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FOR CAROL—
WHO MAKES IT ALL POSSIBLE

 
 
It is in our lives and not our words that our religion must be read.
THOMAS JEFFERSON
What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. That is the Torah. All the rest is commentary.
RABBI HILLEL

INTRODUCTION
We have allowed the conservative religious right to take our Bible hostage, and I think it’s time we took it back.
BISHOP V. GENE ROBINSON
Anglican Diocese of New Hampshire
I’m mad as hell. I’ve been a Catholic all my life. I was an altar boy. I went to Catholic high school. I spent ten years in the seminary, studying for the priesthood. I have a degree in sacred theology. Yet some religious conservatives suggest that I can’t even walk into church anymore—without first taking a loyalty oath to the Republican party.
In fact, according to Denver’s Archbishop Charles Chaput, I can’t even go to communion again until I confess my “grievous sin.” Because, you see, in November 2004, I knowingly and willingly committed the “grievous sin” of voting for John Kerry. And, Lord help me, I’d do it again tomorrow.
The election of 2004 made it official. With the help of religious conservatives, Republicans have stolen religion. Of course, it’s not just liberal Catholics they stole it from. Liberals, moderates, and progressives of all faiths—Catholics, Protestants, Jews, Muslims, and Buddhists—are all suddenly out in the cold. Because conservative Christians have taken over the Republican party and have declared a monopoly on religion.
As spiritual leader, these uncharitable souls look to President George W. Bush: a man, they believe, God Himself placed in the White House. Displaying a total lack of Christian humility, Bush says he shares their belief.
Faith in God, which used to be the common thread uniting almost all Americans, is now portrayed as the exclusive province of the GOP. Ignoring the fact that Kerry won millions of votes in red states—and Bush, in blue states—the media pundits would have us believe that election 2004 proved that there are two kinds of Americans: red-staters, who worship God, love America, and voted for President Bush; and blue-staters, who worship the devil, hate America, and voted for Senator Kerry. Red-state voters have values, blue-state voters have none. Or, more precisely, those who live in red states thrive in the godly, moral values of Jesus. Those who live in blue states wallow in the filthy, permissive amorality of Hollywood.
Well, I don’t buy any of it—and that’s why I wrote this book. God is not a Republican (or a Democrat, by the way). I don’t believe Republicans have any monopoly on moral values. As Senator Barack Obama reminded the world in his keynote speech to the 2004 Democratic National Convention: “We worship an awesome God in the blue states!”
I also don’t believe what religious conservatives preach about the Bible. Most of the time, in fact, I think they get the Bible ass-backward, ignoring the most important teachings of Jesus, which place love and compassion above greed and intolerance. And I know for sure it was not God who put George W. Bush in the White House. It was five conservative black robes on the Supreme Court.
I also don’t believe this holier-than-thou nonsense about people in red states. The truth, in fact, may be just the opposite. Looking at what might normally be considered “moral issues,” the January 2005 issue of The American Prospect reported some startling comparative statistics on human behavior in red states and blue.

[image: image]  In red states in 2001, there were 572,000 divorces; in blue states, only 340,000.

[image: image]  That same year, in the red states of Louisiana, Mississippi, and New Mexico, 46.3 percent of all births were to unwed mothers; in blue states, the average was 31.7 percent.

[image: image]  The per capita rate of violent crime today in red states is 421 per 100,000; in blue states, it’s 372 per 100,000.

[image: image]  As of 2000, the five states with the highest rates of alcohol abuse were red states. The five states with the highest rates of alcohol abuse among twelve- to seventeen-year-olds were also red states.

[image: image]  In 2002, the per capita rate of gonorrhea in red states was 140 per 100,000; in blue states, it was 99 per 100,000.
Not only that, the salacious behavior of suburban women in ABC’s blockbuster hit Desperate Housewives attracted as many, if not more, viewers in red states as in blue states. New York Times columnist Frank Rich noted the irony surrounding television’s most popular show: “It is even a bigger hit in Oklahoma City than in Los Angeles; bigger in Kansas City than it is in New York.” Desperate Housewives ranked fourth in the Salt Lake City market—serving the entire state of Utah and parts of Nevada, Idaho, and Wyoming—where President Bush won 72.6 percent of the popular vote. A delicious contradiction that The Nation gleefully reported under the headline “Red Sluts, Blue Sluts.”
Nevertheless, no sooner was President Bush reelected than red-state evangelicals claimed credit for his victory and made it clear that they expected more than mere God-talk from President Bush. They expected God-policy and God-walk as well. On November 4, conservative guru Richard Viguerie told The New York Times: “Now comes the revolution.” One day earlier, Bob Jones III, president of Bob Jones University, had already sent Bush what sounded more like an ultimatum than a congratulatory letter. In the spirit of pure Christian compassion, Jones told Bush:
Don’t equivocate. Put your agenda on the front burner and let it boil. You owe the liberals nothing. They despise you because they despise your Christ. Honor the Lord, and He will honor you. . . . 
Undoubtedly, you will have opportunity to appoint many conservative judges and exercise forceful leadership with the Congress in passing legislation that is defined by biblical norm regarding the family, sexuality, sanctity of life, religious freedom, freedom of speech, and limited government. You have four years—a brief time only—to leave an imprint for righteousness upon this nation that brings with it the blessings of Almighty God. . . . 
If you have weaklings around you who do not share our biblical values, shed yourself of them. Conservative Americans would love to see one president who doesn’t care whether he is liked, but cares infinitely that he does right.
I don’t know about you, but that letter ticks me off. I’m a liberal. I’m a Christian. I didn’t vote for George W. Bush. How dare that small-time college president—who got his job only because he inherited it—tell me I despise Jesus Christ? From what I read in his letter, he wouldn’t know Jesus Christ if he fell over Him. 
Just to be sure Bush got the message, Jones also released his letter to the press. It was a chilling warning shot across George W. Bush’s bow, launched by one of the nation’s leading Christian conservatives: “We’ll be watching you. We got you reelected. You say you have a personal relationship with Jesus, but now we want to see some real commitment.”
A similar ultimatum was made by religious radio king Dr. James Dobson, head of Focus on the Family. As reported by Slate magazine, when a White House staffer called to thank him for his efforts on behalf of the president, Dobson bluntly told the aide that Bush and Republicans needed “to be more aggressive” about pressing the religious right’s pro-life, antigay agenda or “they’ll pay a price in four years.”
And it wasn’t just religious leaders who were feeling their oats. Here’s just one of hundreds of similar e-mails I received from so-called Christians after Bush’s reelection: “Are you a Bible-believing Christian, Bill? If this is the case, then you could not have voted for John Kerry. The Bible is very clear on the killing of the unborn and the opposition to men lying with men.”
To which I replied: “I’m a Christian who proudly voted for John Kerry. By the way, my Bible is also very clear that it’s an abomination to eat shellfish. (Leviticus 11:10). Oysters on the half shell, anyone?”
As a side note: I’ve always been amused and dismayed by the fact that, over the course of my radio and TV career, the vast majority of the mean, nasty, ugly, and intolerant mail I have received came from people who first made sure to identify themselves as Christians. These people walk out of church on Sunday morning feeling they have a God-given right to spew venom. I’ll never forget the not-so-gentle put-down I received, years ago, from Mabel Ellis of Sun Valley, California:
Dear Mr. Press:
Regarding your commentary on abortion—too bad your mother didn’t have one!
RELIGION AND REPUBLICAN POLITICS
On his deathbed, James Michael Curley, the legendary mayor of Boston, was chided by Boston’s cardinal for not receiving the sacraments more often. “Forgive me, Your Eminence,” Curley reportedly replied, “but politics and holiness are not always synonymous.”
Curley’s wry excuse reflected the healthy distance Democrats traditionally observed between religion and politics. Even though many of their classic battles—for civil rights, the minimum wage, or antipoverty programs, for example—were inspired by, and waged alongside of, religious leaders, Democrats still treated religion and politics as two separate camps. Black churches were an exception. But, outside of black churches, Democratic politicians did not talk openly about their faith, and ministers did not endorse politicians—not even politicians who were fighting for their issues.
Ironically, without that hands-off approach to religion, John F. Kennedy could never have been elected president. Protestant evangelical pastors almost forced Kennedy to disavow, ahead of time, any influence his religion might have on his decisions in the White House. During the campaign, Kennedy promised: “I believe in a president whose views on religion are his own private affair, neither imposed upon him by the nation or imposed by the nation upon him as a condition to holding that office.”
What a difference from the way things are today, where evangelicals are trying to make politics and holiness one and the same. If they don’t, in fact, worship President Bush, they definitely consider him the spiritual leader of the country. And some Republicans already boast that the initials GOP stand for “God’s Own Party”—or what may soon be called the Evangelical Christian Republican Party of America.
It is, of course, ironic that among the leaders of “God’s own party” are such self-confessed adulterers as Newt Gingrich, Bob Livingston, Dan Burton, Henry Hyde, Rudy Giuliani and, briefly, Bernard Kerik. Nevertheless, more and more, the Republican Party is identified as the exclusive party of religious conservatives. You either subscribe to their beliefs, or you’re left out in the cold—which former New Jersey governor Christine Todd Whitman discovered the hard way. A moderate Republican who served as Bush’s first administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, Whitman found herself unwelcome, both in the Bush administration and in her own party.
Whitman got her revenge, of sorts, by writing It’s My Party Too—in which she rails against “social fundamentalists” who have taken over the Republican party. Complains Whitman: “The leaders of these groups seek to impose rigid litmus tests on Republican candidates and appear determined to drive out of the party anyone who doesn’t subscribe to their beliefs in their entirety. . . . As far as they’re concerned, the Republican Party isn’t my party too; it’s their party period.”
The Republican takeover of religion—or the religious takeover of the Republican party—didn’t happen overnight. Indeed, during the 1950s and ’60s, it was the religious left that dominated the political headlines, especially because of its leadership of the civil rights movement, while the religious right sat on the sidelines.
But then a series of Supreme Court decisions—on school prayer, on Bible reading in schools, on abortion, and, yes, on school integration—angered religious conservatives and convinced them that they had to get political, too. Their political awakening accelerated in 1979, with the founding of the Moral Majority by the Reverend Jerry Falwell. Ten years later, when he disbanded the organization, Falwell talked about its political mission: “When I founded the Moral Majority, my goal was to engage the religious right and, in return, to change the direction of the country on its moral and social dilemmas.”
For his first official foray into politics, Falwell chose the presidential election of 1980, summoning religious conservatives to get behind the candidacy of Republican candidate Ronald Reagan—even though he was running against Jimmy Carter, a Southern Baptist and born-again Christian who never missed attending church on Sunday and who even took time out, while in the White House, to teach Sunday school! But Carter was also pro-choice—and, for Falwell, that was the unpardonable sin.
As recounted by Cal Thomas in Blinded by Might, a victory rally attended by all the national media was held the morning after the election at Falwell’s Liberty Baptist College. When the president of the Moral Majority walked into the auditorium, the band struck up “Hail to the Chief.” Jerry Falwell’s day as religious and political power broker had arrived.
For fundamentalists, it was, in Thomas’s memorable phrase, the first taste of “the aphrodisiac of political power.” Thomas, who later left the Moral Majority leadership, described the immediate postelection days of 1980 in terms eerily similar to the rhetoric heard from religious conservatives in November 2004:
The election was proof that God was on our side and that he was well-pleased. . . . Victory and success, money and access to the White House, to Congress, and to the media—this was all the proof we needed of God’s approval and blessing. Anyone who disagreed with us was a liberal, an atheist, a compromiser, or a member of the National Council of Churches (or maybe all four).
Even though Reagan promised fundamentalists the moon, however, he delivered very little. Still, his religious base loved him so much that, in 1988, they shifted their allegiance to his handpicked successor, Bush 41. George H. W. Bush also won the presidency with the support of religious conservatives, but, in his first term, he didn’t do much for them, either. So evangelicals weren’t exactly thrilled when he ran for reelection in 1992.
But Father Bush had another problem. He wasn’t Jimmy Carter or Bill Clinton. Unlike them, as a classic, old-school, preppy New England Episcopalian, he never felt comfortable talking about faith, religion, or moral values. Unlike Southern born-agains, he’d been taught not to wear religion on his sleeve. In order to relate to religious conservatives, he needed a liaison, somebody who could speak their language. And he found him—in his own born-again and formerly prodigal son!
Famously born-again—how many are brought to the Lord in private conversation with Billy Graham himself?—George W. Bush took to religious conservatives like a duck to water. He never hesitated to talk about his own personal encounter with Jesus. He could quote the Bible. He visited with evangelical leaders to convince them that even though his father could not talk the talk, he did in fact walk the walk—and was worthy of their support.
Bush Jr. didn’t manage to get his father reelected, of course, but he did make many contacts among Christian conservatives—who later became the base for his own successful runs for office. After the 1992 campaign, Bush told friends he was convinced that religious conservatives alone could get him elected governor of Texas. They did, in 1994. In 2000, they enthusiastically supported his first bid for the White House, and they were the heart and soul of his 2004 reelection campaign. Bush would never have won election or reelection without the religious right—and he knows it.
From the beginning of the 2004 campaign, Karl Rove—whom Bush praises as the “architect” of his winning reelection—had a very simple strategy. He proposed two goals: holding on to every state Bush won in 2000—which, thanks to reapportionment, would add up to 278 electoral votes in 2004 (Bush lost New Hampshire, but picked up Iowa and New Mexico); and persuading four million Christian conservatives, who had sat on the fence and not voted in 2000, to come to the polls this time. Hallelujah! It worked. Of those who go to church once a week, 61 percent voted for Bush; 39 percent, for Kerry.
Of course, Rove didn’t just pray that evangelicals would vote in greater numbers in 2004, he made sure that Bush gave them good reason to. And Bush had been happy to oblige throughout his first term. He named John Ashcroft, the darling of the religious right, attorney general. He signed a bill banning so-called late-term abortion. He set up a “Faith-Based Office” in the White House, directing millions of dollars in taxpayer funds to religious organizations, and signed an executive order allowing them to discriminate in hiring by requiring that all job applicants belong to the same church. He put religious conservatives in charge of every government advisory committee on reproductive health matters. He nominated extremist anti-abortion advocates to federal courts. He made “abstinence only” the government’s new policy on HIV/AIDS prevention.
Then, as icing on the cake, Bush proposed a constitutional amendment to ban gay marriage: not because he expected it to pass—it didn’t, and it won’t—but because he wanted to throw conservative religious leaders one more piece of red meat they could use to get their followers to the polls. If it vilifies gays and degrades the Constitution, well, that’s a small price to pay for such a big political payoff.
But it was more than Bush’s actions that carried the day for religious conservatives. It was the man himself. George W. Bush is, without doubt, the most ostentatiously religious president in history. He swaggers with religion. He reads the Bible every day. He opens cabinet meetings with a prayer. He encourages and often attends prayer meetings in the White House. He invites ministers in to pray with him. He takes visitors to favorite “prayer spots” on his ranch. He peppers his speeches with God-talk and quotations from Scripture. Speaking before a group of educators, he held up the Bible as his “handbook” for public policy. After his reelection, Bush told editors and reporters of The Washington Times he didn’t “see how you can be president without a relationship with the Lord.”
Indeed, Bush sees everything in a religious light, even foreign policy. After meeting for the first time with Russian president Vladimir Putin, Bush praised him as someone he could trust. He knew he could trust him, Bush told reporters, because of his near divine powers of judgment: “I looked into his eyes and was able to glimpse into his soul.” Something most people who had worked for years under Putin at the KGB had never seen.
Former Bush speechwriter David Frum, who penned the biblical phrase “axis of evil” for Bush’s first State of the Union address, in January 2002, vividly recalls the first words he heard upon entering the Bush White House. He told PBS’s Frontline, “The first words—obviously it’s sort of funny—but just by coincidence the first words I heard as I stepped over the threshold for the first time, on my way to the breakfast where they made the decision whether to hire me or not, were: ‘Missed you at Bible study.’ Not directed to me, but to the man I was with, who was supposed to be at it.”
Christian conservatives active in Washington today remember the old days, when their goal was to find just one staff member in the White House they could count on to make their case to the president. Now they joke among themselves: We don’t need a staff member anymore, we’ve got the president himself!
Bush not only speaks the language of religious conservatives, he understands and speaks their code. During his second debate with John Kerry, I thought it was funny, at first, when Bush promised not to appoint Supreme Court judges who would repeat mistakes like the infamous Dred Scott decision. Not much chance the Court’s going to bring back slavery! But what I and most Americans didn’t realize was that Bush was sending a deliberate signal to the religious right—for whom “Dred Scott” is code for Roe v. Wade. What Bush was actually saying was “Don’t worry, I realize even the Supreme Court can make big mistakes, so you can count on me to nominate judges who will overturn Roe v. Wade.”
Over and above everything else, Bush seems to have—in fact, he assures people he has—a direct pipeline to God. After attending church services with his wife, Laura, then–Texas governor George W. Bush told TV evangelist Reverend James Robison, “God wants me to run for president” and “The nation needs me at this time.” And, once in the White House, he told Richard Land, president of the Southern Baptist Convention’s Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, “God wants me to be president.” 
Bush is not alone in believing that his presence in the Oval Office transcends politics, or that he is on a divine mission. In 2003, in fact, one of his top generals was going from church to church—in uniform!—telling parishioners the same thing. General William “Jerry” Boykin, deputy under secretary of defense for intelligence, told Christian congregations: “Why is this man in the White House? The majority of Americans did not vote for him. He’s in the White House because God put him there for a time such as this.”
And that view was reinforced by friendly pastors. As reported by Max Blumenthal on the Web site AlterNet, shortly after September 11 Bush invited a group of evangelical ministers to the White House for spiritual counsel. After those present had briefly discussed the religious and scriptural implications of the terrorist attacks, former Southern Baptist Convention president James Merritt initiated the following exchange:
“Mr. President, you and I are fellow believers in Jesus Christ.”
Bush nodded his head affirmatively.
“We both believe there is a sovereign God in control of this universe.”
Bush nodded again.
“Since God knew that those planes would hit those towers before you and I were ever born, since God knew that you would be sitting in that chair before this world was ever created, I can only draw the conclusion that you are God’s man for this hour.”
It was then that Bush lowered his head and cried.
So now we know. The 2000 campaign, the butterfly ballot, the Florida recount, Katherine Harris, the Supreme Court intervention, and 9/11—they were all part of God’s preordained plan. (The Lord, indeed, works in mysterious ways.)
Now, faith is one thing. But believing that God is directing your politics can be downright dangerous. As was proven when Bush insisted that God told him to invade Iraq. When asked by Bob Woodward of The Washington Post whether he had asked his father’s advice before launching the war in Iraq, Bush dismissed the very idea. “There is a higher father that I appeal to,” he declared.
Such moral certainty may be fine, as long as we’re sure Bush is listening to God—and not telling God what he, George W. Bush, has already decided. Unfortunately, there’s evidence that’s not the case. One thing we know for sure: before the war in Iraq, God apparently wasn’t telling all religious or political leaders the same thing.
In an extraordinary show of ecumenism, almost every church in the United States and the world—Protestant, Catholic, evangelical, pentecostal, Jewish, Buddhist, and Islam—openly opposed the war in Iraq and urged the president to reconsider his invasion plans. Among major churches, only the American Southern Baptist Convention supported the war.
In February 2003, one month before American troops entered Iraq, Bush met in Nashville with former Republican presidential candidate Pat Robertson. The religious broadcaster and founder of the Christian Coalition had asked to see Bush because he had misgivings about a possible war with Iraq. “Mr. President, you had better prepare the American people for casualties,” he warned Bush. “The Lord told me it was going to be, A: a disaster; and B: messy.” According to Robertson, the president replied: “Oh, no, we’re not going to have any casualties.”
Now, maybe we could buy the idea that George Bush knew God’s plan better than Pat Robertson. But Bush even insisted he had a more direct pipeline to God than the pope!
As reported by Woodward in his book Plan of Attack, during the buildup to the Iraq war, Pope John Paul II also sent his personal envoy, Cardinal Pio Laghi, to see the president. Laghi, the former Vatican envoy to the United States and another longtime Bush family friend, carried an urgent message. The Iraq war, he warned, would not be a just war, would be an illegal war, and would not make things better in the Middle East. Bush disagreed. “Absolutely, it will make things better,” he insisted. 
Bush, in other words, the self-proclaimed Christian Leader, rushed to war despite the warnings of every world religious leader—except America’s Southern Baptists. Do we smell a little whiff of infallibility here?
Maybe we smell something else, too: a certain lack of authenticity. Which is not to say that Bush’s faith is not real. He is born-again. He is a true believer. But whenever Bush emphasizes his faith, it’s hard to tell whether he’s speaking from conviction—or just trying to score a cheap political point. On Frontline, Doug Wead, a longtime Bush family friend, explained it this way: “There’s no question that the president’s faith is calculated. And there’s no question that the president’s faith is real, that it’s authentic, that it’s genuine. I would say that I don’t know, and George Bush doesn’t know, when he’s operating out of a genuine sense of his own faith—or when it’s calculated.”
And Wead had an excellent source for his observations: George W. Bush himself. A former advisor to George H. W. Bush on evangelical issues, Wead was later recruited by Bush Jr. for the same purpose. As the younger Bush was preparing to run for president, and throughout the 2000 campaign, he met often with Wead for guidance. Those conversations—which, unbeknownst to Bush, were taped by Wead—reveal just how cold and calculating a politician Bush could be about his religion.
He very carefully determined what code words he could use to convince evangelicals he was one of them, without offending more moderate Christians. He figured out, for example, they would forgive his history of alcohol and drugs, if he would only admit that he had “sinned” and he had “learned.” Before meeting with one group of influential religious conservatives, Bush tested his lines with Wead: “I’m going to tell them the five turning points in my life. Accepting Christ. Marrying my wife. Having children. Running for governor. And listening to my mother.”
Skepticism about the calculated nature of Bush’s faith is further fueled by the fact that he belongs to no congregation and does not regularly attend church services—compared with John Kerry, for example, who wears a crucifix, carried a rosary and Bible with him on the campaign trail, and goes to mass every Sunday.
On the other hand, why should Bush bother going to church? He’s apparently got a direct hotline to God. And, as long as he gives Christian conservatives everything they want in terms of policies and appointments, they don’t care if he shows up on Sunday morning or not. They certainly didn’t in 2004.
2004: THE BATTLE BETWEEN GOOD AND EVIL
If there were ever any question about the influence of the religious right on American politics, all doubts were blown away by the election of 2004. Religion came out of the closet (in more ways than one), dominated the debate, and certainly helped decide the election in favor of George W. Bush and many other Republican candidates—although, as we will see, not as much as it was trumpeted by the media.
Evangelicals considered Bush’s reelection the moral equivalent of the Second Coming and his reelection campaign as our Armageddon. “I see it as a spiritual divide between true believers and seculars,” is how Reverend Neil E. Kulp, the pastor of First Baptist Church of Allentown, Pennsylvania, characterized the campaign. The Christian Broadcasting Network summed up its campaign coverage: “Those who pray a lot tend to vote Republican. Those who don’t tend to vote Democratic.”
There was no subtlety about the evangelicals’ endorsement of Bush. Nobody had to read between the lines. In July, Jerry Falwell even went so far as to tell The New York Times: “It’s the responsibility of every political conservative, every Evangelical Christian, every pro-life Catholic, every traditional Jew, every Reagan Democrat, and everyone in-between to get serious about re-electing President Bush.”
A hagiographic DVD called George W. Bush: Faith in the White House—three hundred thousand copies of which were distributed free to Christian churches as get-out-the-vote propaganda—portrayed Bush as a man “firmly fixed in the principles of Christianity.” According to narrator and religious-radio talk-show host Janet Parshall, he is, “for the majority of churchgoing Americans, the right man at the right time.” Not only that, he is “right in line with our Founding Fathers” and has “the moral clarity of an Old Testament prophet.” No wonder Parshall defined the key question of 2004 not as “Does Bush deserve to be reelected?” but “Will he be allowed to finish the battle against the forces of evil that threaten our very existence?” Satan, thy name is John Kerry!
With those endorsements from on high, the 2004 election took on the nature of a crusade, with no effort spared in manifesting public display of religious support for Bush. Ministers told churchgoers to let their religion dictate their politics. In many churches, political organizers also hung banners reading VOTE RIGHTEOUSLY! And, from coast to coast, Republicans turned campaign events into religious revivals.

[image: image]  At a Bush rally in Muskegon County, Michigan, Republican supporters bowed their heads in prayer as the master of ceremonies told them they were gathered “to lift high the name of Jesus Christ.” Asking God’s blessing on their efforts to reelect George W. Bush, the speaker affirmed: “We know you appointed him to that position.”

[image: image]  At a presidential town-hall meeting in Florida, a loyal campaign supporter gushed: “This is the first time that I have felt that God was in the White House.” Bush didn’t deny the divine presence. He simply said: “Thank you.”

[image: image]  The Republican National Committee (RNC) sent a mass mailing to Christian voters in West Virginia and Arkansas, warning them that “liberals”—meaning John Kerry—planned to ban the Bible and arrest people for reading out loud from the sacred text.

[image: image]  In Lansing, Michigan, a giant billboard trumpeted the message “One Nation Under God: Bush/Cheney.”

[image: image]  The RNC also hired several Catholic field coordinators to visit Catholic churches and drum up support for Bush. (Bush’s share of the Catholic vote increased from 47 percent in 2000 to 52 percent in 2004.) Republicans also set up two Web sites: 
www.KerryWrongforCatholics.com; and 
www.KerryWrongforMormons.com.

[image: image]  When President Bush visited Pope John Paul II at the Vatican, his top aides asked the pope’s advisors to lean on American bishops to get involved in politics by speaking out on cultural issues during the upcoming reelection campaign. Favor asked, favor granted.

[image: image]  As noted earlier, led by Denver’s Archbishop Charles Chaput, several Catholic bishops carried out the Vatican’s orders by refusing to offer communion to John Kerry—because of his support of abortion rights—and by telling church members they would commit a “grievous sin” if they voted for Kerry. (It was, however, no sin to vote for candidates who supported the death penalty, preemptive war, nuclear weapons, or lifting the ban on assault rifles.)

[image: image]  A senior Vatican official issued a legal opinion that, according to church law, by “publicly and obstinately supporting the civil right to abortion,” John Kerry was automatically excommunicated. (Once the letter was published in the United States and used against Kerry, the Vatican said the official was giving his own personal opinion.)

[image: image]  A group calling itself Catholic Answers ran full-page ads in major newspapers telling Catholics they were forbidden from voting for a candidate who supported any one of five “non-negotiable” issues: abortion, euthanasia, embryonic stem cell research, human cloning, or gay marriage.

[image: image]  At the 2004 Republican National Convention, Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist promised, in an off-the-record gathering of Christian conservatives, that tearing down the wall of separation between church and state would be one of the primary goals of a second Bush administration.
Nor was the abuse of religion limited to the presidential campaign.

[image: image]  In Lexington, Kentucky, an incumbent city council member posted a dual-purpose billboard. “Elect Jesus Christ Savior,” it blared. And then: “Elect Jacques Wigginton for Council.”

[image: image]  In Illinois, carpetbagger Alan Keyes told reporters he knew for certain how Jesus would vote in the U.S. Senate race, and it would definitely not be for Keyes’s opponent. “You see, it’s quite logical that Christ would not vote for Barack Obama, because Barack Obama has voted to behave in a way that it is inconceivable for Christ to have behaved.” Keyes was referring to Obama’s pro-choice votes in the State Senate. (Obama won handily, with or without Jesus’ vote.)

[image: image]  In Oklahoma, Republican Senate candidate Tom Coburn won by 11 points after urging the death penalty for doctors who perform abortions. And in South Carolina, Republican Senate candidate Jim DeMint trounced his opponent by 9 points—even though he declared that pregnant single women, like homosexuals, should not be allowed to teach in public schools.
A lot of people made fun of Pat Buchanan when he told the 1992 Republican convention in Houston: “There is a religious war going on in our country for the soul of America.” Pat wasn’t wrong, after all. He was simply twelve years ahead of his time.
With rare exceptions like Barack Obama, when votes were counted, the religious conservative candidate beat out the secular liberal or moderate candidate. Yes, the war on terror was a bigger issue with most voters than morality, but conservatives viewed even that challenge as a “holy war”—with Bush, the commander in chief, anointed by God to keep us safe from nonbelievers. With the dexterity of a crusader pope, Bush skillfully played the religion card and the terrorism card simultaneously.
Watching the election returns, Jerry Falwell became positively orgasmic. He got so excited he even performed a minor miracle, bringing his tired old Moral Majority back from the dead—with a new name, the Faith and Values Coalition. Setting himself up as Pied Piper, Falwell declared the new organization’s primary mission would be “to maintain an evangelical coalition of voters who will continue to go to the polls to vote Christian.” For his born-again Moral Majority, Falwell listed three goals: lobbying for pro-life judges, passing a constitutional amendment banning gay marriage, and electing another conservative Republican president in 2008.
The first test came shortly after November 2, when Republican Arlen Specter, the presumptive incoming chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee, expressed his realistic opinion that Supreme Court nominees openly committed to overturn Roe v. Wade would have a hard time getting confirmed by a Senate in which Democrats still controlled forty-five seats. Evangelicals went bonkers. They flooded the White House and Senate Republicans with calls and e-mail demanding that Specter be bounced—as if they, and not Senate leaders, held the final say over committee chairs. In the end, Specter caved, signing a pledge vowing not to oppose any anti-abortion court nominee. Fundamentalists had won their first battle.
By the end of the 2004 campaign, in fact, the Republican party had become little more than a subsidiary of the Christian Coalition. This wasn’t necessarily good for the party, according to veteran Republican political strategist Arthur Finkelstein. “From now on, anyone who belongs to the Republican Party will automatically find himself in the same group as the opponents of abortion,” Finkelstein told The New York Times, “and anyone who supports abortion will automatically be labeled a Democrat.” Finkelstein, who ran campaigns for former senators Al D’Amato and Jesse Helms, as well as Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon, went on to lament: “The political center has disappeared, and the Republican Party has become the party of the Christian right.”
Indeed, one of the key events surrounding President Bush’s 2005 inaugural was a “Values Victory Dinner” honoring Republican legislators, sponsored by the evangelical organizations Focus on the Family, Family Research Council, American Values, and others. Republican Senate Leader Bill Frist, who’s already courting support of religious conservatives for his own candidacy for president in 2008, told the black-tie crowd: “Isn’t this great, guys? We won!” 
Healthy or not, the unholy merger of evangelicals and Republicans is now complete. The role of churches is to deliver Christian voters. The role of Christian voters is to elect Republicans. And the role of Republicans is to serve, protect, and defend Christian conservatives. Period.
WHOSE MORAL VALUES?
In just one more example of the media’s not doing their job, the power of religion over politics was further ratified when TV networks, talk radio, Web sites, and cable talk shows—citing election day exit polls—immediately trumpeted “moral values” as the most important factor in President Bush’s reelection. Yet again, that old rule about journalism was proven true: whenever all the media are saying the same thing, it’s a good bet they’ve all got it wrong. As they did in this case.
One nationwide exit poll did indeed record that 22 percent of voters cited “moral values” as their number one issue, compared with 21 percent for the war in Iraq. Only The Economist, however, reported that the percentage of American voters naming moral values their chief concern was actually down from 2000 (35 percent) and 1996 (40 percent).
But this is also the same exit poll that showed John Kerry winning Ohio, Florida, Iowa, and New Mexico—all four of which he lost. That discrepancy alone should disqualify it from serious consideration. Nor, when you look closer, did the poll offer much consolation to religious conservatives. Fifty-five percent expressed support for making abortion either “always” or “mostly” legal. And 62 percent—nearly three times those who voted for “moral values”—said they would support some kind of legal status for gay couples: 35 percent for civil unions and 27 percent for gay marriage.
But once you realize how the answers to the poll were determined, its results are even more suspect. During the campaign, pollsters frequently asked likely voters an open-ended question: “What issues are most important to you in this election?” Every time, three issues—Iraq, the economy, and terrorism—led the pack. So-called moral issues never registered above the low single digits.
On election day, however, with voters hurrying to get away from the polls and back to home or work, pollsters took a different approach. Instead of asking the open-ended question, they read a list of seven issues—taxes, education, Iraq, terrorism, economy/jobs, health care, and moral values—and asked: “Is this issue important to you? Yes or no?” No surprise. This time, moral values came in number one.
But what did you expect? Nobody in sound mind is going to say he or she doesn’t care about “moral values.” It makes it sound like you’re a wife beater or tax cheat. I’m surprised moral values didn’t finish with 95 percent. Clearly, the exit poll did not accurately reflect how and why people voted the way they did.
But why let the facts get in the way of a triumph? Religious conservatives took full credit for reelecting President Bush and, again, painted the campaign as a contest between those who believe in Jesus and those who don’t. “We’ve got the hate mongers who literally hate this president, and that is so wrong,” Jerry Falwell summed up on C-SPAN’s Washington Journal a week after the election. “The people who hate George Bush hate him because he’s a follower of Jesus Christ, unashamedly says so, and applies his faith in his day-to-day operations.”
TURNING RELIGION UPSIDE DOWN
How did Republicans so successfully hijack religion, and religious conservatives so successfully hijack the Republican party? Two reasons. First, liberals walked away from the field. We stopped talking about values or acknowledging our belief in God. Second, conservatives, once they had the field all to themselves, diabolically defined “values” so narrowly that there’s no room for Democrats or liberals anymore. Nor is there any room left for Christians who believe in the Social Gospel. 
Beginning early in the twentieth century, the teachings of the Social Gospel—articulated best by Baptist theologian Walter Rauschenbusch—gave new meaning to the role of religion in the United States. Rejecting the puritanical belief that this world was a necessary evil we had to endure only in order to enjoy happiness in the next, Rauschenbusch instead stressed our responsibility to work to make this world a better place—or, in a popular phrase, “to improve the human condition.”
Rauschenbusch attracted followers from all faiths. Progressive rabbis embraced the concept of tikkun olam, which literally means “repair the world,” as the motto for their pursuit of social justice. And religious leaders across the board began teaching that it was just as important to heal, comfort, and educate the living as it was to save souls for eternity. That was the dual mission of religion. Wasn’t this, in fact, what Jesus meant when He taught us to pray “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven?”
Recognizing Jesus’ concern for the powerless, priests, pastors, and rabbis mobilized their congregations to fight for better wages, the right of workers to organize, child labor laws, decent housing for the poor, and homeless shelters. Theodore Roosevelt applied the teachings of the Social Gospel in his assaults on corporations. Theologian Reinhold Niebuhr—who introduced the notion of “Christian realism”—plotted the path of “moral man in immoral society.” And, under the banner of the Social Gospel, clergy led the fight for decent wages, for women’s rights, for civil rights, and against the Vietnam War. In the second half of the twentieth century, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Cesar Chavez, and Jesuit priests Philip and Daniel Berrigan were the Social Gospel’s most visible, and most effective, warriors.
The spirit of the Social Gospel still dominated American schools of theology when I left the seminary in 1967 and enrolled in the doctorate program at Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley, California. I chose as my field of study “religion in society” (also called “applied theology”), working with Professor Bob Lee of San Francisco Theological Seminary in San Anselmo. 
The search for authenticity in my own faith led me, as a Catholic, to join San Francisco’s underground Eucharist movement. Once a month, like the early Christians, we would meet secretly in a friend’s home to celebrate mass. The priests who joined us did so at the risk of losing their jobs, because our homegrown liturgy differed so much from the fixed rules of the Vatican.
Instead of communion wafers, our Eucharist was a loaf of bread and a bottle of nonsacramental wine. Instead of a sermon, our host would read something thought-provoking from the Bible, the morning paper, or a favorite book—which always prompted a lively discussion about how it related to our faith. And instead of just walking out of church, we followed each service with a potluck lunch or dinner. They were the most meaningful worship services I ever attended. Almost forty years later, I still treasure friendships made during those Eucharistic feasts.
At the same time, I became active in the exciting and lively Glide Memorial Methodist Church of San Francisco under Pastor Cecil Williams. Cecil was the embodiment of the Social Gospel. After rollicking church services on Sunday mornings, we would travel to Golden Gate Park’s Panhandle to serve hot meals to the homeless—mostly hippies back then. I also volunteered in the Black Man’s Free Clinic, which Glide opened in the Western Addition neighborhood of San Francisco.
Two nights a week, I volunteered as a counselor at the Off Ramp, a drug interception center sponsored by the Haight-Ashbury Presbyterian Church to serve the Haight’s huge population of teenagers who had run away from home seeking the promise of free love and drugs. Operating what was really a free coffee and (stale) donut shop in the church basement, our job as counselors was to greet the teenagers who wandered in and, without any pressure, simply make ourselves available if they expressed any interest in getting back to their families. And many did. It turned out that’s all they were looking for: someone to talk to, and someone to help.
Believe me, never in life was my faith such a part of me as it was in those years in San Francisco. I was living my faith. And, I believe, I was living the Gospels.
Those same values are still reflected today in the work of certain religious organizations. Many Catholics agree with the commitment that the Society of Jesus, or Jesuits, has always made to social involvement—most recently spelled out by their General Congregation in 1975:
Our faith in Christ Jesus and our mission to proclaim the Gospel demand of us a commitment to promote justice and to enter into solidarity with the voiceless and the powerless. This commitment will move us seriously to verse ourselves in the complex problems which they face in their lives, then to identify and assume our own responsibilities to society.
Reflecting the teaching of their founder John Wesley that salvation comes through grace—but also demands ministering to those less fortunate—the United Methodist Church has set forth a radical economic policy:
We belive private and public enterprises are responsible for the social costs of doing business, such as employment and environmental pollution, and that they should be held accountable for those costs. We support measures that would reduce the concentration of wealth in the hands of a few. We further support measures to revise tax structures and to eliminate government support programs that now benefit the wealthy at the expense of other persons.
The National Association of Evangelicals has even belatedly embraced protecting the environment as a biblical and moral issue. Their vice-president argues: “I don’t think God is going to ask us how he created the earth, but he will ask us what we did with what he created.” Because “environmentalism” is still so widely ridiculed by most people on the religious right, however, these latter-day Christian devotees of John Muir are careful to call their movement “creation care.”
But, for the most part, the Social Gospel is now dormant, if not dead—certainly among evangelicals. Religion has been turned on its head by the religious right.
I don’t want to paint with too broad a brush. There is wonderful, charitable work being done by churches in every city in America. And countless individuals do indeed strive to take seriously the words of Jesus about our mission to help the poor and disadvantaged. Members of my own family have often traveled with members of their church to build homes in poor communities in Mexico. I salute them.
But their compassion is not the main message we hear from today’s evangelical leaders. For them, Christian compassion has been transformed from “How can we improve the lives of those less fortunate than we are?” to “How can we improve our own lives?” Instead of living up to the old tradition of Christian ministry—“comforting the afflicted and afflicting the comfortable”—religious conservatives are more interested today in further comforting the comfortable
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