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Sessions’s	Use	of	Bible	Passage	to	Defend	
Immigration	Policy	Draws	Fire 
By	Julia	Jacobs	

• June	15,	2018	–	The	New	York	Times	
	

Attorney General Jeff Sessions turned to the Bible this week to defend the Trump 
administration’s immigration policy. His use of religious text to justify a federal policy 
drew some fire; the text itself drew more. 

Many were concerned that Mr. Sessions’s chosen chapter, Romans 13, had been 
commonly used to defend slavery and oppose the American Revolution. 

Speaking to law enforcement officers in Fort Wayne, Ind., Mr. Sessions used a passage 
on Thursday to defend the right of the federal government to enforce a directive to 
prosecute everyone who crosses the border illegally. The directive has led to the 
fracturing of hundreds of migrant families, funneling children into shelters and foster 
homes. 

Mr. Sessions said, “I would cite you to the Apostle Paul and his clear and wise command 
in Romans 13, to obey the laws of the government because God has ordained the 
government for his purposes.” 

He added: “Orderly and lawful processes are good in themselves. Consistent and fair 
application of the law is in itself a good and moral thing, and that protects the weak, it 
protects the lawful.” 

Referring to the Bible in political speeches is nothing new, said John Fea, a professor of 
American history at Messiah College in Pennsylvania. Presidents Barack Obama and 
George W. Bush did so liberally, for example. But using Scripture as an enforcement tool 
for a particular federal policy is of greater concern, Dr. Fea said. 

 “The founding fathers created the criminal justice system to be a largely secular 
criminal justice system,” he said. “They didn’t have in mind punishing criminals and 
condemning them using Bible verses.” 

And the passage he chose drew considerable criticism. Historians and theologians took 
to the internet to point out that Romans 13 has been used to defend antiquated or 
outright contemptible points of view. 

Before the nation’s founding, it was frequently used by Loyalists to oppose the American 
Revolution, Dr. Fea said. And in the 19th century, pro-slavery Southerners often cited 
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the chapter’s opening verses to defend slavery — in particular, adherence to the Fugitive 
Slave Act, which required the seizure and return of runaway slaves. 

Outside the United States, the passage was used by Christians in Europe to defend Nazi	
rule and by white religious conservatives in South Africa to defend	apartheid, an article 
in Slate pointed	out	on	Friday. 

“It’s an endorsement of empire,” Gay L. Byron, a professor of the New Testament and 
early Christianity at the Howard University School of Divinity, said of the passage on 
Friday. “Whenever governments need to try to gain leverage in a debate, they say 
something like that.” 

A Justice Department spokesman said in a statement Friday evening that Mr. Sessions 
cited the Bible in his speech because he was responding to religious leaders’ criticism of 
the zero-tolerance policy on illegal immigration. 

Sarah Huckabee Sanders, the White House press secretary, addressed the issue on 
Thursday in response to a reporter who asked, “Where does it say in the Bible that it’s 
moral to take children away from their mothers?” 

Ms. Sanders responded that she was not aware of what Mr. Sessions was referring to but 
added that it is “biblical” for a government to enforce the law. “That is actually repeated 
a number of times throughout the Bible,” she said. 

Several conservative Christian leaders have recently come	out	in	opposition to President 
Trump’s immigration policy and its effect of separating migrant families. The Rev. 
Franklin Graham, son of the Rev. Billy Graham and an outspoken supporter of the 
president, has called it “disgraceful” to see families “ripped apart.” On Wednesday, a 
cardinal in the Roman Catholic Church called it “immoral” to separate mothers from 
their children. 

Dr. Byron, the divinity school professor, said Mr. Sessions’s use of the passage is a 
classic case of a politician “cherry-picking” the Bible for statements that match their 
policy. “What’s missing is the fact that there are so many other biblical statements and 
mandates to take care of children and take care of those who are marginalized,” she said. 
“We don’t hear Sessions referencing those texts.” 
Correction:	June	18,	2018	

An earlier version of this article misidentified a news outlet that described how 
Romans 13 has been used to defend Nazi rule and apartheid. It was Slate, not The 
Atlantic. 
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NEWS IN THE NUMBERS

MAIN MORE 

Like Americans overall, U.S. Catholics
are sharply divided by party
BY MICHAEL LIPKA AND GREGORY A. SMITH

Politicians have long pursued the “Catholic vote” – a potentially big prize, given that the
nation’s roughly 51 million Catholic adults constitute the largest single religious institution
in the United States. But while Catholics once were more likely to vote Democratic, they
have never been monolithic politically. Today, Catholics are evenly split between the two
major parties and are sharply polarized, much like the broader U.S. public.

Roughly equal shares of Catholic registered voters have identified with or leaned toward
the Democratic and Republican parties in recent years (47% vs. 46%, respectively). And
according to exit polls, nearly identical shares of Catholics voted for Democrats (50%) and
Republicans (49%) in 2018 elections for the U.S. House of Representatives. White
Catholics are more likely to vote Republican, while Hispanic Catholics overwhelmingly
back Democrats. (Most American Catholics are either white or Hispanic. Black and Asian
Americans each make up roughly 3% of the U.S. Catholic population, according to the Pew
Research Center’s 2014 Religious Landscape Study.) Collectively, however, Catholics
essentially balance themselves out at the polls on the national level.

Meanwhile, when it comes to a number of specific issues – including some on which
Catholic teachings leave little room for doubt – Catholic partisans often express opinions
that are much more in line with the positions of their political parties than with the
teachings of their church.

Take abortion (which the Catholic Church opposes), for instance: Among Catholic
Republicans and GOP leaners, 55% say abortion should be illegal in all or most cases,
identical to the share among all Republicans. At the same time, 64% of Catholic Democrats
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and Democratic leaners say abortion should be legal in all or most cases — slightly lower
than the share for Democrats overall (76%). On balance, however, Catholic Democrats are
more likely to favor legal abortion than to oppose it.

Partisan dynamics also are at work regarding views about climate change. Pope Francis
has expressed a need to act on the issue, and like Pope Francis, eight-in-ten Catholic
Democrats (along with 78% of Democrats overall) agree that the Earth is warming mostly
because of human activity, such as burning fossil fuels. But just 22% of Catholic
Republicans (and 24% of Republicans overall) say they believe the Earth is warming
because of human activity.

Partisan gulfs among Catholics exist on several other issues, too – including views toward
poverty and immigration, two areas in which the church has been active. Nearly two-thirds
of Catholic Democrats (64%) say government aid to the poor does more good than harm
because people can’t get out of poverty until their basic needs are met, while just as many
Catholic Republicans (67%) say government aid to the poor does more harm than good by
making people too dependent on government assistance.

When it comes to immigration, Catholic Democrats also are much more likely than their
Republican counterparts to say immigrants strengthen the country (86% vs. 47%), rather
than being a burden. And nine-in-ten Catholic Democrats (91%) oppose substantially
expanding the wall along the U.S. border with Mexico – while 81% of Catholic Republicans
favor it, according to a survey conducted by the Center earlier this month.

There are also gaps between Democratic Catholics and Republican Catholics on questions
about homosexuality and same-sex marriage, but majorities in both groups express
opinions that are arguably in opposition to church teachings. For instance, six-in-ten
Catholic Republicans (59%) and three-quarters of Catholic Democrats (76%) say they
think same-sex couples should be allowed to marry legally, despite the church’s opposition
to gay marriage. Similarly, most in both groups say they think homosexuality should be
accepted by society (69% among Catholic Republicans, 84% among Catholic Democrats).

There was a time when Catholics in both parties were largely united in their admiration for
Pope Francis. But in recent months, even these views have become more polarized along
party lines, with Catholic Democrats and Democratic leaners viewing Francis more17



favorably than Catholic Republicans and GOP leaners. Among Catholics, Republicans are
now much more likely than Democrats to say the pope is “too liberal” (55% vs. 19%) and
“naïve” (32% vs. 18%). While most Catholic Democrats (67%) say Francis is doing an
excellent or good job spreading the Catholic faith, just 45% Catholic Republicans say so.
And as of early 2018, nearly twice as many Democrats (71%) as Republicans (37%) said
Pope Francis represents a major change for the better.

Topics Catholics and Catholicism, Christians and Christianity, Religious Affiliation, Political Polarization,
U.S. Political Parties, Political Attitudes and Values

Michael Lipka  is an editorial manager of religion research at Pew Research
Center.
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NEWS IN THE NUMBERS

MAIN MORE 

How religious groups voted in the
midterm elections
BY ELIZABETH PODREBARAC SCIUPAC AND GREGORY A. SMITH

Voters in North Carolina cast their ballots. (Logan Cyrus/AFP via Getty Images)

A preliminary analysis of the 2018 midterm elections finds considerable continuity in the
voting patterns of several key religious groups. White evangelical or born-again Christians
backed Republican candidates for the U.S. House of Representatives at about the same
rate they did in 2014. Meanwhile, religiously unaffiliated voters (also known as religious
“nones”) and Jewish voters once again backed Democratic candidates by large margins.

Three-quarters (75%) of white voters who describe themselves as evangelical or born-
again Christians (a group that includes Protestants, Catholics and members of other
faiths) voted for Republican House candidates in 2018, according to National Election
Pool (NEP) exit poll data reported by NBC News. That is on par with the share who did so
in midterm elections in 2014 (78%) and 2010 (77%).

At the other end of the spectrum, seven-in-ten religious “nones” voted for the Democratic
candidate in their congressional district, which is virtually identical to the share of
religious “nones” who voted for Democratic candidates in 2014 and 2010. Roughly eight-
in-ten Jewish voters (79%) cast their ballots for the Democrats, higher than the share who
did so in 2014, but somewhat shy of 2006 levels. (Data on Jewish voters were not available
in 2010.)

The 2018 exit polls show a slight shift in Catholic voting patterns compared with recent
midterm elections. This year, Catholic voters were evenly split between the parties: 50%

NOVEMBER 7,  2018
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favored the Democratic candidate for Congress in their district, while 49% favored the
GOP’s nominee. In the past two midterm elections (2014 and 2010), Catholics leaned in
favor of Republican candidates by margins of roughly 10 percentage points.

Among Protestants, 56% voted for Republican congressional candidates and 42% backed
Democrats. Among those who identify with faiths other than Christianity and Judaism
(including Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus and many others), 73% voted for Democratic
congressional candidates while 25% supported Republicans.

Voters who say they attend religious services at least once a week backed Republican
candidates over Democrats in their congressional districts by an 18-point margin. Those
who attend services less often tilted in favor of the Democratic Party, including two-thirds
(68%) of those who say they never attend worship services.

Analysis of the religious composition of the 2018 midterm electorate shows that 17% of
voters were religiously unaffiliated, up from 12% in 2014 and 2010. Meanwhile, 47% of
voters in 2018 were Protestants, down from 53% in 2014 and 55% in 2010. There was little
change in the share of voters who identify as Catholic, Jewish or with other faiths. And the
26% of 2018 voters who were white and identify as born-again or evangelical Christians is
similar to other recent midterm elections.

This preliminary analysis reflects data for 2018 as published by NBC News as of 11 a.m.
on Nov. 7, 2018. If data are subsequently reweighted by the National Election Pool
(NEP), the consortium of news organizations that conducts the exit polls, the numbers
reported here may differ slightly from figures accessible through the websites of NEP
member organizations.

Related posts:

The 2018 midterm vote: Divisions by race, gender, education

Key takeaways about Latino voters in the 2018 midterm elections

Topics Voter Participation, Elections and Campaigns, U.S. Political Parties, 2018 Election,

Religion and U.S. Politics
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