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Eyes Right: 
Religious Rhetoric in the Speeches 

of PRESIDENT George W. Bush after 9/11
David  M.  Hodson

W
hen  the  terrorists  struck  the  World  Trade  Center  on  11  September  2001,  it  was  
the  opening  act  of  a  drama   that  has  since  unfolded  around   the  world.   If  we  
were  to  believe  the  rhetoric  that  some  people  have  used  to  talk  about  it,  we  are  
now  involved  in  either  a  war  on  terror,  or  a  crusade  against  Islam.  When  we  

hear  the  language  of  good  versus  evil  in  casual  conversation,  or  when  media  outlets  provide  the  

tend  to  discount  what  is  being  said.  When  similar  language  is  used  by  the  President  of  the  United  
States,  however,  it  is  cause  for  concern.  Even  a  cursory  examination  of  the  speeches  of  President  
George  W.  Bush  in  the  time  after  the  attacks  of  9/11  makes  one  wonder  how  much  the  rhetoric  

have  determined  the  course  of  the  American  ship  of  state.

For  all  the  legislative  and  administrative  checks  and  balances  in  the  American  political  system  
and  despite  the  constitutional  separation  of  the  institutions  of  church  and  state,  there  is  noth-­
ing  in  place  that  deals  with  how  the  personal  religious  convictions  of  the  American  President  
might  affect  the  decisions  taken  by  his  administration.  In  the  United  States,  supreme  political  

effectively  invested  in  a  single  person.  What  the  President  believes  is  his  business  –  personal  
religious  freedom  surely  should  apply  in  the  White  House  as  it  does  in  any  other  American  
house  –  but  this  freedom  assumes  that  personal  religious  convictions  remain  personal,  rather  
than  serving  as  the  basis  for  policy  decisions  by  the  American  President,  through  the  Ameri-­
can  government,  and  on  behalf  of  the  American  people.  In  any  senior  government  appoint-­
ment,  the  candidates  presented  are  grilled  on  their  personal  and  professional  conduct,  and  no  
doubt  questions  of  what  they  believe  in  religious  terms  are  likely  to  be  interwoven  with  the  
questions  of  fact.  Apart  from  the  incessant  media  frenzy  surrounding  Presidential  campaigns,  
however,   in  which   noise   quickly   drowns   out   content,   there   is   no   such   examination   of   the  
religious  beliefs  of  the  would-­be  President,  nor,  in  the  end,  do  these  beliefs  seem  acceptable  
fodder  for  serious  campaign  altercations.

Religion  has  always  been  important  to  American  Presidents.  For  example,  Ronald  Reagan  re-­
ferred   to   “the  Soviet  Union   as   an   ‘evil   empire’...   [which   reference],   for   some,  was   a   direct  
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allusion   to   the  Biblical   foreboding   in  which  a  great,  but  evil  army  comes   from   the  North   to  
destroy  Israel  and  to  inaugurate  the  coming  battle  between  the  Antichrist  and  Jesus  at  the  Battle  
of  Armageddon.”1  Few  Presidents  have  relied  upon  religion,  or  facilitated  a  religious  agenda,  
however,  more  than  George  W.  Bush,  although,  interestingly  enough,  there  has  not  been  any  
sustained  or   investigative   interview   in  which  George  W.  Bush  was  asked  perceptive  and   in-­
formed  questions  about  his  religious  beliefs.  As  a  result,  we  know  little  about  his  Christian  faith  
that  is  not  handicapped  by  speculation  and  innuendo.  What  is  known  is  that  President  Bush  was  
“born  again”  when  he  surrendered  to  Jesus  Christ,  but  despite  his  conversion,  he  refrained  from  
referring  to  himself  as  an  evangelical.  Yet  out  of  his  personal  and  political  associations  and  out  
of   the  religious  rhetoric   in  many  of  his  public  speeches,   it   is  possible   to  build  a  circumstan-­
tial  case  in  support  of  the  argument  that  President  Bush  facilitated  a  fundamentalist  Christian  

many  reputable  observers  who  maintain  this  is  what  happened,  in  this  chapter,  my  aim  is  much  
more  modest:  in  a  country  that  holds  to  the  separation  of  church  and  state,  how  can  the  average  
American  citizen  be  sure  that  life-­and-­death  policy  decisions  are  not  being  made  on  the  basis  of  
personal  religious  convictions,  when  the  President  uses  right-­wing  Christian  religious  rhetoric  
to  illustrate  his  understanding  of  world  events  and  what  the  United  States  must  do  in  response?  
Is  it  realistic  (or  perhaps  even  fair)  to  expect  that  personal  religious  convictions  can  be  excluded  

-­
essary  political  discernment,  sober  judgment  and  wisdom  they  require?

Fundamentally  about  Good  and  Evil

In   order   to   appreciate   how   intertwined   religion   and   politics   were   during   the   Presidency   of  
George  W.  Bush,  it  is  important  to  understand  and  clarify  the  various  religions  that  may  have  

and  very  broadly,  are  Christian  evangelicalism  and  Christian  fundamentalism,  together  compris-­
ing  the  Christian  Right.  There  are  many  varieties  of  each,  but  all  generally  believe  that  there  is  
a  battle  between  good  and  evil  throughout  the  world.  Further,  this  battle  is  fought  daily  within  
Christian  individuals,  as  well  as  in  the  world,  in  order  to  defeat  Satan,  realize  redemption  from  
sin  and  experience  eternal  life  with  Jesus  Christ.

Christian   evangelicals,   especially   those   considered   to   be  more   fundamentalist   than  others,  
cherish  many  such  beliefs,  including  the  idea  that  “the  [American]  government  should  protect  

should  be  promoted  throughout  the  world.”2  Their  numbers  within  the  United  States  are  not  
-­

tians,  and  opinion  polls   regularly   indicate   that  a  quarter  of  all  Americans  believe   that   they  
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are  living  in  the  end  times.”3
4  These  Christian  evangelicals  

supported  George  W.  Bush,  and  later  the  war  on  terror,  as  “they  support  state  violence  that  
deters  what  they  label  as  ‘evil.’”5

freedom  is  morally  necessary.”6

whether  personal,  regional  or  world,  however,  because  “only  Jesus  in  his  Second  Coming  can  
bring  true  and  permanent  peace.”7  

To  note  some  of  the  vocabulary  that  is  being  used  to  depict  the  issues,  there  are  two  major  brands  
of  end-­time  Christians:  the  “dispensationalists”  and  the  “dominionists.”8  The  dispensationalists  
“hold  that  true  believers  will  be  “raptured”  into  heaven  just  before  the  cataclysmic  war  fought  
between  “left  behind”  believers  and  the  forces  of  the  anti-­Christ,”9  while  the  dominionists  be-­
lieve  that  the  United  States,  as  a  Christian  nation,  “will  play  a  special  role  representing  God  in  

10  Further,  dominionists  “work  towards  the  construction  (or  ‘reconstruction’)  
11

apocalyptic  or  theocratic  ideas  as  “evangelical”  as  not  all  evangelicals  are  end-­time  Christians.  
Not  all   evangelicals  believe   in   the   radical   interpretation  of   scripture,  nor  do  all   evangelicals  
advocate  the  use  of  military  force  to  realize  God’s  word.  “Dominionism”  captures  a  number  of  
doctrines,  such  as  dominion  theology,  “kingdom  now”  and  reconstructionism.  Each  doctrine  is  

of  Christian  extremism.  

Christian   fundamentalists  such  as  dominionists  or   reconstructionists  believe   that   Jesus   is   the  
only  way  to  salvation,  the  devil  actually  exists,  the  Bible  is  God’s  word,  and  rapture,  as  proph-­
esied,  will  be  take  place.12  Further,  religious  fundamentalists  have  “cultivated  theologies  of  rage,  

realm  of  political  struggle.”13  In  essence,  fundamentalists  “display  religious  militance  by  which  
self-­styled  ‘true  believers’  attempt  to  arrest  the  erosion  of  religious  identity,  fortify  the  borders  
of  religious  community,  and  create  viable  alternatives  to  secular  behaviours.”14  

Dominion  theology  is  derived  from  the  Bible’s  Genesis  1:26-­31  in  which  God  grants  humans  
dominion  over  all  creation,  and  as  such,  dominionists  seek  to  politicize  faith  through  the  realiza-­

few  communications  media  more  aggressively  effective  than  television  or  radio.  Consequently,  
“dominionists  control  at  least  six  national  television  networks  ...  and  virtually  all  of  [the  United  
States’  total  of]  more  than  two  thousand  religious  radio  stations.”15  The  ultimate  goal  of  these  
believers   is  ostensibly  a  repressive,   theocratic  Christian  society  in  which  all  enemies  of  God  
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are  destroyed.16

violence  and  military  force,  with  dominionist  leaders  fostering  a  belief  in  a  holy  war  throughout  
the  world.17  This  ecstatic  belief  in  the  cleansing  power  of  apocalyptic  violence  blinds  believers  
to  the  horrors  of  war  and  suffering,  perhaps  even  the  annihilation  of  the  human  race,  because  
their  beliefs  suggest  that  God  protects  faithful  Christians  as  they  eradicate  the  enemies  of  God.18

more  extreme.  For  example,  while  dominion  theology  seeks  the  realization  of  fundamentalist  
Christians   throughout   the  American  government,   reconstructionists  “look  forward   to  nothing  
short  of  a  complete  remaking  of  society,  one  based  on  Old  Testament  law  in  all  its  minute  detail  
and  modeled  on  ancient  Israel  as  the  blue-­print  for  a  God-­centered  nation.”19  Reconstructionists  
are  the  most  fundamental  of  the  fundamentalists,  demanding  “that  every  aspect  of  human  life  
submit  to  God’s  law  and  that  every  non-­Christian  be  eradicated  as  evil.”20  With  regard  to  the  war  
on  terror,  reconstructionists  believe  that  “the  [American  government’s]  function  is  to  do  little  
more  than  ‘punish  and  restrain  evil.’”21  

-­
ant,  was  not   in   its  numbers,  but   in   the  power  of   its   ideas  and   their   surprisingly   rapid  public  
acceptance.22  Many  evangelicals  and  others  on  the  Christian  Right,  including  George  W.  Bush,  
however,  were  likely  unaware  that  they  were  perpetuating  dominionist  beliefs  in  their  public  
responses  to  the  events  of  9/11  and  its  aftermath.  Yet  we  are  left  with  the  troubling  problem  that  
any  assumption  that  Bush  and  others  did  not  understand  or  mean  what  they  said  requires  us  to  
believe  that  something  that  looks  like  a  duck,  and  talks  like  a  duck,  is  in  fact  anything  but  a  duck.

Birds  of  a  Feather  Flock  Together?

In  order  to  understand  George  W.  Bush  as  a  man  of  faith,  how  his  faith  was  expressed  in  his  

people,  including  his  inner  circle  at  the  White  House,  who  were  deeply  religious  or  tied  to  the  
religious  right.  Further,  George  W.  Bush’s  political  appointments  and  his  involvement  with  

American  government.  This  has  been  called  consistent  with  the  reconstructionist  agenda  to  
operate  strategically  and  with  stealth  in  order  to  convert  the  whole  of  government  and  society  
into  a  Christian  nation.23

The   television   evangelist  Billy  Graham   brought   the  Bible’s  message   to  George  W.  Bush   in  
1985  and  was  instrumental   in  leading  him  down  the  road  to  salvation.  President  Bush  stated  
that  “Reverend  Graham  planted  a  mustard  seed  in  my  soul  ...  He  led  me  to  the  path  and  I  began  
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walking  ...  a  new  walk  where  I  would  recommit  my  heart  to  Jesus  Christ.”24  As  a  “born  again”  
politician,  George  W.  Bush  cultivated  relationships  with  key  ministers  within  the  evangelical  
broadcasting  community,  like  Pat  Robertson  and  other  activists  on  the  Christian  Right  and  “re-­
fused  to  condemn  the  growing  demonization  of  Islam  by  the  Christian  Right  leadership,  ...  [such  
that]  Mr  Bush’s  silence  [was]  deafening.”25  

George  W.  Bush  did  not  hold  a  press  conference  or  conduct  an  interview  to  address  the  extrem-­
ist  comments  of  prominent  evangelicals  from  whom  he  may  have  sought  guidance,  nor  did  he  
publically  discuss  Armageddon,  prophecy  and  the  relationship  of  these  concepts  to  his  political  
agenda.  He  did  select  Reverend  Jack  Hayford,  a  supporter  of  reconstructionism  or  dominionism,  

26  As  well,  Rev-­

and  who  writes  books  on  prophecy  as  a  dominion  theologian,  was  a  key  speaker  at  President  
Bush’s  2001  Washington  Prayer  Luncheon.27

of  these  people  lay  behind  President  Bush’s  comment  (later  withdrawn)  that  the  war  on  terror  
was  a  “crusade.”28  In  fact,  “so  close  did  [George  W.  Bush]  draw  to  evangelical  and  fundamen-­
talist  Protestant   leaders   from  2000-­2002   ...   it  was   suggested   that   [he]  had  virtually   replaced  
evangelist  Pat  Robertson  as  the  leader  of  the  U.S.  Religious  Right.”29  

We  continue  to  wonder  what  was  being  said  behind  closed  doors  in  the  Bush  Administration  
when  members   like   his   former  Attorney  General,   John  Ashcroft,   commented   that   “civilized  
people  –  Muslims,  Christians  and  Jews  –  all  understand  that  the  source  of  freedom  and  human  
dignity  is  the  Creator”  and  that  [the  United  States]  “will  defend  His  creation.”30  Echoing  the  ide-­
ology  of  the  dominionists,  deputy  undersecretary  of  defense  for  intelligence,  Lieutenant  General  
William  Boykin,  stated,  “the  enemy  is  not  a  physical  enemy.  The  enemy  is  a  spiritual  enemy.  It’s  
called  the  principality  of  darkness.  We  ...  are  in  a  spiritual  battle,  not  a  physical  one.”31  While  
it  may  be  nothing  more   than   the  choices  of  words   involved,   in  presidential  speeches  drafted  
by   speechwriter  Mark  Gerson   (an   evangelical  Christian),  words   such   as   “whirlwind”  mirror  
the  voice  of  God  as  expressed  in  the  Books  of  Job  and  Ezekiel

power”   are   derived   from   gospel   hymns.32   President  Bush’s   famous   reference   to   an   “axis   of  
evil”33 -­
sociated  Saddam  Hussein  with  both  Nazism  (axis),  the  modern  embodiment  of  horror  for  Jews,  
and  Satan  (evil),  the  ancient  embodiment  of  horror  for  Christians.”34

Onward  Christian  Soldiers:  America  Confronts  Evil

In  his  Inaugural  Address  in  January  2001,  George  W.  Bush  articulated  his  belief  in  his  own  and  
America’s  divine  calling  to  lead  the  world  in  an  apocalyptic  struggle  between  the  forces  of  good  
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and  evil.35  He  did  not  shy  away  from  referring  to  the  “sacred  origins”  or  the  “sacred  calling”  of  
the  United  States.  Similarly,  many  of  President  Bush’s  speeches  end  with  “God  Bless  America,”  
but  on  7  October  2001,  his  Address   to   the  Nation  ended  with  “May  God  Continue   to  Bless  
America”  which  suggests  that  President  Bush  and  his  speech-­writers  “gave  serious  thought  to  

policy  is  rooted  in  a  faith  so  profound  it  need  not  be  trumpeted.”36  Together  with  the  idea  that  
America  had  been  mandated  by  God  to  bring  the  celestial  gifts  of  freedom  to  everyone  in  the  
world,37  it  is  not  hard  to  argue  that  President  Bush  believed  that  the  United  States  government  
was  the  instrument  of  God,  and  charged  with  the  responsibility  to  spread  freedom  and  democ-­
racy  throughout  the  world.  

We  will  confront  weapons  of  mass  destruction  so   that  a  new  century   is  spared  new  
horrors.  The   enemies  of   liberty   and  our   country   should  make  no  mistake:  America  
remains  engaged  in  the  world  by  history  and  by  choice,  shaping  a  balance  of  power  
that  favours  freedom.

President  Bush  went  on  to  say  “and  to  all  nations,  we  will  speak  for  the  values  that  gave  our  

because  “it  is  the  angel  of  God  who  directs  the  storm.”38  The  former  President  “believe[ed]  that  
Providence  had  assigned  him  the  arduous  task  of  rescuing  America  from  the  satanic  forces  of  
evil,  as  if  he,  himself,  were  the  embodiment  of  the  generalized  will  and  the  unalloyed  spirit  of  
the  American  people.”39  

There   is   no   room   for   compromise  
W.  Bush  reminded   the  world  of   this   reality  on  7  October  2001  when  he  stated   that  “there   is  

40  President  Bush  

similar  thoughts.  Osama  bin  Laden  told  the  world  after  the  attacks  on  11  September  2001,  that  
“these  events  have  divided  the  world  into  two  camps,   the  camp  of  the  faithful  and  the  camp  

   41  The  language  used  by  bin  Laden  

the  sons  of  darkness.”42  In  order  to  accelerate  the  supremacy  of  God  and  eradicate  evil  from  

create  the  conditions  for  the  second  coming  of  Jesus  Christ.  President  Bush  was  alleged  to  have  
stated,  “God  told  me  to  strike  at  al  Qaeda  and  I  struck  them,  and  then  he  instructed  me  to  strike  
at  Saddam  [Hussein],  which  I  did,  and  now  I  am  determined  to  solve  the  problem  in  the  Middle  
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East.”43  Despite  international  publicity  of  this  comment  allegedly  made  by  George  W.  Bush,  he  

committed  his  country  to  two  wars,  which  are  still  costing  American  soldiers  their  lives  and  the  

George  W.  Bush  repeatedly  reminded  the  American  people  and  the  world  of  God’s  involvement  
in  the  war  on  terror.  For  example,  on  11  September  2002,  he  stated  that  “the  ideal  of  America  is  
the  hope  of  all  mankind”  and  “that  hope  still  lights  our  way.  And  the  light  shines  in  the  darkness.  
And  the  darkness  has  not  overcome  it.”44  The  concept  of  “America”  may  have  replaced  the  con-­
cept  of  “God,”  but  the  words  are  Biblical  in  character.45  When  George  W.  Bush  declared  an  end  

46  

with  democracy  when  he  said  to  American  military  personnel,  “and  wherever  you  go,  you  carry  
a  message  of  hope  ...In  the  words  of  the  prophet  Isaiah,  ‘to  the  captives  come  out,  and  to  those  
in  darkness  be  free.’”47  Although  George  W.  Bush  was  Commander-­in-­Chief  of  the  American  
military  and,  as  President,  the  head  of  a  secular  institution,  his  words  were  suggestive  of  a  minis-­
ter  preaching  from  the  pulpit,  an  association  strengthened  by  his  continual  references  to  prayer.

George  W.  Bush  believed  in  the  power  of  prayer,  and  started  each  day,  regardless  of  his  location,  
with  a  prayer  session.  With  regard  to  the  war  on  terror,  and  following  the  9/11  attack,  it  is  inter-­
esting  to  note  that  President  Bush  attended  a  church  service  at  Washington’s  National  Cathedral  

I  would  like  America  ...  to  pray  for  God’s  protection  for  our  land  and  for  our  people  ...  
to  pray  that  there’s  a  shield  of  protection,  so  that  if  the  evil  ones  try  to  hit  us  again,  that  
we’ve  done  everything  we  can  physically,  and  that  there  is  a  spiritual  shield  that  protects  
the  country.48

He  considered  his  words  more  of  an  expression  of  his  spirituality  than  a  war  cry,  however,  when  
he  stated  that  he  “looked  at  [his  speech]  from  a  spiritual  perspective,  that  it  was  important  for  the  
nation  to  pray.  [Further,  the  speech  was]  really  a  prayer.  I  believed  that  the  nation  needed  to  be  in  
prayer.”49  This  belief  in  the  power  of  prayer,  together  with  the  reality  that  George  W.  Bush  read  
the  Bible  every  day,  sought  and  received  God’s  guidance  as  President  and  had  some  sympathies  
for  apocalyptic  theology,  lends  troubling  credence  to  the  accusation  that  President  Bush  and  his  
administration  were  an  “evangelical  menace.”50

God  Bless  America?

It  is  hard  not  to  see  why  people  have  concluded  that  George  W.  Bush  saw  himself  as  an  agent  
of  God,  leading  God’s  chosen  people  as  he  rescued  the  world  from  evil.  Given  his  repeated  use  
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and  Jeremiah.”51  His  desire  to  rid  the  world  of  evil  through  the  “export  of  death  and  violence  to  
the  four  corners  of  the  earth  in  defense  of  this  great  nation”  has  been  called  a  grandiose  dream  
comparable  to  God’s  Master  Plan.52  This  is  not  surprising  as  “it’s  pretty  clear  that  Bush’s  role  as  
a  politician,  president  and  commander-­in-­chief  was  driven  by  ...  faith.”53  If  George  W.  Bush  had  
been  an  average  American  citizen  exercising  his  right  to  freedom  of  religion  and  expression,  the  
world  would  not  have  been  at  risk,  but  as  the  leader  of  the  most  powerful  country  on  the  planet,  
the  personal  belief  that  he  was  chosen  by  God  to  battle  evil  without  compromise  leads  to  the  
more  frightening  possibility  of  plans  to  bring  about  an  Armageddon  on  other  terms  than  those  
intended  by  the  God  whom  more  reasonable  Christians  might  recognize.  

While  religious  rhetoric  is  nothing  new  in  the  realm  of  American  politics,  whether  or  not  George  
W.  Bush  intended  to  represent  right-­wing  Christian,  evangelical  –  even  dominionist  –  ideas  is  
in  a  sense  irrelevant  to  the  larger  problems  such  religious  language  posed  for  global  peace  and  
security.  As  President,  he  tried  to  persuade  the  American  people  that  the  United  States’  military  
enjoyed  divine  favour,  that  their  actions  in  the  world  had  divine  sanction,  and  at  the  very  least  
associated  American  foreign  policy  with  Christian  concepts  and  ideas.  Whether  or  not  he  stoked  

-­
tion  for  those  opposed  to  the  United  States  to  use  in  support  of  their  own  versions  of  jihad  in  
response.  Claiming  to  be  the  instrument  of  divine  wrath  against  the  evildoers  of  the  world,  to  
be  charged  with  building  up  the  kingdom  of  heaven  upon  earth,  or  to  be  seen  preparing  for  the  

blows  them  out  of  proportion  and  renders  a  volatile  situation  that  more  dangerous  for  everyone  
involved.  Perhaps  it  goes  to  show  that  no  President  is  ever  “just”  a  private  person  when  he  steps  
up  to  the  microphone,  and  he  (and  his  speech  writers)  should  consider  that  carefully  before  it  is  
too  late  to  call  the  words  back.
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