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Resumé 

 

Formålet med denne afhandling er at redegøre for den udvikling, det kristne højre i amerikansk 
politik har gennemgået de sidste tredive år. Fokus i afhandling vil være at analysere de 
forandringer, organisationen har været igennem ved at belyse et årti af gangen. Derudover vil der 
følge en diskussion om organisationen, rent politisk, har fået eller mindre indflydelse. 
Afhandlingens problemstilling lyder; I hvilken udstrækning har det kristne højre ændret sig siden 
1980’erne?  

Det kristne højre har gennem længere tid udgjort en af USA's største interessegrupper, hvis formål 
har været at påvirke det kulturelle, sociale og juridiske aspekt af amerikansk politik. Deres primære 
fokus har været, og er stadig, at få omstødt højesteretsdommen Roe vs. Wade fra 1973 der gav 
amerikanske kvinder retten til fri abort. Ydermere arbejder organisationen for nationalt at forbyde 
homoseksuelle retten til at indgå ægteskab, samt at genindføre ”traditionelle familieværdier” i 
landet. 

I 1980’erne var det kristne højre en social bevægelse, hvis kendetegn var en provokerende og 
ekstrem retorik, en kompromisløs dagsorden samt deres intolerance overfor andre religioner. Deres 
kontroversielle holdninger blev mødt af stor modstand i medierne, og som ofte resulterede i 
latterliggørelse af organisationens ledere. På trods af at deres forhold til Det Hvide Hus og Det 
Republikanske Parti blev forbedret, opnåede de intet ad rettens vej.  

Erfaringerne fra 1980’erne dannede fundament for en ændring i 1990’erne, idet det kristne højre 
nedtonede deres retorik samtidig med, at der blev indgået flere kompromiser vedrørende emnerne 
på deres dagsorden. Ændringerne medførte ligeledes et tættere samarbejde med Det Republikanske 
Parti, men alligevel opnåede organisationen kun symbolske sejre og intet af substans. 

Med præsidentskiftet i 2000 blev samarbejdet mellem det kristne højre og Det Republikanske Parti 
væsentlig styrket, og organisationen har derigennem opnået en vis indflydelse på den politiske 
dagsorden. Uagtet at de ikke gennem lovregulering har opnået deres primære mål, som fuldstændigt 
at forbyde fri abort og homoseksuelle ægteskaber, har de alligevel formået at få gennemført visse 
restriktioner via lovgivning. Dette vidner om en betydelig transformation, som det kristne højre har 
gennemgået, idet den nu kan karakteriseres som værende en politisk organisation med stor 
gennemslagskraft. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction and research question 
 

1.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this master thesis is to analyse and discuss the role of the Christian Right in 

American politics focussing on the changes and transformation the movement has undergone since 

the 1980s. The research question of the paper is: To what extent has the Christian Right changed 

since the 1980s?  

 

Since its formation, or resurgence, the Christian Right has represented perhaps the most 

controversial social movement to date. Not only has its agenda formed the basis for much 

controversy, but its leadership has caused many to doubt its legitimacy in politics. With movement 

leaders making outrageous comments in public, the Christian Right’s public image has been 

seriously damaged.  

 

On one occasion, Jerry Falwell, accused the purse-carrying Teletubbies character Tinky Winky of 

being gay. He later blamed the terrorist attacks of 9/11 on feminists, gays and liberals, which caused 

uproar and provided him with a tarnished reputation. Also Pat Robertson landed in the public eye 

when he described feminism as a “socialist, anti-family political movement that encourages women 

to leave their husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy capitalism and become 

lesbians” (Schwartz, Cooper, 1992). While such scandalous statements have seriously 

compromised the movement’s public image, they have not caused a significant decline in support 

among Christian conservatives, and definitely not resulted in waning media attention. 

 

This movement has, indeed, been the catalyst for various discussions, as well as many books, 

articles and journals questioning its involvement in politics, pitting religion and politics against 

each other. The importance of the Christian Right in American politics cannot be understated 

although observers strongly disagree on the magnitude of its influence, political presence and public 

support. Some have proclaimed that the role of the Christian Right would dwindle during the 

Clinton era only to see the movement charge back stronger than before. Others professed once again 

that the Christian Right was a spent force in U.S. politics due to the widespread discontent with the 

Bush presidency, whereas some expect it to come roaring back now that Obama will become the 

country’s next president.  
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The fact is a majority of Americans consider themselves to be Christian, not accounting for specific 

denominational affiliation. And even though they might not label themselves as part of the Christian 

Right they often share the same values, at least to some extent. Still, the movement’s level of 

influence has been subject for debate. It has been stated that the Christian Right is a weight on the 

GOP’s shoulder dragging the party down. Others point to the movement’s grassroots work and 

activities as an asset to the Republican Party often having a decisive role in state and national 

elections. 

 

Thus, since the 1980s, observers have both labelled the Christian Right a juggernaut in American 

politics as well as an organisation about to take its last breath. With the fall of the Moral Majority in 

1989 and the demise of the Christian Coalition in recent years, many have predicted on several 

occasions that the Christian Right would soon be moribund. On every occasion they were wrong. In 

fact, the Christian Right has become more sophisticated, increased its influence and strengthened its 

political muscle since the 1980s.  

 

It is certain that the thinking and actions of the Christian Right during the 1980s differ drastically 

from those of the 1990s, and those of the present decade. In particular, in terms of organisational 

structure, rhetorical approaches, agenda and coalition, there have been significant changes.  

 

The following chapters will discuss how the Christian Right has changed since the 1980s. Each 

chapter will focus on one decade, which, hopefully, will provide an overview of the strengths and 

weaknesses of America’s most controversial movement during the last thirty years. Finally, the 

overall strength and influence of the Christian Right will be assessed by looking at public policy 

and legislative action which might indicate whether the movement has grown or declined in recent 

years. 

 
 

1.2 Methodology 
Given the Christian Right’s theological structure and foundation, the movement has had many 

names since its inception, but in this thesis it will consistently be referred to as the “Christian 

Right”. There are, however, some problems regarding the definition of the term. 
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First, the term “Christian Right” is not popular among most movement leaders as it excludes non-

Christians, such as Jews and Muslims. Instead they prefer the term “Religious Right” which 

encompasses all “people of faith”. Others object to both the “Christian Right” and the “Religious 

Right” as characterising the movement as part of the “Right” indicates that the movement is outside 

the political mainstream. Then there are leaders who object to the term “Christian conservatives” as 

many conservative Christians oppose the Christian Coalition and similar organisations and does 

therefore not approve of this term. Lastly, there are those who oppose any kind of religious or 

political reference and insist on the term “pro-family” (Wilcox, Larsson, 6-7, 2006).  

 

Seeing that the Christian Right or Religious Right, was initially comprised of mainly white 

evangelical Christians, and taking into consideration the fact that only a modest share of Mormons, 

Jews and Muslims are now part of the organisation, I have chosen to stick with the term “Christian 

Right”. This paper does not attempt to exclude any religion by using the term “Christian Right” nor 

does it imply that the Christian Right lies outside the political mainstream. The term “Christian 

Right” is simply used as describing religious conservatives affiliated with one or several religious 

right-wing organisations.   

 

Second, it is important to define which groups belong to the Christian Right. There are several 

single-issue groups that fall into the category as part of the Christian Right, however, this paper will 

focus on the biggest and most influential groups. The “Christian Right” in this paper will refer to 

leaders, activists and members of major organisations since the 1980s, which primarily will include 

the following organisations1: 

 

• The Moral Majority 

• The Christian Coalition (CC)  

• Focus on the Family (FoTF)  

• Concerned Women for America (CWA) 

• Family Research Council (FCR)  

• Traditional Values Coalition (TVC) 

 

                                                
1 To see a description of the organisations’ issues, see appendix I. 
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These groups differ from each other as some of them are outsider groups and others are insider 

groups. The latter have strong links with decision makers and are regularly consulted and are 

considered to have political credibility. Insider groups of the Christian Right have included the 

Moral Majority (1980s), the Christian Coalition (1990s) and the Family Research Council (2000s), 

which all have been considered as having political legitimacy with the Republican Party at one 

point. Insider groups are normally content to operate within the existing “rules of the game”, to 

respect confidences, not to make public attacks on ministers, and are far more willing to make 

compromises.  

 

Outsider pressure groups, on the other hand, have not had a habit of compromising on key issues 

and are largely excluded from political consultation and contact. They often lack resources and 

political sophistication and have to work outside the governmental decision-making process. From 

the above-mentioned list of organisations, which are mainly focused on in this paper, CWTA, FoTF 

and TVC belong to this category of groups. 

 

Regarding the bibliography, I appreciate that the work of certain authors has been used more 

extensively than others. There are a only limited number of experts on the this field, which is why 

the work of authors, such as Clyde Wilcox, Mark Rozell and John C. Green, has provided me with 

significant background knowledge on this complex subject, as well as inspiration for further 

analysis. 

 

1.3 Theoretical approaches 
Different social movement theories are offered when explaining the rise of the Christian Right as a 

social movement. Similarly, other theories help account for the transformation of the movement 

into a politically sophisticated organisation. This chapter will first provide an overview of the 

competing theories of (a) political opportunity, (b) resource mobilisation and (c) framing processes. 

Second, it will show how all theories are applicable in explaining the rise and development of the 

Christian Right, and should, therefore, not be considered as competitive theories but rather 

complimentary ones.   
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Political opportunity theory 

The basic premise of the theory of political opportunity, sometimes referred to as the counter-

movement theory, is that external factors have contributed to political mobilisation, such as public 

policy, legislation, political divisions, the economy and/or demographics (Meyer, Minkoff, pp. 

1457-1458, 2004). Social movements, thus, arise and act in a political environment full of formal 

and informal structures that provide incentives for mobilisation.  

 

Resource mobilisation theory 

According to the resource mobilisation theory, the strength of the link between grievances and 

effective political action depends mainly on the organisational capacity of the groups. The resources 

of the groups are essential and necessary for a social movement to mobilise successfully. There are 

five modes of resources: culture, leadership, material resources, communications networks and 

space (Wald et al, pp. 131-132, 2005). This theory suggests that internal factors influence the 

strength of a movement and shapes its organisational structure.  

 

Framing processes theory 

The theory of ‘framing’ is essentially about how the movement ‘frames’, or formulates, issues to its 

members or potential supporters. Erving Goffman, a prominent American sociologist, coined the 

term ‘framing’ and he used the idea of framing to label “schemata of interpretation” that allow 

individuals or groups “to locate, perceive, identify and label” events and occurrences. According to 

sociologists Robert D. Benford and David A. Snow, these frames help explain situations and events 

to fit the movement’s agenda and offer solution in ways that appeals to this group (Benford, Snow, 

p. 614, 2000). There are, however, different types of framing strategies, but this chapter will only 

deal with framing in broad terms.      

 

The Christian Right in context 

In the case of the Christian Right, the religious mobilisation of the 1980s was triggered by social 

events and legislative action, which is consistent with the political opportunity theory. With the 

1960s and 1970s ‘sexual revolution’, the Equal Right Amendment and the Supreme Court decision 

of Roe v. Wade of 1973, fundamental Christians mobilised to defend traditional and moral values in 

a ‘morally declining society’.  Had these events not taken place it is unlikely that the political 

mobilisation of fundamental Christians would have occurred with such momentum, considering the 
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fact that they had not previously been politically active. A contingency for political mobilisation 

among religious groups include situations where political alignments are in disarray and new 

realignments have not yet been formed (Wald et al, p. 137, 2005). In this case, strong divisions 

between the political parties on moral issues paved the way for religious groups to find political 

allies, more specifically with social conservative Republicans.   

 

In a similar vein, David Truman, a political science scholar, points to a theory of group 

proliferation, which suggests that increasing societal complexity is fundamental to group 

proliferation. Such complexity can be enhanced by economic specialisation and, as in the case of 

the Christian Right, broad societal changes that disturb the existing order. According to Truman, 

group formation “tends to occur in waves” and is greater in some periods than others. Group 

politics is often manifested by successive waves of mobilisation and counter-mobilisation (Cigler, 

Loomis, pp. 5-8, 2007). Applying this to the Christian Right, the liberalism of the 1970s prompted 

the resurgence of conservative groups in the 1980s. In turn, other groups have formed as 

counterweights to these new conservative groups which now, in their view, represent an imbalance 

or inequity. Linking this to the political opportunity theory, both theories suggest that external 

factors, such as broad societal changes, have acted as a catalyst for political mobilisation and group 

proliferation. 

 

The resource mobilisation theory, however, points to the notion that group formation is contingent 

on internal factors, such as culture, leadership, material resources, communications networks and 

space.  

 

The resource of culture is the capacity to define identity and provide meaning. In this case it is a 

Christian’s duty to care for and ensure Christian traditional values in American society by standing 

up against abortion, gay rights and other evils threatening the morality of the country. As Kenneth 

Wald puts it, “When culture legitimates shared values that claim divine origin, it drapes a powerful 

sacred canopy over the sometimes banal, sometimes brutal work involved in political mobilization” 

(Wald et al., p. 128, 2004).  Whereas individuals may tend to be risk-averse about challenging the 

government in general, a sense of belonging to a sacred community can alleviate the free-rider 

problem, i.e. those who choose not to bear participation costs (time, membership fees) but enjoy the 

benefits anyway.  
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The second mode, leadership, can both help and hurt the mobilisation of the movement. While 

astute leadership can attract wider support and possibly forge new coalition, poor leadership can 

have the exact opposite effect. Whereas Reed managed to make serious attempts to forge new 

coalitions during the 1990s, which testified to his political skills, Falwell, on the other hand, was 

widely discredited as a result of his many extreme statements. His leadership damaged the 

movement’s credibility and reputation.  

 

Third, material resources point to the movement’s ability to create revenue, which is essential to 

pay organisers, rent office spaces, print flyers, make phone calls, send direct mail appeals and so on 

(Wald et al., p. 132, 2004).  In this instance, the Moral Majority was extremely successful in 

accumulating wealth by means of donations, although revenues sharply declined by the end of the 

decade. Yet, such success can undoubtedly be attributed the extensive communication between 

organisers and constituents, which leads us to the fourth mode, communications network.  

 

Religious organisations have a clear advantage over non-religious organisations when it comes to 

communications networks. The Christian Right is able to reach thousands of people everyday from 

the pews and through media outlets, such as TV shows like Robertson’s 700 Club and magazines 

like Christian Voice and Christianity Today. Pastors and ministers did not usually speak of politics 

from the pews until the resurgence of the Christian Right in the late 1970s. Their ability to mobilise 

churchgoers into political action has been remarkably evident as a key factor in explaining the 

movement’s rise into political involvement.  

 

Lastly, their churches and later on local chapters and political offices have served as their resource 

of space. Through the years, the Christian Right has expanded beyond church meetings to include 

national and state chapters and local offices. And the number of fundamentalist Christian churches 

has multiplied.   

 

Finally, the usage of the framing processes theory has been particularly evident in Christian Right 

rhetoric against gays and gay rights. The movement frames conservative Christian beliefs and 

values in order to oppose gay rights claiming that homosexuality is immoral, unnatural and against 

God’s plans, that homosexuality and paedophilia are connected, and that gays pose a threat to 
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society in general. According to Mayer Zald, a political social scientist, “frames are the specific 

metaphors, symbolic representations, and cognitive cues used to render or cast behaviour and 

events in an evaluative mode and to suggest alternative modes of action” (Zald, et al., p. 262, 

1996). In fact, Christian Right leaders have always been very apt in using framing strategies to 

mobilise its constituents.  

 

These theories are often referred to as competing theories; however, in the case of the Christian 

Right all theories are legitimate and can be equally applied. Not only has the Christian Right 

enjoyed a high level of organisational strength, they have also benefited from expanding political 

opportunity. In recent years, the Christian Right has enjoyed significant growth, in terms of growing 

number of churches, state and local chapters. Moreover, the Bush administration, with its agenda to 

define marriage as a heterosexual institution, has increased the political opportunities of the 

Christian Right. The importance of mobilisation against gay rights has also arisen. Since the 1980s, 

anti-gay activities have been central to Christian Right political views. The political opportunities 

for conservative Christianity have expanded as a result of its growth and support from conservative 

administrations.  

 

Thus, both internal and external factors have contributed to the rise and development of the 

Christian Right concluding that the theories of political opportunity and resource mobilisation are 

not mutually exclusive. Still, political opportunities might have outweighed resource mobilisation 

and framing processes in accounting for the rise of the Christian Right in the late 1970s. On the 

other hand, during the 1990s and up until now, resource mobilisation and framing strategies have 

been crucial in transforming the social movement into a political organisation. The emphasis on 

religion and doctrine might have been the fundamental difference separating the Christian Right 

from other social movements. The framing processes theory might not have been so effective had it 

not been for the leaders’ ability to emphasise divine origin as motivation to take action. 

 

Given this theoretical background, the rise and growing influence of the Christian Right appear to 

have been inevitable considering the fact that both internal and external factors necessary for such 

insurgence have been present.  
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Chapter 2 - The Christian Right of the 1980s 
 
With its inception in the late 1970s, the Christian Right began as a social movement among 

conservative Christians motivated by a desire to restore traditional morality to public policy. As a 

result of the social and political upheavals of the 1970s – the 1973 landmark ruling of Roe v. Wade2; 

the proposed Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution; a gay-rights referendum in Dade 

County, Florida; and a textbook-controversy in West Virginia – conservative Christians rallied 

strongly to defend traditional cultural and social values against a so-called “godless society”.  

 

As this chapter will show, the Christian Right of the 1980s was far from the politically-savvy and 

well-structured organisation we know today. Although, the movement was successful in gaining 

huge support among white evangelicals due to its inflammatory rhetoric and uncompromising 

agenda, it failed to achieve significant pro-life and pro-family public policy. Its relationship with the 

GOP proved to be ineffective and far from beneficial, and conflicts over theology and doctrinal 

differences had a negative impact on the movement’s image.  

 

In order to understand the lack of political sophistication of the movement, it should be noted that 

most evangelical Christians had not very active in politics ever since the Scopes trial in 19253. Even 

Pat Robertson, a prominent leader Christian Right’s leader and future founder of the Christian 

Coalition, had stated on several occasions prior to the 1976 presidential campaign, it was not his job 

to change America through political means, but through spiritual means (Martin, p. 259, 1996) – an 

attitude shared by most Christian Right leaders. Members of the movement had long been warned to 

steer clear of political involvement and instead focus their energy on their salvation. But significant 

societal and legislative actions changed all of this. 

 

 

 

                                                
2 The 1973 Supreme Court decision of Roe v. Wade legalised abortion within the third trimester (Wilcox, Larson, pp. 
180-181, 2006). 
3 The Scopes trial has often been referred to as the reason why Christian evangelicals left politics. John Thomas Scopes 
stood accused of teaching evolution in public schools an was defended by long-time critic of creationism, Clarence 
Darrow. The prosecutor was William Jennings Bryan, an adamant opponent of the teachings of evolution. Even though 
Scopes was convicted of teaching evolution, as a state law banned any teachings that contradicted creationism, Bryan 
was humiliated by Darrow’s questioning about creationism and several news papers described fundamentalists as 
“morons” and “half-wits”. After the trial it was accepted wisdom that fundamentalists had lost the battle and would 
leave politics for good - and they did until the late 1970s (Wilcox, Larson, p. 37, 2006). 
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2.1 Characterisation of the Christian Right 
This section aims to account for the structure of the Christian Right of the 1980s, which has often 

been referred to as a social movement rather than a well-structured political organisation as it would 

later become. Such characterisation is important as it helps explain why the Christian Right failed to 

achieve any significant success during the 1980s.  

 

Although single-issue groups advocating pro-life positions had existed since the 1960s, it was the 

Moral Majority, which was founded in 1979, that attracted the most attention and represented the 

biggest and most prominent Christian Right group of the 1980s. At its peak, the Moral Majority 

claimed to have hundreds of thousands of members including tens of thousands pastors (Wilcox et 

al, p. 543, 1996).  Its leader was Jerry Falwell, a Baptist pastor, who had built the Thomas Road 

Baptist Church in Virginia, from an initial gathering of 35 adults to a megachurch with more than 

15,000 members. With his own television show, Old Time Gospel Hours, he managed to reach 

thousands of people through his televised sermons which were broadcast on more than 300 stations 

(Wilcox, Larson, p.41, 2006). Through such televised sermons, televangelists were able to raise 

donations and contributions which were the movement’s main source of income. In fact, Christian 

Right groups of the 1980s consisted of direct mail contributors and not much else. 

 

The Christian Right was primarily organised around its churches and not around committees, local 

offices and political affiliations, which would later be the case. Also, the strength of the movement 

was based purely on white fundamentalist evangelicals. These two factors had a contributing effect 

on the demise of the Moral Majority.  

 

First, the Moral Majority had built its organisation primarily through pastors of the Baptist Bible 

Fellowship (BBF), and most of its local and state leaders were from the BBF. Many of these pastors 

hoped to built and establish a megachurch much like Falwell had done and eventually be able to 

build auxiliary organisations like school churches. They were willing to form local and state Moral 

Majority chapters centred in their churches. However, since they were also busy building their own 

churches and religious schools, this meant that their dedication to building a political organisation 

was often pushed aside in favour of their own religious constructions (Wilcox, et al, p. 544, 1996).  
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Second, the ministers of the BBF were generally an intolerant group. A considerable majority of the 

Christian Right consisted of white evangelical Protestants and other orthodox Christians. Although 

Falwell had spoken of appealing to Catholics, Mormons and Jews, there was a prevailing sectarian 

attitude within the Christian Right and the Moral Majority, as these denominations neither were nor 

felt welcome. The BBF pastors were very intolerant towards Catholics, Jews, Mormons, 

Pentecostals, charismatics, mainline Protestants and even mainline evangelicals and everyone else 

who was not Baptist (Wilcox, Larson, pp. 40-41, 2006). Such particularism made it difficult for the 

Moral Majority to build an organisation that spanned beyond denominational chasms. Combined 

with the fact that the state and local chapters seldom met and was never proper organised, the 

organisation looked more impressive on paper than in practice.  

 

However, the problems that the Christian Right faced during the 1980s were not only restricted to 

its inability to build effective grassroots organisations, but its hard-line rhetoric also proved to be an 

obstacle in building broad-base coalitions. 

 

2.2 Rhetoric of the Christian Right 
As the threat against traditional and moral values grew throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the rhetoric 

of the Christian Right became increasingly more heated and confrontational alienating most people 

outside of the evangelical Christian core.  

 

One Christian Right leader who spearheaded the fight against the moral decay was televangelist 

Moral Majority-founder, Jerry Falwell. Hard-line conservatives and evangelicals were almost 

uniformly critical of the Supreme Court, disagreeing not only with the substance of some of its most 

famous decisions, but also what they took to be a disregard of the original intent of the Constitution. 

Falwell and his organisation spoke up against those attacks against traditional and moral values and 

gained huge support in the evangelical community. They launched campaigns against “obscene” 

schoolbooks, gay-rights ordinances and the ERA, and counselled members to “reject the former 

division of human affairs into the secular and sacred and insist, instead, that there is no arena of 

human activity, including law and politics, which is outside God’s lordship” (Le Beau, 1998).   

 

The rhetoric of the Christian Right and in particular that of Rev. Jerry Falwell, was dominated by 

Biblical references that, in their view, justified the condemnation of abortion and homosexuality. 



 14 

Falwell and his organisation, the Moral Majority, made their positions clear not only in public 

speeches and on his TV-show but through published books and articles. In fact, shortly after the 

formation of the Moral Majority in 1979, in a book designed to articulate the organisations’ purpose 

of and rationale, Falwell characterised the organisation as a “pro-life, pro-family, pro-moral and 

pro-American”, and listed abortion, homosexuality, divorce, pornography and immorality in 

schoolbooks as major evils threatening America (Martin, pp. 200-201, 1996).  

 

Through colourful and intemperate rhetoric, Falwell spoke of homosexuality and abortion as 

criminalising behaviour strictly against the teachings of the Bible. On one occasion, though he 

denies it, several reporters claim to have heard him call AIDS “the wrath of God upon 

homosexuals”, and in the mid-eighties he sent out fund-raising letters alleging that homosexuals 

“have expressed the attitude that they know they are going to die and they are going to take as 

many people with them as they can” (Martin, pp. 240-255, 1996).  

 

The organisation made little attempts to market its message to a broader audience and, instead, used 

the same heated and hard-line rhetoric in the press and media as used to motivate its members. 

Although, this rhetorical strategy was effective in rallying fundamentalists, it had the opposite effect 

on everyone else outside the evangelical community who were appalled by such statements. Such 

rhetoric closely correlated to an evenly hard-line and rigid agenda.  

 

2.3 An Uncompromising Agenda 
The Christian Right of the 1980s was perceived as an intransigent organisation, not willing to make 

any form of compromise on issues that concerned them, making little room for potential supporters 

who held more lenient positions. As authors and leading scholars, Wilcox and Rozell, put it: “For 

those who tie their positions on political issues to inerrant Scriptures, compromise may literally be 

seen as making a deal with the devil” (Wilcox, Rozell, p. 285, 1996). This meant that their position 

on key issues was unwavering with absolutely no room for negotiation, and anyone who disagreed 

or showed a willingness to compromise on certain issues were not welcome.  

 

On the issue of homosexuality, Jerry Falwell adamantly denounced gay and lesbian lifestyle as 

criminalising behaviour in the same category with rape, adultery and incest. He also strongly 

opposed the Equal Rights Amendment, believing that granting increased civil rights to homosexuals 
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would not only lead to unisex toilets and legal homosexual marriages, but it would “force morally 

upstanding citizens to work alongside homosexual AIDS carriers” (Martin, p. 254, 1996).  

 

With the emergence of AIDS in the early 1980s, leaders of the Christian Right called for a 

quarantine of those afflicted with the disease. Falwell asserted that quarantining people with AIDS 

was no more different than quarantining cows with brucellosis. Some proposed that AIDS carriers 

should be given an identifiable tattoo to protect others from being infected (Martin, pp. 243-245). 

Even though a quarantine law was not passed, homosexuals and AIDS sufferers were nonetheless 

shunned and isolated. Christian Right leaders’ positions on homosexuality left little doubt of the 

agenda of the organisation, which was essentially to eliminate or at the very least restrict the spread 

of homosexuality and AIDS. Such agenda might have had a strong appeal on the average American, 

as public opinion toward homosexuality by 1988 showed that 57% believed that homosexual 

relations should not be legal (website: Gallup). This intolerance against homosexuality was most 

likely brought on by the fear of HIV/AIDS, which until then was only known to affect gay men.   

 

Concerning its position on abortion, there was no question that the Christian Right would not accept 

any form of compromise. Falwell expressed that abortion was a sin and should be outlawed all 

together seeking to overturn Roe v. Wade. In 1987, Operation Rescue, perhaps the most 

controversial confrontation-oriented anti-abortion organisation, was founded by Terry Randall. 

Operation Rescue was known for rallying in front of abortion clinics chanting and quoting 

Scripture, preventing women from getting an abortion. It was the organisation’s clear position that 

abortion equalled the murder of babies, and in a similar vein Randall proclaimed at a demonstration: 

 

“Twenty-five million children that are dead are enough to damn any nation to hell and to 

ultimate judgement. Period. But suffice it to say that the blood that has been shed and now 

stains the garbage dumps of America, now stains the once land of the free and home of the 

brave – that blood is crying from the ground to the god of heaven and earth, saying, ‘How long, 

O Lord?’”(Martin, p.322, 1996) 

 

Although, such bold language clearly offended pro-abortion activists, Randall won the affection of 

Christian Right leaders such as Falwell, who compared him to Martin Luther King, James Dobson 

and Pat Robertson who invited him to join their television programs.  
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Some, though, refrained from both such bold rhetoric and strict agenda. Tammy Faye Bakker, wife 

of televangelist Jim Bakker, hosted her own television show in which she had showed compassion 

for a young gay man suffering from AIDS. Shortly after airing, she was publicly ridiculed by Pat 

Robertson. Still, the overall attitude of Christian Right leaders was reflected in a hard-line 

uncompromising agenda. Such intransigent attitude of the Christian Right of the 1980s was also 

reflected in their unwillingness to support Republican candidates who did not take adamant pro-life 

positions.  

 

Reagan’s legislative record ought to have excluded him from receiving the support of the Moral 

Majority. As governor of California he had signed into law the Therapeutic Abortion Act of 1967, 

the nation’s most permissive bill authorising physicians to perform abortions up to the 21st week of 

pregnancy in cases of rape, incest or if the woman’s mental or physical health. However, he later 

expressed deep regret for having signed the law, and in 1979 he declared his support for a proposed 

Human Life Amendment, which testified to his change in position from pro-choice to pro-life 

(Balmer, pp. 112-114, 2008). Whether Reagan’s change of heart was purely based on moral 

concerns or if it was a political strategy, seeing that such a turnabout would align him with the pro-

life movement in advance of the 1980 presidential campaign, is difficult to say. Still, had he not 

shifted position it is highly unlikely that he would have received the massive support from Christian 

conservatives which helped him win the presidency. In fact, until the 1990s, Christian Right leaders 

would threaten to withhold their support for a particular Republican candidate if he or she did not 

stake more strict pro-life positions (Wilcox, Rozell, pp. 285-286, 1996).  

 

Although, most leaders agreed on an inflexible moral agenda with no room for compromising, there 

was far from harmony and unity within the ranks of the Christian Right. Private quarrels and 

disagreements turned into widely media-covered feuds, which seriously damaged the public face of 

the movement. 

 

2.4 Internal divisions and feuds  
The Christian Right and particularly the Moral Majority gained wide media attention during the 

1980s, however, it was especially the internal divisions and feuds which hurt the organisation 

significantly. The various conflicts emphasised a distinct disorganisation within the Christian Right 



 17 

and pitted its two prominent notable leaders, Pat Robertson of the Pentecostal Church and Rev. 

Jerry Falwell, a southern Baptist, against each other.  

 

Despite the fact that their apparent antipathy towards the moral decay of American society was 

shared by almost every Christian leader and member, Falwell of the Moral Majority was especially 

intolerant towards Pentecostals Christians. This intolerance was not based on differences in goals 

but in theology. It is therefore important to emphasise the theological as well as socio-economic 

differences between Baptist and Pentecostal practices. 

 

What sets charismatics4 and Pentecostals apart from other more mainstream wings of 

evangelicalism, including Baptists, is the emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit. Most believe that 

those who are genuinely saved have the Holy Spirit, but unlike most other Christians they believe 

that there is a second work of the Holy Spirit called the baptism of the Holy Spirit. This second 

stage empowers the believer and enables the Holy Spirit to work through him or her. During this 

stage the believer receives “charisms” or gifts, similar to those poured out by the Holy Spirit on the 

disciples at Pentecost, which enabled them to worship God in new forms. Many Pentecostals claim 

to instantly speak in languages they have not known before, also known as ‘speaking in tongues’, 

and others find the power to heal physical and mental illnesses. Most Pentecostals cite speaking in 

tongues as the normative proof and evidence of the baptism of the Holy Spirit 5(website: Beliefnet). 

Seeing that the number of Pentecostals only account for a small percentage, only 5% characterised 

themselves as Pentecostals in 2006 (website: Pew Forum), and the fact that their forms of worship 

are considered extreme and in opposition to the intention of the Holy Scriptures, most other 

evangelicals regard Pentecostals as an extremely controversial minority. 

 

Falwell had not been shy in expressing his disgust towards the practices of Pentecostals. On one 

occasion he facetiously compared it to “eating a bad pizza”. In addition, he and most other Baptists 

consider the exercise of spiritual ‘gifts’, such as tongue-speaking, healing and prophesying, as 

                                                
4 The term ‘charismatic’ refers to a larger group of which Pentecostals constitute a small fraction of that group.  
5 It is, however, important to note that not every member of the Pentecostal church exercises the gift of speaking in 
tongues, and some do not believe in speaking in tongues ‘at will’. But it is the only religious denomination in which 
such spiritual gifts are exercised, which is why I have chosen not to distinguish between those who do and those who do 
not. Furthermore, Pentecostals seem to vary in their beliefs of the types of speaking in tongues, whereas I have chosen 
not to distinguish between these.  
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errant nonsense and even heresy, as it is considered to be in strict opposition to the intention of the 

Holy Scriptures (Martin, pp. 258-259, 1996).  

 

Robertson, too, had expressed his disapproval of other religious denominations that differed from 

Pentecostalism. In particular, he had asserted that more than half of all Protestants who attend 

Sunday services are not really Christians and that they are going to hell because they are not “born-

again”. In 1988, 91% of all Robertson backers, who almost solely constituted of charismatics and 

Pentecostals, identified themselves as “born-again”. By contrast, only about 33% of all other 

Republicans considered themselves as “born-again” (Pastor et al, p. 430, 1999). While the need for 

a “born-again” experience is required in Robertson’s brand of theology, it is not shared by other 

Christian denominations. In fact, most mainline Christians believe one can be a good Christian and 

go to heaven without being “born-again”. Furthermore, in 1991, Pat Robertson openly stated on his 

700 Club-show that:  

 

“You say you’re supposed to be nice to the Episcopalians and the Presbyterians and the 

Methodists and this, that, and the other thing. Nonsense! I don’t have to be nice to the spirit of 

the Antichrist. I can love the people who hold false opinions, but I don’t have to be nice to 

them,” (Boston, p. 155, 1996) 

 

Yet, he did not limit his harsh criticism towards the Episcopalians, Methodists and Presbyterians. 

Also Mormons, Catholics and Jews have been under fire and accused of being “false” religions. 

However, the internal feuds and divisions reached beyond theological definitions. Socio-economic 

differences also played a role in further deepening the gap between Baptists and Pentecostals.  

 

While Robertson’s supporters’ incomes are quite impressive, they are less affluent than other 

Republicans and more likely to be less well-educated, which might very well have contributed to 

the segmentation or alienation from the other groups of evangelical Christians who supported Bush 

in the 1988 presidential election. Robertson backers also include twice as many women as in other 

groups. Furthermore, those supporting Robertson are more likely to come from rural areas and the 

South, and are somewhat younger, particularly compared to Bush’s supporters, and finally, polls 

show that Pentecostals display a more distinctive and intense religiosity than mainline Baptists 

(Green, Guth, pp. 155-157, 1988). This kind of segmentation and marginalisation further divided 

Pentecostals from Baptist Protestantism, and demographic and socioeconomic differences played 
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into the growing heterogeneity of the Christian Right. Adding to the internal feuds and divisions, 

media-covered scandals within the Christian network began to take its toll. 

 

2.5 Scandals 
Numerous public scandals involving prominent televangelists marked the end of the decade and, 

eventually, the demise of the Moral Majority and left the Christian Right to the scrutiny of those 

sceptical of the organisation. Although some of these evangelicals had not been politically active, 

their public problems and controversies hurt both the fundraising of the Moral Majority and Pat 

Robertson’s bid for presidential candidacy in 1988.  

 

Oral Roberts, a Pentecostal televangelist, was widely ridiculed when he claimed that God had 

threatened to ‘call him home’ if viewers did not contribute millions of dollars to his ministry. 

Jimmy Swaggert, also a Pentecostal televangelist, was caught in a motel room with a prostitute. Pat 

Robertson was forced to settle a libel suit out of court regarding his father’s influence keeping him 

out of military action in Korea, and it was also revealed that he had changed the date of his marriage 

in his biography to conceal the fact that his wife was already pregnant when their marriage took 

place (Wilcox, p. 247, 1994). In addition, Jim Bakker, a Pentecostal televangelist, was accused of 

various sexual and financial improprieties and was sent to prison for fraud. Immediately after, 

Bakker’s Christian theme park, PTL6, was closed. However, Jerry Falwell took over PTL 

supposedly as a promise to Bakker in an effort to avoid a “hostile takeover”. Unfortunately, Jim 

Bakker did not respond well to Falwell’s takeover of the Heritage USA and claimed that he had 

never chosen Falwell to take over his ministry. In a Time article Bakker portrayed Falwell, to whom 

he had entrusted his PTL ministry, as a liar and a thief who had stolen the theme park from its 

rightful ministers. Falwell quickly fired back that Bakker “either had a terrible memory, or is very 

dishonest, or is emotionally ill” (Ostling, 2001).  

 

All of these scandals have been contributing factors to the demise of the Moral Majority. It 

seriously damaged the reputation and image of the Christian Right as well as resulted in a sharp 

decline in the Moral Majority’s mail revenue. Since the main source of income came from private 

                                                
6 PTL stood for both ”Praise the Lord” and “People that Love”, though critics suggest other abbreviations like “Pass the 
Loot” or “Pay the Lady” (Ostling, 2001). 
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donations raised through mail solicitations, the many scandals that took place in 1988 made it 

difficult for televangelists to raise money for their favourite political cause (Wilcox, p. 247, 1994).  

 

2.6 Heterogeneity within the organisation 
The aforementioned divisions and feuds within the Christian Right are directly attributable to the 

organisation’s heterogeneity. Such heterogeneity was especially evident in Christian Right leaders’ 

different approach or, in some cases, reluctance to merge religion with politics. 

 

Many Christian Right leaders and activist still refrained from getting too much involved in politics, 

and those who did were unwilling to criticise the actions of the White House. Their unwillingness 

essentially testified to the fact that the Christian Right was still politically unsophisticated. In fact, 

as Nancy Godsey, a Moral Majority member, suggested, they were simply overwhelmed with the 

feeling of inclusion for the first time and dared not express their critical point of view. As she puts 

it:  

 

“It was just unbelievable that our pastor [Falwell]…. was off in Washington, right up there with 

the president in the White House, having meetings and giving advice, and even going overseas 

and speaking to leaders over there. I think it’s just great that he was able to do that. We just 

thought it was an honor for our pastor to be associated with the president and to encourage him 

on the right, from our Bible point of view” (Martin, p. 235, 1996) 

 

Also, a majority of the Christian Right leaders were of the naïve conviction that once Reagan was 

elected president things would fall into place in their favour. Confident that the Republican Party 

had acknowledged the influence and importance of the Christian Right in electing both Reagan and 

Bush to the presidency, leaders, including Falwell and Ed Dobson, were now invited to the table for 

the first time. It seemed they would be involved in making the decisions that would change public 

policy to fit the social agenda of the Christian Right. But, as Ed Dobson expressed later on, they 

were caught in the euphoria and failed to ask the tough questions like ‘what is the next step?’ And 

‘what do we need to do accomplish certain objectives?’ (Martin, pp. 225-226, 1996). 
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Furthermore, a substantial share of the Christian Right still did not take part in day-to-day 

involvement in politics. Televangelist, such as Jim Bakker, Jimmy Swaggert and Oral Roberts, were 

prominent figures known not for their political savvy but for their purely religion-based TV-shows.  

 

It seemed only few had shaken off the notion that becoming politically involved meant making a 

deal with the devil. And even if the Christian Right appeared to be getting increasingly more 

involved with the political machinery, the noticeable social heterogeneity meant that leaders and 

activists were not equally committed, involved or politically experienced, which impeded the 

overall political clout of the Christian Right.  

 

2.7 The Christian Right and the Republican Party 
Although, the relationship between Christian Right and the Republican Party might have appeared 

closer and tighter than prior to the 1980s, it did not provide the Christian Right with any significant 

successes. There were, however, some small victories, but as this section will show the agenda of 

the Christian Right remained largely unfulfilled by the end of the decade. 

 

When Reagan took office in 1980, he appointed Christian Right activists and supporters to visible 

posts in his administration. The Reagan administration ordered the bureaucracy to interpret laws in 

ways to please the Christian Right, as was the case of the “gag rule”7 on abortion. Moreover, 

Reagan addressed pro-life rallies and mentioned Christian Right issues in his televised speeches. 

However, despite these symbolic gestures and efforts, the religious wing eventually became 

disenchanted with the Reagan administration, as the gestures remained just that - gestures. No 

actual abortion amendment was passed. In fact, Reagan’s first Supreme Court nomination was 

Sandra Day O’Connor who had voted against an overturning of Roe v. Wade (1973) (Balmer, pp. 

118-124, 2008). This so-called alliance between the Christian Right and the GOP seemed only to 

benefit one party – the Republican Party. 

 

Still, throughout the 1980s, the Christian Right had been supportive of Republican candidate 

Ronald Reagan and many observers contributed a large share of his success to his white evangelical 

voters and supporters. Reagan’s record did not make him the most suitable candidate, since he had 

                                                
7 The Gag Rule barred the disbursement of public funds to any family planning organisation that discussed abortion 
with its patients (Wilcox, Larson, p. 108, 2006). 
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been divorced and remarried and had been a Hollywood movie star. Also, he did not attend church 

regularly, and, as Governor of California, he had supported relatively liberal abortion measures as 

well as opposed legislation that would have barred homosexuals from teaching jobs. Yet, Christian 

Right leaders found Reagan more likeable and charismatic. They believed he was more likely to 

push for moral issues on their behalf and his opposition to abortion and pro-family emphasis 

convinced Christian conservatives that Reagan would be their champion (Martin, pp. 208-209, 

1996). 

 

Shortly after the 1980-election, in which Reagan won the presidency, and much to the surprise of 

the Christian Right, Reagan announced that he would defer the social agenda for at least a year and 

instead focus on economic recovery. Despite Reagan’s decision to defer the social agenda, which 

had enabled him to win the support of the white evangelical community in the first place, Christian 

Right leaders remained supportive and patiently awaited a change in social policy (Balmer, pp. 121-

122, 2008). Aside from internal discussions and discontentment with Reagan’s decision, the 

Christian Right remained largely silent and non-critical – only to be disappointed again. 

 

Reagan had been very vocal about his pro-life sympathies and certain gestures, like meeting with a 

group of right-to-life advocates in the Oval Office only two days after his inauguration, had 

reassured leaders of the Christian Right that the Reagan administration would support any anti-

abortion legislation proposal. The most substantial bill was the Helms-Hyde bill, which declared 

that human life begins at conception, and if passed, the bill would clear the way for states to define 

abortion as murder. Reagan had indicated that he believed that human life begins a conception, but 

he offered no assistance in support of the Helms-Hyde bill much to the surprise and dismay of anti-

abortion activists and the bill failed (Martin, p. 227, 1996).  

 

The feeling of betrayal grew during 1981, when Reagan was given his first chance to appoint a new 

Supreme Court Justice. His decision fell on Sandra Day O’Connor who had fought hard for the 

Equal Rights Amendment and voted against an overturning of Roe v. Wade (1973) (Balmer, pp. 

118-124, 2008). When word of O’Connor’s nomination and legislative record spread through the 

Christian network, televangelist James Robison in collaboration with Religious Roundtable8 leader 

                                                
8 The Religious Roundtable, a conservative Christian group, was founded in 1979. Its prime focus was on public policy 
concerning moral issues, such as abortion and pornography. Along with the Moral Majority the group has been 
considered instrumental in Reagan’s election to the presidency in 1980 (Fox, 2004).  
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Ed McAteer had mounted an anti-abortion/anti-O’Connor rally; however Moral Majority leader 

Rev. Jerry Falwell remained calm and expressed that he supported Reagan’s decision to appoint 

O’Connor. According to Falwell, he had received a phone call from Reagan saying that he was 

going to nominate O’Connor after having done a thorough background study and that he strongly 

felt that she represented the sentiments and values that he had campaigned on. Falwell was 

confident that Reagan would not intentionally nominate someone who supports abortion, but his 

fellow Moral Majority members were not convinced. When the Moral Majority Report regularly 

complained about lack of influence in the White House, Falwell repeatedly expressed confidence in 

Reagan’s good intentions (Martin, pp. 228-231, 1996). There was, though, one small victory when 

Antonin Scalia, a hard-line strict constructionist, was appointed to the Supreme Court in September 

1986. Yet, Christian fundamentalists did not seem to have forgiven the O’Connor nomination and 

the economy-driven direction of the White House, which might have prompted Christian Right 

leader Pat Robertson to run against George H. W. Bush for the Republican presidential nomination.   

 

It is likely that Pat Robertson thought the time was right to bring a ‘real’ candidate into the race, 

someone who would be able to properly represent Christian and moral values. However, 

Robertson’s decision to run for presidential nomination in 1987 was not just an effort to bring 

issues close to his heart into the political arena, but it might very well have been his intention to 

challenge the Republican Party. Robertson felt confident that not only was God on his side, he also 

had the support of every Christian who felt they had been slighted by Republican politicians 

(Boston, pp. 38-39, 1996). Unfortunately, it seems Robertson had grossly overestimated his 

political expertise and popularity, as only his fellow Pentecostals supported him while most 

mainline evangelical Protestants supported Reagan. Robertson eventually suffered a devastating 

defeat and conceded from the race, and George H.W. Bush won the presidency.  

 

To make matters worse, the new Republican president appeared to be much more pragmatic and 

irresolute than his predecessor, Reagan, who had been regarded as generally loyal to the Christian 

Right. Although Bush had appointed Clarence Thomas, a strict constructionist, to the U.S. Supreme 

Court, he also appointed David Souter who usually voted with the liberal wing to the bench. The 

prospects of overturning earlier Supreme Court decisions, in particular Roe, dwindled.   
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Given all these disappointments and failures, the biggest obstacle the Christian Right faced 

regarding its relationship with the GOP was the fact that they represented what political scientist 

Paul Frymer terms a “captured group”. According to him an interest group is “captured” by one of 

the two major parties when the group has no choice but to remain in that party (Haberman, p. 237, 

2005).  

 

In this case the Democratic Party had no sympathy for the Christian Right’s agenda and had no 

interest in courting their vote, so the group could not threaten its own party’s leaders with defection. 

Its own party’s leadership, in this case the leadership of GOP, could take the group for granted 

because it recognised that the group had nowhere else to go. The Christian Right could have aimed 

to start its own political party, but it would undoubtedly have failed as it lacked broad base support 

to start a viable third party. Robertson’s bid for nomination is an example of this. He only had the 

support of his fellow Pentecostals, and had he attempted to form a third party he would undoubtedly 

have been unsuccessful. Also, no matter how displeased he or the Christian Right was with the 

GOP, defecting to the Democratic Party would not have been a choice. This sad reality might very 

well have led the Christian Right to conclude that changing its political strategies toward a more 

grassroots-style politics was crucial in gaining more leverage and broader support, laying the 

foundation for a new modern and politically savvy Christian Right. 

    

2.8 Conclusion 
While intemperate and antagonistic rhetoric and an uncompromising social agenda helped the 

Christian Right gain substantial support and an increase in membership, their popularity did not 

reach beyond the white evangelical core of Christians. Although the relationship and collaboration 

between the Moral Majority and Republican leaders seemed to strengthen during the Reagan 

administration, the Christian Right did not witness any actual change in public policy. At the end of 

the 1980s, the growing discontent with the Reagan administration triggered the first ‘confrontation’ 

between the Christian Right and the Republican Party as Pat Robertson announced his candidacy 

for the presidential election in 1988. Despite early success, Pat Robertson conceded after having 

suffered a devastating blow caused by various outrageous statements, internal feuds and his lack of 

political experience. Following his defeat and the fall of the Moral Majority in 1989, many 

observers predicted the demise of the Christian Right. However, shortly after Robertson founded 

the Christian Coalition directed by a young charismatic newcomer, Ralph Reed. The failures of the 
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1980s seem to have allowed the Christian Right to grow stronger and more efficient, learning from 

past mistakes. The Christian Coalition of the 1990s would represent a new and modernised Moral 

Majority but with crucial differences in both form and rhetoric.  
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Chapter 3 - The Christian Right of the 1990s 
 
The new breed of Christian Right leaders seemed to have learned from Falwell’s and Robertson’s 

mistakes. While their often immoderate rhetoric made for lively television their outrageous remarks 

most likely alarmed more people than they attracted. Even in their home stat of Virginia, polls 

showed Falwell and Robertson with negative ratings. With the failures of the 1980s in mind, the 

‘new’ Christian Right formed a looser agenda, moderated its harsh rhetoric and reached out to 

religious groups which had previously been shunned from the Christian Right. Such steps signified 

a more politically sophisticated Christian Right which had now adopted new pragmatic strategies in 

order to bring back traditional values to America.     

 

3.1 The New Christian Right 
By the end of the 1980s, which marked the demise of the Moral Majority, the religious organisation 

was essentially a large mailing list with little local presence. Characterised by its heated and 

confrontational rhetoric used to mobilise its constituents, the Christian Right was a typical social 

movement - it was disorganised, decentralised and lacked fully developed institutional structures.  

 

By contrast, groups of the 1990s, especially the Christian Coalition, which was founded by Pat 

Robertson in 1989, had recognised the potential and value in local organising and the presence of 

grassroots organisations, and attracted the most media attention of any Christian Right group of the 

1990s (Wilcox, p. 250, 1994). With Ralph Reed as the new face of the Christian Coalition, the 

Christian Right transformed from a generally ineffectual social movement to an influential interest 

group striving for the political mainstream increasing its political involvement by working with the 

Republican Party to achieve its goals.  

 

Whereas the Moral Majority was created by BBF ministers centred in local churches, the Christian 

Coalition attracted secular activists and set up political chapters, committees and local offices. 

Indeed, the Christian Right of the 1990s put significantly more emphasis on the political aspect of 

the groups rather than religious characteristics. Key elements to this transformation included 

fundamental changes in their use of rhetoric, compromising on issues in a way that would attract 

wider support, and a broadening of the both the agenda and the coalition itself. 
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3.2 Modifying the Rhetoric 
The Christian Right of the 1990s steered away from its former aggressive and intemperate rhetoric, 

and instead of criminalising issues, such as abortion and homosexuality, they focussed on 

compassion moderating and mainstreaming their message to fit a broader audience.  

 

A key strategy to avoid the pitfalls of religious rhetoric that destroyed the Moral Majority is to 

know the audience and use the appropriate rhetoric. Instead of using religious language when 

speaking in a public forum, they began using secular arguments to support the same position 

(Wilcox, Rozell, p. 279, 1996). As former Family Foundation director, Anne Kincaid, pointed out:  

 

“I can remember using rhetoric that I don’t use anymore, that sounded inflammatory. “Onward 

Christian soldiers” scared people. So you don’t talk that way. Some still talk about witchcraft 

and the feminist movement. Yes, the Bible says that “rebellion against men is witchcraft.” It’s 

all Biblical tenets, but the layman doesn’t understand that. So it makes you sound like you’ve 

lost your marbles… The point is that you have to know your audience. That’s not 

deception…Unless you’re talking to a Christian audience, you don’t put all the rhetoric out 

there that others won’t respond to.” (Wilcox, Rozell, p. 279, 1996)9 

 

Reed learned from a similar mistake in 1992, at which point he linked the Equal Rights Amendment 

to witchcraft and lesbianism (Wilcox, Rozell, p. 281, 1996) – after that he changed his approach, 

not because his views had changed but he had learned how to be more politically effective. In a 

memorandum to supporters he wrote that they should avoid phrases like ‘religious was’ and ‘take 

over’ since those phrases would play to a stereotype of evangelicals as intolerant. They should 

instead adopt strategies of persuasion, and not domination (Wilcox, Rozell, p. 280, 1996).  

 

3.2.1 Civil rights issues 
Anti-abortion forces and proponents of school prayer downplayed the religious aspect of the issues 

and instead made abortion a civil rights issue involving ‘the protection of the rights of the unborn 

child’ and framed school prayer as a student’s ‘freedom to exercise religious beliefs’ or to free 

speech (Le Beau, 1998). The abortion issue provides a perfect example of how conservative 

Christian leaders and candidates have changed their rhetoric dramatically.  

                                                
9 Authors’, Clyde Wilcox and Mark J. Rozell, interview with Anne Kincaid on November 17, 1993. 
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The Christian Coalition State Legislative Policy and Campaign Institute released a booklet that 

featured an article entitled “How to Win With Life”. The article emphasises the need for 

conservative Christians to offer ‘mainstream’ appeals on the abortion issue and, thereby, make pro-

choice candidates seem ‘radical’ and ‘extremist’. According to the article, the way to accomplish 

this, they need to focus on sub-issues, such as parental consent and notification, waiting periods, 

taxpayer funding and third trimester abortions, which will, hopefully, convince voters that their 

view is the ‘mainstream’ position and that their opponents are the ones with ‘extremist’ views 

(Wilcox, Rozell, p. 283, 1996).  

 

By supporting restrictions on abortions rather than gunning for a complete ban, and by downplaying 

religious rhetoric in favour of focusing on civil rights, the Christian Right took a significant step 

away from the ‘old’ Moral Majority rhetoric. The importance of public opinion cannot be 

overstated in this context. There is a clear link between the rhetorical moderation on abortion and 

public opinion which became increasingly more pro-choice during the 1990s, as the following 

section, 3.3 Compromising on issues, p. 30, will show.  

 

3.2.2 Healing homosexuals 
The issue of homosexuality provides yet another example of how conservative Christian leaders 

have changed their rhetoric. Whereas the Moral Majority used rhetoric explicitly condemning 

homosexuality as a blasphemous and deviant lifestyle in strict conflict with the teachings of the 

Bible, various organisations have been more subtle and, instead, focused on a less confrontational 

approach and set out to ‘free people from homosexuality’ instead of persecuting them.  

 

One organisation that has led the way is Exodus International, a non-profit, interdenominational 

Christian organisation, which states that reorientation of same-sex attraction is possible. Their 

website explains that “You don’t have to be gay! You can lead a life of fulfilment and holiness as 

God intended, a life far better than what you have experienced so far” (website: Exodus). Other 

groups, such as the Focus on the Family, provide a program called “Love Won Out” which also 

reaches out to people with homosexual desires and tendencies. Also, the National Association for 

Research & Therapy of Homosexuality (NARTH) advocates a form of conversion therapy as a 

method of changing the sexual orientation of homosexuals and bisexuals. The focus of these 

organisations is not decidedly to ‘cure’ people of homosexuality but to offer help as they believe 
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that people “have the right to diminish their homosexuality and to develop their heterosexual 

potential” (website: NARTH). These examples clearly indicate that the rhetoric has taken a 

significant shift away from confrontational and ominous approaches to more compassionate and 

“understandable” ones.   

 

Still, not all Christian Right leaders supported the new modified rhetoric embraced by the Christian 

Coalition. Organisations such as Concerned Women for America (CWA) and Traditional Values 

Coalition (TVC) stuck to their inflammatory and hard-line rhetoric throughout the 1990s, strongly 

condemning and criminalising feminism, abortion and homosexuality. Beverly LaHaye, who 

founded the CWA in 1979, adamantly fought the feminist movement in an attempt to restore the 

“traditional American family”. She openly blamed the gay community for the moral decay, and 

stated in 1992 that gay activists “go after boys by becoming teachers and Boy Scout 

leaders”(Christian Action Network, p. 3, 2008).  

 

In 1998, CWA referred to homosexuals as “people who make lewd phone calls, expose themselves 

to others, and engage in prostitution” (Christian Action Network, p. 3, 2008). Also, Rev. Louis P. 

Sheldon, founder of Traditional Values Coalition (TVC) was notorious for his unrelenting attacks 

on the gay community, which were considered extreme even by Christian Right standards. At one 

point he noted: “as homosexuals continue to make inroads into public schools, more children will 

be molested and indoctrinated into the world of homosexuals. Many of them will die in that world” 

(website: People for the American Way). Both LaHaye’s and Sheldon’s rhetoric was shrill and they 

made no efforts to moderate their rhetoric or goals. Sheldon’s daughter, Andrea Sheldon Lafferty, 

has proven to be equally harsh and claimed in a fundraising letter that supporters of hate crime laws 

that include sexual orientation as a protected category “are trying to take a handful of hideous, 

horrible crimes and use that to force acceptance of the homosexual lifestyle” (website: People for 

the American Way).  

 

Despite some internal disagreement, seeing that some leaders have not made any efforts to modify 

the rhetoric, the overall rhetoric of the Christian Right did, in fact, shift toward a more moderate and 

compassionate tone. The Christian Coalition was the most influential and biggest player among 

Christian Right groups and as an insider group had greater ties to the Republican Party than any 
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other organisation during the 1990s, which is why their change in rhetoric holds more importance 

than some organisations’ lack of change.  

 

3.3 Compromising on issues 
The Christian Coalition proved to be far more pragmatic than its predecessor, the Moral Majority, 

and compromised on key issues, which had been unthinkable in the 1980s. By moving away from a 

strict and uncompromising agenda the Christian Right became more successful as a political 

organisation and their involvement in state and national politics grew. 

 

3.3.1 Abortion 
Again, the abortion issue provides a perfect example of how the Christian Right has made 

significant compromises. In the 1980s a compromise on a key issue like abortion would have been 

considered making a deal with the devil. In the 1990s, however, the focus was shifted onto sub-

issues such as parental notification and consent and partial birth abortion. Conservative leaders had 

realised that an uncompromising position excluded many evangelicals and Republicans, who were 

more lenient towards abortion in cases of rape, incest and if the woman’s life was in danger - and 

relatively few supported a complete ban on abortion.  

 

According to a Gallup poll conducted in 1992, only 13% of the American population was in favour 

of a complete ban on abortion, and 34% believed it should be legal in all cases. In 1997, however, 

polls showed that people were shifting from the extreme pro-choice attitude (now only 22% were in 

favour of legalising abortion in all cases) toward the middle position, as 61% were saying abortion 

should be legal only under certain circumstances, as in cases of rape, incest, to save a woman’s life 

or if the woman’s physical health is at risk (Saad, p. 1, 2002).  

 

With the congressional debate over partial-birth abortion which started in 1995, a majority of 

Americans moved away from supporting abortion under any circumstances and, instead, favoured 

restrictions on abortion. Still, support for a complete ban on abortion did not increase notably. 

Those who characterise themselves as ‘very religious’ (which will include evangelicals) are, of 

course, more inclined to take a pro-life position with 68% believing abortion should only be legal in 

few circumstances. Even if a majority of those who support a complete ban belong to the ‘very 
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religious’ group, this percentage has consistently been low ranging at about 15-20% (Saad, p. 8, 

2002).  

 

The shift in public opinion made it possible for the Christian Right to attract a wider range of 

supporters, but this meant that the organisation had to follow the change as well and, thus, 

compromise on their former extreme pro-life positions, which triggered a new focus on the sub-

issues which would increase restrictions on abortion.  

 

3.3.2 GOP Candidates 
Another example of how the Christian Right began compromising on key issues was by their 

increasing support for candidates who did not take strict pro-life positions in national and state 

elections. In order to gain influence in the Republican Party which was essential to change public 

policy on their key issues conservative Christian leaders needed to appease Republican candidates 

and supporters.  

 

In the aftermath of the landmark Supreme Court decision of Roe v. Wade in 1973, the number of 

Americans holding the extreme position on either end of the abortion policy spectrum was roughly 

the same – about 20%. In the 1980s, attitudes began shifting toward the pro-choice position and at 

the end of the decade the liberal extreme outnumbered the conservative extreme by a more than 

two-to-one margin (Saad, p. 1, 2002). Furthermore, the Webster decision of 1992, which allowed 

states to impose certain restrictions on abortion rights, had mobilised pro-choice activists and voters 

and made it even more difficult for a strict pro-life candidate to win.  

 

With a majority of Americans leaning towards the pro-choice position, most Republican candidates 

for gubernatorial elections who took uncompromising pro-life positions usually lost out to pro-

choice Democrats. In each case Christian Right and pro-life activists had threatened to withhold 

support if the candidates moderated their abortion position. As a consequence, strict pro-life GOP 

candidates continuingly lost out to pro-choice Democrats, and Christian Right leaders began 

advocating compromise on abortion (Wilcox, Rozell, pp. 285-286, 1996).  

 

In 1993, Christian social conservatives chose to back former Congressman George Allen for 

governor – despite his unwillingness to take a strict pro-life position. Allen favoured parental 
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notification and opposed abortion funding by the government, but favoured abortion rights in the 

first trimester and in cases of rape, incest and if the woman’s life was in danger (Wilcox, Rozell, p. 

286, 1996). Backing such a candidate had been highly unlikely in the 1980s. However, Christian 

Right leaders realised they had to stop making uncompromising demands on GOP candidates and 

Pat Robertson signalled that this was necessary in order to achieve at least some of their goals: 

 

“I would urge people, as a matter of private choice, not to choose abortion, because I think it’s 

wrong. It’s something else, though, in the political arena to go out on a quixotic crusade when 

you know you’ll be beaten continuously. So I say let’s do what is possible. What is possible is 

parental consent” 10(Wilcox, Rozell, p. 286, 1996) 

 

The shift from an inflexible position on the social agenda to a compromising and more pragmatic 

stand on key issues proved more beneficial. Instead of standing 100 percent on principle and lose, 

Christian Right leaders and activists realised it was better to compromise, even on abortion, and win 

and get half-a-load. Furthermore, it was clear that they would not see a fundamental change in 

abortion policy overnight, but small steps towards restrictions on abortion right were possible and 

within reach. GOP consultant Ed DeBolt stated that one of the major changes in tactics of Christian 

Right leaders from the 1980s was that they had become politically savvy and pragmatic. 

 

“Unlike in [earlier campaign] where the Religious Right made demands – they made demands 

that “you follow our positions completely or we’ll take a walk” – this time they got pragmatic 

enough that they understood they need to be more flexible, to work with people, to get what they 

want. Because of this, they are more dangerous to their enemies than ever before”11 (Wilcox, 

Rozell, p. 287, 1996)  

 

3.3.3 Broadening the agenda 
In addition of compromising on key issues, the new Christian Right also expanded its agenda to 

include other issues that were of great concern to the general public. Reed began to focus more on 

socio-economic issues, such as taxes, crime, and downplay social ones to appeal to a majority of 

voters (Le Beau, 1998). Even though moral concerns still played a major role to the Christian 

                                                
10 Transcript of ABC Nightline, “God and the Grassroots”, 4 November 1993. Quoted in Wilcox, Rozell, 1996.  
11 Authors’, Wilcox and Rozell, interview with Ed DeBolt, McLean, VA, 15 Feburary 1994. Quoted in Wilcox, Rozell, 
1996. 
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Coalition, the new socio-economic agenda appealed to Republican conservatives and pro-business 

organisations.  

 

In a 1993 interview, Reed explained that the reason why the Coalition had broadened their focus to 

include economic issues was that the breakdown of American families was not only due to moral 

decay but also because of increased financial pressure. According to Reed, evangelical, born-again 

Christians regarded jobs, deficit and taxes as the most important issues. In response to that Reed 

announced that their number one priority was to “dramatically increase the standard IRS deduction 

for children”. Second would be a balanced budget amendment to the federal constitution, and, 

lastly, he wanted to bring down costs on health care without increasing taxes (Spring et al, 1993). 

The Clinton administration had focused on issues like taxes, NAFTA, welfare reform and health 

care, all issues which had seized the attention of most evangelical voters, and if Reed and his 

Coalition wanted a piece of the cake their focus needed to shift, too.   

 

3.4 Broadening the Coalition 
Again, learning from the mistakes of the Moral Majority, the Christian Coalition made strong 

appeals to other religious denominations and racial groupings. Not only did the Christian Right 

broaden their agenda but they also made serious attempts at broadening the coalition as well. 

 

First, they increased cooperation among conservative Christians beyond what was once considered 

vast theological chasms. Some organisations began supporting Mormon candidates for Congress, 

many organisations boasted of an ecumenical staff, and the coalitions began attracting conservative 

groups as well. Christian Right candidates learned that by staking positions on broader issues they 

could win the support of a variety of conservative interest groups. In addition, various conservative 

Christian political action groups, such as Concerned Women for America, Family Research Council 

and Focus on the Family, gained impetus as they attracted numerous members and activists 

throughout the 1990s.  

 

Second, leaders like Ralph Reed and, in particular, Robertson had made explicit appeals to black 

evangelicals. During his bid for presidential nomination, Robertson launched his campaign in an 

African-American inner-city community, featured blacks in his advertising, backed a black 

Republican candidate for the Virginia Senate Nomination, and mentioned blacks in his political 
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rhetoric (Wilcox, p. 251, 1994). Yet the coalitions did not expand beyond the white evangelical 

community. Robertson received surprising support from blacks in the District of Columbia, but as 

the campaign progressed and information about Robertson’s conservative positions on a number of 

issues were known to them, he lost the backing of those black evangelicals. Even though many 

black evangelicals share similar values as their white counterparts very few blacks will 

acknowledge any association with the Christian Right (Winseman, 2005).  

 

Third, it became evident that the Christian Right had become enormously effective at networking 

with other conservative groups to share membership lists, sponsor fundraisers and organise rallies to 

promote suitable political candidates. The Christian Coalition’s State and Legislative Policy and 

Campaign Institute booklet contains a section which emphasises the importance of coalition 

building. In that booklet there are a number of groups listed as those most likely to form coalition 

with one another, some of them include: pro-business organisations, anti-tax organisations, 

conservative youth groups, pro-life and pro-family organisations (Wilcox, Rozell, p. 285, 1996). 

These groups not only came together to support candidates, but they shared information and 

strategies and learned from each other.  

 

Still, by the end of the 1990s, the Christian Right was comprised of almost entirely white 

evangelical Protestants. Clearly, these aforementioned coalitions may have existed for a certain 

period of time, but the Christian Right was never known for its ecumenical structure, despite 

various attempts to forge new coalitions.  

 

3.5 Internal feuds and divisions  
The changes within the Christian Right – modifying the rhetoric, compromising on issues and 

broadening the agenda – may have helped the movement become more pragmatic and sophisticated, 

but it also created divisions and feuds within the organisation, which damaged the unity of the 

organisation. As mentioned previously, not every Christian Right group followed the Christian 

Coalition’s example of moderating the rhetoric, and not all agreed with the direction the Christian 

Right was heading towards.  

 

By the mid-1990s, the diversity within the Christian Right became apparent. With Reed and 

Robertson at the forefront, the Christian Coalition was supportive of Republican candidate Robert 
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Dole for president at the 1996 election. During the campaign Republican Party leaders had made an 

effort to downplay the role of the Christian Right, and no Christian leaders made any public 

appearances at the 1996 convention – as opposed to the campaign of 1992. While Reed and 

Robertson did not comment on the fact that Dole refrained from focusing on the Christian Right’s 

social agenda, and, instead, emphasised economic issues, others expressed that because Dole did 

not address the concerns of the ‘pro-family conservatives’ they were not going vote. Nevertheless, 

religious conservatives voted in record numbers and approx. 67% of all who described themselves 

as religious conservatives voted for Dole (Penning, p. 1, 1997). Yet, Dole may have been 

considered the lesser of two evils as his opposing candidate incumbent president Bill Clinton was 

arguably the worst candidate imaginable to represent and support the Christian Right’s social 

agenda.  

 

Some Christian leaders thought it was time to withdraw from the political arena because they 

believed a social change would not come from politics and it would distract them from their highest 

priority, evangelicalism. Leaders such as Terry Randall of Operation Rescue, Paul Weyrich, 

president of the Free Congress Foundation, and Gary Bauer, former Republican presidential 

candidate and head of the Family Research Council, were highly critical of Reed and the Christian 

Coalition. One of Bauer’s critiques involved the Coalition’s Contract with the American Family 

which he though was too soft and did not call for a constitutional ban on abortion. In addition, 

Bauer had made public attacks on others within the Christian Right who had supported the pro-

choice Colin Powell (Penning, p. 2, 1997). 

 

Whereas the internal feuds and divisions within the Christian Right during the 1980s mostly 

revolved around theological differences and scandals within the churches, the 1990s’ feuds and 

divisions focussed on political involvement and activity. Diversity within the Christian Right grew 

considerably, as the Christian Right became more involved in public policy and their relationship 

with the Republican Party strengthened. 

 

3.6 The Christian Right and the Republican Party 
Indeed, the presence of the Christian Right leaders in politics grew more visible brought on by its 

closer relationship with the GOP. Unlike the 1980s, where growing disenchantment and 

disappointments characterised the Christian Right’s social agenda, the 1990s proved slightly more 
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beneficial. This section will start off by looking at the growing presence of the Christian Right in 

presidential and congressional elections, and finish off with an assessment of how much the 

Christian Right has actually achieved in terms of legislation and public policy.   

 

3.6.1 Presidential elections 
The Republican Party seemed to acknowledge the strength of the Christian Right as prominent 

leaders such as Robertson, Pat Buchanan, and Ralph Reed were invited to give speeches at the 1992 

Republican National Convention. However, many observers claim that the fiery speeches hurt the 

GOP in that election, which eventually led to the victory of democratic presidential candidate Bill 

Clinton (Wilcox, Larson, p. 5, 2006). On the other hand, it is likely that the mobilisation of 

Christian conservatives in the 1994 elections helped the Republicans win a number of closely 

contested House and Senate races. Regardless of the movement’s strength and weaknesses, the 

presence of the Christian Right of the 1990s in American politics was accentuated due to its 

collaboration with the GOP. 

 

In the early to mid-1990s, the Christian Coalition began distributing about 40 million “non-

partisan” voter guides, mostly to evangelical churchgoers, advising Christians on how to vote. The 

voter guides drew clear distinctions between candidates, without, of course, making any formal 

endorsement which might be in conflict with the Federal Election Commission or the IRS. 

Furthermore, the Coalition’s network mailed over a million postcards, made more than half a 

million ‘get-out-the-vote’ phone calls and provided extensive volunteer assistance to candidate and 

party organisation (Green, Guth, 1995). Such political involvement was innovative and 

unprecedented drawing stronger numbers of evangelicals to the ballot box. 

 

As opposed to the trend of the 1980s, Christian Right leaders began supporting Republican 

candidates based more on their electability and merits rather than their religious backgrounds, 

which had previously been the crucial criterion. Ralph Reed and his Christian Coalition argued that 

the GOP should nominate Robert Dole over Pat Buchanan for Republican candidate for the 1996 

presidential election. In their view, Dole seemed more electable and stood a greater chance at 

beating President Clinton than Buchanan, who had come off as anti-Semitic and racist in his 

speeches even if his views were more compatible with most Christian Right activists (Wilcox, 

Larson, pp. 96+109, 2006).  
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When Southern Baptist and Democrat Bill Clinton, former governor of Arkansas, won the 

presidency in 1992, the presidency of George W. H. Bush suddenly seemed like the good old days. 

Flyers distributed in Virginia before the 1992 election had warned churchgoers that “a vote for 

Clinton is a vote against God”. Only weeks after his inauguration, Clinton signed executive orders 

lifting restrictions on abortion rights, appointed feminists to key appointments and went to great 

lengths to lift the ban on gays and lesbians serving in the military (Wilcox, Larson, p. 109+135, 

2006). Christian Right leaders and activist were outraged and became focused on electing a GOP 

president as well as gaining a majority in Congress. In 1994, they succeeded in one aspect. 

 

3.6.2 Christian Right in congressional elections 
The collaboration between the Christian Right and the Republican Party was reinforced as three-

quarters of all Democratic open seats won by the GOP were candidates backed by the Christian 

Right, and almost one-half of the Democratic incumbents lost to Christian Right backed candidates.  

 

Furthermore, a vast majority of the GOP winners were closely tied to the Christian Right and, in 

fact, many new House Republicans were members of evangelical churches. In the 1980s, as 

described in previous sections, most white evangelicals were reluctant to involve themselves in 

politics and only a small share voted in elections. By contrast, the 1994 elections were the first in 

modern history in which the proportion of evangelicals among new House members matched the 

proportion in the voting population. The voting turn-out among white evangelicals accounted for 

26% of all voters, of which, 70% voted for GOP congressional candidates. White evangelicals were 

the Republican Party’s single largest religious constituency, accounting for 34% of GOP House 

voters (Green, Guth, 1995).  

  

After the convincing Republican triumphs of the 1994 elections, it was clear to many that the role of 

the Christian Right had been crucial to the November results, and for the first time a majority of 

evangelicals identified themselves as Republicans (Green, Guth, 1995). The sweeping Republican 

gains in the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives, which gave the Republicans control of both 

houses for the first time since 1952, were credited in large measure to the mobilisation of the 

Christian conservatives. Christian Right activists played a key role in a number of states, often 

tilting the Republican primary to their favourite candidate and electing an unprecedented number of 
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conservative Protestants to Congress. This apparent comeback convinced observers that the New 

Christian Right has reconciled and adjusted to the secular norms and practices of American politics 

(Le Beau, 1998).  

 

3.6.3 Contract with the American Family 
Given the growing presence of the Christian Right in American politics and its influence on the 

1994 congressional elections, it seemed the Christian Right had become extremely influential. But 

what did they actually achieve? 

 

By 2000, the GOP Congress had given the Christian Right few symbolic victories, but there were 

also disappointments. In 1996, Congress enacted the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), which was 

an important victory to the pro-family movement. It allowed states to refuse to honour marriages 

between two gay men or two lesbians performed in another state (website: National Conference of 

State Legislatures). On the other hand, the symbolic victory of the ‘gag-rule’ they were given in the 

1980s was reversed by Clinton shortly after his inauguration. Other legislative defeats and 

disappointments soon followed.  

 

In May 1995, Ralph Reed, flanked by Speaker Newt Gingrich, Republican whip Senator Trent Lott 

and Senator Phil Gramm, announced a ten-point Contract with the American Family designed to 

“strengthen the family and restore common-sense values”. The Contract’s ten-points, which Reed 

said should be regarded as suggestions and not demands, were these (Christian Century, 1995)12: 

 

• Religious equality 

• Local control of education 

• School choice 

• Family-friendly tax policy 

• Restoring respect for human life 

• Restricting pornography 

• Privatising federal funding of culture 

• Support for private charities 

                                                
12 See appendix II for a more elaborate overview of the ten-points of the Contract with the American Family 
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• Protecting parental rights 

• Punishing criminals, not victims 

 

The Contract, which was a poll-driven set of proposals designed to appeal to the problems and fears 

of the middle-class, demonstrated that the religious conservatives had moved from the sidelines to 

become important players at the centre of political power. In a sense, Reed was seeking repayment 

for the coalition’s decisive support of the Republican Party leading up to the 1994 elections (Berke, 

1996).  

 

However, the Contract was met with criticism from both the right and left of the coalition. On the 

right, Buchanan and head of the Family Research Council, Gary Bauer, criticised the Contract for 

leaving out homosexuality and being too soft in its opposition to abortion. On the left side, religious 

groups attacked it for appearing to speak on behalf of all Christians, for attempting to subjugate 

public policy to the goals of the Christian Right and for undermining the reproductive rights of 

women (Browning, 1995). Still, both Pat Robertson and Reed felt confident that Republicans would 

put pressure on Congress to pass all ten points of the Contract with the American Family. By 2000, 

seven out of the ten points had been rejected, only two came close to public policy, and one would 

later become redundant.  

 

The Communications Decency Act, which was the first real attempt of Congress to restrict 

pornography, was designed to regulate pornographic material on the Internet. The Act, which was 

named Title V, was an amendment of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, and would regulate 

both indecency and obscenity in cyberspace. Furthermore, it would impose criminal sanctions on 

anyone who uses an interactive computer service to send to person(s) under the age of 18 or uses an 

interactive computer to display any indecent or obscene material. The CDA was passed by 

Congress and signed by President Bill Clinton but was later voided by two federal courts, stating 

that the indecency provisions were an unconstitutional abridgement of the First Amendment right to 

free speech (website: Center for Democracy & Technology).  

 

The sixth point on the agenda, restoring respect for human life, had been a crucial issue to religious 

conservatives, seeing that Clinton had reversed the ‘gag-rule’, which had prohibited NGOs from 

receiving U.S. funds if they performed or actively promoted abortion as a method of family 
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planning (website: Center for Reproductive Rights). When Congress passed the Partial-Birth 

Abortion Ban Act in 1995, religious conservatives saw it as a step in the right direction; however, 

Clinton vetoed the bill in 1997 and it would take six years until the ban was passed (website: 

National Right to Life).  

 

Finally, although not an actual point in the Contract, the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA)  

represented the one important victory for the Christian Right. DOMA, which was signed by 

President Bill Clinton and passed in 1996, stated that no state is required to treat a relationship 

between persons of the same sex as a marriage, even if the relationship is considered a marriage in 

another state. It also stated that it is up to each state to decide to recognise same-sex unions 

concluded in another state (website: DOMA watch). This piece of legislation was particularly 

important as it was expected that at least one state would soon legalise same-sex marriage. With the 

passage of DOMA, the sanctity of marriage between a man and a woman seemed solidified. Yet, 

with the 2003 Supreme Court ruling of Goodridge v. the Department of Public Health, part of 

DOMA suddenly became redundant in the state of Massachusetts, as the Massachusetts Supreme 

Judicial Court found that the state may not deny the protections, benefits and obligations conferred 

by civil marriage to two individuals of the same sex who wish to marry. However, this will be 

further discussed in the following chapter. 

 

Still, DOMA was the one important victory for the Christian conservatives in the 1990s, as every 

other point of the Contract with the American Family, particularly on abortion and pornography, 

was rejected. Even though the influence and presence of Christian Right leaders and more notably 

the Christian Coalition appeared to have grown during the 1990s, the fact is that almost every stated 

objective was never realised in that decade.       

 

3.7 Conclusion 
Consequently, these fundamental changes within the new Christian Right helped transform the 

previous social movement to a political interest group. Conservative Christian leaders seemed to 

have learned from past mistakes and have become remarkably more pragmatic in using more 

sophisticated political strategies. The once heated public speeches have been toned down to fit and 

attract a wider audience; key issues have been compromised on to some extent; and the coalition 

now includes various religious denominations and not just white evangelicals. The presence of the 
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Christian Right in politics has grown as its activists and leaders have become increasingly more 

involved in national and state policy, and the scandals and internal feuds that characterised the 

1980s Moral Majority were to a large extent mistakes that were not repeated in the 1990s.  

 

On the other hand, the ultimate goals of the Christian Right, as described in the Contract with the 

American family, were still left unfulfilled by 2000. This indicates that despite the fact that the 

Christian Right has become more politically sophisticated over the years, it was still a political 

organisation with little influence and political muscle. However, the following decade would prove 

to be more rewarding as a Republican and born-again Christian with close ties to the Christian 

Right moved into the White House.   
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Chapter 4 - The Christian Right since 2000 
 
This chapter will show that since 2000, the Christian Right has become stronger and more 

influential in American politics than compared to the 1980s and 1990s. Its increasing political 

sophistication has been particularly evident by virtue of several legislative successes. From 2000 to 

2004, the main focus of the Christian Right revolved around the issues of homosexuality and same-

sex marriage, as landmark court rulings of Lawrence v. Texas (2003), which legalised sexual 

relations between two of the same sex, and Goodridge et al v. Department of Public Health (2003), 

which legalised same-sex marriage in Massachusetts, posed a threat to the ‘traditional’ values of the 

Christian Right.  

 

Other moral issues such as abortion still played a crucial role in determining which candidate 

Christian Right leaders would endorse, however, significant steps towards destroying “traditional 

marriage” were passed in Congress which dominated the beginning of the 2000s.  

 

Between 2004 and 2008, however, issues regarding environmental changes and global warming 

have taken up increasingly more space in the general public, in public policy and within the 

Christian Right. In recent years, the financial crisis and the Iraq war have also become part of the 

Christian Right’s agenda, which until then had been uncharacteristic of the organisation. This new 

focus on environmental and socioeconomic issues has helped strengthen the Christian Right as a 

political organisation.  

 

The following sections will show how the organisation has transformed since 2000, in terms of 

leadership, rhetoric and agenda. Furthermore, the Christian Right has broadened its coalition and 

strengthened its relationship with the Republican Party, all of which have resulted in a more 

powerful right-wing Christian power base. 
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4.1 Characteristics of the Christian Right – Change in leadership 
Within the last four-five years, there has been a notable shift in leadership in the Christian Right as 

new evangelical heavyweights have taken centre stage replacing former high-profile leaders. The 

effect of this change has helped put a new face to the Christian Right, one that is able to attract 

more moderate and mainline Christians and politicians who had otherwise been reluctant to 

associate themselves with the Christian Right. This is a significant change which stands in stark 

contrast to the ‘old’ Christian Right in several ways, and which has contributed to a stronger 

organisation.  

 

This ‘new’ evangelical leadership includes Duane Litfin, president of Wheaton College, David 

Neff, editor of Christianity Today, Todd Basset, national commander of the Salvation Army, and, 

more notably, Rick Warren. The latter, evangelical pastor and founder of the Saddleback Church in 

Lake Forest, California, Rick Warren, has occupied an important post in the new Evangelical 

hierarchy, pushing ‘old’ leaders such as Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell aside. He has often been 

referred to as “America’s pastor” and “U.S.’s most influential and highest-profile churchman” 

(Biema, Perry, 2008). 

 

There are three noteworthy differences between the new leadership in form of Rick Warren and the 

old one. First of all, Warren has gone to great lengths to actually disassociate himself from the 

Christian right. He has been quoted as saying: 

 

“I have never been considered a part of the religious right, because I don't believe politics is the 

most effective way to change the world. Although public service can be a noble profession, and 

I believe it is our responsibility to vote, I don't have much faith in government solutions, given 

the track record." (Whitehead, 2008)          

 

Although he supports its positions on social and moral issues, Warren has instead chosen to focus 

his attention on poverty, disease and aid to Africa, unlike former Christian leaders who almost 

uniformly focused on moral issues such as abortion and homosexuality.  

 

Ironically, the rise of Rick Warren as a central character of the Christian Right can be credited to his 

disassociation with the movement. According to an article, the dismal failure of the George W. 

Bush presidency has led to the decline of the Christian Right, which contributed to Warren’s rise to 



 44 

prominence (Whitehead, 2008). Whereas Robertson, Dobson and the late Rev. Falwell were known 

for their abrasive, confrontational and heated rhetoric as well as positions, Warren, on the other 

hand, is non-confrontational and non-threatening to moderate evangelical Christians. Refraining 

from inflammatory and controversial statements on moral issues has not only distanced him from 

the ‘old’ Christian Right but made him more appealing to mainline evangelicals and respected 

among seasoned politicians.  

 

Secondly, Warren does not represent a political and religious organisation. Instead, he represents a 

megachurch, the 23,000-member Saddleback Church. Warren signifies a new kind of leader, 

someone who is not advocating an interest group, like former notable leaders such as Robertson and 

Falwell represented the Christian Coalition and the Moral Majority, respectively, and James Dobson 

of the Family Research Council did.  

 

And lastly, and perhaps most significantly, Warren has so far avoided any controversy which seem 

to have dominated and characterised the leadership of the Christian Right in the past couple of 

decades. The fact that Rick Warren has avoided commenting on controversial issues like abortion 

and homosexuality (which he simply refers to as “sin issues”) and instead turned to “uniting” issues 

such as poverty and HIV/AIDS has made it possible for him to garner a larger and more diverse 

following than any previous Christian Right leader. In addition, he has remained conspicuously 

neutral on candidates, which has not been tradition among other conservative religious leaders 

(Biema, Perry, 2008).  

Perhaps his rise to fame was facilitated by perfect timing. Although an evangelical Christian, 

Warren is nothing like his predecessors. At a time when approval ratings on Bush have reached an 

all-time low and the Christian Right has been involved in its share of scandals and controversies, it 

seems a sound, strategic and pragmatic step to move away from both. With Warren in the forefront, 

the Christian Right does not necessarily equal a movement dedicated to fighting moral decay, but 

rather an expansion beyond social conservatism to causes such as battling poverty, opposing torture 

and combating global warming (Whitehead, 2008). Despite his attempt to distance himself from the 

traditional Christian Right, there should be no doubt that he is part of the leadership of the ‘new’ 

Christian Right of the 2000s. Warren, it seems, has helped put a new face to the Christian Right. 
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4.2 Rhetoric – has there been any change? 
Today, movement leaders are less likely to use the same sort of rhetoric that Falwell and Robertson 

relished in. Instead the emphasis is often on non-threatening terms like “traditional” and “family 

values”. While Falwell and Robertson spoke of reclaiming and re-establishing America as a 

Christian nation, arguments are now made that all these various religious groups want is ‘a place at 

the table’ (Boston, 2007). Even though the Christian Right’s rhetoric underwent a general 

transformation in the 1990s, today’s rhetoric is perhaps even more moderate. The focus, which has 

changed from an intemperate and inflammatory rhetoric to one focused on compassion and the 

“rights” and “freedom” of the individual, is still the prevailing tone of the Christian Right. 

 

Public opinion appears to have contributed to the changing tone of Christian Right groups. When 

polls show that the general public is becoming more acceptant of homosexual relations (see figure 

1, p. 48), and the fact that more people claim to know someone who is gay - four in ten Americans 

say they have close friends or relatives who are gay (Neidorf, 2007) - refraining from inflammatory 

and offensive anti-gay rhetoric is a very logical and wise approach.    

 

Even so, there have still been examples of inflammatory rhetoric much like the ‘old’ kind of the 

preceding decades. Some interest groups, like CWA, Focus on the Family and TVC, have a long 

history of demonising gay men and lesbians, claiming in direct mails to donors that they recruit and 

abuse young children and, in some instances, have implied or openly stated that gay men and 

lesbians belong in prison. Keeping in tone with the 1990s, these groups still seem reluctant to 

moderate their rhetoric even if it has proven to damage the Christian Right rather than strengthen it. 

One potential partner that took offense was the Catholic Church. Although it opposes same-sex 

marriage, the church still has clear teachings that offer respect and dignity to gay men and lesbians 

(Green et al, p.58-60, 2006).  

Furthermore, offensive statements such as these often create a backlash among the general public, 

which, even though polls suggest that a majority opposed same-sex marriage, is increasingly more 

accepting of gay men and lesbians, as described previously.  

 

In addition, some Christian Right leaders have at times been prone to publicly voice extreme 

statements, which have often resulted in ridicule of the movement, as was the case shortly after the 

terrorist attacks in September 2001. Jerry Falwell proclaimed on national televisions:  
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“I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and 

lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, the People of 

the American Way, all of them who have tried to secularize America. I point my finger in their 

face and say, ‘You helped this happen’” (Wilcox, Larson, p.6, 2006).  

 

In 2005, Pat Robertson raised an international uproar when he called for the assassination of 

Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez (Wilcox, Larson, p. 6, 2006). Despite examples of outrageous 

statements made by prominent Christian Right leaders, it has not been the general tone of the 

Christian Right of the 21st century. People like Falwell and Robertson have undoubtedly lost most 

of their political influence as a result of public statements like these, which is reason enough for 

other leaders to moderate their rhetoric even though it might once have been appreciated.    

 

Most recently, in connection with the 2008 presidential campaign, the rhetoric seemed to escalate 

even further. While fear-based arguments have always been used in the last part of a campaign, this 

year the tone seemed to be sharper than usual. In a Pentecostal publication, Charisma Magazine, 

Steve Strang titled one of his weekly e-mails to readers, “Life As We Know It Will End If Obama is 

Elected”. In the e-mail he went on to say that gay rights and abortion rights would be strengthened 

if Obama would be elected president, taxes would rise and “people who hate Christianity will be 

emboldened to attack our freedoms” (Gorski, Zoll, 2008). Others have accused Obama of not being 

a Christian and being diabolically deceitful when claiming to be one, since he believes that people 

can be saved through other faiths. Perhaps the worst accusation came in form of a letter from Focus 

on the Family signed by “A Christian from 2012” which claims that with Obama in office the 

Supreme Court will rule gay marriage the law of the land and it will force the Boy Scouts to “hire 

homosexual scoutmasters and allow them to sleep in tents with young boys” (Gorski, Zoll, 2008). 

Furthermore, Obama’s “reluctance to send troops overseas” will result in more terrorist attacks on 

U.S. soil that will kill hundreds, Russia occupying many Eastern European countries and the Baltic 

states and an al-Qaida overwhelming Iraq (Gorski, Zoll, 2008). 

 

Still, these examples provided do not dictate the general rhetoric of the Christian Right, which, with 

its new emerging leadership, has avoided strident commenting on so-called ‘sin’ issues. Even if 

former high-profile leaders and some outsider-groups, like CWA and TVC, have made 

controversial comments and stuck with its provocative rhetoric, they do not represent a majority of 
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the Christian Right and do no longer hold the same influence as previously. Also, this year’s 

election can by no means be compared to previous elections due to the characters of the opposing 

candidates. It is without a doubt an historic event which has stirred up violent emotions on both 

sides of the spectrum, and should rather be accounted for as an isolated incident and representative 

of future rhetorical behaviour. It can therefore be concluded that as the Christian Right has become 

more politically savvy its leaders appear to have learned that moderating the rhetoric is crucial in 

appealing to more mainstream Christians. 

  

In summary, the rhetoric of the 1980s on abortion and homosexuality was indeed more 

confrontational and extreme than in the 1990s. On the other hand, the rhetoric since 2000 is even 

more moderate than that of the 1990s, although examples of extreme statements made by Christian 

Right leaders can be accounted for in both decades. Such modification in rhetoric has been a result 

of the fact that the issues of the Christian Right have changed significantly.  

 

4.3 Agenda of the 21st century 
From 2000 to 2004 the agenda of the Christian Right was primarily focused on moral issues, more 

specifically, homosexuality and same-sex marriage. This increased focus reinforced the Christian 

Right’s position in national politics as its agenda closely correlated to that of the general public, 

providing an opportunity for expansion and increased popularity. Although, the abortion issue never 

lost its impetus and the Christian Right did moderate its agenda in this area, it was the issue of 

same-sex marriage that became the key issue of the early 21st century as landmark rulings expanded 

gay rights on federal and state level.  

 

From 2004-present, on the other hand, the agenda of the Christian Right shifted yet again, as 

environmental and socioeconomic issues and foreign policy have taken up more space in the public 

and political sphere. The Christian Right has subsequently increased its focus and branched out to 

areas less concerned with “saving the traditional family”, like environmentalism, the current 

financial crisis and the Iraq War. This latest shift in agenda is particularly important, as it proves 

that the Christian Right is no longer an organisation purely focused on moral issues, as it was in the 

two previous decades, but an organisation that is now deeply involved in almost all aspects of 

American politics. For chronological purposes, this section will take moral issues as its starting 

point. 
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4.3.1 Moral Issues 
From 2000 to 2004, ‘values’ issues took up most of the attention of the Christian Right, uniting it 

with many conservative Americans who shared its sentiments. Indeed, moral issues ranked high on 

Christian Right activists’ list of priorities. A survey conducted by authors John C. Green, Kimberley 

H. Conger and James L. Guth in 2004 (figure 1), showed that three-fifths (59%) of Christian Right 

activists regarded moral issues, such as abortion and same-sex marriage, as their number one 

problem facing the country. 28% held strong priorities towards foreign policy, and a mere 7% and 

6% considered economic issues and political process, respectively, as their first priority. 

 

Figure 1 
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Survey by John C. Green, Kimberley H. Conger and James L. Guth (source: Green et al., p. 37, 2006) 

 

Figure 2 

Christian Right activists in 2004 (Positions)
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Figure 2 shows, not surprisingly, Christian Right activists were almost unanimous that “judges 

should only interpret the law” rather than make it – a clear protest to the Supreme Court rulings of 

Lawrence and Goodridge -, 94% agreed that abortion should be restricted and 81% were in support 

of a pro-marriage amendment. 

 

There are two major reasons explaining why the Christian Right increased its focus and energy to 

fighting gay rights. Firstly, public opinion might very well have played a major part. General public 

opinion shows support for denying gay couples any legal recognition; however, there has been a 

clear liberalising trend in attitudes towards homosexual relations and homosexuality as a lifestyle.  

 

In a 1982 poll conducted by Gallup, people were asked if homosexuality should be considered an 

acceptable lifestyle - 51% responded ‘no’ and only 34% said ‘yes’ (Saad, 2007). In 2007, that 

changed to 39% saying ‘no’ and 57% responding ‘yes’. In addition, between 1988 and 2007, there 

was a distinct liberalising trend towards same-sex relations as the number went up from 35% to 

59% in favour of legalising homosexual relations (Saad, 2007).  

 

However, when it comes to the legal issue concerning gay marriages, the picture is slightly 

different. Most Americans still believe that gay couples should not be granted the same legal rights 

as traditional married couples. Many Americans seem to be uneasy with respect to same-sex 

marriage, but at the same time they seem reluctant to discriminate against gays and lesbians.  

 

In fact, according to figure 3, p. 50, in 2004, 40% of all Americans believed that gay couples should 

have no legal recognition, whereas 47% either supported legal marriage (18%) or civil unions 

(29%) for gay couples. Even though a majority of all Americans support some kind of legal 

recognition, the minority (at 40%) is a substantial share of the population and a desirable segment to 

court. In 2007, however, a poll conducted by Gallup showed that a majority (53%) now believed 

that same-sex couples should not be recognised by law and granted the same legal rights as 

traditional marriages, thereby showing increasing support for the Christian Right’s anti-gay rights 

agenda. Despite a liberalising trend in public opinion towards homosexuality as a lifestyle, a 

majority of Americans are still uneasy with the idea of same-sex marriage. This helps explain why 

the Christian Right focused a great deal of their energy to fighting gay rights. 



 50 

 

Figure 3 

Survey year: 
2004 Legal marriage Civil unions No legal recognition 

  % % % 
ALL 18 29 40 
Republicans 13 33 53 
Democrats 32 28 36 
Independents 37 27 33 
18-29 years 43 32 25 
30-44 29 25 44 
45-64 26 29 41 
65 & older 12 32 51 

 

Source: www.pollingreport.com 

 

Secondly, a primary reason for the revitalised, and even stronger, focus on homosexuality, same-sex 

marriage and gay rights was the landmark Supreme Court decisions of Lawrence v. State of Texas 

(2003) and Goodridge et al v. Department of Public Health (2003). Both court cases ruled in favour 

of gay rights and left many conservative Christians outraged as they feared it would ultimately 

mean the elimination of DOMA and, thus, lead to the destruction of “traditional marriage”. Most 

Republicans shared that same fear and represented the biggest group who opposed any legal 

recognition of gay couples (figure 3). “Protecting” heterosexual marriage by supporting a national 

ban on same-sex marriage became the main focus of many new organisations as well as existing 

ones. Gay rights and same-sex marriage had already caught the attention of several Christian Right 

groups in the 1990s; however, such liberal legislative steps were unprecedented and made 

homosexuality their number one priority.  

 

Although homosexuality and gay marriage were key issues, abortion was still a top priority as 

shown in figure 1 and 2. On this issue, the Christian Right has sought to attract its largest possible 

constituency by staking moderate positions. Instead of seeking to amend the Constitution to ban all 

abortions, it has sought to enact restrictions on abortion at the national and state level (Wilcox, 

Larson, pp. 168-169, 2006). Despite the fact that most activists would prefer to ban abortion 

altogether, the movement has instead sought to pass laws requiring that teenage girls get their 

parent’s consent before having an abortion, that require women to wait for a certain period before 

getting the abortion, and that defines the murder of a pregnant woman as a double homicide. Seeing 

http://www.pollingreport.com
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that, according to the 2004 National Election Study, only 13% (Wilcox, Larson, p. 168, 2006)) of 

the general public favoured a total ban on abortion in 2004, pursuing such a ban would alienate a 

large number of potential constituents. However, if the movement focused on strongly restricting 

abortion to apply only in cases of incest, rape, fetal defect, and protection of the health of the 

mother, the movement could win broad support.   

 

The 2004 campaign has by many scholars been labelled the “Values Campaign” and will most 

likely be remembered as just that. However, moral issues did not entirely dominate the 2004 

campaign or the 2008 campaign. Even if moral issues have, to a large extent, continued to dictate 

the agenda of many Christian Right groups, the political landscape seem to have shifted its attention 

to a new set of issues concerning fiscal- and environmental policies.  

 

4.3.2 Environmental agenda 
Roughly speaking, from 2005 and until now, the environment has for the first time become a top 

priority on the agenda of the Christian Right. Although, it has resulted in internal conflicts since 

there is far from consensus on the issue, it confirms that the Christian Right has branched out to 

other areas in the political arena, enabling it to attract wider support beyond religious and political 

chasms.  

 

Many Americans seemed to have embraced the environmental concern seeing that, in 2007, 49% 

(up from 35% in 2001) consider global warming as having a serious impact and only 11% (down 

from 17%) did not believe it will have any impact (CBS News Polls, 2007). This shows that more 

people now take global warming seriously.  

 

Looking at figure 2, p. 48, the poll conducted in 2004, showed that 70% of Christian Right activists 

strongly agreed that there should not be any environmental protection. On the other hand, a survey 

from 2008 showed a more environmental-friendly picture. By contrast, 70% of Christian 

evangelicals now label “protecting the environment” as “most important” or “very important” 

(Gilgoff, 2008). These contradicting figures show that in the last four years more evangelical 

Christians have, similar to the average American, warmed up to the issue which has most likely 

contributed to the fact that some notable movement leaders and politicians have broadened their 

agenda to include global warming and protection of the environment.     
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In particular, the election of 2008 brought focus to the environmental agenda as global warming 

became a popular issue. Former Republican presidential candidate and Baptist minister Mike 

Huckabee focused a great deal of his attention on the environment as well as social inequality and 

poverty. In a Reuters article published in January, 2008, Huckabee stated that:  

 
“He believed that some evangelicals had widened their political concerns beyond the hot-button 

cultural issues that helped George W. Bush in the White House and had mellowed enough to 

embrace causes like poverty and the environment… that does not mean that evangelicals are 

any less concerned about traditional families and the sanctity of life” (Stoddard, 2008).  

 

Also, evangelical pastor and Christian Right leader, Rick Warren has broadened his agenda to 

include the dangers of climate change. In 2005, Warren, Duane Litfin, David Neff and 83 other 

evangelical leaders actively embraced the environmental issue when signing the “Evangelical Call 

to Action”13, which calls for the government to immediately reduce carbon dioxide emissions 

(Hagerty, 2006). Even though the statement was met with sharp criticism within the Christian 

Right, it is still a clear testament that some evangelical leaders made a serious attempt at pointing 

out the dangers of global warming. However, the conflicts regarding the environmental issue will be 

further analysed in the section 4.5 Internal Conflict, p. 65. 

 

It is interesting, though, that some evangelical leaders have focused on global warming and climate 

changes, considering the fact that many other evangelical fundamentalists feel that the concern for 

the future of our planet is irrelevant. Most of them believe that we are living in the End Time, when 

the son of God will return to earth, the righteous will enter heaven and the sinners will be 

condemned to eternal hellfire. In fact, many Christian fundamentalists believe that environmental 

destruction should be welcomed and not battled, since it is a sign of the coming Apocalypse. Also, 

many End-Timers are confident that the earth’s resources are unlimited until the return of the 

Second Coming, as God will provide for all that is needed. Therefore there is no reason to be 

concerned with natural resource depletion (Scherer, 2004).  

 

                                                
13 For a full description of “An Evangelical Call to Action”, see Appendix III.   
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While the environmental concerns of some evangelical leaders, in particular those who signed the 

“Evangelical Call to Action”, might very well be genuine in their concern disregarding the End 

Time theory, the fact that so many Americans rank environment as an important issue has most 

likely been a contributing factor to the increased focus on the environment by the Christian Right.  

 

It is reasonable to question if environmental issues would still be a Christian Right priority if 

opinion polls did not show support for that issue. And even more reasonable to question whether 

Huckabee would have included this issue to his platform during his race for the Republican 

presidential nomination.  

 

4.3.3 Foreign Policy 
In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, national 

security and the war on Iraq became a focal point on the Christian Right agenda. Several surveys 

and polls have consistently showed that the Christian Right has been a strong supporter of an 

invasion of Iraq, if not the strongest. Even when public support of the Iraq war dwindled, 

evangelical support was still overwhelming. Although, it did not necessarily strengthen the 

Christian Right in terms of attracting support from potential groups, as most opposed the war, it did 

reinforce its relationship with the GOP. The overwhelming and consistent support is a clear 

testament to its loyalty to the Republican Party and the White House. Considering the overall 

declining support for the war, the relentless support of evangelical Christians has been crucial to the 

GOP, thereby, strengthening their ties. 

 

A public statement made by notable Christian Right leaders regarding their position on the Iraq war 

poses an example of the Christian Right’s increased focus on foreign policy as well as unwavering 

support of the war on Iraq. On October 3, 2002, Christian Right leader Richard Land and several 

other leaders sent an open letter, the so-called Land Letter, to President Bush outlining a “just war” 

rationale for invading Iraq giving their full support to President Bush. The letter states that: 

 

“We believe that your policies concerning the ongoing international terrorist campaign against 

America are both right and just. Specifically, we believe that your stated policies concerning 

Saddam Hussein and his headlong pursuit and development of biochemical and nuclear 

weapons of mass destruction are prudent and fall well within the time-honored criteria of just 
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war theory as developed by Christian theologians in the late fourth and early fifth centuries 

A.D.” (Land, 2002) 

 

In addition, on February 2003, World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) dignitaries signed a “Letter of 

Support for Democracy” calling for a regime change in Iraq. The letter was consistent with the 

stated political views of the National Alliance of Evangelicals (NAE) and the WEA (Gottfried, 

2007). Both letters underline the fact that evangelicals have moved away from divisive issues like 

abortion and homosexuality to stress an apparently less controversial “human rights” agenda. Also, 

movement leaders seem to have moved away from Moral Majority kind of politics characteristic of 

evangelicals in the past.  

 

Supporters of the Iraq war expanded beyond Christian Right leaders and included most evangelical 

Christians. A 2002 survey showed that conservative Christians were the biggest backers of the war 

on Iraq with 69% favouring military actions against Iraq as opposed to 59% of the adult US 

population as a whole (Lobe, 2002). Even after it was revealed that the war on Iraq was mistakenly 

based on faulty intelligence most evangelical Christians believed leaving Iraq would be wrong as it 

is the U.S’s duty to stay in Iraq to prevent chaos and stabilise the country (Cole, 2008).  

 

Yet, A Pew Forum Poll conducted in 2006 showed declining support even among white 

evangelicals, as 58% (down from 71% the year before) of white evangelical Protestants felt that the 

U.S. made the right decision in using force in Iraq to oust Saddam Hussein (Stoddard, 2006). Still, 

comparing this to general public opinion the support is still overwhelming, as a similar survey from 

2008 showed that only 39% of Americans thought the U.S. made the right decision in using military 

force against Iraq, whereas 55% thought it was the wrong decision (Website: Pollingreport/Iraq, 

2008). 

 

These data suggest that even though support for the invasion of Iraq has decreased among white 

evangelicals, there is still a significant majority who believes it was the correct course. Also, some 

might question the legitimacy of the invasion, but most evangelicals still believe that it would be 

wrong to withdraw (Cole, 2008). When comparing this to overall public opinion, evangelicals are 

still overwhelmingly more supportive of the Iraq war than the average American.  
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The endorsement of Rudy Giuliani as presidential candidate by some Christian Right leaders is 

another example which proves that the Christian Right expanded its agenda to foreign policy. When 

Giuliani was running for the Republican presidential nomination in 2007, polls showed 

overwhelming, and surprising, support among the Christian Right and particularly among 

evangelicals (Gottfried, 2007). Considering Giuliani’s pro-choice position, his support for funding 

of stem cell research and his reputation as a gay rights supporter, this alliance would seem an odd 

match. However, it was his stand on national security and fighting terror that attracted most 

Christian Right activists. Former vice president of the Moral Majority, Cal Thomas, and Pat 

Robertson accounted for Giuliani’s strong supporters acknowledging that national security and the 

fight against terror are issues more crucial than those family issues they stressed in the past 

(Gottfried, 2007). 

 

Different factors could explain the overwhelming support for the invasion of Iraq. First of all, the 

loyalty of white evangelical Christians that Bush has benefited from is an important factor when 

explaining their support for the invasion. While polls show support for the war dwindling 

nationwide, evangelical Christians still form a convincing pro-Bush voting bloc. One explanation 

points to the fact that when war metaphors are mixed with nationalism, the nation’s cause becomes 

sacred. As one Presbyterian minister suggests, “Any who question Bush are not only unpatriotic but 

also show they lack Christian character. They are not on the Lord’s side” (van Nes, 2006). Still, 

even though most evangelicals support the invasion, there is also a strong evangelical voice in the 

‘Peace Church’ tradition that opposes all war pointing to the notion that the New Testament shows 

that Jesus is opposed to war (Col, 2008).  

 

Second, the theological position called “Just War Theory” morally justifies going to war under 

certain conditions. According to the Land Letter, Bush’ decision to invade Iraq is supported by all 

seven conditions (Land, 2002): 

 

1. Only defensive war is defensible.  

2. Just war must have just intent. 

3. Just war must only be commenced as a last resort.  

4. Just war requires authorization by legitimate authority.  
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5. Just war requires limited goals and the resort to armed force must have a reasonable 

expectation of success. 

6. Just war theory requires noncombatant immunity. 

7. Just war theory requires the question of proportionality be addressed. Will the human cost 

of the armed conflict to both sides be proportionate to the stated objectives and goals? 

 

As mentioned, most evangelical Christians who strongly believe that it is a Christian’s moral duty 

to bring peace and democracy to countries where chaos reigns, apply the “Just War Theory” in 

justification of the invasion of Iraq. Even now when polls show an all-time low support for the Iraq 

war (63% of Americans believe it was a mistake to send troops to Iraq (Jones, 2008)) and with the 

erosion of support among evangelicals for the Iraq war, white evangelical still account for the 

biggest backers, still well over 50% (Gottfried, 2007).  

 

On this issue, white evangelical Christians are without a doubt the strongest core in the Republican 

voting bloc, and while supporting an unpopular war might have alienated many Americans, it has 

most likely strengthened the Christian Right’s position at least with the GOP.  

 

4.3.4 Financial crisis 
The increasing emphasis on economic issues caused by the current financial crisis has been 

remarkably evident in the last couple of years. It indicates that the Christian Right has changed its 

agenda, or at least expanded it, to include non-moral issues which have previously been 

characteristic of the Christian Right agenda. Again, broadening the agenda has made the Christian 

Right appear more ‘mainstream’ and appealing to a wider audience, in particular economic 

conservatives. 

 

In 2004, polls showed that only 7% of the Christian Right activists considered economic policy as 

important (see figure 1, p.48). In 2008, on the other hand, the number increased dramatically. An 

online poll (figure 4, p. 57), completed by 980 self-identified “evangelical/born-again” respondents 

showed that 85% now ranked the economy and reducing poverty as most or very important issues, 

compared to 61% who said the same about ending abortion and 49% who ranked stopping gay 

marriage as a top issue.   
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Figure 4 

Issue Priorities (2008) 
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Source: Beliefnet Poll (Gilgoff, 2008) 

 

Generally speaking, this indicates that what was once considered traditionally democratic or 

progressive issues are now ranked by conservative Christians as more important than traditionally 

conservative or republican issues.  

 

The emphasis on the country’s economy reflects a nationwide anxiety and is not something which 

only prevails within the Christian Right. In the last four years there has been a 9% increase from 

78% of Americans who said the economy would be very important to their vote to 87% in 2008 

(Pew Forum 1, 2008). Even though the percentage of Christian Right activists who ranked the 

economy on top of their list of priorities was at a mere 7% in 2004, this group has showed the most 

significant increment. This indicates that while the average American has consistently been focused 

on the country’s declining economy, conservative evangelicals have, indeed, become extremely 

more attentive.  

 

By contrast, the Christian Right did not put much emphasis on the economy during the 1980s and 

1990s. While the U.S. did go through a recession in the early 1980s the Christian Right was still at 

that time an evolving social movement with little political muscle explaining the lack of political 

involvement in the economy. The 1990s, on the other hand, was a decade characterised by an 

economic boom brought on by the dotcom-industry, globalisation and technological innovations, 



 58 

also known as ‘the new economy’. The U.S. economy was thriving and people were confident, 

which helps explain why the economy did not rank high on people’s list of issue priorities.    

 

4.4 A broader coalition – thanks to same-sex marriage 
Unlike other issues of the Christian Right agenda, opposition towards same-sex marriage attracted 

overwhelming support in many states, reinforcing the organisation’s muscle in American politics. 

The issue attracted support across religious boundaries and included conservative Catholics, 

Mormons, Muslims and even African-American churches that had otherwise not been associated 

with the Christian Right. As a consequence, the same-sex issue broadened the coalition to a greater 

extent than in the 1990s, as it created ecumenical and interracial coalitions not seen before. Despite 

attempts by Ralph Reed and the Christian Coalition to forge coalitions outside the white evangelical 

community during the early 1990s, the Christian Right was still unable to attract sustainable support 

among other religious and racial denominations. The issue of same-sex marriage also helped 

generate new state organisations as well as invigorate existing ones, and stimulated electoral 

activity in congregations that had otherwise been inactive (Green, 2007). 

 

Nevertheless, it is important to bear in mind that despite the increasing support for a ban on same-

sex marriage most African-Americans, Catholics, orthodox Jews and Muslims do not share the 

Christian Right’s standpoints on almost every other issue – and they strongly dislike being 

associated with the Christian Right. Given this, this section will show that it would be rash to deem 

the expanding coalition as one of continuing character. It should rather be characterised as a short-

term coalition and not a long-term coalition.  

4.4.1 African Americans 
Although blacks are historically overwhelmingly Democrats and the Christian Right had only made 

half-hearted attempts to include the black community, several African American pastors joined the 

effort and advocated a ban on gay marriage from the pews. A survey conducted during the 2004 

campaign showed that the Ohio Campaign to Protect Marriage14 had contacted 70% of black pastors 

in Columbus (Green et al., p. 63, 2006). This remarkable effort to court the black community stands 

in stark contrast to previous attempts to mobilise diverse racial-religious constituencies, even 

compared to Ralph Reed’s efforts to attract black voters during the 1990s.  
                                                
14 The Ohio Campaign to Protect Marriage is a state organisation set out to outlaw civil unions and same-sex marriage 
by means of a state constitutional amendment in addition to the passing of a state DOMA (Green et al., p. 63, 2006). 



 59 

 

However, any attempt to make any substantial inroads to the black community might prove to be a 

difficult task, if not impossible, due to the overwhelming Republican orientation of the Christian 

Right. Black pastors might very well join efforts to amend state constitutions, but once those 

amendments are passed the alliance will probably dissolve. Also, most African Americans do not 

share the movement’s partisan leaning or its economic and foreign policy agenda, even though they 

might agree on certain issues (Green et al., p. 63, 2006).  

 

Figure 5 

Ohio Religious Groups, Issue 1, Bush and Kerry vote in 2004 (%) 
  Issue 1  Presidential Presidential 
Religious Group Yes Bush Kerry 
Evangelical Protestant     
Weekly worship attender 88 82 18 
Less than weekly 82 64 36 
      
Mainline Protestant     
Weekly worship attender 61 56 44 
Less than weekly 51 45 55 
      
Black Protestant     
Weekly worship attender 70 23 77 
Less than weekly 53 12 88 
      
Roman Catholic     
Weekly worship attender 71 65 35 
Less than weekly 56 47 53 
      
Other Christians 63 49 51 
      
Other faiths 39 20 80 
      
Unaffiliated 34 30 70 

 

Source: 2004 General Election National Election Pool, Ohio 
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In Ohio15, exit poll data on the 2004 vote (figure 5) shows that even though 70% of black 

Protestants (weekly worship attender) supported Issue 116, only 23% cast a vote for Bush. Of those 

who attended church less than weekly, only 53% supported Issue 1 and a mere 12% voted for Bush. 

Although Bush received more than one-fifth of the votes of weekly attending black Protestants, 

which was a significant change from 2000, Kerry won the black votes in Ohio by a large majority 

(77%).  This is a clear indication that even though most blacks supported Issue 1, they did not vote 

Republican in 2004 and therefore cannot be labelled a new coalition partner of the Christian Right. 

 

4.4.2 Other faiths 
Furthermore, while many Muslims and orthodox Jews might have seen eye to eye with the 

Christian Right on the issue of same-sex marriage, there does not seem to be a basis for a potential 

alliance, as these religious minorities have historically voted democratic. As figure 5 indicates, 

approximately two-fifths in the category “Other faiths”, which include Jews and Muslims, 

supported Issue 1 – not an impressive percentage - and only one-fifth voted for Bush in 2004. In 

fact, the two categories “Unaffiliated” and “Other faiths” are the only ones that did not give 

majority support to Issue 1.   

 

Recently, polls taken in October 2008 showed that Barack Obama seemed to have secured the 

Jewish vote by 74% (up from 62% in June, 2008) whereas McCain appear to have lost their trust 

with only 22% of the vote, down from 31% in June (Saad, 2008). On Election Day, the Jews 

impressed even further by awarding Obama with 77% of the Jewish vote (website: CNN Election 

Poll 2008). Even more so than the African Americans, Jews and Muslims should not be considered 

a potential coalition partner of the Christian Right even if they share similar standpoints on certain 

issues. 

 

4.4.3 Mormons 
The Mormons pose a perfect example of how the issue of same-sex marriage has forged what 

previously would have been considered an unlikely coalition. The Church of Jesus Christ of the 

Latter-Day Saints (LDS) – the Mormons - joined with Christian Right groups to oppose same-sex 

                                                
15 The Christian Right’s experience in the state of Ohio closely parallels the experience on national level and is for that 
reason used as an example.   
16 Issue 1: the Ohio Marriage Amendment. 
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marriage despite the fact that they had never really embraced the Christian Right in the past. Or 

perhaps more importantly, the Christian Right has never really embraced the Mormons. 

 

On November 6, 2008, the California Proposition 817 was passed overturning a recent California 

Supreme Court decision that had recognised same-sex marriage in California as a fundamental 

right. Several newspapers have ascribed to the Mormons a crucial role in the passing of the 

amendment. According to the Los Angeles Times, the narrow margin of victory for Proposition 8 is 

attributable to millions of Mormon donors who led a zealous campaign against same-sex marriage 

(Garrison, Lin, 2008).  

 

Two days prior the Mormons proved their loyalty to the GOP. McCain won the state of Utah (in 

which approx. 60% of the population claim to be member of the LDS Church) and Idaho (in which 

approx. 23% of the population claim membership) on Election Day gaining 63% and 61%, 

respectively, of the total vote (website: CNN Election Poll 2008). Although, the Mormons did not 

seem to be particularly enthusiastic about McCain, it is likely they favoured Sara Palin even less. 

Palin is a member of the Wassila Assembly of God, a Pentecostal church, which is notorious for 

having denounced Mormonism as a ‘false religion’ (Boston, p. 155, 1996). With that in mind, it 

might have seemed unlikely that a majority of Mormons would vote for McCain/Palin. Still, exit 

polls showed that the two garnered emphatic wins in the states of Utah and Idaho, both states with 

large numbers of Mormons. However, characterising the Mormon vote as a sign of allegiance to the 

GOP or the Christian Right would not be just since the opposing candidate was Democratic senator 

Barack Obama. The McCain/Palin ticket was most likely perceived as the lesser of two evils.  

 

4.4.4 Catholics 
On the other hand, a viable alliance between conservative Catholics and evangelicals seemed more 

likely, although the prospects of such an alliance appeared bleak during the 2000 presidential 

campaign. During this campaign, George Bush had visited the Bob Jones University, an ultra 

fundamentalist university that had sued for its right to deny entry to blacks in the 1970s and still 

forbade interracial dating and called the Catholic Church satanic (Golway, et al, 2000). John 

McCain, who ran as opposing Republican presidential candidate, strongly criticised any anti-

                                                
17  Proposition 8 defines a marriage in California as a union only between one man and one woman (website: What is 
Proposition 8?)  
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Catholic bigotry whereas Bush remained silent while gaining the support of Bob Jones. In heavily 

Catholic Michigan Bush lost badly which might have prompted him to write a letter of apology to 

Cardinal John O’Connor of New York for his lack of disassociation with the anti-Catholic 

sentiments and racial prejudice. Still, the damage was done, and the next four years were spent 

trying to regain the trust of the Catholics (Kuo, p.130-131, 2006). Looking at election results for 

2004 it seems Bush did a remarkable job at courting the Catholic vote.   

 

The two contenders of the 2004 presidential election were incumbent president George W. Bush, an 

evangelical born-again Christian, and John Kerry, a Roman Catholic. While religious preferences 

might often dictate the outcome of a vote, Kerry faced serious difficulties capturing the Catholic 

voters, not least due to his pro-choice position. According to an Ohio exit poll data on the 2004 

vote, weekly attending Catholics gave Bush almost two-thirds of their vote (65%), whereas a 

majority (53%) of less observant Catholics voted for Kerry (see figure 5).   

 

In the state of Florida, however, some argue that the Terri Schiavo18 case was vital in forging 

Catholics and evangelicals together, as both groups fought vehemently to keep Terri Schiavo alive 

through life support and a feeding tube. The Roman Catholic Church, which is an adamant 

supporter of the pro-life position, considers ending a life, even if the quality of that life is 

questionable, as against God’s teachings. Jeb Bush, brother of President George W. Bush and 

Republican governor of Florida, had converted to Catholicism in 1996. This helped bring together 

the Catholic Church and conservative evangelicals in an alliance to keep Terri Schiavo alive (Green 

et al., pp. 168-175, 2006). Whether the active participation of the Florida Christian Right in the 

Schiavo case was purely based on religious doctrine or if it was politically motivated is difficult to 

say. However, it is worth noting that the involvement of the Christian Right and the Republican 

Party in this specific case has often been referred to as an integral part of the Republican campaign 

strategy in 2004, which goal was to increase voter turnout among evangelicals and increase support 

among Catholics whose base is pro-life and pro-family. While Catholics and conservative 

evangelicals supported Terri’s Law in Florida, two-thirds of Floridians opposed it and three-fourths 
                                                
18 In 1990 Terri Schiavo suffered a heart attack which put her into a persistent vegetative state. In 1998, her husband, 
Michael Schiavo, reporting that she had made clear her antipathy to being kept alive by machines, petitioned the courts 
for permission to remove her from life support and feeding tube. Terri’s parents opposed this decision and with the 
support of Governor, and converted Catholic, Jeb Bush, social conservatives and the Roman Catholic hierarchy they 
persuaded the Florida legislature to pass “Terri’s Law” (2003)- legislation that forbade the removal of her feeding tube, 
under penalty of law.  “Terri’s Law” was eventually struck down in the Florida Supreme Court in late 2004 (Green et 
al., pp. 168-175, 2006).   
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believed it should be up to the spouse to make such decisions (Green, et al., 2006).  Still, the 

coalition between Catholics and Christian Right evangelicals seems more viable on a long-term 

basis than compared to any other religious groups.   

 

In the election of 2008, the Catholic bloc was the key swing vote and form almost a third of the 

electorate in pivotal battleground states, such as Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan and Missouri. Both 

candidates vigorously courted the Catholic vote. While many Catholics remained undecided, many 

were also evenly divided between the two candidates prior to Election Day. Catholic conservatives 

backed John McCain and Catholic progressives backed Barack Obama – remarkably similar to the 

Kerry/Bush election of 2004 (Kuhner, 2008). Although conservative Catholics still seem loyal to 

the Republican Party, Obama won 54% of the Catholic vote against McCain’s 45%. Compared to 

2004, it is a significant decline as Bush managed to gain 52% against Kerry’s 47% (Pew Forum 2, 

2008). Given this background, it might be presumptuous to characterise the general Catholic voting 

bloc as a coalition partner, but Catholic conservatives have proven to be loyal to the Christian Right 

and represents its best chance of a potential long-term coalition partner.  

 

4.4.5 New issue groups 
Driven by the issue of same-sex marriage a number of groups were formed in 2004, most of them 

coalitions of existing organisations. One of the most prominent organisations was the Marriage 

Amendment Project, a coalition of more than fifty Christian organisations committed to amending 

the U.S. Constitution, which included, among other, Focus on the Family, the Christian Coalition 

and the Center for Reclaiming America. However, the Marriage Amendment Project has a very 

small staff and is primarily a coalition of existing organisations who come together and plan 

strategy. Given this, most of the newly formed groups have not contributed to an actual increase in 

size and scope of the Christian Right, as most groups are comprised of ‘seasoned’ activists and 

members. Another organisation that was formed as a consequence of the issue of gay marriage was 

the Alliance for Marriage created by Matt Daniels. However, also this group has not been a 

contributing factor to the broadening of the coalition. The Alliance for Marriage is compromised of 

an ethnically diverse board of directors and has remained somewhat distinct from other Christian 

Right groups as Daniels has been committed to remaining non-partisan in his approach against 

same-sex marriage (Wilcox, Larson, p. 77, 2006). So even if new issue groups have formed, they 

have not contributed to an actual increase in membership or scope.  
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4.4.6 Existing organisations 
On national and state level, there is little evidence that Christian Right organisations grew in 

membership. One reason why it is difficult to determine membership figures is that many 

organisations, such as CWA, for whatever reason, are not willing to disclose such information. 

However, membership activity can be measured and most data show that during 2004, Christian 

Right organisations were only modestly more active than in the past. One survey (conducted by 

authors Green, Rozell and Wilcox, 2006) showed that activists had been slightly more engaged in 

making donations, registering voters, signing petitions, distributing voter guides and joining 

political groups than previously, but had been less engaged in door-to-door campaigning (Green et 

al, 2006). 

 

Some existing organisations were reinvigorated in 2004, in particular several state chapters of the 

Christian Coalition, despite the fact that the national Christian Coalition had collapsed. Following 

disappointing voter turn-out among white evangelicals in 2000 – Karl Rove, Deputy Chief of Staff 

to George W. Bush, estimated 4 million white evangelical voters had stayed home on Election Day 

(Gilgoff, 2007) – the Bush camp realised they had to do something to reinvigorate the evangelical 

voting bloc for 2004. An important reason for the depressing voter turn-out in 2000 was that:  

 

“Bush was something of an unknown quantity; he promoted “compassionate conservatism” and 

a “big tent” GOP rather than play up antiabortion and anti-gay rights themes” (Gilgoff, 

2007).  

 

At the time of the 2000 election Massachusetts had yet to legalise same-sex marriage and the case 

of Lawrence v. Texas had not yet taken place, but as Election Day of 2004 drew nearer many 

Christian Right groups, such as Focus on the Family, the Family Research Council and the 

Christian Coalition, optimised group activity to ‘get-out-the-evangelical-vote’. In Ohio, for 

instance, the Christian Coalition implemented its voter guide program, distributing 2 million voter 

guides in congregations, and nationwide other groups distributed similar voter guides. While the 

share of voter guides distributed in 2004 outnumbered that of 2000, the collapse of the Christian 

Coalition nationwide meant that fewer were distributed than in the 1990s (Wilcox, Larson, pp. 99-

100, 2006). Compared to the 1980s and 1990s, general interest group activity has, in fact, declined 

mostly due to the collapse of the Christian Coalition.  
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While it is true that the issue of same-sex marriage did attract vast support beyond religious chasms, 

it would be erroneous to label the support as a broadening of the Christian Right, since the 

characteristics of the movement is still mostly limited to a white evangelical core. While it is true 

that same-sex marriage invigorated existing and new organisations many single-issue groups do not 

categorise themselves as part of the Christian Right and increased campaigning activity does not 

equal increase in membership. Is it then fair to say that the Christian Right has broadened in scope 

and size since the 1980s? While it is difficult to retrieve exact numbers of coalition membership, 

there is little evidence in support of increasing membership. Historically, the Christian Right has 

mainly been comprised of its white evangelical Christian base, still Christian Right leaders boast of 

an unprecedented ecumenical and interracial coalition. It is perhaps unprecedented, but hardly 

overwhelming. Polls consistently show that various religious minority groups, including Jews, 

Muslims, Catholics and black Protestants, still generally vote democratic, which was the case on 

Election Day of 2008.  

 

4.5 Internal conflict 
Previous sections have accounted for the growing sophistication and political muscle of the 

Christian Right. This section, on the other hand, will show that there are still elements within the 

organisation that is threatening its unity, force as well as public image.  

 

Since 2000 the internal feuds within the Christian Right have become more public, more politically-

based and more palpable mostly due to the movement’s increasing diversity. Feuds and conflicts of 

the 1980s and 1990s had been characterised as mostly based on theological differences and 

differences in agenda and rhetoric. Since 2000, on the other hand, as the Christian Right has 

institutionalised, transforming itself from a social movement to a more formally organised set of 

interest groups with increasingly more political power, internal disputes have arisen, pitting purists 

against pragmatists. While conflicts have weakened the organisation’s public face, it bears witness 

to its increasing heterogeneity.  

 

Some of the key issues that caused the most controversial and high profiled conflicts revolved 

around presidential elections, environmental bills and positions on global warming brought on by 

growing heterogeneity.  
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4.5.1 Presidential elections 
During the 2008 presidential race Christian Right leaders disagreed on which Republican nominee 

to endorse. Compared to previous elections this year’s field of Republican candidates has triggered 

massive disputes within the Christian Right. 

 

James Dobson of Focus on the Family announced his endorsement of Mike Huckabee, thereby 

dismissing the candidacies of Rudy Giuliani, McCain and Fred Thompson, and expressed 

scepticism over Romney. Paul Weyrich, builder of the Moral Majority group, chose to back 

Mormon candidate Mitt Romney, and former candidate Sam Brownback announced he would 

endorse McCain. Pat Robertson, on the other hand, decided to endorse Rudy Giuliani for president. 

Many observers had not expected an ultra-conservative Christian Right leader such as Robertson to 

deny Huckabee, a fellow Southern Baptist minister, his endorsement and instead support a pro-

choice presidential candidate. Huckabee himself seemed surprised and explained Robertson’s 

decision as a: 

  

“Transparent attempt to remain on the Republican train, even as it chugs away from the 

priorities of the religious right. It also symbolizes a fragmented political movement” (Joyner, 

2007).  

 

Robertson justified his decision to endorse Giuliani by emphasising that although the two of them 

disagree on social issues, those disagreements “pale into insignificance” when measured against the 

import of the fight against terrorism and radical Islam (Klein, Parker, 2007). The fact that Robertson 

endorsed Giuliani due to his stance on terrorism testifies to some extent to a change in agenda 

uncharacteristic of the 1990s. Unlike the election of 2004, this recent presidential election seemed 

to have focussed more on foreign and economic policies rather than on moral and social issues and 

apparently some Christian Right leaders followed this trend. However, Robertson’s endorsement of 

Giuliani was not well-received by fellow Christian conservatives who were outraged by this most 

surprising choice. Some claim he had “sold out” and others accused him of ignoring social issues. 

Huckabee spoke of the endorsement as evidence that some of the conservative evangelical leaders 

are “more intoxicated with power than principle”. Other suggest that it is Robertson’s way of 

getting back at the movement’s strict doctrinarians, such as Falwell, who refused to support 

Robertson’s 1988 presidential bid (Klein, Parker, 2007).  
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One thing is certain: the increasing conflicts over GOP endorsements are a result of the changing 

agenda of the Christian Right. While the Christian Right of the 1990s seemed to differ on a small 

scale on which candidate to support (the 1996 election divided Christian conservatives between 

Gary Bauer and Bob Dole) due to a general issue agenda similar to that of the Christian Right, the 

split has widened since 2000, and even more so in the last four years.  

 

As opposed to the election of 2004, this year’s election has focused more on terrorism, global 

warming and the current financial crisis rather than moral and social issues, which has brought 

about a wider range of candidates. Seeing that more Christian Right leaders and evangelical 

Christians are simultaneously widening their issue priorities to include non-moral issues, the split 

over GOP endorsements seemed inevitable and testifies to the increasing heterogeneity of the 

Christian Right.    

 

4.5.2 Controversy over the environment 
In recent years Christian Right leaders have also disagreed on issues such as global warming. Some 

Christian leaders and politicians have emphasised global warming and CO2 emissions as crucial 

problems that needs to be addressed. However, this ‘new’ agenda breaks with the traditional 

Christian Right and have produced a rift in the Republican Party as well as in the Christian Right 

(Stoddard, 2008).  

 

As explained previously, there are doctrinal reasons or justifications for not supporting 

environmental issues, such as the impending Second Coming of Jesus Christ, which have 

contributed to the conflicts within the Christian Right. But as data showed, more conservative 

Christians seem to rank environment and global warming higher than ever before. However, when 

dealing with evangelicals, getting them to embrace the environmental issue has not been easy. 

Instead of using the word “environmentalism” many Christians now use the phrase “creation care”, 

as a way to avoid annoying conservative Christians who are used to linking “environmentalism” 

with liberals, secularists and Democrats (Harden, 2005). Those who do support environmentalism 

explain their commitment as a Christian’s duty to care for the planet.  
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In 2005, the National Association of Evangelicals19 adopted an “Evangelical Call to Civic 

Responsibility”, which affirms that “God-given dominion is a sacred responsibility to steward the 

earth and not a license to abuse the creation of which we are a part” (Harden, 2005). The following 

year, the “Evangelical Call to Civil Action” was issued, urging governments, companies and 

individuals to reduce fossil fuel emissions that many scientists tie to warmer temperatures. Among 

those who signed the statement were notable evangelical leaders and members of the NAE, such as 

Rick Warren, Duane Litfin, David Neff, Rev. Ted Haggard and NAE’s vice president for 

governmental affairs, Richard Cizik (MSNBC, 2006).    

 

While it could appear that many Christian interest groups were on the same page concerning 

environmental issues, many others believed that global warming was an irrelevant issue. Tony 

Perkins of the Family Research Council referred to global warming as a part of a leftist agenda that 

threatened evangelical unity (CNN, 2007). In addition, just before the “Evangelical Call to Action” 

was issued, other notable evangelical leaders had sent in a letter to the NAE in response to the issue 

of global warming requesting that “the NAE not adopt any official position on the issue of global 

climate change” seeing that “global warming is not a consensus issue, and out of love for the 

Creator and respect for His creation does not require us to take a position”. The letter was signed 

by influential and notable leaders such as Charles W. Colson, James Dobson, John Hagee, Rev. 

Louis Sheldon and Rev. James Kennedy20.  

 

Nevertheless, it seems ‘green’ evangelicals are becoming increasingly politically engaged. Rev. Jim 

Ball, president of the Evangelical Environmental Network teamed up with the U.S. Conference of 

Catholic Bishops and the Union for Reform Judaism to fully support the Lieberman-Warner 

Climate federal cap and trade bill. Similar to NAE’s “Evangelical Call to Action”, the 2007 

Liebermann-Warner cap-and-trade bill21 was met with criticism by leaders such as Gary and James 

Dobson, who even attempted to have Cizik thrown out of the NAE. The bill was eventually voted 

down the following year (Deeran, 2007). 

 
                                                
19 The National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) is an organisation formed in 1942 dedicated to coordinating 
cooperative ministry for evangelical denominations of Protestant Christians in the US. Today the organisation includes 
60 denominations and 45,000 churches and is part of the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) (website: NAE). 
20 See appendix IV (NAE Response) 
21 The Lieberman-Warner Cap and Trade Bill is intended to cut U.S. industrial emissions of greenhouse gases in an 
effort to reduce the risk of catastrophic global warming. Senator Lieberman has estimated the bill would reduce overall 
U.S. greenhouse gas emissions by up to 63% by 2050 (website: National Center). 
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As non-moral issues such as global warming, economic and foreign policy continue to take up more 

space more conflicts and feuds within the Christian Right will most likely occur. Where there is 

greater consensus in regards to issues like homosexuality and abortion, seeing it is the Christian 

Right “trademark”, these ‘new’ issues have rendered the diversity and disunity more visible in this 

decade. Despite of the conflicts which prevail within the movement, threatening evangelical unity, 

the Christian Right seems to have enjoyed a closer relationship with the Republican Party of an 

unprecedented character. 

 

4.6 Cooperating with the GOP 
Perhaps the most notable change since 2000 has been the dynamic relationship between the 

Christian Right and the GOP, which has become increasingly more amicable and beneficial. 

Previous chapters showed that the cooperation between the GOP and the Christian Right during the 

1980s and 1990s only appeared to benefit one party – the Republican Party – although various 

symbolic victories were given to the Christian Right. Some claim that this is still the case. Critics 

within the Christian Right’s own ranks claim that the relationship has only grown closer in 

appearance. 

 

This section will show that since 2000, the Christian Right has, indeed, gained and enjoyed a 

significantly closer relationship with the Republican Party, despite claims of a ‘one-way romance’. 

Although the alliance has still not created any fundamental changes, such as a constitutional ban on 

gay-marriage or a complete ban on abortion, it has resulted in momentous pro-life and pro-family 

legislation and policy-making without precedent.  

 

4.6.1 Critical viewpoints  
Although several events since 2000 have brought the Christian Right and the GOP closer together, 

there have been reports stating that Bush and the GOP only used the Christian Right as a way to 

capture votes and paid little heed to its demands and agenda. 

 

Author and former White House staffer, David Kuo, argued in his bestselling book “Tempting 

Faith” (2006) that the Bush administration were merely paying lip-service to the Christian Right 

and never really took the Christian Right seriously. Being a conservative and devout Christian Kuo 
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was hired to serve in the White House under George W. Bush hoping to work on helping the poor, 

strengthen marriage and end abortion, but was deeply disappointed by the lack of cooperation 

between the GOP and the Christian Right. On his experience in the White House Kuo wrote:  

 
“National Christian leaders received hugs and smiles in person and then were dismissed behind 

their backs and described as “ridiculous”, “out of control”, and just plain “goofy.” The 

leaders spent much time lauding the president, but they were never shrewd enough to do what 

Billy Graham had done three decades before, to wonder whether they were just being used. 

They were.” (Kuo, pp. 229-230, 2006)  

 

Congressman Tony Hall, friend of Kuo and fellow Christian, is quoted by Kuo of saying:  

 

“I thought the enemy was the prevailing anti-God cultural and political forces, that is, 

Democrats and secularists. I never thought to worry about Republicans using Christians for 

their own political ends.” (Kuo, p. 230).   

 

There are conflicting viewpoints on the cooperation and relationship between the Christian Right 

and the Republican Party. It is entirely possible that the GOP did, in fact, pay lip service to the 

Christian fundamentalists in order to win their votes and support, and never took them quite 

seriously. Nevertheless, policy-making and legislative actions support the notion of growing loyalty 

and mutual allegiance between the two, given the fact that the Christian Right have come closer to 

achieving their goals since 2000, as opposed to the two previous decades. Given this, the factual 

actions of Bush and the GOP which will be accounted for in following sections must be said to 

overshadow most critiques which are subjective and cannot be proven either right or wrong.  

 

4.6.2 Legislative successes 
Looking at recent legislation can be a benchmark for assessing the relationship between the 

Christian Right and the GOP. Was any legislation passed which fit the agenda of the Christian 

Right? Did Bush provide the Christian Right with more legislative success and victories than any 

previous president? Facts will show that even though the Christian Right did not manage to achieve 

a complete ban on abortion and several attempts to restrict the procedure of abortion failed, 

significant policies and legislation were signed and passed during the Bush administration.  
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Although George W. Bush did not lay out a concrete position on abortion, he did proclaim his 

support for a “culture of life”, and signed bills on abortion sent to him by Congress. One was the 

Unborn Victims of Violence Act, also known as “Laci and Connor’s Law” (named after Laci 

Peterson, a murdered woman, and her unborn son, Connor), which allows a pregnant woman’s 

murder to be tried as a double homicide in federal murder cases. However, the law has little reach 

as most murder cases are prosecuted under state law and not federal law. Nevertheless, the bill was 

considered one of the biggest victories by Christian Right leaders and abortion opponents who 

regarded it as a big step towards “protecting human life” (Goldberg, 2003).  

 

Other abortion restrictive legislation made their way to Congress. The Child Custody Protection 

Act, which would have made it a federal offense to knowingly transport a girl across state lines to 

get an abortion and thereby circumventing her home state’s parental consent or notification laws, 

was passed by Senate. But the bill was eventually blocked from going to a joint Senate/House 

conference committee (Website: TVC). Also, mandatory waiting periods have been enacted in more 

than 30 U.S. states to great despair of pro-choice activists. These require that a woman seeking 

abortion must visit the clinic for an initial consultation, and then come back after at least 24 hours to 

get the abortion, rather than have it done right away. The mandatory waiting periods will make it 

more difficult for women to get an abortion, as some are forced to take long-distance trips to reach a 

clinic which will incur more expenses (website: Center for Reproductive Rights).  

 

Even more devastating to pro-abortion activists, but to the great delight of pro-life activists, was 

Bush’s reinstatement of the Global Gag Rule, which denies American funding to family planning 

agencies that even mention to pregnant women that abortion is an option. The government policy 

was first instituted in 1984 by Reagan, and then rescinded by Clinton in 1993. In 2001, Bush 

reinstated the policy by executive order and stated that he would veto any legislation which would 

eliminate the Global Gag Rule (Goldberg, 2003).  

 

Perhaps the greatest victory for the Christian Right took place in 2003, when Bush signed into law 

the Partial Birth Abortion Ban Act. This piece of legislation, which had been vetoed by Clinton, 
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made the procedure of partial-birth abortion22 illegal (Wilcox, Larson, pp.110, 2006). Still, there 

should be no doubt that the ultimate goal of the Christian Right is an overturning of Roe v. Wade, 

which will mean a complete ban on abortion. Bush, however, has only spoken of a “culture of life” 

in vague terms and has denied that he would impose a pro-life litmus test for potential Supreme 

Court Justices (Wilcox, Larson, p. 144, 2006).   

 

Still, the number of restrictive abortion policies and legislation signed by him has proven to be 

enough evidence to secure him the loyalty and trust of the Christian Right. Compared to previous 

decades, these victories appear to be more than symbolic and hold greater substance, which is a 

clear indication that the Christian Right has, indeed, achieved more legislation than ever before 

thanks to a closer cooperation with the GOP. This leaves one question: what caused this 

collaboration to grow in strength? 

 

4.6.3 Learning from past mistakes 
Different factors come in to play when accounting for why the relationship between the Christian 

Right and the Republican Party has tightened since 2000. First of all, the mistakes and failures that 

had characterised his father’s presidency and, in particular, his relationship with the Christian Right 

were lessons that George W. Bush seemed to have learned from. Although his father, Bush Sr., 

reached record-high approval ratings (89%) in 1991, a constant suspicion towards him reigned 

within the Christian Right. His defeat in 1992 has, though, been attributable to the economic 

recession, the breaking of his “no new taxes” pledge which resulted in a sharp decline in approval 

ratings, and he lost the 1992 presidential race to Bill Clinton.  

 

Although Bush Sr. appeared to be a ‘perfect’ stealth candidate and liaison to the Christian Right, 

their relationship was never as amicable as the one Reagan enjoyed with the conservative 

Christians. As a Republican who worked in the White House public liaison office during the Bush 

administration put it:  

 

“It remains quite amazing to me that George Bush had problems with the Religious Right, 

because I don’t know what more he could have done. His position on abortion, on prayer in the 

                                                
22 The law prohibits partial-birth abortion, an abortion performed at any stage of gestation in which the live fetus is 
partly extracted and then killed outside the woman’s body (website: National Right to Life)  



 73 

schools, on guns…(--).. was exactly the same as theirs. Yet there was a distrust that was real.” 

(Martin, p. 310, 1996)  

 

She goes on to try and explain the reason for this distrust:  

 

“If you pushed people from the Religious Right and asked, ‘What is it about Bush that 

so bothers you? He’s with you on [all the issues]. What more do you want?’ And they’d 

just say, ‘He’s not one of us’.” (Martin, p. 310, 1996) 

 

Some explained the chasm as a product of Bush Sr.’s background, as he was brought up in a 

political family that was well off financially, which differed significantly from that of most 

evangelicals. Others pointed to his inability to properly communicate and appeal to the Christian 

Right which had been a talent that Reagan commanded with ease. Guy Rodgers who had worked 

with the Christian Coalition spoke of the chasm between Bush and white evangelicals:  

 

“I remember seeing him at a Christian Coalition conference. He was well received, but you 

could sense that there was a strain; it wasn’t his normal comfort zone. That was an area with 

which he wasn’t real familiar or real comfortable with, by virtue of his own experiences.” 
(Martin, 1996, p. 311).  

 

Bush Jr., on the other hand, has not seemed to have any problems relating or appealing to the 

Christian Right. It is highly likely that Bush Jr. simply has a natural gift when it comes to delivering 

moving speeches that appeal to a Christian audience. Or, perhaps, his insistence to make public his 

dark past as a raging alcoholic ensued by his conversion as a born-again Christian, has been a clever 

strategic move winning him the acceptance and respect of the Christian Right. Bush Jr. has always 

emphasised his religious beliefs - some say he wears his religion on his sleeves - unlike his father 

who seemed very uncomfortable with going into depths about his personal beliefs. This has 

undoubtedly been crucial in cultivating the Christian Right as his power base, and decisive in his 

success of courting its leadership as his informal advisers (Blumenthal, 2004).  

 

George W. Bush recognised that the broader movement had helped him win the Republican 

nomination and the White House. He repaid this critical support by choosing former Senator John 

Ashcroft, once the favoured presidential candidate of the movement, as U.S. Attorney General 
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(Green et al, 2003, p. 1). His father, on the other hand, was less generous with his appointments. 

Only Jack Kemp, former presidential candidate and strong advocate of Christian Right values, was 

chosen for the Bush administration as Secretary of Housing and Urban Development, a position 

with questionable influence on the Christian Right’s agenda.    

 

It is possible that the differences between father and son and their relationship with the evangelical 

core are rooted in personality traits. Whereas Bush Sr. was uncomfortable or even seemed reluctant 

at times to speak openly about his faith, his son often used his religion as reasons for his political 

positions. When speaking to a conservative Christian audience, George Bush seemed to strike a 

chord with rhetoric that appealed to evangelicals. By contrast, his father, faced difficulties appealing 

or even convincing the audience of his devotion to the movement (Blumenthal, 2004).  

 

It should, however, be noted that also times and circumstances are different. When Bush Sr. was 

president the influence and political muscle of the Christian was still comparably diminutive. In 

2000, the percentage of the electorate who identified themselves as part of the Christian Right 

accounted for 14%. In 2004, white evangelicals and born-again Christians accounted for 23% 

(Green et al., p. 17, 2006). It is evident that courting this voter bloc has become increasingly more 

important in the last couple of decades.     

   

4.6.4 Fears about DOMA and same-sex marriage    
Secondly, landmark legislation also played a significant part in tightening the relationship with the 

GOP. Fears about an impending elimination of DOMA and subsequently the destruction of 

‘traditional’ marriage became close to real for both the Christian Right and the conservative core of 

the Republican Party. 

 

In November of 2003, the Massachusetts state Supreme Court ruled in Goodridge et al v. 

Department of Public Health that “barring an individual from the protections, benefits, and 

obligations of civil marriage solely because the person would marry a person of the same sex 

violates the Massachusetts constitution”, and in May 2004 the first same-sex marriage licenses were 

issued (Green, Rozell and Wilcox, p. 56, 2006). The decision essentially legalised same-sex 

marriage in that state and made the part of DOMA that defined a marriage as a legal union between 

a man and a woman redundant.  
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However, the ruling did not impede upon the other section of DOMA: the state’s right to choose not 

to recognise a relationship between two persons of the same sex even if the relationship is 

considered a marriage in another state. Even though the 2003-ruling of Goodridge et al v. 

Department of Public Health did not sit well with either the GOP or the Christian Right as it did, in 

fact, legalise same-sex marriages in Massachusetts and many feared a domino effect, it did not 

change public policy on a federal level – only on state level. In fact, the apprehension following the 

Massachusetts ruling seems to be based primarily on what it would possibly entail in terms of future 

state and federal legislation; perhaps the ruling would have a landslide effect and trigger other states 

to follow suit. Looking at the actual impact of the Massachusetts ruling, which only extends to that 

particular state’s legislation and not any of the other U.S. states, the Christian Right did not lose a 

lot of ground in the battle to protect the “traditional marriage”.  

 

Today only three U.S. states, Massachusetts (since 2004), California (since May 200823) and most 

recently Connecticut (since October 2008), recognise same-sex marriage. Only four U.S. states, 

New Jersey, Vermont, Maine and New Hampshire, have created civil unions that, though not 

referred to as marriages, offer the same rights and responsibilities of marriage under state law to 

same-sex couples. That leaves forty-three U.S. states that do not recognise the relationship of same-

sex couples despite any civil union, domestic partnership or marriage that may have been entered 

into in any of the before-mentioned states. Furthermore, the U.S. federal government also does not 

recognise same-sex marriages in Massachusetts, Connecticut and California as being marriages 

under federal law, by means of DOMA. In a sense, the defeat was therefore symbolic rather than 

legislative.    

 

Still, fears about the potential consequences Goodridge might have on DOMA brought together 

Christian Right leaders and conservative politicians. The Christian Right had long anticipated a step 

towards legalising same-sex marriages and had, accordingly, tested various methods and arguments 

against it. Ultimately, the movement agreed on focusing on “protecting traditional marriage” by 

proposing a national amendment which would define a marriage as a union between a man and a 

woman. Many Christian Right activists regarded the same-sex marriage issue as the defining 

                                                
23 At the moment of writing, the state of California has just passed the California Proposition 8 which overturns the 
Supreme Court decision of May 2008 that legalised same-sex marriage (Garrison, Lin, 2008). 
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culmination in the culture wars – even more critical than the abortion issue 24(Green et al., pp. 56-

57, 2006). Some Christian Right activists thought that the United States would be judged in the 

manner of Sodom and Gomorrah if it allowed same-sex marriage to continue and others believed it 

would result in the collapse of heterosexual marriage as an institution (Green et al., p. 57, 2006). 

Christian Right leaders, though, had not expressed explicit opposition towards homosexual relations 

per se but, instead, argued that marriage is a sacred religious sacrament, and it should be up to the 

individual state and not for the federal government to decide. It had been bad enough that the 

Supreme Court had ruled against the sodomy laws which deemed homosexual relations as illegal, 

but now the Massachusetts Supreme Court had passed the most liberal piece of legislation in history 

allowing gay couples to marry.  

 

This piece of legislation reflected the general consensus as polls showed that more Americans were 

acceptant of homosexuality as a lifestyle and reluctant to discriminate against gays and lesbians. 

The increasing liberalising trend in public opinion could not be ignored by Republican politicians 

who were hesitant to fully embrace the national amendment proposed by the Christian Right. Even 

though President Bush announced his support for the amendment – after considerable pressure from 

groups such as Women for America – he made no further mention of the matter, and had thereby 

spent no political capital when the amendment failed in the U.S. Senate in 2004 (Wilcox, Larson, 

2006). 

 

It would be logical to question why President Bush even announced his support for the amendment 

if he had no intention of fighting for it, however, the answer seems just as logical. After the 2000 

election, in which Bush had lost the popular vote and ultimately won the presidency thanks to a 

Supreme Court ruling, the voter turn-out among white evangelicals was disappointing to say the 

least (see, chp.3, section 3.4 Broadening the coalition). In order to reinvigorate this voting bloc and 

secure re-election in 2004, it would be necessary for the Bush administration to court the Christian 

Right by supporting pivotal moral issues that characterise the Christian Right’s agenda. Bush, being 

a self-proclaimed born-again Christian and a supporter of DOMA and FMA25, had already secured 

a reputation as a friend and ally of the Christian Right and other Christian conservatives, and losing 

                                                
24 Although many activists considered abortion to be a more critical problem than same-sex marriage, there was little 
chance of changing policy immediately and saw no threat that policy would become more liberal in the near future 
(Green et al., p. 57, 2006). 
25 FMA stands for Federal Marriage Amendment, also called the Marriage Protection Amendment, is a proposed 
amendment to the U.S. Constitution that will define a marriage as a union between one man and one woman. 
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such a reputation might prove detrimental. Still, despite Bush’s less than enthusiastic support for the 

traditional marriage amendment and the following legislative failure, he did not seem to have lost 

the trust and dedication of most Christian leaders.     

 

4.7 Conclusion 
The Christian Right has, indeed, made some notable changes in its rhetoric, agenda as well as 

organisational structure. They have managed to tone down their confrontational and intemperate 

rhetoric, at least when speaking to the public; they have begun to compromise on issues which had 

otherwise not been possible as well as broadening their agenda to include environmental and 

socioeconomic issues; and finally, supporters of the Christian Right does not only include white 

evangelical Christians but has reached across religious and interracial boundaries on key issues. 

 

Despite making compromises on abortion and school prayer there should be no doubt that their 

actual agenda includes a complete ban on abortion and implementing school prayer in all public 

schools. However, the Christian Right has learned that in order to implement their agenda into 

public policy they need support beyond their traditional conservative Christian core as well as the 

support of a majority of the Republican voters. For that they have recognised the need to downplay 

religious rhetoric, master the art of compromising and reach beyond the traditional white 

evangelical bloc by advocating a wider agenda which include socioeconomic issues. 
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Chapter 5 – Conclusion 
 
Today the Christian Right is without a doubt force to be reckoned with. It is far from the old social 

movement known for its fundamental and extremist leaders as it once was. It no longer promotes an 

uncompromising agenda, it has turned away from ominous and inflammatory rhetoric, and the 

Christian Right has indisputably achieved more leverage by virtue of its growing bonds with the 

GOP. The Christian Right of the 21st century is now a political organisation with increasingly 

growing muscle. Indeed, the Christian Right has undergone a significant transformation. 

 

From its inception in the late 1970s, the Christian Right was primarily a white evangelical church-

based movement dependent on direct mail donations. The movement’s “rise to power” was first 

evident when Reagan moved into the White House. It appeared the Christian Right had found an 

ally in Reagan as he openly supported their agenda, and, according to Falwell, the Christian Right 

had had a decisive role in winning him the election. Unfortunately, the Reagan presidency proved to 

be full of disappointments, as he did not live up to is word. On top of the growing disenchantment, 

internal conflicts between movement leaders threatened the unity of the Christian Right, as its two 

most prominent leaders, Falwell and Robertson, were constantly at odds with each other. In 

addition, various scandals involving its leaders and preachers seriously tarnished the movement’s 

reputation. Adding to this was a rhetorical approach offensive to almost every other person outside 

the Christian Right, an agenda unyielding to any form of compromise, and a leadership exposed to 

daily ridicule. All factors which contributed to the demise of the Christian Right’s largest group, the 

Moral Majority. By the end of the decade, scholars predicted the end of the movement altogether.  

 

The 1990s, on the other hand, proved that it was possible to learn from past mistakes and revitalise 

a moribund movement. With a new leader in the forefront in the form of the young charismatic 

Ralph Reed, the Christian Coalition led the way for a new modernised Christian Right which 

adopted new strategies based on pragmatism rather than ideology. Instead of pushing for a complete 

ban on abortion and criminalising homosexuality, which had previously been the trend, leaders of 

the Christian Right strongly advocated restricting abortion and rather than condemning 

homosexuals they sought to ‘convert’ them. In light of the liberalising trend in public opinion on 

homosexuality, this new strategy was indeed a sound and pragmatic step. 
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The political development and sophistication of the movement continued into the new millennium. 

Now with a Republican and born-again Christian president in office, the relationship between the 

Christian Right and the Republican Party grew significantly closer and so did their interdependence. 

The GOP recognised that they needed the evangelical Christian vote, in particular, after the nerve-

wracking 2000 election. Similarly, the Christian Right knew that in order to fulfil their moral 

agenda they needed the support of the Bush administration.  

 

Since 2000, the Christian Right has made remarkable inroads in American politics, reaching out to 

other areas such as foreign policy, fiscal-and monetary policy and environmental issues. Breaking 

out of the old habit of solely addressing ‘sin’ issues, Christian Right leaders have begun 

emphasising non-moral issues, like the economy, global warming and the Iraq war, as top priorities, 

much like the average American does.  

 

With that being said, the Christian Right has perhaps been the most successful social movement in 

influencing elections and party politics, but it has also been the least successful in influencing 

politics and culture. The labour movement, the civil rights movements and the women’s movement 

have created far greater change in politics and society than the Christian Right, despite of the 

movement’s political mobilisation. The fact is the Christian Right is yet to change public policy to 

fit its ultimate agenda. Abortion is still legal, no federal legislation has been passed barring 

homosexual marriages and pornography is still a major concern.  

 

Still, there is no question that the Christian Right has, indeed, grown significantly evolving from a 

social movement with little grassroots presence and almost no political force to a massive political 

organisation with strong ties to the Republican Party. The question is will the Christian Right prove 

to be as successful a movement in the future as these others have been?  With a Democratic 

president taking office in January whose agenda will undoubtedly focus on the economy and 

foreign relations, the prospects of a fulfilment of the Christian Right’s social agenda seem dim. On 

the other hand, it might just be the incentive conservative Christians need to reinvent and revive the 

Christian Right strategically and politically. It has been done before. 
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Appendices  
 

Appendix I. 

 

Movement groups 

 

• The Moral Majority – founded in 1979 by Rev. Jerry Falwell and dissolved in 1989. Some 

of its issues included: a complete ban on abortion, opposition to state recognition and 

acceptance of homosexuality, opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) and 

opposition to media outlets that promote an “anti-family” agenda. 

 

• The Christian Coalition (CC) – founded in 1989 by Pat Robertson and headed by Ralph 

Reed up until 1997. Now headed by Roberta Combs. Promotes “pro-family” issues, such as 

reinstating school prayer, restricting abortion, opposition towards same-sex marriages and 

homosexuality. 

 

• Focus on the Family (FoTF) – founded in 1977 by James Dobson. A “pro-family” non-profit 

organisation that strongly opposes abortion, feminism, homosexuality, pornography and pre-

marital and extra-marital sex. It also promotes a religiously-centered conception of 

American identity and the support of Israel.  

 

• Concerned Women for America (CWA) – founded in 1979 by Beverly LaHaye. Opposes 

same-sex marriage, abortion, pornography, feminism and the ERA. 

 

• Family Research Council (FCR) – founded in 1981 and incorporated in 1983 by James 

Dobson and is currently headed by Tony Perkins. It promotes “traditional family values” 

including the promotion of abstinence-only sex education, intelligent design and 

pornography, and opposes divorce, homosexuality and abortion. Also the FRC opposes the 

idea that human beings are responsible for global warming, favours military action against 

“radical Islam”, and advocates lower taxes and limited government. 
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• Traditional Values Coalition (TVC) – founded in 1980 by Rev. Louis Sheldon. TVC’s 

mission is “to restore America’s cultural heritage” by opposing gay and lesbian civil rights, 

reproductive freedom, the teaching of evolution in public schools, and sex education 

curricula that does not stress abstinence to the exclusion of information on birth control and 

disease prevention, and promotes prayer in schools. 

 

 

Appendix II. 

 

The Christian Coalition’s ‘Contract with the American Family’ – Christian Century, May 24, 

1995, Vol. 112 Issue 18, p. 560 (Retrieved from EBSCO HOST) 

 

1. Passage of the Religious Equality Amendment – amend the Constitution to allow religious 

expression in public places – courthouse lawns, at high school graduation ceremonies and 

sports events. The proposed amendment does not seek to restore compulsory sectarian 

prayer or Bible-reading in schools. 

 

2. Local Control of Education – eliminate the Department of Education and transfer most of its 

money to families and school boards, with the remainder going to deficit reduction. This 

measure would include repealing Goals 2000, a federal initiative the Christian Coalition 

contends establishes “politically correct” national educational standards. 

 

3. School Choice – pass laws that enhance parental choice of schools, including voucher 

programs and tuition tax credits that would provide financial assistance to parents for use at 

the school of their choice. 

 

4. Protecting Parental Rights – pass a “parental rights act” to reduce government interference 

and ensure that parents have the primary responsibility to raise their children. The coalition 

also urges defeat of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, a human rights treaty it 

believes interferes with the parent-child relationship. 
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5. Family-Friendly Tax Relief – give families with children a $500 tax credit; make married 

couples eligible for a tax rebate of up to $145. The Coalition supports a measure that would 

allow homemakers to contribute up to $2,000 annually toward and IRA, providing equitable 

treatment to spouses who work at home.  

 

6. Restoring Respect for Human Life – put limits on late-term abortions and reverse Clinton 

administration policy requiring states to use Medicaid dollars for abortions. The coalition 

also urges ending funding of organisations that promote abortions. 

 

7. Restricting Pornography – protect children from exposure to pornography on the Internet 

and cable television, and make possession of any child pornography a federal offense. 

 

8. Privatizing the Arts – the National Endowment for the Arts, National Endowment for the 

Humanities, Corporation for Public Broadcasting and Legal Services Corporation should be 

funded through private contributions. 

 

9. Support for Private Charities – Enhance contributions to private charities as a first step 

toward transforming public welfare into a system of private and faith-based compassion. 

 

10. Crime Victim Restitution – Require convicted criminals to make monetary restitution to their 

victims. The coalition also recommends passing legislation to encourage states to instill 

work and study requirements for prisoners. 

 

 

 

 
 



Climate Change: An Evangelical Call to Action
Preamble

As American evangelical Christian leaders, we recognize both our opportunity and our responsibility to offer
a biblically based moral witness that can help shape public policy in the most powerful nation on earth, and
therefore contribute to the well-being of the entire world.1 Whether we will enter the public square and offer
our witness there is no longer an open question. We are in that square, and we will not withdraw.

We are proud of the evangelical community’s long-standing commitment to the sanctity of human life. But
we also offer moral witness in many venues and on many issues. Sometimes the issues that we have taken
on, such as sex trafficking, genocide in the Sudan, and the AIDS epidemic in Africa, have surprised outside
observers. While individuals and organizations can be called to concentrate on certain issues, we are not a
single-issue movement. We seek to be true to our calling as Christian leaders, and above all faithful to Jesus
Christ our Lord. Our attention, therefore, goes to whatever issues our faith requires us to address.

Over the last several years many of us have engaged in study, reflection, and prayer related to the issue of
climate change (often called “global warming”). For most of us, until recently this has not been treated as a
pressing issue or major priority. Indeed, many of us have required considerable convincing before becoming
persuaded that climate change is a real problem and that it ought to matter to us as Christians. But now we
have seen and heard enough to offer the following moral argument related to the matter of human-
induced climate change. We commend the four simple but urgent claims offered in this document to all
who will listen, beginning with our brothers and sisters in the Christian community, and urge all to take the
appropriate actions that follow from them.

Claim 1: Human-Induced Climate Change is Real

Since 1995 there has been general agreement among those in the scientific community most seriously
engaged with this issue that climate change is happening and is being caused mainly by human activities,
especially the burning of fossil fuels. Evidence gathered since 1995 has only strengthened this conclusion.

Because all religious/moral claims about climate change are relevant only if climate change is real and is
mainly human-induced, everything hinges on the scientific data. As evangelicals we have hesitated to
speak on this issue until we could be more certain of the science of climate change, but the signatories now
believe that the evidence demands action:

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the world’s most authoritative body of
scientists and policy experts on the issue of global warming, has been studying this issue since the
late 1980s. (From 1988-2002 the IPCC’s assessment of the climate science was Chaired by Sir John
Houghton, a devout evangelical Christian.) It has documented the steady rise in global
temperatures over the last fifty years, projects that the average global temperature will continue to
rise in the coming decades, and attributes “most of the warming” to human activities.

The U.S. National Academy of Sciences, as well as all other G8 country scientific Academies (Great
Britain, France, Germany, Japan, Canada, Italy, and Russia), has concurred with these judgments.

1 Cf. “For the Health of the Nation: An Evangelical Call to Civic Responsibility,” approved by National Association of
Evangelicals, October 8, 2004.
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In a 2004 report, and at the 2005 G8 summit, the Bush Administration has also acknowledged the
reality of climate change and the likelihood that human activity is the cause of at least some of it.2

In the face of the breadth and depth of this scientific and governmental concern, only a small percentage
of which is noted here, we are convinced that evangelicals must engage this issue without any further
lingering over the basic reality of the problem or humanity’s responsibility to address it.

Claim 2: The Consequences of Climate Change Will Be Significant, and Will Hit the Poor the Hardest

The earth’s natural systems are resilient but not infinitely so, and human civilizations are remarkably
dependent on ecological stability and well-being. It is easy to forget this until that stability and well-being
are threatened.

Even small rises in global temperatures will have such likely impacts as: sea level rise; more frequent heat
waves, droughts, and extreme weather events such as torrential rains and floods; increased tropical diseases
in now-temperate regions; and hurricanes that are more intense. It could lead to significant reduction in
agricultural output, especially in poor countries. Low-lying regions, indeed entire islands, could find
themselves under water. (This is not to mention the various negative impacts climate change could have on
God’s other creatures.)

Each of these impacts increases the likelihood of refugees from flooding or famine, violent conflicts, and
international instability, which could lead to more security threats to our nation.

Poor nations and poor individuals have fewer resources available to cope with major challenges and
threats. The consequences of global warming will therefore hit the poor the hardest, in part because those
areas likely to be significantly affected first are in the poorest regions of the world. Millions of people could
die in this century because of climate change, most of them our poorest global neighbors.

Claim 3: Christian Moral Convictions Demand Our Response to the Climate Change Problem

While we cannot here review the full range of relevant biblical convictions related to care of the creation,
we emphasize the following points:

Christians must care about climate change because we love God the Creator and Jesus our Lord,
through whom and for whom the creation was made. This is God’s world, and any damage that we
do to God’s world is an offense against God Himself (Gen. 1; Ps. 24; Col. 1:16).

Christians must care about climate change because we are called to love our neighbors, to do unto
others as we would have them do unto us, and to protect and care for the least of these as though
each was Jesus Christ himself (Mt. 22:34-40; Mt. 7:12; Mt. 25:31-46).

2 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2001, Summary for Policymakers;
http://www.grida.no/climate/ipcc_tar/wg1/007.htm. (See also the main IPCC website, www.ipcc.ch.) For the confirmation of the
IPCC’s findings from the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, see, Climate Change Science: An Analysis of Some Key Questions
(2001); http://books.nap.edu/html/climatechange/summary.html. For the statement by the G8 Academies (plus those of Brazil,
India, and China) see Joint Science Academies Statement: Global Response to Climate Change, (June 2005):
http://nationalacademies.org/onpi/06072005.pdf. Another major international report that confirms the IPCC’s conclusions comes
from the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment. See their Impacts of a Warming Climate, Cambridge University Press, November
2004, p.2; http://amap.no/acia/. Another important statement is from the American Geophysical Union, “Human Impacts on
Climate,” December 2003, http://www.agu.org/sci_soc/policy/climate_change_position.html. For the Bush Administration’s
perspective, see Our Changing Planet: The U.S. Climate Change Science Program for Fiscal Years 2004 and 2005, p.47;
http://www.usgcrp.gov/usgcrp/Library/ocp2004-5/default.htm. For the 2005 G8 statement, see http://www.number-
10.gov.uk/output/Page7881.asp.
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Christians, noting the fact that most of the climate change problem is human induced, are reminded
that when God made humanity he commissioned us to exercise stewardship over the earth and its
creatures. Climate change is the latest evidence of our failure to exercise proper stewardship, and
constitutes a critical opportunity for us to do better (Gen. 1:26-28).

Love of God, love of neighbor, and the demands of stewardship are more than enough reason for
evangelical Christians to respond to the climate change problem with moral passion and concrete action.

Claim 4: The need to act now is urgent. Governments, businesses, churches, and individuals all have a role
to play in addressing climate change -- starting now.

The basic task for all of the world’s inhabitants is to find ways now to begin to reduce the carbon dioxide
emissions from the burning of fossil fuels that are the primary cause of human-induced climate change.

There are several reasons for urgency. First, deadly impacts are being experienced now. Second, the
oceans only warm slowly, creating a lag in experiencing the consequences. Much of the climate change
to which we are already committed will not be realized for several decades. The consequences of the
pollution we create now will be visited upon our children and grandchildren. Third, as individuals and as a
society we are making long-term decisions today that will determine how much carbon dioxide we will emit
in the future, such as whether to purchase energy efficient vehicles and appliances that will last for 10-20
years, or whether to build more coal-burning power plants that last for 50 years rather than investing more in
energy efficiency and renewable energy.

In the United States, the most important immediate step that can be taken at the federal level is to pass and
implement national legislation requiring sufficient economy-wide reductions in carbon dioxide emissions
through cost-effective, market-based mechanisms such as a cap-and-trade program. On June 22, 2005 the
Senate passed the Domenici-Bingaman resolution affirming this approach, and a number of major energy
companies now acknowledge that this method is best both for the environment and for business.

We commend the Senators who have taken this stand and encourage them to fulfill their pledge. We also
applaud the steps taken by such companies as BP, Shell, General Electric, Cinergy, Duke Energy, and
DuPont, all of which have moved ahead of the pace of government action through innovative measures
implemented within their companies in the U.S. and around the world. In so doing they have offered timely
leadership.

Numerous positive actions to prevent and mitigate climate change are being implemented across our
society by state and local governments, churches, smaller businesses, and individuals. These commendable
efforts focus on such matters as energy efficiency, the use of renewable energy, low CO2 emitting
technologies, and the purchase of hybrid vehicles. These efforts can easily be shown to save money, save
energy, reduce global warming pollution as well as air pollution that harm human health, and eventually
pay for themselves. There is much more to be done, but these pioneers are already helping to show the
way forward.

Finally, while we must reduce our global warming pollution to help mitigate the impacts of climate change,
as a society and as individuals we must also help the poor adapt to the significant harm that global
warming will cause.

Conclusion

We the undersigned pledge to act on the basis of the claims made in this document. We will not only teach
the truths communicated here but also seek ways to implement the actions that follow from them. In the
name of Jesus Christ our Lord, we urge all who read this declaration to join us in this effort.
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