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to the prophet’s judgment that God could
no longer bless the nation because the
nation was no longer “listening to his
voice and obeying his commands.” The
national situation, approached in these
theological terms, was ripe for the pro-
posal of the New Religious Right that the
country could recapture its lost spiritual
vitality only if the people were to turn
from their wicked and/or errant ways.
When the President of the United States,
at least from time to time, seemed to be
advancing the same position, and inter-
preting the national situation in the
same biblical terms, the compulsions to-
ward moral and spiritual regeneration
were exercised with patriotic zeal.

However, the fact that key leaders of
the movement were themselves the vic-
tims of “moral failure” supported a suspi-
cion that the effort on behalf of collective
religious renewal disguised a more fun-
damental interest in money, sex, and
power (the very antitheses of the tradi-
tional virtues: poverty, chastity, and
obedience). And the clear organizational
linkages between the religious move-
ment and the ideological zealotry of the
patriots who had been responsible for the
Iran/Contra episodes helped sustain the
impression that there had been a serious
overstepping.

Thus when television evangelist Pat
Robertson made an effort to garner the
Republican nomination for the
Presidency—even after invoking the
blessing of the Almighty—he was hardly
a serious contender. The majority of the
people of the nation had already wit-
nessed too much scandal to be willing to
vouchsafe presidential authority to such

This is an anxious and uncertain
time for American religion. There is ten-
sion in the air. There are dilemmas that
remain unresolved. There is a mood of
ambivalence. Previous confidences ap-
pear to be slipping, but the desire for
spiritual certainty and collective self-con-
fidence remains.

Why has this happened? Why is the
mosaic of contemporary American reli-
gion made up of not altogether harmoni-
ous elements? There must be several
reasons, all having directly to do with
persistent struggles within the society,
and with shifts, modifications, and ad-
Jjustments within the culture.

For one, the New Religious Right
that burst unexpectedly onto the scene in
the late 1970s—and whose power, influ-
ence, and significance were mostly
underestimated by academics and within
the established intellectual communities
—has made sufficient tactical errors to
have largely fallen out of favor with sus-
taining opinion within the populace. But
the occasion for such a movement re-
mains. The Religious Right happened,
like the previous Great Awakening
within this country, when the moral and
spiritual vitality of the people was at low
ebb. The disappointments over the fail-
ure of governmental authority, the lack
of confidence in previously established
traditions, and the progressive erosion of
the most stable institutions within the
society (most especially, the family) had
all taken a heavy toll. Americans, whose
national spiritual and collective identity
had been shaped by a revised Calvinistic
covenant theology (which is an adapta-
tion of biblical analogs), seemed subject
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Contemporary
American religion is
at the crossroads be-
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is a growing compulsion to reconsider
the era, as if there can be no clear direc-
tives regarding the future untj] a wiser
understanding of the era js fashioned.
At the heart of this development is
the interest in the continuing impact of
the Vietnam War. Each year finds more
books and articles on the subject than
the year before. Each Year also produces
at least one seminal film on the subject:
a film that carries the subject to the next
stage of interpretation. In 1986-87 that
film was Oliver Stone’s highly acclaimed
Platoon. In 1988, in my judgment, that
film was Deq America, first shown on
HBO television in April. And during the
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