
religiously unaffiliated.  

Using these broad categories 

of religious tradition helps 

explain differences in presi-

dential voting, revealing the 

continuing political impor-

tance of religious affiliation 

in shaping voter choices. 

   Second, systematic politi-

cal differences also existed 

within the major religious 

traditions based on the  

division between religious 

traditionalists and modern-

ists, regardless of their  

particular religious tradition. 

Traditionalists voted more 

heavily for McCain, while 

modernists across all  

faiths were the least  

supportive of McCain. This 

is a pattern which held true 

in 2004 and in 2008,  

although in the most recent 

election centrist mainline 

Protestants were slightly 

more likely to have voted for 

Obama than modernist 

mainline Protestants. 

   Thus, the basic patterns in 

religious voting found in the 

2004 election continued to 

hold true in the 2008 elec-

tion. While some religious 

groups exhibited double-

digit changes in their pattern 

of partisan voting (namely, 

black Protestants, modernist 

evangelical Protestants, and 

centrist mainline Protes-

tants), what is particularly 

striking is the relative  

similarity in levels of party 

voting found across the two 

elections. In other words,  
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   Following Bushôs re-

election in 2004, much was 

made of the óGod gapô in 

American politics. In re-

sponse, both the Democratic 

Party and Democratic  

presidential candidates 

sought to contest the percep-

tion that the Republican 

Party was the party of  

religious people while the 

Democratic Party was the 

party of secularists. And, 

during the 2008 presidential 

campaign, Barack Obama 

employed religious rhetoric 

as well as a religious strategy 

in seeking to win the  

nomination of his party. On 

the other hand, John McCain 

was more reticent to use  

religious language and  

focused more on social con-

servatives than on religious 

groups in his campaign  

effort. In the end, Obama 

easily defeated McCain to 

become the 44th President of 

the United States. 

   But did the election of 

Obama substantially change 

the God gap in American 

politics? Given the margin of 

victory, one might anticipate 

that it did. Moreover, the 

election seemingly was 

fought largely over eco-

nomic, rather than social, 

issues which might further 

lead one to anticipate some 

substantial decline in reli-

gious cleavages in voting. 

Finally, following the  

election, little, if any, media 

attention was given to  

religious differences in  

presidential votingðfurther  

suggesting religionôs possi-

ble irrelevance. To what  

extent, then, did the election 

reveal any major shift in the 

way in which religion serves 

to shape voting choices of 

the American electorate? 

   The Henry Institute for the 

Study of Christianity and 

Politics commissioned a  

national survey in April 

2008, funded by the Lynde 

and Harry Bradley Founda-

tion, to assess religionôs role 

in fostering civic responsibil-

ity [see the Henry Institute 

newsletter for Summer 

2008]. Following the 2008 

presidential election, an  

effort was made to re-

interview each of the 3002 

original April respondents in 

order to ascertain their level 

of engagement in the 2008 

presidential election and 

their decisions related to  

voting in the presidential 

campaign.    

   Despite the overwhelming 

victory of Barack Obama 

over John McCain in the 

2008 election, the post-

election survey revealed that 

religion continued to shape 

voting choices in two  

different ways.* First, im-

portant differences in voting 

choice based on patterns of 

religious tradition affiliation 

continued to prevail and can 

be seen when comparing, for  

example, the McCain vote 

among all evangelical Prot-

estants, mainline Protestants, 

black Protestants, and the 
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there was far more continuity than 

change in the patternsðand magni-

tudeðof religious voting from 

Bushôs victory in 2004 to Obamaôs 

in 2008. Thus, despite Obamaôs  

convincing victory, the results of the 

election reveal little evidence of any 

fundamental shift in the structure of 

faith-based voting.  

   When comparing the results of the 

2004 and 2008 presidential elections, 

one is further struck by the relative 

lack of swing constituenciesði.e., 

religious groups in which candidates 

won by small margins. There was 

much speculation during the cam-

paign about whether Obama would 

attract a substantial increase in  

support among evangelical  

Protestants, in part because his cam-

paign and his progressive allies had 

targeted them and also because 

McCain struggled for their support. 

As was true with mainline Protes-

tants and Catholics, Obama did best 

with the modernist segment of voters 

affiliated with the evangelical Protes-

tant tradition. That said, the size of 

the modernist component of the 

evangelical Protestant tradition is 

much smaller than its traditionalist 

component (1.7 percent versus 14.8 

percentðdata not shown), resulting, 

in the end, in evangelical Protestants 

supporting McCain at virtually the 

same level they voted for Bush  

in 2004.  

   The closest division in the two 

party vote occurred among mainline 

Protestants and non-Hispanic Catholics 

with 54 percent of mainliners casting 

their ballots for Obama, and 47 percent 

of non-Hispanic Catholics doing so. 

When evangelical Protestants, 

mainline Protestants, and Roman 

Catholics are examined overall in 

terms of religious traditionalism, only 

centrist Catholics exhibited a partisan 

division of less than 10 percentage 

points. All other religious groups  

examined reveal one candidate or the 

other capturing the votes of that  

religious community by more than 10 

percentage points.                              

   Clearly, the foundation of Obamaôs 

victory was the strong support he  
                                     continued on page 3 
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Presidential Vote in 2008 by Religious Tradition 

Evangelical Protestants 

    Traditionalists 

    Centrists 

    Modernists 

Mainline Protestants 

    Traditionalists 

    Centrists 

    Modernists 

Hispanic Protestants 

Black Protestants 

Hispanic Catholics 

Non-Hispanic Catholics 

    Traditionalists 

    Centrists 

    Modernists 

Jews 

Other Faiths 

Unaffiliated 

77%         23             100% 

85%         15             100% 

66%         34             100% 

59%         41             100% 

51%         49             100% 

65%         35             100% 

51%         49             100% 

39%         61             100% 

63%         37             100% 

17%         83             100% 

31%         69             100% 

53%         47             100% 

79%         21             100% 

51%         49             100% 

33%         67             100% 

27%         73             100% 

45%         55             100% 

28%          72             100% 

76%  24     100% 

85%  15     100% 

67%  33     100% 

42%  58     100% 

46%  54     100% 

66%  34     100% 

39%  61     100% 

43%  57     100% 

57%  43     100% 

  7%  93     100% 

31%  69     100% 

53%  47     100% 

71%  29     100% 

54%  46     100% 

37%  63     100% 

29%  71     100% 

41%  59     100% 

24%  76     100% 

 Religious                                                                                                     Reported Vote 

   Tradition                                                           2004                                                          2008 

                                                                    Bush        Kerry        Total                        McCain        Obama        Total 

Sources: 2004: Fourth National Survey of Religion and Politics 

                2008: Henry Institute National Survey on Religion and Public Life 
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received from racial, ethnic, and 

religious minorities. Not surpris-

ingly, he did very well among 

black Protestantsðobtaining more 

than 90 percent of their votesðbut 

Obama also drew strong support 

among Hispanic Catholics, Jews, 

and the religiously unaffiliated, 

securing 70 percent or more of 

their vote totals, and gained nearly 

three-fifths of the votes in the  

composite category of other  

religious faiths. McCain, on the 

other hand, did well among  

evangelical Protestants as a whole, 

but particularly so among tradi-

tionalists. Centrist evangelicals and 

Catholics, as well as Hispanic 

Protestants were also generally 

supportive of McCain while all 

other religious groups voted  

for Obama.   

   Overall, the post-election survey 

showed that much of the increased 

level of voting for Obama resulted  

from a surge at the polls among 

Black Protestants and both  

Catholic and Protestant Hispanics  

(data not shown)ðas whites for the 

first time in American history  

constituted less than 75 percent of 

the voters in the 2008 election. 

While the proportion of whites  

casting ballots is likely to continue 

to decline over the next several 

elections, it is also true that the high 

level of voter turnout among  

minority voters is not likely to be 

sustained in the 2012 presidential 

electionðnow that the first  

minority president has been elected 

to the highest office in the  

American political system.   ~ 

  *For a more detailed analysis of the role 

of religion in the 2008 presidential election, 

from its early days prior to the Iowa cau-

cuses and New Hampshire primary through 

Election Day itself, see the forthcoming 

book The Disappearing God Gap? Religion 

in the 2008 Presidential Election.  

 

   In January/February of 2010, The  

Disappearing God Gap? Religion in the 

2008 Presidential Election will be  

released by Oxford University Press.   

The publication was authored by Henry  

Institute Director Corwin Smidt, along 

with Kevin den Dulk, Douglas Koopman, 

Bryan Froehle, James Penning, and  

Steven Monsma.  The book offers a  

detailed analysis of the role of religion in 

the 2008 presidential election, including 

specific results from the Henry Institute 

National Survey on Religion and Public 

Life, which was  

conducted in April 

and again in  

November of 2008.  

 

Available from: Oxford 

University Press 

www.oup.com  

800/451-7556 

Sept. 17 and 18, 2009  

Mark Noll, Notre Dame University Francis A.  

     McAnaney Professor of History 

  September 17 at 3:30 p.m. 

  God and Race in American Politics 

  Willow Room at Prince Conference  

       Center 

  September 18 at 3:30 p.m.  

  World Christianity and American  

       Christianity: What About the Future? 

  Oak Room at Prince Conference Center 

Sept. 30, 2009 at 7:30 p.m. 

Tamrat Layne, former  

   Ethiopian Prime Minister  

Gezon Auditorium at   

     Spoelhof Center  

 

Oct. 7, 2009 at 3:30 p.m. 

Corwin Smidt, Henry Institute Director 

The Disappearing God Gap? Religion in the 2008  

     Presidential Election   

Meeter Center Lecture Hall at Hekman Library Building  

http://www.oup.com


   From February through 

May 2009, 14 Calvin  

College students spent a 

semester in Washington 

D.C. working at internships  

and experiencing the city as 

part of the Paul B. Henry 

Semester. The Washington 

D.C. program was founded 

in 2000, and since its incep-

tion more than 125 students 

have gained first-hand work 

experience through intern-

ship placements, learning 

about the history and politi-

cal workings of the nationôs 

capitol, and absorbing the 

sites and culture of  

Washington D.C. 

   While many participants 

are political science or  

international relations  

majors, the program is open 

to students from all fields of 

study. Some of the semester 

students choose to intern on 

Capitol Hill in political of-

fices, but many others work 

in communications, media, 

art, social work, law, health 

care, marketing, human 

rights, international  

development, embassies, 

and numerous other fields. 

The 2009 students reflected 

this diversity of interest and 

backgrounds, including  

students drawn from inter-

national development,  

political science, African 

studies, classical studies, 

history, journalism, rheto-

ric, Latin, and social work.  

   The Semester in Wash-

ington D.C. differs from 

many of Calvinôs other off 

campus semester programs 

in several 

ways. First,  

students 

spend the fall  

semester se-

curing an  

internship 

placement by  

researching 

potential  

employers,  

writing and 

designing  

resumes and 

cover letters, 

and learning 

job interviewing skills  

to prepare for the spring  

semester off campus.  

   Second, while in Wash-

ington, each student works 

at their internship four 

days of the week and 

spends the fifth day visit-

ing cultural sites and  

meeting with speakers 

from Washington D.C. as 

part of the ñIntegrating 

Faith and Public Lifeò 

course included in the  

semester. 

   Each year, a Calvin  

College professor accom-

panies the group, leading 

an evening class on current 

public policy issues and 

incorporating academic 

learning into the hands-on  

experiences the students 

have in their daily work 

life. The 2009 Semester 

was led by Prof. Steve 

Monsma of the Paul Henry 

Institute who taught Public 

Policy Making and the 

New President as the  

semester-long class. 

   According to Monsma, 

ñThis program is a great 

learning experience for our 

students that I do not think 

could be duplicated any 

other way. With the intern-

ship experience itself at the 

heart of the program, it is 

my belief that internships 

in studentsô fields of  

interest can play a vital 

role in their undergraduate  

experience.ò  ~ 

The Henry Institute was created in 1997 to continue the work of its namesakeðeducator and 

public servant Paul B. Henry, who was committed to serious reflection on the interplay between 

Christianity and public life.  The Institute seeks to be a non-partisan forum for research and  

information on the relationship between Christianity and politics. To that end, it provides re-

sources for scholarship, disseminates scholarly work, and trains future scholars and practitioners.   

616.526.6870 ~~ henry@calvin.edu ~~ www.calvin.edu/henry  

1810 E. Beltline SE ~~ Grand Rapids, Michigan ~~ 49546 

Semester in Washington D.C. Program  

Contacting the Paul B. Henry Institute for the Study of 

Christianity and Politics  
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   2009 Participants 

Pearlyn Budu 

   Embassy of Ghana 

Allie Gesink 

   Edgewood/Brookland  

   Family Support  

   Collaborative 

Paul Hartge 

   Sojourners 

Kari Holmgren 

   National Criminal  

   Justice Association 

Virginia Keehl 

   Sen. Debbie Stabenow 

Hannah Kett 

   Institute for Global  

   Engagement 

Ashley King 

   Justice Policy Institute 

Hilary Korzon 

   Laura Ingraham Show 

Renee LaCoss 

   Lutheran Social  

   Services Foster Care  

   and Adoption Services 

Meghan Mattern 

   Africa Faith and Justice  

   Network 

Zechariah Montoya 

   International Center for  

   Not-For-Profit Law 

Karen Paul 

   International Justice  

   Mission 

Alice Scogin 

   Lutheran Social  

   Services Refugee  

   Resettlement 

Jennifer Ziegler 

   So Others May Eat  

 



   The spring of 2009 once again found  

scholars sharing their research on the 

interaction between religion and  

politics at the 5th Paul Henry Institute 

Symposium on Religion and  

Politics. The event was held from April 

23-25 at Calvinôs Prince Confer-

ence Center, and featured 19 dif-

ferent panel sessions, with 54 pa-

pers written by 66 authors. Each 

author presented their research 

findings and conclusions at their 

scheduled session, with time for 

audience discussion and ques-

tions.   

   The Symposium, which is normally 

held every other year, was sponsored 

in both 2008 and 2009 in order to  

alternate its biennial schedule with  

numerous other events related to the 

field of religion and politics. Since it 

had been sponsored last spring as well, 

the number of participants was some-

what lower than at previous events, but 

the content and ongoing discussions 

remained lively and worthwhile. 

   As has been true at past Symposi-

ums, wide ranging interests, topics, 

and religious backgrounds were  

represented. Sessions included per-

spectives from the Islamist, Roman 

Catholic and Seventh Day Adventist 

faiths. Papers 

addressed a 

diverse range 

of topics:  

religion and 

American  

elections; 

Christianity 

in Russia, 

China, 

France, and 

Turkey; gay rights and marriage; 

Irish Catholic dissension; religious 

identification and beliefs within the 

military; Pentecostal community  

involvement; African church  

partnerships in fighting HIV/AIDS; 

and various studies of the political  

perspectives of religious scholars, 

theologians, and leaders. 

   Many attendees commented on the 

value of the event and their plans to 

participate in future scheduled Henry 

Institute conferences. ñThe Sympo-

sium was very well organized and  

presented great diversity of both  

academic topics and the institutions 

represented!ò noted one individual. 

Another reported: ñThe panels and 

presentations were excellent, and I 

particularly appreciated the oppor-

tunity to socialize and discuss ideas 

with others who are interested in 

this field.ò A third stated, ñI look 

forward to this event each time it is 

held, and canôt wait to participate 

again in two years!ò 

   The next Symposium on Religion 

and Politics will be held April 21-23  

in 2011.  ~ 

       www.calvin.edu/henry/schedule/ 

         symposium/2009symppgm.html 

Fifth Religion and Politics Symposium Held  

Oxford Handbook of Religion and American Politics Published  

particular topics, important findings, 

insights, and theoretical advances; 

outline current debates in scholar-

ship; and raise important but  

understudied questions. Topics cover 

the full range of Americaôs history, 

from its founding to the present day, 

and plumb the depths of every aspect 

of the nationôs politics, from voting 

patterns and social movements to the 

role of clergy in political activism 

and the influence of religion in all 

three branches of government.  

   The Handbook is unique in the 

breadth and detail with which it  

explores the fascinating and multifac-

eted relationship between religion 

and American politics. Scholars,  

students, journalists, and curious 

readers alike will find this book to be 

an indispensible source of informa-

tion on the topic. 

  The Handbook was edited by Henry 

Institute Director Corwin E. Smidt, 

with Lyman A. Kellstedt, and James L. 

Guth.  ~ 
 

Contributors: 

Harold F. Bass, 

Marie A.  

Eisenstein, 

Gregory  

Fortelny, James 

G. Gimple, 

James L. Guth, 

Allen Hertzke, 

Ted G. Jelen, 

Lyman A. 

Kellstedt,  

Douglas L. 

Koopman,  

Geoffrey C. 

Layman, David C. Leege, Michael Lienesch, 

John Michael McTague, Mark A. Noll,  

Elizabeth A. Oldmixon, Laura R. Olson, 

Shanna Pearson-Merkowitz, Mark J. Rozell, 

Corwin E. Smidt, Robert P. Swierenga,  

C. Danielle Vinson, Paul J. Wahlbeck, Kenneth 

D. Wald, Peter W. Wielhouwer, Clyde Wilcox, 

J. Matthew Wilson 

Available from: Oxford University Press 

www.oup.com, 800/451-7556 

   Religion is, and has always been, a 

powerful force in American politics. 

Over the past three decades, the study 

of religion and politics has gone from 

being ignored by the scholarly commu-

nity to becoming a major force of  

research. Yet because this important 

research is not easily accessible to  

non-specialists, much of the analysis 

seen in the media regarding religionôs 

role in the political arena is greatly 

oversimplified.   

   The Oxford Handbook of Religion 

and American Politics bridges the  

information gap by examining the  

considerable research conducted up to 

this point and assessing what has been 

learned, what remains unsettled due to 

conflicting research findings, and what 

important questions remain largely 

unaddressed by current research  

endeavors. Its chapters, written by 

noted scholars in specialized fields, 

summarize the latest views on  
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   Beginning with the 2008-2009 academic year, the Paul Henry Institute began awarding grants to Calvin College  

professors to encourage faculty research endeavors focusing on Christian faith and public life as well as to enhance  

undergraduate mentoring in scholarly research. These grants provide financial payment to a Calvin student selected by 

the professor for assistance in an approved research project, with the student actively involved in research and project 

tasks. For the 2009-2010 academic year, the Governing Board of the Henry Institute awarded five Undergraduate  

Research Fellow Awards. The following proposals submitted by Calvin faculty were approved for funding: 

Undergraduate Research Fellow Grants Awarded  

Henry Institute Conducts Third Clergy Study  

study which will focus on change and 

continuity across the denominations 

over timeðin terms of the theological 

orientations, the political perspectives,  

and the political activity of their 

clergyðas well as evaluating whether 

the relationships which were  

established between theological  

orientations and political perspectives/

political activities in 1989 continue to 

hold true in 2009. 

   The 10 denominations included in 

the 2009 Project are: the Assemblies 

of God; the Christian Reformed 

Church in North America; the  

Disciples of Christ; the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church of America: the  

Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod; the 

Mennonites; the Presbyterian Church, 

U.S.A.; the Southern Baptist  

Convention; the Reformed Church in 

America; and the United Methodist 

Church.  ~ 

   The results of the 2001 cooperative 

clergy research effort were compiled 

and reported in the 2004 volume  

entitled Pulpit and Politics: Clergy in 

American Politics at 
the Advent of the 

Millennium, which 

was published by 

Baylor University 

Press. The book  

examined and  

compared the role  

of clergy in  

American politics 

across 21  

denominations and religious faiths,  

including evangelical, mainline and 

black Protestant churches, as well as  

the Roman Catholic and Jewish  

traditions.  ~ 

Available from: Baylor University Press 

www.baylorpress.com, 800/229-5678 

   The Cooperative Clergy Research 

Project of 2009 is being initiated and 

coordinated through the efforts of the 

Henry Institute. The project builds 

upon a similar research effort con-

ducted in 2001 which focused on the 

role of clergy in American public life.  

The research is conducted through 

cooperative efforts among scholars 

from various religious denominations, 

though the actual surveying and data 

analysis is to be largely completed by 

Calvinôs Center for Social Research. 

   Random samples of clergy from 10 

denominations have been drawn: half 

are linked to mainline Protestantism 

and the other half to evangelical  

Protestantism. Ministers from these  

denominations received a similar sur-

vey in 2001, and pastors from 7 of the 

denominations were asked many of 

the same questions in 1989. These 

surveys will serve as the basis for a 
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Dr. Gail Zandee 

(Nursing) will work 

with a Calvin nursing 

student (who has not 

yet been selected) to 

explore local dispari-

ties in health care 

within three under-

served Grand Rapids 

neighborhoods.  The 

project will examine 

methods to address 

the identified  

problem issues within 

the community, and 

evaluate the role of 

the Christian nurse in 

addressing health care 

disparities. 

Dr. Amy Patterson 

(Political Science & 

International Rela-

tions), will continue her 

examination of the role 

of African churches in 

advocating on HIV/

AIDS, with the  

assistance of student  

Michelle Fraser. They 

will explore political 

activities of churches, 

such as publicizing 

AIDS statements,  

encouraging public  

discussion about gov-

ernment policies, and 

direct participation by 

leaders and parishioners 

in lobbying efforts. 

Dr. Bruce Bergland 

(History) is continuing 

his research for a book  

regarding religious and 

cultural history, focus-

ing on the intersection 

of the arts, philosophy 

and Christian faith in 

turn-of-the-century and 

interwar Prague, espe-

cially focusing on  

architect Joze Plecnik. 

He will be mentoring 

Amy Surbatovich who 

is proficient in reading 

original documents and 

completing research in 

the native language of 

Serbo-Croatian. 

Dr. Steven McMullen 

(Economics) will  

conduct research into 

the relationship  

between church  

attendance and crime 

in the United States 

between 1970 and 

1990, using national 

crime data by state, 

along with General 

Social Survey church 

participation informa-

tion. Student Andrew 

Warren will be in-

volved in the research 

processes, empirical 

methods, and  

academic writing of 

the project. 

Dr. Jamie Skillen 

(Geology, Geography 

& Environmental 

Studies) and student 

Rachel Stehouwer 
will examine the role 

played by religious 

values and arguments 

in the political debate 

surrounding the Inte-

rior Columbia River 

Ecosystem case 

study. The informa-

tion gained will be 

included in a book 

Skillen is currently 

writing entitled Eco-

system Management: 

The Ecology and 

Politics of Flux. 

http://www.oup.com

