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Democrats and religion

Senator Barack Obama, in a recent speech, urged Democrats to embrace religion.          Democratic strategists believe that values are as important as faith in appealing to more liberal evangelical voters, and some pundits are suggesting a family values-oriented form             of populism, one that clearly echoes Bill Clinton.

The “swing faithful” factor in the 2006 midterm elections

Even with Bush’s 50,000-vote victory over Kerry in Florida in 2004, it wouldn’t take many “swing faithful” voters to cause a seismic shift in election outcomes. Orlando attorney Aubrey Drucker fits the profile: an evangelical Southern Baptist and, until 2000, a registered Republican, he supported Kerry in 2004. He opposes the Iraq war and the Bush administration tax cuts, which some evangelical supporters say is a religious issue. “I’m embarrassed that any Christian would look at taxes and tax relief as a religious issue.”  Catholics are also part of the swing faithful.

Evangelical voters and political power

Evangelicals may not realistically expect to impose their values on the entire nation, if only because they know they can’t. Yet they have been quite willing and able—through state and local actions—to impose them on their friends and neighbors. In their minds, however, these are defensive maneuvers; they are merely preserving their views on gay marriage, abortion, abstinence education, euthanasia, public nudity in the arts, and banning and restricting books in public libraries and school reading lists.

Evangelicals and the Environment
Environmentalism is one of the major fissures in the evangelical movement. National leaders such as Ted Haggard, president of the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE); Richard Cizik, NAE’s chief lobbyist; megaselling author and pastor Rick Warren; Salvation Army national commander Todd Bassett; and Wheaten College president Duane Litfin have positioned “creation care” as a biblical issue. They are among signers of “The Evangelical Climate Initiation” on global warming. Meanwhile, evangelical heavyweights such as James Dobson of Focus on the Family; Richard Land of the Southern Baptist Commission on Ethics and Religious Liberty and Donald Wildmon of the American Family Association were among the dissenters.

Christians & Jews and the Holy Land Experience

The saga of the Holy Land Experience theme park in Orlando embodies the divide between Jews and evangelical Christians—and shows how it is sometimes unbridgeable. Here, the pervasive Christian culture of America’s traditional Bible Belt and the more aggressively evangelical forces of the modern Sunbelt collide, with a force that makes not just Jews, but even some Christians uneasy.

For the Jews of Central Florida, the opening of a theme park that aimed to convert Jews was like poking a sharp stick at an old unhealed wound. For many evangelicals in the South, winning a Jewish convert to Christianity is the brass ring, closing the circle after two thousand years of rejection.

Evangelical support for Israel

Unquestioning evangelical support for the Israeli government presents a dilemma for the Jewish community. For some evangelicals, the final ingathering of the Jews to a resurgent Israel is the theological prerequisite for Jesus’ second coming. Of course they believe, but do not say, that when that happens, those of us who do not convert to Christianity will die and burn in hell’s fiery lake for a thousand years.

Evangelical alternatives to popular culture

Evangelicals feel powerless in the face of a threat they cannot defeat at the polls—the pervasive popular culture they consider to be a toxic mix of loveless sexuality and senseless violence. Yet they do not want to be left out, isolated from their peers. So they filter secular products, or create their own versions. Evangelicals are adapting all the major genres of mass culture: books, music, movies, radio, TV, comics, cheerleading, even standup comedy and professional wrestling. With the exception of porn, no genre is considered so intrinsically antithetical to Christianity that it cannot be put to use. Christians are even attempting to adapt one of the most sexual and violent genres of pop culture—computer games.

Culture wars

Americans have been  battling over culture and moral values for at least 25 years. What kind of a conflict is it when both sides say they are being attacked and claim to be victims of intolerance? The fundamental dispute between these two Americas is about what represents society’s ideal and the ability of one side or the other to advance that ideal. Is it heterosexual marriage? Or is it a diverse and multicultural society?

Evangelical proselytizing in public schools

I reported many public school evangelism stories—teachers and principals wearing Christian t-shirts; pressuring students to attend Bible studies, etc.—as dispassionately as I could. Yet I could not help thinking that those in the Christian majority might not have been so arrogant and insensitive if they had any experience as a religious minority. Perhaps if they had spent some time in a school or society dominated by Mormons, Muslims or Jews who assumed that theirs was the one true faith, they might have behaved differently.
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