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Abstract

Though the Republican Party presented themselves as the party of moral values and faith in the last two national presidential elections, Democrats also have expressed their values and faith on a regular basis in political communication events.  This paper explores the faith expression of one 2008 presidential hopeful—John Edwards.  Edwards is not reticent in expressing his faith, a faith that parallels theologically a “social gospel.”  Professionally he worked as a lawyer specializing in seeking justice for victims of medical malpractice.  Now, as a presidential candidate he is calling for responsible people of faith to feed the poor and serve the needy not only in America but world wide.  His faith is clearly defined, yet as I argue it is a faith not only with liberal theological roots dating to the turn of the last century, but it also aligns itself with liberal politics.  Though a Democrat with a clearly defined set of values and faith, his flavor of Christian faith and practice he emphasizes issues viewed suspiciously by fundamentalists and evangelicals.  Thus, his faith statements may well work against him as he appeals to the Christian right in the coming months.

The “Voice of God” in Democratic Political Rhetoric:

Exploring the Social-Political Gospel of John Edwards

. . . the only image of God is humanity.

-Terry Eagleton

commenting on Mosaic Law

Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction.

- Blaise Pascal

During the last two national elections, Republicans have portrayed themselves as the party of family values and faith.  They utilized this declaration to attract a large religiously sensitive segment of American society, in particular Christian fundamentalists and evangelicals who some claim constitute seventy percent of the American citizenry (where?).  As a result of their faith-based platform, Republicans either by design or by incidental consequence left the Democrats with the task of convincing the American citizenry that they were not a people without faith or values.  When Democrats began to explicitly express their “faith and values,” was perceived by some as an after-the-fact appeal and merely political rhetoric and not the expressions of true religious conviction.  Thus, Democrats ended up with the dubious distinction as the party without values or faith.  
Given this deserved or undeserved distinction, this paper intends to explore the religious convictions of leading democrats by presenting the faith of one leading 2008 Democratic presidential candidate—John Edwards.  I hope to demonstrate that John Edwards has maintained a clear and distinct declaration of religious faith even through and beyond the last two presidential campaigns.  His particular faith can be characterized as a social gospel.  Finally, I explore Edwards’ faith statements as it may affect his bid for the democratic candidate for president. 
Biographical Sketch
John Edwards was born in Seneca, South Carolina and raised in Robbins, North Carolina, a small town in the Piedmont. There Edwards claims he learned the values of hard work and perseverance from his father, Wallace, who worked in the textile mills for 36 years, and from his mother, Bobbie, who ran a shop and worked at the post office. Edwards claims that working alongside his father at the mill helped him develop his strong belief that all Americans deserve an equal opportunity to succeed and be heard. 
Attending public schools, Edwards became the first person in his family to attend college. He worked his way through North Carolina State University where he graduated with high honors in 1974, and then earned a law degree with honors in 1977 from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 

For the next twenty years, Edwards dedicated his career to representing families and children just like the families he grew up with in Robbins. As their legal counsel, Edwards tried to help people take legal action against the powerful insurance industry and its armies of lawyers.  Edwards claims he helped these families through the darkest moments of their lives to overcome tremendous challenges.  He claims to be a passionate advocacy for people like the folks who worked in the mill with his father. 

In 1998, Edwards took this professional commitment into politics to give a voice in the United States Senate to the people he had represented throughout his career. He ran for the Senate and won, defeating an incumbent Senator. 

In Congress, Senator Edwards saw himself as a champion for the issues that make a difference to American families:  assuring quality health care, creating better schools, protecting civil liberties, preserving the environment, saving Social Security and Medicare, and reforming the ways campaigns are financed.   In addition to social issues while a member of the Select Committee on Intelligence, Edwards also focused on national defense.  In so doing, he authored legislation on cyber, bio, and port security. 

After the Democratic primaries, Senator John Kerry picked Senator Edwards to serve as his running mate in the 2004 general election, and Senator Edwards campaigned across the country for their Democratic ticket.  
Senator Edwards and his wife, Elizabeth, whom he met when both were law students at Chapel Hill, were married in 1977. They have had four children, including their eldest daughter, Catherine, who is attending law school; nine-year-old Emma Claire; and a seven-year-old son, Jack. Their first child, Wade, died in 1996.

Edwards Faith Perspective
Common to his public communication are statements that reveal the Christian roots that influenced Edwards’ distinct faith.  For example he states 

My faith has been enormous to me in my personal life and of course my personal life is a big impact on my political life. I have had an interesting faith journey over the course of my life. I was born and raised in the Southern Baptist church, I was baptized in the Southern Baptist Church and then later in life joined the Methodist church and like a lot of people, when I was in my college years, and I went to law school and became a lawyer and was raising my young family I moved away somewhat from my faith. And then I lost a son in 1996 and my faith came roaring back and it played an enormous role in my ability to get through that period. It stayed with me and has been enormously important.
 

Edwards grew up in a southern Baptist church.  While he touches on his orthodox roots and shares a personal testimony like that above, the vast majority of his faith references are built on the responsibilities of the faithful to care for needs of the country and the world.  In fact he says, 

In terms of my political life I believe there a lot of the things that are part of my faith belief that are also part of my political belief.  My responsibilities to others, to help others.  My work for instance, with Urban Ministries. I have been on the board of Urban Ministries for years before I went to the Senate. To provide help to the homeless in the Raleigh-Durham area in North Carolina is an example of that. So I think it's just part of my entire life.

The term “responsibilities” in the above statement moves Edwards beyond a mere personal faith and is the beginning point for the larger aspect of his faith.  Edwards makes numerous statements in many of his public communication forums about working toward a solution of “poverty” not only in America but world wide.  He adds to the list of his responsibilities issues like “health care,” “equality,” “genocide,” “child care,” “torture,” “peace” efforts, “child labor,” “humanitarianism” and that we are all “brothers and sisters.”  As part of his understanding of what it means to be responsible, he adds that he feels, “It is wrong when corporate America—through movies, music, and advertising—promotes a culture of reckless behavior to our youth.”  Words and phrases similar to these permeate his public rhetoric and provide a clear pattern of what Edwards believes the life of “faith” should manifest.   

Perhaps the most poignant statement, however, one that focuses all of the details of the “responsibilities” he emphasizes is, "I think that Jesus would be disappointed in our ignoring the plight of those around us who are suffering and our focus on our own selfish short-term needs," . . . “I think he would be appalled, actually."  This statement reveals not only his personal Christian faith but what that faith means to him.  In other words, Christianity demands social activism.  
Given the sheer amount of language like that highlighted above, it is with little hesitancy that we state that Edward’s public communication events are characterized by a unique social gospel.  I were guided by Edward’s words when coming to this conclusion when he states that “Jesus would be appalled.” In this spirit of this words and drawing on the theological and homiletical expressions that Edwards no doubt experienced, I feel save in asking, “What is it that Jesus would be appalled at?”  Edwards would most likely respond as follows:   “Jesus would be appalled at how those who claim to believe in him emphasize a personal subjective experience of faith while neglecting to love humanity.”   Interpreting this conclusion and determining its value to Edwards’ political rhetoric is now in order.
 
A Social Gospel
Historical Perspective
At the dawn of the 20th century, a unique American-Christian theological concept was born.  One of the primary articulators of this unique, concept called the “social gospel” was Walter Rauschenbusch (1917) who argued that the time had come for Christians to bring the negative forces of society under control.   The negative forces were social problems such as poverty, crime, education, racism, and even war.  He stated that the “essential purpose of Christianity was to transform society into the kingdom of God by regenerating all human relations and reconstituting them in accordance with the will of God” (Rauchenbusch, 1917, p. xxiii).  Furthermore, as the Christian gained control over the negative forces in society a new age would dawn—the millennium or the symbolic 1000 year rule of Christ on earth referred to in the Book of Revelation.   Theologically this concept is known as post-millennium, and the post-millennium rule of Christ was largely the product of Christian’s victory over evil.  

The social gospel sprang in part from scientific notions of the day.  Primary scientific notions were those found in an ongoing debate stimulated by Darwin’s theory of evolution.  The logic of those advocating the social gospel was if the biological world evolved from a lower state so therefore can society evolve.  The social gospel was the practical application of Darwin’s theory of evolution to social concerns.  One of the main spokespersons for the social gospel was Harry Emerson Fosdick.  He was one of the most influential preachers of the early 20th century America.  He authored forty books and delivered numerous sermons in at Riverside Church in New York.

The inherent optimism of the social gospel message as articulated theologically by Rauchenbusch and homiletically by Fosdick nonetheless garnered criticism.  Fundamentalists theologians and preachers like John Gresham Machen (1923) claimed that the social gospel replaced the importance of a personal faith in Jesus. 

Perhaps the harshest critic of the concept’s optimism and tenets was the advent of the Second World War.  The event brought an end to the central theological notion that by gaining control of social forces, the rule of Christ would dawn.  Similar criticism exists today as evidenced by some evangelical tenets such as the need to be “born again” and a faithful church member who supports a conservative doctrinal faith statement like the deity of Jesus and a triune God.
Evangelicals and fundamentalists continue to claim that a purely social gospel is a misrepresentation of the Gospel as found in the New Testament (Colman, 1972).  The latter emphasis is a personal faith.  It takes precedence over any other forms.  Sins major dominion was the heart of the individual.  The heart needed cleansing, not society.  Society’s ills are merely symptomatic of the each sinner’s heart.  
For the liberal, this turned the gospel into a mere abstraction (Coleman).  In more recent times, and times close to the professional and later political life of Edwards, evangelicals began to revisit the general tenets of earlier exponents of the social gospel.  “In order to treat social ills in even a relatively democratic society, the proper use of political power and economic pressure by person and groups is a virtual necessity (Quebedaux, 1971).  

Though Edwards received no formal theological training, he grew up a Southern Baptist and now declares he is a Methodist.  No doubt his involvement in church life during those years in which the evangelicals began to revisit their responsibility to society left an impact on Edwards especially those he most certainly experienced as a Methodist and as a his worker with Urban Ministry.
Edwards admit that he left the church and doubted the teachings of his youth while in college, but with the death of son he states he found his faith came “rushing” back.  His faith “sustained” him through the grief of losing his son.  Edwards’ statements indicate a personal private faith characteristic of evangelicals and fundamentalists, and his political rhetoric and activities add a strong social flavor to his religious faith.  In fact, separating his religious faith from that of his political activity seems impossible.  Edwards moved on from the merely personal aspects of faith and began to look at an American society that needed “healing.”  The blending of the personal and the social demonstrates a unique faith.  Edwards may find the words of James from the Bible to his liking —“Faith without deeds is dead” (James 2:26, The New International Version).  

Conclusion
Edwards has constructed a unique Christian faith statement that contains social and political tenets.  It is a faith that can safely be labeled as a political-social gospel.   From the perspective of voting liberal democrats, it probably makes little difference whether or not Edwards has housed his agenda for political change in Christian doctrines.  They are interested in programs that change and balance American society.  Perhaps the democrats of faith will be sympathetic with Edwards because of his faith.

On the Republican side of the aisle, however, would Edwards attract voters from the traditional religious right?  It’s not likely in that he is liberal both politically and religiously.  Evangelical Republicans may be suspicious as to his actual “salvation.”  In other words, they may be impressed with his words regarding “care” for the needy, but they will still wonder if he is really “saved.”  This later observation comes from the abiding presence of suspicion held by evangelicals and fundamentalist regarding a gospel that is too strongly social in content. 
While Edwards “faith statements” are consistent with his political platform and inspiring for many in their own right, they may be of little merit for attracting voters.  The past eight years of political American life have soured many to politics in general as well as to the political use of religious expression.  In other words, faith may be fading as a positive in attracting voters.  In a real sense the democrats have faith and Edwards in particular has a very clearly articulated one; however, it may be too much too late.  Contemporary religious-political expression has become “mere” rhetoric to which few are listening and by which few are influenced.  
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� All the content in this section was taken from the John Edwards:  March 5, 2007 at 06:47 PM US/Eastern from Mike Baker Associated Press Writer.  Website:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.eons.com/members/profile/JohnEdwards" ��http://www.eons.com/members/profile/JohnEdwards�.   The original material was paraphrased and edited for tense. 


� These words were taken from an interview with the “Interfaith Alliance” conducted on December 3, 2003.  The web site is: � HYPERLINK "http://www.beliefnet.com/story/148/story_14869_1.html" ��http://www.beliefnet.com/story/148/story_14869_1.html�  


� The source here as the same as in footnote 2 above.


� The comment concerning that “Jesus would be appalled” was taken from an article by Mark Baker of the Associated Press March 5 06:47 PM US/Eastern.  Web site: � HYPERLINK "http://www.breitbart.com/article.php?id=D8NM9S8O2&show_article=1" ��http://www.breitbart.com/article.php?id=D8NM9S8O2&show_article=1�








