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When John McCain announced transition.

From Piety to Palitics: The Palitical
Evolution of Modern Pentecostalism

‘ Marymount College/Fulbright Visiting Professor at the Universiy of Tokyo

| Roger Robins

2008%F12A3HCPASE=F—ICC

Sarah Palin as his running mate on
August 29, 2008, a new factor in
American politics made its public
debut.
the national stage and along with

Sarah Palin had arrived on

her the religious movement that
shaped her adult life, American
Pentecostalism. After laboring in
the political shadows for years, Palin
and Pentecostalism were now being
recognized as important variables in
the American political equation. The
sight of Pentecostals competing in
the worldly arena of politics struck
some as incongruous, given their
prior reputation for apoliticism. But a
deeper look reveals a very American
movement making a very American

The Apolitical Roots of American
Pentecostalism

Pentecostalism emerged in the early
1900s as a dynamic subculture within
the American Holiness movement, a
brand of “heroic” Christianity marked
by rigid ethical standards, spiritual
asceticism, religious ecstasy, and a
determination to restore all of the
supernatural “signs and wonders”
described in the New Testament.
Pentecostals, however, departed from
their Holiness kin by insisting that
glossolalia—the gift of tongues—
was the identifying sign of “baptism
with the Holy Spirit,” an empowering
experience subsequent to conversion
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that was coveted by all Holiness
believers.

Pentecostals were keenly devoted
to the Christian doctrine of “separation
from the world” and shunned secular
fads, fashions and formalities as at
worst corrupting, at best irresponsible.
That sectarian impulse produced
a rather closed symbolic-moral
universe that directed its material,
spiritual, and psychological resources
inward. Furthermore, the movement’s
natural apolitical tilt was sharpened
by its acceptance of “dispensational
premillennialism,” which taught that
Christ would soon return to drop the
curtain on the long passion play of
human events.

Many have noted the irony of this
apoliticism in light of the movement’s
rich political potential. An interracial
movement that accepted women as
leaders and drew disproportionately
from the poor and working classes,
Pentecostalism flourished in the fault
lines of social controversy and political
discontent. This latent potential is
accented by comparison to “Populism,”
a roughly contemporaneous movement
that shared an almost identical
demographic and cultural profile. Like
Pentecostalism, Populism thrived
among rural and industrial workers in
the Midwest, West, and South; spoke
the idioms of ordinary, work-a-day
Americans; and challenged prevailing
gender and racial norms. Yet Populism
launched an explicitly political crusade
that aspired to unite agricultural and
industrial labor in the cause of social
justice.

Populism and the Political Option
Populism was anything but “secular”
by today’s standards. Its rhetoric was
so deeply religious, even “Pentecostal,”
that an observer described its 1892
convention as a “pentecost of politics.”
Indeed, “the teachings of Christ and the
Constitution of the United States” were
said to be its cornerstones. Furthermore,
the same anti-elite sentiments that

W CAPS9-2.indd 5
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animated the Holiness-Pentecostal
movement also shaped Populism. Both
reflected a working class perspective
according to which Jesus and true
Christianity stood with the poor while
mainstream Christianity—inauthentic,
compromised and complacent—catered
to their oppressors.

Populism and Pentecostalism, then,
breathed the same cultural air, thrived
in the same regions among people
of similar class and social outlook,
and expressed social and religious
perspectives in very similar terms.
Yet Pentecostals engaged in politics
rarely and primarily in those cases
where politics and morality overlapped,
as with Prohibition. Even then, the
engagement came most often in the
form of rhetorical support, not concrete
political action.

Opting Out of the Political Option
The case of Ambrose Jessup
Tomlinson, founder of a Pentecostal
denomination known as the Church
of God, may help us understand this
apolitical turn. Tomlinson’s father was
a prosperous Indiana businessman active
in local politics. A. J. seemed destined
to follow in his footsteps, with one
important exception. Whereas his father
served as a pillar in the local Republican
Party, A. J. fell under the sway of
Populism and championed the cause of
the downtrodden. In 1892 he ran for
county office as a Populist and although
he lost that election a future in politics
seemed open to the talented young man.
The following year, however,
everything changed. Tomlinson was
converted to Holiness and plunged
wholeheartedly into the movement.
From that point forward he had no
room in his life for politics. “My
interest in politics vanished so rapidly,”
Tomlinson explained, “that I was
almost surprised.” Family and friends
urged him to vote and thus to fulfill his
patriotic duty, but he refused. “No,”
he insisted, “I will only vote for Jesus.”
Looking back from the height of his

o
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Pentecostal ministry he exclaimed, “I
never have taken any part in politics
since, nor gone to the polls and cast a
ballot.”

Why did converts like Tomlinson
feel compelled to abandon political
allegiances, even those framed in terms
as congenial as Populism? A complete
answer to that question remains
elusive but several of its elements
can be discerned. First, by so doing
they defended the singularity, and the
superiority, of their own diagnosis of
the human condition. Sin lay at the
root of the world’s dilemma and only
personal salvation for the individual
and divine intervention for humanity
would suffice. Political action,
therefore, squandered scarce resources
on superficial solutions to misdiagnosed
problems. It did not draw on the power
of the Living God and it mapped the
future without reference to the Second
Coming, its greatest reality. Christ
was coming soon and the wise activist
would look to His Kingdom for “the
remedy for all our social grievances, the
reward for all our social wrongs.”

Cultural inertia provided another
support for apoliticism. When
Tomlinson joined the Holiness/
Pentecostal movement he accepted
assumptions that had in many cases
been carried forward wholesale from
another place and time. Notions like
“separation from the world” implied
a predetermined definition of “the
world” from which one should remain
separate. That definition, forged in an
era when ordinary men and women
had little influence in political matters,
included the machinations of power
and merely temporal concern known
as “politics.” Even the religious
character of Populism was not enough
to overcome the deep-seated conviction
that Godliness and politics did not mix.

Viewed another way, apoliticism
formed an essential part of the
movement’s sectarian mode of being.
Pentecostalism drew its power from
its standing as an alternative to the
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established order of things. In that
respect apoliticism made sociological
sense and promised deferred benefits.
Through single-minded devotion to its
own social constructions Pentecostalism
laid the organizational foundation
that later generations could build on.
The networks and structures built by
those first apolitical generations have
flourished, and their children’s children,
now more numerous and influential by
far, have begun to view political action
in a very different light.

Pentecostalism and Politics Today

The 2008 election, as we have noted,
brought Pentecostals to prominence as
never before. Sarah Palin emerged as a
national sensation while televangelists
like John Hagee and Rod Parsley gained
notoriety for their endorsements of John
McCain. Meanwhile, on the Democratic
side of the fence, the African-American
Leah Daughtry served as a top official
in the Democratic National Committee.
Under the glow of the lights and the
scrutiny of social surveys a portrait of
Pentecostal political culture in modern
America has begun to emerge. Three
things are clear. First, Pentecostals
are increasingly active in politics with
their opinions, their votes, and even as
candidates for public office. Second,
notwithstanding the example of
Democrats like Daughtry, Pentecostals
fall overwhelmingly on the conservative
side of America’s political divide.
Finally, the extraordinary growth of
Pentecostalism has made it a coveted
political prize.

Pentecostals now account for as
much as five percent of the national
population and fifteen percent of all
Evangelicals. Relative to the national
norm they are more conservative in
their religious and ethical views, more
ethnically diverse, less highly-educated,
and they still fall lower on the socio-
economic ladder. A majority lives in
the South, a fact that holds true for
Evangelicals overall. They are more
likely than the average American to say
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that religious groups should express
their views on political issues; that it is
important for political leaders to have
strong religious beliefs; and that God
fulfills God’s purposes through politics
and elections. Conversely, they are
less likely even than other Christians
to think that religious groups should
avoid political matters. 54% self-
identify as “conservative” (the second-
highest response of any Protestant
family surveyed) and another 25% as
“moderate.” Pentecostal “liberals” are
few and far between. When asked to
choose between making America “more
Christian” or protecting “separation
of church and state,” 52% chose the
former. Only 25% of the general public
would agree.
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R.G. Robins

W&, A. J. Tomlinson: Plainfook Modernist (2004)

There are counterpoints to this rather
reactionary profile. Pentecostals show
relatively strong support for an active
government, including government
assistance for the poor. Furthermore,
partisan affiliation is evenly balanced,
with the strong Republican leaning
of white Pentecostals offset by even
stronger Democratic leaning among
black Pentecostals, aided by lingering
Democratic sentiments among some
whites in the historically Democratic
South.

Notwithstanding these counterpoints
—based largely on race, class and
region—the data show that Pentecostals

o

are engaging in politics overwhelmingly
on behalf of the Religious Right and
to the benefit of the Republican Party.
It is worth noting, for example, that
support for the Democratic Party among
black Pentecostals, though strong, is
much weaker than among other black
Christians, and that conservative
Southern Democrats have since the
1980s voted for Republican candidates
at the national level.

Pathway to Politics

What happened to produce
this change? As noted above the
general contour of this trajectory
parallels that of many sects that
have originated among the nation’s
underprivileged only to climb toward
social respectability and political
engagement over time. Such groups
typically experience a two-fold rise
in social status as the socio-economic
level of their membership increases and,
simultaneously, the social reputation
of their leading institutions improves.
Rising socio-economic standing in turn
means that members hold a greater
material stake in society and thus
have greater incentives for political
involvement.

For American Pentecostalism
however—perhaps for most such
groups—social and cultural factors
were as important as strictly economic
ones. Pentecostals of middle-class
standing participated in social networks
and imbibed cultural influences that
shaped their understanding of the
behavior appropriate to persons of their
class. Also important was the simple
fact of rapid numerical growth. Early
Pentecostalism drew its membership
largely from the wider Holiness
movement, that is, from among those
who had already been socialized to a
strong church-world separation. Rapid
growth meant that many converts
arrived without that socialization and
that the capacity for providing it was
strained by the magnitude of the task.
Finally, politicization occurred within
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the context of a broader accommodation
to the American mainstream during
which an “other-worldly” ethic of
ascetic renunciation gave way to an
ethic of expressive individualism
characterized by conspicuous
consumption and indulgence in the
“Christian good life.”

A number of key turning points
mark the pathway of this transition.
The first came in 1942 when, amid the
wartime aura of social and religious
solidarity, a group of progressive
Evangelical leaders formed the
“National Association of Evangelicals.”
Some of them were familiar with
Pentecostalism and made overtures
to its leading denominations, several
of which promptly joined the new
organization. It was Pentecostalism’s
first major step toward rapprochement
with wider Evangelicalism.

Another change involved
Pentecostalism’s stance vis-a-vis the
national war effort. Early Pentecostals
had been almost uniformly pacifist,
with most groups urging conscientious
objection on their young men during
World War One. In the flush of this
new war effort, however, the major
groups moderated their views. Few
abandoned pacifism entirely but most
participated in military chaplaincy
programs, expressed support for the
government, and allowed statements
on conscientious objection to go
un-enforced. As a rule, Pentecostal
leaders still cautioned against overt
political action. Saints should not
“try to improve matters by entering
into politics” but rather proclaim
God’s Kingdom and live holy lives
in “separation from the world.”
Nevertheless, the war years worked
important changes in American
Pentecostalism.

Integration into the larger
Evangelical world accelerated in the
1950s as para-church organizations
and independent ministries brought
Pentecostals and non-Pentecostals
together in common cause. Examples
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include the Full Gospel Businessmen’s
Fellowship International, Campus
Crusade for Christ, and the mass
outreach of evangelists like Oral Roberts.
But the latent tendency toward political
engagement inherent in these trends
awaited the catalyzing crises of post-
1950s America.

In the wake of the Civil Rights
movement a veritable avalanche of
wrenching transformations rumbled
across the nation’s social and cultural
landscape. For religious conservatives
these were troubling times indeed:
While the anti-war movement
challenged authority, disrupted
public order, and thumbed its nose at
patriotism, the counterculture pushed
sexual license, drug use, political
radicalism and hedonistic forms of
music, dress, and lifestyle. Meanwhile,
the Supreme Court disallowed
mandatory prayer and Bible reading
in the public schools and loosened
restrictions on obscenity. To make
matters even worse the teaching of
evolution became the norm in the
nation’s schools, and some school
districts introduced sex education. The
early 1970s appeared to be simply
an extension of the Sixties. While
Congress passed the Equal Rights
Amendment (1972) and the Supreme
Court legalized abortion (1973),
feminism and the gay rights movement
took wing.

Americans of more liberal persuasion
saw the spectrum of post-Civil Rights
changes as the arc of progress, a vital
widening of participatory democracy,
personal liberty, and social justice. But
conservatives saw a frontal assault on
the fabric of society and they responded
with outrage and alarm. They felt
besieged, and the specter of America’s
imminent moral demise induced several
notable effects. For many it prompted
a new apocalyptic turn, as seen in the
astonishing popularity of Hal Lindsey’s
Late, Great Planet Earth (Zondervan,
1970). But for many others—indeed
for many of the same—it shattered the

o
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last barrier to political engagement.
Extraordinary times required
extraordinary measures, they reasoned,
including political ones.

Meanwhile two more developments
deepened Pentecostal interaction
with other conservative Christians.
The Charismatic Movement erupted,
bringing Pentecostal-style worship and
worldviews to the nation’s mainline
Protestant and Roman Catholic
churches. Second, within the fertile
zone of cross-pollination created
thereby, a new generation of inclusive
televangelists arose. Media outfits like
Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting
Network blended Pentecostal spirituality
with current styles, relevant themes, and
political commentary—all in a high-
toned studio atmosphere that appealed
to the audience’s upward social
aspirations. And by the end of the
decade Jimmy Swaggart, a Pentecostal
televangelist with a deep political bent,
had risen to national prominence.

As Pentecostals moved toward open
political activism they joined hands
with other religious conservatives in
a growing network of organizations
that by the end of the 1970s included
Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority, James
Dobson’s Focus on the Family, Robert
Grant’s Christian Voice, Lou Sheldon’s
Traditional Values Coalition, and
Paul Weyrich’s Heritage Foundation.
Within this supportive milieu the first
significant generation of Pentecostal
politicians emerged, a group that
included James Watt, John Ashcroft,
and Tim Johnson.

The following decade saw America’s
“Culture Wars” erupt in full force. The
nation’s historical pattern of episodic
conservative-liberal disputes expanded
into a comprehensive social divide that
cut across religious communities as
much as between them. Sociologist
Robert Wuthnow called it The
Restructuring of American Religion
(Princeton, 1988). Increasingly,
Pentecostal pastors urged their members
to register and vote, and congregants
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increasingly expected their pastors
The
gravitational pull drawing Pentecostals

to address political matters.

into the conservative camp strengthened,
and with new organizations like The
Family Research Council and the
Christian Coalition augmenting what
was by now a panoply of advocacy and
interests groups known collectively as
the Religious Right, value conservatism
appeared to be synonymous with
political action in general, and political
action through the agency of the
Republican Party in particular. The
1980s also gave rise to a phenomenon
still viewed with deep nostalgia by
American conservatives: the presidency
of Ronald Reagan. Like others in the
Religious Right, large numbers of
Pentecostals found in him a uniquely
fitting object for their deepening political
inclinations.

The Reagan phenomenon reveals yet
another important aspect of our story.

Roger RobinsZ&#
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The political turn for Pentecostals
was not a unilateral response to a
sense of impending national doom.
Rather, conservative interests actively
cultivated their allegiance. Strategists
for Ronald Reagan were the first fully
to exploit this opportunity, but their
success built on the groundwork of
others. Indeed, wealthy industrialists
like J. Howard Pew (Sun Oil
Company), Richard DeVos (Amway)
and Joseph Coors—together with
politically-oriented evangelists like Bill
Bright (Campus Crusade for Christ)
—had diligently courted pietistic
Christians since the 1950s.

Against this backdrop another wave
of Pentecostal politicians began to rise
from the ranks. Pat Robertson ran in
1988 Republican presidential primary,
and though his bid to inherit Reagan’s
mantle fell short, his strong showing
revealed the surprising strength of
American Pentecostals. Since that time
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four U. S. representatives and one U. S.
senator have joined Ashcroft, Watt and
Johnson in Washington, D.C. Every
one of them has been a Republican.

Two decades ago a Pentecostal
pastor shared his personal version of
the transition this essay has described.
“I have had to repent and ask God
to forgive me about not engaging
in political activities,” he confided.
“Twenty or thirty years ago we
expected Jesus to come any time—
so why get involved in changing the
world?” But he had had a change
of heart. “People have to vote,” he
explained, “and they should know what
they are voting for.” He would hold
his peace on matters he deemed purely
“social,” but felt duty-bound to “speak
out on moral issues.” That story,
multiplied many times over, formed the
condition for the possibility of 2008,
Sarah Palin, and the rise of Pentecostals
on the national political stage.
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