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ELECTRONIC RRLIGIOE AHD THE SEPARATION
| OF CHURCH AWD STATE “

8 1976 vas the ‘'Year of the Bvangelical,’ culminating
politically vith the election of Jizay Cartet to the white House,
then 1980 wvas the *Year of the Religious Right.' And the election
of Ronald Reagan to the presidency drasatically signalled that
the United States had shifted much fo.the right, pdlitically,'
during those four joarse. |

Accompanying this tiqhtnard‘ shift was another politicai
phenosanon that Secane equally dranatical}y known during 1980 =--
the rise to national prosinence of "Electroanic Religion." Lirked
as it was to crusading right-uing evaagelicals belonging to
tarious pressure groups and/or broadcasting outlets, this seglent
of the media received national attention irp an unprecedented way. .

The presence of the ¢?Electronic Church® on ‘the natiénal
scene was not in itself new. What yag new vas the percelved
potential 4impact the n6VQnent could have on the 1380 election.
This fag@or thrust the ‘'Charch® into the public 1liaslight aad

shovered its sain luainaries and their activities with much con-

Jttovnrsy.

The debate inevitably focused oa the contlictingkclaina in
conteaporacy lnerican society of God and Caesar. The overtly

political content of soke of tho Electronic Church's broadcasting

raised gquestions of tLe. cqnstitutionalttyv of religious broad-

cugting ganerally, and_tho legal 1imits to vwhich its practi-~
tioners could'go. - ’ |

The Electronic Church's 1uvolvoaen§ .in the 1980 politicai
process thus raizes geveral lignitiétnt guastions of "cﬁu:ch and

State.® These went largely unnoticed in the flurry of criticisam,
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anger and charges of poor taste and bad,thoologylvhich the Church
drev frow many quarters. Yet, it is contended, thess legal is-
suasg == tather thar strictly pelitical or theological ones -
vill ultimately detormine the Electronic Church's future on the
Arerican political scene;_

Several questions ariss. How extensive is the Electronic

Church? Who are the people behind 4it, and wvhat do they want?

What do they believe? Kost lmportant, vhat -are their chances of
sacceeding? The Pirst Asendmant and its specifications on
religicus aétiwities and their relationship to the staﬁe gpeaks
directly to thess igzsues. |

The Electronic Church is a 'well bankrolled and extemsive
group 6: conseivative evangelical broadcasters. Although loosely
linked in some kind of coalition, they nohethalass fora a suf-
ficlently cobesive group to serve as a threat -~ at least, in
nanf obse;vets"eyes ~= to the American political eduilibrium.

The Church is far raaéhing. Thé United states has some
1,300 religiocus radio stations and about 40 TV Stations that
could either pow or potentially be sean as constituting the
Electronic Church. ot all of these, of course, hold thetsaué
ideological stance as the main exponents of‘Blectrouic Religion.
But many already do, and others cculd be included under this ide-
ological umbrella in future. Sonme ofathe bigger btéadcasting
concerps have ertensive outlets on commercial and cable channels.
Pat Robertson, oﬁt'the Christian Broadéaatinq yetwork, for in-
stance, reaches 3,500 cable outlets vith his programs -- in addi-
tion Nto'tho four TV and six radio stations his 2u-hour-a-day

netwvort ] owns. CBE projrams are also broadcast’on 130 local af-

filiatos.
4



Jias Bakker, of the 'People that Love®' network (PTL}, reaches

3,000 :4ble outlets. Jerry Falwell reackes 304 US outlets with

kis program, °’The 016-rine Gospel Hour. ' ~:.:@ three, among the
.biggest of'the TV preachasrs in teras o: . "inds their prograas
bcing in, are reported to h;ve annua. ' u- . -.ceipts of $50 to
$60 sillion, 325 to $30 sillion, and ’835 «» ) million Trespec-

tively. (1)

"So, not only is the American public paying -- to a nationmal
anrual total nov exceeding $1 billion (20 ~- ﬁhey're alse
vatching in huge numbers. One survey indici:i~1 that more Auefi-
cans nd>w vatch a religioug £V or radio service each ueék than
those who actually attend a church ée:vice -= §7% corpared té_
42%. {3) Buddenbaus®s invostiéatiog-of nadia use in Indianapolls
indicated that the audiences for religious 1I¥ tend to consist
largely of older Protestant vomen of ‘telativaly' lov socio-
econonic status, largely coifirning Gantz and Xowalewski®s study
of the viewers of the Christian Broadcasting ietworﬁ in Buffalo,
2.Y. () |

"Not only 48 electronic religion growing; it is growing ex-
traordinarily faast. Lisbert notes ihat the Seveanties vere a d4e-
cade of gtéuth in vwhich "the annual expenditure of television
ainistzries for their air tino in the_united .States (uonﬁ) from

almost nothing to $500 million, a figure which does not include

.the -8izable production costs sustained by sany of these opara-

tions.® '(5) Liebert, in comzon !}th several other observers of
the BElactronic Church, predicts tﬁiﬁ growth vill continue rapidly
in the 1980s. The upsving of TV religion has paralleled the rise

of evangelical Christianity in the Unith States generally. Both

aoveaents, which although related ari by no ameans synonyaous,
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bave risen as the fortupes of the naiﬁline Protestank churches
have vaned. | _

the role of eaisting XV p:oéranning. and 1uideapread dis-
satisfaction with its offerings, especially among thoso objactinq

to a perceived eaphasis on sax ~a2nd violence, aust also be con-

e

sidered. Gantz and Kozalewskl found ' support for the hyyothasis
' that “digsatisfaction with present forms of nstwork telévision
Qould predict audience interest in an alternative to traditi;hql
TV fare, in this case, the Christian Broadcasting Ketwvork." (6}\\

Although the reasons underlying the surge in the Electronic
Church's growth merit close atteqtion, this is not the place to
give it. BRather, more ilpottani to the Chutcb—state;issue is ihe
actual activity of thase broadcestérm, and the cont;nt‘and over-
all. objective reflectsd in their programs. Clearly, it is the
political'pronouncenenta and actiyity of the evangelical right
that reflect the heart of ﬁhe cohtroversy.

But a caveat is in order here lest 1. seenm thét the
Blecttonic; Church appear ag some all-poverful political interest
'gzéﬁp; vith unlimited influence and capacity to bring about its
desired ends. For far from beiﬁg a wonolithic institution. the
.lléctronic Chdréh rust be sSeend as merely part of that broader
political aognent of the US public, the ovangelical right. This'
rather loosely defined and anorphons grouping of genetally like-
ainded evangolicals . includes several non-nadia o'ganlzations.
One which is particularly important is Ch:istLan Voice, a
specifically political lobby. another is raléell' vell khoun
gtonp, *The Moral uajotity.' The kird of blurring of religion and
politics is typified by Falvell's remark that the Jjob of

- ministers 4is "to get people savod; baptized. and registered to

G



vote.® (7)

The Moral Hajority last year speat mach time and money
urging voters to register, apparently with considerﬁbla snccéss.
It alw bacare perhaps the best-knovn of the evangelieal right's
-pro~aora1ity' woices, with its strong  pro-family, pro-life and
pro-morality stance on ﬁye one hand, and. an equally forceful
anti-abortion, giti-qay aﬂﬁ inti-?edqral joyarnnant intervention
on nsany family and educational issues -- such as the ptéyet-in-
school questicn -- on the other. | ’

Yet, to return to oor caveat mentioned _above, né;ther the
Boral ﬂajority' and its views, nor the broader constituéncy they
represent, constitute the unqualified threat to the existiag
political order that soms coateund. Por one thing, avangeiicals
are by no means monolithic ig their political opinions, as
evangoliat Billy Grahaa pdinted out. ae gaid: I heatd a
preacher on TV say that 've can elect any p:elident ve uant.' But
ve can’t. Those involved in this political noveuent are .a very
spall segment of evangelicals." (8) Secondly, wany of those re-
flecting the strong political coaservatise of the cyangelical
tight have either been 4in this capp for & long, lo;g time, or
else have long been poteatial recruits. It is highly unlikely
'thét t» broadcast pover.of thé Bloct:onic Church extends ¢to
shitttng people any groat diltanca along the American polittcalu
spectrum. ?inally, nuny Rmericans RO doubt 8ynpath1:a with the
sovement®s - moral concerns, Yyet feel loaths tp agsoclate thon—
gelves vith its aethods and tactica. The nbvonent'svpowar is ob~-
vianslf lisited by factors like theso. . '

So, to the o:tomt,thif the lords offthcfev;nqelical ait-aves@

constitute a pbiithQI bloc, it lies 4in their capacity to
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gabiliige. rather ihan~ggn§nggg.' a sizable body of the Rmerican
o;octorate.“ Given gho Ein&ncial :ésonrcss at their disposal, the
extent of an already-existing brosdcasting Detwork *that permeates
the nation, and the political mood of an Awerica that is claarly
shifting —rightwards, the Electreaic Church's cepacity to

mobilize, if not persuade, undoubtediy merits close attentdion.

It ia a capacity that leaves soae obseriérs in a sitting-up-

apd-taking-note postﬁre. Siys Jereay Rifkin, hiaself an
evangelical and a coeasntator ob the US' Chnrqh scene, “the
evange ical co2mupity is amassing 2 base of potential power that
dvarfs every other coipoting jnterest in ‘America today. A close

look at the evangelical coamunications mnetwork ... shouid con-

yince sfen the skeptic that it is now the single mosi important

cultural force in Amorican life.® (9) ELookinq to the future,

‘Hadden sees an enoreonus potential lying ahead for ths evangeli-

cals, as they already have established a large infrastructure
that gives theaz national prominence. “they don't have to exéqnd

the great amounts of energy that other social movements have had

to do, over long poriq&s of time, in order to gain media atten-

tign. A1l they have to do is turs on their cameras snd transait-
ters and they have ic&@ss)to very substantial and syapathetic
audiences.” (10) , - .

Giuén this potantial, then, 1t"nas bardly surprising thkat
several observers xagiéterod concera at the Qovert political
activides of the floctzonic Church in the 1980 algétions. In
addition to a fervent votOtwtegisttation drive, theicvangelical'
right also helped votars decide who vere appropricﬁaly "moral"®

candidates, by giving thon_gpptoval ratings based Jn a saall

selectiocn of issues deemed indicative of a candidate’s vorthiness

."'s; 8 . } ‘ /'
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for office. Criticise was also directed at the savangelical
right, and t§9$i=broadcaatinq ara, for focusing on single-issue
politics. !et'géothe: charge was that the Electronic Church

helped ptopagaie falsekoods, or least half-truths, about

candidates they spposed. Finally, their roadiness to vage

\gn essenzially negative grounde, by fighting

\\

againgt several canqidates, enabled them to take advantage of a

politiczl battles
lodphole in campaign -ending legislation. Unlike others con-
cerned with p:onotingxy'certﬁin candidate, the BVangaiical right

faced no 1linits on the azmpunt they <could legallxyépend in naga-

N\
N\

tive caspaigning.

A1l these consiiderations 1zd to thevconaiéerable controversy
that accompanied the arrival of- the evéngelicul right 1in the
political arena. The issue was not one of free speech; that this
segaent of the US electorata wvas sntitled to voice its views was

generally unqudgfioned, aven by its most ardent critlcs. Under

‘ attack was gho vay tho evangaelical right enthusiastically and

unashazedly seemed to lgnore the vall that Thomas Jefferson once
said vas intended to be erected botiéen Church and State in this
countrye. .
, The Church-State inplications of tha politically resurgent
evangelical r}qht are potentially far-reaching. They ars also
oitouliv-, and ve can do no iorc here than look brisfly at ﬁho
isplications of the traditional positions takea by the Supreme
Court on the often delicate au& overlapping issues raisad by the
First Amendment®s "free exerciso" and "no establishzent® clauses
ralaiing to ﬁhﬁrch-Stato relations.

Two reviev editorlals in the Journal of Churck and State

published in 1975 describe the thrust of Supreae Court inter-

I



pretations of thesc two Pirst Amendment clauses rslating to

'religton. Bost of the pertinent rulings took place in tbhs

preceding 30 year or so, the editoriqia note. In suu, the Court
ruled th;t bota clauses be upheld 4n a vay that maintained the
"wall ‘of separation betwesa Church and State® referred to
earlier, in addition to allowing the full exerclise of one's
religious beliefs. {1%) One may respond to these general
relings by 2sking, ¥Sc uhat.else is neu?® Apnd vhile the answer
vould be =little in esssnce,” their signtttcahca lies in the coa-
plex tensions they can causae when applied to specific issues.
Ona issue to vhich thay have apparently not yet been applied is
fﬁat of religicns stations or religious prograss containing ex-
plicitly political material.

But vhat of the existeﬁce of religious stations thengelves?
They afo granted their 1licenses by the PCC, in a manner which
Loevinger, hiuself_ a foraer-Fcec cormissioner, gnd' Lacey
separntalj argue viol&tos the "no establishzent® clause. {12)
They contend that the FCC has iamplemanted a de facto pro-religion
stance. Lacey cites aﬁ an exaaple the practise of exempting. the
content of religious programs fros the Fairmess Doctrine, as they

are regarded as being nby definition"” nonrconttoveréiéL.' She

quotas the Cdinissionjas saying that "it does not:hold that the
fairness doctrine is 'applicable toA the broadéast of church
gservices, devotions, prayera, religious music or other natatial
of this nature.® (13)\ Yot a thic line exists betveen pntely.
or even REinarKily. reltéionsvand political content. Issues such
as abortion and honosoxuality, long regarded as essentlally
nnoral.' have recently becose thoroughly politicized -- and
trying to viau them as axcluslvely taligioue or political becones

[ i ﬂ



lzpossible. H#o case has yet coae before the Suprese Court where
any xthu of ruling onba religious broadcaster's programming was
decided on Pirst Amendment religious grounds. .
Lacey cites the landnatk.ggg-_yigg case, in vhich a funda-
mentalist preachsr r;fnsed ffea reply time to an author vhoa he

had attacked in a broadcast. The Court ruled the author had the

right of reply in this case, achoing the decision of the FCC.

But the significance of this case, for our purposes, ¥as that the
preacher, the Rev. Billy James Hargis, ®did not try to asert a
religlous ‘free exercise' defense, but rested his case on his
free spgech first amendment rights." (18)

More recently, a series of'clashea betwveen fundamentalist TV
ainisters and seabers of the gay community im North Carolina has
indicatad th§ kind of Fairness Doctrine qﬁestions that could in-
creasi~gly .bacoue a feature of the religious broadcasting scene.
Following a complaint about an anti-homosexual sermon aired by
the Rev. Charles Sustar on WSOC-T9 4in Charlotte, H.C., the sta-
tion's nanagaaan§ gave a gay activist the right "to reply. The
station based its \Qecision on the Pairness Doctrine, not on a
spacific FCC rulihgkid the caée. ¥ ‘f
Hsoc.tinally cancelled sustar's program, prompting him to

file a $20 million suit agaimst the station. It was dissimsed.

But Sustar amd othotm' vere not coptent to let the lsaue rest,
giving notice thaé they planned to use the Fairnass Doctrine
against those 1like  homosexvals, vwith whos they disagree on
raligious Q:onnds. For one writer, thiu‘taise the prospect of
Sgap vievers hearing Sastar giving az "equal time"” response to
the previous week's progras. {15) In this situatior too,

bowever, the Pirst Amendeent's religious clauses were not at is-~
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sue.

In dianipsing Sua£at'n gsult againsi #S0C, the Usvdistrict
jedge ruled that "no one has & Consti}nfional right of access to
the alrwaves.® (16) Lacey achoes this view: ®Since it has been
astablished that the bdroadcast aedia are mot common carriers and
thus wo group has the right of access, religious groups could not
clﬁin theit fres oxercise of religion rights have been violated
by a coamercial station's decision not to cacrry religlous pro;
granai j.* (%) |

In the Red__Lion case, it Harqis had relied 1instead on his
rights of freedom of religion, the Supreme Court vould have faced
a substantially différant guestion. It did net, and hoé it uouid
interpret such a clash in future can only be speculated upoa. On
the one hend,-it would be obliged to pay high regard to the FCC's
sandate to regulate the airu&ves uithou£ #policing" broadcasters?
étogtaia in gemeral. So, religlous broadcasters could cértagnly
expact €0 have their rights to religious expression firaly
respec*ed. Vet ins&far as they begaQ tp.entér the nore.stofly
vaters of overtly political debats, 'they rould increasingly ex~h
pect to encouiter the kind of Pairness Doctrine claim that Hargis
faced <-- notwithstanding the apparent tendency of the FCC to ex-
anpt religious prggraniing f:onvthe do;trine's requirements,

But th; teligibus broadcssters' activities ﬁava;_pp;wﬂpgpn"
ignored by ,the FCC. In 1979 the Commission launched a lengthy
‘investigation of Jia Bakker’s PT. netuotk; followving allegations
thia ‘the organization abused 1i£s licensing priviiegés by
soliciting funds over the air for nmissionary work abrqad, But
_then wsing the money domestically. (18)° . PTL's aftorney
*believes the PCC has nq‘pip;essed pelicy ;gainst a broadcasterv

12
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ralsing funds for one purpose end using thesm for another.® (1i9)
This sort of issue could wall prompt revisicns in the FCC's
approach to reqalating religicus stations and/or prograas during
the 1980s. ®ill it stiffen its desands of these broadcasters
with regard to thé Fairness Doctrine? W@hat. will be the mood of
the FP¢C under the ﬁeagén adnihistration? ¥ill the Coemmission
perhaps give a tacit go-ahead to these broadcasters in ‘their
guite probable attelpts to ibctedée their progranning's politzcal
content? ind, if 89, what stanca would the preaently constituted
Snpxonc"Conrt take if the PCC and the broadcasters concerned had
constitutional challenges bréught*against them? and what stance
nould a neagnn-appointeo court take? |
” Other gquestions arising fall beyond the scope of the PCC,
and nmake possible intetpretations by the Snprane Court even uore
hazardous to predict. For exanple, the FCC's control over cable
hroadcasting is far more reacte” than over the stations it
licenses directly. So, with sonme 5}600 cable stations nov of-
fering religious prograsming, even. seaeringl~ cfippling“ FCC

rulings or Supreme Court decisiéna may oot directly affect thp
: i

great portion of reiigious broadcasting. ' , 4

ks indicated earlier, an issne that will alnost certalnly
comzand attentian in the conlnq dacade i3 “access." both for the
religious broa?castars eheasalves aad those seeking to rebut
their tiews. ' ®With another ‘Pirst Amendment clause guarantoeinq
tteedow of expression, varlous other constitutional contltcta
conla arise - espacially if the Pairness Doctrine undergoes any
aignificant judicial revision.

Vhat could catapuit nny of these 1issues into the Supreme

Court 1is cpen to as much speculation as to hov these issues uill

13
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~ be resolved. But one factor likely to be especially important is

that of conflicting interest grours. As the evangelical right
gains political uuscln. vhich sesas likely, so it will also draw
political opposition. This could taka the forn of existing

special interest groups, such as .labor, business, education and

80 ON. llternatiﬁoly, it could also elicit new coalitions formed

" “gpecifically to combat tke evangelical right's distinctive

politice~religious activities. Of course, such opposition will
undoubtedly be directed at this right-wing moveaent and its ob-
jectives as a vhole. Broadcasting is unlikely to be gelacted in

1851ation. apart from an overall coabative stritegy intended to

carb the avangelical right's political 1nf1uance. At the saae

_tiee, the novenant's broadcasting activities -- because of their

extenslve reach and potantial inflnance - vould surely be a

~ highly visible target of political attack.

The Electronic Church and its exponants could also sxpect
opposition from guarters vhose motivationrs are not political.
The mainline 0S churches have for several y&érs voiced concern at

the hold TV religion is coming.to have in American Protestantisa.

The theological and ecclesiastical concerns and oppositlon thatv'

will undonbtedly face the Blectronic Church are not an immediate
.concexrn of this paper. The polgt resains, houever, that the
ovangelic&l rfﬁht and Lté broadcasting wing will pot travel
thtough the 19805 unopposed.

Hhat of the future?, . Madron, in common with other political

connentators, predicts the, coning decade will increasingly re- .

flect single-issue politics in the United States. (20). In

draving on the vieus of several political scientists, he finds

that apecial interest groups such as business, labor, women's "

14
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groups and the elderly will fora especially important powver
blocs. _ \

‘In this silieu, with a trend tou;tds wsingle-issues, simpia~
answers® politics, the evangelical right's %South prospects seea
healthy ipdead. Ag noﬁed earlier, several observers ptgdict a
groving fhtur; for the Blectronic Church. Hadden séys: ;I fully
expact to Qee evangelicals make a significqnt impact on the
political scene in hAmerica during this decade. I think they will
utilize the electronic church to gain a power base.™ (21) ' And;
of the religious broadcasting media's potential for "growth,.her
says that "WHeé have seen increasing amcunts of séecial interest
gtations and programming _in ~ radio and vith cable television

rapidiy con}ng on the scene, ¥a can reasonably expect to see

-mQTe, not leas, religious progtanntng.“ (22) Like sereral other

coamentators on the rise to proeinence of the Blectronic Church
and the evangelical right, he notes that wmuch of America is
looking' for something they san believe ia -- and the "electronic
evgngolistl offer that so‘ething.' (23)

Given the resurgeance of the political right ian the Onited
Statas, coupled with the momentum the Electronic Church has al-

ready gathered, both it and'the“ evangelical right gemerally are

"~ well placed for sabstantial growth during this decade. As ve

have seen, however, much growth is pot without gqualifications.

 rhes0’ate internal, with a lack of cohesiveness and formal

strnctnfe on the part of the 'evangelical right, as ‘well as the
1nevitable conpotition for tho nilllons of support-dollats that
the Robottsons. Falvells and Bakkers need to Btay on the air.
ﬂore important, hovever, are the possible constitutiocnal cucbs

that could ezerge on the Blectronic Church's politicizing in the

15
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years akead. As Church -histbrian gactin Marty notes of ' the
probable rise of cpposition to tha mRovement, "Americans aventual-
ly learn to counterorgahizo, and sooner or latér they will.® (24%)
Bat ia looking at the freedom-of-speech and -religion issues at
stake'uitﬁ the electronic evangelists and their evangelical riéht
coalitionists, one consideration seems plain: . whatever
“organizing® and "counterotganizingu may occur 4in the 1980s, it
%111l ultigately be thverted or :acilitated by the Supreme Court

and still unravelled First Amendment riddles.

-
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