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SECTION ONE
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Republican Nominees
Donald Trump and Mike Pence

NEWS

The role of religion in Trump’s presidency so far: A timeline
By Jack Jenkins

AP Photo/Patrick Semansky

WASHINGTON (RNS) — There has
been no shortage of “God-talk” during
Donald Trump’s first term in office, with
the president regularly consulting —
and praying — with a tight group of
evangelical advisers. The 45th president
of the U.S. once even declared himself
“the chosen one.”
As Trump prepares to kick off the first
day of the 2020 Republican National
Convention and his bid for four more
years, Religion News Service takes a
look back at some of the most impactful
religion moments of his administration
thus far.
NOVEMBER 2016: Winning 80-81% of
white evangelicals
Arguably the biggest religion story of
Trump’s presidency is how he got there
in the first place: by winning 80-81% of
white evangelicals who turned out on
Election Day 2016. His ability to curry
favor with white evangelicals baffled
pundits and political analysts, many of
whom expressed confusion that
so-called “values voters” would back a
candidate who stumbled over Bible
verses, frequently used crude language
and was caught bragging about sexual
assault. This despite vehement opposition from some evangelical leaders such
as Russell Moore, the head of the
Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention.
Yet Trump’s appeal with the group
would become a mainstay of his first
term in office, with the president sometimes openly acknowledging that some
of his policy positions were designed to
please evangelical Christians.
JANUARY 2017: Travel ban triggers
religious uproar
Within a week of his inauguration,
Trump signed an executive order
entitled “Protecting the Nation from
Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United
States” that barred refugees and

immigrants from certain Muslim-majority
countries from entry into the U.S. His
administration would insist that it was
not narrowly targeted at Muslims, but
the move was widely seen as Trump
making good on his 2015 promise to
institute a “Muslim ban,” calling for “a
total and complete shutdown of Muslims
entering the United States until our
country’s representatives can figure out
what is going on.”
The ban sparked widespread outcry,
with opponents filing lawsuits and
flocking to airports to voice fierce
disapproval. Among the throngs were
religious protesters holding signs
emblazoned with Scripture, with dozens
of denominations, religious organizations and individual faith leaders decrying the move as discriminatory and a
violation of religious freedom.
FEBRUARY 2017: Trump ‘finally’
condemns anti-Semitism
After initially refusing to denounce
explicitly discrimination against Jews on
two separate occasions in the opening
weeks of his presidency, Trump finally
condemned anti-Semitism amid a series
of bomb threats made against Jewish
organizations. During a visit to the

National Museum of African American
History and Culture in Washington,
D.C., he declared, “The anti-Semitic
threats targeting our Jewish community
and community centers are horrible and
are painful and a very sad reminder of
the work that still must be done to root
out hate and prejudice and evil.”
MAY 2017: Trump signs executive
order limiting the power of the
Johnson Amendment
Surrounded by religious leaders and
evangelical advisers, Trump signed an
executive order on May 4, 2017 hamstringing the so-called Johnson Amendment — a rarely enforced section of the
tax code that prohibits churches and
other nonprofits from endorsing candidates. It made good on a campaign
promise to “totally destroy” the provision, with Trump telling attendees at the
signing that “No one should be censoring sermons or targeting pastors.” But
the order drew criticism from both sides:
thousands of faith leaders from across
the religious spectrum signed a letter to
Congress urging lawmakers to maintain
the provision, and some conservative
groups believed Trump’s order didn’t go
far enough.

MAY 2018: New U.S. embassy opens
in Jerusalem
Trump announced that the U.S. would
formally recognize Jerusalem as the
capital of Israel and move the U.S.
embassy there in December 2017 — a
decision that drew mixed reactions from
faith leaders at home and abroad. But
the embassy wasn’t formally inaugurated until May of the following year, when
two prominent conservative evangelicals from the U.S. offered blessings as
part of its program: Robert Jeffress, a
Texas pastor and longtime supporter of
Trump, and John Hagee, head of the
lobbying group Christians United for
Israel.
Two years later, Trump would tell a
crowd that the decision was made “for
the evangelicals.”
MAY 2018: Prominent evangelicals
appointed to the U.S. Commission on
International Religious Freedom
Several prominent evangelicals were
appointed to the U.S. Commission on
International Religious Freedom, either
by Trump or Republicans in Congress.
Tony Perkins, head of the Family
Research Council, was appointed by
Sen. Mitch McConnell in May 2018, but
Trump himself soon appointed two
others: Gary Bauer, another former
president of the Family Research
Council and director of the Christians
United for Israel Action Fund; and
Johnnie Moore, a former vice president
of Liberty University and longtime faith
adviser to Trump.
JUNE 2018: Religious outcry over
“zero tolerance” family separation
policy
In the summer of 2018, the Trump
administration drew widespread
criticism for implementing a so-called
“zero tolerance” policy that led to the
separation of immigrant families who
crossed the U.S.-Mexico border. Faith
communities were among those who
expressed outrage over the policy, but
their ire intensified when then-Attorney
General Jeff Sessions and then-White
House Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders both attempted to justify it
by citing the Bible. Scores of faith
groups and religious leaders — including some of Trump’s evangelical advisers — voiced their disapproval, with

Catholic bishops discussing possible
“canonical penalties” for Catholics who
participate in the government action and
hundreds of United Methodists filing a
formal church complaint against
Sessions, who is a member of their
denomination. (The complaint was
ultimately dismissed.)
JULY 2018: Brett Kavanaugh appointed to Supreme Court
Trump’s appointment of Brett Kavanaugh to the U.S. Supreme Court proved
controversial for many reasons, particularly allegations that he sexually assaulted Christine Blasey Ford in his youth.
Many religious leaders and activists
participated in protests against his
appointment, but the eventual vote to
seat him on the bench was seen as a
victory for conservative Christians who
wanted to retake the balance of power
on the court with Kavanaugh, who was
seen as a “warrior” for religious liberty.
DECEMBER 2018: Criminal Justice
reform passed with ample support
from evangelical leaders
One of the rare moments of bipartisanship during Trump’s first term was the
passage of the First Step Act, a law
aimed at reducing the number of people
who return to prison after serving time.
The law was seen as a triumph for
many groups, but also evangelical
Christians, who played an outsized role
in getting both Trump and members of
Congress to back the bill.
SEPTEMBER 2019: Trump joins Modi
at a rally shortly after India’s Kashmir
decision
Nearly 50,000 people — mostly Indian
Americans — packed an arena in
Houston, Texas, to attend a “Howdy,
Modi!” event that featured Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, who was joined
on stage by Donald Trump. But others,
such as Indian Muslims and Christians,
expressed deep frustration with the
gathering’s symbolism: In addition to
elevating Modi, whose administration is
widely seen as propagating Hindu
nationalism in general, the rally
occurred shortly after he revoked the
partial autonomy of the Kashmir region.
OCTOBER 2019: Andrew Brunson
released

The freeing of Andrew Brunson, an
American pastor and missionary who
was imprisoned by Turkish officials for
almost two years and brought up on
charges of terrorism that the U.S.
government declared were false, was
widely seen as a victory for the Trump
administration. Brunson was invited to
the Oval Office shortly after his release,
where he prayed over the president.
Brunson would later speak about his
ordeal at State Department events as
well as the Values Voter Summit, which
is run by conservative Christian activist
Tony Perkins.
NOVEMBER 2019: Paula White
appointed to run the White House
faith office
The appointment of Florida pastor Paula
White to head the White House Faith &
Opportunity Initiative was not entirely
unexpected. White, who is often
described as a preacher of Prosperity
Gospel theology, had long served as a
faith adviser to Trump and reportedly
had regular access to the Oval Office.
Even so, the creation of the office —
which essentially replaced the existing
faith office that was created under
President Obama but left vacant by
Trump — highlighted the outsized
influence of evangelical Christians on
the Trump White House.
DECEMBER 2019 to FEBRUARY
2020: Impeachment debate
The historic debate over whether to
impeach President Trump for abuse of
power and obstruction of Congress had
a surprisingly religious tenor. Congressional lawmakers on both sides of the
aisle traded theological barbs over the
issue, with representatives citing
Scripture to defend their arguments and
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi saying
she was praying for the president
throughout the impeachment process.
Some religious conservatives even
turned on the president: The editor in
chief of Christianity Today published a
widely read editorial calling for Trump’s
removal from office in December 2019,
and Utah Sen. Mitt Romney ultimately
cited his faith as a member of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints as inspiring his vote to remove
Trump from office — the only Republican senator to do so.
The saga culminated in Trump’s visit to

the National Prayer Breakfast in February 2020, where he used his speech at
the religious gathering to blast his
political opponents, saying, “I don’t like
people who use faith for justification for
doing what they know is wrong, nor do I
like people who say ‘I pray for you’ when
they know that is not so.”
JANUARY 2020: Trump appears at
March for Life
Trump became the first sitting president
to appear in person at the March for Life
in January, telling the sprawling crowd at
the anti-abortion event: “All of us here
understand an eternal truth: Every child
is a precious and sacred gift from God.”
Many participants — which included
thousands of conservative Catholics and
evangelicals — wore red hats and shirts
emblazoned with Trump’s campaign
slogan “Make America Great Again.”
MAY 2020: Trump declares churches
“essential”
As states implemented shutdown orders
to prevent the spread of COVID-19
during the coronavirus pandemic, a

debate quickly emerged over whether
churches should be allowed to worship
indoors. Scientists and many faith
leaders pointed to evidence that in-person worship provided ample opportunity
for the spread of disease, but conservative Christians in particular argued that
banning worship infringed on religious
liberty. Trump eventually weighed in and
declared places of worship “essential,”
setting up a standoff between his
administration and state governors, who
ultimately have the authority to ban
church services within their borders.
JUNE 2020: The Bible photo-op
Trump’s photo-op in front of St. John’s
Episcopal Church, where he held a
Bible aloft for cameras, was not only a
religious moment but also one of the
most controversial moments of his
presidency. The outrage was less about
the photo than how he got there: Shortly
before Trump arrived, federalized police
officers armed with batons, non-lethal
projectiles and tear gas forcibly cleared
hundreds of protesters from Lafayette
Park, which sits in between the church
and the White House. They also

Why evangelicals will
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expelled an Episcopal priest and
seminarian who were working at the
church itself, leaving them coughing
from exposure to the gas.
The jaunt drew criticism from many faith
leaders, including the local Episcopal
Bishop the Rt. Rev. Mariann Budde,
who said she was “outraged” and
“horrified” by the photo-op.
JUNE 2020: Uighur Human Rights Act
signed
The Uighur Human Rights Policy Act of
2020, which passed overwhelmingly in
both the House and Senate in May, calls
for sanctions against Xinjiang Communist Party Secretary Chen Quanguo and
other Chinese officials over detention
camps in China said to hold more than 1
million members of the country’s Uighur
Muslim minority. Trump’s signing of the
bill into law in June was marred by
controversy, however: The same day he
signed the bill, news broke of allegations
in a new book by former national
security adviser John Bolton that Trump
encouraged Chinese President Xi
Jinping to continue building the camps. ■

OPINION

By Johnnie Moore
(RNS) — The famed political consultant James Carville coined
the phrase that likely led Bill Clinton to his victory over President George H.W. Bush in 1992.
Carville boiled down the sentiment of the electorate into four
simple words: “It’s the economy, stupid.”
Nearly 30 years later, the allure of President Donald Trump to
evangelical Christians — along with Catholic and mainline
Protestant voters — can similarly be summarized.
“It’s the policies, people.”
There are many rational and moral reasons to vote for Trump
and his policies in 2020 as there were in November 2016, if not
more. The difference between 2020 and 2016 is that Trump is
running on a platform of achievements, not only promises.
Trump has protected the unborn, appointed conservative
judges to the judiciary, supported Israel with abandon and has
relentlessly advocated for religious freedom.
He’s also done it all on an unprecedented scale.
He has appointed 200 conservative judges, flipping the 2nd,
3rd and 11th Circuits. And he has nearly flipped the oft-overturned 9th Circuit.

AP Photo/Lynne Sladky

He became the first president to ever address the March for
Life, and his support for pro-life policies has extended to every
part of the federal government.
He not only supported Israel, but he moved the U.S. Embassy
to Jerusalem, recognized the Golan Heights and negotiated a
once-in-a-generation peace deal with Israel’s Arab neighbor,

the United Arab Emirates.
And, when it comes to religious freedom, he hasn’t made it
part of American foreign policy but it has been at its very
heart.
The administration has also implemented an unprecedented
sanctions regime against serial bad actors for human rights
violations. These sanctions have also targeted vicious
persecutors of religious communities, including those who
have persecuted evangelicals, but also the Uighurs in China,
Catholics in Nicaragua and Cuba, and the Baha’is, Jews and
Sunni Muslims in Iran.
The president achieved the release of Christian prisoners in
countries like Turkey, India, Iran and North Korea, even
sanctioning a NATO member (Turkey) until the country’s
economy nearly crashed in order to achieve Andrew Brunson’s release.
All of this doesn’t even touch the president’s economic
achievements before COVID-19, when his policies led to
record unemployment (3.5%). He also doubled the child tax
credit and even created a historic Republican coalition to
support paid family leave.
The president’s economic policies were so robust that it took
a once-in-a-century pandemic to blunt them, and during the
pandemic, he’s managed to distribute 70 million food boxes,
through many churches, to our poorest Americans through a
groundbreaking program called “Farmers to Families.”
The economic foundation looks already to be providing a
V-shaped recovery to several sectors in our post-shutdown
economy.
You can disagree with the president’s ideas, but it’s hard to
disagree with the results, a point made recently by Hugh
Hewitt in The Washington Post and by well-respected Christian ethicist Wayne Grudem.
Unlike in 2016, Democrats are spending money to persuade
evangelicals to vote for their candidate. But their policies
remain troubling.
Recently, the party refused even to respond when thousands
of pro-life Democrats advocated returning to the Clinton-era
approach of keeping abortions “safe, legal and rare.”
Democrats ask evangelicals, Catholics and other religious
voters to support a party led by the most pro-choice ticket in
American history with an entirely intolerant platform for
pro-life Americans, Democrat or Republican.
This is a dizzying strategy.
The Biden campaign is asking evangelicals to disregard the
one thing they simply cannot do: their sincerely held beliefs.
Because some Democrats know their party platform offers no
confidence to more than 100 million traditional Christians,
they have instead assembled a blooper reel of policies in an
attempt to just shame the president’s supporters.
Democrats say that Trump instituted a Muslim ban.
But, of course, he did not.
He instituted substantial travel restrictions for people coming
from seven (of 45) Muslim-majority countries with widely
documented challenges with terrorism and security, including
the failed states of Somalia and Libya.
Democrats then claim Trump said that “there were good
people on both sides” in Charlottesville, Virginia.
But they neglect to cite the words that followed: “I’m not

talking about the neo-Nazis and the white nationalists —
because they should be condemned totally.”
The president’s critics say that he put children in cages.
They failed to mention that former Vice President Joe Biden’s
boss, President Barack Obama, once known as the “Deporter-in-Chief,” built those “cages.” In fact, one of the most
widely circulated photos of children in detention centers was
taken during the Obama administration.
When Democrat Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
alleged that conditions at government facilities were unsanitary, the Rev. Samuel Rodriguez demanded to see them. He
was granted access by the Trump administration and said he
left alarmed by the total misinformation spread by Democrats.
When Jeff Sessions briefly instituted a child separation policy,
he was immediately deposed by the likes of the first daughter,
the president’s evangelical advisers and the president
himself.
Sessions ultimately was fired by Trump and is no longer in
politics at all.
When all of that fails, the Democrats will blame Trump for
today’s unemployment numbers as an attempt to obscure the
fact that his economic policies led to the lowest-ever unemployment for all Americans, including women, blacks, Latinos
and young people. They fail to note that Biden has advocated
for a second, devastating economic shutdown. They don’t
mention Biden opposed the president’s lifesaving travel ban
on China.
Let me be clear: The evangelical case for Trump is not an
uncritical one.
It isn’t a case to support every tweet and every single policy. It
is, rather, a case of constructive criticism that is perhaps
illustrated by the First Step Act.
On the advice of his evangelical advisers, Trump had become
convinced that his promise to be a president for “forgotten
Americans” included reforming our broken criminal justice
system.
The president began to personally drive the issue as Jared
Kushner was working to solidify a legislative consensus.
Kushner’s work was animated by his own well-established
passion for it. In evangelicals, he had found an informed
partner whose prison ministries had acquainted them with the
inadequacies of our criminal justice system.
This eventually led to the president signing the First Step Act
into law last year, giving former prisoners a better chance to
start their lives over again. Curiously, when Kushner was
attempting to build a bipartisan coalition for the bill, Sen.
Kamala Harris wouldn’t return his call.
As I said in 2016, and I say now, whoever wins in 2020 will
find many evangelicals, like me, ready to work together with
them to help all Americans, whomever they endorsed.
But that would be easier if sincere Democrats dispensed of
this nonsense that it’s immoral to choose Trump over Biden.
Instead, they should argue for their own policies. ■
(The Rev. Johnnie Moore has served as an informal adviser
to the Trump administration. He’s president of The Congress
of Christian Leaders and a noted advocate for religious
freedom. He is co-author of “The Next Jihad: Stop the
Christian Genocide in Africa,” due out in October.)

NEWS
5 faith facts about VP Mike Pence: A ‘born-again, evangelical Catholic’
By Emily McFarlan Miller
(RNS) — Vice President Mike Pence
has described himself as “a Christian, a
conservative and a Republican, in that
order.”
That has made Pence pretty popular
with conservative evangelical Christians
— not just as vice president, but also as
a U.S. congressman and governor of
Indiana before that.
But his time in the White House hasn’t
been without controversy, even among
evangelicals.
Pence has raised eyebrows for his
refusal to eat alone with a woman who
is not his wife or go without her to
events where alcohol is being served —
a rule popularized by the late evangelist
Billy Graham.
His appearance at Notre Dame University, a Catholic school, ended in a
student walkout and at Taylor University,
an evangelical school, in the resignation
of its president. Some delegates also
objected to his appearance at the
Southern Baptist Convention’s 2018
denominational meeting.
Here are five faith facts about Pence
and how his conservative Christian
beliefs have made him a polarizing
figure.
1. He was raised Catholic, attended
an evangelical megachurch and
recently met the pope.
Pence has described himself as a
“born-again, evangelical Catholic.”
That’s not a combination you hear every
day, as journalist Craig Fehrman, who
has covered the Indiana governor for
Indiana Monthly, pointed out.
Growing up in an Irish Catholic family
that reportedly revered the Kennedys,
Pence served as an altar boy and went
to parochial school in Columbus,
Indiana, according to Fehrman. He then
made a “commitment to Christ” while
taking part in a nondenominational
Christian student group in college.
Pence told The Indianapolis Star that he
and his family attended Grace Evangelical Church in the 1990s, but by 2013,

he told Fehrman, they were “kind of
looking for a church.”
The vice president returned to his
Catholic roots earlier this year, meeting
Pope Francis at the Vatican before the
coronavirus pandemic halted travel. The
visit “made me a hero” in the United
States, he enthused to the pope.
2. He has supported causes important to evangelicals since his time as
a congressman.
As a member of the U.S. House from
2000 until his election as governor,
Pence had a “reputation as a culture
warrior (that) was unsullied,” according
to Roll Call.
The website lists his bona fides: He
opposed the expansion of abortion
rights and federal spending on embryonic stem cell research, pushed a
constitutional amendment against
same-sex marriage and briefly cut off
new federal funding for Planned Parenthood.
As vice president, Pence has been
particularly vocal about abortion, calling
it “the most pressing moral issue of our
time.”
In 2017, he cast a rare tie-breaking vote
in the Senate to allow states to withhold
funds from Planned Parenthood and

other abortion providers. Later that year,
he became the first vice president to
address the annual March for Life in
Washington, D.C.
He made a surprise appearance at the
march again in 2019, repeating a line he
often uses to describe Trump: “The truth
is Donald Trump is the most pro-life
president in American history.”
3. He clashed with the Catholic
Archdiocese of Indianapolis over
refugees.
As governor, Pence clashed with the
Catholic Archdiocese of Indianapolis
when he halted state support for efforts
to relocate refugees, citing security
concerns.
The archdiocese defied him by welcoming a Syrian family to the city anyway. In
the end, the governor said that while he
disagreed with the archdiocese’s action,
he would not block food stamps and
other state aid for the family.
Before he was chosen as Trump’s
running mate, he came out against
Trump’s plan to halt all Muslim immigration to the U.S., tweeting in December
2015 that “calls to ban Muslims from
entering the U.S. are offensive and
unconstitutional.”
AP Photo/Paul Sancya

4. He supports Israel.
Before Trump announced Pence as his
running mate, pundits floated the former
governor as a good pick because his
strong pro-Israel sentiment would shore
up Trump’s shaky relationship with
Jewish voters.
Speaking before AIPAC in 2009,
then-Rep. Pence linked his support for
Israel with his faith: “Let me say
emphatically, like the overwhelming
majority of my constituents, my Christian faith compels me to cherish the
state of Israel.”
He has backed that up in numerous
speeches as vice president, recently
telling Christians United for Israel, a
conservative Christian organization led
by the Rev. John Hagee, “We stand with
Israel because we cherish that ancient

promise that Americans have always
cherished throughout our history: that
those who bless her will be blessed.”
When Pence visited the Middle East as
vice president in 2018, his theological
justification for his support of modern-day Israel was met with criticism
from Palestinian Christians.
“I find very little, from what I know of it,
in Mike Pence’s religion that looks like
Christianity to me,” one pastor said.
5. He signed Indiana’s controversial
“religious freedom” law.
Pence has stressed religious freedom
throughout his political career.
Last year, he addressed the State
Department’s Ministerial to Advance
Religious Freedom, saying, “The United
States stands with all victims of religious

President Trump kept his promises. That’s
why, as a Catholic, I want four more years

persecution and the American people
have them in our hearts — and in our
prayers.”
As governor, he found himself at the
center of a storm over his support for
Indiana’s Religious Freedom Restoration Act, which would have allowed
businesses and individuals to refuse to
do business with some people based on
their own religious beliefs.
His stance on the issue made him the
darling of evangelicals and other
conservatives.
But others said it would have allowed
businesses to discriminate against
LGBTQ people. Major corporations,
organizations and celebrities vowed to
boycott Indiana.
A week after signing the bill into law,
Pence had to sign a revised version. ■

OPINION

By Teresa S. Collett
(RNS) — On Election Night 2016, I went to bed sad, but not
surprised, after writing a short presentation for an academic
panel on why I had supported what appeared then to be the
failed campaign of Donald Trump for president.
While Trump was not my first (or even second or third) choice
among the expansive field of Republican candidates, he
promised to protect the unborn and religious liberty, in part by
appointing judges who would
interpret the Constitution according
to the text and original intent.
His promises to create jobs and
restore balance in many of our
foreign trade agreements was a
welcome contrast to our painfully
slow return from the great recession that had destined many of my
graduating law students to temporary work or finding jobs in other
fields.
Having lived in Texas for several
years, Trump’s promises to create
AP Photo/Chris Carlson
a system of orderly immigration, in
part by building a wall, was
welcome given the human trafficking and abuses by criminals
operating across parts of our border that Texas papers regularly
reported. His demand that we fix our porous border before
negotiating the fate of people who entered the US illegally
made sense to me as someone who had actually supported
Reagan’s 1986 Immigration and Reform Act.
As a new lawyer in the late ’80s, I had happily provided pro
bono services to a woman who, after having entered the
country illegally a decade earlier, qualified for amnesty.

However, while the amnesty provisions were pursued enthusiastically, the Act’s promises of tighter border security and strict
employer penalties faded away. Given that experience, it
seems quite sensible to pursue border security before discussing amnesty.
I believe that each of these positions was (and is) consistent
with the teachings of the Catholic Church, notwithstanding the
contrary position of individual
bishops, priests and some lay
people.
The USCCB, in its 2015 “Forming
Consciences for Faithful Citizenship: A Call to Political Responsibility from the Catholic Bishops of
the United States,” identified “the
ongoing destruction of over one
million innocent human lives each
year by abortion”; “the narrowing
redefinition of religious freedom,
which threatens both individual
conscience and the freedom of
the Church to serve”; and a
“broken immigration system” as
three of the several “threats” facing American society.
Candidate Donald Trump had identified these three things as
threats as well and promised to work to limit or eliminate them.
Imagine my surprise and excited optimism the morning after the
election when I learned that Trump would be president for the
next four years. I hurriedly rewrote my remarks to be celebratory but muted, knowing that the vast majority of my colleagues
at the university would be in mourning.
Had President Trump proven unfaithful to his promises to
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protect the unborn and religious liberty, I would consider
voting for someone else. Had a significant number of his
judicial nominees been unqualified or unsuitable, I would
be looking at other candidates more closely. Had the
president failed to seek an orderly and just system of legal
immigration, I would have to look at others. In fact, the
president has been faithful to his promises and delivered
more than I hoped for when I voted for him in 2016.
He has publicly and repeatedly opposed abortion.
One of his first executive orders was an order reinstating
and expanding the Mexico City Policy prohibiting U.S.
funding of foreign organizations that perform or actively
promote abortion as a method of family planning. Under
the president’s leadership, federal officials have publicly
and effectively opposed attempts to create an international “human right” to abortion by prochoice activists. In an
address to the United Nations General Assembly, the
president explained: “We in America believe that every
child — born and unborn — is a sacred gift from God.” He
supports the passage of federal legislation that protects
children born alive during abortion and prohibiting abortions obtained for discriminatory reasons.
His support of religious liberty is evident by his executive
order on the subject, the resulting regulations issued by
the US Department of Labor and the positions the Department of Justice has taken in litigation. Two concrete
outcomes of these actions are the current protection of
conscience rights enjoyed by the Little Sisters of the Poor
related to contraception distribution and, more generally,
the newly established procedures for healthcare workers
to enforce their federally protected rights of conscience
related to abortion, sterilization and other procedures.
The president’s selection of judicial nominees has been
thoughtful and informed by the standards of judicial
independence. The circus surrounding Justice Kavanaugh’s appointment merely reinforces the importance of the
presidential power of appointment and the disproportion-

ate power the Supreme Court wields on contemporary
issues that divide the country. Absent the power of the
Supreme Court to declare certain debates outside the
political process, there would be little incentive to wage
such bitter partisan war over appointments.
Both Justices Gorsuch and Kavanaugh have largely
proven to be faithful originalists when called to interpret
the Constitution, although Justice Gorsuch’s opinion
purporting to interpret Title VII in Bostock v. Clayton
County is troubling.
His importation of political views of 2020 regarding LGBT
issues into language enacted in 1964 is strained and
unpersuasive. The dissent of Justice Alito clearly has the
better side of the argument, but at least the majority
opinion did not constitutionalize the issue — unlike
abortion and the definition of civil marriage.
Congress remains free to amend the law if it has the
political will to do so.
The president’s leadership on economic issues led to
record levels of employment, not only among workers
generally, but also among blacks, Hispanics, women and
youth before COVID-19 struck. His recent executive order
extending federal assistance to states providing enhanced
unemployment compensation and aid to small businesses
and other organizations illustrates both his compassion
and commitment to ensuring our economic foundations
remain sound.
His general response to COVID-19 has been measured,
deferential to state authority over public health and much
stronger than the government’s 2009 response to another
unknown virus, the H1N1 swine flu virus, that initially
looked equally lethal and frightening — the World Health
Organization called it a threat “to all humanity” at the time.
His leadership in criminal justice reform also weighs
heavily in my decision to support the president in 2020.
Under the First Step Act, which was strongly supported by
the USCCB, thousands of prisoners sentenced before
August 2010 for crack cocaine crimes will have the
opportunity for a reduced penalty, and federal judges are
given more freedom to focus on rehabilitation when
sentencing drug offenders.
Yet his recent actions in the face of dangerous riots show
that the president is not “soft on crime,” especially violent
crime directed at federal officers and facilities.
As a Catholic who embraces the Church’s teaching on the
innate value of every human life, the primacy of faith, the
dignity of work, the importance of public order and the
need for mercy to temper justice, I am very comfortable
supporting the reelection of our president. ■
(Teresa S. Collett is professor of law at the University of
St. Thomas. The views expressed in this commentary are
hers alone and do not necessarily reflect those of Religion
News Service.)
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At Republican convention, a vision of faith under ﬁre
By Jack Jenkins
(RNS) — This year, both the Republican
National Convention and the Democratic Convention began, per tradition, with
prayer.
But they were very different prayers.
While the DNC opened with an intercession calling for God’s blessing on
“Republicans, Independents, and
Democrats,” the RNC kicked off its
proceedings with an invocation that
made its partisan preferences clear.
“We pray that those in the other party
will turn away from the darkness and
join us in our march to you, our Lord
and savior,” said Jay Shepard, a
delegate from Vermont and self-described “Catholic, Donald Trump
Republican.”
The convention closed out four days
later with another religion-themed knock
on Democrats, this time from Trump
himself as he spoke before a crowd
gathered in front of the White House.
“In this country, we don’t look to career
politicians for salvation,” said Trump,
referring to Democratic nominee Joe
Biden’s campaign slogan “battle for the
soul of the nation.”
“In America, we don’t turn to government to restore our souls. We put our
faith in almighty God.”
The bookended faith references were
emblematic of an aggressive approach
to spiritual matters that played out over
the course of the conservative assembly. If the recent DNC was one of the
most vocally religious party gatherings
in recent memory, this week’s Republican convening likely usurped that claim,
with speakers repeatedly infusing their
addresses with faith references.
But despite Trump’s dismissal of
Biden’s slogan, spiritual battle was
absolutely a theme at the RNC: whereas Democrats primarily highlighted
Biden’s personal Catholicism, Republicans assumed an attacking posture,
taking shots at their opponents and
pairing appeals to Christian nationalism
with suggestions that religious people
are under assault in America — and
that Donald Trump will protect them.
Charlie Kirk, a conservative activist and
co-founder of the Falkirk Center at

Liberty University, insisted in his speech
that the U.S. was founded on “central
biblical ideals” and suggested that
Democrats had been quick to shut
down churches while letting businesses
stay open. He pointed to Nevada,
where churches face stricter limits on
the number of people who can gather
inside than casinos do.
Donald Trump, he said, will be a “guardian of America” who will protect a way of
life where “you can freely practice your
religion and that church is more essential than a casino.”
Donald Trump Jr. echoed that message
later that same night.
“People of faith are under attack,” he
said. “You’re not allowed to go to
church, but mass chaos in the streets
gets a pass. It’s almost like this election
is shaping up to be church, work and
school vs. rioting, looting and vandalism
— or, in the words of Biden and the
Democrats, ‘peaceful protesting.’”
Religious leaders have both opposed
in-person worship during the pandemic
and participated in many of this year’s
demonstrations for racial justice. Clergy
were also among the demonstrators
forcibly cleared from Lafayette Square
outside the White House shortly before
Trump walked across the park to stand
for a photo-op in front of St. John’s.
Yet, with rare exceptions, speakers at
the RNC cast faith and liberal-leaning
demonstrations — including those who
kneel during the national anthem in
protest of racial injustice — as mutually
exclusive.
“In President Trump’s America we light
things up, we don’t dim them down,”
said former Fox News personality
Kimberly Guilfoyle. “We build things up,
we don’t burn them down. We kneel in
prayer and we stand for our flag!”
Fusions of God and country grew even
more explicit as the week progressed,
with Vice President Mike Pence combining references to the American flag with
Bible verses in his speech.
“Let’s fix our eyes on Old Glory and all
she represents, fix our eyes on this land
of heroes and let their courage inspire,”
Pence said. “Let’s fix our eyes on the
author and perfecter of our faith and
freedom, and never forget that ‘where

the spirit of the Lord is, there is
freedom,’ That means freedom always
wins.”
All the while, Democrats in general —
and Joe Biden and Kamala Harris in
particular — were cast as enemies of
faith.
“The Biden-Harris vision for America
leaves no room for people of faith,” said
Cissie Graham Lynch, daughter of
evangelist Franklin Graham. “Whether
you’re a baker, a florist, or a football
coach, they will force the choice
between being obedient to God, or to
Caesar.”
To be sure, not all faith references were
framed as criticisms. Alice Johnson, a
criminal justice reform advocate and
ordained minister, invoked religion while
discussing the passage of the First Step
Act, a rare moment of bipartisanship
under Trump that benefitted from ample
lobbying by evangelical leaders.
“I hollered, ‘Hallelujah!’” Johnson
recalled. “My faith in justice and mercy
was rewarded.”
The conference also featured a video
showing an exchange between Trump
and Andrew Brunson, the American
evangelical pastor imprisoned in Turkey
for around two years before the Trump
administration helped secure his
release.
But attacks on Biden were a constant,
some of which were overt critiques of
his personal faith — usually when
referencing the former vice president’s
stance on abortion rights. Lou Holtz, a
renowned football coach who led Notre
Dame’s team to victory on multiple
occasions, derided Biden and Harris’
campaign as “the most radically
pro-abortion campaign in history.”
“They and other politicians are ‘Catholics in Name Only’ and abandon innocent lives,” he said. (Harris attends a
Baptist church and is not Catholic.)
Sister Dede Byrne, a Catholic nun, also
decried the Biden-Harris campaign as
“the most anti-life presidential ticket
ever.” She championed Trump as a
righteous alternative, saying she and
others stand ready to take up metaphorical arms with his campaign in spiritual
warfare.
“He has a nationwide army of religious
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standing behind him,” she said. “You’ll
find us with our weapon of choice … the
rosary!”
Democrats took thinly veiled shots at
Trump’s faith during their convention as
well, such as when comedian Julia
Louis-Dreyfus quipped: “Remember,
Joe Biden goes to church so regularly
that he doesn’t even need tear gas and
a bunch of federalized troops to help
him get there.” But Republicans’
God-and-country rhetoric appeared
aimed at shoring up the president’s
support among white evangelicals and
other white Christians who made up his
political base. While some surveys
report Trump retaining support among
white evangelicals, others show him
trailing among the faithful in the wake of
the pandemic. There is also increasing
uncertainty as to whether the president
can maintain favor with white Catholics
— a key force in Rust Belt swing states.
Anxiety around these groups may
explain why U.S. Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo made the unusual
decision to deliver a speech to the RNC
filmed in Jerusalem, where he made
reference to the Trump administration’s
decision to declare the city the capital of

Israel and move the U.S. embassy
there. The speech triggered outcry even
before it was delivered, with a Muslim
civil rights group, Jewish Democrats
and members of Congress arguing that
it potentially violated a law that bars
certain federal employees from engaging in political activities.
But it may have been a deft political
strategy: The embassy move was
deeply controversial among many
religious groups in the U.S. and abroad
when it was announced but remains
popular among many evangelical
leaders who hail it as a triumph.
Indeed, the Republican convention’s
hard-edged approach may very well
work for many voters and is proven to
garner support among Trump’s base.
Tony Suarez, vice president of the
National Hispanic Christian Leadership
Conference, said he and a number of
Trump’s evangelical Christian advisers
were seated together near the front of
the crowd during Trump’s final speech
Thursday night. As the president spoke,
Suarez said attendees responded with
chants, applause and more than a few
shouts of “amen!”
But religious sniping can have diminish-

ing returns: Holtz’s shot at Biden’s
Catholicism spurred the president of
Notre Dame to issue a statement
declaring that “we must never question
the sincerity of another’s faith, which is
due to the mysterious working of grace
in that person’s heart.”
Christian nationalism may also be
wearing on voters. Some pastors —
including evangelicals — were quick to
express outrage at Pence’s replacement of Jesus with the American flag.
Time will tell whether attacking the faith
of Democrats, invoking Christian
nationalism and framing Trump as a
champion of religious liberty will be
enough to retain the support that
catapulted him into power in 2016. For
now, Republicans seem far more eager
to cast him as a defender of faith than a
portrait of piety: Shepard, who offered
the opening prayer, even appeared to
acknowledge Trump’s shaky personal
relationship with religious matters.
“We recognize that faith is a journey,”
he said. “It’s not where we start that
journey, but where we are now and
where we strive to be. Help us all follow
President Trump, whose actions show
he is on the journey to you, Lord.” ■

The president, the pandemic and
the limits of positive thinking
By Mark Mulder, Gerardo Marti
(RNS) — It’s fair to say that President Trump makes a lot of
dubious statements — more than 16,000 of them over the first
three years of his administration, according to The Washington Post. It has long been the hope of his critics and even
many of his supporters that the exigencies of running the
country would at some point force him to abandon his habits
of feigned hope and dismissive remarks. With its bleak
numbers and grim experts, the COVID-19 pandemic promised
to be an end to their disappointments.
So far, we’ve seen little evidence of a repentant president, not
when his assurance that “it’s one person coming in from
China, and we have it under control” was proved wrong. Not
after Trump, having finally declared a National Emergency
and recommended the country self-isolate, had to back off of
his promise that the country would “re-open” for Easter.
What if the president’s mendacity actually reflects his theology
— the power of positive thinking?
In the past Trump has cited his
former pastor, Norman Vincent
Peale, pastor of New York’s
Marble Collegiate Church from
1932 until the mid-1980s, as a
profound influence. One of the
country’s foremost pastors during
this stretch, Peale preached from
Marble Collegiate’s pulpit and on
his popular radio show an amalgam of theology and psychology
that advocated the ability of the
mind to change immediate
circumstances. He laid his
Norman Vincent Peale
philosophy out in his blockbuster
1952 book, “The Power of Positive Thinking,” still in print and
pushing into the top 25 of Amazon’s Inspiration & Spirituality
list.
While campaigning in Iowa in 2015, candidate Trump recalled
Peale’s preaching: “I still remember his sermons. It was
unbelievable. And what he would do is he would bring real-life
situations, modern day situations into the sermon. And you
could listen to him all day long. When you left the church, you
were disappointed that it was over.”
Just this past week, when challenged by a journalist for
touting the effectiveness of as-of-yet-unproven drugs, the
president lashed out: “I am a man that comes from a very
positive school when it comes to, in particular, one of these
drugs.”
Peale did not craft Positive Thinking on his own. His distinct
contribution was to synthesize a popularized Christianity with
New Thought, whose roots in America could be traced to
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau.
The post-Civil War years saw an American nation abounding
with an ethos of self-mastery. In that environment, Mary Baker
Eddy, founder of Christian Science, developed a fusion of
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historical Christianity and the era’s confidence in the individual’s mind. By the mid-20th century, the “can do” business
attitude joined with a capitalist-friendly Christianity to bolster
the egos of ladder-climbing executives.
Peale’s church in Manhattan belonged to the Reformed
Church in America — the oldest mainline Protestant denomination in the country. It was here that Peale grafted Christianity and New Thought — sometimes referred to as “mentalism”
— into a Positive Thinking posture for his status-anxious
congregation that included broad claims: “Fill your mind with
fresh, creative thoughts of faith, love, and goodness. By this
process you can actually remake your life.”
Trump’s belief in the power of positive thinking is evident
when describing his electoral prognostications as “right,” even
when the candidate he endorsed loses an election, and in
assurances that he “has the votes to pass” a bill when he
clearly does not.
Trump once told The New York Times that “the mind can
overcome any obstacle. I never think of the negative.”
Gwenda Blair, one of Trump’s numerous biographers, told
Politico regarding positive thinking: “It’s gotten him this far. He
has a lot of reason to believe that something like the power of
gravity doesn’t apply to him.”
And indeed, for months and months, to the frustration of his
critics and opponents, the president has not paid a political
price for his misrepresentations, at least among his most
ardent followers. Now, as a pandemic spirals out of control,
his approval ratings are higher than at any time in his administration.
The coronavirus, however, also reveals how Trump’s positive
thinking has limits. White elites like Trump fail to understand
how their economic and political positionality — their racial,
sexual and economic status and their networks of social
capital — allow them to influence their reality. They confuse a
positive outlook for the power inherent in their social position.
In a country that mythologizes merit and hard work, the
appeal of crediting outcomes to one’s mental optimism and
grit is tempting.
The danger for men like Trump is when the strategy of
projecting his unique version of reality runs up against a
phenomenon that refuses to bend to their will. It’s a phenomenon that power and positionality cannot influence. They are
left flailing.
The danger for the rest of us, of course, is that the people
they hurt are the weakest among us, those who depend most
on the positive potential of elite influence over policies and
solutions to be implemented. ■
(Mark Mulder is professor of sociology at Calvin University
and Gerardo Martí is professor of sociology at Davidson
College. Their book, “The Glass Church: Robert H. Schuller,
the Crystal Cathedral, and the Strain of Megachurch Ministry,”
will be published in April 2020. The views expressed in this
commentary do not necessarily reflect those of Religion News
Service.)

SECTION TWO

AP Photo/Matt Rourke

Democratic Nominees
Joe Biden and Kamala Harris

NEWS
Joe Biden’s Catholic politics are complicated, but deeply American
By Jack Jenkins
WASHINGTON (RNS) — In spring of
1980, Pope John Paul II had one of the
longest meetings of his fledgling papacy.
It wasn’t with a world leader, a U.S.
president or even a secretary of state. It
was with a 37-year-old Joe Biden, a U.S.
senator barely a year into his second
term.
According to a Catholic News Service
account of the encounter, the pope
shooed away Vatican aides several
times when they attempted to interrupt
the 45-minute conversation. After waving
them out of the room, John Paul pulled
his chair out from behind his desk to sit
closer to Biden. The pontiff ribbed the
senator about his age as the two
discussed everything from the politics of
Eastern Europe to the spread of communism in Latin America. Biden, a Roman
Catholic from Pennsylvania coal country
with an interest in foreign policy, listened
intently.
But despite the thrill of meeting John
Paul, there was one thing Biden refused
to do: kiss the pope’s ring, a customary
greeting when meeting an esteemed
cleric. It was later revealed that it was
Biden’s mother who insisted he refrain,
telling her son, “Don’t you kiss his ring.”
His refusal has become a hallmark of
how Biden manages his faith, a throwback to a brand of mid-20th-century
political Catholicism that eschews
obsessive obedience to the Holy See on
matters of policy.
An Irish Catholic educated by nuns in
parochial schools, Biden is quick to
invoke the church’s social teaching on
the stump. But where Catholic morality
rubs up against welfare or justice issues
such as abortion and gay rights, Biden’s
understanding of his duty as a politician
and a Catholic is clear: Decisions are to
be informed by the faith he learned from
nuns of his youth, not dictated by it.
“I’m as much a cultural Catholic as I am
a theological Catholic,” Biden wrote in
his book “Promises to Keep: On Life in
Politics.” “My idea of self, of family, of
community, of the wider world comes
straight from my religion. It’s not so much
the Bible, the beatitudes, the Ten Com-
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mandments, the sacraments, or the
prayers I learned. It’s the culture.”
It’s a form of faith that experts describe
as profoundly Catholic in ways that
resonate with millions of American
believers: It offers solace in moments of
anxiety or grief, can be rocked by long
periods of spiritual wrestling and is more
likely to be influenced by the quiet
counsel of women in habits or one’s own
conscience than the edicts of men in
miters.
Biden’s complicated relationship with the
Catholic hierarchy is a slight reimagining
of the Catholicism modeled by John F.
Kennedy, the United States’ first and
only Catholic president who, like Biden,
declined to kiss a pontiff’s ring when he
met Pope Paul VI at the Vatican in 1963.
Kennedy’s faith became a point of
contention when, as a presidential
candidate in 1960, he faced resistance
and outright anti-Catholic bigotry from
Protestant pastors concerned that a
Kennedy administration could be manipulated from Rome. During the campaign,
the Rev. Billy Graham and the Rev.
Norman Vincent Peale met with others in
Switzerland to discuss how “Protestants
in America must be aroused in some

way, or the solid block Catholic voting,
plus money, will take this election.”
A month after their meeting, Kennedy
traveled to Houston to deliver a speech
to a group of pastors in which he
declared: “I believe in an America that is
officially neither Catholic, Protestant nor
Jewish; where no public official either
requests or accepts instructions on
public policy from the Pope.”
Biden, like many Catholic politicians,
was inspired by Kennedy’s religious
rules of engagement.
“When John Kennedy ran for president, I
remember being so proud that he was
Catholic,” Biden told the The News
Journal of Wilmington, Delaware in
2005. “But he had to prove that he
wasn’t ruled by his beliefs. I’m with John
Kennedy on the role religion ought to
play in politics.”
While serving on the Senate Judiciary
Committee in 1982, he faced a decision
on whether to forward to the full Senate
a constitutional amendment that would
allow states to pass new abortion
restrictions and effectively overturn Roe
v. Wade, a landmark Supreme Court
decision on abortion. Biden voted for the
resolution, but insisted in an impas-

sioned speech that while he personally
opposed abortion on religious grounds
— “I’m probably a victim, or a product,
however you want to phrase it, of my
background,” he explained — he
remained unsure if he had “a right to
impose” his religious beliefs on others.
“His separating of the secular sphere
and the sacred sphere, not in his
personal life but in his approach to
governing, is straight out of that Kennedy lineage,” Natalia Imperatori, a
professor at Manhattan College who
studies Catholic ecclesiology, said of
Biden.
But in the years that followed, the line
between public policy and private beliefs
seemed to fluctuate. Biden voted
against the anti-abortion amendment
when it once again appeared before the
Judiciary Committee in 1983, but in
1984, he backed an amendment praising the so-called Mexico City policy,
which banned the use of federal money
for foreign groups that provide abortion
counseling or referrals. By 1987,
advocates for abortion rights were
already describing his voting record on
the issue as “erratic.”
Biden’s compartmentalization of faith
and policy has become harder to
maintain in recent years, especially after
conservative church leaders and lay
Catholics became more vocal under
John Paul and Pope Benedict XVI. In
January, Biden was reportedly denied
Communion at a South Carolina Catholic church due to his abortion stance.
Shortly after Biden announced Kamala
Harris, a Baptist, as his running mate,
Bishop Thomas Tobin of Rhode Island
tweeted: “First time in awhile that the
Democratic ticket hasn’t had a Catholic
on it. Sad.”
“In 1960, Americans needed reassurance that Rome wouldn’t control the
Catholic candidate’s conscience, and
would allow Kennedy to govern in the
nation’s interest,” Imperatori said. “This
year, it seems that some bishops will
accept nothing less than full control of
Catholic consciences, be they the
candidate’s, or the voters’.”
The criticism has weighed on Biden.
Sister Simone Campbell, head of the
Catholic social justice lobby Network,
recounted a solemn moment at the
signing ceremony for the Affordable
Care Act in 2010 when she encountered
the vice president along a rope line of
dignitaries. Biden was initially elated,
enthusiastically shouting, “Barack!
Here’s my nun!” before his tone turned

somber.
“He puts his forehead against my
forehead and begins to talk about how
faith matters to him and how painful it’s
been for him to be excluded by some
within the church,” Campbell recalled,
noting that Biden and the Obama
administration had faced fierce pushback from some Catholics over the ACA
— including from the U.S. Conference
of Catholic Bishops. “There were
hundreds of people there and we had
this intimate pastoral visit.”
Biden, for his part, has occasionally
shown a willingness to return the clerics’
barbs. When he met with Benedict in
2011, Biden reportedly chastised the
pontiff for cracking down on nuns like
Campbell who had backed the ACA in
defiance of the bishops.
“You are being entirely too hard on the
American nuns,” Biden told the pope,
according to The New York Times.
“Lighten up.”
Meanwhile, Biden’s personal connection
to the faith remains a highly visible part
of his political persona. He carries a
rosary at all times, fingering it during
moments of anxiety or crisis. When
facing brain surgery after his short-lived
presidential campaign in 1988, he
reportedly asked his doctors if he could
keep the beads under his pillow. Earlier
this year, rival Pete Buttigieg noticed
Biden holding a rosary backstage before
a primary debate.
And in a now-famous photo taken in the
White House Situation Room as U.S.
Navy Seals raided the compound of
terrorist leader Osama bin Laden,
Biden’s hands can be seen tucked
beneath the table, reportedly thumbing
his prayer beads.
“In order to pray your rosary in the
Situation Room,” said John Carr,
director of the Initiative on Catholic
Social Thought and Public Life at
Georgetown University, “you have to
have a rosary in your pocket. That’s
every day — not just when you’re going
after bin Laden.”
These days, Biden’s rosary is also a
symbol of the role faith plays in grief: He
carries one that once belonged to his
son Beau, who died of a brain tumor in
2015. Biden suggested to a group of
Catholics he invited to his home in 2015
that the emotional toll of Beau’s death
made it unlikely he would run for president in 2016. He explained that his wife
had noticed a change in his posture
because his “body was in mourning.”
“At that point he pulls out his rosary

beads as he often does,” said Campbell,
who was at the meeting. “(There was)
comfort for him in knowing the promise
of Jesus, in the gospel, and in what we
believe.”
Biden, who also lost his first wife and a
child in an automobile accident shortly
after being elected to the U.S. Senate in
1972, talked about Beau’s death with
Francis when the pontiff met with
Biden’s extended family at the end of his
2015 U.S. visit. Biden later said the
meeting with the pope “provided us with
more comfort that even he, I think, will
understand.”
When the two met again privately in St.
Peter’s Basilica a year later during a
Vatican conference on cancer, Ken
Hackett, then ambassador to the
Vatican, caught snippets of Francis
offering “moving prayers and concerns
about the vice president’s loss of a
child.”
“Your religion is complicated, but your
faith is something that really motivates
and moves you every day — and gives
you the strength to carry on,” Hackett
said.
But it’s the nuns and rank-and-file
Catholics, not popes, whom Biden most
often relies on for religious counsel,
once telling Campbell that it is “nuns
and Jesuits who keep me Catholic.” It’s
a preference shared by many of his
fellow faithful: In opinion polls, U.S.
Catholics show significantly higher
support for nuns than for bishops.
Catholics are also more likely to side
with Biden on issues of abortion and
sexuality than with the church hierarchy.
According to a recent RealClear Opinion
Research poll, 53% of Catholics don’t
agree with the church that abortion is
“intrinsically evil,” and 51% say it should
be legal in all or most cases. A 2019
Pew Research poll found that a sizable
majority of Catholics — 61% — approve
of same-sex marriage.
There is also broad agreement where
Biden’s beliefs and church teachings
overlap. Recent surveys show that most
Catholics oppose President Donald
Trump’s border wall and believe climate
change is not only caused by humans
but is one of the major issues facing the
world.
The real question come November may
be whether Biden can win over white
Catholics like himself, who skew more
conservative than Latino Catholics.
Abortion remains a thorny issue for the
group (Carr, for instance, made clear
that he was “disappointed” with Biden’s

current abortion stance), and a Pew
Research survey conducted in late July
found that 59% of white Catholics
currently either support or lean toward
Trump — 1 percentage point lower
than the president’s 2016 share. By
contrast, only 40% of white Catholics
said they support or are leaning toward
voting for Biden — far from a majority,
but roughly the same percentage
Obama secured when he won reelection in 2012.
It’s a divided Catholic vote that has
changed quite a bit since 1960, when

Kennedy claimed somewhere between
70% and 83% of the group.
Things have changed a bit in the
church, too. For one thing, ring-kissing
has largely gone out of style, with
Francis sometimes recoiling from
parishioners who attempt the ritual.
Yet Biden and his campaign appear to
be betting that his emotive, localized
faith will prove more durable among
American churchgoers. In a recent
video released by the Democratic
National Committee showcasing
Biden’s 2016 meeting with Francis, the

On restoring the
soul of our nation

editors didn’t focus on the grandeur of
mingling with the bishop of Rome.
Instead, they focused on a group of
habited nuns that Biden bumped into
when exiting St. Peter’s Basilica.
Speaking over images of the smiling
nuns, Biden comments that Catholicism calls on believers to be “our
brother’s keeper.”
“Being raised Catholic and being
educated by the nuns — that’s what
those lovely women I’m talking to
symbolize to me,” he said. ■
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By Joe Biden
(RNS) — Today’s politics are too toxic, mean and divisive.
People are too quick to demonize and dehumanize, too
ready to dismiss all that we have in common as Americans.
That’s beneath us as a country. It doesn’t reflect our
values; it’s not who we are. That’s why, since I first
declared my candidacy for president, I’ve said: I’m running
to restore the soul of our nation.
I first learned those values growing up in a Catholic,
middle-class family in Scranton, Pennsylvania, and Claymont, Delaware. I learned them at my father’s dinner table,
at Sunday Mass and at St. Paul’s and Holy Rosary
Elementary. The nuns there taught us reading, writing,
math and history — as well as core concepts of decency,
fair play and virtue. They took as a starting point the
teaching from the Gospel of Matthew: “Whatever you did
for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine,
you did for me.”
My whole idea of self and family, of community and the
wider world, stems from those lessons. They drilled into me
a core truth: Every single human being deserves to be
treated with dignity. Everyone. The poor and the powerless,
the marginalized and vulnerable, the least of these. That
has been the animating principle of my life and my faith.
Scripture is clear: It’s not enough to just wish the world
were better. It’s our duty to make it so.
And when my father would remind me, again and again —
“Joey, there’s no greater sin than the abuse of power” — I
knew: It’s never enough to just abhor or avoid the abuse of
power; you have to stand up to end it, wherever it’s found.
That’s what first drew me to public service decades ago —
during the civil rights movement, when Americans of all
faiths were called on to put our values into action, to fight
the heinous abuse of power that is segregation and bigotry.
It’s why I fought to pass the Violence Against Women Act of
1994 — to confront the domestic violence that so many
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back then tried to dismiss as a “family matter,” and to
instead give survivors a voice and a path to justice and
recovery.
It’s why I’ve always stood up for working families — for a
higher minimum wage and for family and medical leave; for
unemployment, overtime pay, collective bargaining rights
and workplace safety.
For me, leadership — and basic human decency — has
always meant confronting the abuse of power, and fighting
back against anyone who exploits the vulnerable for
personal gain.
By ripping children from their mothers’ arms at the border
and holding asylum-seeking families in cages indefinitely;
by fanning the flames of hate and violence at home; by
embracing dictators abroad who repress their own people;
by threatening hardworking families’ health care and food
assistance, while giving tax cuts to big corporations —
President Donald Trump is dimming the beacon of hope
and justice that we’ve always been as a nation.
In 2020, we must decide: Who do we want to be?
My faith teaches me that we should be a nation that not
only accepts the truth of the climate crisis, but leads the
world in addressing it. Pope Francis is right in “Laudato Si”:

“Never have we so hurt and mistreated our common home
as we have in the last two hundred years.” As president, I’ll
launch a $1.7 trillion clean energy revolution to reach
net-zero emissions by 2050, creating 10 million jobs and
starting to heal our imperiled planet.
My faith teaches me that we should be a nation where the
hard-working, middle-class families who’ve made us strong
have a real chance to thrive. That’s why I’ll make sure that
we reward work, not just wealth, in our policies and in our
values. I’ll make sure that we provide every family with
access to fair wages, quality health care, good neighborhood schools and a stable retirement.
And my faith teaches me that we should be a nation that
once again welcomes the stranger and shows a preferential option for the poor, remembering how so many of us
and our ancestors came here in a similar way. I’ll end
Trump’s abhorrent asylum policies, protect “Dreamers” and
provide a road map to citizenship for the nearly 11 million
undocumented people living in and contributing to our

communities every day.
Trump doesn’t understand these things, because he
doesn’t understand America. He doesn’t know what it
means to live for or believe in something bigger than
himself.
In 2020, we need a candidate who can not only beat
Trump at the ballot box, but a leader who can heal and
unite our divided country to get things done.
In hard times, I always come back to the words of theologian Soren Kierkegaard: “Faith sees best in the dark.”
Trump has brought us some very dark days — but in this
darkness, I have faith: As president, I’ll make sure that we
reaffirm our highest values, rediscover our strength and
come together to restore the soul of our nation. ■
(Former Vice President Joe Biden is the Democratic
nominee for president. The views expressed in this
commentary do not necessarily reflect those of Religion
News Service.)

NEWS
5 faith facts about Biden’s VP choice Kamala Harris — a Black Baptist with Hindu family
By Yonat Shimron
(RNS) — Few, if any, vice presidential
candidates have had as much exposure
to the world’s religions as Kamala Harris,
the 55-year-old senator from California
whom Joe Biden just picked as his
running mate.
Harris’ ethnic, racial and cultural biography represents a slice of the U.S.
population that is becoming ascendant
but that has never been represented in
the nation’s second-highest office.
Here are five faith facts about Harris:
1. She was raised on Hinduism and
Christianity.
Her mother, Shyamala Gopalan, was
from Chennai, India; her father, Donald
Harris, from Jamaica. The two met as
graduate students at the University of
California, Berkeley.
Her name, Kamala, means “lotus” in
Sanskrit, and is another name for the
Hindu goddess Lakshmi. She visited
India multiple times as a girl and got to
know her relatives there.
But because her parents divorced when

she was 7, she also grew up in Oakland
and Berkeley attending predominantly
Black churches. Her downstairs neighbor, Regina Shelton, often took Kamala
and her sister, Maya, to Oakland’s 23rd
Avenue Church of God in Oakland.
Harris now considers herself a Black
Baptist.
2. She is married to a Jewish man.
Harris met her husband, Los Angeles
lawyer Douglas Emhoff, on a blind date
in San Francisco. They married in 2014.
At their wedding, the couple smashed a
glass to honor Emhoff’s upbringing (a
traditional Jewish wedding custom).
It was Harris’ first marriage and his
second. An article in the Jewish press
described her imitation of her Jewish
mother-in-law, Barbara Emhoff, as
“worthy of an Oscar.”
3. She was criticized for not proactively assisting in civil cases against
Catholic clergy sex abuse during the
years she served as a prosecutor.
After graduating from the University of

California, Hastings College of the Law,
Harris specialized in prosecuting sex
crimes and child exploitation as a young
prosecutor. But two investigations by The
Intercept and The Associated Press
found that Harris was consistently silent
on the Catholic Church’s abuse scandal
— first as San Francisco district attorney
and later as California’s attorney general.
Survivors of sex abuse at the hands of
priests say she resisted informal
requests to help them with their cases
and refused to release church records on
abusive priests that had been gathered
by her predecessor, Terence Hallinan.
4. As attorney general, Harris filed a
brief with the U.S. Supreme Court
asking it to refuse Hobby Lobby’s
request to deny women health care
coverage for contraception because
of the craft-store chain owner’s
religious beliefs.
In her 2014 brief, supported by 15 states
and the city of Washington, D.C., Harris
wrote that if Hobby Lobby were allowed
to withhold birth control coverage on
religious grounds, it might lead other

corporations to demand similar exemptions from the nation’s civil rights laws.
In the landmark decision, the Supreme
Court ruled that family-owned corporations can’t be forced to pay for insurance coverage for contraception under
the Affordable Care Act if it offends their
religious beliefs.
Later, as U.S. Senator, Harris co-sponsored a congressional bill to weaken the
Religious Freedom Restoration Act to
ensure it is not used to permit discrimination in the name of religion.
The measure, called the Do No Harm
Act, was first introduced in 2017 and
again in 2019. RFRA originally passed
in 1993 to prevent the government from
“substantially burdening a person’s
exercise of religion.” Do No Harm’s
backers believed that RFRA “should not
be interpreted to authorize an exemption from generally applicable law.”
Had it passed, it would have ensured
that religious employers could not deny
health care coverage for employees or
claim exemptions to civil rights laws.
5. When running for president last
year, she often used the New Testament parable of the good Samaritan.
Jesus tells the parable about an outsider who helps a man beaten and left on
the side of the road. Harris has said it
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has helped her clarify who one’s
“neighbor” is.
“Neighbor is not about having the same
ZIP code,” Harris said at a Poor
People’s Campaign forum last year.
“What we learn about in that parable is
that neighbor is someone you are
walking by on the street. … Neighbor is
about understanding and living in
service of others — that we are all each
other’s brothers and sisters.”
In other speeches, Harris has invoked
liberation theology, the strain of Christian thought that emphasizes social
concern for the poor and political

How Kamala Harris delivers on 150 years
of Black women’s political history
By Cheryl Townsend Gilkes
(RNS) — Sen. Kamala Harris’ selection to be Joe Biden’s
running mate occurs at an inflection point in our world. Like
the biblical Queen Esther, Harris seems to be specially
shaped for “such a time as this”: when the killings of George
Floyd and Breonna Taylor have revived and reanimated the
Black Lives Matter movement just as the deaths of two civil
rights icons, Congressman John Lewis and the Rev. C.T.
Vivian, reminded us that voting rights are still a crucial issue.
Biden had promised that he would pick a woman to be his
vice presidential nominee, and because of the country’s
current reappraisal of its racist history, the expectation
quickly became that she would be Black. After vaulting to
the top of the Democratic primary race on Super Tuesday,
when Black voters in Southern states have the greatest
voice, he must also surely have been conscious of those
voters’ historical loyalty to the Democratic Party in making

liberation for oppressed peoples.
“Justice is on the ballot,” Harris said at
an event hosted by the Iowa Democratic
Party last year.
“Economic justice is on the ballot. …
Health care justice is on the ballot. …
Education justice is on the ballot. …
Reproductive justice is on the ballot. …
Justice for children is on the ballot. …
Here’s the bottom line, Iowa. I do
believe that when we overcome these
injustices, we will unlock the promise of
America and the potential of the American people.” ■

OPINION

his choice.
But the story is a bit more complex than their loyalty to party.
More broadly, Black women have been loyal to the politics
of liberation, participation, emancipation and uplift, knowing
that raising themselves from the bottom would benefit entire
communities and the country as a whole.
Harris, the second Black woman elected to the Senate, is
herself the product of this history. She has acknowledged
the African American political, organizational and communal
capital that is invested in her: her Baptist church; the
neighborhood in Oakland, California, where she grew up;
Washington, D.C.’s Howard University; and the Alpha
Kappa Alpha sorority. She rose out of these organizations
and movements, the micro-loves of “othermothers” in her
church and community and the macro forces of sisterhoods
aimed at lifting and transforming.
But she is also part of the larger story of immigration. She
identifies as both African American and Asian American. Her

Mary McLeod Bethune (left) and Charlotta Spears Bass (right)

father was born in Jamaica and her mother in India — Harris
represents a long but unacknowledged tradition of multicultural
integration within Black communities. Together, her parents,
who met while working on civil rights issues, are part of a
historical moment in the making of African America that historian Ira Berlin has called “the global passage.”
Berlin describes four major migrations constructing and constituting “African America” — the middle passage, the passage to
the interior, the Great Migration and, after 1965, the global
passage.
That global passage has brought the U.S. its largest voluntary
immigration of people of African descent — many of them
students, educators and professionals. Unlike earlier Caribbean
immigrants, those who arrived in the global passage have
sometimes bypassed the Black community’s organizational
mainstream. Harris’ parents did not: She benefited from the
polycultural reality of her family heritage — Jamaica, India, the
African American community and the desegregated schools
that her forebears fought for.
Harris, then, is part of a long line of African American women
who have pursued their political goals through mothers clubs,
church boards, missionary societies, mutual-aid associations,
sororities, temperance leagues, fraternal auxiliaries, literary
societies and professional and industrial women’s clubs since
before the passage of the 19th Amendment gave women the
right to vote.
During Reconstruction, Black women participated in political
meetings and provided armed security for men’s political
meetings in churches, schools and lodge halls. When Black
voters faced threats of violence at the ballot box, notably in
Wilmington, North Carolina, in 1898, African American women
insisted that men risk their lives to vote.
In the fight for women’s suffrage, W.E.B. Du Bois identified
Black women as the organizational infrastructure of Black
America. Political scientists have also shown that Black women
have persisted in voting at higher rates than other groups,
regardless of social class.
Harris is also part of a lineage of Black women who served as
vice presidential nominees on minor party tickets. The first was
Charlotta Spears Bass, a newspaperwoman and civil rights
activist who died in 1969 and who was the Progressive Party’s
1952 vice presidential candidate.
In Stanley Nelson’s film about the Black press, “Soldiers
Without Swords,” Bass usually appears either in a printer’s

apron smudged with ink or in a Sunday suit and hat, wearing
the telltale corsage of a Women’s Day speaker in Los Angeles’
Black churches.
As the owner and publisher of The California Eagle, Bass
championed the poor and dispossessed, and it was that cause
she carried into the 1952 presidential campaign. Though she
knew the chance of victory was less than slim, Bass insisted
that “we win by raising the issues.”
In 1980 and 1984, philosopher and activist Angela Y. Davis ran
on the Communist Party ticket with Gus Hall, part of Davis’
larger program against racist and political repression that
anticipated today’s attacks against mass incarceration and the
carceral state. (Davis is currently planning to vote for Joe
Biden.)
But since the mid-20th century, Black women have increasingly
made their political home and exercised their influence in the
Democratic Party. Their journey out of Republican politics
began with the Great Migration and the New Deal, when the
Black educator Mary McLeod Bethune became an adviser to
President Franklin D. Roosevelt. It was sealed by the Democratic Party’s 1948 adoption of civil rights and the party’s
support of the civil rights movement in the following decades.
But it was during the 1964 Freedom Summer, however, that
Fannie Lou Hamer, Unita Blackwell and other voting rights
activists challenged the Democratic National Convention’s rules
committee, prompting the party to make its white-dominated
nominating process more open to people of color. Their courageous stand made room for Black women and solidified their
place in the party.
Since Shirley Chisholm’s election to the House of Representatives in 1968, 46 Black women have served in Congress — two
in the Senate and 44 in the House. U.S. Reps. Barbara Jordan,
Maxine Waters, Marcia Fudge and Eleanor Holmes Norton
have been particularly visible national leaders.
Now, Harris’ nomination and her special life circumstances
finally bring 150 years of Black female history to the Democratic Party presidential campaign. ■
(Cheryl Townsend Gilkes is an assistant pastor for special
projects at Union Baptist Church in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
and is the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Professor of
African American Studies and Sociology at Colby College. She
is the author of “If It Wasn’t for the Women.” The views
expressed in this commentary do not necessarily reflect those
of Religion News Service.)
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Joe Biden’s acceptance speech caps oﬀ an unusually
faith-ﬁlled Democratic National Convention
By Jack Jenkins
WASHINGTON (RNS) — For years,
pundits and political analysts have
accused Democrats of having a “God
problem,” insisting the party does not
do enough to highlight the role religion
plays in the lives of millions of Americans.
The accuracy of the critique remains a
matter of dispute, but few, if any,
politicos made that claim Thursday
night (Aug. 20) as former Vice President Joe Biden closed out this year’s
atypical — and atypically religious —
Democratic National Convention.
“I found the best way through pain and
loss and grief is to find purpose: As
God’s children each of us have a
purpose in our lives,” said Biden, a
lifelong Catholic. “And we have a great
purpose as a nation: To open the doors
of opportunity to all Americans. To save
our democracy. To be a light to the
world once again.”
It was a perhaps small appeal to his
Christian faith, one of only a few
scattered throughout his closing
speech. But while Biden’s faith mentions were uncharacteristically minimal,
the convention itself was unusually
spiritual. Speakers, organizers and
delegates appealed to a conciliatory,
inspirational form of religion with a
fervency not seen at any party convention in recent memory — Republican or
Democratic.
The noticeable focus on faith, though
frequently offset by appeals to religiously unaffiliated voters who make up an
ever-increasing percentage of the party,
was tied to the ongoing coronavirus
pandemic and oriented partly to moderates and even conservatives, who
Democrats hope have will abandon
President Donald Trump on Election
Day.
The surge in God-talk was inspired at
least partly by Biden himself, whose
Catholicism has been a visible component of his political persona for years
and whose campaign slogan, “a battle

for the soul of the nation,” doubles as a
religious reference. Democrats at the
convention, which was conducted
primarily through virtual means, repeatedly cited Biden’s faith as a source of
his personal and moral strength, often
framed as a point of a contrast with
Biden’s opponent, Trump.
“Remember, Joe Biden goes to church
so regularly that he doesn’t even need
tear gas and a bunch of federalized
troops to help him get there,” quipped
actress and comedian Julia Louis-Dreyfus, who operated as emcee for the
convention on Thursday. The joke was
one of many references at the convention to when protesters and a priest
were forcibly expelled from a park and
St. John’s Episcopal Church next to the
White House shortly before Trump
stood in front of the church and held up
a Bible for cameras.
Headline speakers repeatedly went out
of their way to note Biden’s religion
during their speeches. Former Ohio
Gov. John Kasich, a Republican,
referred to Biden as “a man of faith.”
Former first lady Michelle Obama called
him “a profoundly decent man, guided
by faith.” Former Second Lady Jill
Biden said her husband’s “faith is in the
providence of God.” House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi declared that “Joe Biden’s
faith in God gives him the strength to
lead.” And former President Barack
Obama described him as “someone
whose faith has endured the hardest
loss there is.”
Marie Griffith, director of the John C.
Danforth Center on Religion and
Politics at Washington University in St.
Louis, said the emphasis on Biden’s
faith is evidence of increasing comfort
among Democrats when it comes to
discussing religion in public.
“Plenty of Democratic politicians have
been committed to a religious tradition
— think Jimmy Carter or Joe Lieberman
— but there used to be a sort of
politesse around the subject, the sense
that one’s personal religion was private
and not a topic for public politicking,”
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she said in an email. “The accounts of
religious commitment we’ve heard from
Democratic presidential candidates in
recent years — consecutively from
Obama, Hillary Clinton and now Biden
— aren’t so different from the story of
Jimmy Carter; they’re just being told in
a different cultural environment, where
religiousness is seen as an asset rather
than an embarrassing quirk.”
But even when compared to past efforts
by Democrats to engage with faith, the
focus on Biden’s Catholic roots at this
week’s convention was uncommonly
explicit. Around 10 minutes of Thursday’s program was set aside to focus
exclusively on Biden’s religion, complete with a video of Biden discussing
his beliefs with a voter during a campaign town hall. After an opening prayer
by Sister Simone Campbell, a Catholic
nun and head of the Catholic social
justice lobby Network, Delaware Sen.
Chris Coons dedicated an entire
address to discussing Biden’s faith.
“For Joe, faith isn’t a prop or a political
tool,” said Coons, a Presbyterian and
Yale Divinity School graduate, who is
known for invoking faith on Capitol Hill.
“Joe knows the power of prayer, and
I’ve seen him in moments of joy and
triumph, of loss and despair, turn to
God for strength.”

Discussing the role of faith in grief has
long been a refrain for Biden, who lost
his first wife and a child in a car
accident early in his career and his son
to brain cancer in 2015. But Anthea
Butler, who serves as associate professor of religious studies and Africana
studies at the University of Pennsylvania, noted that the subject of mourning
and loss is particularly resonant during
the ongoing coronavirus pandemic,
which has claimed 170,000 lives in the
United States alone.
“The tenor of this election is going to be
really mean, but it’s also going to be
really grief-stricken,” Butler said in an
interview with Religion News Service.
“This is going to be the culmination of
religion and politics, but not in the way
we’ve talked about before.”
Several Democrats
used religious phrases
to mourn the recent
death of the late
congressman and civil
rights icon Rep. John
Lewis, with Alabama
Sen. Doug Jones and
others peppering their
speeches with references to the religious
concept of the
“beloved community”
— something Lewis
often mentioned in
speeches.
The party’s vice
presidential nominee,
Kamala Harris, a
Baptist with Hindu family and a Jewish
husband, discussed her own faith as
well during her remarks on Wednesday,
weaving it into stories of her family.
“(I’m) committed to the values she (my
mother) taught me, to the Word that
teaches me to walk by faith, and not by
sight,” she said.
The volume of religious rhetoric was
enough to catch the attention of conservative evangelical Christians such as
Tony Perkins, a longtime activist and
head of the Family Research Council,
although he suggested Biden’s policies
do not match his faith.
“The DNC’s focus on Joe’s faith is
encouraging and instructive,” Perkins
tweeted. “Encouraging that the DNC is
talking about faith, even in a generic
sense. Instructive to know why the
disconnect exists between Joe’s faith
and his policies.”
God-talk wasn’t merely relegated to the
virtual convention stage, where rabbis,

priests, nuns and imams offered stories,
invocations and benediction prayers
over the course of the week — a
long-standing convention tradition.
Organizers also convened various
religious events aimed specifically at
religious Democrats, such as an
interfaith service that kicked off the
convention and a virtual Catholic Mass
on Thursday morning.
The Rev. Thomas Reese, a Jesuit
priest and RNS columnist who officiated
the Mass, laced his homily with references to the pandemic.
“Pope Francis tells us that our faith
does not allow us to bypass adversity,
rather it teaches us how to pass
through adversity,” Reese said. “Whether it is the loss of a family member,
losing a job or some other disaster, a

it will reflect me, and it will reflect all the
others that Donald Trump has so
marginalized and vilified.”
To be sure, Democrats did not ignore
the ideological diversity within their
ranks. The Interfaith Council was
unusual for how it included the voices
of secular and religiously unaffiliated
voters, the latter of which constitute
roughly a third of all those who identify
with or lean toward the Democratic
Party as of 2017. Among the council’s
co-chairs is Sarah Levin, the founder of
Secular Strategies, a group dedicated
to bolstering the vote of secular Americans.
“As a secular Democrat, I believe I
must use this one life I have to make a
difference,” Levin, who is listed as
affiliated with the group Jews for a
Secular Democracy,
said during an
Interfaith Council
session.
Convention speakers
also made a point to
mention the influence
of nonreligious
Americans.
“(Biden will) be a
president for Americans of all faiths, as
well as people of
conscience who
practice no particular
faith,” Coons said
during his speech.
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Even this qualified
appeal to religion
crisis either makes us better or worse
was not without controversy, however.
as persons. … This is especially true
Although Democrats repeatedly recited
today with the coronavirus pandemic
the full Pledge of Allegiance during the
and the economic recession.”
televised convention proceedings, the
In addition, the DNC organized several
Christian Broadcasting Network noted
delegate meetings for people of faith:
that speakers at both the Muslim
namely, an Interfaith Council, a Jewish
delegates and LGBTQ caucus meetAmerican community meeting and —
ings omitted the phrase “under God,”
for the first time — a Muslim delegates
which was added to the oath in 1954
assembly. The events featured a range
and has been challenged repeatedly in
of religious voices — Jews, Muslims,
various courts, when reciting the
members of the Church of Jesus Christ
pledge.
of Latter-day Saints, among others —
Yet the omission of “under God” did not
as well as celebrities such as actress
appear to equate to antipathy toward
Jennifer Garner, a Methodist who
faith or religious people. The Muslim
participated in a “Believers for Biden”
delegates meeting was, of course, filled
watch party on Thursday.
with prayers and references to the
“In the Biden-Harris administration the
Quran, and one of the LGBTQ sessions
‘evidence of things that are hoped’ for
included an appearance of former
will be seen in the soul of America,”
South Bend, Indiana, Mayor Pete
Valerie Biden Owens, Joe Biden’s
Buttigieg, an openly gay Episcopalian
sister, said in one of the Interfaith
who repeatedly referenced his faith
Council sessions, in a reference to
when running for president earlier this
Hebrews 11:1. “The soul will reflect you,
year.
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“It’s up to us: Will America be a place
where faith is about healing and not
exclusion?” Buttigieg said in a separate address before the convention.
There was also discord surrounding a
Muslim delegates session that included Linda Sarsour, a longtime advocate for Muslim Americans and one of
the co-chairs of the original Women’s
March.
“The Democratic Party is not perfect,
but it is absolutely our party in this
moment,” Sarsour, who runs the
Muslim advocacy group MPower
Change and backed Vermont Sen.
Bernie Sanders during the Democratic
primary, said during the session.
The Biden campaign promptly issued
a statement distancing itself from the
activist, who stepped down from the
leadership of the Women’s March in
2019 after allegations of anti-Semitism. Sarsour, a child of Palestinian
immigrants who is critical of the Israeli
government, disputed the allegations.
But the campaign’s dismissal of
Sarsour, who often works with liberal
faith activists such as Poor People’s
Campaign co-chair the Rev. William
Barber, drew criticism from the

Council on American-Islamic Relations and other prominent liberals.
“Linda is a fierce advocate for justice
and freedom, and a leading antiracist
and organizer against antisemitism,”
tweeted Ady Barkan, a health care
activist stricken with amyotrophic
lateral sclerosis who addressed the
convention earlier in the week from
his wheelchair. “The Biden campaign
must retract and apologize.”
Observers noted the controversy
could cost Biden with Muslim Americans, who are well represented in
Michigan — a key swing state.
“(Biden) has to do some work with the
Muslim community,” Butler said.
Even so, organizers were quick to
note the historic nature of the Muslim
delegates session, which included
Muslim speakers such as Keith
Ellison, the Attorney General of
Minnesota.
“Joe Biden is absolutely right when he
says this is a contest for the soul of
the nation,” Ellison said in one faith
session, referencing Biden’s campaign slogan. Ellison later added:
“Yes, we’re going to win this election,
inshallah.”

Despite the back-and-forth over
smaller sessions, Butler argued the
overall approach to religion on the
main convention stage — which
mostly featured faith leaders and
politicians describing faith as a moral
compass, as opposed to the
faith-based activists who have offered
prime-time speeches at past conventions — sent a powerful message
“that the Democrats should have been
doing a while back.”
And, Butler noted, if Biden’s consoling
approach to faith resonates with
voters — particularly Black Protestants at the core of the Democratic
Party’s base and white Catholic swing
voters in the Rust Belt — it could be a
warning sign for Trump.
“Biden’s faith is real, it’s not contrived,
and he doesn’t need the props of
church or religious people around him
to get across that he’s a person of
faith,” she said.
“Biden has a chance to pose a very
strong juxtaposition against Trump,
and I think Trump should be worried
about that.” ■

How will Joe Biden deal
with the abortion question?

OPINION

that kind of statement of principle that the last Catholic
nominee for president gave when asked about his position on
abortion.
Responding to an audience member at a town hall forum in
2004, John Kerry began by declaring his Catholic bona fides
and then went on to say:
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By Mark Silk, RNS Columnist
(RNS) — For the duration of the Democratic primary season,
the abortion issue was off the table — largely because all the
significant candidates were solidly in support of abortion
rights. The one exception might have been Joe Biden, who
has swum outside the party’s pro-choice mainstream, but last
year he abandoned his longstanding support of the Hyde
Amendment, which bars Medicaid funding for abortion, and so
there was nothing to talk about.
Now that the general election is here, there’s something to
talk about. The question is, how will Biden, a practicing
Catholic, talk about it?
Biden became a U.S. senator in 1973, the very year Roe v.
Wade made abortion a constitutional right. “I don’t like the
Supreme Court decision on abortion,” he said the following
year. “I think it went too far. I don’t think that a woman has the
sole right to say what should happen to her body.”
As a member of the Senate Judiciary Committee in 1982, he
voted for a constitutional amendment that would have allowed
individual states to overturn Roe — and then, in 1983, he
voted against it. Thus began his pro-choice journey.
Biden has justified his abandonment of the Hyde Amendment
on several grounds. He first cited near bans on abortion in
several states, when denying Medicaid funding would
presumably affect the right to choose by making it
too expensive for a poor woman to travel to another state.
“I can’t justify leaving millions of women without the health
care they need,” he declared at a Democratic gala in Atlanta
in June 2019. “If I believe health care is a right, as I do, I can
no longer support an amendment that makes that right
dependent on someone’s ZIP code.”
A couple of weeks later, Biden tied his opposition to his
proposal for expanding Medicaid coverage. The idea seemed
to be that if more women had their health care covered by the
federal government, under the Hyde Amendment more
women would lack abortion coverage.
Whatever one makes of those arguments, neither represents

But I can’t take what is an article of faith for me and legislate
it for someone who does not share that article of faith,
whether they be atheist, agnostic, Jew, Protestant, whatever. I can’t do that. But I can counsel people… I believe that
you can take that position and not be pro-abortion … But as
a, as a president, I have to represent all the people in the
nation … And that means being smart about allowing people
to be fully educated, to know what their options are in life,
and making certain that you don’t deny a poor person the
right to be able to have whatever the Constitution affords
them if they can’t afford it otherwise.
Kerry’s arguments about not imposing his faith on others and
not denying poor women a constitutional right were made at
Notre Dame 20 years earlier by then New York Gov. Mario
Cuomo in the most important pro-choice speech ever delivered by a Catholic politician. Cuomo also drew a careful
distinction between religious principle and prudential political
judgment, pointedly noting that while his church opposed
slavery, virtually no Catholic bishops felt it in their church’s
interest to do so in antebellum America.
Cuomo’s speech did not lack for Catholic critics, including
members of the hierarchy. Kerry had even more to deal with,
including statements from some clergy that they would deny
him Communion if he showed up at their altar rail.
Simply by taking the positions he has, Biden, too, has
received even harder brickbats than Cuomo did. Providence
Bishop Thomas Tobin tweeted, “Biden-Harris. First time in
awhile that the Democratic ticket hasn’t had a Catholic on it.
Sad.” (That was pretty peculiar, given that Hillary Clinton’s
Catholic running mate Tim Kaine made the identical
démarche on the Hyde Amendment that Biden did.)
Knoxville Bishop Rick Stika opined, “Don’t understand how
Mr. Biden can claim to be a good and faithful Catholic as he
denies so much of Church teaching especially on the absolute
child abuse and human rights violations of the most innocent,
the not yet born.”
Like John Kerry, over the next two months Joe Biden is going
to be asked to explain his position on abortion as a professing
Catholic. He may not be the kind of intellectual Mario Cuomo
was, but it is surely not beyond his resources to explain the
relationship between his personal views on abortion and the
public policies he would advance.
For a public subjected to increasingly hard-line positions on
both sides of this most neuralgic of issues, it would be the
kind of balm that Biden says he wants to bring to the country. ■

SECTION THREE

Beyond Red and Blue
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Black church turnout eﬀort mobilizes
against alleged voter suppression
By Adelle Banks
(RNS) — For each day left before
Election Day, Martinique Mix, a graphic
designer in Atlanta, is developing
promotional materials for the African
Methodist Episcopal Church’s
get-out-the-vote efforts.
“We’re putting them on all social media
and email to make sure it has a wide
range so that it does reach the person
who is 17 ½ and the person who is 77,”
said Mix, the granddaughter of a retired
AME bishop and president of the historically Black denomination’s Richard Allen
Young Adult Council. She began working
on the church’s V-Alert campaign in
August.
“The information that we’re trying to give
is basically trying to get people to
understand the importance of the
election, to understand that not only do
you need to register but you have to
make sure that you take the extra effort
to vote,” she said.
While preserving the presidency of
President Donald Trump is energizing
many white evangelical Christians, many
Black Protestants, evangelical and
mainline, are motivated equally to
oppose him, pointing to the president’s
unquestioning support for police after
the killings of George Floyd, Breonna
Taylor and other unarmed African
Americans, as well as his handling of a
pandemic that has sickened minorities in
disproportionate numbers.
But most pertinent in these last weeks
before Election Day are allegations that
the GOP has attempted to limit minority
voting, particularly since the 2013
Supreme Court decision striking down
parts of the Voting Rights Act intended to
prevent some states from raising barriers at the polls.
In 2018, Stacey Abrams lost Georgia’s
gubernatorial race to Brian Kemp, then
the state’s top election official, by
single-digit percentage points, after
Kemp purged thousands of voter regis-
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trations from the rolls. Two years later, in
Georgia’s primary elections, voters
complained of long lines and technical
problems with new voting machines.
On Monday (Sept. 28), a British television news report found that the 2016
Trump campaign had targeted 3.5
million Black voters with ads designed to
reduce voter turnout.
In answer to these concerns, a coalition
of clergy and social justice organizations, including the American Civil
Liberties Union, Sojourners and the
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights
Under Law, is mounting an effort called
“Turnout Sunday/Lawyers and Collars”
this year, recruiting at least 100 pastors
and lawyers in each of nine states —
Arizona, Alabama, Florida, Georgia,
Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin — for the campaign.
They will be a “moral and spiritual
presence on the ground” and can offer
legal expertise at polling sites, said the
Rev. Barbara Williams-Skinner, co-convenor of the National African American
Clergy Network, which is participating in

the voter protection campaign.
Before the vote begins, the campaign
will set up a “clergy hotline and call
center” that will be supported by groups
ranging from the NAACP to the Samuel
DeWitt Proctor Conference to Black
pastors in the United Methodist Church.
Lawyers will help staff the hotline,
answering questions about polling
locations and consulting on voter
intimidation issues.
“This election is viewed by most African
Americans as a life and death situation,”
said Williams-Skinner. “It is a choice
between an America that continues to be
steeped in systemic racism and injustice
for people of color or an America that
has space for every person of every
background.”
While these groups often support voter
mobilization, Williams-Skinner said they
“never worked this tightly together
because the stakes are higher.”
With the continuing coronavirus
pandemic, many Black churches are
complementing “Souls to the Polls”
initiatives that have traditionally ferried
people to the polls for early voting with

socially distanced equivalents.
“More cars on the road as opposed to
bus pools and van pools,” said the Rev.
Leslie Watson Wilson, national director
of People for the American Way Foundation’s African American Ministers Leadership Council. “I’ve even seen where
people are going to be creative and pay
for Uber or share rides or Lyft services to
help people to get to the polls.”
The National Black Evangelical Association is among the groups planning to
share email blasts from the Turnout
Sunday initiative.
“The challenges of the time, and the
attacks against voter registration and
people voting, particularly Black people,
is cause for doubling down efforts
among all of us to push for fairness,
access, education in terms of voting,”
said the Rev. Walter McCray, president
of the NBEA.
“There is a level of energy and coordination among Black church leaders at the
highest level that I’ve not seen in my 20
years of organizing,” said Pastor Mike
McBride, a Pentecostal minister who is
working with both the multifaith, nonpartisan Faith in Action and Black church
organizations to ensure people are
registered and ready to vote.
McBride is a founder of the Black Church
Action Fund, which is offering weekly
virtual training in tweeting and sending
pro-voting memes to “turn every single
Black church person into a de facto
digital organizer.” He hopes to get more
than 2 million people to the polls.
Abrams, who founded Fair Fight, a voter
protection organization, after her loss in
2018, has not limited her efforts to
Christian groups. In August, Jewish and
Sikh leaders joined a conference call
with her and Black church clergy (including her parents, United Methodist
Church pastors who said they used to
take her into the voting booth with them
when she was a child). The call also
promoted the new documentary “All In:
The Fight for Democracy,” which
features Abrams’ efforts to overcome
barriers to voting.
“I come to this moment of voting raised
by people who taught me that faith is an
action; it is not simply a thought,” said
Abrams, on the call. “We have engaged
communities of faith because I know if
you want to see something done, give it
to somebody in the church.”
Black celebrities have been recruited to
the voter mobilizing effort. The AME
Church has joined forces with Oprah

Winfrey’s OWN Your Vote, developing a
PSA featuring actress Deborah Joy
Winans, a star of “Greenleaf,” on
Winfrey’s OWN network.
“When segregation was the order of the
day and laws prevented African Americans from voting, you held meetings in
your church to protest,” said Winans,
seated in front of a “Greenleaf” poster.
“So now Own Your Vote is pleased to
partner with you to go that next mile.”
Among African American women, there
may be no greater celebrity than former
first lady Michelle Obama, who co-chairs
a voter empowerment organization
called When We All Vote. The group has
partnered with the AME Church’s Women’s Missionary Society.
Some Black church members have
taken it upon themselves to create their
own voter education efforts. The Rev.
LaKesha Womack, a North Carolina
business consultant and ordained
deacon in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, held a voter education
symposium as part of her “rethinking
church” series. She’s also interviewing
“everyday people” — from an African
American pastor in Michigan concerned
about gun violence to a white high
school classmate in southern Alabama
on Facebook Live — about why voting is
important to them.
Other Black church officials are taking a
more personal approach yet, pushing
voter education with whomever they talk
with ahead of Election Day.
“I greet people now: ‘Happy the 47th day
before the election on Nov. 3,’” said AME
Church Social Justice Commission
Director Jacquelyn Dupont-Walker.
Faith-based voter mobilization is often
officially nonpartisan — endorsements
by name or party are forbidden by IRS
rules about nonprofits — but the National
Congregations Study found in 2018-19
that Black church officials are “by far” the
most likely of faith groups to acknowledge they endorse candidates, with 13%
saying they have, though it’s unclear
whether they made their pleas from the
pulpit or more generally.
McCray said that some of the president’s
statements — such as his claim that
racial violence at the right-wing protest in
Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017 included
“some very fine people on both sides” —
have put endorsements beyond the
realm of mere politics.
“Theologically there are times for the
church or 501(c)(3) to take a stand that
even may be outside the bounds set by

501(c)(3) when
the issues are
just that important,” he said.
“This season
may be one of
those times
when, as the
apostle said in
the early church,
we ought to
obey God rather
than man.”
McBride said
this year’s
collaborative
efforts — such
as Black Church
PAC events on
Facebook and
YouTube — can
also allow clergy
who won’t
endorse from the
pulpit to direct
people in the
pews to more
“politically
pointed conversations” about
the upcoming
election.
“People look to
the Black
church, whether
they attend the
From top to bottom:
McBride, Womack and
church or not, to
McCray
at least have
some kind of
compass,” he said, “and I think we will
and have to continue that role even if it
does kind of put a little bit of our partisanship on display.”
For the most part, added Williams-Skinner, people don’t need to be told whom
to vote for. “We are connecting the dots
between evictions, between police
killings of unarmed Black people,
between those who would try to eliminate health care, and voting for people
who will do right by people of color,” she
said.
“When you give people the information
about what’s at stake in their life, they’ll
make the right decision.”
This story was supported by the Solutions Journalism Network, a nonprofit
organization dedicated to rigorous and
compelling reporting about responses to
social problems. ■

The 2020 election’s most crucial faith
group is one you’ve never heard of
By Ryan Burge
(RNS) — There’s been a lot of discussion about the role of
religion in the current presidential election, with pundits
prognosticating whether President Donald Trump can still
count on 80% of white evangelicals to vote for him as they did
in 2016, or whether Joe Biden, an old-school Northeastern
white Catholic, can erode his fellow religionists’ support for
Trump, whom they backed by a 20 point margin over Hillary
Clinton.
However, the most important religious group to the 2020
presidential election is not really a religious group at all.
When asked to state their religious preference on a survey, a
growing share of Americans shy away from picking a specific
flavor of Christianity, and don’t affiliate with other, smaller
religious groups like Hindus or Mormons. They are also
uncomfortable describing their views as atheist or agnostic.
Instead, when they are faced with a question about religious
preference by a pollster, they check the box next to the words,
“nothing in particular.”
These are part of, but not identical to, the famous religious
“nones,” who now account for some quarter of Americans.
That larger group includes the nothing in particulars, but also
atheists and agnostics.
The nothing in particulars, however, out-none their fellow
nones. They are the statistical equivalent of a shrug of the
shoulders.
When Barack Obama was elected president in 2008, nothing
in particulars were about 15% of the general population. A little
more than a decade later, that share has jumped to 1 in 5
adults, or about 20%.

To put that in context, nothing in particulars are statistically the
same size as evangelical Protestants or Roman Catholics. For
every atheist on a survey, there are 4 nothing in particulars.
For every Mormon, there are 20.
For this reason alone, they should be considered in their own
category. But there’s more: While 44% of atheists have a
four-year college degree, just 20% of nothing in particulars do
— the lowest of any religious group in the United States today.
Atheists are twice as likely to make more than $100,000 per
year as those in the nothing in particular category. And based
on measures like attending a protest, working on a campaign
or putting up a yard sign, nothing in particulars were half as
likely to be politically active compared with atheists.
For those who track the electoral behavior of the largest
faith-based voting blocs (white Protestants and Catholics),
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stability has been the theme. Voters in those camps have
shifted just 2 to 3 percentage points toward the GOP since
2008. The nothing in particulars’ allegiances, however, have
shifted dramatically in the last decade.

The Democratic Party used to be able to rely on receiving a
huge share of the nothing in particular vote. Obama won this
group by 43 points in 2008. That slipped to 35 points in his
reelection bid in 2012, and the slide accelerated when Hillary
Clinton was the nominee. Clinton earned 60% of their votes in
2016, while Trump garnered nearly 40%.
In a poll conducted Sept. 1 by Data for Progress, 38.7% of the
nothing in particulars indicated that they would vote for Trump
in 2020, in line with his 2016 results. Biden’s share among this
group was 48.5%, a double-digit decline from even Clinton’s
slackened performance. Biden would need to win over every
undecided nothing in particular, as well as pick up a few
third-party voters, to get back to the results of just four years
ago.

Given their low levels of education, the nothing in particulars
live a life of economic precarity. In 2018, they were 30% more
likely to have lost their job than the general population. It
stands to reason that large shares of nothing in particulars
worked in jobs that were deemed essential during the height of
the pandemic.
The silver lining for Democrats is that, despite the fact that
many members of this group had to risk exposure to the

coronavirus to keep their jobs, few nothing in particulars said
they have followed public affairs closely in the last few months.
While 45% of Americans say that they were following public
affairs “most of the time” in the spring of 2020, just a third of
nothing in particulars answered the same way.
If 2018 is any guide, nothing in particulars are not going to be
volunteering for campaigns or even putting up political yard
signs in the run-up to Nov. 3. It may be reasonable to assume
that their voting record is not robust.
As with everything else in our current culture, the internet may
change this, as the web seems to provide the ideal avenue for
candidates to reach out to this crucial but disengaged bloc.
While many nothing in particulars say they are not paying
attention to public affairs, significant numbers report that they
have posted or commented on political stories on social
media. Six in 10 said that they had read or watched a political
story on Facebook, Twitter or YouTube before the midterm
elections in 2018.
Instead of focusing on the widening “God gap” between the
religiously devout Republicans and the increasingly secularizing Democrats, persuading nothing in particulars — by aiming
toward those internet platforms — may not just be the key to
the 2020 election, but for electoral politics at the federal, state
and local levels for the next several decades. ■

(Ryan Burge is an assistant professor of political science at
Eastern Illinois University and a pastor in the American Baptist
Church. He can be reached on Twitter at @ryanburge. The
views expressed in this commentary do not necessarily reflect
those of Religion News Service.)
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Trump’s Israel strategy makes few inroads with Jewish voters
By Elana Schor, Jack Jenkins
WASHINGTON (AP/RNS) — Jewish
American voters have leaned Democratic for decades, but Republicans are
hoping the recent steps toward normalized relations between Gulf states and
Israel — which Trump vigorously touted
earlier this month — bolster his appeal
to Jewish voters.
With battleground states like Pennsylvania, Florida and Michigan collectively
decided in 2016 by fewer than 200,000
votes, any loss of the Jewish support by
Democratic nominee Joe Biden could be
pivotal.
“Democrats like to say they have a
majority of the Jewish vote,” said Republican Jewish Coalition executive director
Matt Brooks, whose group is spending
$10 million to boost Trump and other
GOP candidates in electoral battlegrounds ahead of November. “They do
— but that’s not what this game is
about.”

Brooks’ group is working toward a goal
of 300,000 voter contacts in swing
states, focusing the bulk of its spending
on Trump while also aiding some GOP
congressional hopefuls. Last week’s
signing ceremony of the Israel-United
Arab Emirates agreement, which
Bahrain later joined, “proves that the
president does have a vision” for working toward peace in the Middle East,
Brooks said.
The Trump campaign is ramping up its
own efforts as well, launching a new
“Jewish Voices for Trump” initiative effort
in September that centers on the president’s support for Israel. Co-chairs
include Nevada casino mogul and
conservative donor Sheldon Adelson as
well as former Trump White House aide
Boris Epshteyn.
“President Trump is a champion of the
Jewish people and the greatest ally the
State of Israel has ever had,” Epshteyn,
who also advises Trump’s campaign,
said in a statement.

But whether Trump can gain ground with
Jewish voters on the strength of his
foreign policy agenda remains an
unanswered question.
According to a Pew Research Center
poll conducted last year, 42% of Jewish
Americans said Trump’s policies favor
the Israelis too much, while 47% said he
strikes the right balance between Israelis
and Palestinians.
And most Jewish voters broke for
Democrats in the 2018 midterm
elections. AP VoteCast found that 72%
of Jews who voted nationwide backed
Democratic House candidates, while
26% backed Republicans. Among those
Jewish midterm voters in 2018, VoteCast
shows that 74% disapproved of Trump
and just 26% approved.
The majority of Jewish voters who view
Trump unfavorably “are not going to put
(that) out of their minds” because the
president can trumpet new pacts
between Gulf states and Israel, said
Jeremy Ben-Ami, president of the

liberal-leaning Jewish American advocacy group J Street.
J Street’s political committee has raised
more than $2 million for Biden and
hosted a virtual reception with the
Democratic nominee in September. It’s
not alone among progressive Jewish
American groups that are bullish on
Biden: Halie Soifer, executive director of
the Jewish Democratic Council of
America, predicted in an interview that
Biden could make up for Trump’s 2016
margin of victory in Michigan and
Pennsylvania “with the Jewish vote
alone.”
“When it comes to Israel, there’s a
tendency among Republicans, including
the president himself, to treat Jewish
voters as if we are, A, monolithic and, B,
one-issue voters,” said Soifer, who led
Jewish voter outreach for former President Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign in
Florida. “He’s wrong on both counts.”
Indeed, Trump sparked criticism last
year by telling reporters that Jewish
Americans who vote Democratic are
“disloyal” to both their faith and to Israel.
The issue reemerged this month during
an annual pre-Rosh Hashana call
between Trump and Jewish leaders.
According to the Jewish Telegraphic
Agency, Trump ended the call by telling
the Jewish American leaders, “We really
appreciate you. … We love your country
also.”
The Washington Post also reported on
Wednesday (Sept. 23) that after ending
phone calls with Jewish lawmakers,
Trump — according to unnamed current
and former White House officials —
allegedly has muttered that Jews “are
only in it for themselves” and “stick
together” in an ethnic allegiance.
The White House did not respond to a
request for comment regarding the
allegations, but a spokesperson told The
Washington Post that “Donald Trump’s
record as a private citizen and as
president has been one of fighting for
inclusion and advocating for the equal
treatment of all.”
The Biden campaign has been quick to
condemn Trump’s remarks and cast him
as insensitive to Jews.
“We know that Donald Trump’s use of
anti-Semitic tropes has emboldened all
those who hate Jews,” Aaron Keyak,
Biden’s Jewish engagement director,
said in a statement addressing the
Post’s reporting. “We must not numb
ourselves to Trump’s dangerous rhetoric
during our sacred time of reflection and
holiness. This should serve as a wakeup
call to the relatively few Jewish Ameri-
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cans who still insist on standing with and
promoting the current occupant of the
White House.”
In a separate interview, Keyak touted the
robust outreach efforts by the Biden
campaign to Jewish voters, such as
staging regular phone banks and taking
the unusual step of hiring dedicated
Jewish vote directors in Florida and
Pennsylvania.
“The Biden campaign and the DNC have
made an unprecedented investment of
resources and talent into turning out and
persuading Jewish voters,” he said.
Biden’s team is working to target its
efforts to be as local as possible. His
campaign recently convened Jewish
outreach events in Pennsylvania, Florida
and Ohio with Douglas Emhoff, Kamala
Harris’ husband, who is Jewish. It has
also held an event for Democrats abroad
in Israel with former Sen. Barbara Boxer
and two former ambassadors to the
nation.
“There’s no question that the Jewish
vote can make a difference in Florida as
well as states like Pennsylvania, Ohio
and Michigan,” Keyak said.
The Trump campaign may be playing
catch-up with Biden when it comes
Jewish outreach, but Republicans are
hoping the president’s record of support
for Israel will speak louder to more
moderate and conservative Jewish
voters than his recent controversies.
This includes Orthodox Jews, who
comprise a minority of the Jewish
American population but skew majority-Republican, according to a 2013 Pew
study.
Nathan Diament, executive director of
the Orthodox Union Advocacy Center,
said this election is “about margins, and

it’s about margins in key swing states.”
Diament, who’s been an appointed
adviser on faith-based issues to both the
Trump and Obama administrations, said
that Orthodox Jews — while a minority of
the Jewish American population — are
the most swing-voter-like element of the
faith’s broader voting bloc. His group has
held virtual sessions with Biden’s Jewish
outreach director as well as a Trump
campaign representative and plans
further programming this fall focused on
specific swing states.
Views of Biden among Orthodox Jews
tend to skew more positive than those of
Hillary Clinton did in 2016, Diament said,
but “on the other hand, Trump has a
record to run on” when it comes to the
specific issues that appeal to Jewish
voters the president’s team wants to
court.
He singled out Trump’s move of the U.S.
Embassy in Israel to Jerusalem, as well
as the Israel-UAE deal, as “motivating
for segments of American Jews for
whom Israel is a priority voting issue.”
Of course, Biden can also make the
case for his own record on U.S.-Israel
relations. The former vice president has
steered clear of the most liberal proposals on curtailing Israeli expansionism
that some of his Democratic primary
rivals offered, and one of Biden’s campaign surrogates, Rep. Lois Frankel,
D-Florida, said she feels “very good”
about how Biden has approached the
issue.
It’s “to the detriment of Israel that Donald
Trump and some Republicans try to use
Israel as a political football, to make it
appear as if Democrats are not for the
security of Israel,” Frankel said in an
interview. ■

Trump or Biden? What’s a Catholic voter to do?
By Thomas Reese, RNS Columnist
(RNS) — With the choice of Joe Biden as the Democratic
nominee for president of the United States, American Catholics
are fighting over whether Biden can be called a Catholic
politician. Connected to this question is another: “Can a
Catholic vote for Biden?”
There are at least six ways to define who is a Catholic politician:
1. A Catholic politician is a politician who happens to be
Catholic.
2. A Catholic politician is a politician who follows the
directions of the U.S. bishops on political issues.
3. A Catholic politician is a politician who follows the
directions of the pope on political issues.
4. A Catholic politician is a politician who embraces the full
spectrum of Catholic social teaching.
5. A Catholic politician is a politician who embraces most of
Catholic social teaching, even if he or she supports the
legalization of abortion and gay marriage.
6. A Catholic politician is a politician who is against abortion
and gay marriage, even if he or she rejects most of Catholic
social teaching.
Joe Biden is clearly a Catholic under the first definition. He was
born into a Catholic family, baptized a Catholic, went to
Catholic schools, attends church and presents himself to the
world as a Catholic.
Under this definition, there are 22 Catholics in the U.S. Senate,
141 in the House of Representatives and six on the U.S.
Supreme Court.
It does not matter whether they are sinners; they are still
Catholics. They can be thieves, adulterers, murderers, liars,
divorced, practicing birth control or whatever; they are still
Catholic. You can even be excommunicated and still a Catholic.
During the Roman persecutions, there was a debate about
what to do with Christians who had denied the faith to save
their lives. Do they have to be rebaptized? The answer was no.
Bottom line: It is hard to get out of the Catholic Church unless
you voluntarily leave, and even then, the door is always open
for you to freely return.
During the 1960 presidential campaign, many Protestants
feared John Kennedy would be a Catholic politician who would
take orders from the bishops and the pope, definitions two and
three. This is why Norman Vincent Peale, Billy Graham and
many Protestant ministers either overtly or behind closed
doors campaigned against Kennedy.
Kennedy, however, made clear he would not take orders from
the bishops or the Vatican.
American Catholics had seen the problems the church got into
in Europe when hierarchy aligned itself with specific rulers or
political parties. American Catholics, including most bishops,
did not want to go down that road.
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Historically, as poor immigrants, most Catholics voted Democratic, especially when Al Smith met an anti-Catholic barrage
from the Republicans in 1928. The Depression and New Deal
cemented these Catholics into the party. But as they began to
join the middle class after the Second World War, more and
more white Catholics abandoned the party of their parents and
voted Republican.
The bishops have maintained the tradition of not endorsing
candidates or parties, but they do speak out on issues. It would
be difficult, if not impossible, to find a politician who agrees
with the bishops or the pope on all issues. They are much too
liberal for Republicans on capital punishment, as well as
economic, health care, welfare, immigration and foreign policy.
They are much too conservative for Democrats on abortion,
birth control and gay marriage.
In order to be totally in line with the bishops and the pope, you
would have to be a pro-life liberal Democrat. These unicorns
have a hard time winning elections. Such a politician would
also qualify as a Catholic politician under the fourth definition,
one who embraces the full spectrum of Catholic social teaching.
If hardly any politicians embrace the full spectrum of Catholic
social teaching, what is a voter to do?
Catholic Democrats argue in favor of candidates who embrace
most of Catholic social teaching, even if they support the
legalization of abortion and gay marriage, definition five.
Catholic Republicans argue in favor of candidates who are
against abortion and gay marriage, even if they reject most of
Catholic social teaching, definition six.
The bishops tried to give guidance to Catholic voters in their
statement “Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship.” In it
they acknowledge “Catholics often face difficult choices about
how to vote.”
In two carefully crafted paragraphs, they give their advice.
Activists tend to quote only their favorite lines from these
paragraphs, so I give the full text below. Paragraph 34 reads:
A Catholic cannot vote for a candidate who favors a policy
promoting an intrinsically evil act, such as abortion, euthana-
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sia, assisted suicide, deliberately subjecting workers or the
poor to subhuman living conditions, redefining marriage in
ways that violate its essential meaning, or racist behavior, if the
voter’s intent is to support that position. In such cases, a
Catholic would be guilty of formal cooperation in grave evil. At
the same time, a voter should not use a candidate’s opposition
to an intrinsic evil to justify indifference or inattentiveness to
other important moral issues involving human life and dignity.
First, it is noteworthy that besides abortion, euthanasia,
assisted suicide and gay marriage, the bishops also list as
“intrinsically evil,” policies “deliberately subjecting workers or
the poor to subhuman living conditions” as well as policies
promoting “racist behavior.” A liberal interpretation of this text
opens the door to a wider range of Catholic social teaching
than just abortion and gay marriage.
Second, the “if” clause is very important. A Catholic is in
trouble only “if the voter’s intent is to support that position.”
So, a Catholic Republican can vote for Trump, even if his
policies promote racism or subject immigrants to subhuman
living conditions, as long as the voter’s intent is not to support
those positions.
And a Catholic Democrat can vote for Biden, even if his
policies promote abortions and gay marriage, as long as the
voter’s intent is not to support those positions.
In Catholic theology, intention — why you are doing something
— is essential to an understanding of the morality of an action.
Paragraph 35 of “Faithful Citizenship” acknowledges the
messy world of politics, where a candidate may disagree with
church teaching on an important issue but a Catholic might still
vote for that candidate for other morally grave reasons.
There may be times when a Catholic who rejects a candidate’s
unacceptable position even on policies promoting an intrinsi-

cally evil act may reasonably decide to vote for that candidate
for other morally grave reasons. Voting in this way would be
permissible only for truly grave moral reasons, not to advance
narrow interests or partisan preferences or to ignore a fundamental moral evil.
Thus, a Catholic Republican might feel impelled to vote for
Trump despite his policies promoting racism or subjecting
immigrants to subhuman living conditions, because of other
morally grave reasons, for example, his opposition to abortion.
A Catholic Democrat might feel impelled to vote for Biden
despite his position on abortion and gay marriage because of
other morally grave reasons, for example, his positions on
racism, immigration, global warming and COVID-19.
In fact, most Catholics will not go through this kind of sophisticated analysis before voting.
Most white Catholic Republicans agree with Trump’s treatment
of immigrants and most Catholic Democrats agree with Biden
that abortion should be legal.
Nor will most priests provide much guidance. Some will falsely
tell their flocks they will go to hell if they vote for Biden or any
pro-choice candidate. Others will signal their preferences by
preaching only on abortion or only on social justice in the
lead-up to the election.
How much effect any of this has on the election is open for
debate. Most Catholics, like most voters, have already made
up their minds. Few are open to persuasion, but these few
matter a lot in close elections. Turnout also matters. Republicans will work to get white Catholics to the polls while Democrats will focus on Hispanic Catholics.
The winner of the 2020 presidential election will depend on a
few persuadable Catholics in key states as well as Catholic
turnout, especially Hispanic Catholic turnout. ■
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Abortion over immigration: Trump’s pro-life policies
remain paramount for many Latino Catholics
By Alejandra Molina
LOS ANGELES (RNS) — For some
Latino Catholics, choosing whether
they support Joe Biden or Donald
Trump for the United States presidency
boils down to where they stand on
abortion.
It doesn’t matter how much they may
agree with the candidates’ positions on
national policy, immigration or the
economy.
Standing firmly against abortion is a an
important factor in getting their vote,
said Jesse Romero, who wrote the

book “A Catholic Vote for Trump.”
Romero describes himself as a primary-issue voter, and abortion is a primary
issue, Romero said.
“Abortion is the biggest civil rights issue
of today,” said Romero, 59, the son of
Mexican immigrants. “Civil rights begins
in the womb.”
That’s why Romero, who was born and
raised in Southern California’s San
Fernando Valley, is not only voting for
Trump, but he’s urging other Catholics
like him to do the same.
And he has company.
Though fewer than a quarter of Latino

Catholics voted for Trump in 2016, the
Pew Research Center found that
one-third of them backs him now.
That’s compared to the 59% of white
Catholics who voted for him in 2016
and still plan to support him over Biden
today.
Trump’s staunch support of the pro-life
cause has won him the approval of an
increasingly anti-Francis right wing of
the U.S. Catholic Church.
Trump boasts a record of appointing
anti-abortion judges. In January,
Trump’s appearance at the annual
March for Life in Washington marked

the first time any president has spoken
in person at the event.
Biden, meanwhile, even though a
Catholic himself, has a mixed record on
abortion.
The democratic nominee voted against
the anti-abortion amendment when it
appeared before the Judiciary Committee in 1983, but in 1984, Biden backed
an amendment praising the so-called
Mexico City policy, which banned the
use of federal money for foreign groups
that provide abortion counseling or
referrals. By 1987, advocates for
abortion rights were already describing
his voting record
on the issue as
AP Photo/Jose Luis Magana
“erratic.”
Latino Catholics,
like Romero, are
vouching for
Trump despite
what they see as
his anti-immigration policies and
divisive rhetoric
about Latinos.
Since becoming
president, Trump
has enacted “zero
tolerance” anti-immigration policies
that have caused
thousands of
children to be
separated from
their families at
the border. As a
result, unaccompanied children have been held in
cages in U.S. border facilities.
In April, Trump signed an executive
order to temporarily halt people from
receiving green cards to protect the
country from what he described as the
“Invisible Enemy.”
And, according to a 2019 Latino Decisions poll, 51% of Latino registered
voters said racism against Latinos and
immigrants was a major problem.
The way Veronica Flamenco, a Catholic
Trump supporter, sees it, many unaccompanied minors already immigrate on
their own. Flamenco, an immigrant from
El Salvador, believes news media
further inflamed coverage of young
immigrants held in detention facilities.
Instead of news reporters saying

children were held in cages, Flamenco
said “we can call them shelters.”
Flamenco, however, would like Trump
to outline a detailed plan to manage the
immigration problem at the border.
Flamenco, 32, said her Catholic faith
helps her decipher between what’s
morally right and wrong.
“The topic of abortion, I think is the most
important,” said Flamenco, a marketing
manager.
Flamenco said being in favor of abortion
goes against human rights.
“If Trump is choosing things that are
morally right, then obviously I’m going

to prefer him instead of Biden who
claims to be Catholic,” she said.
Regarding the LGBTQ community,
Flamenco said that as Catholics, “we
accept the person, but we reject the
sin.” She is against same-sex marriage
because “you’re changing the concept
of marriage.” To Flamenco, sexual
orientation is a private matter.
“If those private things become political,
my religious liberty is violated because
that is imposing something against my
moral values,” she said.
Flamenco said many believe the same
way she does, but “cancel culture”
makes it difficult for people, especially
in blue states, to speak openly about
those beliefs. Flamenco openly discusses her Catholic faith and politics on her

YouTube channel. One recent video is
titled “¿CATOLICOS POR DONALD
TRUMP?”
“There is a silent majority, and I know a
lot of Catholics, a lot of Hispanics that
will vote for Trump,” Flamenco said.
“They’re not saying it out loud, unfortunately, but they’re there.”
Luis Roman, 41, of Florida, agrees.
Everything is too polarized, he said.
Roman hosts a Spanish-language
podcast, “Conoce Ama Y Vive Tu Fe”
(Know, Love and Live your Faith),
where he invites priests and talks about
faith, theology and news. He said he
has been called
homophobic for
his beliefs
surrounding the
LGBTQ community.
Roman said he
respects gay
people, but he
believes sex is
for procreation.
That natural
order should not
be broken, he
said.
“That’s my faith,”
said Roman, who
is Puerto Rican.
“If I respect their
beliefs, they
should respect
my beliefs, too.
“With Trump, I
can talk this way.
I can say what I believe,” he added.
“(Trump) is allowing us to speak. He’s
allowing us to have our religious
freedom.”
Roman said he identified as a Democrat
until 2016 when Hillary Clinton and
Trump were running for president.
Clinton’s stance on abortion turned him
off.
Clinton, during an October 2016
debate, defended Planned Parenthood
and Roe v. Wade. She said she would
defend women’s rights to make their
own healthcare decisions.
“We don’t support abortion for any
reason,” he added.
Roman said he’d love to see a Catholic
president, but he doesn’t believe Biden,
who is a Catholic, “is living the faith.” ■

Voting my conscience in this
election may mean staying home
By Peggy Wehmeyer
(RNS) — This summer one of my closest friends quit speaking to me. For decades we’ve leaned on each other, traded
parenting advice and sung in church together. Now we’re at
an impasse … over Donald Trump. She can’t understand how
I can challenge her support for his reelection.
“I just don’t get you anymore,” she said when we finally
talked. “We’ve always agreed about the important things.
Can’t you see the Democrats are trying to turn us into
socialists and make it harder for us to practice our faith?”
“I don’t get you either,” I responded. “Can’t you see that
Donald Trump’s dishonesty and narcissism are the opposite
of everything we value in a leader?”
To save our relationship, we’ve agreed that for the first time in
decades we won’t discuss politics.
I’m having similar struggles with my children, but for the
opposite reason. When one of my millennial daughters, who
proudly displays a “Black Lives Matter” sign in her front yard,
grew distant recently, I asked her, “Have I done something to
upset you?”
“Yes, you have,” she said. “When we come over for dinner
and discuss our passion about racial justice and economic
inequality, you push back, focusing on what you think we’re
missing. Can’t you just affirm the good things we embrace?”
Of course I can, and I should. But I thought my children
understood that one of the ways I’ve tried to protect them is to
point out the lies and distortions I see in any political ideology.
When they were young and wanted to watch prime-time TV
shows, we had an agreement. “You can watch,” I’d say, “as
long as when it’s over you play the truth and lies game with
me.” That meant they had to develop the critical thinking skills
to catch the deceptions woven through their entertainment.
“Do you really believe lasting love is born out of a lusty
one-night fling?” I’d ask my girls after we had watched a
sex-saturated sitcom together.
Or “Do you think it’s true that living in that big mansion with
all those fancy cars will finally make those people happy?”
“Oh Mom,” they’d say, “you spoil all the fun.”
“Truth and lies” is a game I taught myself as a young girl to
survive the delusions of my alcoholic father and mentally ill
mother. After nasty family meltdowns, I’d slip upstairs to my
bedroom, close the door, and whisper to myself in the dark,
“Someone in this house is crazy and I don’t think it’s me.”
In his bestselling 1978 book “The Road Less Traveled,”
psychiatrist Scott Peck defines mental health as “an ongoing
process of dedication to reality at all costs.”
When I left home for college, I was determined to sort reality
from lies, so I chose journalism as a major. For decades, I’ve
been paid to dig for reality, expose hidden lies and challenge
the status quo.
Now, as lethal fights over political differences break out in our
city streets, the stakes for “Truth and Lies” get higher and
higher. It seems my family and friends are digging in against
their opponents, turning blind eyes to the poisons in their own
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parties. Caught in the middle, I feel paralyzed between two
alternate realities. About the only thing we can all agree on is
if the “other side” wins, the wheels are coming off the bus.
That’s what Trump and Joe Biden told us in their conventions
— that a vote for the other will send democracy down in
flames. I watched both candidates and got a serious case of
psychological whiplash. Sorting through the conflicting
narratives left me exhausted, and whispering in the dark
again, “Someone in this house is crazy and I don’t think it’s
me.”
The only revolution I’ve ever joined was in college: A group of
student activists introduced me to its radical leader, Jesus,
not far from the university tower displaying one of his
best-known quotes: “You shall know the truth and the truth
shall set you free.”
I still belong to this group, but a lot of my brothers and sisters
seem to have pledged loyalty to Trump. I don’t get it. I see
little trace of our radical leader in Trump, who divides,
inflames and stokes chaos in the streets. Under Trump’s
leadership, a deadly pandemic has spun out of control and
the center has collapsed.
Some Christians excuse his sins because he also throws
bones our way and brazenly caters to our faith, like raising a
Bible in a photo op. I’m conflicted, because many of the
policies he champions are important to me too: freedom of
expression, protection of the unborn, limited government and,
now, “law and order.”
I’d still rather have Biden over for dinner. He seems like an
emotionally stable family man who genuinely cares for people
who are marginalized. But the revolution he heads is being
hijacked by what columnist Andrew Sullivan calls “mobs of
wokesters” who demand the rest of us join their radical
movement or risk being “canceled” or reeducated.
My decision in this election might have been easier had
Biden not made the dramatic shift with his party from making
abortion safe, legal and rare to unrestricted through the
second and third trimesters. You don’t even have to believe in
a higher power to find that morally untenable.
As we barrel toward Election Day, I’m weighing each party’s
values against the revolution I long ago pledged allegiance to.
The Democrats elevate values consistent with my faith
regarding race, justice and the environment; the Republicans
on the sanctity of life and human sexuality.
Choosing between the lesser of two evils is such a struggle,
that I’ve considered staying home Nov. 3.
I ran that idea by some close friends from college several
weeks ago after we had kayaked together.
“You mean you wouldn’t vote?” my friend Peter asked.
“I’m not sure I can without violating my conscience,” I said.
“That’s a total cop-out,” he shot back. “It’s your duty as a
citizen. If you don’t vote, you should just move to another
country.”
My children think opting out in November would make me a
hypocrite. When they were young, at bedtime when I tucked
them in, I’d ask God to shape them into strong women who

would engage the world for good.
Today the youngest is a pastor in Dallas, helping people sort
truth from lies. Her older sister became a federal public
defender, fighting to move the needle on racism in the
criminal justice system.
My millennial daughters and their husbands have so internalized the core values of Jesus’ revolution that now I hear
echoes of it in their own words to their growing toddlers:
“Don’t give up … be strong and courageous … be kind to
your brother.”

If I do step into the voting booth this November, I’ll reflect on
those words. I’m not confident my vote can slow the unraveling of the democracy I love. Maybe my greatest investment in
the future is to teach my grandchildren how to play the game
that saved my life. ■
(Peggy Wehmeyer, a former religion correspondent for ABC
News, is a writer living in Dallas. The views expressed in this
commentary do not necessarily reflect those of Religion
News Service.)

NEWS
Muslims in Michigan, a key vote in a must-win state, on track for record turnout
By Weam Namou
(RNS) — With his Lebanese last name
and his Muslim background, Mike
Chehab, an attorney from Sterling
Heights, Michigan, said he has heard
prejudiced comments during his run this
fall for a seat in the Michigan House of
Representatives.
Chehab is a third-generation American
— his great-grandfather came to Michigan in the early 1900s and his father built
automobiles in nearby Warren — married
to a Catholic. But in his Detroit suburb,
parts of which are known as “Little
Baghdad” for the Iraq War refugees who
found work in its assembly plants,
anti-Arab and anti-Muslim remarks are
part of public life.
What bothers the Democratic candidate
as much as the ethnic slights is the vitriol
he encounters for his party.
“It hurts me to see how divided our
district, state and country have become,”
said Chehab, “where people downright
refuse to even have a conversation with
someone because they are a ‘Republican’ or a ‘Democrat’ or belong to a
certain community.”
Macomb County, where Chehab is
hoping to wrest Michigan’s House District
30 from Republican Diana Farrington, is
one of the most highly contested political
divisions in a state that went for President Donald Trump by fewer than 11,000
votes in 2016. Macomb went for Trump
over Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton
by nearly 12 percentage points, but in
the two previous cycles, Barack Obama
won the county by single-digit margins.
This year, voters in communities like
Chehab’s and in Muslim neighborhoods
in Dearborn, on the far side of Detroit,
could decide which party prevails, not

only in Michigan but nationally.
The Detroit metropolitan area is home to
one of the largest, oldest and most
diverse Middle Eastern communities in
the United States. Dearborn has more
Muslims per capita than any other
locality in the country. These communities are now energized to vote in numbers that Michiganders have not seen in
past years.
“Ten years ago, mosques discouraged
people from voting,” said Muzammil
Ahmed, chairman of the Michigan
Muslim Community Council, noting that
historically Muslims’ voting percentages
have been lower than other groups’.
He said mosques discouraged voting
because they believed that it compromised one’s political and religious ethical
standards. They’ve come to realize that
no candidate is perfect and that if your
community doesn’t vote, its voice won’t
be heard.
“Nowadays they try to encourage us to
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do that,” said Ahmed.
Another powerful motivating factor this
year has been Trump’s 2017 executive
order banning foreign nationals from
seven predominantly Muslim countries
from visiting the United States. Nada
Al-Hanooti, executive director of Emgage
Action Michigan, said many Arab Americans flocked to her in the following
weeks for help resolving the cases of
relatives who were shut out by the ban.
The issues driving Muslims to the polls
are civil rights, education and health
care, with the travel ban being
“hands-down the biggest issue,” said
Al-Hanooti.
Democratic presidential candidate Joe
Biden has promised that the first thing he
would do if elected president is remove
the travel ban.
Not all Muslims are planning to vote
against the president. As the travel ban
has faded from national headlines,
Trump is gaining in popularity among
Muslims nationally, according to the
Institute for Social Policy and Understanding, an American Muslim survey
organization. A poll published this month
found that among Muslims, approval of
Trump’s job performance has increased
from 13% in 2018 and 16% in 2019 to
30% in 2020.
Indeed, the travel ban may have helped
get Trump elected in 2016 with some of
Michigan’s non-Muslim immigrant
communities, such as the Chaldean
Christians whose ancient lands and
relatives in Iraq suffered genocide at the
hands of the Islamic State group.
Al-Hanooti said the Muslim and Chaldean communities need to come together, saying that Trump’s rhetoric has
encouraged fear and turned marginalized
communities against one another.

“People have to unlearn all the hate and
lies they’ve been told in the West, and to
learn to unite,” she said.
Ahmed agreed. “Trump has created a lot
of division in our country between
different faiths and ethnicities,” he said.
Trump has meanwhile gone more or less
silent on Muslims. In a barnstorming tour
of the Midwest over the weekend, the
president spoke for nearly 90 minutes at
a stop in Muskegon, Michigan, and never
once mentioned Muslims.
Groups such as Emgage and Ahmed’s
community council say they are primarily
concerned with the Muslim community
making its voice heard.
Much of the get-out-the-vote activity at
mosques, too, has been nonpartisan,
with houses of worship providing education about the voting process to newly
enfranchised immigrants, rather than
advocating one party over the other.
The pandemic has unexpectedly worked

to their advantage.
“We quickly moved to a digital campaign
and it worked well,” said Al-Hanooti. “We
were able to reach more people online.”
Al-Hanooti also credits Michigan Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson’s “amazing”
handling of the situation.
Beginning in May, Benson sent out mass
mailings of unsolicited absentee ballots
to all 7.7 million registered Michigan
voters. A record 2.5 million votes were
cast in the August primary elections in
Michigan, including a record 1.6 million
absentee ballots that were submitted by
mail, at a drop box or in a clerk’s office,
compared with the 1.3 million voter
ballots in the 2016 presidential election.
“With all the resources currently made
available to us, we’ve noticed an
increase in people voting,” said Ahmed.
“We’re hoping to break the record this
year.”
Ahmed, who looks to how Michigan’s

Jesus isn’t on the ballot. That
doesn’t mean Christians can opt out
By Shane Claiborne
(RNS) — It started in 2004 as a little Bible study looking at
the political implications of Jesus’ teaching and the social
dimensions of the gospel. Four years later, during the 2008
presidential election, I published a book with Chris Haw
called “Jesus for President” and took the movement out on a
national tour, traveling through nearly every U.S. state in a
bus that ran on waste vegetable oil, hosting packed-out
rallies in different cities each night.
We had some solid ideas for serious change in America
back then. Like putting the Amish in charge of Homeland
Security and melting all of our weapons into garden tools
and enacting the biblical year of Jubilee, where property is
redistributed and financial debts are forgiven. We were dead
serious about some of those ideas (and still are).
A lot has changed since 2008. A lot has changed since
2016. Heck, a lot has changed since last month, and week
and day.
One thing that has not changed is that Christians still have a
hard time knowing how to engage with politics, especially
during an election year.
Some Christians ignore politics altogether, preferring to
focus on matters like saving souls and getting people into
heaven. They often quote Scripture about how our “citizenship is in heaven” and insist that this world is not our home.
Politics don’t belong in the pulpit, they say (unless it’s
abortion or marriage equality). Jesus didn’t come to
overthrow Caesar and take over Rome, but to establish an
altogether new kingdom that is not of this world. So it goes.
Another group of Christians has totally bought into partisan
politics and married itself to these Christians’ favorite

Black community mobilizes for elections,
noted that Muslims have a long way to
go. “The African American community
fought for their rights to vote with sweat
and blood and tooth and nail, so they’re
more ahead of the game than we are,”
he said.
If Muslims make a difference in how
Michigan votes next month, some in the
community fear there will be backlash
from Trump supporters, who already
have a reputation for xenophobia. But
Ahmed countered that most Michiganders who know them are not afraid of
Muslims.
As for places where there is little interaction with Muslims and stereotyping is
more prevalent, Ahmed said: “We want to
reach out to them and say, don’t be
afraid. Muslims are humans who, like
everyone else, want safe and healthy
places for their families to grow and
prosper.” ■
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candidate or party. If they are evangelicals, that usually
means the Republican Party. As my friend the Rev. Tony
Campolo says: “Mixing our faith with a political party is sort
of like mixing ice cream with cow manure. It doesn’t mess
up the manure, but it sure messes up the ice cream.”
More recently, I have become familiar with the progressive
version of the savior complex; it still messes up the ice
cream.
As people of faith, we are desperately in need of a better
political imagination — one not confined by party or candidate or the culture wars at all, but one wholly rooted in our
faith. We need to be as peculiar as we are political. Jesus
was both — political and peculiar.
Nearly every time Jesus opened his mouth, he talked about
the “kingdom of God.” The word he used for “kingdom” was
the same word as “empire.” But his empire is upside down.
The first are last, and the last are first. The mighty are cast
from their thrones, and the rich are sent away empty. The
poor are blessed, and the peacemakers are “the children of
God.” Literally, Jesus blesses the people this world has
cursed and rebukes the people this world has idolized.
According to Jesus, the kingdom of God is not just something we hope for when we die. It is something we are to
make “on earth as it is in heaven,” apparently while we’re
alive, now. It is an invitation to join a revolution that transforms the world from what it is into what God wants it to be.
We know because he talked about the real stuff and real
people — unjust judges, day laborers, widows and orphans:
political stuff. The golden rule — love your neighbors as
yourselves — can’t be followed if we ignoring the policies
and powers that are crushing the lives of our neighbors.
Jesus was political in the sense that the word “politics”

derives from “citizens” — meaning our neighbors.
As much as Jesus’ vocation was political, it was also peculiar.
His entire life (and death) is a parody of power, political satire
on a whole new level, a political photobomb that took attention off of the centers of power and put the spotlight on the
margins.
Jesus came straight out of Nazareth: a brown-skinned,
Palestinian, Jewish refugee from a town out of which people
said, “Nothing good could come.” This was what determined
his view of power. When confronted by tax collectors about
whether he paid his taxes, he pulled money out of the mouth
of a fish, questioning what really is Caesar’s and what is
God’s.
He called Herod a fox and flipped tables in the Temple. He
included the excluded and challenged the chosen. Entering
Jerusalem, he did not ride a warhorse with a military entourage like Caesar, but a borrowed donkey. Political satire.
Street theater of the holiest kind. Instead of the iron fist of
tyrants, Jesus ruled with a towel washing his disciples’ feet.
He was accused of insurrection, arrested, beaten, tortured by
the state and finally executed.
His execution, directed by the Romans, was also political
parody of the highest order. His throne was an old rugged
cross. His crown was not made from olive branches like
Caesar’s, but thorns. Nailed to the cross read a sign, “King of
the Jews.”
Jesus outdid the Romans’ attempt to join in his parody by
rising from the dead — the greatest act of protest in history.
The word “savior” was not just used for Jesus. It was also
used for Caesar. On the imperial walls in Asia Minor, nearly a
decade before the birth of Christ, these words were written:
“emperor Augustus … who being sent to us and our descendants as Savior, has put an end to war and has set all things
in order, having become god manifest… the birthday of the
god Augustus has been for the whole world the beginning of
the good news…”
Sound familiar?
The words attributed to Jesus in the Gospels — Lord, savior,
Incarnation — were already attributed to Caesar. The imperial
calendar revolved around the birthday of Caesar, not Christ.
You start to see why the politics of Jesus are so radical, so
revolutionary and so controversial. Every time the early
Christians declared “Jesus is Lord,” they were also declaring,
“Caesar is not.”
That confession was deeply and subversively political. It was
just as strange to say “Jesus is my Lord” 2,000 years ago as
it would be to declare him commander in chief today. It was
an invitation to a new political imagination centered on the
person, teaching and peculiar politics of Christ.
One of the greatest temptations during election year is to
misplace our hope. We are tempted to put our hope in a party
or a candidate who we think will save us from the chaos we
are in. But as the old hymn goes, “My hope is built on nothing
less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness. … On Christ the
solid rock I stand; all other ground is sinking sand.” There is a
lot of sinking sand these days. Lots of big promises and
empty words. We are bound to be disappointed if we put too
much hope in a person or a party.
Joining the politics of Jesus is about joining God’s redemptive
plan to save the world. It is about allegiance, hope and a new
kingdom. So I am indeed hopeful in 2020 — not because I
have found a candidate who fulfills my deepest hopes, but

because I have learned how to hope differently. My hope
does not lie in Donald Trump or Joe Biden, or even America.
My hope is in Christ alone.
Now that we’ve established that — let me be clear. I will be
voting on Nov. 3. But I will not be looking for a political savior.
I will be looking to do damage control. I’ll be trying to harness
the principalities and powers of darkness that are hurting so
many children of God. I’ll be voting for the politicians who I
believe will do the least amount of damage to the world, and
alleviate the most suffering for the most people. Though that
may sound cynical, I think that’s an appropriate theological
posture to have.
There are those who will opt out because they don’t want to
“hold their noses” and vote, and still others who refuse to
choose between the “lesser of two evils.”
But opting out also has consequences. Privilege is being able
to choose which issues matter and which ones do not.
Privilege is being able to opt out of decisions that have life
and death consequences for other people. I believe this
election is a referendum, and we have power that we can
steward on Nov. 3. I want to look back and say I did everything I could to stand against fear, and racism and violence…
including vote. We need to use every tool in our toolbox.
If you have a hard time voting for a particular candidate this
year, perhaps consider what it means to vote for the people
Jesus blessed. Vote for the poor. Vote for immigrants. Vote
for families separated at our border and for the kids in cages.
Vote for those without health care. Vote for those who are
incarcerated and those who aren’t allowed to vote. Vote for
the victims of violence. Vote for Breonna Taylor.
Vote for love. When we vote for love over fear, we can rest
confidently that we voted our faith and put flesh on our
prayers.
So, I will vote on Nov. 3. I will vote against hatred, and fear,
and misogyny. I will vote against Trump and those who have
enabled his hurtful policies and hateful rhetoric. And I will do it
because I have pledged my ultimate allegiance to Christ.
Surely, Election Day is not the only day we make a difference.
I will also vote every day before Nov. 3 and every day after
Nov. 3. Change is not confined to one day every four years.
Change happens every day. We vote with our lives. Social
change doesn’t come from the top down. It comes from the
bottom up — just like water boils.
The holy work of “seeking first the kingdom of God” is not
confined to a ballot box. No matter who gets elected in
November, we will need to be in the streets in January
holding them accountable. ■
(Shane Claiborne is an activist, author and co-director of Red
Letter Christians. The views expressed in this commentary do
not necessarily represent those of Religion News Service.)
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