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EDITORIAL
The De-Privatisation of Faith and Evangelicals
in the Public Square
Calvin L. Smith (with Stephen Vantassel)'
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Abstract: Prior to the 1980s many sociologists and political scientists dismissed
religion as a determinant of political behaviour. Yet the explosion of
Protestantism in Latin America and the rise of radical Islam have propelled
religion back onto the political stage. As recent events in Britain demonstrate, the
country is beginning to question the merits of multiculturalism and invoking its
Christian heritage in the process. Thus, as Christians in Britain and elsewhere
awaken from the long slumber of privatised faith, how might Evangelicals
formulate a coherent political worldview and compete in the public square?

In his comparative study of Pentecostalism in Costa Rica and Guatemala,
Timothy Steigenga highlights how, prior to the 1980s, many sociologists and
political scientists rejected religion as a determinant of political behaviour. The
view that religion was irrelevant or inherently conservative, a penchant among
academics for materialist explanations, and a rejection of models relying on
belief, culture and psychology in favour of empirically-based (and thus deemed
more elegant) theory all contributed to a dismissal of religion as a political actor.
Yet the rise of Latin American liberation theology, the issue-driven politics of the
Religious Right, and the Iranian revolution (to name but a few) all contributed to
the 1980s resurrection of religion on the political stage.”

Aside from the emergence of a highly prominent brand of Evangelical
politics in the U.S.’ (which continues to thrive, much to the chagrin of a
diminishing number of sociologists who still advocate classic secularisation
theory, namely, that modernisation invariably instigates religious decline),* two

! Stephen Vantassel contributed to this paper with various suggestions and input. I am also
grateful to Brian Edgar, Doug Petersen, and Timothy Sherratt for reading this paper and
making valuable comments.

> Timothy Steigenga, The Politics of the Spirit: The Political Implications of
Pentecostalized Religion in Costa Rica and Guatemala (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington
Books, 2001), xiii-xvi.

3 i.e. the Religious Right, also known as the New Religious Right, or Evangelical right.

* In sociology circles, “secularisation’ is a heavily-laden term with different meanings to
various sociologists. So varied are the range of definitions that some sociologists even
believe the term should be ditched completely (see discussion by Inger Furseth and Pal
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recent developments have been particularly instrumental in propelling religion
back into the social and political limelight. The first is the explosion of
Evangelical (mainly Pentecostal) growth in Latin America, which draws heavily
from among the poor who flock to Pentecostal churches in huge numbers. Yet
Latin America is also the birthplace of another religious movement likewise
drawing its support base from among the poor: liberation theology. Why, then,
has Evangelicalism so successfully attracted the masses, dwarfing liberation
theology in the process? What does it offer that liberation theology, which
promised the poor so much, was unable to deliver? Some observers ask if
Evangelicalism’s worldview genuinely helps to liberate the poor from their life of
drudgery and poverty, or does it merely help preserve the existing social order
and serve as a useful prop for existing elites.

Consequently, Evangelicalism’s massive growth across Latin America
quickly captured the attention of sociologists and political analysts, leading to a
further explosion: a boom in academic research exploring the political impact of
Pentecostalism across that continent. Particularly important were two wide-
ranging landmark studies in 1990, which were instrumental in highlighting the
social and political importance of Latin American Protestantism. The first was by
the sociologist David Martin (my doctoral examiner), who discussed
Pentecostalism’s potential to facilitate the emergence in Latin America of a
bourgeoisie espousing democratic capitalism (much like the Puritan and
Methodist revolutions).5 The second book, by David Stoll, examined
Protestantism’s collision with liberation theology and its potential as a generator
of Latin American social change.® Since 1990, countless studies have appeared
exploring various facets of Protestantism and politics in Latin America.’
Moreover, this ripe field of research has been extended to include the social and
political impact of explosive Pentecostal growth in Africa and elsewhere, while
the entire phenomenon has arguably spawned (or at least popularised) a relatively
new, interdisciplinary academic field, Pentecostal Studies, which is now well-
established in universities and centres throughout Europe and North America.

A second development ushering religion onto the political stage is the rise of
radical Islam, especially in the wake of the terrorist attacks of 11 September
2001. Of course, political fallout rooted in Middle East conflict is nothing new.
Yet Yasser Arafat’s Palestine Liberation Organisation was motivated by
nationalism and revolutionary socialism, not religion. (Even today, this

Repstad, An Introduction to the Sociology of Religion: Classical and Contemporary
Perspective. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006, 82).

5 David Martin, Tongues of Fire: The Explosion of Protestantism in Latin America
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990).

® David Stoll, Is Latin America Turning Protestant? The Politics of Evangelical Growth
(Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1990).

7 My own forthcoming book explores the nature and dynamics of Protestant-Sandinista
relations in revolutionary Nicaragua (Revolution, Revival, and Religious Conflict in
Revolutionary Nicaragua. Leiden: Brill, 2007).
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secularism remains a source of tension between Fatah and its Hamas rivals). At
its inception, the PLO also contained Marxist elements, while Arafat was closely
connected with Castro’s Cuba and Sandinista Nicaragua.® During the first
anniversary of the Sandinista revolution held in Managua, Arafat declared, “The
way to Jerusalem leads through Managua”, a variation on earlier PLO themes that
victory would come through Amman, Beirut and Damascus. Here, Jillian Becker
says Arafat was “stressing the role of the PLO in the world Marxist revolution.”’
Thus, Arafat and the secular PLO merely paid lip service to religion — whether
Islam or Christianity'® — when it suited their purposes.

Yet the rise of Al Qaeda and other Islamic groups amalgamating religion and
politics into an indivisible religio-political worldview and raison d’étre (such as
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, or Hamas in Gaza) has greatly de-secularised the Middle
East conflict. Moreover, Al Qaeda’s attacks on the World Trade Center, a string
of atrocities carried out worldwide by radical Muslims since, and events in
Afghanistan and the ill-fated Iraq War, all mark a new era of religio-politics.

Commentators are divided on how to interpret these events. Some believe
we are witnessing a clash of civilisations.'' Others argue such a Manichaean view
is unsophisticated, that the clash is between, on the one side, Western liberal
civilisation and moderate Muslims, and on the other, radicals who have distorted
and seek to hijack Islam."? Yet potentially the picture is even more complex, with
Sunni Islam divided between pro-Western moderates and radical Wahabism, the
former fearful of a dominant Shi’ite axis, the latter bent on conflict with Western
liberalism whatever the cost. To this smorgasbord of competing theories we can
also add Syrian and Iranian regional self-interests, the view that radical Islam is a
reaction to Western (particularly U.S. and British) foreign policy, and the
counter-argument which points out how the attacks of September 2001 took place
before events in Iraq or Afghanistan.

Thus, the complex nature of this debate divides expert opinion. But
whichever view one favours is irrelevant to the wider point being made here,
namely, that the rise of radical Islam has helped propel religion back into the
political fray. Subsequently, Islam has come under intense scrutiny as a political
actor, especially in Western Europe, which has a large Muslim population.'® In

8 For details of these revolutionary ties, see my Revolution, Revival, and Religious Conflict
(op. cit), 227-36.

® Jillian Becker, The Rise and Fall of the Palestine Liberation Organization (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1984), 166-7.

1% For example, consider Arafat’s appeal to a Christian nostalgia towards Bethlehem
during the Church of the Nativity siege in 2002, when Palestinian militants hid there.

"' This view served as the basis of a conference entitled A World Civilisation or a Clash of
Civilisations on 20 January 2007, organised by the Greater London Authority. The main
debate was between London Mayor Ken Livingston and Middle East expert Daniel Pipes.
'2 This view was recently articulated by former British Foreign Secretary Malcolm Rifkind
("The Conservatives Must Reject Neo-Conservatism’, The Spectator, 12 August 2006).

3 *Muslims in Europe: Country Guide’, BBC News website (23 December 2005). See
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/4385768.stm (last accessed 19 December 2006).
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France, which counts 10% (over six million) of the population among its
numbers,'* Muslims are increasingly politically-active and cohesive. Meanwhile,
events such as the Madrid train bombings, the London suicide bombings in July
2005, or the Danish cartoon protests have all intensified scrutiny of home-grown
Islam and its political worldview. Even the Netherlands, a bastion of liberalism
and multiculturalism, is taking an increasingly hardened stance in favour of
integrationism." Politicians in Holland, where Muslims number around a million
in a population of sixteen million,'® are seeking to ban the burga’’ in public
places on security grounds.'®

The British Experience

Given this journal’s aim to cover social and political issues throughout the world
(consider, for example, how the present edition discusses globalisation, U.S.
education, and Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria), it is worth dwelling for a
moment on the current British religio-political situation. Here, support for
multiculturalism also appears to be waning. Since this taboo subject'® was first
broached by Trevor Phillips (the black chairman of the Commission for Racial
Equality), who warned Britain was “sleepwalking towards segregation”, the
debate on British multiculturalism has progressed at full stride. At its core lies a
growing unease with insular Muslim enclaves totally isolated from British
society, where Sharia law is stealthily on the rise and practised unofficially,” and
where radical Islam is gathering pace. One such enclave is the Muslim
community of Dewsbury, West Yorkshire, hometown of Mohammad Sidique
Khan who participated in the July 7 bombings. Dewsbury has also been linked
with other radical activity.”! So acute is radical Islam in these enclaves that

14 U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: France’ (October 2006). U.S. Department
of State website. See http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/3842.htm (last accessed 12
December 2006).

15 Tan Buruma, “Liberal Holland Hits the Cultural Panic Button’, The Sunday Times, 19
November 2006. Also available online at http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,2092-
2459781 .html.

'8 *Muslims in Europe: Country Guide’ (op. cit.). The size of Holland’s Muslim population
was also discussed on the BBC’s The Politics Show, aired 11 December 2006

'7 An outer garment covering the entire body and face worn by some Muslim women.

'8 Nicola Smith, “Burqa Ban Splits Holland’, The Sunday Times, 19 November 2006. Also
available online at http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,2089-2459993 .html.

' Consider how Ray Honeyford, a head teacher who in 1984 questioned the merits of
multiculturalism, was subsequently vilified and forced to resign (see Karyn Miller et al,
“Headteacher Who Never Taught Again After Daring to Criticise Multiculturalism’, The
Telegraph, 28 August 2006. Available online at:
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml ?xml=/news/2006/08/27/nmulticul27.xml.

» Clive Colman, “One Legal System? Think Again’, The Times (online edition), 2
December 2006. See http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,1072-2482324 . html (last
accessed on 11 January 2007).

2 Andrew Norfolk, "How Bombers’ Town is Turning Into an Enclave for Muslims’, The
Times, 21 October 2006.
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recently The New Republic, a Democrat-leaning magazine, claimed the U.S.’s
greatest security threat came not from Iraq, Iran or Afghanistan, but Britain.*

In a British milieu increasingly conducive towards critiquing
multiculturalism, a Muslim political worldview is increasingly scrutinised,
especially since the July 2005 London bombings carried out by British-born
Muslims. What has perhaps shocked Britons most is that a YouGov poll found
one in four British Muslims actually expressed sympathy with the bombers’
motives (though not their actions).” Meanwhile, more recent polling indicates
further radicalisation among young British Muslims.”* Thus, even some British
Labour politicians appear to be shifting away (rhetorically at least) from the oft-
perceived merits of multiculturalism. For example, consider the furore caused by
former Foreign Secretary Jack Straw’s recent disclosure that he asked Muslim
women to remove their face veil, which he regarded as a barrier to human
communication, during his constituency surgeries.”> Straw’s comments broke a
taboo and seem to have struck a chord among the British public. The veil debate
took a new twist when a young Muslim schoolteacher (from Dewsbury,
incidentally) refused to remove her veil in the classroom on the grounds religious
expression. (It later transpired her decision to wear the veil, which owes more to
culture than Islamic prescription, was on the orders of a radical cleric). More
recently, in a Downing Street speech Prime Minister Tony Blair signalled the
targeting of funding away from cultural and religious enclaves to groups
promoting integration®® (or in Trevor Phillips’ words, “community cohesion™).
He also bluntly stated that those who did not like the United Kingdom should not
settle here. Thus, the debate surrounding multiculturalism has taken on a distinct

2 Peter Bergen and Paul Cruickshank, “Kashmir on the Thames’, The New Republic, 4
September 2006

2 Anthony King, “One in Four Muslims Sympathises With Motives of Terrorists’, The
Telegraph, 23 July 2005. The poll is available on the Telegraph website at
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/graphics/2005/07/23/npoll23big.gif;jsessionid=B2XCNE
A3BGVLRQFIQMFSM54AVCBQOJVC.

2% As this journal went to print, a Populus poll for the think-tank Policy Exchange found
that nearly 40% of young British Muslims want to live under Sharia law, while a third of
respondents believed Muslims converting to another religion should be punished by death.
Such views were strongest among Muslims aged 16 to 24 years of age, many of whom
admired al-Qaeda (see Graeme Wilson, “Young, British Muslims “getting more radical”,
The Telegraph, 29 January 2007, and Sam Coates, "Extreme youth: The Muslims who
would swap British law for Sharia’, The Times, 29 January 2007.

% For non-British readers, a constituency surgery is when members of the public can meet
with a Member of Parliament to discuss local issues and problems, much like a doctor’s
clinic, or surgery.

% Downing Street, 8 December 2006. See also Jenny Percival, *Blair Outlines Curbs on
Grants to Religious Groups’, The Times (online edition), 8 December 2006. Available at
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,17129-2493989,00.html (last accessed 9 December
2006).
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religious tone as Britain grapples with political Islam in its midst. In short, these
events have helped bring religion once again within the public sphere in Britain.

Importantly, this religio-political debate is beginning to move beyond radical
Islam and multiculturalism to incorporate Christianity also. The proposed
European Union constitution, which was dealt a death blow by referenda in
France and Holland, included scant reference to religion, despite strong calls to
the contrary from some politicians. But German Chancellor Angela Merkel is
keen to revive the constitution (non-European readers might be unaware of this
curious quirk of Euro-politics, namely, to keep asking the people the same
question until they give what the Euro-political establishment considers is the
correct answer). Merkel is now keen to revive the constitution with a distinctive
Christian stamp,”” helping to foster a European identity that also likely precludes
Muslim Turkey’s entry into the Union (or pushing it so far into the future to mean
virtually the same thing).

In post-Christian Britain, too, where for many years faith has been regarded
as an intensely private matter, many people are increasingly appealing to the
nation’s Christian heritage during the current multicultural debate. This is
particularly the case since the July 2005 bombings and it seems hardly a week
goes by without the national press (both tabloids and broadsheets) reporting on
some or other issue that invokes references to Christianity (this in a national press
where, years ago, one would search in vain for any mention of Christianity).

An example of this invocation of Christianity was during the furore caused
by British Airways’ unwillingness to allow a Christian uniformed member of
staff, Nadia Eweida, to wear her cross Visibly.28 (The BBC similarly raised
hackles when it questioned whether news anchor Fiona Bruce should wear a
small cross during broadcasts). What made B.A.’s position untenable to many in
a country embroiled in a debate on multiculturalism was that staff from other
faiths were permitted to display some religious symbols (for example, the hijab
and the Sikh turban). So incensed were politicians, the media and the public as a
whole that soon calls for a boycott began to emanate.”” Even a hundred Members
of Parliament (among them Jack Straw) criticised B.A for its intolerance. The
airline argued weakly that its uniform policy permitted jewellery to be worn,
except not visibly, while it was impractical for items such as the hijab or turban to
hidden from view. Whereupon the Archbishop of York John Sentamu promptly

2 See, for example, Nicholas Watt, “Merkel Backs More Christian EU Constitution’, The
Guardian (online edition), 29 August 2006. Available at
http://www.guardian.co.uk/eu/story/0,,1860140,00.html (last accessed 29 January 2007).

% More recently, bmi (formerly British Midland Airways) stopped a stewardess from
carrying her Bible on flights into Saudi Arabia (see David Millward, *Stewardess Banned
From Taking Bible’, The Telegraph, 20 December 2006).

¥ Even a new website calling for a boycott of the airline was set up and quickly inundated
with viewers (http://www.baboycott.com, last accessed 10 January 2007). See also James
Harding, “Insensitive BA in a Tailspin Over Religion’, The Times (Business section online
edition), 24 November 2006, available at http://business.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,8210-
2469084,00.html (last accessed 25 November 2006).













































