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commentary
from other pens...

Conservative Christians
watching Bush decisions

Democrats differ on repeal of tax cuts

By Will Lester
Associated Press Writer

WASHINGTON — Conservative Christians say their support for
President Bush remains strong, based more on the president’s personal
religious background than any outspoken stands or policies.

When the president’s chief political aide said last week that Bush will
do more in the future to rally religious supporters, some viewed it as an
encouraging sign they will get more rewards for their loyalty.

“They see the president as one of them,” said conservative analyst
Marshall Wittman, who said that is the most crucial aspect of their sup-
port. Referring to the U.S. campaign in Afghanistan, he added, “And
they see him almost on a divine mission in this war.”

On social issues, conservative Christians have mixed responses. They
were pleased with the naming of Attorney General John Ashcroft. And
they approved of Bush’s stated opposition to cloning. His compromise
approach to embryonic stem cell research got a muted reaction.

But they grumbled about his administration’s abandonment of school
vouchers in the education debate, and his efforts to use religious orga-
nizations to dispense federal help for the poor drew both support and
opposition.

With a job approval rating close to 90 percent, they say Bush has the
leeway to do more.

“He’s proven himself to be a bona fide leader with resolve, guts, grit
and determination,” said Ken Connor, president of the Family Research
Council. “He should apply those same qualities to the domestic agenda.”

Karl Rove, Bush’s senior adviser, said, at a forum at the American
Enterprise Institute, the Bush campaign “failed to marshal support
among the base as well as we should have” during the 2000 campaign.
Rove said turnout among “white evangelical Protestants, Pentecostals
and fundamentalists” was considerably less than it should have been.

John Green, a political scientist who specializes in religion and poli-
tics at the University of Akron, said Rove’s comments appeared to be a
way of sending a signal “they’re not forgotten, not taken for granted.”

Conservative Christians say they have been watching closely to see
how Bush will handle their issues.

“I think Christians are pleased with what President Bush has been
doing,” said Rev. D. James Kennedy, who heads a worldwide ministry
from his Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church in south Florida. “But we
have concerns. ... We are concerned that he appoint judges who are pro-
life. If he does not do that, it would be tantamount to ’read my lips.”’

Kennedy was referring to the broken “no new taxes” pledge that
undermined conservative support for Bush’s father. Kennedy said
Bush’s comments about the type of Supreme Court nominee he would
prefer have been reassuring.

“The movement’s organizations are no longer the only leaders in the
evangelical community,” said Jim Guth, a Furman University political
scientist. “Now they’re in Congress and even in the White House.”

Those who identified themselves as Christian conservatives num-
bered 14 percent of the 2000 electorate, and most of them voted for Bush.

The decision by Pat Robertson, one of the best-known Christian con-
servative leaders, to step down as head of the Christian Coalition
prompted speculation about the decline of Christian political activism.

The coalition’s revenues have fallen sharply in recent years, but the
organization’s new president, Roberta Combs, said it gave out more
than 70 million voter guides in 2000 and made a million get-out-the-
vote calls. “We plan to be very active in the 2002 elections,” she said.

Rove said the lower turnout of Christian conservatives may be because
the nation is returning to a point where evangelicals remain “true to their
beliefs ... politics is corrupt and therefore we shouldn’t participate.”

Connor bristled at the comment, saying:
“That was a a terrible stereotyping of fundamentalists and Pentecos-

tals.”
EDITOR’S NOTE — Will Lester covers politics and polling for The

Associated Press.

aide, a third view on the matter is held by pollsters
Geoff Garin and Mark Mellman, who do surveys
for House and Senate Democratic leaders.

Citing no poll numbers, this aide said Garin and
Mellman contend that Democrats would be vulner-
able to Republican attack as “tax raisers” if they called
for the cancellation of Bush’s cuts and wouldn’t be
able to get the delays passed anyway because of GOP
resistance and a likely White House veto.

It’s virtually certain Republicans would charge
that Democrats are “the tax party” and also would
argue that, as White House political chief Karl Rove
said at a conference Tuesday, “Canceling the tax
cuts would be the worst possible thing you could
do at a time of economic weakness.”

House Republicans, indicating they are worried
about their election prospects, came forward last
week with a scaled-back stimulus package that
might attract centrist support, but it still contained
accelerated rate reductions unacceptable to Daschle.

So who’s winning on the tax/economic issue?
Even Greenberg admits only 18 percent of voters
blame Bush’s tax cuts for the decline in the budget
surplus and voters are split, 44 percent to 43 per-
cent, on whether they plan to vote for a Republican
or Democrat for Congress next year.

On the other hand, Penn reported voters trust
Congressional Republicans over Democrats to get
the economy moving again by a margin of 8 points
and to maintain fiscal discipline by 9 points. The
President’s margin over Democrats is even wider
on those issues.

Penn found that, by 41 percent to 36 percent,
voters would prefer to have a Republican as presi-
dent, but by 44 percent to 36 percent, they’d like
Democrats to control Congress.

He thinks Democrats should run in 2002 offer-
ing themselves as “a check” on Bush. That sounds
right to me.

Morton Kondracke is executive editor of Roll
Call, the newspaper of Capitol Hill.

Top Congressional Democrats believe more
than ever President Bush’s tax cuts were too large,
but there’s no agreement on whether to call for their
delay or repeal.

Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton, D-N.Y., advo-
cated delaying the cuts a week ago on NBC’s
“Meet the Press,” and a group of centrist House
Democrats earlier called for repealing cuts for the
top 1 percent of taxpayers.

But top House and Senate leaders haven’t
sounded the same theme as of yet, and there’s dis-
agreement among the party’s leading pollsters and
strategists over whether they should.

In January, the Congressional Budget Office is
expected to estimate the projected 10-year budget
surplus, thought a year ago to be $5.6 trillion, will
be down to less than $2 trillion.

Democrats declared from the outset Bush’s $1.6
trillion in tax cuts ate up too much of the old esti-
mated surplus and crowded out other priorities,
such as debt reduction, a prescription drug benefit
for all seniors, and aid for persons without health
insurance.

Now, led by Senate Majority Leader Thomas
Daschle, D-S.D., Democrats are saying “We told
you so” with conviction, and others, led by House
Minority Leader Richard Gephardt, D-Mo., are
accusing Bush of “mismanaging the economy”
and diminishing the huge surplus.

The “we told you so” mantra makes abundant
sense. “Mismanagement” makes less sense be-
cause $2 trillion of the $3.6 trillion surplus decline
resulted from an economic downturn that began
before Bush took office and was exacerbated by
the Sept. 11 attacks, which also necessitated huge
new expenditures for fighting terrorism.

Besides expecting that a weak economy will
help them in next November’s elections, Demo-
crats are fiercely resisting new GOP plans to cut
taxes even more as an economic stimulus, which
would drain the surplus by an additional $274 bil-

lion over 10 years.
But, so far, Democratic leaders have not been

willing to follow Clinton in calling for the full or
partial repeal of Bush’s original tax cut. Moreover,
Democratic strategists differ over whether that’s
good politics.

Last week, populist liberals James Carville, Bob
Shrum and Stan Greenberg reiterated their argu-
ment that calling for delay or repeal of tax cuts
would help Democrats in the 2002 elections.

In a new poll of 1,000 likely voters conducted
Dec. 2-4, they reported, 37 percent favored delay-
ing the President’s tax cuts, 18 percent supported
canceling them and 38 percent said they should be
phased in according to the plan.

When a hypothetical Democratic candidate argu-
ing for canceling cuts for those making more than
$325,000 a year was matched up against a Repub-
lican calling for further tax cuts, the Democrat won
by 56 percent to 38 percent, according to the poll.

On the other hand, former Clinton White House
pollster Mark Penn, in a survey conducted for the
centrist Democratic Leadership Council, found
voters unenthusiastic about canceling the tax cuts.

In a poll of 800 registered voters conducted in
late November, Penn found that by 59 percent to
36 percent, respondents said Bush’s tax cuts should
be left in place, although by 51 percent to 48 per-
cent they favored a rollback to avoid pushing the
federal budget back into deficit.

“I would not run the election on the theme of roll-
ing back the tax cuts,” Penn said at a breakfast ses-
sion with reporters.

According to one top Democratic Congressional

have ever seen — from left to right and center. In-
cluded were: The Center for Constitutional Rights;
the Free Congress Foundation; the American
Friends Service Committee; Gun Owners of
America; the NAACP Board of Directors; the Ru-
therford Institute; and Amnesty International USA.

If enough of these groups — and individuals also
intent on rescuing constitutional rights — can move
from reacting to organize a national coalition, Con-
gress can be moved to act before, as Republican
Congressman Bob Barr says, “This massive sus-
pension of civil liberties ... will likely set precedents
that will come back to haunt us terribly.”

Nat Hentoff is a nationally renowned authority
on the First Amendment and the Bill of Rights.

At the start of both the civil rights and anti-Viet-
nam-war movements, a majority of Americans did
not support either campaign. But, through teach-
ins and other educational projects — from news-
paper ads to marches on Washington — the direc-
tion of the nation was changed.

The odds against similar organized national
opposition to the Bush administration’s weaken-
ing of the Constitution, particularly the Bill of
Rights, are much longer than they were in the
1960s. Not only do polls show overwhelming pub-
lic support for the diminishing of civil liberties; but
Congress — except for a few vocal constitution-
alists — is not going to vigorously exercise its
oversight powers over John Ashcroft and the Jus-
tice Department.

As Democrat John Dingell, a longtime, influen-
tial member of the House, told the Dec. 5 New York
Times, “I hear a lot of members saying they’re
concerned, but not many willing to say it publicly.”

There is insistent public opposition from civil
libertarians, both on the left and the right; but the
attorney general’s often unilateral, scorched-earth
approach to the Bill of Rights takes on new dimen-
sions so frequently that his critics have been able
only so far to react. There hasn’t been time to or-
ganize pressure nationwide so that Congress will
awaken to the separation of powers that is at the
core of our system of governance.

A new addition to John Ashcroft’s war on both
terrorism and our Constitution is his plan — un-
der the expanded surveillance powers in the USA
Patriot Act — to reintroduce a current version of
COINTELPRO (Counterintelligence Operation).
From 1956 to 1971, the FBI not only monitored
religious and political groups purportedly linked
to Communist operations, but the bureau also in-
filtrated and disrupted these organizations.

Among the FBI’s targets were anti-war, civil
rights and black nationalist groups, along with
various liberal organizations that opposed certain
government foreign policies. The Communist
Party itself was, of course, included. But, as a re-
porter throughout that period, I can attest that many
of the COINTELPRO probes were directed at en-
tirely lawful groups and individuals without any
ties to Communism.

Finally, in 1975, the Senate Select Committee
on Intelligence Activities (the Church Committee)
began to hold hearings and otherwise investigate
COINTELPRO. The committee concluded that
this FBI operation was “a sophisticated and vigi-
lante program aimed squarely at preventing the
exercise of First Amendment rights of speech and
association, on the theory that preventing the
growth of dangerous groups and the propagation
of dangerous ideas would protect the national se-
curity and deter violence.”

The Church Committee (named for Idaho Sen.
Frank Church, its chairman) added: “The Ameri-
can people need to be reassured that never again
will an agency of the government be permitted to
conduct a secret war against those citizens it con-
siders threats to the established order.”

But a Dec. 3 Wall Street Journal story headlined
“Justice Department Considers Stepping Up
Monitoring of Religious, Political Groups” re-
ported that the FBI will, under this proposal, no
longer be held to “Justice Department regulations
requiring agents to show probable cause that a
crime was afoot before spying on political or reli-
gious organizations.” Those regulations were put
in place after the Church Committee exposed the
FBI’s disgraced COINTELPRO record.

On a Dec. 2 episode of ABC’s “This Week,”
Attorney General John Ashcroft not only did not
deny the advent of a new COINTELPRO, but
stoutly maintained that he will pursue whatever has
to be done in the war against terrorism. He doesn’t
need congressional approval for this assault on the
First and Fourth Amendments.

During what passed for a congressional debate
on Ashcroft’s anti-terrorism bill, the American
Civil Liberties Union organized a Coalition in
Defense of Freedom in Time of National Crisis.
Opposing parts of that bill, which became law, was
the largest array of civil liberties organizations I
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