious landscape favored Democrats: their voters were evangelical Southerners and ethnic Catholics, while Republicans appealed to wealthier Northeastern WASPs and Catholics who were more private about their faith.

The relationship between religion and politics changed abruptly in the turbulent decade that spanned the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s. The twin disappointments of Vietnam and Watergate led to widespread disillusionment with traditional institutions, and the cynicism tainted religious authority as well. The postmodern argument that advanced societies would progress beyond the need for religious practice or belief in a higher power took hold in educated circles and further deepened the divide between secular elites and religious believers that had broken open during the Scopes trial decades earlier. The women’s movement and civil rights struggles led to greater opportunities, but in an era marked by assassinations and fear of nuclear annihilation, it seemed to many that the pace of change was out of control.

This country is a better place for the enhanced freedoms and tolerance that the women’s and civil rights movements delivered. That Democrats paid a hefty political price for championing these causes was by no means a reason to sit them out. The question is whether the price needed to have been as steep as it turned out to be. I believe that it did not.

It’s hard to imagine today, but it was, after all, the Democratic Party that first successfully responded to the disillusionment of religious voters. Jimmy Carter, the party’s nominee in 1976, was the first politician to recognize that voters now wanted to know more about a candidate than simply his position on energy policy or taxes; they cared about the moral fiber of their president as well. And those voters increasingly saw religious faith as a proxy, an efficient way to size up a candidate’s character. With an evangelist sister and his own background as an organizer for Billy Graham crusades, Carter talked openly about his religious faith, not just in the generic “God bless America” sort of way that politicians had previously favored. When he used the phrase “born-again” to describe himself, Carter connected with millions of evangelicals who had previously stayed away from politics. And his promise “I’ll never lie to you” was—in the wake of Richard Nixon’s resignation—a potent statement for Americans of all faiths and no faith at all.

But while Carter was the right candidate for the new politics of values, his party was rapidly moving in the other direction. Educated elites, particularly on the left, increasingly placed their faith in the tangible power of political action rather than the unfathomable might of a divine being. Carter’s own advisers begged him to tone down the God talk. “We’re reassuring people Jimmy won’t turn the White House into a Billy Graham Bible class,” adman Jerry Rafshoon told reporters at one point during the 1976 campaign. But they misread the direction of the country. Far from becoming less religious in a postmodern age, Americans remained strongly devout, with 80 percent or more consistently reporting that religion was an “important” part of their lives.

Instead of finding another way to talk about character and values, Democratic leaders rejected the Carter model altogether, effectively opting out of a conversation with evangelicals. Later, as debate over abortion laws heated up in the 1980s, Democrats compounded the mistake by ending their dialogue with Catholic audiences as well. When Michael Dukakis ran at the head of the ticket in 1988, his campaign turned down all requests for appearances at Catholic institutions. Democratic politicians with national ambitions quickly learned that they needed to renounce their pro-life positions to attract money and support from powerful interest groups. And as the Catholic Church began to put pressure on Democrats who supported abortion rights, Catholic politicians also stopped publicizing their religious affiliation, further cementing the image of the Democratic Party as secularist.

The GOP, meanwhile, aggressively courted faith voters. Ronald Reagan famously told religious conservatives, “You can’t endorse me, but I can endorse you.” Republicans never missed an opportunity to paint Democrats as secular heathens who would ban the Bible if given half a chance. The party also built an extensive infrastructure to mobilize and connect with religious voters, a strategy that reached its zenith in 2004.

When Bill Clinton came along, he defied the stubborn conventional wisdom that had formed about the two parties’ relationship to religion. A Southern Baptist who could literally quote chapter and verse, Clinton freely talked to religious publications like Christianity Today. He made the protection of religious freedom a key focus of his domestic agenda and insisted his staff work with conservative evangelical leaders in addition to progressive religious allies. Liberal leaders chalked up Clinton’s religious fluency to his general political skill, the ability to be everything to everyone. Conservatives saw him as a fake who exploited religion for political purposes and pandered to voters. The actual voters, however, responded favorably to Clinton, rewarding him with a greater share of the evangelical and Catholic electorate than any other Democrat since Carter.

But the lesson didn’t take. In many ways, Clinton’s personal comfort with religion and his extraordinary ability to act as his own religious liaison masked the ongoing problems of the Democratic Party, which still had no inclination or ability to reach out to religious communities. Democrats were all too happy to let Clinton meet with religious leaders and sermonize in black churches. They did not, however, go so far as to change their approach on abortion to reflect his “safe, legal, and rare” mantra. Nor did they alter the party infrastructure so as to make it more hospitable to people of faith: there were no religious outreach efforts, no strategists who focused on religious voters. By the time Clinton left the White House in 2001, the Democratic Party was as disconnected as ever from religious voters. And George W. Bush got away with arguing that his White House would protect religious organizations that had been “discriminated against” by the antireligion Clinton administration.

So it should not have surprised anyone that Democrats found themselves so outmatched in the presidential campaign of 2004. That year, the Bush-Cheney operation did more with religious outreach than any other campaign in history, employing a massive parish-and congregation-level mobilization effort. In Florida alone, the Bush-Cheney campaign employed a state chairwoman for evangelical outreach who appointed a dozen regional coordinators around the state and designated outreach chairs in each of Florida’s sixty-seven counties. Every county chair, in turn, recruited between thirty and fifty volunteers to contact and register their evangelical neighbors. In September, the Republican National Convention had all the characteristics of a four-day revival meeting, featuring popular acts from the Christian music world and screenings of the documentary George W. Bush: Faith in the White House. And in November, 3.5 million white evangelicals who had not voted in 2000 turned out to the polls.

The Kerry campaign, meanwhile, hired one junior staff aide with no national campaign experience to oversee religious outreach and allowed her one intern—the two had a single telephone between them with which to recruit and contact volunteers. Kerry’s top advisers decided not to publicly defend their candidate against charges from some Catholic bishops that his support for abortion rights meant he could not truly be a Catholic. While Kerry did give a remarkable speech about his faith and values, it took place little more than a week before the election. And because of staff concerns about abortion protesters, the senator gave his faith talk not at a Catholic university in Ohio as originally scheduled, but at a Jewish senior center in Florida with little fanfare. Nine days later, Kerry lost the Catholic vote in Ohio by a margin of 44 to 55. It was a six-point drop from Al Gore’s showing among Catholics in that state four years earlier—if Kerry had matched Gore’s percentage of the Catholic vote in Ohio, he would have captured the state by 41,000 votes. Instead, he came slightly more than 118,000 votes short, losing Ohio and, with it, the election.



When I sat slightly stunned in that Baptist pew during the summer of 2004, listening to Pastor Mike utter what were essentially GOP talking points, it took all of my self-control not to leap up and stomp out of the church. As it was, I scribbled furious notes in my bulletin, sang the closing hymn on autopilot, and prepared to march on over to the pastor and lecture him on the history of religious progressives. I couldn’t do much about the fact that this same scene was playing out in churches around the country, but I could at least remind this particular religious leader that he was preaching to a choir with diverse views.

Fortunately for Pastor Mike, I was intercepted on my way out of the sanctuary by a retired minister who wanted to know if I was the Sullivan girl who wrote about politics. Pleased to learn that he had the right sister, Reverend Younge launched into a reflection about Harry Truman, and the influence his faith had on the decisions he made in the Oval Office. As he talked, my anger and frustration rapidly dissipated. Reverend Younge came from the Billy Graham mold of ministers, more probing and thoughtful than fire-and-brimstone. I’d never seen him wearing anything other than a proper Sunday suit; he wouldn’t have been caught dead in casual worship attire. He was a Republican voter, in part because of the party’s acknowledgment that values inevitably shape public policy—but he certainly didn’t think it was his Christian duty to support the GOP. And he was a figure from an earlier era, when religion wasn’t yet such a divisive political element, when it wasn’t assumed that evangelicals were cut from one partisan cloth.

As we talked, I found myself wondering what had happened to evangelicals like Reverend Younge. There had to be a story about why they left the Democratic Party for the GOP—and, for that matter, about why Catholics made the leap as well. If Democrats were to have a chance of leveling the praying field again, they would first need to understand their own history.

Reverend Younge seemed to read my mind as we shook hands before I wove my way through the pews and headed home. Tossing in one last historical example about Franklin Roosevelt’s speeches, he reminded me that politicians of all kinds have drawn on theological language and ideas to support their causes. “Isn’t it strange,” he mused, “that we tend to forget all that now?”









CHAPTER 2

“THE GODDAM CHRISTIANS”

HOW DEMOCRATS LOST EVANGELICALS




Late in the fall of 1973, an eclectic group of left-leaning evangelicals gathered in Chicago to begin charting a way forward in the aftermath of President Nixon’s crushing defeat of George McGovern a year earlier. It was a curiously optimistic occasion. Many of the forty or so mostly young ministers and social activists who assembled that Thanksgiving weekend in a shabby YMCA hotel on South Wabash Avenue had supported McGovern and shared both his opposition to the Vietnam War and his support of women’s rights, racial equality, and economic justice. Like most political progressives, they were disheartened by the magnitude of the Republican victory. Nixon had beaten McGovern by a 61 to 38 margin, carrying every state except Massachusetts and drawing 80 percent of the evangelical vote. It was a dramatic reversal of the 1964 election when 63 percent of evangelicals supported Lyndon Johnson over Republican Barry Goldwater in a landslide of similar proportions.

But what concerned those attending the Chicago gathering more than the election results was the apathy they perceived among their coreligionists toward the most pressing issues of the day. Too many evangelicals had sat out the civil rights movement in the 1960s—or, worse, had opposed it—and now they were tacitly tolerating the misguided militarism of the Vietnam War despite a growing antiwar chorus emanating from other religious communities. It appeared that evangelicals were indeed part of Nixon’s “silent majority”—quiescent backers of the status quo. The Chicago activists were determined to change that.

Going into the meeting, no consensus existed on a precise course of action. The evangelical movement, after all, was broad and politically diverse. It comprised some 60 million Americans who shared a generally conservative outlook on theological and social issues but who, when it came to partisan politics, were scattered across the board. Some participants—such as Jim Wallis, a mop-haired seminary dropout and peace activist who would go on to found the liberal Sojourners community in Washington, D.C., and Ron Sider, a recent Yale Ph.D. graduate who had helped organize Evangelicals for McGovern—had visions of unleashing a biblically motivated political force to promote progressive causes. Others had less specific goals. Two older representatives of the evangelical establishment, Carl F. H. Henry, a revered theologian and founding editor of Christianity Today magazine, and Vernon Grounds, president of the prestigious Denver Seminary, had come to Chicago simply to urge their fellow evangelicals, as they had been doing for years, to shake off the isolationist proclivities of their fundamentalist past and fully engage the American mainstream. Yet overarching the sometimes intense discussions was a shared conviction that on matters of social justice evangelicals could no longer remain silent.

Out of that weekend gathering came “The Chicago Declaration on Evangelical Social Concern,” a five-hundred-word manifesto that its signers hoped would prick the evangelical social conscience and launch a new era of religious activism. Part mea culpa and part prophetic exhortation, the statement acknowledged evangelical complicity in the national sins of racism, sexism, militarism, and materialism and called on evangelicals “to demonstrate repentance in a Christian discipleship that confronts the social and political injustice of our nation….

We must attack the materialism of our culture and the maldistribution of the nation’s wealth and services…. We must challenge the misplaced trust of the nation in economic and military might—a proud trust that promotes a national pathology of war and violence…. We acknowledge that we have encouraged men to prideful domination and women to irresponsible passivity. So we call both men and women to mutual submission…. By this declaration, we endorse no political ideology or party, but call our nation’s leaders and people to that righteousness which exalts a nation.


The statement struck a chord that seemed to resonate favorably throughout the evangelical movement. Within days of the Chicago gathering, a number of high-visibility evangelical leaders who had not attended the meeting eagerly added their names to the document—from Republican senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon to Leighton Ford, Billy Graham’s brother-in-law and a noted evangelist in his own right. Even leaders of mainline Protestantism, who traditionally had little to do with the theologically conservative and often standoffish evangelicals, were impressed: the National Council of Churches (NCC) fired off a congratulatory letter to the Chicago organizers, declaring, “We are moved by the Holy Spirit to express a deep feeling of kinship with that statement and with our fellow Christians who issued it.”

The Chicago activists went home brimming with optimism. The opportunity for a broad-based coalition that united evangelicals and mainline Protestants behind progressive political causes was hovering in the air. The historic moment was not lost on two journalists who had covered the event. Marjorie Hyer of the Washington Post wrote at the time that the Chicago Declaration “could well change the face of both religion and politics in America.” And Chicago Sun-Times religion writer Roy Larson wrote, “Someday American church historians may write that the most significant church-related event of 1973 took place last week at the YMCA hotel on S. Wabash.”

But it was not to be. By the end of the decade, the founding of the Moral Majority by fundamentalist preacher Jerry Falwell and the election of Ronald Reagan to the White House would give birth to the religious right and push millions of newly energized evangelical voters into the eager arms of the Republican Party. “We wanted to get evangelicals politically engaged,” Sider recalled with irony many years later. “We never expected that the Moral Majority would be the result.” Several of the Chicago participants continued to meet during the mid-seventies and in 1978 organized Evangelicals for Social Action, a nationwide group headed by Sider to promote the principles of the Chicago Declaration. Faced with a growing tide of Republicanism, the organization would never gain more than marginal evangelical support. At the same time, attempts to establish a working alliance with mainline Protestants fell through after a few exploratory conversations. “We wanted to garb the progressive social agenda in orthodox biblical language, and they weren’t interested in that,” Sider recalls of the failed discussions with NCC leaders. Long-standing rivalries and theological differences between the two Protestant branches proved too difficult to overcome.

By 2004, with the reelection of George W. Bush, conservative evangelical voters had become a core Republican constituency, accounting for 36 percent of the winning presidential vote. In the public mind, and in much of the media coverage that year, evangelical and religious right had become virtually synonymous, and a handful of hot-button sexual issues—abortion, homosexuality, and pornography—had come to define the evangelical social agenda. The dream of the activists in Chicago for a revival of progressive social concern, it seemed, had been reduced to little more than that—a dream. The “Republicanization” of the evangelical movement appeared complete.

It need not have turned out that way. Indeed, for most of the nation’s history it had not been that way at all.



In the early days of the republic, religion was hardly a partisan affair. Religious language and sensibilities infused the founding documents and the debates that produced them, beginning with “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” and the “Creator”—endowed rights delineated in the Declaration of Independence. At the height of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln bathed his second Inaugural Address in references to the Almighty and His will. In 1902, Theodore Roosevelt declared to the nation that the true gospel—a “gospel of hope”—lay in one’s works and not just in one’s words. A few decades later, the second President Roosevelt described the New Deal as an effort to enact the Sermon on the Mount and declared, “There is not a problem—social, political, or economic—that would not find full solution in the fire of a religious awakening.” And on the morning of his inauguration, John Kennedy brought his remarks to a close with this charge: “Let us go forth to lead the land we love, asking His blessing and His help, but knowing that here on earth God’s work must truly be our own.”

None of these statements were crafted by political consultants seeking to woo religious voters. Nor were they intended to suggest that those who uttered them were more pious than their political opponents. Republicans and Democrats alike wove religious allusions into their speech because religion was, after all, a natural part of civic and political life. “I do not know whether all Americans have a sincere faith in their religion,” wrote that keen observer of the American psyche Alexis de Tocqueville, in 1835, “but I am certain that they hold it to be indispensable to the maintenance of republican institutions. This opinion is not peculiar to a class of citizens or to a party, but it belongs to the whole nation and to every rank of society.”

Religion’s pervasive presence in the public square had been no accident. Out of the two Great Awakenings—religious revivals that swept the country in the early eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries—American Protestantism emerged as a powerful culture-shaping force, and its character was overwhelmingly evangelical. While there were pockets of liberal dissent, most of the major Protestant denominations in the nineteenth century were evangelical, adhering to an orthodox theology that emphasized the necessity of conversion, biblical authority, missionary outreach, and benevolent activism—all hallmarks of classic evangelicalism.

Yet this evangelicalism bore little resemblance to the socially conservative and narrowly partisan movement that would materialize a century later under the banner of the religious right. This evangelicalism was infused with a decidedly progressive mind-set that deemed social reform an important part of the church’s mission. By both saving souls and fighting social ills, evangelicals believed they could establish the Kingdom of God on earth and usher in the Second Coming of Christ. Their outlook was called postmillennial, in that it reflected the belief that Christ would return after the biblical millennium—a thousand years of peace and righteousness described in the book of Revelation.

Prodded by that social-reforming impulse, evangelical Protestants organized hundreds of voluntary charitable organizations in New England in the early 1800s to help the poor, widows, and orphans. As the century wore on, many churches in the North joined the abolitionist crusade and campaigned for prison reform, child labor laws, and other progressive causes. In the South, meanwhile, evangelicals tended to be staunch defenders of slavery, and as the Civil War approached, several denominations split along sectional lines. In contrast to their culturally engaged Northern counterparts, when war finally erupted, embattled evangelicals in the South turned increasingly inward, embracing an insularity that foreshadowed changes awaiting the broader evangelical movement a few decades later.

With the end of the Civil War, a triumphal spirit swept the Northern churches. Some Protestant preachers exulted that the Union victory had brought vindication—confirming, as one Presbyterian put it, that “we as individuals, and as a nation, are identified with the kingdom of God among men, which is righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost.” As religion historian George Marsden has observed, while there were “many Roman Catholics, sectarians, skeptics, and non-Christians [who] had other views of the matter…evangelicals considered their faith to be the normative American creed.”

But neither the postmillennial optimism nor the cultural dominance of evangelicalism would last. Within a few decades, industrialization and accompanying waves of immigration would dramatically alter the nation’s social and economic landscape, bringing both new diversity and intractable social problems. For evangelicals, it would also create a theological crisis. By the 1880s, notes Columbia University professor Randall Balmer, “teeming, squalid tenements populated by immigrants, most of them non-Protestant, hardly looked like the precincts of Zion” that evangelicals thought they were building to usher in the biblical millennium. They had little choice but to adjust their theology to reflect the more pessimistic reality.

From the 1870s onward, evangelicals increasingly embraced a belief system known as premillennial dispensationalism. Based on the teachings of English theologian John Nelson Darby, it held that history is divided into seven ages, or dispensations, leading to the Second Coming, the Final Judgment, and the end of the world. The Second Coming, according to Darby, would occur before the biblical millennium and could, therefore, happen at any moment. Until then, world conditions would only get worse.

The doctrine would gain prominence among evangelicals in the twentieth century and become popularized in the best-selling Left Behind novels in the 1990s. But late in the nineteenth century it had a twofold impact. Belief in an imminent Second Coming spurred a new evangelical passion for missions and evangelism—it was important to save as many souls as possible before time ran out. And believing that the world’s problems were beyond human repair and destined to multiply made social reform seem futile. Consequently, many conservative churches began shifting their resources and energy away from battling social ills to the more urgent business of winning converts.

Meanwhile, more theologically liberal Protestants responded to the wrenching cultural changes much differently. Rather than abandoning social reform, some Northern critics of evangelical revivalism saw the dismal plight of the cities as reason for churches to redouble their efforts on behalf of the downtrodden. In their view, fighting illiteracy, supporting refugees, working for passage of child labor laws, providing settlement houses, and offering food and health care services for the poor were supreme acts of Christian service in direct obedience to Jesus’ admonition to care “for the least of these.”

By the end of the century, liberal Protestants had developed a full-blown theology that emphasized social progress over spiritual conversion. Walter Rauschenbusch, a Baptist theologian and professor at Rochester Theological Seminary in New York, popularized the idea that Jesus’ radical politics had been lost in a narrow focus on saving souls. “Such a conception of present life and future destiny,” Rauschenbusch wrote in his famous 1907 book Christianity and the Social Crisis, “offered no motive for an ennobling transformation of the present life.” The book sold more than fifty thousand copies to ministers and laypeople and was a prime example of Protestantism reconciling itself to secular modernity. The phrases “laws of social development,” “scientific comprehension of society,” and the “evolution of social institutions” were liberally sprinkled throughout the text; the teachings presented were less Jesus and Paul than Darwin and Marx.

The Social Gospel, as this new theological directive became known, attracted a strong following in New York and other major Northern cities, giving voice to a growing liberal movement that would soon challenge the evangelical dominance of most Protestant denominations. The liberal churches became known as “mainline” Protestants, a reference to the cluster of prominent churches along the main commuter railway line of suburban Philadelphia.

Yet even before the rise of the Social Gospel movement, the stage had been set for a clash between liberal and conservative Protestants by two important developments in Europe. The publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species in London in 1859, and the concurrent rise of higher criticism—a body of mainly German scholarship that used methods of scientific inquiry to challenge the origins and historicity of the Bible—had begun to stir heated debate in European churches. American churchmen had been too consumed by the approach of the Civil War to pay much notice. After the war, however, the theological implications began to sink in. Many evangelicals quickly came to view both Darwin’s theory and the arguments of the higher critics as a direct assault on the authority of Scripture and its accounts of creation and miracles.

But among more liberal Protestants, the antiliteralist and anti-supernaturalist views of the European scholars found a growing audience. More important, they recognized that secularization was taking hold in the institutions—from higher education to the legal world to journalism—that formed the American establishment. Eager to maintain their respected place in society, the major liberal denominations responded in true Darwinian fashion by adapting to the new intellectual worldview. Europeans may have seen their options as sticking with old-fashioned churches or abandoning faith altogether, but the American religious marketplace was based on constant innovation. For liberal Protestant leaders, that meant developing a theological justification for their concerns about industrialization and modernity.

Evangelical leaders were increasingly incensed by the liberalizing trend. By the 1880s, conservative theologians were rising up to defend the Bible—and their denominational institutions—against the growing ranks of “modernists” who were seen as questioning not only the Bible’s inspiration but such core Christian beliefs as the divinity of Jesus, the Virgin Birth, and the Resurrection. Liberals at several prominent seminaries were brought up on heresy charges and some were dismissed. Efforts to enforce orthodoxy at such places as Methodist-run Vanderbilt University in Nashville and the Southern Baptist Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, proved generally effective. But in the North, as historian Marsden observes, “Conservative victories turned out to be largely illusory. Liberalism continued to grow as if the trials had never taken place.”

Within a few decades, most major Northern seminaries had restructured their curricula to reflect the new social theology. Nearly all of the major denominations had established commissions for social action. The Federal Council of Churches (the predecessor of the National Council of Churches) was organized in 1908 largely to help churches respond more effectively to the problems of a modern industrial society—one of the first acts of the new organization was its adoption of a “Social Creed of the Churches.” Evangelical hegemony in Protestant America was fading fast.

But the conservatives were not about to give up. Between 1910 and 1915, with the financial backing of two California oil tycoons, evangelical churchmen published a series of pamphlets enunciating what they saw as essential Christian doctrines. Entitled The Fundamentals: Testimony to the Truth, the twelve-volume series vigorously defended the inspiration of Scripture and articulated conservative positions on such issues as the Virgin Birth, the Resurrection, the authenticity of miracles, and the Genesis account of creation. Some 3 million copies were distributed among influential Protestants throughout the English-speaking world.

By the end of World War I, those who subscribed to the conservative doctrines had taken upon themselves the label fundamentalists and were forging alliances to combat the drift toward liberalism. Through the early 1920s, fundamentalist preachers in Northern Baptist, Presbyterian, and other denominations railed against doctrinal error and moral laxity in their churches, singling out for special attention the “Great Apostasy” of Darwinism. The theory of evolution, the fundamentalists insisted, was a “lie of Satan” that encouraged moral degeneracy by denying the literal truth of Scripture that God created man in His image. If humans were nothing more than evolved apes, they argued, what need was there for God?

As the power struggles in the Northern churches intensified, and as the tide increasingly turned against them, fundamentalists began to rally around a nationwide campaign to prohibit the teaching of evolution in public schools. In state after state, conservative preachers mobilized their flocks to lobby their legislators, and the efforts appeared to pay off. Between 1923 and 1925 five Southern states enacted laws banning evolution from the classroom, and bills were introduced in at least eleven others. But the victories were short-lived. A dramatic legal battle was brewing that would finally topple fundamentalism from its influential cultural perch.



In the summer of 1925, inside a small Tennessee courthouse, a twenty-four-year-old public high school teacher named John Scopes was put on trial. He stood accused of violating a recently enacted state law prohibiting the teaching of “any theory that denies the story of Divine Creation of man as taught in the Bible.” The “Monkey trial,” as it became known, captivated the nation and became a full-fledged media circus. Owners of pet chimpanzees and monkeys made their way to the sleepy town of Dayton to provide photo ops, and reporters descended as well, clogging the streets with carriages and Model T Fords. Radio brought the trial into American homes, and moviegoers followed it via newsreels.

There was never any real doubt that Scopes had broken the law. He had done so deliberately at the urging of the American Civil Liberties Union in order to test the statute, which the ACLU—and many other people around the country—believed was unconstitutional. The trial pitted the famed orator and three-time Democratic presidential nominee William Jennings Bryan against Clarence Darrow, one of the nation’s top defense lawyers.

For decades, Bryan had perhaps been the nation’s most prominent evangelical, waging populist campaigns against the excesses of the Gilded Age and what he saw as the social Darwinism of wealthy capitalists. Their reasoning, as he saw it, was that if survival of the fittest was indeed a law of nature, then it applied to commerce as well. The strong would flourish and the weak would fall by the wayside. There was no need for government regulation. Let nature take its course. Bryan considered this a dangerous philosophy—one that could easily be used to justify eugenics and racial cleansing. As a biblical literalist, he also believed wholeheartedly in the Genesis account of creation. So he welcomed the opportunity to prosecute the Scopes case. Darwinism in all its forms had to be eradicated.

But Bryan had more than met his match in Darrow. An irreverent and acerbic litigator who had been recruited for the case by the ACLU, Darrow went into the trial knowing that he wouldn’t win. Instead, his defense strategy was to put fundamentalism itself on trial and demonstrate the absurdity of literalistic beliefs and opposition to evolution.

For eight sultry days in a packed and stuffy courtroom, the two legal titans battled over the legitimacy of scientific inquiry and the literal interpretation of Scripture. Bryan himself unwittingly proved the defense’s greatest asset. When the judge demanded that Darrow find a biblical expert to testify, Bryan volunteered his own services. On the seventh day of the trial, the courtroom audience watched the unusual spectacle of Bryan taking the stand to be questioned by Darrow about the historicity of the Bible. For two hours, the men engaged in a tense confrontation over the believability of biblical stories such as the creation of Eve from Adam’s rib, Jonah living for three days in the belly of a fish, and the sun standing still in the sky.

Throughout the bizarre episode, Bryan, then in his sixties and in poor health, repeatedly became flustered and contradicted himself, insisting at one juncture that he believed in the literal truth of biblical stories and conceding later that those passages might just be metaphorical. The crowd snickered at his confused answers, and Darrow exploited the opportunity to paint Bryan as a naive religious dupe. “You insult every man of science and learning in the world because he does not believe in your fool religion,” charged the defense attorney. When Bryan shot back that the questioning was intended “to cast ridicule on everybody who believes in the Bible,” Darrow had the last word: “We have the purpose of preventing bigots and ignoramuses from controlling the education of the United States.”

Although Bryan ultimately won the case, fundamentalists lost in the court of public opinion. A new breed of secular journalists, led by H. L. Mencken, mocked the religious “yokels” and “hookworm carriers.” Their media reports heavily influenced the popular belief that the Scopes trial signified the triumph of science over faith. The memory of Bryan’s career as a progressive political leader was effectively erased, confining him to the history books instead as an opponent of reason and progress, a bumbling man led astray by fundamentalist religion.

In the trial’s aftermath the political momentum to ban the teaching of evolution collapsed. Having lost the denominational battles, and perceiving that the culture had turned against them, the humiliated fundamentalists retreated from the public square and from the Protestant mainstream.

But they did not disappear. For the next two decades they poured their creative energies and financial resources into building their own churches and denominations and a supporting infrastructure of Bible colleges, seminaries, publishing houses, and broadcast ministries—all apart from the Protestant establishment. They tended to avoid political involvement except for voting, and even that was frowned upon in some fundamentalist circles. Politics was widely regarded as a futile and “worldly” pursuit that could only distract from the more important business of winning souls to Christ. When they did cast their ballots, it was seldom as a bloc. In the South, fundamentalists voted overwhelmingly Democratic, as did most Southerners in the first half of the twentieth century. In the North, they were more evenly divided between the two major parties. For a half century from the 1920s onward, fundamentalists as a group exhibited few distinguishing political characteristics and had no discernible impact on national elections.

They had fallen off the public’s radar screen. But they would be back. And when they reappeared, they would be a stronger and more sophisticated force than before.



By the end of the 1930s, discontent was brewing in some fundamentalist circles over the separatism and anti-intellectualism that now characterized the movement. While their churches and ministries had continued to expand, a growing number of churchmen saw fundamentalism’s rigid and reclusive character as an impediment to spreading the gospel and a betrayal of the evangelical social conscience of the nineteenth century. The seeds of a countermovement had begun to stir.

As the nation headed off to war in Europe and the Pacific, a new generation of leaders from New England, Philadelphia, California, and the upper Midwest began to chart a more irenic and moderate course. Among them were the Reverend Harold Ockenga of Park Street Church in Boston, Baptist theologian Carl F. H. Henry, and a young evangelist named Billy Graham.

The neo-evangelicals—a moniker they chose to distinguish themselves from fundamentalists and to reconnect with nineteenth-century evangelicalism—were no less theologically conservative than their fundamentalist brethren. They, too, insisted on the necessity of personal conversion and the unquestioned authority and accuracy of Scripture. But they also insisted that conservative Christians needed to engage the culture socially and intellectually to save it. So they began to establish a new network of organizations and alliances that would lay the groundwork for an evangelical resurgence in the final third of the twentieth century.

Unwilling to accept the theological liberalism of their mainline neighbors, the neo-evangelicals rejected the idea of joining the Federal Council of Churches. Instead, in 1942 they formed the National Association of Evangelicals, with Ockenga as president, to act as a unified voice for conservative churches and to coordinate nationwide ministries. A decade later, they had their own journal, Christianity Today, edited by Henry, and a new constellation of accredited seminaries with flagship schools such as Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California, and Gordon-Conwell in Massachusetts. Several neo-evangelical leaders had spent their undergraduate years at Wheaton College, a small liberal arts school just outside Chicago, which was gaining the lofty reputation of “the evangelical Harvard” because of its academic rigor. Probably Wheaton’s most famous graduate was Graham, who, by the early 1950s, was attracting nationwide media attention as a crusade evangelist, radio broadcaster, and acquaintance of U.S. presidents.

From the outset, neo-evangelicals professed a strong social concern. Graham, for example, stirred controversy in the South by refusing to allow segregated seating at his citywide services in the 1950s and ’60s, and he later spoke favorably of both the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty. Henry had set the moral tone a few years earlier, writing in The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism that “there is no room…for a gospel that is indifferent to the needs of the total man nor of the global man.” Christianity, Henry argued, should speak to the whole person—spiritually, intellectually, culturally, and politically. The neo-evangelicals had established a new identity and set a new direction for theologically conservative Protestants who had previously been lumped together under the fundamentalist banner. By the 1960s, they would be known simply as evangelicals—a label that would be embraced by all but a shrinking number of fundamentalist holdouts on the movement’s fringes.

But the careful social conscience of Graham, Henry, and other neo-evangelical leaders was too timid for many young people in the movement who came of age in the 1960s and ’70s. They were times to test faith—public assassinations of beloved leaders, the injustices that prompted the civil rights struggle, urban race riots, the unpopular war in Vietnam, and a countercultural revolution led many Americans to lose their trust in institutions. The old civil religion that had once united Americans, that declared unquestioning support for one’s country to be of a piece with faith in one’s God, now seemed naive, empty, and possibly corrupt.

While evangelicals had been struggling to define themselves and carve out room for their own institutions in the years following the Scopes trial, liberal mainline Protestants had flourished. The secular-religious amalgam they developed, with its emphasis on values and purposes instead of religious doctrines, became the foundation for a potent brand of civil religion that seized the country.

As families left cities for the suburbs in a national migration throughout the 1940s and ’50s, they sought ways to establish community ties. Churches were an obvious anchor, and church membership shot up to record levels; in 1958, nearly half the population (49 percent) reported attending church weekly. The ongoing Cold War against “godless” communism inspired a conception of patriotism that was hard to disentangle from religious piety. The phrase “under God” was approvingly inserted into the Pledge of Allegiance by Congress. Even popular culture recognized the widespread embrace of religion, with Hollywood blockbusters such as The Ten Commandments and Samson and Delilah. In 1954, President Dwight Eisenhower held up religious faith as a civic virtue unto itself, declaring, “Our government makes no sense unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious faith. And I don’t care what it is.”

Despite Eisenhower’s wonderfully ambivalent coda, America’s civil religion looked very much like a specific kind of faith: mainline Protestantism. Liberal Protestants were the official religious voice of the establishment, with theologians such as Paul Tillich writing in the pages of the New Republic and Reinhold Niebuhr featured on the cover of Time magazine in 1948. Union Theological Seminary in New York City was widely considered the most influential religious training ground in the country. And Christianity and Crisis magazine, one of the two signal publications of liberal Protestantism, was read by everyone from journalist Walter Lippmann to Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter. The magazine’s pronouncements had a ripple effect throughout elite culture—an editorial in Christianity and Crisis was often reported in the pages of the New York Times and then picked up by newspapers further down the journalism food chain.

Mainline Protestants seemed to have successfully navigated a tightrope, retaining both their religious faith and their position in elite society. Like their secular peers in the establishment, however, members of what could broadly be termed the religious left were so captivated by their perch that they failed to notice the ground beneath them was shifting as the country moved through the unruly 1960s. If the 1950s were all about God, family, and country, the decades to follow called into question traditional beliefs about all three.

Sociologist Martin Marty, America’s own modern Tocqueville, has written, “Mainline churches always have the advantage that in years in which the official culture is secure and expansive, they are well off…. [But they] suffer in times of cultural crisis and disintegration, when they receive blame for what goes wrong in society but are bypassed when people look for new ways to achieve social identity and location.” Indeed, during the 1960s, churchgoing declined with each passing year. And mainline Protestants fell off the pages of national newspapers and magazines, and out of political favor as a new generation of young Americans increasingly saw their civil religion as part of the problem, not as a source of spiritual comfort.



Like their secular peers, young evangelicals were disillusioned. However, they didn’t react by discarding religion altogether. Instead, their faith motivated them to confront issues of war and poverty and race relations. One of the institutions they reacted against was the evangelical establishment. “We have found social concern among Establishment Evangelicals to be often merely an offering of pious words rather than a demonstration of prophetic action,” a young sociologist, Richard Quebedeaux, wrote in his 1974 book, The Young Evangelicals. “For them, individual conversion is the precondition for revolutionary social transformation, yet conversion by itself is not enough to bring about such change.” The younger and more liberal evangelicals wanted to save souls and save the world at the same time.

Intentionally or not, the growing network of neo-evangelical liberal arts schools played a key role in preparing the younger generation for political action. Unlike fundamentalist Bible colleges, schools such as Wheaton and Calvin College in Michigan encouraged students to explore vocations beyond missionary and ministry work. Just as their political consciousness was forming, young evangelicals were being encouraged to apply their faith to other causes. At the same time, professors fostered critical-thinking skills, critiquing, for example, the flawed geology in the fundamentalist view of “young earth” creationism, and seeking to reconcile the natural world with orthodox Christian beliefs. As a result, neo-evangelical colleges began forming the intellectual foundation for a more progressive approach to culture and politics.

Wheaton, which had been a proud purveyor of the fundamentalist subculture earlier in the century, underwent particularly radical changes during the 1960s. By the middle of the decade, long hair and informal clothing had replaced the traditional clean-cut church-kid look, and folk music had supplanted hymns at student-led worship services. The campus paper published full-page spreads of Wheaton students marching with civil rights workers in Selma, Alabama. And a young arts student named Wes Craven—later famous for his horror films, including the Scream trilogy—penned a stinging essay in the campus arts magazine about his fundamentalist upbringing.

National politics stirred increasingly robust debate on Wheaton’s campus. Barry Goldwater’s visit to the still predominantly conservative school in 1964 sparked a surprisingly vigorous student protest. While the Wheaton administration had refused to allow John Kennedy to rent the college gym for a campaign rally in 1960, it warmly welcomed George McGovern to address students and faculty in the campus chapel in 1972. Evangelicals for McGovern became the first organized effort by evangelicals to back a presidential candidate, with chapters across the country. “A rising tide of younger evangelicals,” read one press release from the organization, “feels that the time has come to dispel the old stereotype that evangelical theology entails unconcern toward the poor, blacks, and other minorities, and the needs of the Third World.”

The movement of young evangelical activists wasn’t limited to Christian schools. Evangelicals had impressive reach into secular universities, thanks to a void left by mainline churches, which simply did not focus on campus ministry. From its first chapter at the University of Michigan, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship spread to 550 campuses by 1950, swamping the presence of liberal Protestant chaplains and ministries. As campus activism heated up in the 1960s, evangelicals were right in the middle, producing underground newspapers such as Manna at the University of Wisconsin and The Fish at Harvard, which were explicitly evangelical and leftist.

This new breed of politically liberal evangelicals might have found common cause with the mainline Protestants and Catholic activists who lent their voices and their bodies to the civil rights movement. The Reverend Jerry Falwell spoke for most fundamentalists when he declared in 1965, “Preachers are not called upon to be politicians, but soul winners. Nowhere are we commissioned to reform externals.” This time, however, the fundamentalist pronouncement seemed less about focusing on salvation and more about ignoring racial injustice. It was the more liberal Protestant ministers from the North who linked arms with African-American pastors in the South to sing “We Shall Overcome.” The National Council of Churches—the umbrella organization of mainline Protestantism—provided defense lawyers for those arrested in demonstrations and voter registration activities in Mississippi, Alabama, and other states throughout the South.

The civil rights movement seemed like a vibrant, united religious cause—and is still celebrated as such today. In fact, it was almost exclusively a project of black churches, with outside support from a few determined souls in the mainline world who bucked the prevailing impulse of their congregations to refrain from getting too involved. Support for the civil rights movement in the pews of mainline churches was never as vigorous as that in national denominational offices. The Vietnam War only deepened that divide. Legendary figures such as Yale chaplain William Sloane Coffin thundered against the U.S. government’s military action in Southeast Asia. But until Vietnam took a dramatic turn for the worse in the late 1960s, many Presbyterian deacons and Methodist Sunday school teachers believed that opposition to the war was unpatriotic. The last remaining believers in a civil religion, they were put off by their denominations’ statements against the war. (Catholics faced similar problems, with the community split between elite leaders such as Daniel Berrigan, who dipped draft cards in blood to protest U.S. involvement, and lower-class, ethnic Catholics who were deeply offended by such actions.)

The mainline churches were also beset by social debates that had entered their own institutions and distracted them from external political questions. Newly empowered women sought to serve their churches by doing more than manning the flower guild or baking casseroles for sick congregants. In response, many denominations hunkered down for battles over whether women could be ordained as clergy. (In the 1970s, the Episcopal Church, American Lutheran bodies, and the Reformed Church of America all reversed long-standing policies against female ordination.) The Equal Rights Amendment also split mainline churches; the National Council of Churches supported ratification of the ERA and discouraged the debate more skeptical congregations wanted to have about the meaning of changing gender roles and family structures.

And in 1971, the United Presbyterian Church (later the Presbyterian Church USA) outraged its member churches when the national mission board contributed $10,000 to Angela Davis’s defense fund. The onetime Black Panther had first gained notoriety when she was dismissed from her teaching job at UCLA because of her Communist Party membership. After being accused of abetting the murder of a judge during a courthouse escape, Davis went underground and ended up on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. The denomination’s leadership soon discovered that many Presbyterians saw a significant difference between supporting the civil rights movement and giving money to a Communist, black-activist murder defendant. Local churches stopped sending money to the national organization—although local giving remained steady, contributions to the United Presbyterian Church dropped by 28 percent between 1967 and 1973. During the same period, the denomination was forced to eliminate three-quarters of its national staff positions and to sell off its eleven-story Witherspoon Building in Philadelphia. The most conservative congregations simply left the denomination altogether. Unable to reliably hold their own congregations together, mainline denominations were in no position to champion the liberal evangelicals who sought to bring about changes within their own religious tradition.



The 1976 election was a turning point for evangelicals and for a nation still dealing with the aftermath of Vietnam and Watergate. The divisive war and the White House scandal that followed it had bred a cynicism that was proving hard to shake. President Ford, though a decent and honorable man, still bore the political baggage of having pardoned Nixon two years earlier—which had caused his popularity to plummet more than twenty percentage points. What voters wanted most of all in 1976, it seemed, was someone they could trust. So when a soft-spoken peanut farmer named Jimmy Carter looked America in the eye and vowed, “I’ll never lie to you,” his assurance resonated. Although Democrats had been thoroughly routed just four years earlier, they looked to have a fighting chance this time around.

As the campaign unfolded, news coverage increasingly focused on the character of the candidates. Ford was a longtime fixture in Washington, having served twenty-four years in the House of Representatives, the last eight as Republican leader. Consequently, his public persona was fairly familiar. Carter, a one-term Southern governor, was more unknown, and journalists covering the campaign were eager to fill in the blanks. They knew early on that Carter, like Harry Truman, was a Southern Baptist and that he taught a weekly Sunday school class. But that was of little interest to reporters—a candidate’s religion seldom was—until they made an amazing “discovery” midway through the primary campaign.

At an outdoor gathering in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, a few days before that state’s primary election, Carter was taking questions from a group of supporters when someone asked him if he was “a born-again Christian.” Candidates in the South often get that question, and Baptists are especially fond of asking it to sort out those they view as authentic Christians from nominal ones. To the members of the press corps who were tracking Carter, however, the query was surprising and unfamiliar. They leaned in close to hear the answer.
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