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By Julie Zauzmer TheWashington Post

F or months, Rose Aller kept her sup-
port for Donald Trump a secret from
colleagues at the Northern Virginia

school where she works as a substitute
teacher.

“You’re judged for your beliefs,” she said.
“Our media branded you a racist, a bigot, a
homophobe if you were Republican.”

So Aller stayed quiet.
Only at church did she feel surrounded by

people who think like her, people who were
distraught over the changing values they
perceived around them and were pulling for
Trump as their unlikely standard-bearer to
bring their chosen Christian policies back
into theWhite House.

Aller discovered that she and other mem-
bers of her church were far from alone.
Eighty-one percent of white evangelical vot-
ers voted for Trump.

The next day, Aller, 46, was among hun-
dreds at her church trying to find peace with
the divisive process.

“Let’s take a moment,” Pastor Gary Ham-
rick of Cornerstone Chapel in Leesburg, Vir-
ginia said thatWednesday night, “to pray for
our president-elect, Donald Trump.”

Hands of praise shot into the air.
“Every church is going to be influenced

by the culture,” Hamrick said. “The issue
becomes, will the church rise up and become
an influencer of the culture?”

During the eight years of President Barack
Obama’s administration, white evangelical
Christians, who make up one-quarter of the

American electorate, felt the dominant cul-
turemoving away from them.

They watched as same-sex marriage
became the law of the land, and as Christians
were reviled for saying they didn’t want to
provide pizzas or cakes or photographs for
those weddings. They heard “Black Lives
Matter” and didn’t understand when they
were demonized for responding “All Lives
Matter.”

They witnessed their nation elect, and
reelect, a president who had disparaged peo-
ple like themwho “cling to guns or religion,”
and then later seemed to think that anyone
should be allowed to use any bathroom they
like.

And then, that Wednesday, evangelicals
woke up remembering what it’s like to feel
victorious in American politics.

“Their deepest desires may be enacted
into laws — or hated laws repealed. Their
prayers were answered— by electing a rude,
crude and morally unacceptable nonbe-
liever,” Scott Thumma, a Hartford Seminary
professor who studies megachurches and
nondenominational evangelical churches,
wrote in an email. “I have interacted with
a few evangelicals since the election ... and
every one of them were proud and happy to
have had a part in Trump’s election — not
exactly because of who Trump is, but what
he stood for.”

To be sure, these white evangelical sup-
porters knew Trump was an odd champion.
He is a self-declared Presbyterian but never
a churchgoer. He is thricemarriedwith a his-
tory of boasting about his infidelity, and he

leveled insults at people, including a beauty
queen, a disabled reporter and even the pope.

Exit polls showed that 49 percent of
Trump’s voters said they had reservations
about him, and almost 1 in 5 voters who con-
sidered Trump unqualified to be president,
still cast a ballot for him. Whenever they
spoke in church about Trump, they, too, did
it with caveats.

Of course he’s not a Christian like we are.
Of course I wish he hadn’t said that thing
about grabbing women.

Of course. But ...
“There’s been a big attack on our Christian

faith,” Aller said. “I think Christians took a
big stand this time and said we’re going to
stand up for our faith.”

Cornerstone’s congregation, predomi-
nantly white andmultigenerational, is grow-
ing fast. A number of these Leesburg church-
goers make the commute to work in the
District of Columbia, where many of them
feel like the only conservative—andperhaps
even the only Christian—at their workplace,
Hamrick said.

Church is normally their refuge, their
place formeeting with like-minded people.

Hispanic Catholics, Jews and some from
other faiths voted heavily for Clinton onElec-
tion Day.White Catholics andmainline Prot-
estants split for Trump, by a much smaller
margin than evangelicals did.

But the people who worship at Corner-
stone and similar churches turned out in
legion for Trump. White evangelicals made
up 26 percent of the electorate, according to
the exit polls, and Trump won about 8 in 10

of their votes. That’s three percentage points
more voting for Trump than voted for Rom-
ney in 2012.

“I’ve got real concernswith him as an indi-
vidual,” Hamrick said of Trump.

“But that said, I still have to look at the big-
ger picture.”

Many members of the congregation
expressed similar concerns, saying that
Trump seemed to support the Bible-based
morality that they crave and that they imag-
ine was the standard in the bygone America
he promises to bring back.

“It’s like every day our morals in America
are being chipped away. Now on the radio
you can say words you couldn’t say eight
years ago,” said Scott Risvold, a military vet-
eran. “Themore we go immoral and crazy ...
everybody’s feelings count — ‘I feel this and
I feel that.’ “

Rachael Sales, 24, cradling her 3-month-
old son in the church’s bustling cafe where
she could watch the service on television,
made a similar point. “It’s like your definition
of the word morality now. That’s not some-
thing I can put my faith in, someone else’s
definition. My sense of morality can’t come
from just what I believe in my heart. For me
it’s the Bible.”

“Hopeful” was the first word Sales used
when asked to describe her feeling about
Trump’s America. It was the same word that
Aller used first, andMorganHamrick.

“Hopefully, nowwe can see some progress
for some evangelical causes in our country,”
Hamrick said. “I feel like we actually have an
advocate now in theWhite House.”
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Putting faith in the process

Chris Kent raises her hand in a post-election prayer service at the Cornerstone Chapel in Leesburg, Virginia. Themembers of the church aremainly
evangelical conservatives. Julie Zauzmer, TheWashington Post
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Although this is the
Thanksgiving season,many people struggle
with being thankful given the results of the
recent election campaign.

While we are all thankful that it is over,
not everyone is thankful with the results.

And while we try to avoid strictly politi-
cal issues in these Insights, I must admit
to great difficulty in supporting one of the
candidates who spoke so negatively about
women, as well as various racial and reli-
giousminorities.

How dowework for religious understand-
ing and acceptance when those very con-
cepts are being challenged at the national
level? How do we live out the universal call
from all religions to welcome the stranger,
when the message has been promoted to
close the doors, break up families, and ban
whole religions from entering our shores?

But now I face a new challenge of toler-
ance and acceptance: How do I accept those
who see the world with such a different set

of values? How does one practice tolerance
in an atmosphere of intolerance, not only in
regard to those groups identified, but regard-
ing my own temptation to not tolerate or
understand those who didn’t vote the way I
voted?

It is the essence of a democracy to make
choices among candidates. Normally we
accept the result and come together tomove
forward. Yet this election hasn’t been so
easy, and accepting the result has been as
divisive as the campaign itself.

In spite of it all we can still be thankful
that we live in a country that does transfer
power peacefully, no matter how painful it
might be for the side that does not prevail.
There are many places in the world where
the power is not given up so easily and vio-
lence is perpetrated by those in power refus-
ing to lose that power and accept change.

On a personal level, I am also thank-
ful that I have been able to do some of this
processing while outside the United States,
spending a week in the Middle East country
of Oman.

Many people are not aware of this coun-
try, which strategically borders Saudi Ara-

bia, Yemen, and the United Arab Emirates
and is across the bay from Iran. ThisMuslim
country is known for its promotion of toler-
ance and openness to all religions.

Oman is considered by some to be the
“Switzerland of the Middle East” because of
its neutrality and efforts to bring differing
nations together in the pursuit of peace.

Over the last five years it has developed
anddisplayed its exhibit, “Tolerance,Under-
standing, Coexistence: Oman’s Message of
Islam.” The exhibit has been displayed in
over 100 settings in 30 nations throughout
theworld. It has been featured in seven loca-
tions in the United States, most recently at
theWorld Parliament of Religions.

West Michigan was fortunate to host two
of the sevenU.S. venues.

Representatives from 10 of the exhibit
sites throughout the world were invited by
the Ministry of Religious Affairs in Oman to
consult on the next phase of this tolerance
project.

There were representatives from Europe,
Asia, Australia/New Zealand and I had the
privilege of being the only one from the
United States.

At this particular time in our country’s
challenge over acceptance of immigrants
and refugees, I found it ironic that it would
be in a Middle East Muslim country that I
would find some respite from the tensions
and controversies. I had the opportunity to
tell the Minister for Religious Affairs that,
at this time, the United States does need to
hear Oman’smessage of tolerance.

Our consultation was also timed to take
place on Nov. 16 during the International
Day of Tolerance established by the United
Nations in 1995.

The Director-General of UNESCO, Ms.
Irina Bokova, in a statement for the occasion
said, “Tolerance is not relativism or indiffer-
ence. It is a commitment renewed every day
to seek in our diversity the bonds that unite
humanity.”

So yes, I am thankful that at this time
when our own country is struggling with
internal conflict that I could experience in
aMuslim country a celebration of tolerance.
It is my hope and prayer that this message
will continue throughout the world and in
our own land aswe “seek in our diversity the
bonds that unite humanity.”
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In our political environment, for what can we be thankful?


