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n May 2006, Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad sent an open letter to President George W. 
Bush. In the letter, Ahmadinejad asked Bush how the invasion of Iraq, with its loss of life and destruction 
of property, could be reconciled with the teachings of Jesus Christ that he purported to follow.1 

Reflecting on this letter a year after its publication, the intellectual historian Mark Lilla noted that westerners 
typically found the political theology embodied in Ahmadinejad’s letter to be both disturbing and confusing, 
for westerners “find it incomprehensible that theological ideas still stir up messianic passions.” Yet the post-
9/11 world left policymakers and Americans in general with little choice but to try to make sense of the 
political theology that drives radical Islam. The great danger of this task, he suggested, was that the West 
would continue to see the political theology of radical Islam “as an atavism requiring psychological or 
sociological analysis but not serious intellectual engagement…“Islamists, even if they are learned professionals, 
appear to us primarily as frustrated, irrational representatives of frustrated, irrational societies,” and “nothing 
more.”2 

Blake Jones’s article “’How Does a Born-Again Christian Deal with a Born-Again Moslem?’ The Religious 
Dimension of the Iran Hostage Crisis” demonstrates that Lilla’s concerns have historical precedent. Building 
on historian David Farber’s 2005 book, Taken Hostage: The Iran Hostage Crisis and America’s First Encounter 
with Radical Islam, and employing documents from the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, personal memoirs, 
and a wealth of secondary sources, Jones argues that the Carter administration’s fundamental failure to 
understand the nature of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s regime greatly complicated the administration’s efforts to 

                                                       
1 “Ahmadinejad’s Letter to Bush,” The Washington Post, 9 May 2006, accessed 5 August 2015. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/05/09/AR2006050900878.html.    

2 Mark Lilla, “The Politics of God,” The New York Times, 19 August 2007, accessed 5 August 2015. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/19/magazine/19Religion-t.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.  
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end the crisis swiftly and peacefully.3 Like Farber, Jones views a conflict of worldviews between the 
administration and the Khomeini regime as central to understanding the crisis.  Jones goes beyond Farber’s 
analysis, however, to elucidate the ways that religion complicated the crisis.  

Religion complicated the crisis in three ways, in Jones’s view. First, the cultural biases of the Carter 
administration blinded them to an accurate assessment of the nature and appeal of political Islam. On 
multiple occasions, Carter administration officials referred to Khomeini as “irrational,” “crazy,” or “insane” 
(426, 435). Carter referred to Khomeini as a “crazy man” in his diary (430). In Jones’s deft rendering of the 
internal dialogue of administration officials during the crisis, something like a screwball comedy emerges.  At 
one point, Vice President Walter Mondale asked CIA Director Stansfield Turner, “What the hell is an 
‘ayatollah’ anyway?”  Turner responded, “I’m not sure I know” (424). At another point, Louis Martin, the 
administration’s advisor on black affairs, suggested that Carter should send boxer Muhammad Ali or Wallace 
Muhammad, leader of the nation of Islam, to plead with Khomeini for the hostages’ release. As Jones points 
out, administration officials tended to filter information about the Ayatollah Khomeini through their biases 
against the idea of a successful Islamic-led republic. Jones cites Matthew Jacobs, whose 2011 book Imagining 
the Middle East: The Building of an American Foreign Policy, 1918 – 1967 determined that American officials 
had largely ignored Islam as a major foreign policy concern since the early 1960s.4 Jones notes that 
Khomeini’s establishment of an Islamic Republic in the late twentieth century was starkly opposed to the 
models of secularization and progress that administration officials believed would govern the future of global 
politics. 

Second, Jones’s article documents, in exemplary detail, the Carter administration’s many failed attempts to 
carve out a faith-based strategy for ending the hostage crisis. From the earliest stages of the crisis, Jones shows, 
the administration was divided between those who saw the crisis in merely geopolitical terms (National 
Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, for instance), and those who believed that Carter’s status as a man of 
deep religious faith could be employed to communicate with the Ayatollah. Though the administration 
preferred working with Iran’s secular leadership, some officials thought religious overtures toward Khomeini a 
worthwhile cause. Anne Wexler, a special assistant in the White House Office of Public Liaison, suggested 
that Carter impress upon the Pope to aid the United States in the negotiation process, given that the 
Ayatollah would view the Pope as his equal in religious leadership. The plan backfired dramatically.  When 
the Vatican dispatched a special emissary to negotiate the hostages’ release with Khomeini, the Ayatollah 
angrily sent the emissary away. As Jones recounts the scene, Khomeini told the emissary, “Certain people 
claim to be Christians while acting in a manner contrary to the precepts of Jesus Christ…if Jesus Christ were 
here today, he would call Carter to account and deliver us from the clutches of this enemy of humanity” 
(431). 

Khomeini’s statement is suggestive of the third way that Jones sees religious concerns shaping the crisis. From 
the beginning of the crisis, Jones argues, Khomeini harbored a personal animosity toward Jimmy Carter, 
animosity that was largely shaped by the Ayatollah’s belief that Carter’s faith was illegitimate. The President, 

                                                       
3 David Farber, Taken Hostage: The Iran Hostage Crisis and America’s First Encounter with Radical Islam 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005). 

4 Matthew Jacobs, Imagining the Middle East: The Building of an American Foreign Policy, 1918 – 1967 (Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2011). 
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meanwhile, never understood the Ayatollah or his animosity toward the United States. Jones offers several 
pieces of anecdotal evidence to substantiate this point. In December 1979, Carter ordered that the national 
Christmas tree remain partially dark until the hostages were set free. In his speech at the tree-lighting 
ceremony, the President remarked that the “recent events in Iran” were “an unfortunate example of that 
misguided application of belief in God” (439). At an earlier press conference, Carter said that the crisis 
represented “the misguided actions of a few people in Iran who are burning with hatred and a desire for 
revenge, completely contrary to the Moslem faith” (440). Carter’s continued insistence that the seizure of 
American hostages ran counter to the Islamic faith helped the President to ensure the world that America was 
not at odds with Islam as a whole, but it did little to aid his relationship with the Ayatollah. Carter and 
officials in his administration never seem to have grasped the fact that from the Ayatollah’s perspective, 
American support for the Shah’s regime and its injustices against the people of Iran had been an equally 
egregious violation of the Christian faith.   

Assessing religion’s impact on foreign affairs can be tricky. Jones succeeds in this article by not overreaching 
and arguing that religion was the sole mitigating factor that determined the outcome of the hostage crisis. 
While arguing that religion played a complicating role in the crisis, he suggests that many other factors 
complicated the crisis as well, particularly Cold-War concerns that followed the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in December 1979 and American support for Iraq in the war with Iran. Another of the strengths 
of Jones’s article is his suggestion that, citing Andrew Preston, religion mattered in the hostage crisis because it 
mattered to individual people.5 Yet even among individuals, Jones suggests, religion and politics co-mingled. 
For example, as the hostage crisis loomed throughout 1980, it became an issue in the American presidential 
election. Khomeini, Jones records, did not want to take any action that would help Carter win re-election. 
The Ayatollah felt that Carter’s religion was illegitimate, as Jones argues, but a significant part of that belief 
stemmed from Carter’s status as the leader of a nation that had supported the Shah. As Jones wrote, 
Khomeini told Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) Chairman Yasser Arafat that he would release the 
hostages only after the election because he wanted to be known as “the man who brought down both the 
Shah and the Carter administration” (449). 

Jones’s article suffers at points from the lack of a clear, defining argument. Perhaps this point is forgivable 
given the amount of ground he covers. For historians of the Carter administration, as well as scholars of 
religion and foreign affairs, there is much here to suggest future avenues of research. Jones suggests much 
ineptitude in the handling of the crisis by Carter and his closest advisors, but does give the president credit for 
his repeated insistence that the United States was not at war with Islam. Readers may wish to know more 
about how these res-assurances were received by the American people in the context of the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, especially given the timeliness of the issues involved. Others may wonder how the hostage crisis 
affected Carter’s reputation among the evangelicals of the religious right. Jones depicts Carter as a man whose 
overt religiosity should have given figures like Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson reason to support him in 1980. 
Yet evidence suggests that these ministers, like the Ayatollah Khomeini, viewed Carter’s acts of faith as 
illegitimate, albeit to different degrees and for different reasons. Future investigations of these questions could 
offer greater insight into the way that religious issues often complicate foreign affairs by building 
misunderstanding between parties. 

                                                       
5 Andrew Preston, Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and Diplomacy (New York: 

Anchor Books, 2012), 8. 
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