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			Book Presentation: The Faith of Barack Obama by Stephen Mansfield

			Book Abstract

			In The Faith of Barack Obama, Mansfield examines Barack Obama’s deep faith that underwrites his life and political endeavors. According to Mansfield, Obama represents a tolerant and expansive, post-modern approach to Christianity, viewing his chosen Christianity as one of many paths to God. He believes that though religion may have a place in politics, religious views should not be imposed on society, but must be filtered through the lens of democratic values and policy. Though some on the Christian Right are skeptical of his views, Obama offers to many a new model of a faith-based Democrat, whose call to fellow Democrats to reach out to the religious in America promises to revitalize our county’s religious politics that have been so divisive.

			About the Author

			Stephen Mansfield is an author known for his biographical writings with a focus on religion and culture. His past works include the New York Times bestseller The Faith of George Bush, The Faith of the American Soldier, Benedict XVI: His Life and Mission, and other biographical works on Winston Churchill, Booker T. Washington, and George Whitefield. In addition to being an author, Mansfield heads The Mansfield Group, a communications and consulting company.

		

	
		
			Summary of The Faith of Barack Obama (Stephen Mansfield)

			To Walk Between Worlds

			Understanding the development of Barack Obama’s religious faith must begin with his childhood upbringing, with its diverse cultural and religious experiences. His grandparents, who had a considerable hand in raising him, were Christians, though a non-dogmatic sort. Their most significant involvement with religion entailed attending a Unitarian Church for a time, and they embraced its liberal theology and politics, yet they were also skeptical rationalists. Their daughter, Obama’s mother Ann Dunham, grew up in such an atmosphere to become a free thinker and an avowed atheist. Her non-traditional views and her wide-ranging intellectual interests led her to a variety of experiences in life and with the men who would figure prominently in Obama’s life, though he was ultimately raised without a father.

			She married Barack Obama, Sr. when she was shortly out of college at the University of Hawaii. He was a Kenyan graduate student who had only recently left a simple village life. Like Anne, he rejected a religious upbringing and was a committed rationalist. The marriage did not last long, and he returned to Kenya when Obama was two. Obama only saw him once more before his early death in 1982. His father’s influence in Obama’s life is due to his absence rather than his presence, for Obama felt the lack of a father figure through much of his early life and adulthood.

			Ann Durham’s second marriage was perhaps more important to Obama’s development, for she next married Lolo Soetoro and accompanied him back to his native country of Indonesia. Obama lived in Indonesia as a child for eight years, until he was nearly ten. Growing up in a developing country was a broadening experience in terms of culture as well as religion. He attended the St. Francis Assisi Foundation primary school, where he went to mass and said Hail Mary’s. He was also exposed to the Muslim faith of Indonesia, through Islamic schooling experiences and through the faith of his step-father. Soetoro espoused a kind of folk Islam, more superstitious and syncretic than fundamentalist or overly observant, though Obama did attend mosques and services with him.

			There has been controversy over Obama’s religious heritage because some consider him to have been raised as a Muslim. Some devout Muslims question whether he must be considered an apostate because he was raised in Islam and once prayed allegiance to Allah. However, most accept that he was not yet in puberty when he left it and Islam became just one of the many religious and cultural experiences of Obama’s childhood.

			At age ten, Obama returned to the U.S., to a multi-cultural Hawaii that was a melting pot of ethnicities and religions. He was admitted to the renowned Punahou School, where he struggled to craft an identity, plagued by a sense of not belonging, for he was fatherless and without his own religion or culture. “During his years at Punahou, he tried on personas as another man might try on clothes. Was he the angry radical brother or the educated, upwardly mobile black? Was he intent upon destroying the system or rising within it? . . . More vitally, was he fully any one thing in the world? White? Black? American? He wasn’t sure.”

			His college education continued his quest for belonging. He attended Occidental University in Los Angeles and then transferred to Columbia University in New York, where he obtained a degree in political science. He worked in the corporate world for two years, but his heart was not in it. He felt lonely, placeless, and isolated from his family. His path finally led him to Chicago in 1985, where he would ultimately find his spiritual home.

			In Chicago, Obama worked for the Developing Communities Project. There, “his Herculean task was to mobilize people on Chicago’s South Side to make positive change in their community. His world now became the roiling, largely black, deeply frustrated, poverty-ridden yet often joyful streets of the neighborhoods that gave the world both the music of Muddy Waters and the fiction of Upton Sinclair.”

			As Obama dove into the many causes that were vital to the community, it became apparent that religion, or rather his lack of religion, became a barrier between him and the people he was attempting to organize. In addition to it becoming a professional liability, it became a personal crisis: “I came to realize that without a vessel for my beliefs, without an unequivocal commitment to a particular community of faith, I would be consigned at some level to always remain apart, free in the way that my mother was free, but also alone in the same ways she was ultimately alone,” Obama said.

			Obama and Trinity Church

			These sentiments prompted Obama to begin attending the Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago. The first sermon he heard, called The Audacity of Hope, brought him to tears. Pastor Jeremiah Wright delivered an exposition on the hopes of the biblical character Hannah and wove into the biblical framework his reflections upon contemporary racial and social injustice. Obama began attending regularly, yet his turn to faith was not a quick conversion, but a slow process through which he maintained his skepticism and doubts. Ultimately, he made “the decision to enter a faith by joining a community of faith, to come home to a community and so come home to God.” As Obama explained in his own words: “It came about as a choice and not an epiphany; the questions I had did not magically disappear. But kneeling beneath that cross on the South Side of Chicago, I felt God’s spirit beckoning me. I submitted myself to His will and dedicated myself to discovering His truth.”

			Obama was attracted to Trinity United not just because of its religious creed, but also because it created an African-American community for him that he had previously lacked. The church serves a broad community of ten thousand parishioners, it provides community outreach and drug and alcohol counseling, and it also makes substantial contributions to causes like the United Negro College Fund. A broad spectrum of the black community attends there; one can find families on welfare and also college professors, and many in the community dress in traditional African attire. The African-American experience is a central part of the church’s religious doctrine: Pastor Wright spoke often of a black Jesus, oppressed by white persecutors, and included within his sermons religious parallels to contemporary social or political struggles affecting the black community.

			Of particular controversy, however, are the views of Pastor Jeremiah Wright. His religion is firmly rooted in Black Liberation Theology, a political movement with its roots in the 1960s and the radicalism of Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael, and Eldridge Cleaver. The theology Wright ascribes to was formalized intellectually in 1969 by theologian James Cone in a work called Black Theology and Black Power, in which he emphasizes the Christian message of liberation “nearly to the exclusion of all other doctrines.” The religious vision Cone and Wright re-works the Bible, history, and politics into a narrative of God on the side of the black and the oppressed, against the dominant white culture.

			Concerning Obama’s religious affiliation with Trinity and with Wright, he learned early, as he explains regarding the sermons of Jeremiah Wright, to “‘eat the chicken and spit out the bones,’ to listen carefully to a sermon and distinguish between the revelation of God and the personality of a man.” Obama stayed at Trinity for many years because he had found belonging in the black family there, he had found community there, and because he had raised his own family there.

			But Obama’s religious affiliation with Wright became his campaign’s greatest threat during the Democratic primaries. It was with great sadness that Obama finally chose to sever his connection with Wright and leave his church. During the controversies that erupted over some of Wright’s more incendiary sermons – for example, when he claimed that “God Damns America” – it became apparent that Wright saw the election year media attention as incitement to produce even more inflammatory remarks. It saddened many in the black religious community to see that Wright chose the controversial cause of radical black theology instead of valuing Obama’s potential electoral success.

			The Altars of State

			Because his conversion was a gradual process of intellectual consideration, and because his origins are those of a rational skeptic, Obama’s faith has a distinctly post-modern caste to it. He has asserted, for example, that he does not hold Christianity to be the only path to God, a belief that causes concern among his fundamentalist opponents. But Obama’s expansive beliefs are likely to be shared by the younger generation of Christians who have been raised in a multicultural world. Such a broad view positions Obama to be a tolerant, accepting, and effective president and world leader.

			Obama’s faith has been crucial in the development of his political career and influence. His religious views have gained him considerable political attention and praise in some of his notable speeches over the years. One of the most important was at a conference entitled “From Poverty to Opportunity: A Covenant for a New America,” where Obama gave a speech that “served as a declaration of values for the rising Religious Left.”

			In this speech, Obama attempted to counter the after-effects of the last two presidential elections, which have seen a polarization between what is popularly portrayed as the religious Right and the secular Left. Obama counseled Democrats that they must strive to connect with evangelical Christians and clarify what Democrats stand for. Otherwise, they risk the demagogues of the religious Right continuing to hang onto power. He also reversed what has been a common position of the Left, that Americans should “leave religion at the door before entering the public square,” and instead counseled that our laws are created by our morality, strongly based in the country’s Judeo-Christian tradition.

			Obama charged the Left to rid itself of its anti-religious bias. Though he insisted on the importance of the separation of church and state to the development of law and justice in America, he recommended a more balanced and tolerant approach: “Not every mention of God in public is a breach to the wall of separation,” such as saying the Pledge of Allegiance or allowing student prayer groups to use school property. Yet, he also counseled that the religious cannot impose their own religion on others – for there are many religions in our country and “We
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