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ABSTRACT:

This thesis will extend the current re-evaluation of the presidency of Jimmy Carter
through a detailed examination of the enduring impact of his Southern Baptist
Christian faith upon the modern American political discourse. It will show that the
relationship between Jimmy Carter’s deeply felt religiosity and his political vision is
primary to an understanding of the lasting legacy of his presidency. Carter
dramatically reconfigured the relationship between religious faith and the presidency.
The first president to articulate forthrightly a highly intimate and deeply felt personal
religious faith to the American electorate, Carter placed spiritual concerns at the
centre of the American political debate.

I will investigate Carter’s relationship with the forces of conservative Christendom
with regards to a number of interwoven policy issues deemed by the evangelical
community to be emblematic of the increasingly liberal, secular humanist nature of
the American public and political discourse. Specifically, I will explore the issues of
abortion, the role of religion in private schools, the place of prayer in public schools,
gay and lesbian rights, Christian family values and the Congressional ratification of
the Equal Rights Amendment. I will discuss how the policies of the Carter White
House on these so-called ‘hot button’ issues for religious conservatives acted as a
catalyst for Christian political activism during the 1970s, laying the basis for their key
role in American political life thereafter. I will explain how, paradoxically, the most
overtly evangelical president in American history not only failed to retain the support
of the conservative Christian community but was integral in the emergence of the
New Religious, or New Christian Right, as a key Republican Party constituency.

Jimmy Carter successfully reawakened faith-based politics but because his faith did
not exactly mirror the religious and political agenda of the disparate groups that make
up the religious conservative movement within the United States, that newly
awakened force within American politics ultimately used its power to replace him
with Ronald Reagan, a president who more carefully articulated their agenda.
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PREFATORY NOTES

1.1 Sources and Methodology

The arguments contained in this thesis stem in large part from primary archival
research conducted in 2002 and in 2004 at the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and
Museumn in Atlanta, Georgia. This thesis combines research of previously
unexamined memoranda, personal correspondence, close textual analysis of Carter’s
public and private Presidential papers alongside the memoirs of members of the
administration and secondary historical analysis of the Carter presidency. Oral
Histories, taken as a part of the National Archives and Records Administration Exit
Interview project, the National Park Service Plains Project and the Carter Library Oral
History Project held at the Carter Presidential library were utilised. This thesis also
employs the interview transcripts recorded as part of the University of Virginia’s
White Burkett Miller Centre Carter Presidential Oral History Project, also held at the
Carter Presidential Library. Alongside these are Presidential memoranda, reports and
personal letters from the Gerald Ford Presidential Library in Ann Arbour, Michigan.
Furthermore, I have undertaken a detailed study of the politically motivated literature
of the early Christian Right. Largely published by evangelical presses, this has often
been ignored. Further research for this thesis was undertaken at Columbia University,
New York City.

1.2 Acknowledgements

I wish to acknowledge the support of my supervisor Dr Joy Porter of the Department
of American Studies at the University of Wales, Swansea and the help and direction
of Albert Nason, archivist at the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, Atlanta. I wish to
thank Professor Tony Badger, Master of Clare College Cambridge for providing
generative comments in connection with this thesis. The Arts and Humanities
Research Board, the British Association for American Studies and the Richard
Stapely Educational Trust supported research for this thesis.



1.3 Nomenclature

Within this thesis I use the term “evangelical” to describe Bible-believing, Christ
centred Christians. I use the terms “evangelical,” “religious conservative,” and
“conservative Christian” interchangeably. These terms are problematic in part
because there remains no unanimity amongst those defined as such on matters of
Scriptural doctrine or even as to the correct definition of each term. I have chosen
“evangelical” since evangelicalism is an umbrella term that encompasses a diversity
of fundamentalist, Charismatic, Pentecostal Protestant and socially conservative
Roman Catholic congregations. It is also the term used most often in the memoranda
written by Jimmy Carter’s White House staff and quoted at length in this thesis.
Since many of these memoranda were themselves written by an evangelical pastor,
the Reverend Robert Maddox, a Southern Baptists Minister from Calhoun, Georgia, I
have retained it as a general descriptive term. The terms “Religious Right” and “New
Christian Right” have been used within this thesis to include members of the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints despite the fact that a number of Christian
denominations, including a number of evangelical and fundamentalist Protestant
churches whose congregations in large part make up the “New Christian Right,”
would refute the definition of Mormonism as Christian on grounds of doctrine.
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INTRODUCTION:

JIMMY CARTER AND THE RE-EMERGENCE OF
FAITH BASED POLITICS

Since 1985 there have been clear transdisciplinary efforts to revise understanding of
the Carter Presidency. The first wave of revisionist scholarship was based upon the
Oral History Project carried out by the White Burkett Miller Centre at the University
of Virginia. These efforts were given further impetus in 1987 with the opening of
the Carter Presidential Library in Atlanta, Georgia. Such work calls for an approach
that transcends the Neustadt paradigm that defines Presidential power as “the power
to persuade.” Instead, it calls for Jimmy Carter to be seen as a “non-political
politician,” in Erwin C. Hargrove’s phrase, a “trusteeship President” in that of
Charles O. Jones or even, in the words of John Dumbrell, a “Presidential Robert
Pirsig.”' Essentially, it presents Jimmy Carter as a figure marking a departure in
modern Presidential politics. The following work extends this approach through

highlighting the centrality to Carter’s Presidency of his deeply pious religious faith.

So far initial appraisals of this key phenomenon have been limited. Kucharsky,
Baker, Ribuffo and others have all either largely focused on Carter as an evangelical
candidate rather than upon the Carter Presidency as a whole, or they have taken only
partial steps towards marshalling primary sources in tracing Carter’s relationship
with religious conservatism.”> To date the most detailed analysis is Ribuffo’s ‘God
and Jimmy Carter,” where he argues, “Carter’s religion affected the image of his
Presidency more than his substantive policies.”3 Here and elsewhere, Ribuffo
emphasises contemporary commentary describing Carter as “weird,” “strange” and
“quirk[y]” and links this to his faith.* Instead, this work argues that far from being
superficial or primarily an issue connected to image, Carter’s religion had a key
impact upon policy, most significantly in terms of what it prevented him from doing.

Rather than being weird or incomprehensible, Carter was in fact acting as President



in a manner consistent with the precepts of his Southern Baptist faith. His
Christianity played a significant role in his electoral success in 1976; however,
delving into Carter’s Presidential Papers, his public statements and his private
memoranda shows that his religion was also a factor leading to his rejection by the
American electorate in 1980, alongside more obviously fundamental factors such as
the stagflation economy, the USSR’s invasion of Afghanistan, the awakening of

religious fundamentalism in Iran and fragmentation within the Democratic Party.’

By placing Carter within the context of the rightward shift in the American body
politic during the late 1970s this work shows that his Presidency was a catalyst for
the re-emergence of Christian conservatism as a dynamic political force in the late
twentieth century. Carter was a Southern Baptist Christian and to varying extents,
his faith influenced his policies as well as his relationships with key Democratic
Party constituents including the leftist evangelical black civil rights movement and
the gay and women'’s liberation movements; it also impacted upon his foreign policy,
particularly his approach to the Middle East, the Panama Canal and human rights

more generally.

The 1970s, Spiritual Malaise, and the Carter Candidacy

In 1970s America, Jimmy Carter’s religious fervour and its association with old-time
traditional American values had great political resonance. What is significant is that
by the 1970s religious issues had re-entered mainstream politics even though
conventional indicators register that the 1970s were a less religious decade than the
1920s or even the 1950s. As E. J. Dionne has noted, both mainline and
fundamentalist churches were “too busy growing” in the 1950s to be heavily engaged

6 The failure of the utopianism of the 1960s meant the nation turned

in politics.
inward and the 1970s became in Tom Wolfe’s phrase, the “Me Decade.””” A
narcissistic preoccupation which Roof called “the flight into self,” fostered a growing

interest in personal spirituality as America experienced its “third great awakening,” a



wave of religious revivalism to match that of the mid-eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries.® Lasch wrote that the American people “seem to wish to forget not only
the sixties, the riots, the new left, the disruptions on college campuses, Vietnam,
Watergate and the Nixon Presidency, but their entire collective past,” a desire, he
suggested, that “proves on closer analysis to embody the despair of a society that

cannot face the future.”

“New Age” religions gained in popularity, but so too did more traditional, doctrinally
conservative forms of worship. As conservative political commentator and former
Presidential speechwriter David Frum suggests, “The truly big news in American
religion in the 1970s was not the rise of outlandish new religions but the shifting
balance of power among the old.”'® Schulman notes how the Jewish faith became
more conservative and Catholicism joined the search for “privatised spirituality.”"'
Most markedly, Protestant evangelical Christianity, defined by an intensely personal
preoccupation with salvation not of the collective but of the self, and with the

formation of a highly intimate relationship with Jesus Christ as saviour, appealed to

an increasing number of Americans.

Schulman has linked the tendency for introspection within American society with the
increase in popularity of the evangelical born-again experience. Rather than a
communal or congregational religious conversion, a “rebirth in Christ” was an
experience of deliverance that came about through acceptance of Jesus as spiritual
redeemer. It emphasised “the individual’s experience of grace, the personal

»12 Furthermore, fears over modern America’s

discovery of one’s own salvation.
precipitous downward spiral of morality were matched by evangelical eschatology
that foresaw an impending Armageddon and an imminent Second Coming of Christ.
Thus the 1970s saw a dramatic shift in the balance of denominational power as
evangelical congregations swelled at the expense of their mainstream rivals."> One
much quoted Gallup poll conducted in 1976 showed that 48 percent of American
Protestants and 18 percent of American Catholics considered themselves to have
undergone a “born-again” religious conversion." And evangelicalism spread beyond
its traditional Southern and Western homelands and took root across the country, part

of what Egerton observed as the “Southernization of America.”"’



During the 1970s, born-again evangelicalism represented more than the acceptance
of salvation through Christ. It translated into a strict moral code and conservative
positions on religious-cultural “family” issues. This diverse range of social and
gender issues included the availability of abortion, the place of religious activities in
public schools, sex education and creationism within the school curriculum,
homosexuality, pornography and the Equal Rights Amendment. Deeply concerned
with what they interpreted as a loosening of traditional social standards and the
resulting hedonism, sexual promiscuity, materialism, and moral relativism, Christian
conservatives called for the nation’s moral and spiritual parameters to once again be
defined by a strict adherence to Biblical absolutes. Though many Christian
conservatives harked back to the 1950s, the high-water mark of American religious
piety, they looked further back into history for inspiration to reverse the modern day
decline. They believed America to be a Christian nation blessed by divine
providence as one “nation under God” suffering under the yoke of the immoral
ideology of “secular humanism.” America’s renewal would be realised only through
reaffirmation of both the nation’s historic Judeo-Christian heritage and its covenant

with God.

Jimmy Carter brought Christian conservatism back into the political centre in 1976,
retrieving evangelicalism from the political hinterland to which it had retreated at the
end of the 1920s. As a self-proclaimed born-again evangelical, he brought an overt
Biblical spirituality into the American political discourse. His 1976 campaign for the
White House placed the comparative piety of Presidential candidates under close
scrutiny for the first time since John Kennedy’s election in 1960. Although
Kennedy’s candidacy had raised the question of whether a Roman Catholic could
become President, Kennedy went out of his way to assure suspicious voters that his
Catholicism would not dictate his politics. “My body went to mass but my mind

went to Harvard,” he told them.'¢

As Shogan has noted, although both Carter and
Kennedy used their character as a background for their candidacy, the Georgian was
the first to use his character, explicitly expressed through his religious faith, as a
direct reason for voting for him.'” This is not to say that Carter was the first
President to co-opt religion as a means of enunciating his vision or to deny that
Gerald Ford also used evangelical themes in 1976, albeit in a less intimate and

forceful manner.'® A Christian faith had previously been an unspoken Presidential



pre-requisite and Presidents had always used Biblical symbolism in their political
rhetoric to varying degrees. However, no previous President so personalised nor so
ostentatiously articulated their religiosity as a facet of their political vision as Carter.
He openly announced his belief that “I’ll be a better President because of my deep
religious convictions,” and freely admitted that what he called “My deep and

consistent religious faith” was “the most important thing in my life.”"

Carter’s 1976 electoral campaign was not based on specific issues or, given his status
as a political outsider, even on partisan loyalty. As Skowronek put it, it was an
“autobiographical campaign.”20 A vote for Carter was not a vote for the agenda of
the Democratic Party; it was a vote for who Carter was and what he personally
represented. What he was, was a man of Christian faith whose public
pronouncements reverberated with Biblical undertones. And Jimmy Carter was not
just any Christian. According to Tom Wolfe, he was a member of the “Missionary
lectern-pounding Amen ten-finder C-major-chord Sister-Martha at the Yamaha-
keyboard loblolly piney-woods Baptist faith in which the members of the
congregation stand up and “give witness” and “share it, Brother” and “share it,

Sister” and “praise God” during the service.”?!

Carter actively identified himself
with born-again evangelicalism.”?> He established his Christian credentials with
thinly veiled rhetorical nods tailored to the sensibilities of evangelical voters that
called for love, compassion, service and faith. His campaign emphasised the link
between his small town upbringing and his traditional principles nurtured by his
Southern Baptist beliefs. Unsurprisingly, his candidacy inspired the evangelical
community. “Surely the Lord sent Jimmy Carter,” said Daddy King to the
Democratic Party convention in 1976, “to come on out and bring America back

"2 «“You could almost hear Carter utter the first Amen,” wrote

where she belongs.
one reporter at the convention.* It was as if, wrote Witcover, “Madison Square

Garden had been converted into a cavernous Baptist Church.”*

Carter’s born-again faith as expressed during the Presidential campaign has often
been questioned. More often than not Carter’s faith was a source of suspicion or
confusion.  Glad characterised it as an attention-seeking ploy, a cynical effort to
energise support amongst the evangelical community, much of which had hitherto

resolutely refrained from “worldly” political activity. Though he campaigned “above



politics,” she accused Carter of being “the ultimate politician,” cynically using
religion for his own political ends by “getting God in his corner.” He manipulated
his discourse to “wet the appetite” of the media and the electorate, “guaranteeing
press coverage” and displaying his piety as a means to “quiet apprehensions” about
what she terms “his darker, enigmatic side.”?® Witcover referred to Carter as a
“peanut-farmer Billy Graham” and expressed “a general uneasiness” about “this
rather strange man who strode boldly onto the political landscape, speaking
unabashedly about love and compassion and being influenced in his conduct of
public office by God’s word.”*" Richard Reeves felt Carter’s faith was part of a
political “act.” He derided Carter as “a phoney...an actor, a salesman.”®® Liberal
historian Arthur Schlesinger observed that Carter’s “dominating theme” was “Trust
me, trust me,” but was profoundly troubled by “the implication that evangelical
principles can solve social, economic and international perplexities.” Such a belief,

»2%  Others were concerned that Carter

he cautioned, was “errant sentimentalism.
might be a dangerous religious fanatic, bringing a religion of “hell fire and
damnation” to the Presidency.’® Liberal clergyman Malcolm Boyd warned that
Carter might possess “a messiah complex.”' Others found Carter’s faith bizarre
because it seemed so unusual. Carter’s press secretary Jody Powell claimed that one
Boston Globe reporter privately derided Carter during the Democratic primary
campaign as “a redneck, Baptist, Bible thumper.” The reporter admitted that Carter
“may win the nomination and he may even make the best President of the bunch,”

»32 Wooten was even more

but, he told Powell, “I don’t like it one damn bit.
condescending and dismissive, arguing that Carter’s faith made the Georgian not
only “odd” but “down right peculiar.”®® “The trouble with Jimmy Carter is not only
is he a Southern Baptist,” said one evangelical President of Christian seminary, but

“he talks like one.”**

The disquiet as to the explicitly religious aspects of Carter’s election campaign led
some of his aides to urge the candidate to stop talking publicly about his faith. In
early May 1976, Stuart Eizenstat, the campaign’s issues and policy director sent a
memorandum to Carter regarding his faith. He warned Carter, “While those
[religious] views undoubtedly have helped in many states, they have hurt among

liberals.” He told Carter to deflect further questions regarding religion. “Do not



raise the issue,” he said. “We have gathered all of the support we will get from it” he
warned, “and can expect more negative reaction.” Instead Eizenstat suggested that
Carter avoid answering further questions regarding religion by saying, “My religious
views, like yours, are personal and are something I keep to myself. Because of this it
would be inappropriate for me to discuss in a Presidential campaign my religious
beliefs.” If questioned regarding the relationship between his religion and his
political philosophy Carter should respond “My beliefs on religion do not influence
my decision-making,” it is “my opponents, not I, who continue to make religion an
issue, when it should not be.” Eizenstat was concerned that the peculiarities of
Carter’s Southern Baptist faith made it difficult to win over voters of a different
cultural or regional background. This was particularly true amongst non-evangelical
faith-based voting constituencies, even traditionally Democratic ones, some of whom
harboured a historical distrust of the Southern Baptist faith. Alexander M. Schindler,
President of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations admitted Jews “to a
greater extent than any other group, are troubled by the religious fundamentalism
expressed by one of the candidates.” This, he said, was “unsurprising” given that
“much of anti-Semitism had its roots in fundamental Christian doctrine...and so we
feel and express a certain discomfort when a candidate describes himself to be a
‘born-again’ Christian.”*® President Ford’s re-election campaign team agreed that
Carter’s faith was a political liability. One memorandum from his campaign staff to
the President listed as a “Negative” the fact that Carter was “A man who wears his
religion on his sleeve.” This led him to be a “self-righteous” politician who “Lacks

”»

humility.” The President’s advisers revealed their lack of understanding of Carter’s
appeal as a Christian. The President could win votes they said by portraying Carter
as “one who uses religion for political purposes.” Carter should be portrayed to the
electorate as “an evangelic.”>’ As one Catholic letter writer to the Carter White
House later explained, “By the very fact he was so clearly identified with a religious
tradition about which...northern and urban people knew little [Carter] started off the

creation of a kind of uneasiness.”>?

The memoranda sent by both campaign teams revealed a misunderstanding of the
importance of religion as an electoral asset in 1976 and, for his part, Carter did not
heed the advice. Instead of de-emphasising his religiosity he sought to educate

Eizenstat as to the precise tenets of his faith. When E. Brooks Holifield published an



article on Carter’s Baptist faith the Presidential candidate sent a copy to Eizenstat
and added a note “Stu — You may want to read and keep this.”® Carter clearly
understood that his Southern Baptist faith enhanced his candidacy. Carter’s simple
Baptist religiosity acted as a guarantee to the American people that he would never
take on “the same frame of mind that Nixon or Johnson did — lying, cheating or
distorting the truth.”*® In the aftermath of Watergate, Carter’s promise to restore
high ethical standards and moral integrity to government elicited suspicion amongst
the journalists and commentators following the campaign. “To the cynics of the
press, an honest man is as unlikely to be found as the Holy Grail,” observed

" Yet Carter’s religiosity held a strong

evangelical writers Norton and Slosser.*
political purchase. Carter presented himself not as a “Nietzschean hero” but as a
“Whitmanesque redeemer,” writes Roper, who promised for the first time to bring a
“spiritual dimension to the moral dilemmas of the country.” As a “faith healer,” he
promised, as Roper puts it, to be a “president as preacher,” a man “who had repented
and been saved.”** John and Betty Pope, two of Carter’s close friends and members
of his voluntary campaign team dubbed “The Peanut Brigade,” observed first-hand
the importance of Carter’s faith. They recalled that one question that they were
asked time and again as they travelled from door to door canvassing for Carter was
“Is he a good man, is he a Christian?”* Many of the people they canvassed “tried to
equate the J.C. —Jimmy Carter and Jesus Christ,” especially, they said, given Carter’s
interest in carpentry.44 One campaign aide admitted of Carter’s faith, “It may not go
over well in the suburbs of Washington or in Manhattan or Beverly Hills, but it goes
over well with the rest of the country.”45 Even Carter’s own campaign biography,
was published by Broadman Press, a producer of Southern Baptist inspirational
literature.* The dust jacket featured two other Broadman publications: “Modern
Stories of Inspiration” featuring “true stories of people who have heard God through

the clouds and in the middle of the storm” and, revealingly, “Politics and Religion

Can Mix!"¥

Evangelical Christians expected Carter’s Presidential politics to be profoundly
shaped by his religious convictions and much of the blame for those perceptions
must be attributed to Carter himself. Time and again during the 1976 campaign
Carter went out of his way to raise their aspirations. In an interview with

representatives of the National Religious Broadcasters he declared “As far as my



decisions as a political leader, they are affected very heavily by my Christian
beliefs.”*® Interviewed by fellow evangelical Pat Robertson on the televangelist’s
own Christian Broadcasting Network during the 1976 campaign he discussed the
imperative “to assure that secular law is compatible with God’s laws,” with the
proviso that if a conflict developed between the two “we should follow God’s law."*
Questioned about his faith and its role in his candidacy he told a reporter, “I’d like to
exemplify as President, I hope in a humble way and a constantly searching way, the
kind of life I would like to live as a member of a church or as a Christian.”® Two
months later in June 1976 Carter told reporters at Plains Baptist Church “We have a
responsibility to try to shape government so it does exemplify the teaching of
God.””! In an interview with the Catholic News Service in August 1976, Carter
declared that if elected he would “try to utilise my own religious beliefs as a constant
guide in making decisions.”> Carter also often cited the work of the theologians
Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr and showed special fondness for Niebuhr’s
declaration that it was the “sad duty of politics to establish justice in a sinful
world.”> In seeking the support of evangelicals, Carter was also helped by the
popularity of his sister, Ruth Carter, a Christian faith healer. Campaign media
adviser, Gerald Rafshoon, recalled that Carter took advantage of “mailing lists of
evangelicals which Ruth helped us get.”>* Through tens of thousands of contacts in
Christian churches Ruth gave her brother vital access to the born-again community
that New York magazine called “his original and most loyal network of supporters.”

During the primary campaign Ruth Carter sent a letter to addresses on the mailing

list of her organisation, ‘Behold inc.” “Dear Friends” she wrote,

My reason for writing you is to acquaint you with a most important facet of
Jimmy, one that couldn’t possibly be pursued with any depth by the press or
television, and that is the quality of his deep personal commitment to Jesus
Christ and his will to serve Him in whatever capacity he finds himself.

As one who knows the importance of Christ in your personal life and who
I’m sure wants our nation to be under His blessings and guidance — please
pray for Jimmy. And if you share my feeling that he is the best candidate, I
urge you to actively support him.



Ruth Carter-Stapleton signed the letter “Sincerely in Christ.”® Schram notes “While
others tried to sell Carter on the basis of his grasp of governmental issues, she sold
Carter on the basis of his belief in Christ.”>’ Another member of the Carter family,
Rosalynn, also used religious contacts to help the campaign. She travelled to
evangelical churches to speak in favour of her husband. She told one church in
Baltimore that her husband was “a Christian man...we need your help, so that with
your help and the help of our Lord Jesus Christ, Jimmy Carter can be a great

President.”>®

One time when Carter’s rhetoric conspicuously mirrored the language of born-again
Christianity was when he gave his infamous interview with Playboy magazine.
Carter agreed to the interview to convince voters that he was not, as he put it, “an
ignorant...rednecked Georgia peanut farmer.”” Carter told Playboy that whilst he
tried “not to commit a deliberate sin” he recognised that as a human he was
“tempted,” and, what is more, Christ understood this weakness because he “set
almost impossible standards.” According to Christ, he said, looking “on a woman
with lust” was paramount to adultery,” and he admitted to having “committed
adultery in my heart many times.” Because of this he did not “consider himself
better” or more Christian than another man.*° The interview reinforced the public
view of Carter as “odd” amongst secular commentators. But although the
evangelical community was highly critical of the forum in which Carter chose to
talk, the imprint of Bible-believing Protestantism on the words he chose were
unmistakable. One priest declared that Carter’s remarks simply “sound like good

theology.”ﬁ'

Fellow Southern Baptist Deacon Jerry Clower agreed and declared in
typically vivid evangelist language, “Any red-blooded male who says he ain’t lusted
after a woman he’s seen is just plain out lying. When a woman puts a craving on me,
it makes me want to run home right then to Mama.” That, he said, was all “Jimmy

Carter was trying to say.”62

The conviction that Carter represented both a validation of their faith and the
opportunity to realise their social agenda led those evangelicals who did participate
in the political process to desert their traditional support for the Republican Party in
1976. Many who had never voted before did so for the first time. It seemed that the

prayers of conservative evangelicals had been answered. A Christian group calling

10



itself Citizens for Carter took out a full-page advertisement in the evangelical
magazine Christianity Today to ask, “Does a Dedicated Evangelical Belong in the
White House?” The group noted, “In this post-Watergate era, people throughout the
country are disillusioned with the moral corruption and incompetent leadership they
see in the political arena.” Observing that “America’s problems are the result of a
spiritual crisis at heart” and calling for “a return to decency and integrity in
government” the advertisement lauded Carter’s “abiding sense of the importance of
morality in our national life.” It urged evangelicals to “play an important part in this

963

restoration of confidence. The Reverend Bailey Smith, a popular evangelical

preacher announced, “This country needs a born-again man in the White House” and

“his initial are the same as our Lord’s.”%*

But despite being a committed member of the evangelical community, politically
Carter was never, as Wills put it, “an authentic representative of their grievances.”®
In fact, opposition to the linkage of political authority to religion lies at the core of
Carter’s own Baptist faith; it is a defining commitment that goes right back to the
foundation of the Baptist church in America by Roger Williams. In 1639 Williams
established the first Baptist Church in North America at Providence, Rhode Island in
reaction to the religious intolerance of the Puritan theocracy that governed the
Massachusetts Bay Colony. Banished from the Colony because of his radical views,
Williams established a haven for those whose religious convictions had incurred the
ire of the Puritan establishment. Dismissing the belief that God had called upon the
government of Massachusetts to establish a divine kingdom in the New World, and
protesting the church-state union practiced in the Colony, Williams rejected the right
of civil authorities to intervene or legislate in personal matters of religion, arguing
that each individual possessed the right to follow their individual conscience in
questions of faith. Instead, it was the role of government to defend this principle of
“soul liberty.” For Williams, any attempt to enforce uniformity of religion was a
denial of the moral role of the church. It contravened the principles of both civility
and Christianity, damaging both the spiritual and political realms. As the final
authority, God stood as ultimate judge between churches, doctrine and man. What
Williams called “freedom of conscience” should never be influenced or curtailed by

involvement with secular politics. “Williams”, observed Holifield, “stands as close

to sainthood as any Baptist ever gets. ...every southern Baptist youngster learns in
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Sunday school the exploits of Roger Williams.”®® As Carter himself put it, “One
thing the Baptists believe in is complete autonomy...The reason the Baptist church
was formed in this country was because of our belief in absolute and total separation

of church and state.”®’

A President whose entire political philosophy was moulded centrally by his own
personal religiosity was an open violation of the doctrine of separation of church and
state. Once elected, Carter upheld his own church’s historical commitment to the
exercise of religion free from state involvement, reminding voters of Christ’s
admonition to “Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s; render unto God the
things that are God’s.” This led contemporary commentators to characterize Carter
as unpredictable, complex and even untrustworthy. Even while announcing his 1976
Presidential election victory to be a “political miracle” Time commented upon the
Carter “enigma.”®® Noting his fondness for quoting Kierkegaard that “every man is

an exception,” Time said it was “a view that certainly fits him.”®

Subsequent
analysts have also tended to interpret Carter’s separation of his religion and politics
as evidence of inconsistency and paradox. While White observed that Carter’s
personality had two intersecting layers, Strong quipped in response that this
“probably short-changes him.””® Mazlish and Diamond felt that Carter fought “his
own private wars” and that he had a “basic need to embrace contradictions.””' Those
same contradictions led William Lee Miller to entitle his biography of Carter “The
Yankee from Georgia.” Miller called Carter both a “manager” and a “moralist” and
was left wondering how Carter could be “liberal on Mondays, Wednesdays, and
Fridays, conservative on Thursdays and Saturdays, mixedly moderate on

9972

Tuesdays. According to another observer Carter had “more positions than the

Kama Sutra.””?
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Religion and its limits within the Carter Presidency

Evangelical Christians helped secure the election of the most avowedly devout
President in the nation’s history in 1976 and notably, Carter’s vision for America in
his inaugural address concerned itself much more with faith than policy. The New
York Times called the speech “less rallying cry than sermon,” as Carter embraced the
evangelical vision of moral and spiritual renewal and presented a re-affirmation of
old-time American values.” In one of the shortest inaugurals ever he admitted that
he had “no new dream to set forth” but instead wanted to generate “fresh faith” in the
existing American dream. Invoking the nation’s “inner and spiritual strength,” he
recited the admonition of the Old Testament prophet Micah (6:8): “He hath showed
thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly,
and to love mercy and to walk humbly with thy God.” Carter declared that America
was “the first society openly to define itself in terms of...spirituality.” The nation
needed once again learn to “work together and pray together,” to renew its “search
for humility, mercy, and justice.” America, he said significantly, had learned “that

bRE)

‘more’ was not necessarily ‘better.”” What was important was “we simply do our
best.”” According to one reporter, Carter presented himself as a leader who like
Isaiah and Jeremiah would “pronounce God’s judgement” from “the very centre of

political power.”76

This was truly revolutionary, repositioning a spiritual impetus at
the core of American civilisation and renewing the spiritual values held to be central

to both its foundations and future.

In practice, however, Christian conservatives quickly become disillusioned with the
Carter Presidency. Archival evidence suggests that the Carter White House failed to
recognise or successfully respond to the growing alienation of what should have been
the President’s most natural constituency, the evangelical Christian community. This
happened in spite of repeated advice from within the community itself. In one letter
Carter was explicit in explaining why, even though he was a devout Southern Baptist
evangelical, he had let this situation develop. Precisely because he was a Southern
Baptist, he was committed, spiritually, to the doctrine of separation of church and

state. In January 1977 Reverend Robert Maddox, a Southern Baptist minister from
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Calhoun, Georgia, contacted the White House advising the President of the growing
need to build bridges between the administration and the conservative Christian
constituency. He recommended himself as a liaison to act as a “lightening rod” for

contact between the two.”” Maddox wrote to Carter:

It occurs to me that the nations of the world need a pastor. Surely our own
country needs a pastor...you can speak to that gnawing hunger in the
American and international spirit by carefully making evident and living out
who, in fact, you are...There are no easy, slick ways to pastor this
nation...Mr President, make more evident that spiritual dimension of your
leadership. Be a spiritual catalyst. Call us to greatness.78

The President declined the invitation, telling Maddox, as he puts it, “thanks but no
thanks.”” Carter scrawled that he did “not want a national pastor” on Maddox's
request. White House aides wrote a routine form letter reply, but Carter rejected it,
choosing instead to reply to Maddox in person, carefully outlining his response. He
was at pains to point out the difference between religious leaders like Maddox and
men of religiosity who held secular office like himself. Although he noted, “it goes
without saying that I will continue to make my personal witness,” he told Maddox
“You and I both subscribe to the doctrine of separation of Church and State, and I
trust that you and others who are not restrained by Constitutional limitations will
continue to provide leadership in spiritual affairs.”®® When the White House finally
realised the need to appoint an advisor for religious affairs, and brought Maddox into
the administration in 1979, the evangelicals were already beginning to turn against
Carter. By then Maddox observed, Carter was “in pretty bad trouble with a lot of
religious people.” In particular he was inundated with complaints from evangelical
groups, even Southern Baptists. They were angered by what they perceived as the
“Insensitivity to the point of animosity from the administration.” Their biggest
complaint was the lack of access to the White House. “Under Johnson and Nixon
they could get in and get things done,” recalls Maddox, “but they couldn’t find
anyone to work with in the Carter White House.” Many had expected that Carter
would bring Christians into influential positions in government but Maddox recalls
that they were angry that there were “no evangelicals other than Carter in the

government. The perception was [that] all the people who he [Carter] had
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surrounded himself with were Godless. They couldn’t speak the language of the
Bible.” Maddox was especially concerned that members of Carter’s own
denomination shared these complaints. “That frightened me,” he said. “If he was in

trouble with Southern Baptist leaders, what would he be [in] with the others?’8!

The Carter White House’s unwillingness to reach out to the religious community,
especially those on the political right, was a serious error with long-term electoral
consequences. Ironically that failure was a response to criticism over close
involvement with Southern Baptists early in the Presidency that had left Carter open
to the stinging charge that he was blurring the line between religion and politics.
Carter’s private correspondence reveals that he became progressively more
uncomfortable with being perceived as allowing his religion to influence his actions
as President. [Early in his Presidency he had invited leaders of the Southern Baptist
Convention (SBC) to meet at the White House to discuss Baptist missionary strategy.
Included in the ten invitees was Reverend Charles Trentham, pastor of Carter’s own
church in Washington. At the meeting Carter mapped out an aggressive
proselytising strategy for the church’s missionary program. In particular, he urged
the SBC to create an international missionary corps. He told the guests, “The test of
a church is not in its building or in its staff, but in the number reached for Christ.”®?
Carter touted the hugely successful missionary program of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) as an example to follow. A week later, Carter
appeared on videotape at the Southern Baptist annual convention, in which he urged
the SBC to increase their missionary efforts. “There is an immediate, documented
need to increase the number of foreign missionaries by 50 percent,” he told the
convention, “but our official approved goal for the rest of this century is only 2.5
percent.” Carter pledged “I can and will support a volunteer missionary for two
years.”® In direct response to Carter’s urging the SBC Executive Committee revised
its missionary plans, and voted to adopt the President’s proposed strategy as its
policy and mission programme for the following five years, pledging to double their
home and foreign mission force by 1982. Carter called “Bold Mission Thrust” an
“innovative convention programme designed to expand the global evangelistic effort

of Baptists.”®*

The Southern Baptist Convention was overjoyed at Carter’s
intervention. One SBC leader wrote to the White House describing it as “the best

thing that had ever happened to a Southern Baptist Convention.” Carter had
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“electrified the convention.” Another wrote, “It meant a great deal to the Baptists,
who are very proud of their President, to have him say something to them

f:specially.”85

Carter was immediately accused not only of church-state interference but also of
undue denominational favouritism. Perhaps aware of the difficulties even fellow
evangelicals had experienced in getting access to the President, Jack U. Harwell,
editor of the Christian Index and a friend of Carter’s, wrote to the President’s brother
Jack with an urgent warning that he wanted to be sure reached the President. He
warned of his “grave concern” that Carter would be “accused of using the White
House to plot denominational strategy” and of “establishing some kind of Baptist
Vatican on the Potomac.” He reminded the President that Southern Baptists had
fought hard against the election of John Kennedy “because they thought he would do
with the Roman Catholic hierarchy just this very thing.” He reminded Carter that
Baptists have historically stood as “absolute champions of religious liberty and
separation of church and state” calling it “our greatest contribution to Christendom.”
Harwell feared that “to call the denominational leadership into the White House and
to discuss details of missionary strategy and for the President to make concrete
suggestions which become denominational policy, throws you and Southern Baptists
open to some extremely serious criticism.” Chastised, Carter replied personally to
Harwell. He defended his right to meet with the Baptist leaders, writing “I live at the
White House, and as was the case at the Georgia Governor’s Mansion, have felt free
to discuss religious matters with other Baptists.” However, Carter went on “Your
concern troubles me a great deal” and admitted, “perhaps a meeting place outside my
public home (in a hotel perhaps) would have been better.” Reaffirming his belief in
church-state separation he vowed ‘“not to use my authority to violate this in any way”
because “obviously, I realise that I, as President, have a special influence.” He ended
his letter, “Jack, I trust your judgement about matters such as this and will be
careful.” Pledging to consult his own pastor, he promised to ensure “that Baptists
have no reason to be concerned about my actions in future.”®® Thereafter Carter did
not allow himself to be overtly politically linked to the evangelical Christian
community: in a sense he overcompensated at the expense of the Christian
conservatives, rejecting their overtures so as to signal that he was a President who

happened to be a Southern Baptist, not a Southern Baptist President beholden to the
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edicts of religious fundamentalism. After all, his office as President was defined by
the Constitution, not by the Southern Baptist faith and message. This manifested
itself in Carter’s approach to a number of so-called “hot button” Christian
conservative issues, including abortion rights, religious education, gender equality

and gay rights.
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JIMMY CARTER AND THE ABORTION RIGHTS
ISSUE

This chapter will show that a key issue that marked the intrusion of highly
contentious religious-cultural issues into the political debate during the Carter
Presidency was abortion. This issue was emblematic of both the engagement of
religious conservatives in political life in this period and of the limitations of Carter
as their authentic political agent because Carter responded according to the specifics
of his faith and not according to the expectations of Christian conservatives.
Abortion powerfully brings into focus Carter’s seemingly contradictory
commitments; on the one hand to old-time religious values and their importance in
the political arena, and on the other, to the maintenance of constitutional separation
between the affairs of the church and the state. This manifested itself in Carter’s
approach to a number of so-called ‘hot button’ Christian conservative issues, in
particular abortion rights. Because he felt constrained by the Constitution, he was
unwilling to use the executive office to advocate a tightening of abortion laws. For
Christian conservatives, it was an issue that brought Carter’s failure to uphold

religious imperatives starkly into focus.

The tension between Carter and Christian evangelicals over the abortion issue was
ironic in that it had been the Carter candidacy that had done most to politicise
abortion as an issue for evangelicals in the first place. Though the word ‘abortion’
does not appear in the Bible, opposition to abortion was always an issue of faith for
evangelicals, with a basis in Scripture.' Critchlow has observed that up and beyond
Roe vs Wade in 1973, political opposition to abortion rights “remained primarily a
Catholic issue,” with an anti-Catholic bias keeping evangelical Protestants from
involvement in the pro-life campaign.2 Involvement would also have required an
abandonment of their political non-interventionist position to challenge the United
States Supreme Court, the ultimate authority of legal jurisprudence in a nation

evangelicals perceived to have been built around the tenets of their Protestant faith.
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The Carter candidacy was critical in changing their perception. He was not alone in
catalysing abortion into a political issue but the candidacy of a born-again Southern
Baptist brought it to the forefront of Presidential politics and greatly energised
evangelical involvement. Specifically it drew evangelical denominations, especially
fundamentalist Independent Baptists and the Pentecostal Assemblies of God, into the
pro-life movement.  After observing that the 1976 election re-enfranchised
evangelical Christians and brought them into the political arena with gusto after
years of political apathy, O’Connor points out, “Carter and his administration’s
handling of abortion provided an impetus for further anti-abortion organisation,” an
impetus that spread nationally to the point where “the evangelical Christian right’s

opposition to abortion was embraced in the highest places in Washington.”3

A further irony was that Carter was in fact personally extremely conservative on the
abortion issue. During the 1976 primary and Presidential campaigns, Carter made
his conservative personal views on the issue obvious to anti-abortion groups. Calling
abortion “wrong,” he announced that abortion rights as they stood after Roe vs. Wade
were “one instance where my own beliefs were in conflict with the laws of our

4
country.”

Although he told a meeting of Catholic Bishops in Washington that he
would act only “under the laws which I would be sworn to enforce” and “within the
confines of the Supreme Court ruling,” he then went out of his way to say that any
citizen was entitled to lobby for an amendment to overturn the Roe v. Wade
decision.” He also declared his opposition to the routine federal funding of abortions.
His conservative views on the issue led Carter to clash with pro-choice feminists at
the 1976 Democratic convention. Disavowing the official, pro-choice party platform

that declared a constitutional amendment to overturn the Supreme Court decision on

abortion to be “undesirable,” he reaffirmed his belief that “abortion is wrong.”®

Opponents and supporters alike believed that Carter was vulnerable on the abortion
issue. President Gerald Ford’s re-election campaign quickly recognised that the
issue might cause Carter political difficulties and sought to take advantage.
Campaign aide Pat Buchanan told the President that he should announce “my
opponent says he dislikes abortion—but will do nothing to stop them...That’s what
he calls leadership.” Carter’s political positions, he said “are like the weather in New

England. If you don’t like it, just wait a minute; it will change.”’ One Ford
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campaign memorandum regarding abortion declared that Carter was “vulnerable on
this issue.”® Another told Ford that he should “make a very striking contrast with

Carter” on the abortion issue.’

Concerned Democrats even contacted the Carter campaign in an attempt to help him
overcome his difficulties with the abortion issue. In mid-September 1976 Barbara
Nixon, a member of Senator Birch Bayh’s staff wrote to Stuart Eizenstat, “I really
regretted the governor’s statement on federal funding [of abortions].” She
counselled Carter to “do as the White House and deny comment.”'® Bayh himself
also wrote to Carter. Claiming that he had “been picketed longer and been called
more dirty names on this issue than anyone else in America,” he warned the
Governor, “this issue will not disappear” and there was “no way you can win votes.”
Bayh told Carter not to attempt to win the support of “the voters who represent the
militant right to life group,” many of whom were conservative Christians. It was
“impossible to gain the support of this group,” he said.'’ Another Democratic

Congressman, William R. Roy also wrote to Carter. He warned, “Do not waffle...if

K

you waffle, you lose general creditability and become ‘another politician.”” Roy
concluded, “Abortion will remain an issue. You cannot ignore it, forget it, not
mention it, compromise on it, or get angry about it.” Rather, he urged Carter, “you

must have a positive plan to deal with it.”'?

Carter’s own campaign team also
became worried. One memorandum, from two campaign aides to Eizenstat warned
that the press were reporting the abortion issue was evidence of Carter’s “flexibility
under pressure.” “The greatest damage [to Carter]” they wrote, “may be with respect
to voters who could care less about abortion but are concerned about whether he is a
political opportunist because he seems to be trying to come down on all sides of the
issue.” Carter needed to “regain stability on the issue.” To this end they warned, “He
shouldn’t meet any further with anti-abortion leaders...While this approach would
close the door on the votes of the single-issue, pro-life voters, it is worth stemming

the losses among those voters concerned about his consistency.”"

Despite their
advice abortion rights, and particularly the perception that he was inconsistent in his

position on the issue, continued to be troublesome for Carter.

Once in office, Carter named Joseph A. Califano, a veteran of the Kennedy and

Johnson administrations and a devout Catholic, as his Secretary of Health, Education
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and Welfare. The HEW was the department responsible for overseeing Medicaid,
the health cost assistance program for the poor, and this included the public funding
of abortion. Carter told Califano that he wanted a “good Catholic” to advance his
anti-abortion policy. Califano, who believed that Carter’s stand on abortion was
sincere and a critical factor in his 1976 election victory, held strongly pro-life
sentiments. Califano argued against the use of federal funds to pay for abortion and
believed his view to be shared precisely by the President. “Carter never asked my
views on the subject and I never expressed them,” recalled Califano; the two men

“simply assumed complete agreement.”"*

Given the nomination of Califano and the sincerity of Carter’s evangelical faith, it is
unsurprising that Carter’s oft-repeated promise that he would be bound by the Roe
vs. Wade decision received little attention from the evangelical community.
Certainly his promise that he would remain “within the framework of the decision of
the Supreme Court” on abortion, made during his infamous 1976 Playboy interview,
was unlikely to have been widely read by evangelical Christians.”’ Blinded by their
religious expectations, evangelical voters either failed to notice Carter’s theological
peculiarities or disregarded them as necessary electoral expediency.16 So eager were
they to elect a born-again to the White House, and so hungry for national acceptance,
Ribuffo notes that evangelicals “paid scant attention to Carter’s theology and
overlooked political differences to embrace him as one of their own.”!” Similarly,
Baker explains that evangelicals quickly, but mistakenly, dismissed his liberal
statements as ‘“the natural compassion of a Christian heart.” It might be

“wrongheaded” but was “well intended.”"'®

As a result abortion became a highly contentious political issue that plagued Jimmy
Carter. Moreover, according to Rev. Robert Maddox abortion became “the flag
issue” for religious conservative groups. Maddox observed that the inevitable clash
was one the Carter White House “walked into.”"® Christian conservatives viewed the
availability of abortion as indicative of the erosion of modern America’s moral
consensus over the traditional role of the family. Likewise, federal protection of
abortion rights was evidence of the depraved influence of secular humanism in
Washington. The President’s unwillingness to negate the pro-abortion advances

represented by Roe vs. Wade fundamentally alienated evangelicals. To them, it made
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his professions of Christian piety ring false. Their perception of the Carter White
House was worsened further by the appointment of the high profile pro-choice
advocate, Margaret “Midge” Costanza as a Presidential assistant. A former vice-
mayor of Rochester, New York and long time Carter supporter the feisty and
outspoken Costanza was the first woman to hold the post. She held aggressively
feminist views, leading one Christian to write to Carter to complain that the
appointment of the “raucously pro-abortion” Costanza was a “slap in the face.”® It
is possible that Carter made the appointment in an attempt to placate pro-abortionists
infuriated by the nomination of Califano. Whatever the reasoning behind her

appointment, Costanza’s position proved troublesome in that it internalised dissent

for the President’s position on abortion within the administration.

This internal opposition crystallised after the President made clear in1977 his support
of the Hyde Amendment prohibiting Medicaid financing of abortion except when
necessary to preserve the mother’s life, prevent severe and long-lasting physical
health damage, or when the pregnancy resulted from rape or incest. Carter was
concerned that the Hyde amendment’s regulations be strictly enforced so that women
were not able to use the rape and incest exemption to obtain an abortion deceitfully.
At Carter’s behest, Califano was indeed strict in his implementation of the
amendment. His view was clearly outlined in a letter Califano wrote to Daniel
Flood, chairman of the subcommittee on Labour, Health, Education and Welfare. He

wrote,

Federal funding of abortions should be restricted to two situations: first,
where a doctor certifies that in his or her opinion the life of the mother would
be endangered if the foetus were carried to term; and second, for the victims,
where such rape or incest has been reported promptly to a law enforcement
agency or a health facility.!

Califano supported a highly restrictive interpretation of these regulations. He
promised to conduct “meticulous audits” to ensure compliance with the “rigorous
enforcement requirement.” He stated his belief that the 60-day legal limit for the
reporting of incest or rape should be cut. “In order to reduce the potential for fraud

and abuse” he wrote, “it may be advisable to reduce that period to a shorter period of
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time.”*> A memorandum from Joe Onek to Stuart Eizenstat, now President Carter’s
assistant for Domestic Affairs and Policy, confirmed that “Secretary Califano
checked with the President before he testified on abortion and before [he wrote] to
Congressman Flood.”” Jaffe, Lindheim and Lee bemoaned the fact that under
Califano’s leadership “Indifference to and avoidance of the implications of
legalisation of a critical, widely sought health service were replaced by open hostility
on the part of the pre-eminent public health official and agency in the United

States.”?*

The Hyde Amendment prevented many poor women from obtaining abortions given
that it effectively made abortions available only to those who could pay for the
procedure themselves. When questioned during a press conference that took place
after the Supreme Court had upheld the Amendment and ruled that federal funding
for abortion was not a woman’s constitutional right, the President announced that the
ruling “ought to be interpreted very strictly.” Carter felt that federal financing of
abortion “was an encouragement to abortion and its acceptance as a routine
contraceptive means.” When the President was reminded of the inequity of this
position he was dismissive, replying simply that “there are many things in life that
are not fair, that wealthy people can afford and poor people can’t.” It was not the
place of the federal government to attempt to make “opportunities exactly equal,

particularly when there is a moral factor involved.”?

The President’s position and his apparent insensitivity to the plight of poor women
incurred outrage from the pro-choice movement as a whole and concern from pro-
choice advocates within his own administration. Costanza informed the President
the day after the press conference of the “overwhelming number of phone calls from
public interest groups, individuals and White House staff members and agency staff
members expressing concern and even anger over your remarks.” She suggested that
by expressing his personal views on abortion Carter had “provided negative guidance
to legislators and governors and interfered in a state process in an unfair way. As the
Supreme Court ruling does not preclude the states from funding abortions, it was
hoped by many women’s groups that the question of government support for
abortion could be successfully raised on a state by state basis.” Costanza observed

“the strongest and most serious criticism received has been in reaction to your
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comments emphasising the differences in opportunities available to the rich and to
the poor.” She asked Carter to “reconsider your position and support the use of
Federal funds for abortions when medically necessary.” Tellingly, archives reveal
that Carter wrote “no” next to this request and that he also noted acidly in the margin
“If T had this much influence on state legis [latures] ERA would have passed.” At
the end of the memo, Carter scrawled “My opinion was well defined to the U.S.
during (the) campaign.” He concluded, “My statement is actually more liberal than I

feel personally.””®

Costanza proceeded to organise an extraordinary protest meeting of some 40 high-
level pro-choice female administration members. Notes from the July 18, 1977
meeting reveal that the participants “expressed their dismay” with the President’s
position and wanted to “get a message to the President to express their
disappointment.” The participant’s demands included that “an impartial study be
conducted on the impact of the curtailment of abortion/medical funds,” alongside the
HEW carrying out a “poll of the people affected.” They demanded to know in detail
“what plans are being developed by HEW to help poor women.” Contrasting
Carter’s personal approach to abortion to his comprehensive and detailed evaluation
of other complex decisions, such as defence spending, the attendees were concerned
that he had failed “to ask the best experts on the issue for information like he did on
the B-1 bomber.” On abortion they believed he was guilty of “legislating his
personal views.” They suggested that a meeting be set up “composed of poor women
-- the women affected by the President’s decision.”” Carter remained resolute. “If
the forty women had listened to my campaign statements they should know my
position,” he told the cabinet.?® Similarly, Press Secretary Jody Powell wrote on his
copy of Costanza’s memorandum, “I believe the President’s position is correct. It is
also exactly the same position he took during the campaign. Anyone who is

"2 Presidential aide Hamilton Jordan was

surprised didn’t pay much attention.
particularly irritated. “The perception here was that she had generated the meeting
instead of reacting to the expression of women in the administration,” Jordan wrote
to Carter. “That such a meeting had [taken place] after a final decision was made

and announced by you was of questionable value and inappropriate;
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I told Midge that your public position on the issue should have come as no
surprise to anyone who had ever read your campaign statements and
promises...For a group of women who are in high positions because of
Jimmy Carter to question publicly one of his positions that has been known
for over a year after he simply restates it borders on disloyalty.

Jordan asked Costanza to “think about her reaction in terms of how she would have
reacted if several days after you had announced your decision not to build the B-1,
another member of the staff had hosted a meeting of generals at the White House
who opposed his decision and made public statements in opposition and circulated a
memorandum stating that.” Jordan was especially scathing of the widespread belief,
shared by evangelical Christians, that Costanza acted in favour only of those causes
which she agreed with politically. He warned her of the “extent that she serves as a
conduit to outside groups and organisations, the perception...is that she listens to
persons espousing liberal positions and causes and not to others.” Jordan told Carter
that the result was a public perception that the President was not in charge of his

staff. “They work for you...they’re supposed to do your bidding; most importantly,

you are fully responsible for them and their actions” said Jordan.* Speechwriter
James Fallows recalled that, unlike other administrations, “The atmosphere of high
peril doesn’t exist” in the Carter White House. This was “one hundred percent
because of Carter” who had “made it clear that people are not going to rise and fall
by virtue of Machiavellianism.” This meant “People can...attack Costanza, and
she’s not going to get fired.”*' Gerald Rafshoon was later tasked with instituting
more “discipline” into the administration “so that you wouldn’t have cabinet
members going off in different directions” which, he recalled “happened with the

Midge Costanza thing.”*?

Costanza and the flourishing feminist and women’s liberation movements of the era
can be forgiven for not quite comprehending Carter’s position. To win the 1976
Presidential election Carter had made a point of courting the liberal woman’s vote,
creating a bond between himself, a small-town Southerner, and a traditional
Democratic constituency. He accepted, for example, an invitation to address the
Women’s Agenda Conference held in Washington in October 1976. He told them,

“There have been few political developments in America in recent years that have
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impressed me more than the movement of women toward equal rights.” Accusing
the Ford administration of having “only paid lip service to women’s rights,” of
offering them only “vetoes, indifference” and “empty rhetoric,” he urged them to be
“tough and militant and eloquent...and aggressive.” Alluding to the central theme of
his Presidential campaign, a call for renewed trust in the nation’s political leadership,
Carter declared, “We cannot expect America’s women to have faith in a government
that ignores your legitimate needs and aspirations and excludes you.” Carter

promised “to be the President who will implement your agenda.”33

Feminist leaders like National Organisation for Women (NOW) founder Betty
Friedan and New York Congresswomen Bella Abzug were won over. Abzug
announced, “I think women can expect a real commitment (from Carter),” while
Friedan believed that Carter “would do something for women...uniess he’s an

*3 " Jimmy Carter’s strong and independent female relatives also

absolute liar.
impressed the movement. His mother Lillian had been an outspoken integrationist in
a small town once rigorously segregated by Jim Crow legislation. She played a key
role in forging Carter’s attitude to inequality and injustice. “She would never assume
an attitude of superiority toward the black women who worked alongside her” he
said, calling her an “enlightened and progressive Southerner” who was “known in the
community as the only supporter of the civil rights movement on a public basis.”*
Carter’s sister Ruth was a best-selling author and figure of national renown long
before her brother; and his wife Rosalynn was a both a business partner in the family
farm and a full partner in her husbands political ambitions. When Betty Friedan was
asked why she was so impressed by Carter during the 1976 campaign, and so sure
that he would be committed to the cause of women’s rights, she replied, “I had a
feeling. It was the way he spoke about his mother and wife working.*® Given that
the 1976 Presidential election was one of the closest in American history, the support

of the women’s movement undoubtedly had value.

In his defence, once in power, Carter’s administration did actively seek to include
women’s perspectives in policy making and not just on direct women’s issues.
Carter worked energetically in support of the ERA and one of the notable
achievements of the Carter Presidency was the appointment of more women to his

administration than any previous President.”’” However, Carter’s inflexibility on the
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abortion issue fundamentally damaged the relationship between the Carter
administration and the women’s movement. Carter was stung by criticism from
women activists that he had not done enough to advance their cause in making
female appointments or in working towards ratification of the ERA. After she
organised the protest meeting over abortion Costanza was first ostracised and then

forced to resign.*®

Carter chose as her replacement Dr. Sarah Weddington, a lawyer whose most famous
case had been as lead attorney for Jane Roe in the Roe vs. Wade case. Since
Weddington was considered pro-abortion rights, it was now the Christian
conservatives’ turn to feel cheated. They had been led to believe that instead, Carter
would bring Christian conservatives into government. Carter had promised exactly
this when interviewed on Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network during the
1976 campaign. One right-to-life group complained to the White House that Carter
had met with those female Presidential assistants who opposed his stance on abortion
and demanded that he also meet with appointees who supported a restrictive abortion
policy.” Worried that Carter was receiving pressure from both feminists and
evangelicals, and concerned by the pro-life movement’s calls for a constitutional
convention dedicated to overturning Roe vs. Wade aide Beth Abramowitz wrote to
Eizenstat to warn of the “nightmarish implications of holding the first and only
constitutional convention of the United States since the constitution was first
drafted.” A convention on abortion would be troublesome for the President because
“of its precedence setting nature, the climate of the times, and probable inability to
control the convention once held.”* When two Senators contacted the White House
asking for clarification of the President’s position, Carter’s staff were clearly
concerned that confusion over his attitude on abortion might cause further
difficulties. Joe Onek wrote to Eizenstat, “I know you are sick of this,” but the
“House/Senate Conferees are now meeting on abortion,” and two Senators had
“sought clarification of [the President’s] position” regarding funding of abortions.
He wrote a memorandum for Eizenstat to present to the President outlining the
Senate request. Advocating caution Eizenstat wrote back, “I’ve talked to Califano.
He feels we should stick with our general position and let them workout [the]
details.” Abramowitz intercepted the correspondence and added her own warning to

Eizenstat to “not bother the President” with the request.” Underlining her words for
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added effect she wrote, “For the time being, I think the less the President says about
”» 4]

the subject the better.

How can Carter’s behaviour concerning abortion be explained? Carter revisionist
John Dumbrell compares Carter to Robert Pirsig, whose popular book of the time,
Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, focused on harmonising the conflicts
present in contemporary American society.** Certainly Carter wanted to transcend
political ideology and idealistically, he refused to be constrained in an easily defined
political pigeonhole. He said in 1976, “I am not an ideologue and my positions are

»3 In Jones’s phrase, he acted “to do what is right, not what is

not predictable.
political.”* But instead of finding the political middle ground, he succeeded only in
alienating both sides of the political spectrum. This was especially clear during the
debate on abortion in which each side remained utterly adamant that theirs was the
only conceivably humane position. The key fact is that Carter was not prepared to
actively use the office of the Presidency to constitutionally suppress abortion rights,
but neither was he prepared to support federal funding for it. This was a nuanced
position and one entirely in keeping with his faith. Dumbrell points out that it was in
fact “logically and constitutionally sound” and furthermore, had been made
“abundantly clear” during the election campaign.*” Unfortunately, in a debate
governed by emotive Biblical rhetoric, constitutional adherence carried little weight.
Carter’s non-interventionist approach to Presidential power, and his vision of the
President’s role as being above politics, was untenable on volatile issues around
which neither side could be reconciled. Like Christ, Carter required faith in his
leadership from his flock and for them to exercise right-thinking of their own free
will, rather than at the behest of an all-powerful authority. Far from being a post-
1960s Zen harmoniser, Carter’s Presidential politics were intrinsically Christian, and

modelled not on Eastern spiritualism but on a Southern Baptist interpretation of

God’s leadership of a fallen world and the example of his son, Jesus Christ.

Anti-abortion Christian conservatives found Carter’s position unsatisfactory.
Califano recalled that pro-lifers were suspicious because “Carter’s colours blurred on
the litmus test of supporting a constitutional amendment outlawing abortion.”*®
Despite Carter’s unequivocal personal disapproval of abortion, his refusal to back a

constitutional amendment, coupled with his appointment of high profile pro-choice
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Presidential assistants like Costanza, Weddington, and Anne Wexler, meant that, as
Maddox recalled, Carter soon got into “in deep trouble” with Christian conservatives.
The mainline clergy “understood the ambiguity of the President’s positions, most
Southern Baptists did, the religious academic community were with the President.
But the man in the pew, particularly the more conservative he was, and the
conservative clergy [they] were really set against Jimmy Carter.” Despite his efforts
“There was no dealing with them...They were screaming about secular humanism
and they were gonna get him on abortion,” said Maddox; it was “an out and out
hatchet job.”* Faced with this anti-Carter sentiment, Maddox met with religious
pro-life advocates to try and explain Carter’s position. In one meeting Maddox
talked with religious leaders who lambasted Carter’s policy on abortion. Maddox
defended the President, telling them that Carter was “willing to struggle with difficult
moral questions — not to just pass a law so abortion will go away.”*® It was no use.
As one aide to Jerry Falwell recalled, evangelicals simply “couldn’t understand how
a born-again Christian could ever become an abortionist run wild.”** When Maddox
countered that Carter was in fact opposed to abortion, the conservative Christians
replied that Carter’s “actions speak louder than his words” because he’s got [Anne]
Wexler and [Sarah] Weddington.” They told Maddox “He can’t be a Christian.” “I
eventually convinced them that he was,” recalled Maddox, to which they replied,

“well he isn’t much of one.”°

Carter and the Rise of the New Christian Right

As soon as Carter took office, members of the Christian community attempted to
warn the new President of the pressing need to reach out politically to religious
leaders. In February 1977, James Wall, the editor of Christian Century, wrote to
Midge Costanza to warn her of the need for the President to do just that. “Since the
key term in relating to the White House is ‘access,”” wrote Wall, “I think it is
important now to establish an informal relationship with these leaders so that in the

future mutual concerns could be examined and discussed. It is my understanding
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that under John Kennedy, the White House did relate in this positive fashion with
Protestant leaders,” but this relationship “broke down over the Vietnam War.” When
no meeting was forthcoming, Wall wrote again in June. He asked Fran Voorde and
Greg Schneiders, “Has anyone in the White House pondered strategy for relating the
President to the religious communities?” Wall wrote, “On any list of priority visits
to the President, I would have thought key religious leaders would have a priority.”
Warning, “The Christian community in this country does not possess one voice,” he
wrote “Now is the time to quietly build bridges to these church leaders.” Carter
should meet with mainline Protestants, Catholic leaders and evangelicals such as the
President of the Southern Baptist Convention. Wall concluded, “I hope some overall

strategy is being considered in this connection.”"!

It soon became clear that no such coherent strategy had been formulated. Several
key memoranda of 1979 plot the Carter White House’s deteriorating relationship
with the forces of Christian conservatism. They show Carter unable to retain or
capitalise upon the support of evangelical Christians after the 1976 election, even
though members of the administration warned of the dire consequences that would
result. In a memo dated July 27, Religious Liaison Reverend Maddox told Carter,
“A vast chunk of Christendom that past Administrations have overlooked is the
conservative, fundamentalist group. Independent Baptists, Methodists, many
Pentecostal groups and a huge ‘television’ church congregation make up this 40
million constituency... Their politics tend to be very conservative, even rightist.
Careful, constructive contact...needs to be developed.” Though Maddox pointed out
their political incompatibility with the administration, he observed, “Most are
genuinely concerned about people and the nation.” Contact between them and the
administration he felt, “could soften their political rhetoric and tap their strengths to

help realise some of President Carter’s transcendent goals for the country.”

A second Maddox memorandum, sent in late August 1979, once again strongly urged
Carter to engage with religious conservative leaders. By now evangelical preachers
like Jerry Falwell were openly voicing their disillusionment with the President on
their popular syndicated television shows. Of even greater concern, Maddox warned
the President of a new development: disparate conservative religious groups were

beginning to agitate politically. “The coalescing of conservative, evangelical,
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religious groups for political action,” he told the President “is one of the most
important political phenomenon [sic.] of our day.” He told the President that
religious leaders felt Carter had legitimated political engagement for evangelical
Christians: “The left/liberals have been politically active for decades, now the
conservatives are gathering. The Carter Presidency with its emphasis on religion has

”

been a spur to bring these folks together.” They were beginning to ask, Maddox
said, “If he can be political, why can’t we?” Maddox warned that conservative
religious groups were rallying around concerns over pro-family issues such the ERA,
and gay rights and foreign policy issues such as superpower competition with the
Soviet Union. Some, like Falwell were particularly agitated by Carter’s stance on
abortion.” Religious activists that had mobilised on these diverse issues were
beginning to form into more unified pressure groups and “at least two groups among

several are emerging: Christian Voice and Moral Majority.” With an eye on the

1980 election, Maddox told the administration:

As a group they have been to [prospective Presidential candidate John]
Connally’s ranch in Texas but by their own word came away unimpressed.
They plan to talk with other Republican leaders. They are fervently anti-
Kennedy [Massachusetts Senator Teddy Kennedy, another prospective
candidate] at this time. If I am a judge they are Republican in sentiment but
so far no Republican has emerged whom they could freely support. Even
though they have serious reservations about the President ~SALT, Prayer in
Public Schools, Panama Canal, etc., my feeling is they would like to be able
[underlining in original] to support the President. They have no question
about his character and Christian faith. Religion for religion they are near the
President’s own faith — personal, experiential, politically involved.

Were the administration to actively engage Christian conservative leaders they would
be “much more inclined to look to him, not only for 1980, but to get behind some of
the crucial Administration programs right now.” The leaders Maddox urged the
President to contact included Jerry Falwell (described by Maddox as the “Unofficial
leader of the group”), Dr Bob Billings (Executive Director of Moral Majority), Dr
Pat Robertson (host of a popular Christian television chat show, later candidate for
the Republican Party Presidential nomination), Dr Adrian Rogers (whom Maddox
said was ‘“conservative, but reasonable”), and Bob Jones III, President of an

ultrafundamentalist university (described by Maddox as “Extremely conservative on
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every issue).” Maddox concluded by warning, “Several of the men have huge TV
audiences...they have money and an eagerness to become politically involved. My

very strong feeling is that the President should talk to these men.”>*

Still the White House refused to act. On October 5, 1979 an increasingly desperate
Maddox wrote to the President and the First Lady. Conservative religious leaders, he
warned again, “are moving into the political arena” and now they brought with them
“grave misgivings” about Carter’s policies. Maddox wrote, “Most of them will
eventually endorse a candidate using their television programs as a forum...If they
sufficiently mobilize their forces along their stated lines, they will be a significant
factor in the 1980 election.” Maddox feared that “they will set up a ‘Christian Party
Line’ insisting that all born-again Christians have to buy into a set of political
stands.” Despite their concerns, Maddox stressed, “Given half a chance...most of
them want to support the President” and that “Careful but sustained contact

with...conservative leaders needs to be maintained.”>>

In a fourth memorandum dated October 22nd Maddox and Presidential Assistant
Anne Wexler renewed the request that the President and evangelical leaders meet “to
discuss several issues of importance to the men and their constituents.” The most
pressing issues were abortion, prayer in public schools, and the tax status of private
Christian schools. The Christian conservatives were adamant about the need to put
evangelicals in the White House. Maddox and Wexler asked, “Would the President
seek a politically qualified and clearly identifiable evangelical to be on his senior
staff?” They admitted that the meeting was a risk, writing, “We take our chances of
legitimatising these men with a Presidential visit. They can go away saying ‘We saw

9

the President and told him a thing or two.”” Yet the two advisors believed that
Carter’s “Christian faith would come through in such a manner that they would be
much more inclined to look to him.” Furthermore, they warned Carter that the
evangelical leaders were meeting with other leading Presidential candidates, one of
whom was Ronald Reagan. They believed, “to ignore their presence and clout would
be to ignore a source of political support” but the time to build support amongst the

evangelical community was growing short. 56
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By 1980, Maddox saw his role within the administration as primarily being one of
“putting out fires” in the relationship between the White House and the Christian

»57 Typical of such

Right who were by now “deeply set against Jimmy Carter.
“brushfires” was a new book by fundamentalist Tim LaHaye that described Vice-
President Walter Mondale as being affiliated with the Unitarian Church and accused
him of being a “Secular Humanist” who Carter “should never have named....as Vice
President.” Knowing that Mondale was in fact active in the Presbyterian Church,
Maddox “investigated” and found that he had “a brother who is a Unitarian
minister.” Although he had called LaHaye, who was now “hastily re-writing his
book,” Maddox told Anne Wexler he was being forced to “keep...fire extinguishers
close at hand.”® In another memorandum to Wexler, Tom Laney and Maddox
warned, “The anti-abortion people are making a lot of noise again.” A conservative
Christian group called Intercessors for America had contacted the White House.
“They trace the moral, military and economic decline of our nation to the Supreme
Court ruling on abortion” wrote Laney, and “These people are deeply dissatisfied

with President Carter’s record.”’

Desperate to rectify matters, in August 1980 Maddox tried another tack. He sent
Rosalynn Carter a memorandum about the urgent need to develop a “Religious
Strategy.” His recommendations included planning a “Grass roots People’s
Meeting,” an interview with religious television and a “Briefing and Presidential
drop by with major religious weekly and monthly magazines and journals.” Maddox
advised that these “could be an opportunity for them to get his views on the ‘flag
moral issues.’”” Realising that Carter had lost the support of religious conservatives,
Maddox stressed the importance of allowing “the Christian community to get a
clearer idea of who the President is and why he has taken certain positions.” In
particular, Maddox advised that the President attend a prayer breakfast of labour and
management representatives. He noted their, and perhaps his, sense of frustration

with the administration: “They have tried for three years to get the President.”%

When White House staff did attempt to build support within faith communities they
revealed their underestimation of the politically conservative nature of the
evangelical community. When Carter sought the support of Christians he reached

out not to conservative evangelists but to liberal church leaders. Typical of this was
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a visit Maddox made to New York in August 1979 to meet religious leaders. He met
with ministers who supported negotiation with the Soviet Union, unilateral
disarmament, wealth redistribution and human rights issues. Not one of them was
theologically or politically conservative, indeed Maddox notes that one, Dr William
S. Coffin of Riverside Church, was “probably too liberal, or perceived as such, to be
very effective.”® Perhaps still fearing that such meetings could be conceived as an
undue mixing of church and state, when Carter met with a number of liberal
Christian leaders at the White House in August 1980 a note from Phil Wise to Anne
Wexler preceding the meetings warned that given their sensitivity the discussions
should kept ‘Off Record.”® Still Carter remained unconvinced of the need to address
politicised evangelicalism. When asked in late 1980 about television evangelists like
Falwell, Robertson and LaHaye his reply revealed his lack of foresight regarding
their future electoral impact. “I don't think that over a long period of time” he said,

“that kind of a religious intrusion into the political process will be significant.”®

When Carter did ask Maddox specifically to contact a leading evangelist he once
again revealed his ignorance of the newly emergent conservative Christian leaders
like Falwell and Robertson. Instead, Carter asked his Religious Liaison to contact
Billy Graham. Carter had once led a Billy Graham crusade in Sumter County,
Georgia, and whilst state governor had told the United Methodist General
Conference that the evangelist had “had a great impression and impact on my own
life.”%* Despite this, the two evangelicals were not close. Critics suspected a rift
between the two because of Carter’s oft-stated admiration for Reinhold Niebuhr, the
theologian who had been a harsh critic of Graham’s political involvement during the
1950s. Graham was also wary of further political activity. During the 1976
Presidential election he had refused to publicly endorse either Carter or Gerald Ford.
In the face of consistent attempts by the Ford campaign team to utilise Graham’s
close friendship with the President for electoral gain, Graham wrote to Ford that he
was “maintaining a neutral position” and praying only that “the man of God’s choice
will be elected.”® His association with Richard Nixon had embarrassed Graham. “I
learned my lesson the hard way,” Graham had said of his support for the disgraced
former President.®® Graham told the Los Angeles Times that “I would rather have a

man in office who is highly qualified to be President who didn’t make much of a
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religious profession,” a statement that some Carter aides, including the candidate

himself, interpreted as a refusal to support Carter’s overtly religious candidacy.67

Maddox sought to meet with the evangelist to try and convince him to publicly
declare his support for the Carter administrations policies, specifically on SALT and
the ERA.%® A public announcement by Graham in support of Carter might, the White
House hoped, placate some anti-Carter evangelical sentiment. Carter’s Presidential
diary showed a number of private telephone conversations did take place between the
President and Graham but although the evangelist agreed to meet with Maddox at his
home in August 1979, he refused to speak publicly in favour of Carter. Maddox
recalls that “Graham felt he had received the freeze-out treatment from the White
House,” and he admitted, “There was estrangement” between the President and the
evangelist. There had been “no thought of inviting him for personal time with the
President.” He also observed “senior staff members complain about the
evangelist.”® As with his efforts to enlist the support of other evangelical leaders,
Maddox failed to win over Graham. Private correspondence between Graham and
Gerald Ford revealed the evangelist’s personal and partisan political views. In
November 1976 he wrote to Ford expressing his “warmest Christian affection” for
the former President and of his disappointment with the election result, observing
that “you will go down in history as one of America’s great Presidents,” and that “Mr
Carter should be asking himself how he came so close to losing.” Carter had been
elected, he said, “For some mysterious reason unknown to us.”’0 Furthermore, and
unknown to Maddox and the White House, Graham had already expressed support
for the agenda of the Christian Right. At a meeting with evangelical leaders in
Dallas he had encouraged them to political action. Adrian Rogers, Pat Robertson,
James Robison and Bill Bright were present. Graham told them “I believe God has
shown me that unless we have a change in America, we have a thousand days as free
nation...three years.” Graham excused himself from direct political involvement
saying, “I can only pray. I’ve been burned so badly with the public relationships I’ve
had. I can’t afford it,” but “I care so much.” According to Bright, each evangelist

committed themselves to political action. “We’re going to get involved,” they said.”

On September 8 1980 a final memorandum on religious strategy was sent to the

President and this time, someone from Carter’s inner circle had begun to listen. With
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the Presidential election just weeks away, Wexler, Maddox and press secretary Jody
Powell, one of Carter’s closest and most trusted advisers, urged the President to
shore up his support amongst the evangelical community by conducting an interview
with a religious television channel. “The interview would focus on you as a man of
faith” they wrote. They advised the President “Conservative Christians need to hear
your views accurately and will not without such an interview.” Questions would
focus on areas of the Presidency of specific interest to evangelicals, such as “How
has your Christian faith worked itself out since you have been in the White House?”
and “How do you maintain yourself spiritually? What place does the family have in
your life?” It would “explore your views on the ‘flag’ moral issues, such as prayer in
public schools, abortion, homosexuality and the ERA.” They also recommended that
Jim Bakker and Pat Robertson should “sit in on the interview.” Even though the two
high profile evangelical preachers were not going to directly participate, by
associating Carter with Bakker and Robertson, the Presidential advisors felt that
“their presence on camera would add great strength to the interview.” Perhaps
because he had belatedly recognised the importance of his reaching out to the by now

flourishing Religious Right, Carter ticked his approval of the suggestion.72

Carter “Unborn” Again

Back in 1976, Carter’s profile as a man of sincere and serious faith held great
currency for the growing American evangelical community. His candidacy and
Presidency had galvanised the political mobilisation of evangelical Christians
through articulation of his own, deeply held religious faith and his interjection of
openly spiritual themes into the body politic. He had tapped into the rapidly
expanding evangelical constituency, acting as a catalyst for their widespread re-entry
into politics for the first time since the 1920s. Unfortunately for Carter, after having
drawn them into politics, he failed to retain evangelicals’ support. It became
apparent that Carter’s understanding of the relationship between Christianity and

politics bore little resemblance to their own. By 1980 it was obvious to Christian
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conservatives that a Democratic President, whether a fellow evangelical or not, was
not enough to ensure promotion of their agenda on the national political stage. The
more the Carter administration refused to reverse the liberal advances of the previous
decade, the more the Christian Right as an organised force mustered political

strength.

Carter was unwilling to exploit the blurring of the church and state boundary upon
which his Presidential candidacy had been built. “The religious [Christian]
community belonged to Carter,” close Carter friend Bert Lance observed, but “They
were the first to abandon him.””® Carter was simply not the President they believed
they were voting for in 1976. Carter was far more politically liberal than had led
them to believe, and he refused to use the Presidency as a pulpit from which to
enforce a conservative social agenda. Therefore, Christian conservatives’ initial
feelings of kinship with the President faded quickly and, as Dionne puts it they “felt
sold out by Carter.”” Eventually they came to perceive him as having been “unborn
again,” as having abandoned his Christian principles in favour of “a deep-seated

»75

secular humanism. Not least they felt betrayed by Carter’s attitude towards

abortion. Jack Wilke, the President of the National Right to Life Committee damned

76 Their bitterness, Maddox recalled, led

377

Carter’s administration as ‘“disastrous.
Christian conservative leaders to denounce Carter “as the anti-Christ,”’" and when
newspaper columnist Bob Novak attended a conference of conservative preachers in
1979 he observed minister after minister declaring “I was part of Carter’s team in
1976. 1 delivered my congregation for Carter. I urged them all to vote for Carter
because I thought he was a moral individual. I found out otherwise, and I’'m angry.”

At that point Novak realised, “Jimmy Carter’s goose was cooked.”’®

The conservative evangelical community, now politically activated as the Christian
Right, instead turned to Ronald Reagan in 1980, a candidate who more carefully
articulated their agenda. This was despite the fact that Reagan’s nominal religious
credentials bore no comparison to Carter’s genuine piety.79 Reagan did not regularly
attend religious services. He was associated with liberal Hollywood, both he and his
wife were divorcees and he had no record of commitment to cultural-religious issues
of evangelical concern. Indeed, as Governor of California he had signed into law the

nation’s most liberal abortion bill. However his 1980 campaign literature, circulated
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to conservative congregations, openly courted the religious vote. It declared his
support for private Christian schools and school prayer while attacking both
homosexuality and abortion. Revitalising the fundamentalist crusade of the 1920s,
he openly questioned the theory of evolution and asserted the necessity of teaching
the biblical story of creation in public schools. “The time has come,” Reagan

declared, “to turn to God and reassert our trust in Him for the healing of America.”®

When recalling the 1980 Presidential campaign, Jimmy Carter explicitly
acknowledged the central role of the New Christian Right, observing that the
politically energised born-again community had “had a very profound effect” on his

' One Harris poll estimated that white, evangelical

defeat by Ronald Reagan.8
Christian voters accounted for two thirds of Reagan’s 10-point margin of victory,
while an ABC poll showed that 17 percent fewer Protestants voted for Carter in 1980
than in 1976. Even within his own Southern Baptist denomination, Carter’s support
dropped from 56 percent in 1976 to 34 percent in 1980. The Religious Right was
especially successful in its stated aim of registering evangelical and fundamentalist
Christian voters. Prior to 1980 only 55 percent of all fundamentalist Christians were
registered to vote in comparison to 72 per cent of the general public. An analysis of
electoral returns showed that that changed in 1980, when two million
fundamentalists voted for the first time, a vital constituency given that Reagan was

elected by only 26 per cent of the electorate.®>

Carter brought evangelical concerns to the heart of American politics, but abortion
was one of a series of key issues that revealed the contradictory imperatives affecting
a Southern Baptist President. As an evangelical Christian, he was personally
opposed to abortion but as a Southern Baptist he was also committed to the principle
of church-state separation. Because Carter was not prepared to compromise his
Southern Baptist adherence to that doctrine, he inevitably disappointed the sleeping

giant of evangelical Protestantism his Presidency had awakened.
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CHRISTIAN EDUCATION AND THE CARTER
PRESIDENCY

This chapter explores the debate regarding the relationship between Christianity and
education, both public and private, and the issue’s contributory role in exacerbating
tension between the Carter White House and the conservative Christian community.
Whilst previous scholarship has portrayed the conflicts surrounding Christian
education during the 1970s as being covertly about race and as masking a
fundamentally racist Christian agenda, here I show this approach to be limited,
unappreciative both of change over time in evangelical political engagement and of
the larger platform of concerns that motivated Christian conservatives, including
prayer in schools and curricular reform. The spectacular growth in Christian private
schooling during the 1970s stemmed primarily from a religious rather than racial
impulse and by then a religious rather than predominantly racial agenda guided the
movement’s political engagement. Failing to comprehend this development, in 1978
the Carter administration attempted to remove the tax-exempt status of private
schools so as to combat segregated education. Alongside the administration’s
refusal, because of Carter’s Southern Baptist commitment to the separation of church
and state, to legislate the return of prayer to public schools, this succeeded in
alienating a new electoral constituency of burgeoning significance - evangelical and
fundamentalist Christians. Schooling became one of a series of “hot button” issues
that prompted both religious and racially conservative evangelical Christians to join
with secular political activists to form the heterogeneous phenomenon that became

the New Christian Right.

It has taken some time for the specifics of Christian education and its relationship to
the Carter Presidency to receive detailed consideration. Carter’s Presidential
memoir, for example, ran to over 600 pages but mentioned the strained relationship
between the evangelical community and his administration only in passing.l Works
that deal with Carter’s devout religiosity written largely by evangelicals were
unreservedly enthusiastic but did not cogently analyse the specific faith-based

policies of the Carter White House that later enflamed conservative evangelical
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opinion. The first wave of scholarship on the Carter Presidency from 1980-1987,
dominated by Betty Glad also did not address the phenomenon and focused instead
upon Carter’s economic failures and the Iran hostage crisis in order to explain
Carter’s failed 1980 re-election bid.> When in 1987, a second, revisionist wave of
Carter scholarship developed, it presented Carter in a far more favourable light.
Ribuffo provided the most useful examination of the political impact of Carter’s
Christian faith, but did not highlight the centrality of educational issues to his
eventual abandonment by the evangelical community.* Kaufman focused largely on
foreign and economic issues and ignored the role of conservative Christianity in
explaining Carter’s defeat in 1980.° Dumbrell limited his analysis of the rise of
Christian conservatism to issues such as women’s rights and the Equal Rights
Amendment.® Bourne addressed the evangelical community’s deep sense of
disappointment with Carter as a born-again President but saw education as only one

of a number of issues generating evangelical opposition.’

Today there is increasing recognition of the power and significance of the religious
vote and of the specific importance of the Carter Presidency in the 20th century
political mobilisation of theologically conservative Christians. The multiple factors
that brought the New Christian Right to political significance in the late 1970s,
including abortion, the Equal Rights Amendment, gay rights and the broad-based
cultural shift towards popular defence of ‘family values’ have all received attention,’®
but what is not yet fully understood is how central schooling was to that mobilising
process, especially in terms of the two main educational innovations Christian
conservatives sought at the time: retention of the tax exempt status of Christian
schools and the return of prayer to public schools.” However, an understanding of
education’s significance to Christian conservatives both prior to and beyond the
Carter years is essential to any explanation of the Carter administration’s loss of
Christian conservative support and its coalescence elsewhere. For a time, Carter
appeared to be the Christian conservatives champion in the ongoing struggle against
the forces of secular humanism, but his determination to perceive schooling in
fundamentally racial rather than religious terms long after the Supreme Court’s

Brown vs. Board of Education decision of 1954 led his administration to persist in
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construing private Christian schools anachronistically as “segregation academies”

and to alienate the Christian conservative vote.

Whilst it is impossible in the early post-Brown era to disaggregate racism from
religion with reference to Christian private schools, racism cannot be said to fully
explain the phenomenon, especially by the time the Christian school sector expanded
during the 1970s.!° Even so, a number of scholars have described the rapid
expansion in Christian schooling as purely a racially motivated attempt to circumvent
court-led attempts to desegregate public schools. According to Lugg white
supremacist sentiments were the prime motivation behind the emergence of church-
affiliated private schools. He observes, “White, typically fundamentalist, Christian
churches played a critical role in the South’s desire to thwart federal [integrationist]

»!! While acknowledging that many factors spurred the Christian private

policy.
school movement, Wilcox finds “school desegregation efforts” to be the central
organising factor.'” Similarly, McLaren has highlighted the appeal of “intolerant”
born-again Christian education to those “who are comfortably male and white.”
Christian education, he argues, was a key social tool for those who “wish to purge

»I3° Rose has also observed that

America of Blacks, Asians, Arabs and Jews.
schooling was a tool of those evangelicals who “wanted to restore the common
ground that once belonged to white Anglo-Saxon Protestants” whilst Diamond
contends that many Christian academies “were formed solely or primarily to evade
racial integration.”'* Thomas and Mary Edsall go further, contending not only that
racial prejudice motivated the spread of Christian private schools, but that a defence
of segregated schools lay behind the emergence of the entire Christian Right. They
chart the first stirrings of evangelical politicisation to a 1969 lawsuit relating to the
federal tax exemptions granted to segregated private schools in Mississippi.”
Dionne agrees, arguing, “Most of the evangelical conservatives [in the Religious
Right] were white southerners who began voting against the Democrats because of

civil rights.”'®

Bawer observes that “the only reason for these private schools’
existence was to serve white parents who didn’t want their children going to school
with Blacks” and that “Jimmy Carter, as a southerner, knew this to be the case.”
Bawer too also contends that evangelical political mobilisation was generated largely
by the IRS attack on segregated Christian schools: “The Religious Right didn't grow

out of a love of God and one's neighbour” he states, “—it grew out of racism, pure
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and simple.”'” Carter himself clearly attributed the growth of private schools in the
aftermath of the Brown decision to racial factors. In his 1992 book, Turning Point,
he wrote, “the education system in the South...has borne the brunt of social change”
leading to “a mass exodus of white students whose parents could pay the tuition fees
to enrol in the private ‘segregation academies’ that sprang up in almost all
communities.” Their continued existence was based “on parental dedication to racial
segregation.”'® Even Robert Maddox, the Carter administration’s liaison between
the White House and the religious community had no doubts about the close linkage
between race, religion, the politicisation of the Christian community and their
opposition to Carter. Recalling the place that race played in the growth of the
Christian Right, Maddox observed “Racism was there, right beneath the surface. The
same kind of mentality that cranked out the anti-nigger stuff in the fifties, cranked
out the [anti-Carter campaigns] in the eighties. It’s always been there, it submerged,

but it never has gone away.”"

However, other commentators point out that even though a number of schools were
established during the 1950s and 1960s in an effort to avoid the consequences of
court orders to desegregate public education, by the 1970s this “white flight” impulse
had become less important to Christian parents.”” Instead, the expansion of the
Christian school sector was motivated not by a desire to retain racial purity but
instead by a need to defend against the unwarranted intervention of the atheistic
philosophy of secular humanism. This developed during the late nineteenth century,
a descendant of the rational doctrines of the enlightenment. Affirming the free will
and conscious responsibility of rational men, it declared moral values and ethical
behaviour to be correctly founded on human nature and experience, rather than
reliance on supernaturalism, theological abstractions or religious emotionalism. It
stressed the primacy of human reason over divine intervention and a belief in moral
relativism and situational ethics. It rejected Biblical concepts such as eternal
salvation, divine redemption or the existence of a supreme creator. The Humanist
Manifestos (published in 1933) declared there to be “insufficient evidence for belief
in the existence of the supernatural,” and announced humanity to “begin with man

not God...no deity will save us; we must save ourselves.”?!

It gave rise to liberal
attitudes to sexuality, crime, drug abuse and education. For America’s evangelical

and fundamentalist Christian community secular humanism was regarded as the
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overarching source of the godlessness that had eroded the nation’s moral and

religious principles.

For evangelicals, the centrality of these Christian principles derived from their
conception of American history that placed the role of God and the Christian faith as
central to America’s national mission. They believed that the Lord himself had
blessed America because first the Puritans of the Massachusetts Bay Colony and then
the Founding Fathers of the Constitution had sought to honour God and the Bible by
creating in America the ‘New Israel,” a nation built upon Christian principles:
“Blessed is the nation whose God is the LORD” (Psalm 32:12). Jerry Falwell wrote,
“America has reached the pinnacle of greatness unlike any nation in human history
because our Founding Fathers established America’s laws and precepts on the
principles recorded in the laws of God, including the Ten Commandments.”*
Evangelicals considered the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the
United States to be nothing less than religious documents and the nation created by
them to be ‘God’s chosen country.” Formed to exemplify the righteousness of Holy
Scripture, Winthrop’s ‘City on a Hill,” they defined America as “a bastion of
traditional values and traditional faith in an increasingly godless age; as a citadel of
righteousness in a corrupt world; as the earth’s only truly Christian nation.”® Pat
Robertson agreed. “This is God’s land” he said, “This land belongs to God

Almighty.”*

Legal acceptance of secular humanism appeared to evangelicals to represent an
abandonment of America’s historical Christian identity. In particular, three Supreme
Court rulings, not connected to race, mandated the secularisation of public education
and brought down the ire of conservative Christians. The first blow came with
Torcaso v. Watkins (1961), which validated secular humanism as a religion.
Maryland state law required Roy Torcaso to affirm his belief in the existence of God
in order for him to be commissioned as a notary public. As a practising humanist,
Torcaso refused and the Supreme Court subsequently found in his favour holding
that the requirement for such an oath “invades the appellant's freedom of belief and
religion.” Presiding Justice Hugo Black declared: “Neither a State nor the Federal
Government can constitutionally force a person to profess a belief or disbelief in any

religion.” The Black court found that a number of religions did not “teach what
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would generally be considered a belief in the existence of God.” These included
“Buddhism, Taoism and Secular Humanism.”” Other court rulings such as Engel v.
Vitale (1962) removed prayer from public schools and Abington School District v.
Schempp (1963) confirmed that, in relation to public schools, recitation of the Lord’s
Prayer was unconstitutional. Murray v. Curlett (1963) outlawed Bible readings in
the classroom and Lemon v. Kurtzman (1971) allowed for private Christian schools
to be more closely regulated. All of these added to the increasing sense of
divergence from mainstream culture and political institutions felt by the evangelical
community, a sentiment only exacerbated by the more widely publicised Roe v.

Wade (1973) ruling on abortion.

During the 1970s, the Torcaso ruling was publicised by conservative Christian
leaders such as popular evangelical author Tim LaHaye, Jerry Falwell and Bill
Bright, the director of Campus Crusade for Christ, as clear evidence of a secular
humanist conspiracy to infiltrate the ‘American public square.” They claimed that
the 1960s Supreme Court rulings enshrined secular humanism in law as a religion
equal in legal status and validity to Christianity. Falwell warned that humanism
denied the hand of God in man’s creation: “It teaches that man is not a unique and
specific creation of God” but rather “the ultimate product of the evolutionary
process.” As such it was responsible for the moral decay and permissiveness of
modern society because it favoured “ethical relativism” and “situation ethics” and
projected “man as an animal concerned only with fulfilling the desires of the

moment.”?®

Moral absolutes that derived from Biblical Scripture had been
abandoned. Similarly, for LaHaye, the danger of humanism lay in its encouragement
of mankind’s attempts to understand his world and to “solve his problems
independently of God.” He traced its formulation back to Greek philosophers who
believed that “man is the measure of all things.” He identified its five basic tenets as
atheism, evolution, amorality, autonomy of man and one-world socialism.?’ This
arrogant promotion of man’s rationality over the Almighty’s divine will, evangelical
leaders claimed, had caused all manner of social ills including the advance in
abortion rights, gay rights, women’s equality, the spread of pornography, drug abuse
and a dangerous weakening of America’s global military, political and economic

hegemony. LaHaye declared, “Much of the evils in the world today can be traced to

humanism, which has taken over our government, the United Nations, education, TV
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and most of the other influential things in life.”*® Humanism had become, observed
evangelical authors Hadden and Shupe, the “source of all critical social problems”
and the “arch-villain” of America’s Christian community.29 In particular, secular
humanism had infected the American political system. Nesmith observes that many
evangelicals “increasingly felt that governmental policies are denying traditional
moral values” and that the “moral fibre of society” was “decaying as a result.”*® Bill

Bright declared,

I believe the most dangerous religion is humanism...the greatest threat to
our Judeo-Christian heritage and is.doing more to destroy the moral and
spiritual fibre of our society than any other peril. Have you ever
wondered why our society is becoming more secular, why prayer and
Bible reading are no longer welcome at our public schools? The religion
of humanism is largely responsible. Have you ever wondered why
Americans are much more tolerant today of sexual freedom,
homosexualit3y, incest and abortion? The religion of humanism is largely
responsible.””!

This perceived attack upon Christianity in schools was particularly keenly felt
because prior to the 1960s Christians had cherished the fact that the American public
education system was at least informally Christian. As Harrell put it, until the
beginning of the 1960s “education remained firmly in the hands of the believers.”*
In many schools instructors were often clergymen and school priests generally held
esteemed positions on campus. Bible readings and class prayers were common and
traditional moral values, founded in the Christian faith, were taught. The 1960s saw
a profound change including a profusion of sex education courses, the banning of
prayer and Bible reading, a more liberal attitude to gender equality, homosexuality
and the teaching of what were perceived as unpatriotic ideas in history classes. For
evangelicals, the undermining of America’s public schools was part of nothing less
than a co-ordinated secular humanist plot. For example, in The Battle for the Public
Schools, dedicated to “awakening American Christians to secular humanism as the
destroyer of our once-great country,” LaHaye warned that secular humanism was
being taught as an alternative religion to Christianity.3 3 Calling secular humanism

“the official doctrine of public education,” he outlined a fifteen-point description of a

philosophy that gave humanism “all the markings of a religion...eager to bring the
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nation’s into a one-world government based on socialism
warned LaHaye, “is a self-serving institution controlled by elitists of an atheistic,
humanist viewpoint” dedicated to “indoctrinating their charges against the
recognition of God, absolute moral values, and a belief in the American dream.”®
For Christians, the need to raise children in an educational environment of Biblically
based morality, insulated from the pervasive influences of an increasingly godless
mainstream society was primary. This motivated the foundation of more than ten
thousand religious academies during the 1970s. By the time Jimmy Carter took
office in January 1977 the public education system was a pivotal arena in the

Christian struggle against secular humanism.

Once again, evangelical disappointment with Carter was magnified because of their
dashed expectations. Evangelicals in his home state of Georgia would have recalled
his pledge, made during his 1970 bid for the state governorship, to do “everything”
he could for private schools.*® “Don’t let anybody,” he said, “including the Atlanta
newspapers mislead you into criticising private education. They need your
support.”*’ Early in his Presidency Carter appeared to fully support Christian private
schools. In June 1977 representatives of the Council for American Education
(CAPE), an organisation of private schools whose members included a large number
of faith-based groups including the Lutheran Church, the U.S. Catholic Conference
and the National Union of Christian Schools, met with members of the Carter
administration. Afterwards, apparently assured by the meeting that Carter strongly
supported private schools, Robert Lamborn, CAPE’s Executive Director wrote to
Beth Abramowitz, “I thoroughly enjoyed our meeting - - and came away reassured
about the Administration’s active interest in the welfare of private schools.”
Lamborn asked that “Based on the administration’s positive attitude toward private
schools,” the Carter administration make a “commitment to protect the rights of
parents in determining the nature of their children’s education” and announce “the
administration’s intention to maintain the educational options assured by the
existence of strong public and private schools.” Regarding possible Internal
Revenue Service (IRS) intervention against private schools he also requested “a
systematic search be undertaken to determine a constitutionally acceptable method
for providing tax aid to parents whose children attend non-segregated private

schools.” Abramowitz replied, “Please be assured that we are giving this matter
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serious attention as part of the development of federal educational policy and

initiatives for this administration.”*®

In the same year Jack Harwell, Carter’s close friend and editor of The Christian
Index wrote to Carter’s son Jack to ask for his help in organising a meeting between
the President and representatives of Christian private schools. As a result, in
December 1977 Carter met a delegation of Christian educators at the White House.
The meeting was described in an internal memorandum as being organised “to gain
your [Carter’s] special endorsement of the contribution church-related colleges can
make to our society and to itemise some of the problems facing these colleges.” The
meeting was clearly a success. Afterwards a representative of the educators, Ben C.
Fisher, Executive Director of the Education Commission of the Southern Baptist
Convention, wrote to Tim Kraft, the White House appointments secretary, to thank
him. The meeting with the President had been “a very significant one for us. It will
also be encouraging to the millions of church members whom this group represents.”
Harwell also wrote to Carter personally to express his “deep gratitude.” The
Christian educators were particularly impressed that Carter agreed to meet them even
though the Prime Minister of Israel was visiting the White House on the same day.
“I know you had a hectic day with the Prime Minister of Israel” wrote Harwell,

“That makes us even more grateful.”*

Carter singularly failed to make good on his promises regarding private Christian
education to the evangelical community. Instead, action taken by the IRS against
racial discrimination embroiled the President in a series of battles with the
evangelical community over Christian schools. Until 1967 the IRS had not
considered the racial policies of private schools in determining their entitlement to
tax-exemption, but when the IRS was sued in 1971 on the grounds that the granting
of tax-exempt status represented a form of indirect governmental assistance to
‘segregated academies’ it altered its regulations, ruling instead that any “purely
private schools” which practised racial discrimination would no longer be tax-
exempt. Even so, IRS regulations remained weak. According to Lugg many
segregated schools retained their tax-exempt status by merely placing a statement in
the local newspaper that they did not discriminate or by enrolling a “token Black

family.”*
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All this changed in 1978 when the Carter-appointed commissioner of the IRS,
Jerome Kurtz, launched a new crusade against racial discrimination in schools.
Kurtz recalled his belief that private schools were being created for explicitly racist
aims. For example, he recalled “There were whole new school systems formed in
Mississippi [in the wake of desegregation rulings].”*" At his direction the IRS
moved to require that all private schools, including Christian schools and academies,
prove they were not instituted as residual havens for segregation or face the loss of
their tax-exempt status. Under the new guidelines, any school that came into
existence or suddenly expanded when the public schools in its community were
desegregated would be subject to investigation and would risk the loss of its tax-
exempt status unless it had a substantial minority enrolment (a minimum of 20
percent of the total population of minority students in the surrounding community) or
was shown to be making a ‘good-faith’ effort to operate a non-discriminatory
enrolment policy. This meant that although aimed at denying tax-exemption to
‘segregation academies’ the new regulations encompassed church-affiliated private
schools, the majority of which had been established by the Protestant evangelical
community. Looking back to 1978 Carl Anderson, the Reagan administration’s
religious liaison observed, “Under the guise of getting at a very miniscule number of
segregation academies” the IRS used “strong arm tactics” against all Christian
private schools. “We’re not talking about Bob Jones University [referring to the
ultra-conservative fundamentalist institution] we’re talking about any serious kind of
Christian ministry through church-affiliated schools.” That, Anderson noted “had a
very big message for evangelical Christians.”** The IRS regulations represented the
unwarranted intrusion of secular government institutions into private, family affairs.
As Steve Bruce has pointed out, the IRS intervention alerted Christians that “The
“Bible Belt” had been penetrated by cosmopolitan culture” or, as political analyst
Kevin Phillips observed, “The world of Manhattan, Harvard, and Beverly Hills was
being exported to Calhoun County, Alabama, and Calhoun County did not like it.”*
The actions of the IRS were driven by racial concerns but IRS policy was misguided
on two counts. The IRS failed to acknowledge that the boom in the private school
sector in the 1970s was largely unrelated to race. Martin observed of Christian
schools that “by the mid-1970s integration was no longer a significant factor in their
continued proliferation.”* Rather, the growth of explicitly Christian private schools

represented an effort on behalf of the Christian community to insulate their children
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from the secular and humanist bias of public schools. The IRS regulatory action,
although focused upon a very small number of ‘segregation academies’ effectively
denied legitimate efforts at Christian ministry through private education. Carl
Anderson recalled that this sent the warning to Christians, “you can run but you can’t
hide. The reach of the government is going to find you. No matter how intimately
you view this as part of your ministry, you will be supervised by government.”
Hutcheson observed of the IRS regulations “While the Carter people saw civil rights

45 Christian

as the motivation, Christian school activists saw it as anti religious.
Right activist Connaught Marshner recalled “The bureaucrats were so out of touch
with real American culture that they assumed racial bias was the only reason
somebody would want to start a non-public school.” The Carter administration had
“Not a clue about the real culture decay or about religious belief.”*® When in August
1978 the IRS proposals to end tax-exemption for schools found to be discriminating
against minority students were made public “a huge furore arose in the ranks of the

Christian Right” and their target, observed Shogan, “was Jimmy Carter.”¥’

The issue of tax-exemption for private schools posed a pointed political dilemma for
Carter. When he ran in 1976 as a ‘political everyman,’ a candidate far removed from
Washington politics, he had badly antagonised key Democratic Party constituencies.
In his December 1976 memorandum on political strategy Pat Caddell warned “To be
frank, Jimmy Carter is not particularly popular with major elements of the
Democratic party, whether it be activists, the Congress, labor [sic.] leaders, or the

political bosses.”*®

Once in office Carter was obliged to shore up his support
amongst those Democratic interests that had backed him, specifically Black and civil
rights interests, represented in the form of the Congressional Black Caucus.
Heinemann writes that Carter’s IRS launched “a new crusade against racial
segregation” in the form of a move to revoke the tax-exempt status of private
religious academies explicitly as a means of “seeking approval from the
Congressional Black caucus.”* Heinemann’s explanation is conceivable. Blacks,
without whom Carter would not have won the Democratic nomination in 1976, let
alone the Presidency, had already attacked Carter for not doing enough to advance
affirmative action programs, busing and welfare. They were dismayed by the

naming of Griffin Bell to the Department of Justice and their appetites had already

been whetted but not satisfied by Carter’s appointment of Black activists to federal
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judicial posts. The Congressional Black Caucus wrote to the President listing their
grievances, specifically that Carter had not found a solution to the “still
extraordinarily high Black unemployment rate,” had instigated an urban policy

2

“based on providing virtually no new funds,” and had made only “limited Black
appointments to top positions...particularly [noting] the absences of Blacks in top
economic positions.” They decried “the failure of the President to make a major civil

”

rights speech to the nation.” As regards education policy they declared their belief
that “The Administration has not been fully sympathetic to the special needs of Black
colleges” and accused the Department of Health, Education and Welfare of
withholding funds from two Black colleges.”® Their criticism was unfair. Carter
appointed more Blacks and other minorities to his administration than any of his
predecessors. White House Counsel Robert Lipshutz recalls that the administration
“really searched out...the qualified Blacks...to make sure that the affirmative action
goals of the President were met” even though this might mean that “we had to accept
the fact that we might get the second-best qualified or the third best qualified
[candidate].”®' Yet segregated education continued to be a highly sensitive issue for
the Black community because of the detrimental impact on public schools of white
abstention. After Carter left office Stuart Eizenstat admitted that the President “had
difficulty with the Black interest groups” who were “never quite satisfied with what
he did.”** Hamilton Jordan concurred. He observed that special interest groups like
Blacks “didn’t feel a part or didn’t feel a stake in the election of Carter” and as a
result “pursued their own institutional interests.” Black leaders like Vernon Jordan,
“couldn’t stand up and say we were doing a good job...He had to stand up and point
out all the shortcomings of the Carter Presidency.” That, said Jordan, was “the story

of the administration.”>>

Regardless of the motives of the Carter White House, for their part, evangelicals
strongly dismissed the suggestion that racism was an organising principle of their
schools. Rather, the schools were dedicated to providing a faith-based education.
Heineman observed “The one thousand students enrolled at the Arlington, Virginia,
Baptist school were taught to place “God and His Holy Word at the centre” of their
education. Parents were exhorted “to win your child to Jesus Christ as his personal
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Saviour, and then to train him up for Christian service. Falwell said of the

accusations levelled at his Lynchburg Christian Academy “There were those who
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thought we were probably starting [the academy] to have a white-flight school...but
from day one I made it clear that Lynchburg Christian Academy would be for any
and all who loved Christ and wanted to study under born-again teachers in a
Christian environment with academic excellence.” Although the school had no
Black students in its first year because, said Falwell, “none applied,” three Black
students enrolled the second year. Falwell claimed he had built his Academy not in
response to the 1954 Supreme Court ruling on education but on two later decisions,
those of 1962 and 1963 banning prayer in schools, citing his fear that such decisions
indicated that “the Christian worldview was not only going to be pushed back but

eliminated.”>’

Falwell encouraged evangelicals to write to the White House in protest against the
IRS intervention. Two Christian parents from New York wrote to Carter, arguing
that the IRS proposals were “in violation of the principles of church and state...Most
church schools are sponsored and largely supported by churches, and the government
has no right to regulate church affairs. We believe that since Congress has not given,
and cannot give, IRS the powers which it is usurping in this proposal, IRS must not
tamper with the system which gives tax exempt status to all private schools.” The

writers also pointed out the economic issues involved to Carter.

All of us who are property owners pay substantial school taxes for the use of
the public schools. The schools thus enjoy the use of those tax monies
without having to spend it on the students sent to private schools. Since
parents have been taxed for their children’s schooling, no matter where they
go, should they not have the freedom to choose the place where they believe
the superior education is being given? Parents putting their children into
private schools are already paying double, and should not be penalised even
further.

They strongly dismissed accusations of racism. “The several private religious
schools with which we are acquainted could in no way be called racist. It is not
economically feasible for them to actively and specifically recruit members of
minority groups, but they do heartily accept students from such groups.” Another
evangelical from Carolina wrote to the President to declare, “Our schools are not

racially discriminatory, and we strongly dislike being placed in the position of being

59



considered guilty until proven innocent. The Constitution has always guaranteed
people their innocence until proven guilty, and now some people have chosen to
completely reverse this idea and force their opinion upon many others. This restricts
our freedom given to us by our Constitution tremendously.” Evangelicals were
disenchanted because of Carter’s willingness to use his religious faith as a political
asset in his Presidential campaign. “What happened to all the ‘Christian’ promises
you made while campaigning?” asked one correspondent. “Why does [Joe] Califano
and HEW ride white schools and institutions of Higher Learning when
predominantly black colleges...get federal money? Is this the act of a born-again
Christian? How do you sleep at night?” One writer claimed that the IRS regulations
would “destroy the freedom of religion” and “freedom of choice of Christian
education.” Complaining “We pay over and above our school taxes for special
Christian education which we feel is necessary since the Bible reading, prayer and
discipline was taken out of our public schools,” the revoking of tax-exemption was
“the first step to undermining and destroying our country” because it threatened
America’s covenant with God. “To continue to destroy the reading of God’s word
and the teaching of his ways, I feel, will cause us to lose his blessing. At the rate we
are going in twenty years our country and communism will be hard to tell apart.” To
reinforce his point, the writer announced that “I have never written to any political
power before, but feeling the grave importance of killing this proposal and any of its

kind, I felt I must.”*®

The IRS regulations represented more than an ideological threat to Christian parents.
Whether predicated on racial grounds or religious doctrine, Christian private schools
relied heavily on the tax deductible charitable gifts of private donors. The end of
tax-exempt status would seriously endanger the financial well being of most
Christian schools and parents would be forced to pay both for private tuition and to
provide tax revenue to support a public education system that their children did not
use and which spread a secular value system that they abhorred. Jerry Falwell
quoted the economist Milton Friedman, “The present arrangement abridges the
religious freedom of parents who do not accept the religion taught by the public
schools but yet are forced to pay still more to have their children escape
indoctrination.”” In sum, tuition fees for Christian parents were to be effectively

doubled. The fact that the background of the student bodies at Christian private
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schools had changed radically during the 1970s, added to the impact of the
legislation. Middle-class preserves during the 1960s, by the 1970s sixty percent of
the pupils came from working class or lower-middle-class backgrounds.58 According
to one evangelical minister, the financial implication of the IRS proposals provided
“the jolt” that generated conservative opposition, as he put it, “When it becomes not
just a moral or a conservative/liberal issue, but a pocketbook issue, you definitely

»%  Inevitably a number of evangelical ministers organised a

take an interest.
campaign in response. Robert Billings used his newsletter, Christian School Alert, to
warn Christians of the IRS threat. Falwell used his popular television show, the ‘Old
Time Gospel Hour’ to attack it, calling the federal government ‘“sneaky” and
declaring that it had made it “easier to open up a massage parlour than to open a

Christian school,”®°

As well as bringing together the secular New Right and the conservative religious
community, the IRS issue played a central role in forging the alliance between the
New Christian Right and the Republican Party in the second half of Carter’s
Presidency. The rapid political mobilisation of evangelicals convinced conservatives
in Congress to join them in battle. Arch-conservative Jesse Helms led the
Congressional fight in the Senate, vowing that he was “not going to back up one
inch” in the face of IRS “harassment,” whilst two other conservative Congressmen,
Representatives Bob Dornan and John Ashbrook lobbied in the House.®' Ashbrook
wrote to Carter in October 1978 warning that the IRS plan would “set a dangerous
precedent in this country, creating a “new regulatory network which amounts to
nothing less than legislation by decree...expanding federal power over private
schools.” This might “lead to total Federal control of private education. It will not
be long before the Washington bureaucracy is scrutinising the textbooks and teaching
of each private school.” As such the plan “poses a serious threat to private education
in America.” Ashbrook vowed to “not permit any intrusion into the free exercise of

religion.” He warned

To impose student and faculty quotas on private schools is a treacherous
intervention into a constitutionally protected activity. By imposing severe
compliance standards and volumes of paperwork, the Federal Government
would sign the death warrant of more than half the nation’s religious
schools...Its arbitrary formula for student and staff recruitment will place
Federal bureaucrats at the helm of policy formation for private schools...This
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plan violates the Constitutional separation of Church and State...Mr. Carter,
as a Presidential candidate, you were portrayed as one seeking to become ‘a
pastor of 230 million.” You must not desert your religious followers by
inaction.®

Ashbrook urged Carter to “act now to stop this Federal aggression against religious
schools. You should order your appointed director of the IRS to rescind its quota
plan.”® In response, Stuart Eizenstat wrote to Ashbrook in December 1978. Noting
that while the administration did “share your concern that implementation of the
[IRS regulations] be sensitive to religious and academic freedoms,” Eizenstat
reinforced the administration’s conviction that the issue at stake was racial equality,

not religious freedom:

This administration is committed to meeting the spirit and letter of the law as
evidenced by Titles IV and XI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Brown v.
Board of Education, and many subsequent Federal Court cases. Under the
law, private schools that have a racially discriminatory policy as to students
are not entitled to tax-exempt status.

Despite Eizenstat’s intervention, Ashbrook and Dornan introduced a rider to the IRS
appropriations bill that prohibited the use of federal funds to investigate or enforce

alleged violations of IRS regulations by Christian schools.®

In 1976, the evangelical community remained, fundamentalist Reverend James
Kennedy recalls, “a sleeping giant.”® To arouse conservative Christians from their
slumber, they needed to be educated into a political reaction. The evangelicals
remained detached from modern culture. “Abortion, pornography, homosexuality —
those are hard for average Christians to relate to” observed one fundamentalist
preacher, “They don’t read Playboy, their daughters aren’t pregnant, and they don’t
know any que:ers.”66 Both historians such as Richard Neuhaus and Robert Shogan
and Religious Right leaders like Ralph Reed all agree that in Reed’s phrase, Carter’s
“ham-fisted” intervention against Christian schools was “the greatest spark” for the
Religious Right because for Christians it represented ‘“nothing less than a declaration

of war” on their Biblically-centred way of life.” Secular New Right leaders such as
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Weyrich, Richard Viguerie and Howard Philips saw in the growing evangelical
community a potential constituency of grass roots support that could be used to help
implement their conservative agenda. “It kicked the sleeping dog,” recalled Richard
Viguerie of the IRS issue, “It galvanised the religious right. It was the spark that
ignited the religious right’s involvement in real politics.”68 The New Right
established political organisations in Washington including The Committee for the
Survival of a Free Congress, The Heritage Foundation, The National Conservative
Action Committee and The Conservative Caucus, and used them to make overtures
to conservative Christians who had so far stubbornly resisted political involvement.
It was through what Harrell calls this “fortuitous convergence” between New Right
political experts and conservative evangelicals that the New Christian Right
emerged.69 In particular, New Right activists provided the political experience, vital
in mobilising the evangelical electorate that the Christian leaders who had remained
outside of the political mainstream lacked. Christians were persuaded to abandon
their attachment to the doctrine of church-state separation, to embrace their secular
allies, and to engage in what Wilcox calls “the politics of life-style defence” against
the interference of the Carter administration.”® The key meeting took place in May
1979. Weyrich, Philips and Viguerie travelled to Lynchburg to meet Jerry Falwell.
Like Carter, Falwell was a Baptist, and as such held to his denomination’s belief in
church-state separation, rejecting political engagement and dedicating himself to ‘the
winning of souls for Christ.” However, the New Right leaders convinced him of the
urgent need for a new, visibly Christian political organisation to rally Christian
conservatives into action, an affiliation they dubbed the Moral Majority.”' Weyrich
was candid in admitting his partisan political goals. He was not dedicated to
politicising the Christian vote, only the vote of Christians who supported his
conservative agenda. “I don’t want everyone to vote,” he said. “Our leverage in the
election quite candidly goes up as the voting population goes down. We have no

responsibility, moral or otherwise, to turn out our opposition.”72

Falwell publicly refuted his previous attitude to Christian political activism as “false
prophecy” and the Moral Majority quickly became the largest and most visible of the
New Christian Right organisations.”” Falwell was a central figure in inspiring
evangelical political engagement. Hadden and Shupe note that whilst Carter told

evangelical Christians that it was “all right to get involved in politics” Falwell told
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"™ It represented the total abandonment of Falwell’s

them “it was their duty.
previous adherence to church-state separation. In explaining this change he recalled
“the future of our nation was at stake...Satan had mobilised his own forces to destroy
America by negating the Judeo-Christian ethic.””” If his “Christian brothers and
sisters could be mobilised to action” then the Moral Majority could “reverse the
nation’s downward spiral and set America back on the straight and narrow path once

% The federal intrusion into private Christian schooling was pivotal in

again.
Falwell’s conversion. “Back in the sixties I was criticising pastors who were taking
time out of their pulpit to involve themselves in the Civil Rights movement or any
other political venture. I said you’re wasting your time from what you’re called to
do.” But, says Falwell, “Things began to happen. The invasion of humanism into
the public school system began to alarm us back in the sixties.... It became apparent
that the federal government was going in the wrong direction, and if allowed would
be harassing non-public schools. Step by step we became convinced we must get
involved if we’re going to continue what we’re doing inside the church building.””’
Falwell became overtly political. He declared the three goals of the Moral Majority
to be “First, get them converted; second, get them baptised; and third, get them

registered to vote.””®

Hart notes “Before, evangelicals had not been inclined to
translate their beliefs into political action,” but were now being convinced of the
imperative of “opposing sin at the ballot box.”” The Journal of Church and State
observed that conservative Christians were “clearly being led out of the pews and

into the polls.”go

The White House and IRS were inundated with complaints, including 126,000
letters, some of which were so vociferous that IRS commissioner Jerome Kurtz was
forced to seek Secret Service protection. The National Christian Action Coalition
(NCAC), headed by Robert Billings, organised a massive letter writing campaign.
He also organised a meeting of preachers who opposed the IRS proposals. “[The]
potential consequences of this are frightening,” he warned. “If you can tax private
religious schools...why not tax churches? And why not tax the particular churches
with which the government disagrees? Why not tax the Quakers for their pacifism
[or] the Catholics for their opposition to abortion?”®! Billings declared that Kurtz
had “done more to bring Christians together than any man since the Apostle Paul.”®

Other evangelical broadcasters like Pat Robertson, James Dobson and Jim Bakker
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invited Christian school activists and attorneys onto their television shows to warn
audiences about the need to resist the new federal regulations. Beverly LaHaye’s
self described ‘Pro-Family’ organisation, Concerned Women for America implored
members “WRITE OR CALL your Congressmen and Senators immediately” in
support of the Ashbrook/Dornan amendment and advised “President Carter has
recommended them for deletion.”® Ultimately, the campaign generated so much
complaint that Congress called public hearings to discuss the IRS enforcement plans.
Held in Washington in December 1978, these were highly charged affairs.
Opponents attacked the IRS proposals as arbitrary and overly restrictive, a clear
violation of First Amendment rights. Senator Dornan wrote to the President in July
1979 calling for the resignation of Kurtz and his chief counsel Stuart E. Siegel. He

accused them of being

...the main architects of the assault on the private schools of this land,
assuming that private schools were formed solely to escape public school
integration and threatening their tax-exempt status. Contrary to our Anglo-
Saxon legal tradition, a party was assumed guilty until proven
innocent...People all over this land are sick and tired of unelected bureaucrats
engaging in social engineering at the expense of our cherished liberties. [The
IRS had] proven blatantly unworthy of their trust as government officials by
blatantly attacking the First Amendment rights of private and religious
schools.**

The IRS proposals were eventually defeated in the Senate. Then in August 1979 the
Senate voted to suspend the application of the IRS guidelines for one year and to
prohibit the allocation of the federal funds necessary for the IRS to determine which
schools should lose their tax exemptions. The Senate also attacked the guidelines
themselves, making it, reported the Washington Post, “unlikely that the guidelines
would be revived by a future, more sympathetic Congress.”® In her history of the
rise of the Christian Right, Brown observes, “the government plan was pounded so

thoroughly” that “it was never resuscitated.”

It was not until 1980 that the Carter White House finally understood the sense of
disenchantment felt by the evangelical community over the IRS regulation of private

schools. By that stage the administration was aware of the need to limit the damage
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done and was purposely avoiding the issue in the face of repeated evangelical
questioning. In January 1980 Frank White, the Carter administration’s Head of
Communications, wrote to his deputy Anne Wexler to warn her to brief the President
against getting drawn into a debate over the IRS at an upcoming breakfast meeting
with evangelical ministers. White said that the IRS procedures had been quickly
attacked by “specialised religious schools” which were “afraid of being drawn in,
even if it appeared they would, in the end, be exonerated.” White warned that the
issue might come up and advised that the administration’s line should be that; “We
have kept the White House out of the planning or development of these regulations”
and that “All inquires should be relayed to the Treasury.” White recommended that
the President go no further than declaring that he “support[ed] the law of the land.”
White also advised Carter to plead ignorance and tell the evangelical leaders that he
was “not really familiar with the issues in dispute.” If the ministers asked Carter to
help them rewrite the procedures, the President should say, “My policy has been to
leave administration of the tax laws to tax officials. [The White House] has not
gotten involved in such matters and I don’t want to begin now.” White was being
politically disingenuous: the White House was clearly involved in the IRS

87 Archival documentation records that both he

intervention against private schools.
and Beth Abramowitz of the Domestic Policy Staff met with IRS staff to discuss IRS
private school regulation at a meeting entitled “Meeting on Private School Revenue
Procedure” dated February 15, 1979. Also in attendance were Howard Schoenfeld,
S. Allen Winborne and Lauralee Matthews, members of the IRS Commissioners
office, and Jim Fuller of the IRS Chief Counsel’s Office.®® Evangelicals continued to
voice their concerns over the activities of the IRS. A month after the meeting Robert

Maddox wrote to Ann Wexler to warn of an “intense, growing rebellion among

denominational leaders across the theological spectrum against IRS.”%
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Prayer in Public Schools

The role of prayer in public schools simmered right from the controversial 1960s
Supreme Court rulings that banned it, through the Carter years, into the 1980s and
the question is still with us today. It was another issue on which Carter singularly
failed to adequately address or fulfil the Christian agenda on education. It is
important to recognise that prayer in schools engaged a very specific section of the
evangelical Christian community. Whilst some evangelicals abandoned mainstream
secular culture and sought refuge in specifically Christian institutions such as schools
and colleges, others advanced “a strategy of engaged orthodoxy.”® They remained
reluctant to abandon all vestiges of “worldly” modernity, and sought instead to act, in
accordance to Christ’s admonition, “as the salt and the light,” a redemptive,
transformative force for the salvation of society and culture from within. Choosing
to engage with the secular mainstream, they worked to strengthen of the role of

Christianity within the public school system.

Before the 1960s, evangelicals had viewed the American public school system as
analogous to institutions such as the church and the family, which were perceived to
be advancing Christian morality. The public school was “virtually a sacred”
institution, a principal instrument for the cementing of Christian national identity in a
society conspicuously lacking in the unifying institutions already established in
Europe.  Thus, although the recitation of biblical commandments or non-
denominational prayer may have seemed innocuous to many non-evangelicals, for
conservative Christians the removal of prayer from the classroom represented a
“symbol revolution,” tantamount to “a spiritual betrayal” by the federal government,
and signalling the dawning of “a dark new day” for America.”’ For evangelicals the
removal of prayer in schools also heralded a precipitous decline in educational
standards. Jerry Falwell observed the “decay in our public school system suffered an
enormous acceleration when prayer and Bible reading were taken out of the
classroom.” Pat Robertson recalled that in the Christian community there was “an

intense...rage against the Supreme Court.” And as he put it, when Christians, “the
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most law-abiding in the society feel that the Supreme Court is their enemy” then

“you’ve got something significant.”*?

Falwell’s organisation, The Moral Majority, was to play a central role in the resulting
campaign to return prayer to the classroom. Although he claimed that the Moral
Majority did not endorse any political candidate or party, Falwell left readers of his
newsletter (dated March 7, 1980) in no doubt of his own political persuasion,
announcing that “even the President of the United States is against us!” He
recounted a conversation he claimed to have had with Carter when, along with a
number of conservative ministers, he had visited the White House. Carter declared
“I oppose anything that would allow voluntary prayer in public schools, because I do
not want an atheist or non-Christian child to sit there under pressure because the
other children are having voluntary prayer.” When Falwell replied, “But what about
the 99% of children who want to pray and who are not allowed to pray because of the
1% who oppose the prayer?” he said Carter simply “had no answer.” “Can you
imagine?” asked an incredulous Falwell. So as to convince Carter of his error the
newsletter asked members to “flood the President’s desk with one million letters” to
“force him to listen to the Moral Majority.” To assist subscribers, the newsletter
included a model letter that read, “Dear Mr President, I am in favour of voluntary
prayer.” What had especially shocked Falwell was Carter’s affirmation that “he
would absolutely never sign a bill that would restore voluntary prayer in schools.”
Alluding to legislation introduced by Senator Jesse Helms to return prayer to schools,
Falwell claimed Carter had said, “even if both the House and the Senate approve the
bill, he would veto it when it comes to the Oval office.””* Robert Maddox recalled
of the people like Falwell, “TV preachers, the religious broadcasters...they were all

for Helms thing on prayer in schools.”®

The Congressional bid by Helms and
Senator Bill Nichols, lobbying for legislation to “bring God back to the public
schools” through school prayer became interwoven with the evangelical campaign
and reiterated almost identically its rhetoric.”® In fact, Carter was completely
consistent in his opposition to a constitutional amendment to restore prayer to public
schools. During the 1976 Presidential campaign a religious journal had written to
candidate Carter with a list of questions regarding his attitude to issues of church-
state separation. One of the questions was “What is your position on the proposed

amendment to the constitution to permit or require prayer in public schools?” Next to
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»91 Carter’s personal

the question Carter himself wrote clearly “Do not favour.
position was clearly in line with the advice of Jody Powell, given on an attached
advisory note that “you have a very deep religious involvement...the best place for
this involvement is in the home and in churches and synagogues rather than public

schools.”®®

Despite his consistent policy, in April 1980, using a letter from an evangelical
constituent, Nichols forced the Carter White House to hurriedly clarify the
President’s position on prayer in schools and high-ranking staff personally responded
in a poorly co-ordinated fashion to the uproar that ensued. Frank Moore, the
Assistant to the President for Congressional Liaison, in response to the constituent,
declared the President to be “like you...a Christian” and said Carter was “doing his
best to uphold the ideals in which he believes.” He directly questioned Falwell’s
account of his conversation with Carter writing, “The President has never said that he
would veto any legislation passed by Congress providing for the return of voluntary
prayer to the public schools.” When evangelicals continued to question Carter
regarding his treatment of Falwell at the breakfast meeting, Patricia Y. Bario, the
administration’s Deputy Press Secretary, wrote back to explain, “Dr Falwell
misquoted the President.” Carter had “said he is uncomfortable thinking about a
Jewish child, for instance, sitting in a room under pressure because of Christian
prayers being offered.” Bario wrote that “when this misquote was pointed out to Dr.
Falwell, he apologised and said he would print a correction in subsequent editions of

his newsletter.”®’

The conservative Christian community however, accepted Falwell’s original account
unquestioningly. For example, James E. Damron, vice-President of the Christian
radio station WVRC, wrote to the President to tell him of his “shock” in regard to his
supposed position on prayer. “I simply couldn’t believe it!” Damron wrote, “Moral
decline is so rampant (as you well know) that we must do something to reverse this
trend. He asked Carter “Are you not concerned about the spiritual health of our
nation?” In response Bario wrote to Damron to say that the President was indeed
“very concerned about the spiritual health of this nation” but he has “a dilemma”
because the “Constitution is based upon the separation of church and state and he is

sworn by his oath of Office to respect that.” According to Bario, expressing Carter’s
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own view, the Constitution prohibited the President’s involvement either way. As
she put it, “The government has no business taking a stand — pro or con — on the
issue” and this was “the way the Constitution wanted it.”100 Similarly, when Jim
Purks, Carter’s Assistant Press Secretary replied to an evangelical’s threat that
because of prayer he would not be voting for Carter again in 1980, he wrote that
“although President Carter is one of the nations firmest advocates of prayer” the
President “must adhere at all times to the doctrine of separation of church and state.”
Carter felt, Purks said, that “’government ought to stay out of the prayer business’”
and not “dictate to school children.”'”" Another evangelical complained, “the doors
of our public schools [are] closed to prayer but remain open to the atheism of
Communism.” Pleading for Carter to return American schools to the religious
bedrock upon which he felt the nation had been built, he declared school prayer to be
the “moral rearmament that we need to inspire our youth and our nation through a
manifesto of Americanism.” In response Carter press secretary and close
Presidential aide Jody Powell wrote; “As you know, the President is a very deeply
religious man” who believes “in the efficacy of prayer.” He would, Powell said in an
attempt to placate angry evangelicals, “like to explore the possibility of reinstating
some kind of prayer in the schools, perhaps a moment of silent prayer or

meditation.”!'%?

When one constituent prompted the President to write back
personally, Carter actually took the time to reply and did so as the true Southern
Baptist he was, reiterating his desire to uphold the doctrine of separation of church
and state. “If Congress were to pass the legislation” he wrote, “it would be up to the
courts to ensure the constitutionality of such legislation in the light of the separation
of church and state doctrine”; he would “favour voluntary prayers in schools
provided that they can be carried out in a manner consistent with the Supreme

Court’s ruling.”'o3

Like so many other Christian conservatives, evangelicals wishing to re-instate prayer
in schools were especially frustrated by their lack of access to the White House.
Evangelicals remembered Carter’s apparent promise to bring clearly identifiable
evangelicals onto his White House staff and were angry, as Religious Liaison Robert
Maddox put it, that there were “no evangelicals in the government.” In fact, many of
Carter’s staff were religious, including such significant figures Jody Powell, Max

Cleland, and Charles Kirbo but they were either politically or theologically liberal or,
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like Carter, they held to the doctrine of church-state separation a situation that gave
religious conservatives the impression, recalls Maddox, that “everybody was
Godless.” He believed that “overtures should have been made immediately after the
election in 1977 to begin to bring those kind of people into the White House to even

”»

more substantially explain the President’s position.” This was not done and by the
time he had joined the administration Maddox said, “I don’t believe anyone knew
what bad trouble he was in...on abortion, ERA and prayer in public schools because
the White House staff was liberal.” They clearly perceived Carter as a devoutly
religious President and because of that “tended to discount the numbers and the

intensity that was out there.”'™

One group that felt especially marginalised by the Carter White House was the
Christian Civil Liberties Union (CCLU) an organisation dedicated to “support a
moment of silence for meditation or prayer in the public schools.” Its President, Rita
Warren, despite frequent meetings with Congressional leaders and Supreme Court
justices, made repeated but unsuccessful attempts to meet with the President. A
Boston housewife, Warren was a highly vocal supporter of prayer in public schools
and was the author of “Mom, they won’t let us pray” (chapters included a useful
guide to the terrifying challenges of “Caring and Sharing with an Atheist”). Despite
writing to the President to warn that “Denial of the existence of God” and “Secular
Humanism” were being promoted in schools, alongside “sexual
perversion...violence, obscenities and disrespect for Authority,” the group received
only an invitation to see a lowly Presidential assistant. Warren and the CCLU were
furious. “We ‘the people’ have elected Mr Carter to office to serve the American
people. It seems that he has time to see spokesmen from other countries” but “when
[the] time comes to see his own people he has no time.” A month later White House
aide Joyce R. Starr wrote not once but twice to Midge Costanza to warn that the
CCLU was planning a protest rally at the White House “for the purpose of returning
prayer to the public schools.” They had requested that the President attend. Starr
asked, “Do you feel there should be any attempt for us to get involved? She
reminded Costanza, “Unless you direct otherwise there is currently no plan to meet
with the group.”IOS No member of the administration met with the group. Equally
upset were people like Mr Blair Johnson, one of host of Christian individuals who

tried to show the President petitions asking for the return of prayer in public schools.
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Even though these were the very people who had helped elect Carter, once in office
his “heavy schedule” and his Baptist concern to maintain separation of church and
state concerns, made him reticent to engage in a Presidential capacity with Christian

evangelicals.m6

Carter’s reticence allowed the Christian Right fundraisers increasing opportunity to
confront their constituency directly through mail-shots and newsletters with what one
author calls “rhetorical weapons of mass destruction”, that is, hugely effective,
fearsome examples of attempts to remove religion from the public square.m7 The
utilisation of direct mail was vital in the development and funding of the Christian
Right, because, recalled Richard Viguerie, it “allowed conservatives to by-pass the
liberal media, and go directly into the homes of the conservatives in this country.” 108
The Moral Majority’s typical questionnaires asked, “Do you favour the right of
parents to send their children to private schools?”; “Do you favour the removal of the
tax-exempt status of church-related schools?”’; “Do you favour sex education,
contraceptives, or abortions for minors without parental consent?”; “Do you agree
that voluntary prayer should be banned in public schools?”’; “Do you favour more
federal involvement in education?”; “Do you favour a reduction in government?”;
“Do you agree that this country was founded on a belief in God and the moral
principles of the Bible? Do you concur that it has been departing from those
principles and needs to return to them?”'® The answers, recommended Jerry

Falwell, should be “evaluated in the light of scriptural principles.”’ 10

One Baptist minister sent a questionnaire to the President himself. “We are trying to
educate ourselves with both the political process and the positions of the candidates,”
and “enhance our ability to understand everyone’s position on the issues we feel vital
and will facilitate a wiser vote” he wrote. In reply Robert Maddox was forced to
reply that although the questions asked were important their complexity meant, “in
almost every case, legitimate answers cannot be given in terms of a quick yes or no.”
He was moved to reassure the Baptist minister who had sent the questionnaire that,
contrary to popular evangelical opinion, the President was “a man of deep faith in
Jesus Christ” who was “profoundly concerned about the moral and spiritual welfare

s 111

of the nation. Unfortunately for the Carter administration, evangelicals found

reluctance to address questions in this form inexplicable. Far from being complex or
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controversial, they believed the answers to the issues they posed were obvious to a
Christian with the most cursory knowledge of Biblical Scripture. That a President
whose public persona derived strongly from affirmations of Christian piety could
find questions of such vital importance to be in any way challenging gave rise to
doubts about his religious sincerity. In response Robert Maddox sought to enlist the
support of both the President and key administration staff in initiatives to reach out to
the Christian conservative community alienated by his position on private education
and school prayer. In November 1979 he requested that the President meet with
evangelical leaders to allay their fears and end the loss of Christian support to
political rivals. The request was firmly denied with the response: “NO: bad time.”
Maddox then tried writing to Fran Voorde, the President’s Deputy Appointments
Secretary, declaring it “a matter of urgency” that Carter “meets with conservative
ministers as soon as possible.” The President should answer questions that were
“exceedingly important to these ministers and their large host of constituents.”
Maddox noted, “This request was first made in early September. Other political
persons are making strong overtures to these leaders. We need to get them in before
the campaign gets too intense and positions and endorsements get set.” Wexler
added, “This constituency is about 30 million — we may not get ‘em all — half would

be nice.” The request was once again rejected.''?

No one single reason can explain such apathy on the part of the administration. It
failed consistently to comprehend the depth of evangelical disillusionment with the
President or to sufficiently heed their growing political mobilisation. It may well be
the case that, not understanding the doctrinal and theological divisions within and
between evangelical and fundamentalist church-goers, the administration was simply
complacent about the Christian vote and failed to see how a President who seemed to
their secular sensibilities to represent the paragon of religious piety could fail to
retain that support. In effect, they took the evangelical vote for granted. Such was
the lack of understanding amongst secular members of the administration that one
aide recalled that he considered it one of his jobs to strike the word Christian out of

Carter’s speeches.'"

This was perhaps unsurprising given that one Presidential
speech writer admitted the White House speechwriting office “was mostly populated
by diehard secular humanists.”''* Furthermore, they were taking their cue from the

President himself. Whilst other members of his denomination were joining the
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organisations of the Religious Right, Carter remained absolutely steadfast in his
adherence to the Southern Baptist doctrine of church-state separation. Carter feared
that overt political engagement with fellow evangelicals may have been
misinterpreted by non-evangelicals as undue favouritism and a dangerous
intervention of personal religiosity into secular affairs of state.'"> Certainly Carter
did not care for Falwell and Robertson, two figures whose activities clearly
represented an open violation of church-state separation. Carter’s 1980 re-election
campaign was characterized by the same dismissal of the political significance of the
conservative Christian vote. When outlining the Carter re-election strategy in a
memorandum dated August 18, 1980 entitled “How to win...” pollster Patrick
Caddell listed the key constituencies whose support the President needed to secure.
These included liberals, environmentalists, Blacks and Hispanics but revealingly,

there was no mention whatsoever of the Christian vote.''°

A further explanation for Carter’s failure to take advantage of his faith to build
support amongst evangelical voters might have been his desire not to further alienate
Catholic voters, a key Democratic Party constituency, many of whom were wary of
Carter’s devout Protestantism, the Southern Baptist church having long being a
bastion of anti-Catholic bigotry. This unease was clearly noticeable even before
Carter took office. During the 1976 Presidential election campaign one Ford
campaign memorandum explained the root of Carter’s failure to win over many
Catholics. “Catholics are very privately religious people” it said. “They do not like
religion flaunted openly, like Carter has done. [Catholics] believe in praying to God
for help, guidance and salvation but not associating with Him as a business partner.”
As a result, the memorandum noted, the Catholic vote was “unenthusiastic about

Carter 39117

They were particularly concerned with Carter’s position on abortion.
Another Ford campaign memo observed, “Abortion is of great concern to most
Catholics...those Catholics who do oppose abortion do so strongly.”''® Carter under
performed amongst Catholic voters, winning just 54 percent of the vote and allowing
Gerald Ford to win more Catholic votes than any Republican candidate in modern

history. 19

Once in office, Carter’s Southern Baptist faith, coupled with his failure to appoint

sufficient Catholics to high-ranking positions within his administration and his stance
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on abortion, led to further Catholic disquiet. In September 1978 Dale Francis, a
journalist from the Catholic periodical, Our Sunday Visitor wrote to the
administration. His letter was typical of those received from disenchanted Catholics.
He warned the administration that Catholics found the appointment of the pro-life

"

Sarah Weddington as a Presidential adviser “insensitive.” Francis pointed out that
when Bishop Thomas Kelly, general secretary of the National Conference of
Catholic Bishops had written to Carter to complain, he had received a routine form
letter reply, wrongly addressed to ‘Mr Kelly.” The letter “not only didn’t recognise
him as an official spokesman for the Catholic Church but by addressing him as ‘Mr
Kelly’ it in a sense insulted his position.” The journalist wrote, “someone at the
White House should know” because part of the Southern Baptist’s “bigotry against
Catholics” had been “the refusal to address clergy by their titles.” Through the
ignorance of the White House Francis warned, “The appearance is being created, at
worst, of a kind of bigotry against Catholics or, at best, or a lack of concern about
Catholics.”'®® In the same month another Catholic, Joseph J. Reilly, wrote to Carter
to complain of the administration’s “systematic exercise of prejudice against our
Church.” Pointing out that “The only member of a fifty million person religious
body in your cabinet is Joseph Califano,” Reilly concluded, “You sought Roman
Catholic support in 1976. You have ignored or insulted the Roman Catholic
community ever since. I regret your anti-Catholic discrimination and protest it in the

strongest possible terms.”'?!

Carter failed to win support from conservative
Catholics. In fact, when the 1980 Carter re-election campaign aired a commercial
that showed the President meeting the Pope, conservative Catholic groups
complained. “In appearing in public with President Carter” said Reverend Virgil
Blum, President of the Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights, “the Pope
was paying his respect to the office of the Presidency.” It was not his intention to
lend himself to a partisan political campaign.” He accused the Democratic National
Committee of “abusing a courtesy by including the Pope in a political

advertisement.”'?

The failure of the White House to react sufficiently to the haemorrhaging of
evangelical support may also be attributable to the fact Carter did continue to enjoy
the support of a number of high-profile evangelicals, possibly leading some staff

members, unaware of the political and theological diversity of the evangelical
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community, to believe that the President retained the Christian vote. They would
have observed that Carter corresponded with religious leaders, including a number of
evangelicals, throughout his Presidency. In early 1977 evangelist Oral Roberts
visited the White House and prayed with Carter. Afterwards the President wrote to
Roberts, “I thoroughly enjoyed your visit and appreciated the opportunity to pray
toge:ther.”123 In January 1980 a member of the National Religious Broadcasters told
Carter “I am supporting you in prayer (and in the campaign).”124 In February 1980
Robert Maddox wrote to Anne Wexler to inform her that popular television
evangelist Rex Humbard had “offered himself and his organisation to us on behalf of
the President.” Maddox was “talking with his sons, who manage the organisation, on

»125 Maddox later reported that such contact with fellow

ways they can help.
Christians was paying dividends. “The religious leaders with whom I talked to
eagerly welcome direct conversation with White House people,” he wrote in a
memorandum to Anne Wexler, “They will help on issues.” Maddox suggested that
“Religious leaders in general feel much more favourably inclined toward the White
House since you opened it to them. Everywhere I go people say...thanks for

including us.”'?

In July 1980 Dr Homer Linsay, minister of a Florida Baptist
Church received Carter on a visit to the state. The visit was clearly a success, Carter
writing personally to Linsay to thank him. “Yours is a great ministry” the President
wrote, “Your efforts are important to God’s kingdom and our nation.”'?’ Carter even
received support from the leadership of the increasingly conservative Southern
Baptist Convention. Bailey Smith, elected President of the Southern Baptist
Convention told Maddox in 1980, “Tell the President we pray for him everyday.”
Calling Smith a “cordial supporter of the President,” Maddox observed in a
memorandum to Rosalynn Carter, “I believe we will be able to work with Dr.
Smith.”'*® R. Douglas Wead, a conservative evangelical who went on to serve in the

Reagan administration wrote to Carter to thank the President for his political efforts

regarding the Christian community.

Your team of Bob Maddox —Tom Laney have operated in a spirit of Christian
humility and integrity — a stark contrast to what the layman expects from a
politician. It is having an impact on evangelical leaders (i.e., Jim Bakker)
whose ideological and cultural leanings are conservative, but who find
themselves drawn by the spirit of your team. Its cumulative effect is
devastating.
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Just how out of touch Wead was with the temper of the evangelical community was
further revealed when he asked to “congratulate you on your sensitivity to the
evangelical voter. Though she may be fickle and ungrateful at times, she is coming
into her own as a political force and may be your best friend in a crisis.”
Unfortunately, it appears, Carter did not know any better. He wrote in reply,

“Thanks — I agree.”lzg

Even Maddox himself was guilty at times of overestimating the true level of
evangelical support for Carter. After meeting with a prominent charismatic layman’s
group, the Full Gospel Businessmen’s Fellowship he reported directly to the
President and Mrs Carter, “there is a deep feeling akin to a vision” that “God placed
President Carter on the scene for such a time as this,” that he “deserves our prayers,”
and that “as leader of the nation we are bound by the Bible to pray for him.”
Maddox reported, “This group, Republican and Democrats alike, will support the
President’s re-election.” Religious groups “regardless of denomination, tell me to
assure the President of their prayers and support.” Here Maddox even included the
socially conservative Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. After attending
the Southeastern Conference of Mormons in Atlanta, Maddox observed, ‘“Leaders
and congregants alike told me to assure the President of their prayers and support.”
A speech that Carter had made in Salt Lake City a year before had been “a high
water mark for the church.”'*®  After another Maddox bridge-building trip to
Missouri, the Religious Liaison reported that many Christian women had asked him
to “Tell the President that many of us...love him and pray for him.”"*' As late as
July 1980 Maddox wrote to Jody Powell that “although the times are very rough
right now, from my travels around the country, the word comes to tell the President
to hang in there.” Maddox was encouraged by “the number and quality of American
religious leaders who are solidly behind the President. They are ready and willing to
go to work.”'*?  Even Pat Robertson remained on cordial terms with Maddox. In a
letter to the Religious Liaison in September 1980 Robertson gave the impression, at
least in private, that he accepted Maddox’s apologies for the failure to name
evangelicals to high-ranking posts within the administration. He conceded
“undoubtedly there was a great deal of confusion during the formative days of the
new administration” and signed the letter “Yours in Christ.”'** Throughout Carter’s

re-election campaign Jim Bakker, another popular televangelist, remained a staunch
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supporter. When he and Carter prayed together on Air Force One, Bakker wrote in
“warmest Christian love” to thank Carter and called it “the high-light of my life.”!**
Perhaps the White House’s overconfidence was understandable. Even after the
election, Carter retained the support of high profile evangelists. When Dr. Jimmy
Allen, President of the Radio and Television Commission of the Southern Baptist
Convention wrote to Carter with a letter of support, Carter wrote back “I will pray
for you. May the power of Christ rest upon us.” He signed the letter “Sincerely, in

Christ.”!®

Moreover, the White House retained the impression that Carter remained the
Presidential candidate of choice for evangelical Christians because of his strong
support amongst Black evangelical churches. They had been amongst his strongest
supporters in 1976 when his Baptist faith had lent him significant appeal. One
memorandum from an organisation entitled “The Committee of Concerned Black
Churchpersons for Jimmy Carter” to then campaign director Hamilton Jordan
declared its goal to be reaching “the grassroots support of the Black community on a
national basis” because “in the Black community it is the Black church that the

”

average family looks to for leadership and guidance.” The organisation sought “to
organise and interrelate all Black religious leaders throughout this country” to create
“a coalition of religious leaders from all religious faiths, and backgrounds...to
organise and work for the election of Jimmy Carter.”'*® Stuart Eizenstat told the
Miller Centre Presidency Project that when Carter “would go into a Black church,
there was a tremendous sense of shared background, of communication. It was really

tremendously moving to see.”’

And Carter somehow sensed that intellectually and emotionally — the shared
Baptist experience. And one really can’t adequately describe what it was like
to come into the church and hear the Black choir, and then Carter would
speak and sing along and so forth. There was an enormous sense of shared
experience.'*®

The Carter campaign clearly believed that they would retain the support of Black
evangelicals in 1980. In October 1979 Robert Maddox wrote to the President and

Mrs Carter to tell them that “a major key to securing the Black support and vote is
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the Black pastor of local churches” who “exercise great influence over their
congregations.” Maddox assured them both that Black ministers “want to support
the President.”'*® This optimism was further strengthened when an organisation of
Black ministers attacked Falwell’s Moral Majority. An organisation calling itself
‘The Concerned Clergy for Carter Interfaith Committee’ released a statement that
declared that a “cross section of leading Black clergy” had joined together to
“denounce the views espoused by the Moral Majority in their support of Governor

Ronald Reagan.” They declared,

Our primary focus is to ask clergymen of all faiths to join in an all-out
campaign to re-elect President Carter. We also challenge the hypocrisy of the
‘Moral Majority’ Reaganites. @We must recognise the danger of this
movement is not only a threat to the man in the White House; it is a threat to
the state houses; it is a threat to our houses. These ultra-conservative moral
majority advocates are a threat to Catholics, Jews, Non-Fundamentalist
Protestants, and even ‘Born-Again’ Evangelists who happen to disagree with
their political positions."*’

Aside from taking the support of Christians for granted, another explanation for the
Carter White House’s failure to build political links with the increasingly high-
profile conservative evangelists derived from a sense of complacency born of
Carter’s southern Christian background. Regionalism was a clearly a vital part of
Carter’s appeal in 1976. “The Southern States provide us a base of support”
Hamilton Jordan wrote to Carter in June of that year, “that cannot be taken for
granted or jeopardised.” Carter’s faith allowed him to appeal to the South without
risking his support in other regions. “Southern regional pride can be used to great
advantage without unnecessarily alienating potential anti-Southern voters” wrote

Jordan.'*!

He later observed the South to be “the only region of the country that
thinks of ourselves as a region and is regarded by other areas of the country as a
region.” Carter was “the only Democrat in 1976 that could have carried the
South...to some extent he satisfied the feeling that we’re in the mainstream of
political life in this country.”142 In particular, Carter’s exhortations of Christian faith
and his public focus upon his born-again experience owe everything to the emotional

traditions of his Southern Protestantism. This Bible-belt tendency towards

hyperbolic piety was clearly present in his political statements. His use of religious
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rhetoric, so-called ‘Jesus Talk,” was typically Southern. Martin Marty observes of
Carter’s cultural “Jesusity,” that “For Jimmy Carter to say that he is ‘born again’ is
like you or I saying good morning.” There is no threat in those words.”'**  Jody
Powell recalls that, “He, like I, grew up where as a child most of the public speaking
you heard was preaching, and so without even thinking about it, that becomes part of
your way of speaking.”'** Political commentator Garry Wills, a former Roman
Catholic seminarian remarked that Carter “could not avoid Jesus talk, even if he
wanted to [because of] where he comes from...Jesus talk is, at the least, a kind of
static in the air.” Wills travelled to Plains to research an article on Carter's southern
background. “Every twist of the dial...finds a hymn or a sermon” he wrote, “the
very graffiti in the gas station john mix religious slogans with obscenity.” Overt

2145 Carter’s

professions of religiosity were a kind of “stickum or social glue.
religious professions endeared him to fellow residents of the region, black and white,
who might not have previously voted for a Democrat. An administration analysis,
written just days after the 1976 election victory confirmed that Carter’s success
amongst white protestants, both in the North and in the South had been
“exceptionally good” for a Democrat.'*® Gerald Rafshoon, Carter’s media adviser
observed, “The South was our base. We won [the Presidency] because Carter was a
southerner.” This translated into the expectation amongst the campaign staff that
Carter would receive the votes of evangelicals in 1980 because, said Rafshoon, as far

as the administration was concerned “evangelicals were southerners.”'*’

This led the Carter White House to take evangelical support for granted, a temptation
only exacerbated by the identity of the Republican challenger in 1980. Stuart
Eizenstat recalls “There was almost jubilation in the Carter White House over his
[Reagan’s] nomination...He was not a regular churchgoer; he had been divorced; he
didn’t teach Sunday school.” In contrast, “Jimmy Carter was a native Southerner, he
had grown up amongst Southern whites, he was part of that whole background” and
so, says Eizenstat, “it was very painful to see someone from California, from

4
»148  Another

Hollywood, be able to so successfully appeal to this constituency.
Carter adviser, Robert Keefe, observed of the re-election campaign, “The idea was
still to win the South. His people were counting on the natural attraction of a
southerner to work for him there in ’80 as it had done in *76.” However, this time he

did not receive the support of southern Christians and he “was undercut by
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evangelicals and fundamentalists. Carter’'s campaign team didn’t recognise this
threat early enough and never met it very well.”'*’ Referring to the Christian Right
Keefe observed that by 1980 there was “a leadership structure to move great masses

of voters. Those leaders that emerged were very anti-Carter.”"*

A final additional explanation for Carter’s reticence to act on Maddox’s and others
repeated advice as to the political benefits of engaging with conservative Christians
was his antipathy towards the traditional process of Washington politics. Carter had
run as an ‘outsider’ in 1976 and, as it quickly became clear, this was not cynical
political posturing. Carter’s staff soon realised the dangers of the President’s
abhorrence of a traditional bargaining style of government. A month into his
administration Pat Caddell produced a lengthy memorandum detailing the
requirements of political strategy for the new President. In a clear message to Carter
he warned of the dangers of divorcing politics from “good government.” He wrote
“many people instinctively feel that ‘good’ is necessarily apolitical.” However,
“most times it leads to disappointing the voters and eventual political disaster.”
Carter himself underlined the phrase “governing with public approval requires a
continuing political campaign” and wrote “Excellent” on the memorandum. "’
However, a recurring theme that emerges from examination of the White House Staff
Exit Interview transcripts and those of the White Burkett Miller President Carter Oral
History Project is Carter’s failure to follow Caddell’s advice and his consistent
disdain for following a course of action solely for political expediency. According to
one aide, Carter believed himself to be above the traditional system of political

bargaining. He recounted,

It was a matter of enormous frustration to some of us that the President didn’t
particularly like to hear...that a decision was political. It was one of the first
lessons that I learned in the White House. I can recall one of the first
meetings attended with the President when I went to the White House in the
Cabinet Room with other members of the senior staff about a particular issue.
The President went around the room asking each member what they thought
he should do on this...issue. When he got to me I started by saying, “Mr
President, I think that politically...” T got about that far when he shut me
up...He put me down in front of the whole staff. So I was very careful after
that to make my arguments, but in a different way...I could not believe that
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anybody who operated in an atmosphere where literally everything’s political
could take such a view. '*2

Another member of the Presidential staff, Bruce Kirschenbaum, agreed that “Carter
was so apolitical...He set an unbelievably apolitical standard. It was known among
staff that if you had a decision memo on a substantive issue, you shouldn’t go to the
Oval Office and say, ‘This is going to kill you politically.”” Carter “hated that” and

#1533 patricia Bario recalled

the apolitical attitude “filtered down from the top.
reviewing numerous memoranda that spelled out choices for the President. “And
there would be one saying “This will cost you politically’ but Carter would note on

2134 Another aide put it bluntly: “He doesn’t like

the memo ‘that’s okay.
politicians...He really just doesn’t like them.... He’s an anti-politician.”lss A
concerned Hamilton Jordan wrote to Carter to warn him against his apolitical stance
that meant that when deciding policy, “options were being negotiated unilaterally,”
and vital “political input from the White House staff was very much an

afterthought.” 136

According to Jordan, one example of this lack of political
awareness that hurt Carter’s support amongst evangelicals was his decision to return
the Crown of St. Stephen to the Communist regime in Hungary. To evangelicals this
appeared to represent accommodation with Soviet dominated Eastern Europe. “Our
policy in the Middle East has cost us the support of American Jews...The Panama
Canal Treaty has hurt us in the South with conservatives,” Jordan warned. By
returning the Crown, “we have hurt ourselves...through an action that has very little
benefit.” It was, said Jordan, “ridiculous” to “sacrifice the moral and political
authority of your Presidency for such an issue. It is one thing for us to suffer
domestically with a group of people in pursuit of a major policy that is important to
us and the world. It is quite another for us to suffer politically for an action that has
very little — if any — redeeming features.” Jordan warned that if those responsible for
policy decisions within the administration “don’t develop some political sensitivity
we are going to be in trouble.”*> Even the First Lady failed to convince Carter of
the need to act according to political expediency. “Our most common argument
centred on political timing” she recorded in her memoirs, “a question of strategy
more than substance...on more than one occasion I appealed with Jimmy to postpone

2

certain controversies...until his second term.” However, “my pleas always fell on
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deaf ears. “If securing a second term was more important to me than doing what

needs to be done, then I’d wait,” he would snap at me.” %8

This style of leadership was motivated in part by Carter’s Southern Baptist faith."*®
Eizenstat observed that Carter’s alienation from ‘pork-barrel politics’ essentially

derived from his religious faith. He told the Miller Centre Presidency Project;

....that’s a part of the political system which I think the President didn’t feel
comfortable with, that sense of sort of that implicit horse-trading. And I think
that that’s something that this President felt particularly uncomfortable doing,
maybe because of his Christian background, his strong Christian beliefs.'®

Mondale confirms that “Carter thought politics to be sinful.” [It] used to drive me
nuts.”'®"  Carter came in to office “with a kind of Baptist antagonism as to how the
real world should respond to his concept of what his faith indicated should be done,”
he said.'®®> As Eric Severaid put it Carter was a “wheeler-healer” who refused to
become a “wheeler-dealer” in the traditional sense of a political powerbroker.163 It
was this relationship between faith and politics that led Erwin Hargrove to call Carter
“fundamentally a Christian warrior” and Fowler to place Carter’s politics within “a
framework of biblical stewardship.”'®* Jody Powell explained that Carter’s devout
faith was “integral part of him...and how he viewed his responsibilities [as a

55165

President]. As Powell put it in his memoirs, Carter possessed a ‘“quiet

21166 Carter

determination to do what he saw as right despite the consequences.
certainly was capable of acting out of political necessity at times, but with their self-
serving television shows, celebrity status and defence of overt wealthy lifestyles as
proof of God’s favour, televangelists like Falwell and Robertson represented the
antithesis of Carter’s pious religiosity.  Carter was neither politically nor

theologically pre-disposed to working alongside them.

For whatever reason, crucially, the Carter White House remained slow to realise the
need to repair the damage between the Christian community and the President.
Maddox continually advised that Carter use public events to display his personal

faith yet Presidential aides repeatedly rejected his advice. One such opportunity
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came in June 1979. Carter was to be awarded a prize from an organisation called
‘The Peacemakers’ who sponsored a convocation at a Baptist Church in his honour.
Maddox wrote to Phil Wise to ask the President to tape a message of support for the
church. The message, Maddox stressed, “need not be a formal statement.” It could
be “very brief.” Even so, Wise declined the invitation.'®” Of greater significance,
the President and the administration singularly failed to appreciate the importance of
appearing upon the booming and increasingly influential Christian broadcasting
networks. For example, in one memorandum, Maddox observed that an interview
with religious broadcasters such as Pat Robertson’s CBN and Jim Bakkers’ PTL
“would serve to reinforce President Carter’s standing with many in the
conservative/evangelical community.” The “main thrust of the interview would be to
let the President talk about his spiritual pilgrimage since he has been in office.”
Maddox wrote “Millions in the conservative/evangelical community want to vote for
the President but need assurances that he is indeed a devoted Christian who relies
heavily on the leadership of the Lord as he makes his difficult decisions.”
Subsequently, Carter agreed to interviews with four secular television networks but
refused “an open invitation for a half hour general interview on PTL.” At the time
Bakker’s PTL (Praise the Lord) show attracted audiences upwards of 5 million
viewers. It was an excellent opportunity to circumvent the secular media and reach
out to Christian voters through their own medium. An aide wrote on Maddox’s
request that such an interview was “No longer considered a priority to the

President.”'®®

Despite Maddox’s best efforts, the Carter White House repeatedly passed up
opportunities to prevent the political coalescing of evangelical Christian’s in favour
of Ronald Reagan. One repeatedly rebuffed organisation was the National Religious
Broadcasters Association (NRB). In January 1977 Carter was invited to speak at the
annual convention of the NRB. Having only recently taken office, Carter replied that
“I deeply regret that the hectic pace of these first days in my new office makes it
impossible for me to join you” but Carter concluded, “I look forward to an
opportunity to meet with you in the future.” However, this refusal to accept the
invitation of a sizeable religious group set a pattern for the rest of his
administration.'® One memorandum from the NRB forwarded to the White House

by Executive Director Ben Armstrong pointed out that his organisation reached
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115,000,000 radio listeners and 14,000,000 television viewers every week, a total
“larger than the entire American weekly church attendance,” with programs
presented by stars like Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson. As with so many
evangelical groups, their disappointment with Carter was heightened by what they
saw as his failure to reward their support in 1976 with access to the White House.
Armstrong pointedly reminded Carter that just a few weeks prior to his election he
had promised to invite a delegation of religious broadcasters to the Washington. He
now offered Carter an important opportunity to make good on his promise and so
redeem evangelical Christian’s increasingly negative view of the President.
Armstrong wrote, “It is my sincere belief that a meeting with President Carter will
have a salutary effect on the manner in which he is perceived by our ever larger
evangelical constituency.” Again in December 1979, ‘God’s Angry Man’, TV
evangelist James Robison wrote to Carter inviting him, and not his rival Ted
Kennedy, to appear as guest speaker at his Texan Bible Conference. Robison told
Carter “We are expecting over 30,000 people from at least 35 states,” including “key
leadership from the Christian community” representing “10 to 15 million people”
who were “interested in the political future of the country.” Reagan had been
invited, as had Adrian Rogers, the newly elected President of the Southern Baptist
Convention who, Maddox had earlier warned was “conservative in his politics and

theology.” Carter refused.'”

Even when Christian broadcasters gave the White House an opportunity to build
support amongst their viewers by focusing on an area of policy that Carter himself
was intimately involved, namely peace in the Middle-East, the offer was rejected.
The Christian Broadcasting Network was rebuffed in May 1978 when they asked
President Carter to join their campaign for a peace settlement in the region by
recording a televised ‘Call to Prayer.’” Perhaps by now realising the difficulty of
convincing the President himself to become involved in such a project, they instead
contacted his mother, Miss Lillian, asking her to pass on their request to her son.
Reverend Harald Bredesen of the CBN wrote to White House aide Richard Harden,
reminding him of a visit that Bredesen had previously made to Miss Lillian’s house.
Gloria Carter was also present at the house. During the visit, Bredesen wrote, Miss
Lillian had been so enamoured with the idea of Presidential involvement with the

‘Call to Prayer’ campaign that she had called Harden then and there and said “You
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know I never tell Jimmy what to do, but this is special.” However, Miss Lillian
herself recalled the meeting with Bredesen as somewhat less harmonious. She
warned the White House “I was pressured into this by Gloria and friends from
Alabama (very rich ones)” and she had agreed to contact the White House because “I

»171 Jody Powell replied to Bredesen that

couldn’t stand another 2 hours of it.
although it would be “very nice if the President could take part...the demands on his
time” made it “impossible.”'’*> Unwilling to give in, Bredesen then wrote to another
White House aide drawing attention to the favourable political exposure that
involvement would garner the President amongst the conservative Christian
community. Bredesen observed that “substantial portions of America’s forty-five
million evangelicals would be very much for it” and that “Their votes helped put Mr.
Carter in the White House, and their loyalty could stand some rekindling right
now.”'” Again White House aides sought ways to decline the invitation. One aide

suggested that the administration tell the CBN to ask again in ten months time.

“That should break their stride” he wrote.'”*

To his credit, Maddox continued to warn his colleagues “religion will be a major
issue in the 1980 election” but “not like in 1976.” He told Press Secretary Jody
Powell, “Conservative groups will vote in greater blocks than ever before. The
television preachers will play a major role in helping their millions of viewers to
decide on candidates and issues. Many of these conservatives will vote for the
President only if they are convinced that his stands on certain key issues are
compatible with theirs.” Although an asset, Maddox warned that the President’s
Christian faith did not guarantee the support of the evangelical community: “His
‘born again’ faith raises their expectations and makes him more vulnerable to their
charges of inconsistency if he does not lift up selected issues.” All was not lost
however, because “millions want to vote for him and given half a chance they will.”
Alongside abortion, prayer in public schools was a pivotal electoral issue. “They
puzzle: How can a born-again Christian be opposed to prayer?” “At carefully
selected times,” advised Maddox, the President should “re-state his reasons for not
supporting prayer in public schools.” Then at least, he wisely pointed out,

“conservatives will have the advantage of understanding his position.”175
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Recalling his efforts to impress upon Carter the urgent need to reach out politically to
the evangelical community, Maddox said, “It bothered me to think that fifty or sixty
million evangelical Christians might rise up and vote against him.”!'"® He highlighted
five key opportunities. Firstly, he advised Carter to give an interview with the major
religious television networks. “Reagan,” Maddox observed “has done such an
interview.”  Although, he said, “Some of the executives of these stations are
Republicans,” their audience viewing figures were “incredibly large” and “they want
to hear from the President.” Secondly, Carter should address the National
Convention of National Religious 