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Preface

I am concerned in this study with the collective function of
national religious interest groups in the American political sys-
tem. My argument is that they play a unique representational
role in the “pressure system,” articulating the values of many
non-elite citizens and modestly correcting the skewed nature of
the lobby universe.

Because little has heen written about the national religious
lobbies, I have attempted to assess them in the broadest possi-
ble manner, incorporating as much elaborate texture as possible
without compromising the clarity of the central argument. 1 did
this because I believe Washington lobbying provides a telescopic
view of religious political engagement in the United States. Thus,
I have included considerable material on individual groups and
leaders, in part to illustrate how the pluralism of American re-
ligion is manifested in political action. In addition, I have tried
to document the ways in which the congressional system, as a
strategic milieu, in turn shapes and constrains religious political
“witness.”

In reviewing the work of other scholars I found a disjointed-
ness that seemed to explain why the subject has not been treated
in this manner before. Interest group scholars have not paid
much attention to religious interests, for example, while scholars
of religion and politics have largely ignored the lobbies, con-
cerning themselves instead with either philosophical and con-
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stitutional questions or mass attitudes and voting behavior. In
addition, those few scholars who have dealt with representational
issues have largely concentrated on a narrow band of religious
groups without attention to broader interactive effects, leading
them to underestimate the religious contribution to national rep-
resentation.

Religious lobbies mirror the theological. organizational, eth-
nic, and regional diversity of American religion. In a sense, then,
this study of religious groups is not only about Washington lob-
bying but will offer, I hope, insights into the deeper connections
of religion to society and politics in America.
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1 Religious Interests
in the American System

If 1976 was the “year of the evangelical”' in American politics,
then 1984 was surely the year of “religion and politics.” In na-
tionally televised debates presidential candidates Walter Mon-
dale and Ronald Reagan clashed over church-state relations. The
Reverend Jesse Jackson brought black evangelism to the Demo-
cratic convention, culminating a campaign based largely on a
network of black congregations. New York Archbishop O’Connor
sparred with Geraldine Ferraro over abortion, sparking both
Mario Cuomo and Ted Kennedy to issue carefully reasoned state-
ments on the proper relation of religious values to political obliga-
tions. Meanwhile, evangelical and fundamentalist conservatives
flexed their muscles at a Republican convention that featured
the Reverend Jerry Falwell and a platform heavily influenced
by the New Religious Right. For intellectual elites it was sig-
nificant that the pages of the New York Times were filled with
lead stories, speech transcripts, and full-page advertisements dis-
cussing, debating, and analyzing the crosscurrents of religious
political activism in America.

This study grew out of the conviction that one cannot ade-
quately understand American politics without understanding the
dynamics of religious political engagement.” Yet, over a decade
after the election of a “born again” evangelical as president, our
understanding of this religious dimension in American politics
remains oddly incomplete and impressionistic.” True, we know
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something about the influence of religion on voting behavior* and
a great deal about the courts as a battleground for religious in-
terests confronting secular powers or each other.” Congressional
lobbying, however, has received scant attention, and most stud-
ies of religious lobbies are dated, limited in scope, or incidental
to other research foci.®

Moreover, where scholars have dealt with the representational
issues involved in lobbying, they have tended to concentrate on
a narrow band of ideological groups, about which they are often
critical. Thus, critics of the liberal churches tend to discount
them as out of touch with lay members.” while other scholars
view the fundamentalist activists as intolerant and lacking public
support.® In neither case are the actual policy impacts of the ac-
tivism assessed, nor is there much attention paid to the activities
of groups in between the ideological poles."

What is lacking in the study of religious political engagement,
I would argue, is an approach that encompasses the breadth of
religious interests; and it is precisely the nature of Washington
lobbying that makes it an especially fruitful field for just such
a comparative analysis, for three reasons. First, in contrast to
the relatively narrow band of religious groups that actively en-
gage the courts," it is in Washington that nearly every modern
permutation of religious belief or interest is represented, drawn
by the same imperatives that have brought hundreds of groups
to the nation’s capital in what Jeffrey Berry calls the “advocacy
explosion.” " Indeed, lobbying reflects well the pluralistic nature
of religious activism, even if some interests are better repre-
sented than others. Second, the Washington milieu represents
a common ground where groups with different regional, eth-
nic, theological, or ideological bases meet in close proximity. It
is here that leaders develop strategies, coalitions form, issues
are framed, bedfellows emerge, partisans mutually adjust, and
members are mobilized.

Finally, Washington presents a common challenge to religious
interests, an environment to which they must adapt to be effec-
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tive. It is in the capital, perhaps more than anywhere else, that
the “absolutes” of religious faith confront the hard and seductive
reality of practical politics. The congressional system, with its
norms, rituals, parliamentary intricacies, and multiple points of
access, must be mastered if a religious group wishes to achieve
some success. In interviews with congressional staff members
the same theme repeatedly emerges: to be effective, religious
lobbyists must learn to play the game, to think strategically,
and to understand the norms of congressional politics. Differ-
ences and similarities hetween antagonistic groups, thus, emerge
within a common environment, potentially suggesting, for exam-
ple, what distinguishes Catholics from Episcopalians, Lutherans
from Mennonites, or evangelicals from fundamentalists, as they
translate their religious values into political action.

In short, the diversity of religious groups in Washington, their
close proximity to each other, and the common political con-
straints they face, provide an excellent opportunity for insightful
analysis and for isolating those variables that pertain to religious
groups in particular from those that reflect the nature of the
American political system. This treatment of religious lobbies,
then, attempts to examine not only how religious interests shape
American politics but how the American political system, par-
ticularly the congressional milieu, in turn, channels, constrains,
and in some cases alters that religious political “witness.”

Contemporary Religious Political Engagement

A Lutheran pastor, upon returning from a church-sponsored trip
to Nicaragua, stuns his rural congregation by attacking American
support for the Contras. The collection plates at a Presbyte-
rian congregation fill up one Sunday, not with money, but with
an offering of letters to Congress supporting more food aid to
Africa. An Episcopal church houses refugees from El Salvador;
a Catholic community votes to support the nuclear freeze; and



