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    “American Idolatry is the book I would hand to anyone who is just beginning their journey of understanding white Christian nationalism or who is suspicious that it is even a problem. Andrew Whitehead combines his incisive perspective as a sociologist with his personal journey as one whose early faith was shaped by this ideology. American Idolatry moves beyond an academic analysis and reveals the deep and harmful human impact of white Christian nationalism.”


    —Jemar Tisby, New York Times bestselling author of The Color of Compromise and How to Fight Racism; professor, Simmons College of Kentucky


    “This is a book whose time has come. With the precision of a scholar and the passion of a faithful Christian, Andrew Whitehead clarifies the difference between Christianity and Christian nationalism. He calls out Christian nationalism for what it is: ‘a cultural framework . . . draped in religious rhetoric . . . irrevocably linked’ to white racist and xenophobic attitudes. He also makes clear that it is not enough simply to declare that one is not a Christian nationalist; rather, one must embody what it means to be Christian—beginning with recognizing Christianity’s complicity in creating and sustaining racism and actively working for racial justice. By the end of this book, one discovers that it’s not only Christian nationalists who betray the gospel but also those Christians who remain quiet in the face of it. American Idolatry is required reading for anyone who claims to be Christian in this time of Christian nationalist fervor.”


    —Kelly Brown Douglas, former dean of Episcopal Divinity School, professor, Union Theological Seminary


    “We need this book. Now. Whitehead uses his academic expertise and personal experience to explain how we can be both faithful Christians and faithful citizens without being seduced by Christian nationalism. With skill and grace, he explains the dangerous ideologies undergirding Christian nationalism, traces how it has infected the church, and provides practical guidance for those of us fighting it in our own communities. This is a book you should give to your friends, your family, and your pastor.”


    —Beth Allison Barr, professor, Baylor University; author of The Making of Biblical Womanhood: How the Subjugation of Women Became Gospel Truth


    “In American Idolatry, Whitehead enters the belly of the beast, where he ventures forth not with a sword or with a dagger but with a light—shining beautifully and brightly in the form of his own journey, his own imagination, his own witness. It is said that salvation is not only about life in the future but also about life right now. Whitehead reveals that life, that love, and the truths that remake us. At a moment in time when people are not taking Christianity seriously, or have been hurt by the faith, Whitehead invites us into repair. American Idolatry is a reckoning with a faith that desires power more than love. But it is also a redemption. A resurrection. And quite possibly for those who need it—a revolution. Stories indeed can save us and heal us. Whitehead has an important story to tell.”


    —Danté Stewart, award-winning author of Shoutin’ in the Fire: An American Epistle


    “Sociologist Andrew Whitehead’s scholarship has greatly deepened America’s understanding of white Christian nationalism. In American Idolatry he powerfully engages the subject on intimate terrain, that of a Christian believer deeply grieved by the ways white Christian nationalism has weaponized the faith he loves. With both passion and acuity, he cites the dangers it portends for both American society and the Christian faith: its grotesque distortion of the gospel message of peace and love for neighbors, its poorly veiled inherent racism, its antidemocratic obsession with authoritarian power, its fearmongering and ‘us’ versus ‘them’ view of the world, and its willingness to use violence to fulfill what it believes to be its ultimate duty of dominating every aspect of American society. But just as importantly, he also looks at the ways that it is being confronted on the terrain of faith. A lively and lucid read, American Idolatry is a significant contribution to our understanding of white Christian nationalism and the social and psychological forces that underlie it.”


    —Obery M. Hendricks Jr., author of Christians against Christianity: How Right-Wing Evangelicals Are Destroying Our Nation and Our Faith
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    Preface


    IF YOUR FAITH JOURNEY has been anything like mine, you’ve likely wrestled with some big and important questions. Over the last twenty years or so, here are some that have unsettled me personally:


    
      	If our nation was built on Christian principles, why did our forebears treat Native Americans so viciously? Why are some committed to ignoring this history today?


      	If Christian theology so profoundly shaped our national values of liberty, human rights, and full equality, why did even the most devout Christian citizens enslave Africans, ripping them from their land and destroying their lives and families? Why did our political leaders and the people who supported those leaders bar Black Americans from the full rights of citizenship for so long? Why do Black Americans continue to face hurdles today?


      	If the United States is a Christian nation, a beacon of hope and democracy to the world, why do we often treat immigrants and refugees with such disdain and sometimes outright violence? Why don’t we do more to help them?1


      	Can we be faithful Christians and critique the United States?


      	Can we be faithful Christians and patriotic?


      	Can we be faithful Christians and celebrate this country and our citizenship?


      	Can we be grateful for this country without baptizing and rationalizing away all the evil perpetrated in its name?

    


    These are difficult questions. Perhaps some of them look familiar. Perhaps some of them do not. If you’ve wrestled with at least one of these, then we’re likely on the same journey. We’re trying our best to understand how our faith tradition and our place in this world should interact.


    These questions are difficult because they highlight how closely intertwined the Christian faith is with American national identity for many Christians in the United States. And when the dictates of the Christian faith seem to so clearly oppose the actions of the nation, profound dissonance starts to reverberate.


    In my own journey—much of which is reflected in this book—I’ve come to believe that in order to faithfully follow the teachings and example of Jesus of Nazareth, I must work to disentangle Christianity from Christian nationalism. The two cannot coexist. I must serve one or the other.


    Therefore, the first goal of this book is to make clear that Christian nationalism—a cultural framework asserting that all civic life in the United States should be organized according to a particular form of conservative Christianity—betrays the example set by Jesus in the Gospels. Christian nationalism leads us to practice various forms of idolatry, revering a god or gods other than Jesus, trusting in them for protection and provision.2 I hope this book will encourage continued discussions within American Christian circles about what Christian nationalism threatens and why it’s so important for us to confront this idolatrous ideology. It can be a difficult conversation but is worth having.


    What I’ve also found on this journey is that I am not alone. I’ve interacted with hundreds of Christians like me who are confronting Christian nationalism in their daily lives, congregations, and communities. I’m confident many more exist. Highlighting some of these people and organizations is the second goal of this book. We need to see how we can do the work of disentangling Christianity from Christian nationalism by following those already on this path. I draw on the wonderful work and writing of fellow pilgrims, and I encourage you to seek out their work, support their efforts, and follow their lead, as I am. So this book is a continuing word, not the first and not the last.


    I also want to clearly identify what this book is not. This book is not a scholarly treatment of Christian nationalism. My colleague and friend Samuel Perry and I have already addressed this in Taking America Back for God: Christian Nationalism in the United States. A related work is The Flag and the Cross by Philip Gorski and Samuel Perry. I continue to publish academic journal articles on this topic, and interested readers can see those studies for more in-depth details about our research.


    Likewise, this book does not directly examine the threat that Christian nationalism poses to democracy in the United States—although that threat is very real. Fellow scholars document how Christian nationalism is closely associated with desires to restrict access to the voting process, a rejection that voter suppression exists, and a comfort with engaging in violence to overturn an election outcome deemed disagreeable.3 Christians can and should care about the health of our democracy. I aim to help fellow Christians confront and oppose Christian nationalism, and I hope it will spill over into their views toward democracy and the right of everyone to have an equal say in how we organize our society.


    This book does not argue that Christians should abstain from politics. Exiting the public square is not the avenue through which we confront Christian nationalism.4 Standing against Christian nationalism is not the same as saying that Christians (from anywhere on the theological or political spectrum) should stay out of politics. Christians can and should participate in the political process in their communities, states, and nations. The question concerns how we are active and to what ends. Christian nationalism points us in one direction. I’m convinced Christians should seek another path.


    This book does not argue that Christians should reject patriotism. Christian nationalism and Christian patriotism are different things. Christians can love their home country, can steward its vast resources with care, and can sacrifice to make the lives of their neighbors better. Christians can and should celebrate the good elements of their country’s history and makeup while striving to make things better. Again, the question concerns how we define and express patriotism and to what ends.


    I wrote this book with a particular audience in mind: fellow Christians. Throughout, I will make normative and moral claims flowing from my identification as a Christian. While I ground my beliefs about the harmful nature of Christian nationalism in empirical, scholarly research, this book is also deeply informed by my faith and by historical Christian teachings, the life of Jesus, and the Bible.


    This book does not delve into some topics as deeply (or even at all) as some might expect. While I offer my expertise and thoughts as a social scientist as to how we can and should confront Christian nationalism, I look forward to hearing and continuing to learn from experts in fields other than social science. The only way we make headway is by doing it together, in community.


    I must also note that I’m a white, able-bodied, Protestant Christian man born in the United States. My voice and the voices of people who look like me have always been central in these conversations. While I am one of a handful of academic experts on Christian nationalism in the United States, I advocate for raising up and listening to people who live and lead on the margins, those historically silenced and minimized. I firmly believe this is where Jesus most often located himself. Therefore, throughout this book I cite the thinkers and writers who are usually on the margins in the religious tradition of my youth. I’ve come to find these voices later in my journey. I hope you find, buy, and read their books and learn as much as I continue to.


    I was raised in an evangelical Christian community and attended largely white evangelical congregations the majority of my life. I made a personal decision to follow Jesus as a young child and then again as a freshman in high school while on a spring-break service trip with my youth group. I was baptized at a Sunday-evening service out in a fellow congregant’s pond. I was in church Sunday mornings and Sunday and Wednesday evenings. The church was a shelter for me during some trying times as an adolescent. I knew I was accepted, loved, and welcome.


    I’ve memorized scores of Bible verses, even a whole book. In college I attended and led Bible studies and participated in the Navigators (a parachurch organization like Cru) in addition to participating in a church home on Sundays. This world made me, and I can speak with an insider’s perspective on its strengths and weaknesses. I have experienced both firsthand. My faith, albeit different today than twenty years ago, is still a fundamental aspect of who I am. I continue to try my best to follow Jesus, who at the beginning of his ministry told us he came “to proclaim good news to the poor” and “to proclaim freedom for the prisoners, and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18–19). I’m compelled by the great mystery of God, as we read in Colossians 2:2, which is Christ in us, the hope of glory. I will share more of this journey in the coming pages.


    I write this book as a sociologist and a Christian. I approach this subject with both identities in hand, writing to fellow Christians to show that Christian nationalism is opposed to the way of Christ. I entertain no fantasies of convincing everyone to see things exactly the way I do. But I hope you will genuinely grapple with whether and how the particular Christian expression and community of believers you most identify with embrace aspects of Christian nationalism. We are all on a journey, and I continue on mine. I have not arrived. I have more to learn.


    Finally, in the chapters that follow, I share how American Christians are faithfully confronting Christian nationalism. It is not just a “progressive” or “liberal” Christian activity. Pastors, teachers, and lay Christians like me across a wide spectrum of theological views recognize how aspects of Christian nationalism are contrary to the life and teachings of Jesus Christ. May their stories inspire us to confront and oppose the idols of Christian nationalism.


    This book aims to be a resource that you can quickly turn to as we together do the work of disentangling Christianity from Christian nationalism.
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A Hollow and Deceptive Philosophy


    See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the elemental spiritual forces of this world rather than on Christ.


    —Colossians 2:8


    GROWING UP IN CHRISTIAN SPACES, I routinely heard that one of the greatest threats to Christianity in the United States was secularism. If you weren’t careful, it would draw you away from God. Secularism—defined for us as a philosophical system that rejects religion, or at least rejects its place in the public square—wanted to take prayer and the Bible out of public schools. The Supreme Court and “activist justices” (which always meant the liberal ones) were committed to moving our country away from its Christian roots.


    Democrats threatened our faith too. They advocated for abortion, accepted homosexuality, and wanted to take what we rightfully earned and redistribute it. I was told to detest both communism and socialism, as those economic and political systems were godless, while capitalism was the route to ensuring a fair, free, and prosperous nation blessed by God.


    I heard that some of the greatest threats to Christianity in the United States were divorce, feminism, and the absence of strong fathers. Families needed a mom at home and a dad at work in order to flourish. Moreover, our nation needed strong families or else it would go the way of ancient Rome. Gay marriage and homosexuality were a clear threat to the family, one that we were expected to oppose.


    We generally ignored immigrants and refugees. They likely brought false religions like Islam, Hinduism, or Buddhism to our shores. We should go to other countries to evangelize, and we should be kind to the few foreign families who might live among us. But we rarely had to think about it as few lived in our communities.


    But what if the greatest threat to Christianity in the United States was never from these or any other outside sources? What if the greatest threat to Christianity in the United States came from within, a wolf in sheep’s clothing, something familiar enough to evade detection so most would not even realize the threat? What if, for many American Christians, confronting this threat felt akin to opposing Christianity itself?


    What if all along the greatest threat to Christianity in the United States was white Christian nationalism? (I explain the racial component of Christian nationalism in detail in chap. 2.)


    My Story


    I was born and raised in a small, rural, close-knit community in the Midwest. We had one stoplight, two if you counted the blinking red light on the way out of town. Farming and manufacturing were the primary drivers of the local economy. It was blue collar through and through.


    Over the past forty years, the population has hovered around sixteen hundred people, served by no less than fourteen Christian congregations in a five-mile radius. Families, faith, and American pride were paramount. If it was Sunday morning, or Wednesday or Sunday evening, you were in church, worshiping beside neighbors who might also be your teacher, florist, electrician, or insurance agent.


    For most residents, this resulted in a strong sense of community. You knew everyone and they all knew you. If a family was in need, you took them a meal. If someone was laid off, you poked around to see where work might be available. It was here that I first learned how to love and sacrifice for my neighbor. I am confident that even now if I was in need, those who knew me when I was growing up would do all they could to help.


    The congregations in this community instilled in me a love for Jesus, the Bible, and the Christian church. It was in this context that I learned what it meant to be a Christian: accept the correct beliefs, care for those around you, stand up for what is right, and ensure that our Christian convictions prevail in the public square. Doing these things made you a good Christian and a good American. The American flag and the Christian flag at the front of the sanctuary symbolized this relationship. To be one was to be the other.


    Our community maintained a number of beliefs to be obviously true:


    
      	Families are the cornerstone of society, and when the family breaks down, society breaks down. Families are made up of a dad, a mom, and kids. Children obey parents, and fathers are the head of the household.


      	Christianity always works for the good throughout society. The United States is great, and that is due to its Christian heritage.


      	Christians should categorically oppose abortion, homosexuality, and divorce because the Bible clearly teaches each is wrong. The extent to which we allow each to exist in our society will erode the greatness of our nation, ensuring its collapse.


      	War might be terrible, but the United States has always fought for good, helping achieve God’s will for the world. Therefore, war is sometimes necessary, even godly.


      	Secular society will destroy your faith, so you must be careful what you read, listen to, or interact with outside church.

    


    These and other beliefs suffused my worldview. However, despite the taken-for-granted nature of these beliefs, there were moments when cracks and inconsistencies became visible.


    One such instance was when I was discussing war with a youth pastor of the evangelical megachurch I attended in high school. In my mind, there was little to no dissonance between the dictates of the Christian faith and the righteousness of fighting to defend our country, which would include killing those on the other side. He asked me, “But what if the person we kill on the other side is a fellow Christian? What then? Did we just send that person to heaven? Is that what God would want for us?”


    I was taken aback. I could not stop thinking about the implications of his questions. It was uncomfortable to think about the tension between my identities as an American and as a Christian. I began to see how my categories of “us” and “them” were influenced by much more than my faith. It was awkward to contemplate how being faithful to one identity might lead to being unfaithful to the other. Up until then, they had perfectly complemented each other.


    Another instance was brought on by the music I listened to while in high school youth group. One of the bands my friends and I loved had several songs that questioned the narratives about the righteousness of the United States. For instance, in one song they sang about how the budding nation had slaughtered Native Americans in order to manifest its “destiny.”1 This was quite different from the mainstream contemporary Christian artists I listened to back in the 1990s and early 2000s.


    These and other experiences began to raise questions in my mind. Can Christians, in good conscience, fight and kill other Christians if the nations we were born into by historical accident demand we do so? How could Christians send missionaries and soldiers to the same country? How could a loving God make room for Christians in a new land through genocide? I would try to imagine Jesus—who I was taught was the perfect representation of God—acting in these ways. I just couldn’t see it.


    These questions found additional purchase during my first semester of undergraduate education at Purdue University. I was in a survey course of American history from the colonies up until Reconstruction. Frank Lambert, a leading historian on religion and the founding period, taught the course.2


    I distinctly remember the day, when discussing various founding fathers, Dr. Lambert said that while some were religious in their own right—many were deists, believing in a Creator God, who could be understood via reason—the founding fathers were certainly not “evangelical Christians.”


    In this moment, a key in my mind slid into place, cleanly releasing a previously locked door. In one instant, an expert in early US religious history justified the questions I had about the relationship between Christianity and the founding period. The present and past had a much more complicated and circuitous relationship. Things were not so cut and dried.


    Nevertheless, this moment was also disorienting. The history I grew up hearing was not entirely accurate. The implications of this revelation began to slowly bubble to the surface. Because so much of the public role of Christianity in the United States relied on a narrative about the nation and its founders being essentially evangelical, I had to entirely rethink how my faith should work itself out in public life.


    It was at this point that I began to recognize my enduring interest in the relationship between religion and culture, particularly in the United States. One year after I graduated from Purdue, I realized that I wanted to be a student forever. Off to graduate school I went with the desire to study the only thing that ever consistently captivated my attention: how religion both influences and is influenced by culture.


    In my first year of graduate school, I read Greg Boyd’s book The Myth of a Christian Nation. This work crystallized so much of what I had been considering for years. It delineated the differences between the kingdom of God and the kingdoms of this world. It pointed out how the temptation to exercise power over others has consistently led Christians to commit all sorts of atrocities. Rather than seek power over others, Boyd argues, Christians should imitate Christ and his “upside-down” kingdom, where power under others is the way.3 It felt like I could finally put my finger on why culture-war Christianity felt so hollow and devoid of the fruit of the Spirit. Christianity was not about culture-warring or dominating the public square. Thanks to Boyd and a new understanding of historically marginalized communities, I began to see how Christians are called to serve, give of themselves, and leverage their power and privilege for the common good.


    I found this to be a much more beautiful vision of the gospel. This vision of the kingdom captivated me. My faith would never be the same. Instead of fear and control, this gospel was about freedom and liberation.


    While the faith of my youth was being refined and reformed to align with a Jesus who came not to be served but to serve (Matt. 20:28), I was learning the methodological and theoretical tools of my craft, sociology. As luck (or providence?) would have it, the graduate program I attended consistently collected high-quality quantitative data on the American public.


    In two early surveys, they asked a series of questions about how Americans view the relationship between Christianity, religion, the federal government, and civic life in the United States. Following the work of others, I used these questions to create a scale that measured Christian nationalism. I sent an email to a new colleague with whom I had just written another paper: Sam Perry.


    We began working on several studies making the case that above and beyond the usual measures of religious belief, belonging, and behavior, as well as political party and ideology, Christian nationalism tells us something unique about how Americans see the world. We soon found that Christian nationalism—which I define briefly below and more fully in the next chapter—was indeed one of the strongest predictors of Americans’ attitudes toward several social issues. One paper explored attitudes toward same-sex unions (this was back before Obergefell v. Hodges legalized same-sex marriage across the United States). Perhaps more transformative for us was our paper showing that greater acceptance of Christian nationalism predicted much more negative views of interracial marriage. Again, Christian nationalism was consistently one of the most powerful predictors.


    It made us wonder: Why are the questions we use to measure Christian nationalism, which make no mention of race, so powerfully related to white Americans’ attitudes toward interracial marriage? What is it about holding “Christian nation” views that makes white Americans more likely to believe marrying Black Americans is wrong? We started to realize that we were onto something much bigger than anticipated.


    Not long after these papers appeared in peer-reviewed journals, I applied for funding to place these questions about Christian nationalism on another national survey. I decided then that I would use this data to write a book on Christian nationalism. Scores of historians had examined the Christian nation narrative and mythology. Several journalists had written books on Christian nationalists in the United States. However, there was no book examining Christian nationalism with high-quality empirical data of the American public.


    Sam agreed to collaborate with me, and our work culminated in Taking America Back for God, published in 2020. While writing the book, along with the many peer-reviewed articles on Christian nationalism we wrote together and with several close colleagues, I became more and more convinced of the detrimental influence Christian nationalism has on multiple aspects of American life. I became even more convinced that Christian nationalism was detrimental to the church. Christian nationalism makes American Christians less Christlike. As we write near the end of our book, “The desperate quest for power inherent in Christian nationalist ideology is antithetical to Jesus’ message. At its core, Christian nationalism is a hollow and deceptive philosophy that depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world, rather than on Christ.”4


    I share this to show how my desire to confront Christian nationalism flows from two parts of my history and identity. First, I am a follower of Christ. Born and raised in Christianity, I was taught to take seriously the commands of Jesus and the gospel message. Second, I am a social scientist. I am trained in how to gather and analyze high-quality data to make sense of our social world. Both parts of my identity compel me to seek after and to stand for truth, no matter what. Both parts of my identity have led me to the same conclusion: Christian nationalism betrays the gospel and is a threat to the Christian church in the United States.


    It is from this perspective that I write this book. I want to make clear to my fellow white American Christians how much Christian nationalism threatens our faith—not only our individual expressions of it but also our organizations and institutions. It threatens our capacity to love our brothers and sisters in Christ who are minorities. It threatens our capacity to love and serve our brothers and sisters in Christ from countries around the world. It threatens our capacity to love and serve fellow bearers of God’s image at home and abroad who don’t share our faith at all. And it threatens how our organizations function, causing them to reproduce inequality and further harm the marginalized.


    I am convinced that Christian nationalism makes us bad Christians.


    What Is the Gospel?


    In recent years, some of us have seen the fruit of Christian nationalism in our churches and among our friends. We are rightly troubled and wonder, Has it always been this way? We no longer recognize our faith tradition. Some of us leave. Others of us stay but grieve the current state of affairs. We try to imagine a different future in which our collective example to those outside the faith is one that attracts rather than repels.


    Based on both my personal and my professional experiences grappling with Christian nationalism, this book seeks first to demonstrate how several central aspects of white Christian nationalism are antithetical to the gospel. Each chapter represents a distinctive lens through which we can see how white Christian nationalism betrays the life and teachings of Jesus—the gospel—as found in the Bible.


    What is the gospel? Growing up, I would have defined it as recognizing that (1) I was born a sinner separated from God, (2) the wages of sin were death and eternal punishment, (3) I was in need of Jesus’s sacrifice on the cross to pay my debt, (4) accepting by faith Jesus’s sacrifice would save me from the punishment I deserved and promise me eternal life, and (5) I was now at peace with God in a personal relationship with Jesus. This may look familiar to you or reflect your current definition of the gospel.


    Today, I believe this picture of the gospel is an important foundation yet incomplete.5 It reflects only one aspect of the gospel, what my philosopher friend Scott Coley suggests we might label the doxastic gospel. Think of the doxastic gospel as a set of theological claims that we either believe or do not believe, such as the death and resurrection of Jesus, the nature of atonement, and the work of the church.6 The doxastic gospel focuses mainly on me and my relationship with God and whether I believe the right things. However, as theologian Kat Armas says, “Spirituality includes all the dimensions of human, personal, and societal living that combine to make human life human—the measure of the fullness of God’s gift.”7 When we apply the gospel only to our personal lives and cherry-pick Bible verses in support, we miss the clear theme of justice throughout the Bible and ignore the broader work of God in the world.


    We must embrace the second aspect of the gospel, what we can label the practical gospel—practices that flow from the doxastic gospel, such as loving one’s neighbor, seeking justice for the oppressed, and caring for orphans and widows.8 Scott pointed out to me how throughout the Bible the doxastic gospel is inextricable from the practical gospel. The book of James and the Beatitudes are two clear examples of this. We can also see it in Jesus’s first public message.


    Consider his claim in Luke 4:16–21. In a synagogue on the Sabbath, he stands up and reads a passage from Isaiah:


    The Spirit of the Lord is on me,


    because he has anointed me


    to proclaim good news to the poor.


    He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners


    and recovery of sight for the blind,


    to set the oppressed free,


    to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (4:18–19)


    In his first public sermon, Jesus does not emphasize the forgiveness of my individual sins. Instead, he points to how his project is liberating all of humanity from our enslavement to sin, including the ways sin is baked into the structures of our common life and harms our neighbors. We, like Jesus, cannot read the words of Isaiah and other prophets honestly and come away thinking God cares more about our personal salvation than how we treat other people, including through the social structures that oppress them.9 “The good news was both about the coming of the Kingdom of God and the character of that Kingdom,” writes Lisa Sharon Harper.10


    The definition of the gospel from my youth reduced Christianity to the doxastic gospel, ignoring the practical aspect of it. This sheds light on why so often the gospel amounted only to person-to-person evangelism, getting people “saved.” This gospel limited the work of Jesus to each person’s spiritual condition. It had little to say about the political and social realities of our fellow humans. I began to ask myself, “What if I preached this gospel to someone enslaved in 1845 or someone being forcibly removed from their land in 1832? Would they receive this promise of future salvation that says nothing about their current suffering as ‘good news’?”


    We all are to join God in the work of renewal that entails the flourishing of all, likewise proclaiming the Year of Jubilee that Jesus inaugurated that day in Nazareth. Jesus came “that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10)—not just spiritually but in our bodies, our relationships, and the social systems that organize our collective lives. “God’s redemptive plan throughout history has consistently concerned all of creation, and he repeatedly admonishes his people to seek the flourishing of the whole world.”11


    Severing these two important aspects of the gospel obscures how Jesus proclaimed a fundamental realignment of the power structures of society in addition to personal spiritual salvation. It also ignores how Jesus understood his ministry and rescue mission to all of humanity as beginning here and now. Jesus was inaugurating God’s kingdom on earth, and this held political and social implications, for systems of power and individuals. Those listening to Jesus in the shadow of oppressive empire understood this. Those marginalized in our society hear Jesus in this same way.


    Indeed, much of the Christian tradition, from the time of the early church forward, has stressed that salvation itself is a communal reality that encompasses all of creation. Thus, if salvation is understood as a personal possession with no implications for how I fight the evil that hurts my neighbor, then not only is that a misunderstanding of the teaching of Jesus but it is also a misunderstanding of the nature and scope of salvation itself.12


    And it is the broad acceptance of an incomplete view of the gospel—the doxastic aspect that focuses on individual salvation alone—that hinders many American Christians from seeing how Christian nationalism betrays the life and teachings of Jesus in two important areas: racial inequality and xenophobia.13 In these two areas, white American Christians tend to ignore the practical aspect of the gospel, including justice for the oppressed, thinking that as long as we believe the correct theological claims and encourage others to embrace those theological claims as well that we are doing all we need to do. Likely, this is because we are already free. We already enjoy so much in the here and now. What use do those of us who are white American Christians have for overturning systems of oppression when we have long benefited from those very systems?


    Jesus realigned how we are to view power and called for a people whom the world would know by their sacrificial love—a love that leads to the disruption of oppression in the world. Part of our loving the poor, the widow, the orphan, and the immigrant is recognizing our own complicity in the systems of injustice that create and perpetuate their marginalization and suffering.14 This sacrificial love participates in God’s ongoing mission of disrupting sin and its destructive effects on human relationships. Christians are to leverage their power, position, and privilege to the benefit of all rather than for their own self-interest.15 In the dozens of studies others and I have conducted in recent years, we find repeatedly that the practical fruit of Christian nationalism is certainly not love. It is power, control, domination, fear, and violence.


    Once we see the gospel as good news for the present, good news for the marginalized, good news for the prisoner, good news for the poor, good news for the blind, and good news for the oppressed, we can begin to take the evidence that social science hands us about Christian nationalism and recognize this ideology as limiting—and in many cases outright opposing—the work Jesus claimed he came to do and commanded us to do likewise (Matt. 22:37–40).


    Comparing this gospel with the evidence I will share is an important step in faithfully diagnosing and understanding the problems the American Christian church faces. It will show how Christian nationalism betrays the gospel. We have to look straight into the mirror and not try to hide or diminish the imperfections we see. Only then can we begin to imagine something new. Part of this work is recognizing that the God we worship has no particular interest in the greatness of the United States. The survival of any one nation over another is not paramount. The kingdom of God needs no global superpower in order to flourish. Rather, as Jesus’s parable teaches, it spreads and grows from the smallest of seeds, soon providing shade to the whole garden (Mark 4:30–32).


    Again, recognizing that human flourishing in the kingdom of God and in the United States (or any other nation) are not synonymous does not mean that Christians should not invest in the flourishing of a nation and its people. We can work toward peace, justice, and care for all who live and work within the boundaries of our home country. We can collaborate with God and those around us to create a more loving and liberating country for all our neighbors. We can seek shalom—“a vision of a Kingdom that provides for all,” in Harper’s words.16


    Therefore, it is not a question of if we should engage in work to benefit those around us. It is a question of how broadly we define the “us” who benefits. The gospel can and does empower us to enter more deeply into our neighbors’ needs, serving them out of gratitude to God. We can advocate for “coercive” policies—like the Voting Rights Act—that benefit all our neighbors. To do so faithfully in a pluralistic society, however, requires us to build coalitions for the public good, collaborating and cooperating with our neighbors no matter how different we perceive them to be. We will need to practice humility, vulnerability, and empathy in a way that befits the gospel.


    Where Are We Going?


    To help us imagine a future full of possibility, in later chapters I share stories and examples of American Christians who are currently confronting white Christian nationalism as it relates to their congregations and communities. These Christians are seeking shalom among all their fellow citizens, not just those fellow citizens who they might feel are most “deserving.” As Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. showed us, “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.”17 Injustice experienced by one community is injustice experienced by all. The stories and examples will model how Christians can be committed to all. We can expand the “us” to all of humanity, so that if particular policies that harm minority communities are “being implemented in the name of Jesus, we have a particular obligation to show up, resist, and demonstrate a better way.”18


    We will learn about a group of Christians who collaborate with secular Americans to advocate for the right of all people to practice or not practice religion without governmental interference. We will discuss Christians who practice empathy to confront fear that so easily turns us against one another. We will hear from a congregation who took a step of faith with their own reparative act, collecting and donating funds to give away to their Black sisters and brothers. I will share the story of a friend from my own youth group who recognized that “no friendship is apolitical” and decided to enter into the challenges facing immigrants and refugees to ensure that they are truly welcomed to her community. These examples help us see what is possible. Life is springing from the cracks in the concrete.


    But first, we will begin the journey defining Christian nationalism and describing its depth and breadth across American society (chap. 2). In short, white Christian nationalism is a cultural framework asserting that civic life in the United States should be organized according to a particular form of conservative Christianity. Beyond any theological or religious beliefs associated with Christianity, white Christian nationalism brings with it a host of cultural assumptions, particularly a moral traditionalism predicated on maintaining social hierarchies, a comfort with (the “right kind” of) authoritarian social control that includes the threat and use of violence, and a desire for strict ethno-racial boundaries designating who can fully participate in American civic life. As we’ll explore later, it centers and privileges the white Christian experience because it essentially teaches that this country was founded by white, conservative Christian men for the benefit of white, conservative Christian citizens.19


    After defining Christian nationalism, we will work through examples of where and how it exists in our congregations, personal lives, and communities. We will touch on whether we can oppose Christian nationalism and still be patriotic Christians and how Christians can commit to a common good that does not favor one group over another.


    Then we’ll turn to three distinctive idols of white Christian nationalism (chaps. 3–5). I like how Kaitlyn Schiess defines idolatry in The Liturgy of Politics as “capitulation to a different story and set of values. Idols make promises of protection and provision, and they require allegiance.”20 Bible scholar Drew Strait tells us that idols “co-opt our theological imaginations” and “distort our knowledge of God and neighbor,” leading us to betray our loyalty to Jesus and the gospel.21 Power, fear, and violence are not the only idols of Christian nationalism, but they are the three most powerful. We’ll see how they promise protection and provision but only deliver on those promises by forcing us to exploit our neighbors.


    First, Christian nationalism is wholly obsessed with power used to benefit “us.” It seeks to create hierarchies in which some deserve (on the basis of “the will of God”) to be at the top with unfettered access to power and privilege, while others exist in lower sections of the social hierarchy. We will explore how Jesus related to power throughout the Gospels. We will examine fellow Christians who are thinking deeply about power and how to wield it faithfully. And we will look at how Christians can confront Christian nationalism through defending true religious liberty and siding with those marginalized across American society.


    Second, Christian nationalism is intimately intertwined with fear and a sense of threat. It constantly pushes us to see the world in terms of “us” versus “them,” with “them” always threatening “our” power and privilege. It operates from a scarcity mindset, that there is not enough for all of us to experience abundance. Those wielding power to selfishly benefit white Christians have for decades traded in fear alongside Christian nationalism to great effect. They mobilized countless Americans to particular ends, even when those ends ultimately cost the lives and livelihoods of our fellow Americans from minority populations. However, should Christians live in fear? What if Christians did not buy into fear, especially the fear of losing what they see as rightfully theirs? What if Christians could reject us-versus-them thinking, which encourages us to see other humans as enemies to subdue and hold in contempt? What if we instead embraced the gospel highlighting the good news of abundant life for all, in the here and now, where we can empathize with our neighbors instead of demonizing them? The message of this gospel dispels the group-level fears of white Christian nationalism centered on loss of power, privilege, and prosperity.


    Third, Christian nationalism is completely comfortable with, and at times demands, the use of violence. Because the protection of “our” power and privilege from “them” is paramount, all means of achieving such ends are acceptable. History demonstrates how violence is the result of quests for power that are based on fear, especially when power and fear revolve around hierarchical relationships predicated on “us” versus “them.” Ultimately, the use of violence signals a distrust of the work of God in the world and seeing the image of God in all people.


    Throughout our nation’s history, these three idols have resulted in horrific violence, expressing themselves through creating and maintaining “proper” hierarchies between various groups and the mistreatment of those groups. There are many examples of this dynamic at work, including the subjugation of women. For centuries, women have been victims of the idols of power, fear, and violence intertwined with white Christian nationalism. Because the “Christian” content of Christian nationalism tends to revere cultural traditionalism in all its forms, social science consistently demonstrates that calls for a “more Christian nation” are essentially calls for a more patriarchal social and political system within our families, congregations, and political institutions. Unchecked sexual and psychological abuse, limitations on women’s autonomy, and the silencing of women’s voices and gifts are just a few of the ways white Christian nationalism and its idols have harmed women. I have learned so much from books like Jesus and John Wayne by Kristin Kobes Du Mez and The Making of Biblical Womanhood by Beth Allison Barr and encourage you to wrestle with these histories and their implications.


    In this book, however, I will focus on how the three idols of Christian nationalism perpetuate racism and xenophobia. One avenue through which we have identified the “other” for centuries is the construction of racial categories. White Christian nationalism is closely intertwined with systemic racism. Rather than minimizing this connection, white American Christians can acknowledge our complicity in upholding the systems that maintain racial inequality. While we personally may not have played a role in setting up these systems, we do participate in and benefit from them. Listening to our brothers and sisters from minority racial and ethnic groups will help us find a new path toward more faithful Christian love.


    Alongside fear of racial and ethnic minorities, fear and antipathy toward immigrants, refugees, and pretty much anyone not a natural-born citizen is another harmful result of the three idols of white Christian nationalism. The “other” includes anyone not “born here.” Why do we discriminate against other children of God just because they were not born here by historical accident? Even if we assented to the idea that God chooses the nationality of every human being, how does that excuse us for selfishly holding on to the blessings and comforts of being an American citizen?


    If God truly chose some of us to be Americans and enjoy living in arguably the wealthiest country in the history of the world, shouldn’t we be trembling with fear that we might cruelly withhold sharing our undeserved blessing and grace with others? Consider the parable of the unmerciful servant (Matt. 18:21–35). Blessed with a gift of mercy he could never repay, he fails to extend even a shred of such blessing to those in need. What if American Christians applied this lesson to ensure that we do not likewise hoard blessings at the expense of others?


    But instead of welcoming and serving the alien and stranger, Christian nationalism encourages an outright rejection of these people. Throughout the Christian scriptures and especially in the teachings of Jesus, Christians are commanded to do the exact opposite.


    As we will see throughout each chapter, American Christians are confronting the idols of Christian nationalism in various ways. We can join in this work both individually and in our communities. While we can seek to renew our individual hearts and minds, we cannot stop there. Indeed, a key insight from my field of sociology is that focusing solely on changing individual hearts and minds will only perpetuate the current situation. We will need to commit to changing how our congregations, denominations, other faith organizations, and the political systems in our states and nation—the social groups and systems of which we are all a part—operate. Only then can we hope to remake American Christianity.


    We can acknowledge and grieve the harm that we and our organizations have done as we have chased unfettered power to enact a particular vision of the world on those around us. We can begin to recognize that Christians were never called to “win” their culture for Christ (whatever that might mean) or vote only for Christians like them to hold political office. Jesus did not call us to advance any particular kingdom of this world by selfishly wielding power. Jesus did not call us to win the culture and lord our privilege and influence over others. Our commitment to these pursuits has made us unloving neighbors.


    Those outside Christianity, as well as those who have left, clearly recognize we sometimes treat Jesus as a mascot, useful only for baptizing our efforts to (re)make American society as we see fit by protecting and increasing our power and privilege. We claim that by increasing our privilege and selfishly employing our power, we will win more to the faith.


    The project to win the culture for Jesus has backfired. Consider how the latest iteration of white Christian nationalism born out of the culture wars—from the rise of the Christian Right in the late 1970s until today22—has been completely ineffective in countering the numerical decline of American Christianity in the face of broader trends of secularization happening in the West. Consider the following:


    
      	More Americans today affiliate with no religion at all than with any Christian religious tradition.


      	The rates of disaffiliation show no signs of slowing; over 10 percent more Americans have disaffiliated from religion in the last decade alone.


      	Young people are disaffiliating or never affiliating at higher rates than previous generations.


      	From 2017 to 2021, 12 percent more Americans reported believing that “conservative Christians” want to do them physical harm.23

    


    Gaining and selfishly employing political power has not served to bring more Americans into the Christian fold. Study after study demonstrates that one effect of the culture-warring of the Christian Right was to actively push people out of the Christian tradition. The following chapters highlight various aspects of the history of the Christian Right in relation to white Christian nationalism and the idols of power, fear, and violence.


    The result of the Christian Right’s commitment to culture-warring was that while we were trying to convince those outside the church that we loved them, our commitment to white Christian nationalism ensured that they perceived that narrative as a lie. The same trends continue today. More and more Americans are leaving the Christian faith, and fewer and fewer have any desire to return or come for the first time at all.


    In our effort to retain what we thought was a Christian nation, we have succeeded in pushing more Americans away from the faith. In our effort to ensure that our society is structured according to “God’s laws,” we have only convinced many Americans that we care more about achieving our vision for the country—which looks a lot like taking care of ourselves and our comfort—than loving and sacrificing for “the least of these” (Matt 25:40).


    Following Jesus necessarily means we confront the various idols of Christian nationalism. White American Christians have too easily idolized power, fear, and violence. Each stands in contrast to the example set by Jesus. The longer American Christians actively embrace or tolerate white Christian nationalism, the greater the likelihood that our witness will continue to suffer and become effectively naught, if it isn’t so already.


    When Do We Begin?


    Historian Jemar Tisby, in his book The Color of Compromise, notes that history is contingent.24 By this he means that people and organizations in our collective past made particular decisions at particular moments that resulted in where we find ourselves at present. By extension, had they made different decisions, Tisby notes—with no small measure of hope—we could well have inherited a very different world. He encourages us to arm ourselves with this knowledge to build a different world for tomorrow. Our decisions today matter and can have a broad impact, for good or ill.


    The same is true as we seek to confront Christian nationalism. We can help make a new world through our decisions to confront this ideology in its various forms today, tomorrow, and into the future. It will not be easy. It will take time and effort. But we can forge a new path for American Christianity, one freed from the temptation to protect our own and exert power over others toward selfish ends.


    In virtually every movie about time travel, someone warns the protagonist not to influence the lives or choices of those in the past too much. The repercussions could be so far-reaching as to completely remake the present. One little choice could radiate outward in unimaginable ways, altering the very fabric of reality in the present day. When watching Back to the Future or Avengers: Endgame, we naturally accept this idea. However, we rarely apply the same logic to our own lives. We fail to see how a seemingly insignificant decision we make today could dramatically alter the future.


    What if we began to live our lives believing that even small actions we consistently take now—a practice of faithful resistance—can reverberate through our communities, congregations, denominations, nation, and world? Changes we make to our organizations and institutions now can dramatically alter their functioning in decades to come. Even simple questions we pose to fellow Christians and our organizations that break through the taken-for-grantedness of Christian nationalism can have an impact. Questions like those that I faced at various moments of my journey might alter individual and organizational trajectories.25


    While we cannot go back and change the past to reduce the negative influence of Christian nationalism on our civic life today, we can act today in order to change tomorrow. I am convinced we must at the very least try.


    What you choose to do today to confront white Christian nationalism—in your own life, the lives of those around you, or the systems of which we are all a part—matters. We can commit now to consistently making these choices, hoping that the seeds planted, however small, will someday grow and provide shade to the entire garden—where we all can flourish.

  


  
    2 
What Is Christian Nationalism?


    To me, God and country are tied—to me they’re one and the same. We were founded as a Christian country. And we see how far we have come from that.


    —Jenny Cudd1


    LIKE MANY AMERICANS, I was working from home on January 6, 2021, as we were all living through the winter COVID-19 surge. The 2020 election was two months past, and Congress was set to certify the Electoral College results. Finally, the election would be over. We could move on with life. In almost every other presidential election—especially those with such a clear victor, as in 2020—this largely bureaucratic procedure came and went quickly and quietly.


    However, since November 4, then president Donald Trump and his followers had been intent on sowing seeds of distrust, claiming the election was stolen or rigged against him. Trump and his supporters were keen to fan the flames of suspicion, calling on his followers to “Fight,” “Don’t be weak,” and “Don’t let them take it [the presidency] away!” Trump foreshadowed the January 6 protest on December 19, claiming (without evidence), “Statistically impossible to have lost the 2020 Election. Big protest in DC on January 6th. Be there, will be wild!”2 Across social media and especially within the news outlets that had long supported Trump, truth mattered little.


    Prominent religious leaders joined in on casting doubt. Franklin Graham, son of famed evangelist Billy Graham and leader of two large evangelical ministries, said, “The votes are in, but is the election over? I have no clue. I guess we just have to wait and see.”3 Paula White-Cain, a prominent televangelist and one of Trump’s spiritual advisers, claimed that “demonic confederacies . . . are attempting to steal the election from Trump.”4 Eric Metaxas said, “This is God’s battle even more than our battle.”5


    In the weeks following Election Day, however, no one ever produced evidence of electoral improprieties. Trump’s lawyers, once under oath in a court of law, repeatedly confessed that they could not claim the election was stolen or fraudulent.6 They have since faced legal repercussions for embracing such falsehoods.


    Despite this, the Big Lie had already taken hold. A number of rallies protesting the election outcome were held in Washington, DC, from January 3 through 5. The next day, the mounting pressure found release. Trump spoke at noon and encouraged the protestors to march to the Capitol. Over the next two hours, rioters overwhelmed various perimeter barricades and then within minutes broke through windows and doors, unlawfully entering the Capitol building. Five people died as a result of the violent insurrection. In the summer of 2022, the Select Committee investigating the January 6 attack began presenting evidence of Trump’s involvement with the attack and his desire to see the rioters violently impede the democratic process for his benefit.


    The images from that day were certainly shocking, but they were not surprising. The fear, sense of displacement, quest for superiority, militarism, violence, conspiratorial thinking, and unquestioned allegiance to Trump had been building for years. It was only a matter of time until they broke free. While there is no single explanation for the attack on the Capitol that day, it is impossible to ignore the influence of Christian nationalism.7


    As I sat glued to the news and Twitter as the events unfolded, the presence of various Christian symbols among the rioters was apparent. “Jesus Saves” and “God Is with You” signs, crosses, and the Christian flag were all visible. Videos posted from those storming the Capitol revealed prayer circles and screams of love for Jesus. Pastors, politicians, and other religious leaders from around the United States reveled in their participation.8 In their own words, the insurrectionists explained that this was their country, the Christian God had ordained it, and Trump was chosen by God to lead it. And so, if God had ordained Trump the winner of the 2020 election, who were they to allow anything—even democracy—to stand in the way?


    Leaders from across Christianity condemned the violence and lawlessness on full display on January 6, even some leading within more conservative traditions. Russell Moore, who at that time still led the Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention, stated, “The sight of ‘Jesus Saves’ and ‘God Bless America’ signs by those violently storming the Capitol is about more than just inconsistency. It is about a picture of Jesus Christ and of his gospel that is satanic.”9


    One year later, Moore was no less vehement in his appraisal of the insurrection and the dangers of a blithe acceptance of the violence across American Christianity: “It would be one thing if this were just a matter of the crowd attacking the Capitol that day. It’s quite another when people—including people with highlights in their Bibles and prayer requests on their refrigerators—wave the attack away as a mere protest from which we should ‘move on.’ This represents more than a threat to American democracy—though that would be bad enough—but a threat to the witness of the church.”10


    In January 2021, Albert Mohler, president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, called the “fusion” of Christian symbolism with “symbols of other things with which Christians ought to have nothing to do” horrifying. He identified Christian nationalism as idolatrous. Mohler wrote that Christians’ ultimate allegiance and identity reside in Christ and his church. He pointed out that no earthly nation should be mistaken for the kingdom of God: “It is about the church, not any nation that Jesus said, ‘Upon this rock, I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.’ There is no such promise to any nation, and as a matter of fact, the Christian biblical worldview makes very clear that every earthly nation is eventually going to disappear. Every single empire will fall.”11


    Mohler’s willingness to decry the insurrection and the role of Christian nationalism and to distinguish between the kingdom of God and a kingdom of the world like the United States is notable, especially considering Mohler encouraged Christians to vote for Trump in 2020 after opposing Trump in 2016. However, in the same article, Mohler questioned the prevalence of Christian nationalism, saying, “It is not fair to say that mainstream evangelical Christianity in America is characterized by the kind of fusion and Christian nationalism of an idolatrous sort that’s been identified here.”


    Mohler continued to decry the “events” on January 6, 2021—he refused to call it a “coup” or “insurrection”—but in an article written a year later he notably made no mention of the influence of Christian nationalism on that day. Rather, in his recollection of January 6, the only mention of the role of Christianity was that some in the mob “even dared to carry Christian symbols.”12


    Comparing Mohler’s responses one year apart highlights his desire to obscure the role of Christianity and especially of Christian nationalism in the insurrection. Back in 2021, it was clear Mohler worried that paying too much attention to Christian nationalism would ultimately serve to marginalize American Christianity. In his column in early 2022, he followed his own advice, largely keeping Christianity absent from the discussion. In other words, Mohler concedes that, yes, Christian nationalism is bad and American Christians must be vigilant concerning the influence of Christian nationalism; however, he claims, it is also relatively rare and found only in the extreme corners of evangelicalism and consequently should not be equated with American evangelical theology.


    Yet Mohler is mistaken about the prevalence of Christian nationalism within white Christianity, especially evangelicalism, in the United States. It does not exist only on the fringes. High-quality surveys of the American public routinely demonstrate that Christian nationalism permeates all corners of white American Christianity. Close to two-thirds of white American Christians are at least favorable toward Christian nationalism, and that number increases to over 75 percent if we look solely at white evangelicals.13 Christian nationalism is at the very heart of contemporary evangelicalism, not on the fringe.


    But more important to Mohler than saying Christian nationalism is dangerous and fringe is his insistence that Christians must guard against any attempt to exclude Christianity from public life. And in his estimation, focusing on white Christian nationalism and its prevalence within white American Christianity, especially white evangelicalism, leads us down the slippery slope to just such marginalization.


    Mohler’s journey doesn’t end here. Just seven months after calling Christian nationalism idolatrous and obscuring the role it played in the insurrection, Mohler embraced the label “Christian nationalist” during a July 2022 interview with a conservative philosopher. He declared, “We have the Left routinely speaking of me and of others as ‘Christian nationalists’ as if we’re supposed to be running from that. And, you know, I’m not about to run from that. I’m not about to join their one world order.”14 Mohler now seems to think that if “the Left”—which he never clearly identifies—dislikes Christian nationalism, then it’s an identity worth embracing. Other national religious and political leaders have joined Mohler in explicitly adopting the label.15 This is a regrettable and serious development.


    Mohler misses the mark by claiming that attempts to define and measure white Christian nationalism and its popularity within American Christianity will lead to a silencing of American Christians. It is simply untrue that most scholars, religious leaders, or politicians decrying Christian nationalism ultimately desire to suppress the presence of Christianity in the public sphere. Mohler and I agree that we must identify exactly how white Christian nationalism is distinct from the kingdom of God. We also agree that confronting Christian nationalism should not mean American Christians abdicate (or be forced to abdicate) any influence or presence in the public sphere. Rather, we should seek to encourage expressions of Christian faithfulness that offer a kingdom-centered rebuttal to white Christian nationalism.


    To do so, we must first clearly define white Christian nationalism and understand where it exists across American society. And once we do that, we can explore in subsequent chapters where and how Christian nationalism betrays the gospel. At that point, it will be clear that Mohler’s and other Christian leaders’ recent embrace of the label “Christian nationalist” only further endangers the witness of the church.


    Defining White Christian Nationalism


    White Christian nationalism is a cultural framework that idealizes and advocates for a fusion of a particular expression of Christianity with American civic life. It holds that this version of Christianity should be the principal and undisputed cultural framework in the United States and that the government should vigorously preserve that cultural framework.


    White Christian nationalism combines a number of elements. The first element is a strong moral traditionalism based on creating and sustaining social hierarchies. Oftentimes these revolve around gender and sexuality. The second element is a comfort with authoritarian social control. The world is a chaotic place, and at times society needs strong rules and rulers to make use of violence, or at least the threat of violence, to maintain order. The final element is a desire for strict boundaries around national identity, civic participation, and social belonging that fall along ethno-racial lines. A “Christian nation” is generally understood to be one where white, natural-born citizens are held up as the ideal, with everyone else coming after.16


    Cultural frameworks are the scaffolding on which human interaction and societies form. They consist of the stories we tell ourselves about who we are, how we came to be, and where we are going. Christian nationalism is a deep story.17 Cultural frameworks and deep stories contain the symbols, narratives, and traditions that unite us and dramatize the values we hold dear. Oftentimes we don’t even notice them. They just are. And to the extent that deep stories are taken for granted, they are most powerful.18


    Now, you probably noticed the phrase “a particular expression of Christianity” in the definition above. The wording signals a critical point of this book: the Christianity of Christian nationalism is of a particular type. It is not just about acknowledging Jesus Christ as the Son of God and Lord over all. It is not just about agreeing with the Apostles’, Nicene, or Athanasian Creed. It is not just about religious or theological beliefs. Rather, the Christianity of American Christian nationalism conveys particular forms of cultural baggage.19 Chief among these is how it privileges and centers the white experience. Christian nationalism in the United States is inextricably tied to race. Over the centuries, the deep story of white Christian nationalism in the Americas formed around identifying who was in and who was out primarily along racial and ethnic lines.20 This is why I already have and will continue to modify “Christian nationalism” with “white.” Here are three brief explanations as to why.


    First, Anthea Butler and Jemar Tisby—both historians of race and Christianity—show that white Christians and white Christian communities were intimately involved in the creation of racial categories from the earliest moments of American history, contending that “white = good and Christian,” while “nonwhite or Black = bad and heathen.”21 Such theological work was necessary to assuage guilt or doubts that white colonists (and later Americans) might have for enslaving Africans or committing genocide against Native Americans. Rather, the Christian God was seen to have smiled on their efforts to create a new world. The consequences of this history still reverberate within American Christianity today as well as throughout the broader culture.


    Second, the mainstreaming of the modern narrative of the United States as a Christian nation was located primarily within white Christian traditions. Some of the most ardent supporters and purveyors of Christian nationalism in the early to mid-twentieth century were white Christian men preaching to predominantly white audiences. The intersection of race and Christian nationalism can actually be traced even further back to before the formation of the United States.22


    The intersection of Christian nationalism and race was more recently exposed with the rise of the Christian Right in the 1970s, which began as a result of fears of racial integration being “forced” on them, alongside other culture-war issues like abortion and homosexuality.23 In a truly Christian nation, they argued, the federal government would not impose such practices but would allow local communities, and Christian schools in particular, to follow the dictates of their own consciences.24 While the racial concerns motivating this movement were and continue to be obscured, the effect of mobilizing primarily white Christians and organizations to the cause of Christian nationalism persists.


    Third, social science research consistently finds that Christian nationalism operates quite differently for white Americans than for Black Americans across a host of issues. Christian nationalism among whites primarily serves to draw sharp boundaries around who is truly “American,” ensuring that the various rights and privileges of citizenship are for them alone. “Christian nation” rhetoric is racially coded for whites. It functions in such a way that allows white Americans to remain ignorant to historical and current injustices.25 For Black Americans, embracing Christian nationalism tends to make them more accepting and open to the civic participation of potential out-groups.26


    For these and other reasons, the Christian nationalism discussed throughout this book focuses primarily on privileging white Americans, organizations, and cultural values. However, the cultural baggage attached to Christian nationalism does not end with race and ethnicity.


    Christian nationalism also privileges conservative political ideology. It asserts libertarian conceptions of self-governance and free-market capitalism. It also assumes the importance of being a natural-born citizen. It insists that men are best suited to lead. It encourages the use of power to subdue all dissent. It elevates the production and protection of wealth as an unquestioned good. It idealizes the use of violence in order to conquer all enemies.


    So, when we talk about the Christian in Christian nationalism, remember that in this sense it carries with it all this extra cultural baggage. Recognizing this is important for two reasons. First, acknowledging this baggage shows how it serves as a signal to those with ears to hear. The scaffolding of this cultural framework helps them imagine a very particular type of nation, with a particular set of people in power. Second, it helps us distinguish the Christianity of Christian nationalism from other expressions of Christianity. This is not to say that Americans who embrace Christian nationalism are not Christian. Many are devout Christians and hold various theological beliefs in common with many Christians of color, those arguably most dispossessed by the ideology of Christian nationalism.


    This also isn’t to say that other expressions of Christianity do not contain and convey particular sets of cultural baggage. All religious expressions shape and are shaped by their surrounding culture. My argument is that we can and should work to combat the particular cultural baggage of white Christian nationalism. We should seek out expressions of Christianity that do not groan under the weight of these particularly harmful and unnecessary additions that betray the gospel.


    Imagine Christian nationalism as a pair of glasses through which Americans see and experience their social worlds. At one end of the spectrum, these glasses are relatively clear. These could be folks who reject white Christian nationalism. Moving from one end to the other, an orange tint becomes more noticeable, intensifying the further along you go. Those who wholeheartedly embrace Christian nationalism see a world awash in a deep orange hue.


    For some Americans, the world they see has very little orange tint. They believe, behave, and live accordingly. For other Americans, all they see is a deep orange, which obviously signals something quite different to them, altering their behaviors and attitudes.


    Consider how communication between people on opposite ends of the spectrum can be so difficult. They each see very different worlds. To some extent, they experience completely different realities. Is it any wonder we struggle to find common ground? Christian nationalism is indeed corrosive to a culture of democracy in which, working from a similar set of facts, we collaborate and at times argue in order to find compromise.27


    The question remains: How many Americans are wearing these glasses and see the world awash in various shades of orange? Is Al Mohler correct? Is Christian nationalism just a fringe cultural framework within white evangelicalism? Or is it much more widespread? Thankfully, social science provides a clear answer.


    White Christian Nationalism across the United States


    The short answer to whether Christian nationalism is only a small-scale phenomenon is a resounding no. Christian nationalism is not relegated to the fringes of white evangelicalism. Survey after survey of the American public from the late 1990s until today repeatedly underscore one basic fact: a substantial portion of Americans—especially within but also outside white evangelicalism—embrace Christian nationalism. Any pastor, religious leader, or politician who downplays or minimizes the degree to which Christian nationalism endures throughout the broader population and especially within white evangelicalism is either lying or misinformed.


    A longer answer builds on this basic fact and contains a few surprises that are vitally important to understanding and then confronting Christian nationalism. If we have any hope of opposing white Christian nationalism, we must be clear about its extent and severity. Here are five basic facts about Christian nationalism across the US population that everyone should know.28


    First, close to half of Americans embrace Christian nationalism to some extent. In our book Taking America Back for God, Sam Perry and I label these folks “Accommodators” and “Ambassadors.” Accommodators, who make up a third of the population, are those Americans who believe Christianity should be a visible part of our public sphere but stop short of saying it should completely dominate all other expressions of religion or secularity. As we write, “Their support [of Christianity] is undeniable, but it is not unequivocal.”29 Ambassadors, however, completely embrace privileging Christianity throughout American society. They believe the United States was founded on Christian principles and must maintain this identity to prosper. Ambassadors represent about 16 percent of the population. Together, these two groups represent just under half of Americans who support Christian nationalism to varying degrees. A recent Pew survey underscores the reach of Christian nationalism as well as the variation within. Researchers found 45 percent of Americans believe the United States “should be” a Christian nation, but there was no clear concensus as to what exactly that means.30


    Second, white Christians, and especially white evangelicals, are most likely to embrace Christian nationalism. As I mentioned, Christian nationalism as we define it and as it manifests throughout the United States is primarily a phenomenon anchored in white cultural institutions and organizations, particularly the white Christian church. It is therefore unsurprising that white Christians are most likely to embrace white Christian nationalism.


    Looking at all white Christians (Catholics, mainline Protestants, and evangelical Protestants) in the United States, we found that around 24 percent are Ambassadors and just over 41 percent are Accommodators. Together, just under seven in ten white Christians are at least favorable toward Christian nationalism. For white evangelicals the numbers are even higher. Just under eight in ten are either Accommodators (36 percent) or Ambassadors (39 percent).31


    These first two facts demonstrate that white Christian nationalism is not fringe in American evangelicalism or even the broader US population. Even if we look at only Ambassadors—Americans who score in the highest quartile of our Christian nationalism scale—they represent a third of all white Christians and 40 percent of all white evangelicals.


    Third, Christian nationalism is not located solely within white Christianity or white evangelicalism. While white Christian nationalism is largely a product of white Christianity in the United States, it is not limited to the congregations or the people who make up these groups. Rather, the cultural influence of white Christianity helped diffuse the tenets of Christian nationalism across the population. This means that Americans in other religious traditions, and even those who do not affiliate with a religious tradition, can and sometimes do embrace Christian nationalism to varying degrees.


    Therefore, Americans both in and out of organized religion use Christian nationalism as motivation and justification for their actions. While we have no data on those physically present at the Capitol insurrection, videos show rioters claiming a desire to take this country back for God and claiming that the United States is a Christian nation.32 Some supporters of Christian nationalism may attend religious services regularly; others may not. But the utility of Christian nationalism remains the same for all. It justifies their actions in the will of the Divine, defending what they see as their rightful place atop the social order.


    The diffusion of Christian nationalism across the population underscores the power and resilience of white Christian nationalism in the United States. While white Christians must take the lead in responding to Christian nationalism within their congregations and communities, we need to acknowledge that Christian nationalism exists beyond these groups. It will take a concerted effort from all of us to confront white Christian nationalism consistently.


    The diffusion of Christian nationalism also underscores the fact that white Christian nationalism is not reducible to white evangelicalism alone. A significant minority of white evangelicals are taking real steps to confront Christian nationalism. About 25 percent of white evangelicals are “Rejecters” or “Resisters” of Christian nationalism.33 Readers and leaders outside white evangelicalism confronting Christian nationalism ignore those allies at their own peril. Successfully opposing Christian nationalism will require all of us—Rejecters, Resisters, and hopefully increasing numbers of Accommodators—to work together. To achieve a better version of a democratic society, those who identify as religious and those who do not must at least agree on the threat Christian nationalism poses to all and confront it simultaneously, despite our differences across other important issues.34


    Fourth, Christian nationalism exists across all sectors of society. Similar to the previous assertion, Christian nationalism is not confined to people living in a particular region—such as the South. Americans with varying levels of education embrace Christian nationalism. It isn’t found only among the rich or the poor. Christian nationalism exists in rural, suburban, and urban communities. Racial and ethnic minorities embrace white Christian nationalism. It is not limited to white Americans alone.


    It is important to mention here how the “white” of white Christian nationalism does not necessarily refer to the skin color or racial identity of an individual American who might embrace it. Rather, it refers to “whiteness,” the values, habits, beliefs, behaviors, and attitudes that result in the organization of society in such a way that white Americans, as a group, tend to have greater access to power, privilege, wealth, and other benefits bestowed by various social institutions. Therefore, nonwhite Americans can still participate in and perpetuate systems or cultural frameworks, such as white Christian nationalism, that serve to uphold a racialized society in which one group tends to benefit at the expense of other groups.


    Remember how Christian nationalism has diffused across American society. While the meaning and benefits of Christian nationalism might differ for various social groups, as a cultural framework it is flexible enough to be useful across dramatically different social locations. It can fit the needs of the down-and-out, the CEO, the big-city office worker, or the rural farmer.


    Fifth, Christian nationalism is not becoming more prevalent. Perhaps the most frequently asked question I receive about Christian nationalism is whether it is growing. Many assume that because they hear about Christian nationalism more often now than in the past that it must be spreading like wildfire across the United States. Many a headline writer wishes they could truthfully write that Christian nationalism is “sweeping the nation!”


    Christian nationalism is not some new phenomenon bringing more Americans into the fold every day. If anything, evidence from the past ten to fifteen years suggests that the number of Ambassadors—those who most strongly embrace Christian nationalism—are shrinking, bit by bit. From 2007 to 2017, the number of Ambassadors shrank from 24 percent to 20 percent of the population. In a national survey gathered in 2021, they made up 16 percent of the population. Other surveys show the number of Ambassadors holding steady from 2020 to 2021 at about 24 percent.35 Although there is some fluctuation due to sampling differences across surveys, the evidence is clear that Christian nationalism is not growing but rather contracting some in terms of the overall population.


    Why does it seem like Christian nationalism is growing even though the data do not support this claim? Part of this perception likely stems from how consistently and skillfully former president Trump and those within his administration employed Christian nationalist rhetoric. For years, the man occupying one of the most powerful positions in the world privileged the claims and desires of a particular strain of Christianity within American civic life. That clearly shaped the discourse in American civic life and the church and effectively normalized such claims. Americans who might have always desired and personally believed Christianity should be privileged perhaps now felt legitimized. This trend is especially true as folks like Al Mohler, Robert Jeffress, and Marjorie Taylor Greene actively embrace the label “Christian nationalist.”


    We must realize, however, that even if a group shrinks in size, this does not mean their shared identity fades away. The opposite usually occurs. As Ambassadors shrink in number, their shared embrace of white Christian nationalism becomes more salient compared to those around them. Twenty years ago, we may have had more Ambassadors in our midst, but they were likely quieter about it. Today there may be fewer, but they are much more vocal.


    While this trend may seem counterintuitive, especially considering events on the national stage over the past several years, it is important to be realistic. There is no evidence to suggest that Christian nationalism is growing more prevalent. This does not mean, however, that it is any less of a threat. The claims and desires of Christian nationalism are likely more salient to the Americans who embrace it. This group tends to be the most religiously and politically active, and so the risk to American Christianity and our democracy remains very real.


    A Field Guide to Christian Nationalism


    For many, recognizing Christian nationalism is a “You know it when you see it” situation. Sometimes it is as blatant as someone arguing that the United States is God’s chosen nation and that to be a good citizen you must be a Christian. Some pastors and laypeople adhere to a form of dominionism or Seven Mountains theology. They believe that Christians must aspire to total control across seven spheres of influence over American culture: media, education, family, religion, arts and entertainment, economy, and, of course, government. Such folks would certainly score as Ambassadors on our Christian nationalism scale.


    Most often, however, Christian nationalism is not so explicit. Embracing Christian nationalism is not a binary, either-or situation. Instead, many Americans are somewhere in the middle. Therefore, I prefer speaking about Christian nationalism rather than labeling people Christian nationalists. Many Americans may be comfortable with privileging Christianity in some ways but less comfortable with others. The key is for us to be able to consistently identify areas where we, as Christians, may be straying into a form of belief and practice that sets aside the gospel for a form of power over others that aspires to protect our own interests.


    Field guides provide lists of characteristics that help readers more accurately identify the world around them. What follows are some possible identifying markers of Christian nationalism you may encounter in interactions with fellow Americans or in Christian congregations. While identifying Christian nationalism may be less straightforward than identifying a particular bird, my goal is that this list will sketch out in a bit more detail where and how Christian nationalism permeates our daily lives. If we can train ourselves to notice some of its features, even those that seem rather innocuous, we can then address it quickly, directly, and faithfully.


    In Congregations


    ◼ The United States Flag Displayed in the Main Sanctuary


    A majority of congregations in the United States, just over 60 percent, reportedly display an American flag in their main worship space.36 Prominently displaying the American flag during worship appears to be a rather innocuous feature of American Christianity. Perhaps you are wondering, How could this make it on his list? Displaying the American flag in our worship space is not an unhealthy practice for those in my congregation. I counter with my own question: What do you think would happen if your congregation removed the flag before next week’s service?


    I remember reading one pastor’s remark that if he ever wanted to anger half his congregation, he only needed to remove the Stars and Stripes from the sanctuary. I am confident his congregation’s feelings are not unique.37 The anger we can imagine from some fellow Christians over the removal of the flag from our sanctuaries is instructive. It tells us a lot about what the flag means to Americans who desire it in their worship spaces.


    As we see throughout the Scriptures and church history, identifying idols tends to make people angry. Is a national flag necessary to worship God? And if not, then what purpose does it serve, if not to signal the Christian church’s relationship to the nation-state?


    ◼ Yearly “Celebrate America” Services around the Fourth of July


    Every year around July 4, thousands of congregations schedule “Celebrate America” services during their normal worship times or during a special service. These celebrations usually entail various patriotic tunes like “God Bless America,” “America the Beautiful,” “God Bless the U.S.A.,” and various anthems of the United States military. Red, white, and blue are featured everywhere, and a theme of triumphant gratitude pervades the proceedings. A sermon or homily usually directly links the greatness of the United States to the blessing of the Christian God.38


    Appreciation for the nation and people we were born into is not Christian nationalism by default. That said, these services sometimes veer into exalting the United States over and above every other nation and people. A certainty about God’s stake in the ultimate triumph of the United States should give us pause. Of course, some congregations are more careful than others in how they acknowledge the founding of the United States. One service I attended did not shy away from acknowledging the history of racial inequality in the United States. Nevertheless, a big “Celebrate America” service should prompt questions and careful thinking about the assumptions made concerning the relationship between the United States, its history, its military, and Christianity.


    ◼ Self-Interested or Fearful Messages from the Pulpit


    The sermon is the focal point of most Protestant worship services in the United States. Therefore, its content is important for shaping the lives and imaginations of the congregants and for attracting and drawing in new congregants. It is easy enough to identify Christian nationalist rhetoric when a pastor explicitly claims the United States is a Christian nation or chosen by God.39


    However, more subtle claims that use coded language are equally influential in sustaining white Christian nationalism. One example is limiting the gospel to merely a set of theological claims and ignoring the aspects of the gospel focused on overturning systems of power that oppress our neighbors, which make us more likely to idolize self-interested power, fear, and violence. The following chapters examine additional examples of language and concepts that sustain white Christian nationalism. They can be used to listen for where religious leaders are possibly promoting the cultural framework of white Christian nationalism.


    For now, though, it is important to recognize when messages from the pulpit engage with social issues but revolve around particular sets of “moral values” that are taken for granted and treated as the only truly biblical values. In white evangelicalism, these tend to be limited to things like traditional marriage, opposition to abortion, or sexual morality. Usually, such claims are followed by an exhortation that Christians should gain access to more levers of power to ensure that the nation faithfully embodies these moral claims. When the discussion of moral issues is limited to the same few topics, however, the topics omitted are usually absent in service of white Christian nationalism. Racial inequality, poverty, the death penalty, the criminal justice system, and immigration are moral issues as well, with plenty of biblical support for ameliorative actions by Christians. Some work hard to classify such issues as leftist to ignore them, but are not Christians called to take seriously the entirety of historical Christian teachings and scriptures?


    In general, those preaching from the pulpit and those of us listening need to determine whether such messages encourage us to love “the world” or to fear and defeat those out in “the world.” Do the messages encourage Christians to seek justice, love kindness, and walk humbly, or is justice a dirty word? Are we supposed to focus on only a few issues or broaden our perspectives to engage with the experiences of various marginalized groups? Essentially, do the messages instill fear and a sense of threat, or do they inspire Christians to partner with Jesus in the work of confronting the sin and systems of oppression that harm us all? After hearing a message, consider whether the speaker was encouraging you to embrace love and liberation or power and control.


    Among Fellow Christians


    ◼ A Focus on Defending Access to Power


    Christian nationalism is fundamentally concerned with wielding power for the benefit of one’s own group. It is focused on defending “our” rights, practices, history, or privileges. Americans who embrace Christian nationalism to varying degrees consistently emphasize how others, those on the outside, are trying to take away their cultural and political power. It doesn’t matter whether the threat is real. It is the perception of loss that matters most. Feeling aggrieved is a powerful motivator and for decades motivated many Americans to “defend the faith” and “defend the country.”


    In one sense, white Christian America is declining demographically and will never again enjoy being the unquestioned center of the culture. Unchallenged access to privilege and power is disappearing. However, this does not mean that white Christians will be given no access to avenues through which they might influence civil society. As many of my colleagues in the social sciences might say, when a group is used to privilege, equality feels like discrimination.


    ◼ A Focus on Fear


    Because white Christian nationalism seeks power and privilege, fears of losing unfettered access to cultural and political power engender narratives of persecution. These narratives center on how “they” are taking away what is rightfully “ours.” White Christian nationalism imagines a nation that privileges particular cultural values over and above the desires of all other groups. Even considering other views or possibilities is interpreted as persecution and an attack.


    The stories that Christian nationalism tells revolve around attacks on their group or how other groups will change the nation for the worse. As with feelings of grievance, fear of persecution is a potent motivator. White Christian nationalism trades in fear because of how powerfully it can delineate the “us,” who should be afraid, from the “them,” who are intent on persecuting the faithful.


    ◼ Us-versus-Them Thinking


    Relatedly, Christian nationalism draws distinct and robust boundaries designating who is in and who is out. Quests for power motivated by fear require clear statements on who is on “our” side. “We” must know who we should be afraid of and why we must oppose them and their access to power at all costs. As we will discuss soon, these boundary lines are most often drawn using race and ethnicity, nationality, and religion. Christian nationalist rhetoric concerning the lines around “us” also involves aspects of both religious and national identities.


    For instance, some Christians question the Americanness of anyone protesting under the banner of Black Lives Matter. In the next breath, they might hint at how these protests call into question how anyone associated with this group could be aligned with God’s desires. Additional examples abound, like Al Mohler drawing lines in the sand against “the Left.” The key factor is clearly highlighting who “we” are not. This is the quickest and easiest way to define who “we” are without having to make any definitive declarations concerning what “we” are for or what features define “us.” Christian nationalist rhetoric consistently resorts to demonizing an “other.” The other might be those of a different race, nationality, political ideology, or religion. This rhetoric claims there are people or forces we should all be very afraid of, as these people or forces are intent on diminishing us. Moreover, when Christian nationalism stokes the fires of fear because “they” are out to take our rightful power, violence is a natural result.


    ◼ A Comfort with Violence


    Any quest for power over others that is motivated primarily by fear will likely resort to violence at some point. A key marker of Christian nationalism is a comfort with violence defined as righteous. Such violence may be interpersonal, such as when an American defends his home using a firearm. Or it may be collective, such as going to war to defeat evil, whether evil is made manifest by countries or by transnational groups like terrorist cells. This comfort with violence is intertwined with views toward authority. White Christian nationalism tends to see the enactment of violence by authority figures against out-groups as above reproach and trusts that this is part of God’s working in the world. Because Christian nationalism so adeptly ostracizes out-groups, implicitly or even explicitly labeling them evil, using force and violence toward them is understandable and perhaps even celebrated.


    ◼ Nostalgia for the “Good Old Days”


    Another signal of white Christian nationalism is appeals for a bygone era when everyone got along, America’s goodness was unquestioned, people’s roles in society were clear, and Christian beliefs, practices, and symbols permeated our social and civic lives. The assumption is that it was in this time that the United States was clearly fulfilling God’s desires in the world.


    Nostalgia for this imagined period—imagined because, of course, life in America wasn’t ever quite like this—naturally sets Americans up for a lament of where the country now finds itself. Social strife, criticism of the United States from seemingly all corners, shifting roles, and Christianity no longer being the unquestioned center of culture are clear signs that this country is falling out of God’s good graces. This nostalgia for the “good old days” with an accompanying narrative of decline from those days is a powerful motivator as well. It highlights a loss of power and privilege while activating fear over what is yet to come. It primes people for action. It implants a desire to resist and fight back.


    Staying attuned to who is nostalgic and what they are nostalgic for will help Christians recognize white Christian nationalism. Nostalgia for the good old days also raises questions: Were the good old days good for everybody? How accurate are our memories of the good old days? As Christians, we must commit to stay grounded in the truth about who we are as a nation and where we have come from. If we do not, how can we claim to be following God’s truth?


    ◼ A View of the Founding Fathers and Foundational Documents as Christian (Just like Us)


    Factually incorrect statements about the founding fathers and foundational documents relate to nostalgia for an imagined period in the past. Clearly, Protestant Christianity was influential during the founding period. No reputable historian disputes that. However, claims that the founding fathers and the accompanying foundational documents were explicitly focused on privileging Christianity—and that we as a country need to return to such a time—are a fundamental aspect of the cultural framework of Christian nationalism.40


    Religious and political leaders push this narrative because it establishes a foundation from which they can argue that their particular values should take precedence. If they can convince Christians that George Washington and Thomas Jefferson embraced the idea of a Christian America, then the modern-day values and policies embraced by those who want to return to a Christian America become central markers of a true American identity. These folks also tend to ignore the dangerous game they are playing. If the founding period was particularly Christian, why did it include the genocide of native peoples and the enslavement of Africans?


    There are a number of balanced examinations of the religious faith of the various founding fathers and the role of religion during the founding period.41 However, when politicians, religious leaders, or those in our communities claim that the founding fathers or the foundational documents set out to establish a Christian nation with laws and policies that just happen to align perfectly with one current political party, we can see Christian nationalism at work.


    Can I Oppose Christian Nationalism and Still Be . . .


    Now, a common set of questions arises whenever I suggest that Christians must oppose Christian nationalism. Some ask, with good intentions, whether we can no longer be Christians, or allow our faith to influence our political decisions, or be patriots. Others raise these questions to evade reckoning with the negative consequences of Christian nationalism. I offer my assurance that opposing Christian nationalism allows us to be both Christians and patriots.


    . . . a Christian?


    Yes! Identifying expressions of Christianity that oppose Christian nationalism is one of my key goals. I hope that by sharing a bit about my research, my own journey, and the stories of others you can see several examples of committed Christians who express their faith without resorting to the idols of Christian nationalism.


    I’ll even go one step further: we can oppose Christian nationalism, be Christians, and still be involved in the public sphere. In fact, I do not know how we could be Christians and faithfully follow the dictates of our faith without being involved in the lives of those around us. The key question, though, is how we live out our faith in the public sphere and for whose benefit.


    For centuries, and particularly since the 1970s, the prevailing mode of white Christian involvement with politics and civil society has been one of domination and control. Various expressions of Christianity show us a better way. Rather than moving to privilege or protect “us,” these Christians work to lift up others, especially those on the margins. They work to protect the rights of all people to participate in civil society and live in peace.


    . . . a Patriot?


    Yes! Christians can be grateful to the United States for all the opportunities and privileges it provides. We can celebrate the good that exists in this country. We can honor the people and moments in this country’s history that moved us toward a more just and kind world. In the words of Paul Miller, we can oppose Christian nationalism and express “affection and loyalty to a specific part of God’s creation” that encourages us to “do the good work of cultivating and improving the part we happen to live in.”42


    Being a patriot, though, does not mean Christians should ignore the difficult and at times heinous aspects of our collective history. We cannot truly love something if we are unwilling to tell the truth about it. I appreciate how Kat Armas says it: “We cannot belong to one another if we’re not committed to telling the truth about ourselves and each other. Injustice affects both the oppressor and the oppressed, so we must tell the truth about the past . . . [to] heal our future.”43


    I’m not alone or the first one to say it: being a patriot means we tell the truth about our nation’s history and work toward a future in which everyone is able to participate. Doing so “reveals artificial stories for what they are and creates space for truer ones.”44 We can then fulfill the unrealized aspirations of the founding period, creating a space where all are able to enjoy life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Christians can and should wholeheartedly endorse this project. Only when we recognize the kingdom of God as superior to the nation can we speak truth to power and maintain a prophetic stance advocating for those on the margins.


    When we consider ourselves part of the kingdom of God, we can acknowledge that politics and power in this world can be leveraged for the benefit of all, not just those most like us. We can commit to demanding that the hurting, the sick, and the powerless live without fear of violence, receive healing care for their wounds, and be able to exert influence on our communities and nation as bearers of the image of God. Advocating for the rights of our neighbors is the work of Christians. That sounds like patriotism to me.


    However, Christian nationalism, like other forms of exclusive nationalism, lead us a place where we demand and defend our own rights at the expense of others, not alongside them. Where patriotism can move us to care for our neighbor out of a shared love of our country and all its inhabitants, nationalism demands that we draw sharp boundary lines around who is truly a part of our country and that we take control of our country to ensure that “we” benefit most from all it has to offer, the rights and needs of our neighbors be damned.


    When those in power are made to see and serve the least in society, a nation can play a role in ensuring the flourishing of its people. That is good. That is holy. That aligns with the gospel of Jesus Christ. That is patriotism. There is nothing anti-Christ about the government ensuring that the wealth of the nation benefits all citizens and not just the already wealthy.


    When we love someone or something, we commit to telling the truth. A patriot and Christian should tell the truth about their country. A patriot and Christian should work toward a civil society in which all are able to participate and flourish.


    Where Do We Go from Here?


    Many American Christians from across the theological and political spectrum were troubled by the violent insurrection at our nation’s Capitol on January 6, 2021, and the ensuing revelations unearthed in the congressional hearings. They wanted to know why their fellow Americans would attack police officers and storm the Capitol building, why elected leaders stood by and watched the carnage, and why the insurrectionists carried crosses, “Jesus Saves” signs, and the Christian flag.


    Christian nationalism is not the sole explanation, but it is a key factor in that story. The idols of power, fear, and violence in service of protecting what God has granted “us” provided the theological motivation and post hoc justification necessary for thousands of rioters to violently demonstrate that this was “their” country. Some commentators, like Albert Mohler, have suggested that Christian nationalism is fringe. Survey data show such a stance is indefensible. But we also shouldn’t adopt the label to antagonize “the Left.” Others decried the violence and argued that a more faithful expression of Christianity cannot coexist with what we saw on January 6.


    Survey data collected just after the insurrection and then again months later tell us a sobering story. White Americans who embrace Christian nationalism were more likely to look favorably on the rioters and the insurrection.45 These same Americans were also much more likely to endorse violence as a necessary means to “take America back.” The undercurrents motivating January 6 are still flowing.


    The insurrection is not an outlier event in our nation’s history. Nor will it be the last example of violence suffused with Christian symbolism unless and until American Christians consistently confront Christian nationalism.


    The first step in confronting Christian nationalism is knowing what it is and how prevalent it is, which has been the aim of this chapter. The second step is to explore the idols of Christian nationalism and examine alternative expressions of Christianity that can help us dismantle those idols. To start, we turn to the central idol of Christian nationalism—power.

  


  
    3 
Turn the Other Cheek?


    We’ve turned the other cheek, and I understand, sort of, the biblical reference—I understand the mentality—but it’s gotten us nothing. Okay? It’s gotten us nothing while we’ve ceded ground in every major institution in our country.


    —Donald Trump Jr.1


    POWER IS THE ABILITY to do what you want—as well as get others to do what you want—despite resistance. Power can be exercised by individuals, organizations, or even larger social institutions like the economy, government, or education.


    Power may be physical, psychological, emotional, or a combination of these. Most view power as a scarce resource. If one person or group has more, then others must necessarily have less, like a seesaw. This suggests that in every interaction—whether between people, groups, or organizations—the competition for power necessarily creates an us-versus-them dynamic: if they have more power, then we’ll have less, and vice versa.


    Therefore, power can be as straightforward as one person forcing another to surrender some coveted good, or as complex as the cultural assumptions that influence how groups of people define and defend the boundaries of belonging.


    Christian nationalism is obsessed with power.


    Why is it concerned primarily with power? Because the final goal of Christian nationalism rests in safeguarding a space where white, culturally and religiously conservative, natural-born citizens occupy the unquestioned center of the culture and enjoy privileged access to interpersonal, organizational, and institutional control. As author and organizer Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove says, “White Christian nationalism is the cultural product of people who want to hold on to power.”2


    White Christian nationalism writes a “deep story” in which “we” deserve power and “they” do not.3 Deep stories are powerful because they give people ready-made narratives rooted in culture that provide organization and structure to the world around them. They are effectively the lenses through which we see and interpret our social worlds. The deep story of white Christian nationalism defines who is a “good” American and a “good” Christian. It clearly identifies the enemies and threats to our country. It provides a specific interpretation of US history, including how the nation should understand itself today. It also imagines the ideal future for the United States and a blueprint for how to achieve those ends.


    White Christian nationalism creates a world that works to the advantage of one group while marginalizing others. It legitimizes and even sanctifies the advantages of the in-group, providing them with a divine explanation for their advantage. This is an effective (and sinister) move, as it eliminates accountability for how those advantages create hardships for others and removes any responsibility for repairing what is broken. Those with privilege can merely chalk up their wins to God’s favor and their losses to attacks from evil in their midst.


    To ensure that their vision of the world comes to fruition, those who embrace the deep story of white Christian nationalism must have more political, social, and cultural power than their perceived enemies. They view power in the hands of the “right people”—which most often means white, natural-born, politically and religiously conservative Christians—as inherently righteous. And here is a crucial point: the idol of power in Christian nationalism is a power employed for selfish reasons to benefit the in-group.


    To pursue justice, Christians will have to seek and use power; however, this employment of power should benefit all people, especially our neighbors who have been harmed or overlooked. Christian nationalism’s vision and use of power is focused solely on extending and protecting a particular subset of largely white Christians’ cultural and economic interests. It is important to distinguish between the two uses of power to faithfully confront white Christian nationalism in our society and religious tradition.


    In the words of Donald Trump Jr., cited at the beginning of this chapter, biblical ideals like turning the other cheek get us nothing. Instead, we must protect our own with power. Throughout the history of the United States, we see examples of groups and individuals working toward such ends. Most recently, those on the Christian Right have provided a perfect illustration.


    White Christian Nationalism’s Quest for Power


    Growing up in white evangelicalism meant that every presidential election cycle we heard some variation of the following: “It is important that we vote! We need to put a godly person in the White House. Our nation is the greatest on earth because of God’s blessing. But right now, our culture is going to hell in a handbasket. We need to return to God’s ways as a nation. Our children’s future depends on it!”4


    The first-order principle for many white evangelical pastors and congregations is that we (as Christians) will be best able to influence our world toward a more Christian future through the power afforded by the office of the presidency, or Congress, or state legislatures, or school boards. For this to happen, Christians must vote in large numbers and for the right people.


    Arguments along these lines have a long and storied history. Billy Graham was one of the most well-known evangelists of Christianity throughout the twentieth century. He did not limit himself to altar calls. He was also the leading evangelist of exhorting Christians to be more politically active in order to turn the nation in a particular direction.


    In a 1953 rally from the steps of the Capitol, he cast the United States as a Christian nation in need of a revival. Graham firmly believed that to be a good American one must be a Christian: “I want to tell you it is more patriotic, more patriotic, to be a Christian, to live for God, than it is to carry a gun in time of war.” He consistently frames the United States as a lone bulwark against the rising tide of communism and atheism. “America,” he claimed, “is the great spiritual arsenal of the world.”5 Perhaps it should come as no surprise, then, that he believed from early in his ministry that bending the ear of presidents could pay enormous dividends for inserting Christianity into the public sphere and, in his estimation, making America more Christian.


    Of course, Graham was burned several times, such as when he and some friends prayed on the White House lawn for a photo op after meeting with Harry Truman, making Graham persona non grata throughout the remainder of Truman’s administration.6 Graham’s most notable political mistake was his long and close relationship with Richard Nixon. It is no coincidence that Graham’s ministry focused more on international missions and revivals after Nixon left the presidency in disgrace.


    Other white evangelical pastors, religious leaders, and political operatives from the 1960s and 1970s were happy to continue Graham’s work. They continued pushing for a public expression of Christianity closely intertwined with conservative politics. In fact, this next generation of leaders took the quest for political power to a new level, creating organizations and institutionalizing processes to help ensure that white Christians understood their role and took seriously their power as a voting bloc.


    Jerry Falwell was one of the most recognized leaders of this era. His radio and television ministry reached thousands of religious leaders and millions of American Christians. He recognized the need to get the “right” men in power, as seen in this famous quote aimed at pastors: “We have a three-fold primary responsibility: number one, get people saved; number two, get them baptized; number three, get them registered to vote.”7


    With each election, these leaders warned that the future of the country was at stake. By tying Christianity so closely to the success or failure of the United States, Christians were in effect voting to protect their faith tradition. The message was clear: We need to gain and protect power in order to ensure that our values take precedence in this country.


    Consider, for example, what James Dobson, founder of Focus on the Family, had to say concerning almost every presidential election of just the past twenty years:


    
      	2004: “If you identify with the pro-life and pro-family movement, if you believe there is a right and wrong, if you believe in absolute truth, it’s all on the line tomorrow. . . . There is a spiritual battle going on. . . . And we simply must let our voices be heard.”8


      	2008: “Christians didn’t take time to find out who Barack Obama was when they voted for him. Why did they risk our nation’s future on him? It was a mistake that changed the course of history.”9


      	2016: “I believe this great country is hanging by a thread. If we make another tragic mistake after putting Barack Obama in office for eight years, we will never recover from it.”10


      	2020: “Hordes of angry anarchists are salivating over the next election, hoping to push America over a cliff. If they succeed, . . . Western civilization will never recover.”11

    


    Repeatedly, Dobson claimed that this country, even Western civilization itself, was hanging by a thread. Only when Christians exert their political prowess can “we” ensure the survival of the land we love. We’ll soon explore the use of fear in relation to this quest for power within white Christian nationalism.


    Dobson is obviously not alone. Every election cycle, religious and political leaders who espouse Christian nationalism remind white Christians to take seriously this quest for power. On the campaign trail in 2016, Donald Trump Sr. appealed to self-interested power and understood the hold it had on American Christians. While at Dordt University, a small Christian institution, he warned his listeners, “Christians don’t use their power. We have to strengthen. Because we are getting—if you look, it’s death by a million cuts—we are getting less and less powerful in terms of a religion, and in terms of a force.” Trump then promised them, “Christianity will have power. . . . Because if I’m there, you’re going to have plenty of power. You don’t need anybody else. You’re going to have somebody representing you very, very well. Remember that.”12


    Before the 2020 election, Pastor Robert Jeffress of First Baptist Dallas highlighted the responsibility of Christians to choose the right leaders in “this Christian nation.” In fact, he said that not exercising this right to vote—and ensuring that the right people are in power—“is a sin against God and a sin against this country.”13


    Lauren Boebert, a gun rights activist and congresswoman from Colorado, signaled the centrality of this quest for power as part of God’s plan not only for this country but also for her. She likened her victory to a “sign and wonder” from God and said that she was “called to Congress” as a key part of her “journey with Jesus.”14 In 2022, Boebert said that “the church is supposed to direct the government,” that she was “tired of this separation of church and state junk that’s not in the Constitution,” and that her views represented those of the founding fathers.15


    Another example of the obsession with self-interested power within Christian nationalism is the collection of political operatives and politicians at various levels of government seeking to enshrine Christianity as supreme in American civic life through legal and legislative strategies. Two are particularly influential: Project Blitz and the National Association of Christian Lawmakers.


    Project Blitz is a collection of prepackaged bills accompanied by a systematic process that state lawmakers can use to institutionalize Christian nationalist rhetoric and narratives in local, state, and federal laws. First, Project Blitz encourages representatives to pass seemingly innocent resolutions acknowledging America’s Christian heritage. Then representatives are encouraged to push to formalize the centrality of Christianity to American civic life, such as requiring schools to post the national motto “In God we trust.”16 From there they hope representatives will introduce and pass bills that further privilege conservative Christian causes, such as those that will allow religious individuals to refuse service to anyone, perhaps based on gender and sexuality.17


    Like Project Blitz, the National Association of Christian Lawmakers (NACL) aims to organize Christian lawmakers—both in office and those considering running—and faith-based legislation to fuse a conservative strain of Christianity with American civic life. The founder of the NACL, Jason Rapert, said, “Our ultimate goal and intent is that we restore the Judeo-Christian foundations of our government that were intended from the very beginning” by placing the right Christian people in power to propose and support legislation based on “a biblical worldview.”18 The goal is to gain enough power over others to unilaterally institute laws reflecting their interpretation of Christianity.


    NACL leaders also hope to repurpose the concept of religious liberty to fit their political goals. In their view, religious liberty should no longer refer to the right of any citizen to practice or not practice religion without governmental interference. Rather, they seek to redefine religious liberty as the right to bring privately held religious beliefs into the public square. Dennis Baxely, a Florida state senator and chair of the Florida NACL, said, “We think without [religious liberty] there’s a tremendous loss in the underpinnings of what America is.” Leaders like Baxely believe the United States should be a distinctively Christian nation and consequently that “religious liberty” means the ability to “restore the Judeo-Christian foundations” of the country, as they see them.19 For those in the NACL and similar groups, this form of religious liberty is just another weapon in the arsenal for ensuring they can privilege their social and political vision over those of others rather than ensuring religious liberty for all.


    These illustrations are the tip of the iceberg.20


    As Tony Perkins, leader of the lobbying group Family Research Council, famously said about Christians supporting Trump despite his non-Christian behavior: “I think they are finally glad that there’s somebody on the playground that is willing to punch the bully.” White Christian nationalism adores a fighter because fighters embody power. In the same interview, Perkins made his stance clear: “You know, you only have two cheeks. Look, Christianity is not all about being a welcome mat which people can just stomp their feet on.”21


    Within the cultural framework of Christian nationalism, sharing power within a pluralistic democratic society is akin to being a welcome mat being stomped on, or being bullied on a playground. Either their interpretations of the Christian faith are given precedence throughout society, or they are under attack and being silenced and persecuted. The narrative is this stark. There is no middle ground.


    It is clear that the quest for power that was paramount for decades and across generations of religious leaders within white Christianity is still pulsing with life today. For these Christian leaders, as well as their followers, sharing control over the levers of power is foolish. As Bible scholar and theologian Obery Hendricks Jr. writes, many “decided that the teachings of Jesus can be ignored when those teachings get in the way of their quest to dominate American society.”22


    In their view, it is only through power over others and the strength to wield such power that Christians can ensure that their vision for this world—which they regard as God’s vision—comes to fruition. It is not through service or witness or sacrifice that Christians might influence the world for good. Rather, Christians must force their neighbors to accept the supremacy of their expression of Christianity.


    Evidence of Idolizing Power


    The quest for achieving and protecting political and cultural power benefiting Christians, led by religious leaders and political operatives who seek to “make America more Christian,” clearly resonates with the attitudes and beliefs of Americans who embrace Christian nationalism. My ongoing research, as well as many studies by other researchers, confirms this.


    Across various national surveys, analyses show that embracing Christian nationalism is linked to much more authoritarian attitudes and generally a disregard—and at times outright disdain—for sharing power. Consistently, Christian nationalism is suspicious of the opportunity that democracy creates for power-sharing among disparate groups with competing visions for the United States.


    There is an internal consistency to this logic. If God has a particular plan for the United States and the only way for the United States to stay in God’s good graces is to align itself with God’s commands, then those who know (or believe they know) what God commands must do anything in their power to ensure that God’s desires come to pass. For Americans who embrace white Christian nationalism, setting aside democracy in order to “save” the nation from itself is a worthy sacrifice. If the God of the universe commanded it, who are we to stand in the way? Why would we let democracy and power-sharing undermine our covenant with God?


    Consider the following findings among Americans who endorse Christian nationalism. They are


    
      	more likely to deny that voter suppression is a problem;


      	more likely to believe the United States makes it “too easy to vote”;


      	more likely to believe voter fraud is rampant;


      	more likely to support requirements to vote, such as passing a civics test; and


      	more likely to support laws that would keep those who committed certain crimes from voting.23

    


    In sum, those who embrace Christian nationalism desire to limit who gets a say in the democratic process. This relationship is particularly strong among white Americans. Placing boundaries around the democratic process serves to preserve white Christians’ disproportionate access to political power. When it comes down to democracy or power, white Christian nationalism will choose power every time. Christian nationalism is interested in a government not for the people, by the people, but rather for a particular people, by a particular people.


    It is important for white Christians to recognize the corrupt and immoral history of attempts to restrict access to the vote. White Christian nationalism has been a central factor in efforts to tilt elections in favor of white conservative Christians at the expense of democratic ideals. In 1980, Paul Weyrich, one of the founders of the Moral Majority and the American Legislative Exchange Council, told a group of white evangelical leaders, “Now many of our Christians have what I call the ‘goo-goo syndrome.’ Good government. They want everybody to vote. I don’t want everybody to vote. Elections are not won by a majority of people. They never have been from the beginning of our country, and they are not now. As a matter of fact, our leverage in the elections quite candidly goes up as the voting populace goes down.”24 Weyrich’s views have served as central organizing principles on the political and religious Right.


    Beyond controlling access to the right to vote to protect privileged access to political power, white Christian nationalism seeks to determine how and when American citizens show deference or respect for this nation and its traditions. Embracing Christian nationalism increases the chances that Americans believe we must force others to show respect for America’s traditions.25


    In a country that supposedly prizes freedom and individualism, is there anything less patriotic than making fellow citizens act according to a specific tradition or custom? Of course, it is not really about patriotism or love of country at all. Rather, it is about control. And being in control signals your group has power.


    There is a deeper issue at play here. Up for debate are which groups have the right to define American identity and how we should imagine our collective past, present, and future. Consider the professional athletes who have knelt or raised a fist during the national anthem. Most say they are doing so to raise awareness of inequality. This act of raising awareness usually arouses a response aimed at forcing these athletes to “get back in line.” We have all read the social media posts telling those kneeling to “just play the game.”


    It seems many Americans would rather not have to recognize inequality. Doing so would force us to reevaluate our conceptions of this country and how we have benefited from power and policies that overwhelmingly privilege our group. For many white American Christians, highlighting how the United States committed atrocities in the past or how it fails its citizens in the present is akin to an attack on us personally. We then interpret this as an attack on our religion because our personal religious identities are tightly intertwined with our national identity. A threat to one is a threat to the other. We feel lost as to how we should define American identity.


    A final example of this quest for power is the ongoing transformation of “religious liberty” or “religious freedom” into a vehicle through which some American Christians argue for the centrality of their own rights in the public sphere. For many white American Christians intent on protecting a Christian America, religious liberty shifted from a protection from interference with freedom of worship to a demand “that individuals should be able to carry religious objections from their private life into their public roles as service providers, business owners, and even elected officials.”26


    Such interpretations depart from historic conceptions of religious liberty and religious freedom that secure the right of all Americans, whether secular or those from any religious group, to believe or act on religious or personal conscience without unnecessary government interference. One recent study shows how in the 2020 election voters who chose “religious freedom” as central to their voting decision preferred conservative Christian supremacy in the public sphere, felt Christians were persecuted in the United States, and believed gender and sexuality minorities were overprotected.27


    Government neutrality regarding religion is no longer the central goal of the fight over “religious freedom.” Rather, “religious liberty” and “religious freedom” are now rhetorical and legal tools in service of gaining power, used to achieve an upper hand in the culture wars and prolong social privileges, even if only for a time. “Religious liberty” and “religious freedom” are now merely “dog-whistle language for conservative Christian supremacy.”28 While there are well-meaning Christians who may have genuine concerns about losing their ability to act according to their conscience in public matters, the goal of the overarching political project is that all Americans abide by the moral values belonging to this expression of Christianity.


    Power as Idol


    In the Christian tradition, idols are whatever the people of God place their faith in more than God to provide security, provision, and comfort. Throughout the biblical narrative, God consistently calls people to trust in him alone rather than in kings, weapons, or other gods.


    Power over others—being able to make them do what we want them to do despite resistance—has tempted much of Western Christendom. In its first three hundred years of existence, Christianity had little in the way of temptation concerning the quest for power. Various emperors of Rome either ignored this small religious sect or, more often, persecuted it. For the early church, the idea of aligning their faith with empire and the power of the sword was a nonstarter. Authors whose main experience of the faith was in a context of marginalization wrote the entire New Testament of the Christian Bible. The age of the martyrs, from around AD 60 until 312, was marked by periodic outbreaks of violence against Christians, prompting Tertullian to write, “The more you mow us down, the more we grow. The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.”29


    The marginalized status of Christians changed in the fourth century, when the Roman emperor Constantine began to favor Christianity and then converted to the faith. Before a battle in which his forces were greatly outnumbered, Constantine reported seeing a vision of light in the sky. It told him, “In this sign thou shalt conquer.” The sign—a combination of the Greek letters chi and rho—represented the first two letters of Christos.


    Constantine and his forces were victorious in the battle. The prevailing explanation for the victory was that the Christian God favored the Roman army. This was likely the first adoption of Christian symbolism in service of military victory and might, of raw power over enemies. The relationship between the Christian faith and empire would never be the same.


    I remember first hearing this story of Constantine and his vision from God while an undergraduate student at Purdue University. I was in a history of Christianity course. Growing up evangelical, we were consistently told stories of Romans martyring Christians, and we constantly searched our hearts to discover if we, too, would stay faithful to Christ even if faced with a terrifying death. My sixth-grade public school teacher even screened the music video of Ray Boltz’s “I Pledge Allegiance to the Lamb” in class. If you’ve never seen it, go google it now. The setup to the song shows a father talking with his son about Christian martyrs of the past. It turns out that in the end (spoiler alert!) the father is minutes from being whisked away to his own death as he refuses to reject the name of Christ at the hands of some futuristic unnamed authoritarian regime.


    Given Rome’s treatment of Christians for a couple hundred years, indeed its slaughter of Christians, Jews, and other religious minorities, it unnerved me to consider why God would give a vision to a Roman emperor promising military victory. Did God do an about-face? What about all those Christians who died at the hands of Roman emperors before Constantine? Was it God’s plan all along to win over the most powerful person in the world at that time to now help Christianity flourish? Why didn’t Jesus use this same tactic and embrace imperial power? Why would God be interested in helping this emperor leading this particular empire to win this particular battle? Of course, there was and is no way to know what Constantine really saw or what it really meant. One thing, though, is for sure: the track record of Christianity aligning itself with empire in any time and place should unnerve Christians.


    From the first moment of comingling the power of the state with the Christian faith, we see repeatedly emperors, kings, prime ministers, and presidents legitimating their power over others, the power of the sword, in the will of the Christian God. They forgive themselves of numerous atrocities by claiming that God has blessed them with the power they wield. They baptize their desire to conquer, capture, and control as divinely ordained. In other words: If God is on your side, who can stand against you?


    Just as frequently, we see Christians gladly aligning themselves with those wielding the power of the sword. Surely, we argue, this is the will of God. With the power of the state and sword on our side, Christians will (finally!) be able to broaden our influence over society. We will be able to enact laws, influence customs, and shape culture to align with our interpretations of the Bible. Think of all the lives we will save. We will be able to wield this power over others in a just manner. Just wait and see.


    The temptation for self-interested power is seductive. It seems to solve so many problems. Why must we sacrifice our privileged position to ensure that our neighbors flourish as well? However, it is in this failure to empower those marginalized that we begin to treat power like an idol. Our hope and faith are in the possibility that we can defend and extend a world that benefits “us,” fashioning a Christendom where we are able to bend the lives and desires of those around us to our vision.


    This vision of power is the central idol of white Christian nationalism. This idol tempts us because we believe that only through gaining privileged access to power over others can we ensure our own protection. But is this the way of Christ? What was his relationship to power? I have been asking myself these questions for the past twenty-plus years.


    Christ and Power


    Through both my personal and my professional journey studying Christian nationalism, I have become more convinced that the life and teachings of Jesus provide us American Christians with a template for how we should regard power. These examples, in addition to other passages throughout Scripture, should encourage white American Christians to be wary of any quest for privileged access to power over others. Striving to establish and defend Christendom is not the same as living as though the kingdom of God that Jesus proclaimed is already among us.


    We read in the Gospels of Matthew (4:8–10) and Luke (4:5–8) that Jesus was led into the desert and there faced three temptations. One stands out. In Matthew 4, we read:


    Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.”


    Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’”


    And in Luke 4, we read:


    The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. And he said to him, “I will give you all their authority and splendor; it has been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want to. If you worship me, it will all be yours.”


    Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’”


    What can we learn from these passages?


    First, they suggest that all the kingdoms of this world—their power, splendor, and authority—are under the mandate of Satan. Jesus himself does not dispute this. If nothing has changed since Jesus’s time, should we not assume that the kingdoms of this world, including America, are still under the ultimate authority of Satan? A recent national survey showed that 85 percent of self-identified American Christians said that the devil/Satan “definitely” or “probably” exists.30 Seeking to align Christianity with any kingdom of this world, which includes America, should at least give Christians pause.


    Second, we see that Jesus is tempted to bypass the struggle he is bound to engage in, and he turns down this opportunity to gain the authority and splendor of the kingdoms of this world.


    We can also consider Jesus’s interaction with Pilate before he is given over to be crucified (John 18:33–36). Pilate asks Jesus, “Are you the king of the Jews?” Jesus responds by asking if this is Pilate’s own idea or if he has heard this from someone else. Pilate then presses, “What is it you have done?” Jesus says, “My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders. But now my kingdom is from another place.”


    This is not the first time Jesus says his kingdom is not of this world. What stands out about his discourse with Pilate is that he’s speaking with someone who has the power of empire behind him. Pilate even notes that he can free or condemn Jesus.


    Here again Jesus faces a moment when he could aim to leverage the authority of the state for self-interested purposes. But he knows that form of power cannot accomplish the work of his kingdom. The kingdom of God operates by a different principle. It is up to us, as white American Christians, to understand that principle and begin to put it into practice. In these examples, it seems Jesus is showing us that struggling alongside those being crushed by sin and oppressive systems is how we faithfully engage with power in the kingdom of God.


    What is the way of Jesus? Mark 10:35–45 provides one poignant example. Two of Jesus’s disciples, James and John, ask Jesus to place them in positions of honor and power when he comes into his “glory.” At this point in the narrative, the disciples still assume that the culmination of Jesus’s work will be Israel’s reestablishment as a sovereign nation. They believe Jesus is there to set up an earthly kingdom no longer under the oppressive rule of the Romans.


    James and John want to be near the throne of power. We can’t blame them for making this rather audacious request. They imagine an Israel that, in the words of former president Trump, “will have power.” The seductive nature of power is strong. Jesus takes this moment to instruct them on how they have it all backward. Following him will not lead to positions in which we execute self-interested power. Rather, he tells his disciples, “You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:42–45).


    Here Jesus is encouraging his disciples to reject the opportunity to wield power over others. Rather, we exercise kingdom power when we serve our neighbors and even our enemies. We exercise kingdom power when we stand with the marginalized and demand that those in power use it to benefit the least in society rather than the rich, powerful, or well-connected. We look like Jesus when we leverage whatever earthly privilege, power, or prestige we have in service to others. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. This posture toward power does not fit with white Christian nationalism. We cannot quest for political power to protect our self-interest while living out Jesus’s example of turning down access to earthly kingdom power and living a life of service and sacrifice for others. We cannot know the Jesus of the Gospels, “the bicultural, border-crossing, Brown Jesus, the one born in a stable, rejected in his hometown, tortured, broken, and battered,” without prioritizing and “centering the voices of” the marginalized.31


    As James Cone tells us, Christ on the cross “is a paradoxical religious symbol because it inverts the world’s value system with the news that hope comes by way of defeat. . . . The cross was God’s critique of power—white power—with powerless love, snatching victory out of defeat.” Recognizing how throughout history power in the hands of humans is generally wielded in self-interest, we come to understand how the revelation of God’s goodness and love “must be weak and not strong. . . . Thus, God’s revelation transvalues human values, turning them upside down.”32


    Recognizing that the way of the cross demands that Christians critique worldly desires for self-interested power and control does not mean that Christians should stay out of politics or not work to leverage systems of power to protect the marginalized. As it was for Jesus, our path is to seek solidarity with the least.


    Thus, the focus of who benefits from our political actions and systems is what changes. Christian nationalism aims to profit those who have historically benefited from cultural and political dominance. They identify as the in-group, the “true Americans,” the “us.” In the United States, this has historically meant white, natural-born, culturally and politically conservative citizens. But the life and teachings of Jesus command that Christians serve and work to benefit those marginalized by worldly systems of power. This theme of his life is directly related to God’s continual calls to his chosen people to ensure that the entire community took care of and paid attention to “the least of these”—the widows, orphans, strangers, and immigrants.


    How can we best do this? What examples are there for how our Christian faith can more faithfully represent Jesus and oppose the idolatry of Christian nationalism in a quest for self-interested power and control?


    I believe there are two avenues through which white American Christians can ensure that they are maintaining a faithful and healthy relationship to power. Taking steps to practice these as individuals but especially within our organizations will allow us to reflect Jesus’s example of turning power over others on its head in a life of service and love. The first is a commitment to religious liberty for all. The second is a commitment to leveraging our power to benefit primarily those marginalized throughout our society.


    Defending Religious Liberty for All


    To fulfill the example of self-sacrificial love set by Jesus, American Christians can seek religious liberty for all people. We can reject and resist the temptation to cheapen fights for religious liberty as opportunities merely to make life easier for fellow Christians. Again, religious liberty is the constitutionally ensured right of all Americans, religious or secular, to believe or act on religious or personal conscience without unnecessary government interference. White American Christians can seek to share cultural and political power and privilege so that our neighbors can live, work, and worship in peace.


    Therefore, when Christians oppose building permits for other religious groups seeking to build a house of worship, we are abusing our cultural and political power. Consider how this must make our neighbors feel. Do they sense that we see them as fully and deeply loved by God, people whom Christ died for and then called us to love and serve? They become merely objects, those we must control, oppose, or change.


    When we demand that symbols of the Christian faith occupy places of honor in the public sphere, we likewise abuse our cultural and political power. Our commitment to faithfully following Christ is not dependent on posting the Ten Commandments at the county courthouse. Our ability to love, serve, and act as salt and light in our communities is not dependent on various symbols of Christianity dominating the civic landscape.


    When we demand the right for coaches to lead prayers at the fifty-yard line of a high school football field, we abuse our cultural and political power. We ignore the discomfort of non-Christian or nonreligious student athletes who merely want to participate in team activities but whose sincerely held personal beliefs are trampled on by our desire to center ourselves and our faith. We interfere with the religious freedom of other Christians, too, by ignoring diversity within our religious tradition. Even more, we outright ignore Jesus’s distaste toward public, showy prayers (Matt. 6:5–6).


    If anything, our continual fight for those symbols and “rights,” despite those outside our faith registering their discomfort with what we are doing, merely confirms to them that we are much more committed to our faith standing supreme above any others than to loving or serving them. Jesus calls us to the latter, not the former. And such fights can even serve to empty our sacred symbols of their central meaning, co-opting them in service of other ends.


    Our faith can and will flourish in the United States without official governmental support for or opposition to other faith groups or Americans who are not religious. We can vote, rally, give support, and call for a society that reflects the dictates of our faith without seeking Christian dominance.


    This is not a call for Christians to exit the public sphere. Far from it. Rather, we Christians should never seek supremacy in the public sphere. Participating in a democracy entails exercising some form of political power, whether it be voting, educating others, protesting, or calling our representatives. The problem is not these or other forms of political participation. The problem is when we seek to limit others’ access to these forms of political participation and endeavor to dominate others to ensure the supremacy of a particular expression of Christianity. The problem is when we demand that our own self-interested privilege overshadow the rights or perspectives of our fellow citizens.


    I recognize that the intentions of many American Christians are noble and good. They believe in the promise of their faith and that living according to it will help improve the world around them. I hope we begin to recognize, however, that while our intentions might be noble and good, the outcomes of some of our actions toward these ends undermine those good intentions.


    For example, efforts like those of Project Blitz or the NACL harm the witness of American Christians to our neighbors—neighbors who have been trying to tell us that actions like these suggest we do not truly care about them, that we care only about whether we can force our particular vision for the nation on them. We can recognize that they, too, have a vision for a flourishing society. If we are interested in living in a pluralistic democratic society where everyone is allowed to participate, then we must agree on shared values that go beyond our particular religious identities and beliefs. Religious liberty is one such fundamental shared value.


    How might we begin to stand for religious liberty for all? Those at the Baptist Joint Committee (BJC) are just one example of Christians committed to religious liberty and freedom as an expression of their faith in Jesus. The BJC is a faith-based nonprofit group working to protect religious liberty for all Americans by defending the separation of church and state. They believe all Americans have, and should continue to have, the right to follow their spiritual beliefs without support or encroachment from the government.


    Amanda Tyler, the executive director of the BJC, refers to their stance as the “golden rule of religious freedom: Protect your neighbor’s religious freedom as you would your own.” She and those at the BJC ground this stance in Scripture, specifically in chapter 5 of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians.33 Paul reminds his readers that they are indeed free, but they should not use their freedom in a self-indulgent manner. Rather, their freedom should be used to “serve one another humbly in love. For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (Gal. 5:13–14).


    In this spirit, the BJC rests firmly in the historic Baptist commitment to religious freedom for all.34 In the 1630s, Roger Williams left England to escape persecution only to experience more of it in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. He left to establish Rhode Island as a colony committed to religious freedom for all and planted the first Baptist congregation in the colonies.


    Martin Luther King Jr., well-known leader of the civil rights movement and also a Baptist preacher, consistently cautioned against Christians grasping for privilege or power through the state: “The church must be reminded that it is not the master or the servant of the state, but rather the conscience of the state. It must be the guide and the critic of the state, and never its tool. If the church does not recapture its prophetic zeal, it will become an irrelevant social club without moral or spiritual authority.”35


    Dr. King and others in the civil rights movement showed us that Christians should certainly be involved with state and political matters. The key is that Christians and Christianity are not used to shore up and protect the powers that be in maintaining an unequal status quo. Rather, Christians and Christianity should focus on advocating for those blocked from enjoying equal rights throughout our nation’s history, whether because of religion, race, gender, or other marginalized social identities.


    Part of the work of the BJC is confronting and opposing Christian nationalism. In July 2019, they launched the project “Christians Against Christian Nationalism.”36 Their opposition to Christian nationalism flows from their commitment to religious liberty and freedom—that Americans of any faith or none have the right and responsibility to participate equally in our democracy—and their faith in Christ. While their entire statement is an excellent primer for why Christians must confront Christian nationalism, they specifically note how “conflating religious authority with political authority is idolatrous and often leads to oppression of minority and other marginalized groups as well as the spiritual impoverishment of religion.” As we will see in later chapters, study after study demonstrates the negative implications of Christian nationalism for racial and ethnic minorities as well as immigrants and refugees.


    As Tyler shared with me, “Christian nationalism can strip Christianity of any kind of theological meaning” all in the name of cultural supremacy.37 Such quests to privilege Christianity ostracize our neighbors who do not share our faith. We run the risk of emptying our faith tradition of its inherent power and ultimate meaning. We open up the opportunity for our faith and sacred symbols to be misused, even exploited, in service of particular political interests.


    I am convinced that to resist the pull of white Christian nationalism to gain power or privilege over others, I need to seek to become a good neighbor by defending the right of all to worship, or not worship, without government interference.


    Leveraging Our Power to Benefit the Marginalized


    The data are clear. Despite its vast wealth, the United States exhibits higher levels of inequality across several measures than almost any other developed country.38 Some Christians argue we should seek to help those in need through individual or organizational acts of charity or kindness. They claim it “isn’t the government’s job” to address inequality. Rather, they argue, we stand the best chance of reducing inequality on a one-to-one basis. Such a stance questions why Christians should ever demand those in power use their influence to reduce inequality systematically.


    Providing Christian charity at the individual level is akin to seeing someone flailing in a river and pulling them out.39 It is certainly a good deed. Moreover, the person you saved will obviously be thankful. However, when you soon see another person, and another, and yet another, you start to wonder how many people you will have to pull out. And at some point you’ll be unable to help anyone else as there is only so much pulling you can do.


    In such a scenario, an appropriate course of action would be to start asking questions: Why are people continuing to fall in the river upstream? What might we do to keep them from falling in? Christians can attend to both: reducing the suffering of those we meet in our day-to-day lives while seeking justice in the community at large to limit the suffering of whole groups of people. God’s consistent concern for the widow and orphan throughout the Bible—and God’s calling various leaders of God’s people to share this concern—illustrates this dual focus and responsibility. Charity does not equate to justice.


    While we can continue performing acts of charity, we can also recognize how those in power are precisely the people who can make systemic changes upstream. They can create systems that will reduce the number of people falling in the river. This means we will have to educate ourselves about how our social support systems actually operate and reevaluate the role of government in addressing large-scale social issues. The scale of the problem means we cannot rely merely on individual Christians or our congregations to meet these needs.


    Given the dramatic levels of inequality in the United States across multiple dimensions, there are many groups of marginalized people for whom we can advocate. Wilson-Hartgrove encourages us to seek a wholesale “revolution of values,” to begin rewiring how Christians understand their role in the world and how best to love their neighbor.40


    Broadly, we can work to ensure that our society values all people, no matter the life stage. White American Christians can stand with the marginalized by living out a consistent pro-life ethic from womb to tomb. How might we stop equating being pro-life with focusing solely on the unborn?


    A consistent pro-life ethic entails supporting (and encouraging our politicians to support) social policies that benefit mothers and children, including the unborn, with medical care and treatment. In the United States, Black women, babies, and children die at rates three times higher than do white women, babies, and children.41 Instead of focusing solely on gaining more and more institutional power to overturn Roe v. Wade, for decades Christians could have sought multiple avenues through which all might experience flourishing from conception to birth and then especially after. With the fall of Roe in 2022, a consistent refrain was that women sensed the only lives “pro-life” Christians valued were in the womb. The person standing right in front of them didn’t seem to matter.


    Leveraging our power to overturn systems of oppression that crush the marginalized means opposing the death penalty and the inequality inherent in our criminal justice system. Americans from various racial and ethnic minority groups, especially men, are incarcerated and sentenced to death at dramatically higher rates than white Americans. As historian Aaron Griffith shows in his book God’s Law and Order, white Christians have regrettably been at the forefront of arguing for more punitive criminal justice policies throughout the twentieth century.42


    Following the lead of Bryan Stevenson, the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI), and others working in this space, white Christians can work to reform the systems that disproportionately punish minorities and the indigent. How can we begin to reform the system? We can donate to the EJI or other groups advocating for such large-scale changes and learn from them how best to leverage our time, money, and passion. We can push our political representatives—Republican and Democrat—to prioritize reforming the system. Prison ministries and their goal to reduce recidivism have their place, but they can’t really address why so many marginalized folks are imprisoned in the first place. Theirs is a downstream solution.


    These are just a few examples; many more exist. One group of Christians seeking to stand with the marginalized across a collection of issues is the Poor People’s Campaign. Co-directed by Liz Theoharis and William Barber II, the movement seeks to reimagine and expand what our politicians and religious leaders usually identify as the moral issues that Christians should care about.43 Where the Christian Right of the 1970s and 1980s focused on homosexuality, abortion, and divorce as the unifying issues of importance, the Poor People’s Campaign seeks to direct Americans’ collective attention to our neighbors marginalized in American society through racism and poverty. It is a direct continuation of the work of Dr. King that led to his assassination.


    Ensuring equal access to the democratic process is one of the campaign’s goals. One of the most effective ways to confront the self-interested power inherent to Christian nationalism is to work for equal access to the democratic process for all Americans. Americans of all political allegiances should endorse everyone having access to the vote. Committing to learn from these leaders how to advocate for the historically marginalized reframes our relationship to power and confronts white Christian nationalism.


    Earlier I shared how intimately Christian nationalism is intertwined with a desire to limit who can vote. If we are interested in building a truly pluralistic democratic society where all can flourish, then we must destroy the idol of power by crucifying our desire to control access to it.


    We can follow Jesus faithfully and oppose the quest for power inherent to Christian nationalism by placing ourselves alongside the marginalized—not to lead but to fall in line, follow, and serve others. Christians can provide a prophetic witness to those in positions of authority. We can demand they use their power to ensure that all Americans have equal access to our democratic systems, economic and educational opportunity, and the social safety net. The examples of Dr. King, others who participated in the civil rights movement, and the Poor People’s Campaign of today show us a new way forward.


    Confronting the Idol of Power


    Instead of looking to exercise self-interested power over other groups, American Christians could instead leverage our power and privilege for those who have little or none. American preacher and theologian Howard Thurman wrote, “Too often the price exacted by society for security and respectability is that the Christian movement in its formal expression must be on the side of the strong against the weak. This is a matter of tremendous significance, for it reveals to what extent a religion that was born of a people acquainted with persecution and suffering has become the cornerstone of a civilization and of nations whose very position in modern life too often has been secured by a ruthless use of power applied to defenseless people.”44


    Power and supremacy over others to enact our vision against the wishes and input of our neighbors is not the way of Jesus. White American Christians can lay down the desire for power and commit to service and sacrifice for those around us, be they family, friends, or enemies. The Christian religion began far from the seats of earthly power. This perspective saturates the writings of the New Testament and the witness of the early church. It is important to read it through this lens.


    Jesus said we are to be “the light of the world” (Matt. 5:14). Hearing this, his listeners would most likely have imagined a candle or lamp. While a flame is necessary to give off light, we must place boundaries around it. Otherwise, a flame will greedily consume any fuel provided to it and grow in proportion. Imagine self-serving power as a kind of unrestrained fuel given to our flame. It transforms even a tiny flicker into something that not only gives off light but now also burns uncontrollably, consuming and destroying.


    We can confront white Christian nationalism by seeking boundaries limiting our access to and exercise of earthly, self-interested power. Leveraging the power we have to benefit those marginalized in our society and seeking religious liberty for all are just two options. We can begin to emulate the namesake of our faith, in that we live not to be served but to serve, and to dedicate our lives in the hope of encouraging the liberation and flourishing of all.


    Jesus calls us to be a light, not a wildfire.

  


  
    4 
Do Not Be Afraid?


    On every front, the ultra-left is waging war on the values shared by everyone in this room. They are trying to silence and punish the speech of Christians and religious believers of all faiths.


    —Donald Trump Sr.1


    THE NEVER-ENDING QUEST to gain and maintain power over others is essential to white Christian nationalism. Self-interested power is the central idol. When we idolize power, fear of losing access to the idol, of power being taken away so we cannot privilege our group any longer, becomes paramount. We fear power in the hands of those over whom we used to wield it because we assume they will similarly use it to benefit only themselves.


    Fear of threat is a powerful motivational tool.


    Throughout American history, religious and political leaders stoked fear among Christians to convince them they needed to change the course of the nation. And the only way that could be done was through the use of power. These writings and speeches generally took the form of jeremiads.2


    Jeremiads are political rhetorical devices that lament the loss of an idyllic past as a result of people’s gradual betrayal of a sacred covenant and founding ideals. They simultaneously point listeners toward a future hope with restoration and reclamation of a covenant and promise.


    Jeremiads help formulate and define a community’s boundaries as well as create social cohesion. Modern jeremiads contain three basic components. First, they focus on fear and anxiety around a current crisis or the sins and actions of the people they believe are causing the crisis. Next, they contrast the current situation with an idealized vision of the past, demonstrating how turning our backs on our history is leading us down a dark path. They contend that losing sight of this history results in losing aspects of our collective identity. Finally, jeremiads call for repentance and renewal, highlighting how fear should motivate listeners to act.


    Political and religious leaders frequently employ jeremiads to motivate their listeners to “protect the faith” and “defend their way of life.” They remind us we must defend our power because if we do not, then others will use the same tactics against us that we used against them. In response to this fear, we have an obligation to act, and act decisively. The future of the nation’s relationship with the Christian God is uncertain. The only options are blessing or destruction.


    Many of the religious and political leaders committed to privileging Christianity in the public sphere make use of the jeremiad. Who or what Christians should fear changes depending on the year or decade. Sometimes jeremiads focus on a generalized sense of fear to motivate listeners to action. Before the 2020 election, Pastor Robert Jeffress of First Baptist Dallas cautioned evangelicals that the “moral and spiritual direction” of the country was at stake and that “this Christian nation” would be in jeopardy if they did not vote.3 Franklin Graham, president and CEO of two large evangelical nonprofits, claimed in the lead-up to the 2020 election, “You’re going to see Christians attacked; you’re going to see churches close; you’re going to see a real hatred expressed toward people of faith.”4 As we saw in the previous chapter, James Dobson’s “sky is falling” responses to the last twenty years of presidential elections intertwined fear with calls to protect the future existence of the United States. Only through gaining and protecting access to power can Christians save their country.


    Donald Trump’s “Make America great again” campaign slogan functioned as a jeremiad. It highlighted a current crisis stoking an undercurrent of fear, contrasted the present situation with an idealized past, and called followers to chart a new path forward in response to their fear, with him leading the charge. In 2016 Trump told one crowd,


    Your values of love, charity and faith built this nation. So how can it be that our media treats people of faith so poorly? One of the reasons is that our politicians have really abandoned you, to a large extent. And Hillary Clinton, you can forget about her. So let me say this right up front: A Trump administration, our Christian heritage will be cherished, protected, defended, like you’ve never seen before. Believe me. . . . Imagine what our country could accomplish if we started working together as one people under one God, saluting one flag?5


    Trump highlighted anxiety his listeners should experience given a current crisis and the bad actors he deemed responsible: the media, politicians, Clinton. He then contrasted this current situation with an idealized past. He pointed out the nation’s “Christian heritage” and how Christian values “built this nation.” He then provided the path forward for renewing the nation: himself.


    Trump repeated this rhetorical practice well after losing the 2020 election. In 2022, he told a group of evangelical Christians, “What they’re doing to religion, what they’re doing to Christianity, it’s a very sad, sad thing for our country. . . . They want to take your religious freedoms away. In terms of a threat, they want to take them away. . . . One of my greatest honors was fighting for religious liberty and for defending the Judeo-Christian values and principles of our nation’s founding.”6 Only through supporting him again, he argued, could they once again bring this nation back on track.


    Christian citizens have responded to jeremiads for centuries, from the colonial era up until today. We are primed for messages structured in this way, and Trump, among other religious and political leaders, continues to capitalize on it. It is important to acknowledge that the feelings of fear jeremiads tap into are in some cases real—it isn’t as though these leaders are pulling them out of thin air (although that does happen7). Times of dramatic social and cultural change create unsettledness. We sense our nation is trying to determine who it is and why it exists.


    Recent shifts in the demographic contours of the United States are just one example. Growing religious diversity over the past fifty years is another. White Americans, particularly white Christians, are shrinking as a share of the population and the electorate. No longer being the unquestioned and unchallenged center of social and political life is particularly fear-inducing for some and can lead to greater acceptance of white Christian nationalism.8


    White Christian nationalism is especially potent during unsettled times. It provides a ready-made explanation for who “we” are, what “we” are all about, and how “we” should achieve a particular vision. Sadly, the influence of white Christian nationalism through the centuries has ensured that in times of social unrest and cultural change, when it seems the ground is shifting beneath us, Christians have consistently idolized fear.


    Fear and Christianity in the Americas


    Examining the history of fear within American Christianity from the earliest colonists up until the present day prompted historian John Fea to point out, “We should expect anxiety-induced emotions to rise in response to social change. But evangelicals have not always managed their fears in a healthy way. Their responses have led to some dark moments in the history of American Christianity and, indeed, the nation.”9 While writing specifically about evangelicals, Fea’s point applies to white Christianity in America broadly.


    A fear of social and moral decline, as defined by their interpretation of the Bible, led the Puritans to execute “troublemakers” and even fellow Christians because of differences in religious beliefs. Quakers, Baptists, and Catholics were anathema. And Puritans were especially ruthless toward Native Americans. They feared that a group who did not look like them or worship like them would destroy their “City on a Hill.” Here is one of the first instances in the “New World” of fear that a racialized “other” might destroy God’s chosen white, Christian people.


    The Puritans’ desperation to cultivate a “Christian civilization” overruled the scriptural command to love their neighbors and their perceived enemies. At times, their fear motivated them more than love for God or their neighbor, resulting in a quest for power and domination leading to persecution and bloodshed. The Puritans’ legacy of fear linked with their desire for a Christian society reverberates throughout history.10 Throughout the twentieth century, the Christian Right emphatically embraced Christian nationalism, which “required an ever-present sense of threat” to motivate followers to particular political and religious ends.11 In general, these threats revolved around race, immigration, religion, and Christian persecution.


    Racial Fears


    The close connection between a desire for a white Christian nation and fear of racialized “others” encouraged many Christians to commit astonishing evils against Black slaves and Black Americans throughout the centuries. While we will explore the links between Christian nationalism and racism soon, here we can note that fear surrounding the abolition of slavery, fear of the upending of cherished social norms that placed whites above Blacks, and fear of reprisal from Black Americans are a consistent presence in the fight for a Christian, and presumably white, America.


    For example, Fea recounts how fears of losing the “purity” of the white race were widespread leading up to the Civil War. “One Presbyterian minister in Kentucky claimed that ‘no Christian American’ would allow the ‘God-defying depravity of intermarriage between the white and the negro races.”12


    During the Jim Crow era, fears of jeopardizing a Christian America through equal opportunities for Black Americans continued. In White Too Long: The Legacy of White Supremacy in American Christianity, Robert Jones provides a chilling quote from an assistant to the Mississippi state attorney general: “The facts of history make it plain that the development of civilization and of Christianity itself has rested in the hands of the white race,” and integration “will result in driving the white race from the earth forever, never to return.”13


    Such fears are still with us. In 2021, Fox commentator Tucker Carlson—whose nightly show reaches over four million Americans—passionately defended a version of “white replacement theory,” saying that more racial minorities voting would “dilute” the political power of people like him.14 Stephen Wolfe, the author of a pro-Christian nationalism book, claims that “interethnic” marriage is sinful in that it harms the nation.15 Other prominent media figures like Ann Coulter echo these views. Considering such views alongside the consistent defense of Christianity by these media personalities as fundamental to American national identity, the link between Christian nationalism and fear of racial minorities is clear.


    Carlson’s and Coulter’s stances reflect the views of the national adult population. One recent national survey showed that Ambassadors—those Americans who embrace Christian nationalism most fervently—were the most likely to report feeling afraid of the day when whites will no longer be the majority in the United States.16 Cultivating a fear of white replacement creates a fertile ground for extremism to take root and then sprout. The eighteen-year-old who targeted a Black community in Buffalo, New York, murdering ten people at a supermarket in May 2022, wrote that he was motivated to kill because he feared a declining white population in the United States.


    Immigrant Fears


    Americans’ fears of racialized others extend to immigrants. Highlighting cultural and religious differences, American Christians fear immigrants will chip away at the country’s “Christian” foundations. As one example, James Dobson, founder of Focus on the Family, wrote an open letter about his visit to a border town in Texas. He implored his readers that a border wall must be built because “millions of illegal immigrants will continue flooding to this great land from around the world. Many of them have no marketable skills. They are illiterate and unhealthy. Some are violent criminals. Their numbers will soon overwhelm the culture as we have known it, and it could bankrupt the nation.” Seemingly realizing his callousness, Dobson followed by saying, “America has been a wonderfully generous and caring country since its founding. That is our Christian nature. But in this instance, we have met a worldwide wave of poverty that will take us down if we don’t deal with it. And it won’t take long for the inevitable consequences to happen.”17


    Notice the words he chooses: “overwhelm the culture,” “bankrupt the nation,” “take us down,” “inevitable consequences.” Dobson highlights the threat, contrasts the current state of affairs with an idealized past, and then determines a way forward in order to save the future. To motivate his readers to action, he links Christian nationalist sentiment, immigration, and fear. We will unpack the links between Christian nationalism and xenophobia in a subsequent chapter. Central to the relationship, though, is fear.


    Similarly, refugees seeking asylum in the United States are repeatedly demonized. This is especially true of refugees from the Middle East. In 2021, when President Biden withdrew American troops from Afghanistan—effectively ending the war—politicians and religious leaders who embrace Christian nationalism stoked fear around what Afghan refugees might mean for their communities. Kristi Noem, who held a Christian worship service in the South Dakota capitol rotunda on her first full day as governor in 2019, stated, “We do not want them coming here unless we know they are an ally and a friend, and that they don’t want to destroy this country.”18


    Religious Fears


    Fearmongering about immigrants reflects centuries-old realities. From the time of the Puritans to the latter half of the twentieth century, nativist impulses tied to fears of immigrants led many American Protestants to fear Catholics because they were thought to be subject to a foreign power, under the authority of the pope, and not sufficiently “American.” White American Protestants racialized Catholic immigrants as nonwhite, underscoring the overlap between race, nationality, and religion. In the 1960s, America’s most famous evangelist, Billy Graham, helped rally opposition to John F. Kennedy’s presidential aspirations on account of his Catholic faith.


    For the most part, conservative Protestants and Catholics have found common cause since the 1970s with the rise of the Christian Right. But even today, purveyors of Christian nationalist sentiment stoke fear surrounding Catholicism. Jeffress once claimed that Catholicism is a false religion created and used by Satan to corrupt Christianity and cause people to “miss eternal life.”19


    Consistently, fear of immigrants extends to those suspected of worshiping a god or gods outside the Christian religion. Christian and political leaders intent on defending our “Christian heritage” have long stoked fear surrounding Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, or any other religious group that is racialized as nonwhite. Much of the fearmongering in 2021 around accepting refugees from Afghanistan centered on anti-Muslim sentiment, claiming refugees would work to institute sharia (Islamic law). The unspoken assumption is that these guiding religious principles for Muslims would supplant the “Christian principles” ensconced in the United States. Tucker Carlson declared the United States would soon see so many refugees that the numbers “may well swell to the millions,” making it an “invasion.”20


    National polling over the last decade and beyond highlights how Christian nationalism stokes fears of refugees and echoes the content in Governor Noem’s and James Dobson’s stances. Ambassadors of Christian nationalism are more likely to fear refugees from the Middle East as a terrorist threat, state they are afraid of illegal immigration, think that recent immigrants are more reluctant to assimilate, believe that immigrants are a drain on the economy, and fear that immigrants bring diseases into the United States.21


    Much of the Christian nationalist militant masculinity of white evangelicalism over the past century drew heavily on anti-Muslim sentiment that increased after the September 11 attacks. Capitalizing on Americans’ fears of Islamic terrorism and jihad became something of a cottage industry throughout the first decade of the twenty-first century. Dozens of Christian leaders sounded the alarm that Muslims were “worse than the Nazis,” “a religion of violence,” and “the greatest threat America has faced since the Civil War.”22


    Sadly, entire books could be filled with quotes signaling fear that non-Christian religions will destroy our “Judeo-Christian roots.” From 2010 to 2018, several states passed anti-sharia legislation on account of fears that Muslims were gaining political power. Jason Rapert, Arkansas state senator and founder of the National Association of Christian Lawmakers, said, “Countries with Muslim leaders in control persecute Christians. Why do we want them having increasing political power in America?”23


    It is important to note how unfounded fears about sharia are. Recent data report that Muslims represent somewhere between less than 1 percent to 1.3 percent of the United States population and under one-half of 1 percent of the population in Senator Rapert’s home of Arkansas.24 Only four Muslim Americans have ever been elected to Congress. A 2020 report counted 2,769 mosques in the United States.25 If that sounds like a lot, it isn’t. The Southern Baptist Convention, the largest Protestant denomination in the United States, has more than forty-seven thousand congregations. The Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod has more than six thousand congregations in the United States.26 These are just two of dozens of conservative Protestant denominations. The idea that there are enough Muslims living in the United States to alter our system of laws—even if they wanted to do so—strains credulity.


    Nevertheless, let us assume religious minority groups continue to grow and make up a larger portion of our population. If American Christians are truly committed to religious freedom and democracy, why are we trying to silence the voices and input of those around us?


    During his time in the Oval Office, Trump whipped up support for various iterations of “Muslim bans” by equating the religion with terror, claiming that “Islam hates us,” and repeating the falsehood that “thousands and thousands” of Muslims in the United States celebrated the 9/11 attacks.27 His words surely resonated with Ambassadors of Christian nationalism, who are much more likely to fear immigration from majority-Muslim countries and fear that Muslims are more likely to be terrorists.28


    Decision magazine, the monthly publication of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association with a circulation of more than 450,000,29 features a consistent theme of fear concerning Islam. Leading up to the 2016 election, Franklin Graham wrote how this was the most important election in our lifetime (again, a consistent theme every four years) because our Christian foundation and principles hung in the balance. He explicitly pointed out how those concerned with protecting our Christian heritage should be afraid that Democrats will not protect us against Islamic terrorism: “Will they [Democrats] defend our nation against Islamic terrorists who have slaughtered and killed innocents across our country in the name of their god? Will they call the enemy—radical Islam—by its name?”30


    Fear of Islam among leaders committed to Christian nationalism exists in the broader United States population as well. Americans who embrace Christian nationalism are much more likely to fear that Muslims want to limit the personal freedoms or even endanger the physical safety of “people like me.”31 Another recent national survey shows that Ambassadors are much more likely to fear having a mosque built in their neighborhood and the possibility their child might marry a Muslim.32


    Muslims in the United States experience real consequences because of these fears. Twenty-eight percent of mosques in the United States face “significant opposition” from the general community when they obtain permission from the local zoning board to move, expand, or build.33 After 9/11, hate crimes against Muslims increased significantly; the number of hate crimes in 2016 surpassed that from 2001. In 2022, the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) reported over sixty-seven hundred civil rights complaints filed by American Muslims, a 9 percent increase since 2020. CAIR also reported a 28 percent increase in hate or bias incidents over that time.34 Remember these statistics whenever you hear Christianity is “under attack” in the United States. It’s worth repeating: equality feels like discrimination when you are used to privilege. Christians can instead empathize with the real discrimination and threat of bodily harm that religious minorities face and seek to protect their right to live and worship in peace.


    The defense of a Christian America also routinely sparks fears about the nonreligious. Atheists, freethinkers, and other skeptics have been labeled a mortal threat to the republic from the 1700s until the present day. The election of 1800 is just one famous example, when Federalists (who supported John Adams) spread rumors that Democratic-Republicans (who generally supported Thomas Jefferson) were radical atheists who would destroy the newly formed country. In the present day, Franklin Graham carries a similar tune: “We are in deep trouble as socialist-progressives have doubled down on their efforts to turn our legislatures, schools and communities into showcases for a godless, secularist agenda that is openly hostile to the Christian faith.”35 Fear of atheists among our fellow Americans mirrors the pronouncements of these various religious and political leaders. Like Americans’ fears of Muslims, increasingly higher levels of Christian nationalism correlate with much more fear of atheists. Americans who embrace Christian nationalism see atheists as a threat to their personal freedoms and even their physical safety.36


    Fear of Christian Persecution


    Political and religious leaders consistently spread fear about the persecution of American Christians, warning that we will lose our religious freedom. For instance, before the 2020 election, Trump told an Ohio crowd, “[Biden is] following the radical left agenda, take away your guns, destroy your 2nd Amendment, no religion, no anything, hurt the Bible, hurt God. He’s against God. He’s against guns. He’s against energy, our kind of energy.”37 How exactly the Bible or God could be “hurt” remained unsaid.


    In 2021, a congressional representative claimed that the Biden administration might one day aim to go door-to-door and “take your Bibles.” Stoking this fear is nothing new, as Republicans used this same strategy in 2004. Over half of Ambassadors fear that a Democratic president will ban the Bible, compared to less than 10 percent who resist or reject white Christian nationalism.38 Another survey found that 61 percent of Americans who embrace Christian nationalism fear that Democrats will curtail Christians’ religious freedom.39 In a survey conducted soon after Biden’s inauguration, white Christian nationalists feared increased persecution under a Democratic president. Nearly two-thirds of this group anticipated “a lot of discrimination for both whites and Christians.”40


    Fear of persecution is a powerful component of the mythology of a Christian America. Those who embrace white Christian nationalism are likely to see themselves as the heroes of years past but also as the victims of recent cultural and political shifts. The persecution narrative has roots that extend to the ancient church. In the early days of Christianity, converting the Roman emperor to Christianity was a sign of protection from God, while being persecuted was a sign of virtue.41 Holding these two seemingly contradictory views in tension is how Christianity flourished for hundreds of years. And this narrative is still powerful. American Christians feel victimized even though most political positions are held by self-identifying Christians.42


    Using the threat of persecution as a rhetorical tactic remains a powerful political tool. Many white Christian Americans fear persecution is coming their way. I even hear fellow Christians who I know oppose Christian nationalism use phrases suggesting faithful Christians are “in the minority” in the United States. I trust they mean well, but such claims support a narrative of persecution and minority status that leads to fear. A constant sense of embattlement hinders us from collaborating with our neighbors.


    History and social science suggest that stoking a sense of threat among an in-group, aimed at out-groups—whether racial, religious, or otherwise—is central to defending and maintaining the cultural framework of white Christian nationalism. Recent research even shows that the development of Christian nationalist views during the transition to adulthood conditions us to sense “we” are constantly under attack. It can lead to a greater reliance on stereotyping, group-centric decision-making, in-group loyalty, hierarchy, and submission to authority. This “affective conditioning” toward fear serves as a primary justification for social and political engagement focused on defending “our way of life.”43


    Fear is useful for defining “us,” the Christians this country was founded for, from “them,” those who are trying to steal our nation.44 And as these examples show time and again, when people, even Christians, are convinced that they should fear the “other,” they can forgive themselves for any and all mistreatment of the other because ultimately they fear how the other will likely treat them (Christians) when in power. Here, the fear inherent to Christian nationalism contradicts core Christian beliefs.


    Political scientist Paul Djupe provides a helpful concept to describe this effect of fear: the inverted golden rule. The inverted golden rule stipulates, “Expect from others what you would do unto them.”45 For many Christians, fear of losing cultural and political power makes them want to restrict other groups’ civil rights precisely because they fear this is how these groups might treat them. Essentially, white Christians fear mistreatment from racial and religious monitories in a manner similar to how white Christians have historically mistreated religious and racial minorities.


    Here’s the irony about the inverted golden rule. When Djupe compared atheists’ and Christians’ willingness to allow those they disagree with to give speeches in the community, teach in public schools, or run for public office, atheists were more willing to extend civil liberties to Christians. Christians were much less likely to extend the same liberties to atheists.


    In addition to drawing sharp boundary lines between “us” and “them,” fear is also useful for consolidating power. Christian nationalism is ultimately concerned with acquiring and defending privileged access to power. Peddling fear is the most effective route to achieve those ends.


    Consistently introducing a sense of threat leads the worried masses to want a protector. White Christian nationalism as a framework and those committed to its dominance are ready and willing to provide solutions to those threats to reduce these fears. All that those who are afraid must do is accord the right people the necessary power and privilege to enact this particular agenda.46


    This raises the question: Should American Christians be so fearful?


    Christians and Fear


    In this section, I want to focus on Christians’ fear of racial and ethnic minority groups, non-Christian religious groups, or secular Americans. I want us to consider Christians’ fears around losing power, control, and privilege—fear at the group level. I am not speaking about all forms of fear or anxiety, such as those resulting from various anxiety disorders, loss, or trauma. Rather, I want to consider what the Bible says about fear that often leads us to circle the wagons and protect ourselves. I want us to think about our fears around being asked to make room in our communities, nation, and culture for those who do not look, talk, or worship like us. I want my fellow white American Christians to apply what the Bible says about fear to what we feel threatened by and how—as a group—we might respond to those threats and fears.


    While results vary depending on translation, one concordance shows that the Christian scriptures mention variations of “fear not” and “do not be afraid” nearly one hundred times.47 Discovering a precise number isn’t the point. The point is that “fear not” is easily one of the most repeated directives in the Bible. The repetition of the command not to be afraid throughout the narrative of God’s interaction with humans signals several things.


    First, fear is a natural part of being human. We should expect day-to-day experiences in which fear of being “left out” will happen. Christians are not guaranteed lives of social and cultural privilege. Further, Christians are not commanded to seek such privilege. Jesus himself, on the night he was betrayed, pleaded with God to “take this cup” from him (Mark 14:36). He was afraid of what he was about to endure. If Jesus faced fear at being tasked with laying aside his privileges in order to show the world the extent of God’s love, then we can and should expect to as well.


    Second, the decision to embrace fear is ours to make. We can choose not to fear. We can respond to our sense of group threat or a personal threat by choosing to resist it. For instance, an angel of the Lord commanded Joseph, Jesus’s earthly father, “Do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife” (Matt. 1:20). After the resurrection, an angel of the Lord told the women at the tomb, “Do not be afraid. . . . Come and see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his disciples.” Jesus then appeared, likewise commanding them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee” (Matt. 28:5–10). At another time, Jesus instructed Jairus, the synagogue ruler whose daughter had died, “Don’t be afraid; just believe” (Mark 5:36). Jesus directed Peter, who was still called Simon, “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will fish for people” (Luke 5:10). After Paul began to experience opposition from religious leaders in Corinth, Jesus directed him, “Do not be afraid; keep on speaking, do not be silent” (Acts 18:9).


    In each of these instances, the command not to be afraid occurs alongside an invitation to act. For Joseph, Jairus, Jesus’s disciples, and Paul, not giving in to fear necessarily entailed following Jesus’s command to behave in some other way. This was particularly true for Paul, who was facing certain violence from a group of religious leaders intent on controlling his actions.


    This leads to a third observation: instead of choosing fear, American Christians can choose to act in opposition to fear. We confront and oppose fear by choosing to listen to and love racial and ethnic minority groups through seeking justice. We confront and oppose fear by extending hospitality and empathy toward immigrants and citizens of other nations who make their way to our shores. We confront and oppose fear by embracing and building relationships with those who worship differently than we do or who do not worship at all. We confront and oppose group-level fear when we embrace the gospel and collaborate with God in toppling oppression and suffering.


    It is through such actions that we move beyond fear. We overcome fear toward those we are told to fear by living according to the example given us by our Lord. Central to his example, as we saw in the previous chapter, is to avoid seeking self-interested power over the people those in power want us to define as “others.”


    The kingdom of God inverts the power dynamics of the kingdoms of this world. The Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many. He commands us to give to those who ask. He commands us to give our cloak if someone asks for our tunic. He commands us to go two miles with the one who asks us to go one mile. He commands us not to fear but to respond with love to those around us—even if, and especially when, it might cost us our power, privilege, and comfort. We are to confront our fear by loving our neighbors and enemies through service and self-sacrifice, seeking the flourishing of all.


    I don’t know about you, but these commands scare me. I am afraid of being commanded to live according to these principles. It seems like counting ourselves among the marginalized, seeking their good, and not giving in to fear ensures that we Christians will be sidelined. It seems like a surefire way to invite others to take advantage of us. Moreover, it can seem like an inefficient way to live out the gospel and influence the world around us.


    However, God does not call us to efficiency. He calls us to be faithful. Before going to the cross to give up his life in order to complete his rescue mission, Jesus was deeply afraid. Dying must not have seemed like the most effective or efficient means to achieve the end goal. His disciples certainly felt this way. Most of them embraced fear at what Jesus’s sacrifice meant for them. Jesus, however, committed to trusting the upside-down nature of God’s kingdom, and he transformed the world. In time, his disciples did the same.


    These are difficult teachings. They do not align with the American ideals of individualism, power, comfort, safety, and security. The gospel animating Christianity is a lot more radical than most American Christians are likely to admit. It sure seems radical to me. And uncomfortable.


    But it also sounds so beautiful. This vision always pulls me back in. I wish to see this expression of Christianity reflected in our organizations, in our nation, and in the world around us. Christian nationalism would have none of this sacrifice and service business. Christian nationalism demands we embrace group-level fear and threat. But by doing so, we betray the gospel.


    How can we seek to live out Jesus’s example in our daily lives? Rather than allowing fear to turn us inward and toward our chosen tribe, how can we turn ourselves outward, leveraging what we have in order to love those around us? Let’s look at two ways to do this: thinking critically and practicing empathy.


    Our media landscape tells us we should be afraid. Certain news outlets feed us a constant stream of fear and threat to induce clicks and views. These clicks and views allow them to sell more advertising, which lines the pockets of those who own and work at the media outlets. They can pressure us to buy things we don’t need or demonize whole groups of people we’ve never met and who our faith teaches are just like us. Fear sells, and the promise of wealth has long motivated the embrace of white Christian nationalism.


    In 2021 Russell Moore, then leader of a public theology project at Christianity Today, decried rhetoric he was hearing on major cable outlets such as Fox News like that in Dobson’s letter from 2019. He criticized labeling refugees as “unclean,” using metaphors such as rodents or insects to describe refugees, or saying that refugees are an “invasion” intent on replacing “us.” Moore pointed out that “‘us’ almost always refer[s] to white and nominally Christian Americans.” He wrote how these fears of refugees are outright lies “meant to keep us in a state of emergency that sees everyone and everything not immediately familiar to us as a threat.” This state of emergency “keeps viewers tuning in to television shows, callers calling in to radio shows, donors sending in dollars to politicians and interest groups.”48 Fear is in the service of gaining and maintaining self-interested power. This is white Christian nationalism at work.


    Thinking critically about our media habits is one way we can commit to living according to God’s truth. This means being informed by actual evidence. Christian leaders can take the lead in modeling how to consume news and media, with a commitment to verifying claims.


    Let’s look at one claim, that immigrants or religious minorities coming into our communities will raise the crime rate. Who isn’t afraid of increasing levels of crime? But when we sense fear, we should commit to examining whether the fear is warranted. This is where social science can serve the common good. As it turns out, quite a few studies examine this exact question. Do undocumented immigrants raise the crime rate?


    Studies analyzing data across hundreds of metropolitan areas and over several decades consistently find no evidence that communities with more immigrants experience an associated increase in crime.49 In Texas, two separate studies found that undocumented immigrants have significantly lower crime rates and fewer convictions across a number of crimes. In one study, the authors note, “Relative to undocumented immigrants, US-born citizens are over 2 times more likely to be arrested for violent crimes, 2.5 times more likely to be arrested for drug crimes, and over 4 times more likely to be arrested for property crimes.”50 This same relationship—more immigrants has no relation to increasing crime rates—appears to hold across the United States and in samples from other countries as well.51 In fact, there is evidence that documented and undocumented immigrants make our communities safer.


    Sometimes, such as with undocumented immigrants, there is no empirical evidence to support our fears. In such situations, it seems obvious we should not choose to fear. However, what about when we face situations in which the evidence suggests that we who are Christians might have to face whatever it is we are being told to fear?


    As Christians, it should not matter. Christians can commit to loving and welcoming our neighbors without privileging our personal safety. We can be committed to working toward shalom—peace—wherever we are and with whoever surrounds us. Therefore, we do not have to argue with those who peddle false fear toward others. If they claim to be Christians, we can hold them to the examples from the Bible.


    Afraid of undocumented immigrants? If you are a Christian, you are called to love and support them, since we are aliens of this world as well.


    Afraid of Muslims, Hindus, or atheists? If you are a Christian, you are called to love and support those not in your religious group just as the Samaritan cared for the Israelite attacked on the road to Jericho.


    Afraid of those highlighting the abuses faced by Black and nonwhite minority groups in the United States? If you are a Christian, you are called to listen to and learn from their experiences and respond with charity. The apostles—upon hearing about the plight of Grecian Jewish widows who were being systematically overlooked by the early church—listened, learned, and then worked to alleviate the inequality this minority group experienced.


    We should be informed citizens thinking carefully and critically about how we consume news and how it might be forming us. We can read books and attend talks by those outside our demographic enclave. One practice to consider if you are a white, able-bodied Christian like me: read one book a month by an author who differs from you in at least one—but ideally more—of the following characteristics: race/ethnicity, ability, gender, or religion. We can broaden the scope of our experiences through more stories than simply our own.


    We can also confront fear by seeking conversations with the very people we are being told to fear. We can work to rewire our plausibility structures.52 White Christians can seek opportunities to meet with, listen to, and work alongside religious minorities, secular Americans, racial and ethnic minorities, immigrants, and refugees.


    Amar Peterman, an Indian American scholar and program officer at InterFaith America, shows how practicing empathy is one way for American Christians to begin this work. We begin by placing ourselves near those communities white Christian nationalism encourages us to demonize. Only through conversations across these lines of difference can we begin to see the world through the eyes of the immigrant and refugee. Empathy, Amar shared with me, is more than just a feeling. “Empathy begins with paying attention to the God-ordained diversity around us.”53 This diversity is not a hindrance but a gift from God.


    Recognizing this gift should lead us next into proximity to that difference—a nearness to those outside our native community. We should practice, Amar explained, “holy curiosity” regarding those differences and allow that curiosity to lead us into proximity. To be in proximity we must recognize we are not in control. There are differences we will have to navigate, and that can be scary. The desire for control and feeling as if we are losing our grip on it lead to much of the fear we experience.


    Our proximity to people who are different from us stirs in us humility. Amar explained, “When we have to eat the food of another who we don’t know, when we have to be in a space where our language, ideas, or the pigment of our skin is not the common or majority, that cultivates humility in us to be in those positions.” We are no longer in control. We are no longer the ones calling the shots. We can begin to recognize that we have much to learn from others and, perhaps, much to offer them as well. We also begin to see how the idol of fear creates barriers the gospel intends to destroy.


    Attention, proximity, and humility lead us finally to sacrifice. Sacrifice is rooted in Jesus’s ministry. Jesus makes space for the “other,” Amar said, recalling the words of theologian Miroslav Volf. “There is a space-making hospitable element of the Christian faith that calls us to meaningful sacrifice.” Our commitment to make space will likely lead to consequences that demand we forfeit our comfort, control, and privileged position.


    “What are we truly willing to sacrifice for our values?” Amar asked me. If we Christians claim to value the example of Jesus and his call to neighbor love, are we willing to sacrifice what Christian nationalism demands we defend? True neighbor love ultimately requires a shifting of power. We can commit to meaningful inclusion of the marginalized. We can release the fear that keeps us from living into Jesus’s commands.


    We can start by asking ourselves, What would we hope to receive from those in power if we were immigrants and refugees? If we found ourselves in a country that was not our own, at the mercy of those who could claim the benefits of citizenship all to themselves, how would we hope to be received?


    Amar is dedicated to showing how Christians can and should “faithfully, critically, and consistently engage in the complex issues of our modern society.” Showing empathy—by paying attention, practicing proximity, cultivating humility, and committing to sacrifice—can provide Christians an alternative path that forcefully confronts the group-level fear engendered by white Christian nationalism.54


    If you are able to enact change, whether in a congregation or religious educational institution or otherwise, commit to examining the role of fear in determining organizational decisions. Consider how your organization can help those it serves to recognize when their actions and reactions are based on fear or a sense of threat. Changing individual hearts and minds is part of the work. Ultimately, though, we will fall short of society-wide change if our organizations and cultural institutions continue to operate in the same manner.


    Fear Not


    White Christian nationalism encourages us to live as though our power and privilege are under threat. When living and acting out of a place of fear, we tend to do whatever is necessary to protect power and privilege, even jettisoning central aspects of the Christian faith. We begin to treat others the way we fear they are going to treat us—a group that limits others’ civil liberties and rights. We become what we most fear.


    Focusing on fear and threat makes us bad neighbors. Our fear keeps us from living out the call of Christ. We cannot embrace a nationalist vision of Christianity that desires control and dominion over others when Jesus came to liberate all so we could freely love all. Writer Danté Stewart is right when he points out how, when fear is at the heart of our faith, harm will be the main expression of our experience.55 Harm to ourselves, and certainly harm to others.


    Jesus never promised us cultural or political power, and he never commanded us to seek such things. Rather, “Jesus knew what it meant to live in an occupied territory, knew what it meant to be from an oppressed people,” knew what it meant to be threatened with bodily assault and ultimately crucifixion.56


    When we are told to fear losing an imaginary past, or to fear religious minorities or immigrants, let us recognize why. It is to motivate us to protect the power and privilege of a certain expression of Christianity in the public sphere. Instead, we can embody a Christianity marked by indiscriminate love of neighbor and liberation for those marginalized by the powers that be. We can turn our backs on a nationalistic expression of Christianity focused on domination and control.


    Before going to the cross, Jesus encouraged his disciples, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid” (John 14:27). So now let us lay down our fear, take up our crosses, and finally follow him.

  


  
    5 
Lay Down Your Sword?


    On Twitter, a lot of the little Twitter trolls, they like to say, “Oh, Jesus didn’t need an AR-15, how many AR-15s do you think Jesus would’ve had?” Well, he didn’t have enough to keep his government from killing him.


    —Rep. Lauren Boebert1


    IN THE SUMMER OF 2021, the unmarked graves of hundreds of Indigenous children were uncovered near a Christian boarding school in Saskatchewan, Canada. The graves contained close to eight hundred remains. This discovery came weeks after authorities discovered a mass grave near another church-run school for Indigenous children in British Columbia. One child was likely as young as three when she died.


    In the United States, the Civilization Fund Act of 1819 called for the federal government to work with missionaries to establish schools in Native territories. Funded by the federal government and in many cases run by Catholic and Protestant denominations, the boarding schools existed explicitly to erase Native American culture and practices by replacing tribal practices with Christian ones.


    The founder of one boarding school bluntly stated their objective: “Kill the Indian in him, and save the man.” This goal was just a slight augmentation of the prevailing opinion at the advent of these schools: “The only good Indian is a dead one.”2 The law advocated that Native Americans be forcibly assimilated to what leaders considered Western Christian culture.3 This, they surmised, would make them good citizens. For decades, Native tribes had both their land and their children taken from them. The schools were often overcrowded and hundreds of miles from their homes. The Christian leaders of the schools did not allow the children to speak their native languages, and noncompliance was met with physical beatings. Some students reported priests fathering children with Indigenous students, whose babies were then taken from them and killed.4


    The mass graves in Canada vindicated the often-ignored claims of Native children and families devastated by these practices. These governments could no longer try to hide the violence of years past. And in some cases, these atrocities are barely even past. The US Congress did not outlaw the forced removal of Native children from their families until the late 1970s. These horrific discoveries were just another reminder of how easily efforts to inculcate Christianity via governmental decree produce violence, especially toward feared outsiders.


    While recognizing the absolute tragedy of this history, some of us might still question whether a desire for privileging Christianity in the affairs of the state could lead down a similar path. Would Christians today similarly embrace violence in the service of “the greater good” of spreading Christianity to create ideal citizens via governmental force?


    Consider what Declan Leary, an editor for the American Conservative, wrote in July 2021 in response to the discovery of the mass graves: “Whatever natural good was present in the piety and community of the pagan past is an infinitesimal fraction of the grace rendered unto those pagans’ descendants who have been received into the Church of Christ. Whatever sacrifices were exacted in pursuit of that grace—the suffocation of a noble pagan culture; an increase in disease and bodily death due to government negligence; even the sundering of natural families—is worth it.”5 As much of the conquest of new land was led by nations baptizing their quest in the gospel, Declan argues, such genocide—if it results in more Christians and a more Christian society—is worth countless deaths of Indigenous adults and children. For centuries, such logic has provided fertile ground for the enactment of terrible violence by Christians in service of their nations.


    The tragic history of Indigenous peoples in North America clearly demonstrates that any quest to protect power based on hierarchical relationships between “us” and “them”—ultimately founded on fear of “them”—will undoubtedly resort to violence.6 Additional examples exist at various levels of social life.


    Countries will proactively go to war on the basis of real or imagined fears of threats to their land, safety, or security (Iraq War, Russian invasion of Ukraine). Whole regions will enact laws to separate and segregate groups of people and turn a blind eye when one group upholds those divisions through violence (Jim Crow and the lynching of Black Americans). Governments will systematically steal land and separate families in order to force Indigenous peoples to assimilate.


    At the individual level, American men move through suburban neighborhoods—whether their own or not—looking for perceived threats to what they see as their rightful space and act with deadly violence when they deem it necessary (George Zimmerman, Kyle Rittenhouse, Gregory and Travis McMichael). Repeatedly, they find and engage perceived threats with deadly force.


    No matter the scale, Christian nationalism provides theological justification for violence toward enemies, making it a righteous act. At both the national and the individual level, this political theology makes space for “true” citizens to protect themselves and their country—however they see fit—from those threatening it. While distinct ethical frameworks justifying collective violence versus individual violence exist across various strains of Christian theology, Christian nationalism blurs those lines. Christian nationalism considers the use of multiple forms of violence to defend one’s body, family, community, or nation to be aligned with God’s will. The world is a dangerous place, and sometimes we need good guys with guns or the nation’s military to restore order.


    Consider some of the examples from Kristin Kobes Du Mez’s influential book, Jesus and John Wayne. She follows the thread of militant masculinity in American Christianity, especially through the last century, showing that white Christian men looked for and repeatedly found a new threat to Christian America to confront and subdue through righteous violence. Taking cues from popular fictionalized historical figures like William Wallace, Maximus Meridius, and various on-screen characters played by John Wayne, many have believed that the defense of our Christian nation requires the use of righteous violence, both collectively and individually, when necessary.


    My own experience provides one example of how Christian nationalism blurs the application of collective and individual forms of violence. Growing up, I was drawn to the exciting and oftentimes violent Bible stories in which the people on God’s side were the clear victors, and the losers suffered humiliation and defeat. Among these were David picking the five smooth stones and slaying Goliath, Gideon outwitting and slaughtering the Midianites, the Red Sea crashing down on all the Egyptians, and Samson exacting his revenge. Stories like this were told and retold through felt boards, illustrated children’s books, and second-tier animation.


    While we were generally taught in church that hurting others is bad and should be avoided, these stories clearly demonstrated that, at certain times and for certain reasons, those on God’s side (who were always people like me) could resort to violence in order to fulfill God’s will. Sure, Jesus never fought back, but how realistic is that today? He is the Son of God, after all, so we can’t expect to live up to his earthly example. And don’t forget how Jesus is depicted in Revelation as “a prize-fighter with a tattoo down his leg, a sword in his hand and the commitment to make someone bleed.”7


    In their sermons, pastors and teachers highlighted these or other Bible stories—or depictions of violence in popular culture—in which good claimed victory over evil.8 The corollaries were clear. I could see myself as someone engaged in a similar struggle, albeit with lower stakes and likely in the spiritual realm but all the while willing and able to fight and destroy and defend, just like any good Christian man should.


    It can be a small step between fighting spiritual battles to defend your family and religious community and fighting physical battles to do the same. It is difficult to keep the examples of physical violence in the Bible solely as lessons for spiritual battle today. It is all too easy for those earnestly listening—like I was—to see how physical violence may yet be of use today, just like it was in the Bible. I mean, we all might need to braid a whip and clear the temple every now and again. And just like David, Moses, Gideon, and other Israelites, I might have to violently defend my life or the lives of my family members from threats. Similarly, I may have to engage in or support collective violence to counter threats to our way of life (Christianity) arising from those who want to destroy it (non-Christian nations and peoples).


    And just like that, I was able to endorse various forms of violence if I believed it was in service of the greater good, which usually meant my immediate needs or family, my fellow white Christians, Christian morality as we defined it, and the nation that was committed to it all—the United States. Growing up white in a majority-white community largely shielded me from any personal contact with interpersonal or collective violence. Violence was something I could support from afar without ever having to reckon with its fruit. This allowed me to maintain a sense of innocence regarding individual forms of violence and America’s collective use of violence both at home and abroad. It allowed me to collapse these distinct forms of violence into one. As we’ll see later, survey research underscores how I am not alone in this experience. Christian nationalism is strongly associated with support for the use of violence, whether interpersonal or collective.


    Violence as Idol


    Some Christians forget how shedding the blood of enemies, real or imagined, to “spread the gospel” and create a more “Christian” society or people is counter to the example of Jesus. When Jesus came to make disciples and save humanity, the only blood he shed was his own.


    If an idol is whatever we place our hope and trust in, rather than God, then violence is a clear idol. Christians are called to live as though the end of history is already decided, and therefore we should not act out of worry, fear, or self-interest. We are supposed to believe “God wins,” or perhaps more specifically “God already won,” with Jesus rescuing humanity from the destruction of sin.


    Nevertheless, white Christian nationalism is comfortable with violence to achieve a desired end. Violence as an idol overlaps with the other idols of Christian nationalism. Power is the ability to get others to do what you want them to do despite their resistance. Violence is intimately intertwined with a self-interested understanding of power. The threat or actual use of violence is a surefire way to encourage people to stop resisting in order to get what you want.


    When we idolize power and grow accustomed to what it brings, we abhor the possibility that it might one day slip away. We defend what power we have and pine for more.


    Likewise, violence is also a natural outcome of fear. Fear highlights feelings of being out of control, alone, attacked, and under threat. We fear when it seems our power is threatened. In those situations of high anxiety, we revert to a fight-or-flight response. We want to remain in control. When we fear that control and power are being wrested away, we will resort to whatever means necessary to keep them.


    Nations and other groups often resort to dehumanizing or demonizing “others” to justify violence. Christian nationalism sanctifies and legitimates the use of violence—whether historically toward Native tribes in North America or enslaved persons from Africa, or more recently toward congressional representatives on January 6, 2021—when it serves any outcome viewed as “God’s plan.”


    We see the roots of our idolizing violence within Christianity dating back centuries. There is nothing unique about American Christianity in this sense. The United States is operating much like any other world power. Empires can exist only because they wield the power of the sword, the threat of violence. America is an empire. It is merely another example of religion and violence intertwined to serve the needs of those protecting their power and working to gain more. Particular expressions of Christianity willingly supplied both the impetus and the doctrinal defense for groups to enact violence in service of “God’s will.”


    Several commentators trace this history back to Constantine and the Roman Empire as the first time Christianity was intertwined with the power of the state.9 The “power of the sword” is where Christians are now able to execute their desires for the world through domination and decree rather than giving and sacrifice. The narrative highlights how, once the church had a taste of alignment with power and the ability to use “righteous” violence as a means to a desired end, it never (willingly) gave it up. Christians found it was so much more efficient to force those opposing the church and God’s will to obey.


    The historical evidence does little to cast doubt on this narrative. Many of the treacherous actions of Christians over the centuries are a by-product of our wielding violence in the service of protecting or expanding our own power and privilege. The Crusades. The Inquisition. The Doctrine of Discovery. Slavery. Jim Crow. Repeatedly, white Christians idolized power and violence in order to protect our own interests at the expense of those around us. This expression of Christianity fit snugly in a long and wretched history.


    Many faithful Christians believe violence can be justified in certain situations. The “just war” tradition is one example. Many other faithful Christians oppose violence across a number of spheres. I won’t resolve the centuries-old and still ongoing conversation around violence and nonviolence here. What I have found repeatedly, however, is that white Christian nationalism views violence as not only justifiable in certain situations but also in many ways an ultimate good and the first choice. It is this idolization of violence within the cultural framework of white Christian nationalism that we—American Christians—must wrestle with and ultimately, I believe, reject. To do otherwise is to betray the gospel.


    Christian Nationalism and Collective Violence


    Large, national surveys of the American public underscore the association of violence and white Christian nationalism. This includes war or other forms of violence sanctioned at the national level. In fact, war and violence were essential to the creation and refinement of white Christian nationalism in North America.


    Philip Gorski and Samuel Perry demonstrate how, up until the present day, white Christian nationalism is associated with believing that violence at the national level is necessary to bring about God’s plan. This belief extends all the way back to the time of the Puritans. Leaders like Cotton Mather thought the wars with the Native tribes were both providential and apocalyptic—literal holy wars of “good” versus “evil.”10


    The French and Indian War, the Revolutionary War, and the War of 1812 played pivotal roles in further developing white Christian nationalism and Americanizing it. Each subsequent war entrenched violence and racial hierarchy within white Christian nationalism and American Christianity writ large. This relationship was even stronger in the South, where white Americans lived in fear not only of “native war bands on a distant frontier” but also “Black insurrection on local plantations.”11 The Mexican-American War in the mid-1800s expanded the racial “others” in need of control via redemptive violence. The Civil War served to deepen and revise the foundational narrative of white Christian nationalism through the Lost Cause myth—that the South was merely defending state’s rights and their traditional way of life centered on honor, Christianity, and chivalry. Ultimately, the end of the 1800s saw America shifting into what Gorski and Perry identify as the period of “American Empire.”12


    In the period of American Empire, all wars were now justified as righteous uses of violence in the hopes of spreading democracy and liberating oppressed peoples. These armed conflicts were only ever viewed as noble and righteous, sacrifices made on behalf of the will of God for the blessing of the world. “When America employs violence, this argument goes, it does so to spread freedom to others,” write Gorski and Perry. “On the frontier and on the plantation, violence had been used to establish and secure white freedom. Now, military violence would be used to spread the blessings of freedom throughout the world.”13


    White Christian nationalism and the period of American Empire continue to shape Americans’ views of war and violence. Several studies show that Americans who embrace the narrative of Christian nationalism are much more likely to assert American innocence regarding armed conflict across the globe. In other words, the violence enacted on behalf of the United States is deemed justifiable. These same Americans excuse violence enacted toward whole groups like the Native Americans and Africans stolen as part of the transatlantic slave trade.14


    Indeed, many Christian Americans who embrace Christian nationalism believe that expanding the power and might of the United States is akin to spreading Christianity—that wherever democracy goes, the gospel is likely to follow and be a net benefit for those cultures and places. You can see this in statements from various leaders who tie the kingdom of God to furthering democracy or other national ideals. For example, Lieutenant General William Boykin, who was the deputy undersecretary for intelligence at the Defense Department during George W. Bush’s years in office, claimed that protecting Christianity was one vital aspect of the war on terror. He maintained the United States was attacked—and should subsequently defend itself through violence—because we are a Christian nation, and our enemies are Satan and the principalities of darkness. The various wars after 9/11 were, in Boykin’s mind, holy wars. In 2003, he told one congregation, “Satan wants to destroy this nation, he wants to destroy us as a nation, and he wants to destroy us as a Christian army.”15 The only recourse is to fight back on behalf of the Christian God.


    European Christians used a very similar logic as they colonized North America. “Christianizing” these shores was in the end a net benefit, despite the killing, enslaving, and general bloodshed their colonization precipitated. From this perspective, violence, if in service of the gospel, was sometimes necessary and generally acceptable. Declan Leary’s response to the discovery of the Indigenous children’s mass graves in 2021 is evidence that such views still have purchase.


    This belief in national innocence encourages citizens to view all conflicts in terms of good versus evil. We begin to believe that a divine mandate allows us to use all tools at our disposal, including violence, to defend ourselves (the good) from those God does not support (the evil).


    Americans who embrace Christian nationalism are more likely to praise the virtues of the US military and advocate for its dominance on the world stage. I still remember sitting in a “God and Country” service while conducting fieldwork for Taking America Back for God and hearing the narrator for the service say, “Any victories we claim are all because of him and his faithfulness, and in the good times and bad, he’s always been on our side.”16 In addition, Americans who strongly embrace white Christian nationalism are much more supportive of “self-interested” military endeavors—like protecting oil supplies—and limit their veneration of the United States military and military operations unless there is a clear benefit for the United States. They are less interested in military aid that benefits other countries.17


    In a survey gathered in 2005, Americans who embraced Christian nationalism were much more likely to say the United States was justified in declaring war on Iraq and that the US government should expand its authority to “fight terrorism.” Rhetoric from President Bush and others clearly identified America as on the side of good (God’s side) and terrorists on the side of evil. Five days after 9/11 Bush commented, “We’ve never seen this kind of evil before. But the evil-doers have never seen the American people in action before, either—and they’re about to find out.”18 The statements from Bush, as well as those from Boykin, resonated with millions of Americans. Sam Perry and I found that in 2007 Americans who embraced Christian nationalism firmly believed that God requires “the faithful” to “wage wars for good.”19 Using data from 2018, Eric McDaniel and his colleagues replicated this finding.20 There is an enduring link between Christian nationalism, militarism, and violence.


    White evangelical responses to the terrorist attacks of 9/11 are a particularly poignant example, and one that many of us lived through. For some in my generation, the attacks and our nation’s response to them began a journey of wrestling with the implications of being a Christian in a nation bent on war.


    The memories of that day are still fresh, even all these years later. It started like any other fall Tuesday. I was in my freshman dorm room at Purdue preparing for my 9:30 a.m. class—US history from the colonial period through Reconstruction.21 A friend down the hall burst in and asked, “You know the World Trade Center Towers in New York?”


    “Yes . . . ,” I answered.


    “One of them is on fire. It looks like a plane hit it,” he said.


    We ran down to his room to watch the news coverage. I skipped my history class as well as all my other classes that day. We sat in silence, watching the second plane hit and the two towers fall. I remember watching then president Bush address the nation that evening. I remember thinking to myself how this was a moment when everything changes. What would life look like a year from now? Ten years from now?


    Within weeks, the United States began airstrikes against Taliban and al-Qaeda targets in Afghanistan. A year and a half later, the United States declared war on Iraq. Like many Americans, I saw these wars through the lens of 9/11 and fully supported attacking those whom our government saw as imminent threats to national security.


    Soon after the US military entered Iraq in March 2003, I attended a weekend getaway for the campus ministry I was involved in. One evening I sat at a table with two fellow students and listened in as they discussed the morality of the United States invading Iraq: we were attacked on 9/11; we deserved revenge. I remember hoping we would find it.


    Two years later, I still felt the same way. At the table was one friend from a small town in Indiana like me. We were proud Americans and Christians. Fighting to defend our country and its interests was clearly within our rights. God would want us to oust evil rulers like Saddam Hussein. God would want us to spread democracy around the world because it is the greatest form of government and allows for religion—ideally Christianity—to flourish. My other friend at the table was an exchange student from Australia. While he shared our Christian commitments, he brought a different perspective regarding how our faith should relate to war and the nation.


    “Isn’t it a good thing for us to take out such a bad guy like Saddam?” my Indiana friend asked. In effect, he was asking whether violence and killing in service of a greater good—ending the reign of a murderous dictator—is something Christians can and should support. Our Australian friend shook his head, questioning how Americans could assume that waging war against Saddam—or anyone else—was within their rights or supported by the Christian God, especially given the collateral damage to innocent Iraqi civilians. Back and forth they went. It was almost as if they were each speaking a dialect the other could not understand.


    I honestly don’t remember much more of our Australian friend’s argument. My stance on the Iraq War, warfare in general, or killing did not change in that instant. However, something did shift.


    In that conversation, I recognized a faithful Christian who was strongly committed to the idea that our faith does not allow us to enact violence, no matter how righteous we might consider the desired end to be—even if it was to avenge thousands of lives lost or to prevent the use of purported and ultimately nonexistent “weapons of mass destruction.”


    In all my years being raised in majority-white evangelical churches, such a view was not widely held or discussed. As I shared previously, in one private conversation on a youth group summer trip, my youth pastor openly questioned whether Christians could in good conscience participate in war and kill those on the opposing side. That conversation was now paired with the conversation with my friends, and I found myself questioning the larger narratives surrounding violence, Christianity, and our nation.


    The commitment of my college friend intrigued me. It encouraged me to continue to question whether I could so easily support this war. It also made me wonder why I did not sense any dissonance, as he did, between killing in war and my Christian faith.


    In the years that followed, I wondered if Christians in other countries viewed us as my Australian friend did. I began to question whether a Christianity that is always in support of violence enacted by the United States could be a faithful witness of Jesus Christ. I began to question whether Christianity—or any religion for that matter—could ever consistently oppose the use and especially the abuse of violence when closely aligned with political power and national interests.


    Sure, war is hard and difficult. But if God is with us and commands us to destroy evil, then who are we to stand back and wait? Was this truly a war between good and evil? Was the United States clearly on God’s side? Were we merely enacting God’s ultimate desire for the world? White Christian nationalism provided much of the cultural framework needed not only to make this case but also to assuage most of the concerns held by many white Christians.


    Since that evening in college, I have wrestled with the wages of collective violence in my personal faith journey and professional research agenda. This naturally extended to interpersonal forms of violence.


    Christian Nationalism and Interpersonal Violence


    Christian nationalism is also intimately intertwined with a comfort with violence at the individual level. As we will see in an upcoming chapter, white Americans have appealed to defending this “Christian nation” to authorize unspeakable violence against Black Americans. For white Americans, upholding a Christian nation has meant defending the racial order.


    Tracking letters and announcements from Citizens’ Councils throughout the 1950s and 1960s, historian J. Russell Hawkins demonstrates how scores of everyday, churchgoing Christians firmly believed that God created different races and desired their separation.22 The United States, in their estimation, ignored God’s will in this matter at their own peril.


    Historian Kelly Baker highlights how these widely held beliefs resonated in the arguments made by members of the Ku Klux Klan.23 She shows how the ideology of protecting a “white Protestant nation” baptized the racial views and use of violence of groups like the KKK. While KKK membership and participation never held majority status, the KKK’s beliefs were in no way fringe. Groups like the KKK were present in almost every single state. They counted many powerful men as friendly to their goals or even dues-paying members. This included the governors of Indiana and Colorado in the 1920s.


    An association between white Christian nationalism and a comfort with racialized individual-level violence continues to this day. In a recent survey, when asked if “police officers in the United States shoot blacks more often because they are more violent than whites,” close to 50 percent of white Americans who strongly embrace Christian nationalism agreed.24


    The death penalty is another example of individual-level violence—albeit state sanctioned—strongly associated with white Christian nationalism. One report using 2007 data found that Christian nationalism was among the strongest predictors of Americans favoring use of the death penalty.25 Recent surveys say more of the same: seven out of ten white Ambassadors agree with the statement, “The biggest problem with the death penalty is we don’t use it enough.”26 One vocal supporter of Christian nationalism explicitly argued this very point.27


    The statistics surrounding the death penalty suggest that as a society we aren’t good at administering this form of justice. Since 1973 alone, 185 people wrongfully convicted and sentenced to death have been exonerated. Furthermore, the rates of minority groups being sentenced to death are disproportionately higher than those of whites.28 As the Equal Justice Initiative so aptly states, “The question we need to ask about the death penalty in America is not whether someone deserves to die for a crime. The question is whether we deserve to kill.”29


    Given the rate at which innocent people are sentenced to death, perhaps we Christians should consider leading the charge to stop executions. Perhaps Christians should abdicate this form of violence that white Christian nationalism is so keen to protect.


    Survey data of the American public soon after the Capitol riots on January 6, 2021, demonstrate that Christian nationalism is strongly associated with support for the following beliefs regarding forms of political violence: the riots at the US Capitol building on January 6 were justified, violence is acceptable in advancing political goals, violence is acceptable when Americans want to express disagreement with the government, true American patriots may have to resort to physical violence to save our country, and violence is justified if the members of the other side act violently first.30


    We also see a link between individual violence and white Christian nationalism in the infatuation with guns and the right to bear arms. This goes far beyond owning guns used for hunting or target practice with clay pigeons. The community I grew up in has a strong gun culture. I support the right of my friends and family members to continue to enjoy hunting trips and responsibly use and store their firearms.


    Idolizing guns goes beyond personal sport. Some might remember that in 2021 Representative Thomas Massie (R-KY), an avowed Christian, posted a family Christmas photo with all seven members holding large, semiautomatic firearms.31 The accompanying message read, “Merry Christmas! ps. Santa, please bring ammo.”


    Lauren Boebert, a congresswoman from Colorado, and her family were not to be outdone. Boebert has repeatedly signaled her belief in America’s Christian roots. As was noted in an earlier chapter, she told one congregation that it was not the intention of our founding fathers that the church and state be separate but rather that the church should run the state.32 Several days after the Massies distributed their photo on Twitter, she posed in front of a Christmas tree with her sons, each holding an assault-style rifle.


    These tweets received considerable attention in part because Massie’s tweet appeared five days after a high school shooting in Oxford, Michigan, where four students were killed and an additional seven people were injured. Given the ubiquity of school shootings in the United States, it is inevitable that tweets like this will be temporally close to another mass shooting. Nevertheless, the timing and circumstances of the 2021 Oxford school shooting cast the post in a different light: the gun of the Oxford school shooter was an early Christmas present from his parents.


    Another reason for the attention was the dissonance between Christians’ commonly held reasons for celebrating Christmas—rejoicing over the birth of the Prince of Peace—and the Massies and Boeberts holding weapons of warfare. These are not tools used for hunting game. These are weapons meant for killing other humans.


    Violence and the tools of violence are merely part of the cultural package of being an American Christian. After a mass shooting in a small church in Texas in 2017, a pastor in Florida posted a sign on his church’s doors: “Please know this is not a gun free zone—we are heavily armed—any attempt will be dealt with deadly force.”33 In early 2022, conservative candidate for governor of Georgia Kandiss Taylor debuted her tour bus featuring her slogan: “Jesus, Guns, Babies.”34 Boebert made more headlines in June 2022 at a Christian conference in Colorado Springs when, in response to a hypothetical question about how many AR-15s Jesus would own, she boasted that Jesus “didn’t have enough [AR-15s] to keep his government from killing him.”35 For Taylor, the Massie and Boebert families, and millions of others like them, weapons created for warfare and violence dovetail perfectly with Christianity. It is a religion of conquerors.


    In making sense of this overlap, historian Peter Manseau points to a “muscular Christianity” and how in the United States the power of God and Christ is routinely paired with the power of men with guns. In the American imagination of “taming the west,” Manseau writes, “legends of pistol-packing preachers . . . permanently joined evangelism to the six-shooter.”36 Nurturing an “authentic, God-given masculinity” is intimately intertwined with gun culture.37


    National survey research demonstrates that views like Taylor’s, Massie’s, and Boebert’s are anything but fringe. The millions of white Americans who favor Christian nationalism support the use of firearms to enact violence when they deem it necessary. A 2021 survey showed that nine out of ten white Americans who strongly embrace Christian nationalism agree that “the best way to stop bad guys with guns is to have good guys with guns.”38


    Another 2021 survey showed that gun owners among this same group were much more likely to report that owning a gun made them feel “patriotic” and “in control of my fate.”39 It is no surprise, then, that these same Americans eschew any mention of gun control—70 percent oppose it—and actually report greater levels of fear regarding gun-control legislation.40


    For many white Christians in the United States, to be American and Christian is to own the option of enacting violence against one’s “enemies,” however defined in the moment. Take, for example, Paul Gosar, who has routinely claimed we must return to America’s Christian roots in order to flourish. On November 7, 2021, the Arizona representative tweeted, “Christ is king.” Later that day, he tweeted out an animated video depicting him killing New York representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez.41 For Gosar and many others we surveyed, there is little if any dissonance between claiming Christ as king and endorsing violence. Waging war, gun violence, the death penalty, and rioting at the Capitol are all acceptable forms of violence under the right circumstances.


    The righteousness of violence is limited to those like “us,” however, which naturally excludes racial and ethnic minorities. As Danté Stewart writes, “Only white bodies are allowed to be angry in this country, even violent, and still live to tell the story.”42 Racial and ethnic minorities are viewed as an inherent threat because of their skin color. As mentioned above, embracing white Christian nationalism is strongly associated with believing police violence against Black Americans is due to their being inherently more violent than people of other races.


    Despite the easy acceptance of violence within the cultural framework of white Christian nationalism, perhaps other historic and global expressions of Christianity might cause us American Christians to pause and consider the implications of idolizing violence for our worship of Jesus as king.


    The Prince of Peace and Violence


    Considering America an empire akin to ancient Rome alters how we might think about the role of violence in the service of the nation and what it can and should accomplish. It reframes how we think about the utility of violence in our interpersonal lives, and how we might be complicit in violence beyond our personal social spheres.


    Consider the following incident in Jesus’s life when violence, seemingly righteous violence, might have been a legitimate option. In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus and his disciples are confronted by a “large crowd armed with swords and clubs” (Matt. 26:47), a “detachment of soldiers and some officials from the chief priests and the Pharisees” (John 18:3). When one of Jesus’s companions (Matt. 26:51; Mark 14:47; Luke 22:49; specifically Simon Peter in John 18:10) lunges with his sword and cuts off the ear of the high priest’s servant, Jesus rebukes him:


    No more of this! (Luke 22:51)


    Put your sword back in its place, . . . for all who draw the sword will die by the sword. Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen this way? (Matt. 26:52–54)


    Put your sword away! Shall I not drink the cup the Father has given me? (John 18:11)


    Jesus then heals the man, making him whole once again.


    So, as Lisa Sharon Harper asks, “Why didn’t Jesus brandish the sword as any king worth his legend would do?”43 Or, to use a more recent example, would Jesus have brandished an AR-15? It might be easy for us to blithely move past Jesus’s example here. But I cannot stop wrestling with this question.


    Growing up evangelical meant I was told time and again how Jesus calls us to follow his example. I was told it would not be easy and many people would not understand the countercultural nature of being a Christian. I would likely be labeled a fool. Questioning the use of violence in the context of modern-day American Christianity shows me how true those lessons were. But the costs and pushback come almost entirely from those inside my faith tradition rather than outside it.


    How can we so easily excuse ourselves from questioning our use of violence? If Jesus is lord over all, doesn’t it make sense that he would also demand we emulate his example regarding violence? What if Jesus calls me to lay aside my desire to protect my rights or my group with violence? What if Jesus calls me to resist those who do evil with self-sacrificial love instead of violence?


    In order for white American Christians to wrestle with how our faith tradition has historically idolized various expressions of violence in our embrace of white Christian nationalism, we must recognize that nonviolence in the Christian tradition is multifaceted as well. There is no one single expression. Violence appears in many forms, and so it should be no surprise that Christian responses to it are likewise multidimensional and complex.


    In A Field Guide to Christian Nonviolence, David Cramer and Myles Werntz show that throughout history and today various strains of Christian nonviolence overlap and at times contradict one another. Christian proponents of nonviolence even draw from various strains simultaneously. Christian discipleship and Christian virtues are two of the strains Cramer and Werntz identify. In the one, Christians are called to pursue nonviolence because our nonviolent Savior calls us to Christian discipleship. In the other, Christians are called to a virtuous life no matter the external circumstances, and violence—even in the form of a just war—encourages the wrong sorts of virtues.


    One example of nonviolence as an expression of Christian discipleship is the story of André Trocmé and his village of Le Chambon, France, during World War II.44 He and his community served as a refuge for almost five thousand Jews and other refugees fleeing the Holocaust. Trocmé writes that part of Jesus’s ministry was to liberate humanity from the ravages of sin, enacted sociopolitically, and to expand the way of peace through community with other Christians. Accounts of Le Chambon highlight the ordinary but subversive ways the Christians there opposed the Vichy government and the deportation of and violence toward Jews. Through consistent discipleship, Trocmé and his fellow Christians asked, “And who is my neighbor?” and were moved to create places of refuge.45


    Several strains of nonviolence teach that choosing it will require suffering. The nonviolence of Christian mysticism teaches us that “to join in the nonviolence of Jesus is to join in the suffering of God on behalf of the world.”46 Proponents of Christian nonviolence recognize that “violence of the world is not always solved by nonviolence” and nonviolence necessarily requires suffering. “It is in suffering, as the apostle Paul writes, that our character is formed more fully into the image of Christ.”47


    Liberationist nonviolence, nonviolence as political practice, and Christian antiviolence all push us to listen to the voices of “those most affected by violence to point the way to what is needed to transform institutions—including the state—to bring about authentic, lasting peace.” For white American Christians, this means looking to oppressed peoples in other nations, Black Americans and other minority racial and ethnic groups, and victims of sexual and gender-based violence.48 In order to confront and oppose violence within white Christian nationalism, we must listen to, learn from, and follow the examples of those most likely to bear the brunt of violence.


    Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement give us a clear example of nonviolence as political practice. As Cramer and Wertz show, “This stream is primarily concerned with how nonviolence—as a normative Christian practice—can be the basis for public action.”49 King and others saw the dignity of all persons—even those they were in conflict with—leading them to embrace a social witness of nonviolence. They believed nonviolence would draw attention to racial injustice and prick the consciences of their opponents, drawing out their humanity and creating coalitions where there once were none. This leads to a common vision for political life where all humanity can flourish. Christians inspired by the life and person of Jesus enter into a relationship with all others to help create a beloved community regardless of whether we share particular theological convictions. In living out the gospel, which includes the realignment of the power structures of society, those in the civil rights movement saw the idol of violence for what it was: a chief tool of white Christian nationalism.


    We can learn how to consistently wrestle with the use of violence, whether interpersonal or between nations. We can explore how violence distances us from a Christian practice that mirrors Jesus and instead draws us toward an empire-building expression of Christianity comfortable with self-interested power. How can we expect to participate in the kingdom of God, a kingdom the Bible teaches is characterized by nonviolence, if we consistently turn to violence as the means to achieve what we believe to be God’s will?


    Lisa Sharon Harper answers her own question from above, pointing out how “God beat the power of human empire not with a sword but with the power of the Resurrection.”50 Death is not the final act. Resurrection is. Jesus’s power—and by extension ours—lies not in exerting power over others through violence but in giving our lives, trusting in the power of God to bring new life out of death.


    Living according to this truth could be what makes Christians both good and bad citizens, simultaneously. We are willing to give of ourselves to our fellow citizens in order that they may flourish. We are not willing, however, to take the lives of those deemed our enemies based on nationality. All empires require both forms of sacrifice. Good citizens in the eyes of empire—those who embrace white Christian nationalism—will sacrifice lives for the empire if necessary, their own and especially those of their enemies. Expressions of Christianity that confront white Christian nationalism can fulfill only the former.


    For years, I blithely accepted the narrative embraced by white Christian nationalism that violence is a natural part of our individual and collective survival and success. While grateful for those who sacrificed their lives for my country, I thought little about those from other nations who were caught up in the cycles of war. I was never forced to grapple with the ravages of interpersonal and institutional violence in other communities around the country. White Christian nationalism teaches that the only way to protect Christianity is to protect the United States. And the only way to ensure that a nation of this world continues to exist is to exert the power of the sword.


    I am convinced now more than ever that the idolization of violence alongside power and fear inherent to white Christian nationalism serves only empire and results in the further marginalization and suffering of minority groups. It does not lead us to emulate the example set by Jesus. It causes us to betray the gospel.


    White American Christians can begin to look to and learn from the expressions of Christianity among the marginalized throughout history to find a new way forward, one that does not rely on violence in order to protect power over others and assuage the fear of losing what we consider ours.


    Jesus was clear on the day of his death that his kingdom is not of this world and does not depend on violence for its defense or expansion (John 18:36). He refused to pick up the sword and rather chose to take up a cross—the violent instrument of his own death, not that of his enemies. “Jesus did not stand with state or religious authorities being violent against bodies and marginalized bodies. Jesus stands as one who knew the economic, political, and religious violence but also as one who formed people in the way of resistance, dignity, power, justice, and love,” writes Danté Stewart.51 Such a move defies the logic of white Christian nationalism.


    Let us consider how we might embody the example set by Jesus and collectively lay down our swords.

  


  
    6 
May Your Kingdom Come, on Earth as It Is in Heaven?


    Individually, Christian people in the South—white and black—through the years have been able to work together and to understand each other. But now a world of outside agitation has been started, and people are coming in the name of piety, but it is a false piety, and are endeavoring to disturb God’s established order; and we are having turmoil all over America. This disturbing movement is not of God. It is not in line with the Bible. It is Satanic. Now, listen and understand this. Do not let people lead you astray.


    —Bob Jones1


    I CAN STILL REMEMBER HEARING Randall Balmer, a distinguished historian of American religion, share how it was race—not abortion, divorce, or homosexuality—that served as a catalyst for the Christian Right in the 1970s. Balmer was presenting at Baylor University in Waco, Texas. This was before Chip and Joanna Gaines and their Fixer Upper empire shiplapped Waco into the American cultural mainstream. I was just beginning my graduate studies and still trying to find my way in academia as a first-generation college student.


    Growing up in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when the Christian Right had been a political and social force for the past decade or so, I assumed I knew the originating myth of this powerful voting bloc. Evangelicals like me were concerned with the moral direction of this country. We believed divorces were on the rise. We fretted about how sex permeated the culture. We felt disgust at how homosexuality was becoming more widely accepted. And, most important, we were horrified that abortion was legal.


    Our pastors, echoing leaders of the Christian Right, told us how each of these was a stain on our country and its religious heritage. The United States was clearly a nation favored by God—how else does one explain its global dominance?—but this status was in jeopardy. If we continued to slide down this path of unrepentant sin, we would violate our covenant. God would then be forced to withdraw his blessing, his hand of protection, and our nation—this Christian nation—would collapse.


    We had to enforce our moral vision on the country to ensure that our nation could and would flourish. The only way to do that was to enter the political sphere and “vote for our values.” Getting the “right” people in the “right” places of power to enact the “right” policies was paramount. The idols of self-interested power and fear were in full effect.


    Much of white Christianity’s concern for morality—defined at that time as opposition to abortion, homosexuality, and divorce—demanded we become politically active. We cared about the United States. Its success was ours. When you got down to it, we really had no choice but to strive for positions of influence and power. We alone had the answers to what ailed the nation.


    By the time I heard Balmer speak, I had already begun to jettison aspects of this framework. The “founding myth” of the Christian Right, however, was still firmly in place. While I no longer identified with the Christian Right’s interpretation of what was wrong with the United States or with the methods through which the Christian Right argued Christians were supposed to solve the country’s problems, I still believed these particular moral issues united and motived the Christian Right.


    I was not aware of the racial context surrounding the formation of the Christian Right. Again, growing up in white evangelicalism, race wasn’t something I had to worry about. Throughout my elementary, middle, and high school years, the number of minority students in the schools I attended could likely be counted on one hand. Not just my grade—the entire school. In 2019, my community was around 90 percent white according to the US Census, an almost identical figure for the county in 1990.2


    By the time I was old enough to hear and internalize the messages of my religious tradition, the centrality of race to our religio-political movement was hidden—purposefully or otherwise. It was as if there was a mist swirling around, obscuring and refracting what I could see. Balmer’s lecture was like piercing sunlight on a foggy morning—the surrounding landscape pops suddenly into clear view. I could now see what had always been there.


    Absent among those “right” policies was any mention of continuing racial inequality. I just assumed the civil rights movement had fixed everything. Since slavery had been outlawed over a hundred years ago, the ongoing concerns of Black Americans were not given much, if any, thought. After spending my entire childhood, teenage years, and time as an undergraduate in the pew on Sunday mornings, I can’t remember a single message focused on racial inequality. Not one.


    This was likely no accident. Jerry Falwell and other Christian Right leaders had previously opposed Christians engaging in politics, particularly in response to Black ministers taking an active role in the civil rights movement. Falwell himself proclaimed, “Preachers are not called to be politicians but soul winners.”3


    Equality for Black Americans (or any minority racial or ethnic group) was not a moral issue for most white American Christians. Rather, we regarded racial issues as political distractions. Christians like us focused solely on “preaching the pure saving gospel of Jesus Christ” and saving souls.4 Groups like the Moral Majority signaled their concern for the morality of America, but they ignored race. Congregations like those I grew up in followed suit. The moral issues threatening the country were abortion, homosexuality, and divorce, but not racial inequality. As historian Anthea Butler points out, this “color-blind conservatism” and specifically defined “morality politics” functioned as a shield, creating “new political alliances and creating organizations . . . that would promote their favored issues while continuing to embrace racist practices and strategies to consolidate economic and political power.”5


    Recounting personal conversations with Paul Weyrich, one of the key political operatives intent on bringing white Christians into the Republican Party, Balmer reported how Weyrich claimed it was opposition to the IRS mandating desegregation of Christian schools, like Bob Jones University (founded by the same man whose quote began this chapter), that motivated the formation of the Christian Right. Weyrich confirmed that the Christian Right formed in opposition to a federal government mandate that organizations receiving federal funds must not endorse racially discriminatory policies.6 They wanted to be able legally to segregate their white children from Black children in schools.


    During that time, Weyrich was looking for other issues around which he hoped to unify and motivate conservative voters. He had no success. Pornography, school prayer, the Equal Rights Amendment, and even abortion yielded no fruit.7 In Weyrich’s own words, “I was trying to get those people [evangelicals] interested in those issues and I utterly failed. What changed their mind was Jimmy Carter’s intervention against the Christian schools, trying to deny them tax-exempt status on the basis of so-called de facto segregation.” It was the IRS threat against segregated Christian academies, not abortion or some other issue, that Weyrich said “enraged the Christian community.”8


    Moreover, it isn’t just Weyrich who attests to the ways racial segregation animated the early Christian Right. Ed Dobson, Grover Norquist, Richard Viguerie, and even administrators at Bob Jones University corroborate it was “government intrusion into private education”—to ensure racial equality—that kicked the hornets’ nest and brought the Christian Right into politics.9


    To be sure, Balmer’s argument is not the whole story.10 Catholics and some Protestants had publicly opposed abortion for years. Grassroots activists had already built strong anti-abortion networks that were folded into the Christian Right’s mobilization into the political arena. Homosexuality, gender, school prayer—each of these was part of the constellation of “moral” issues the Christian Right wanted to highlight. However, these accounts and that of Balmer’s do align in that racism and racist ideas played an integral role in shaping a political realignment that brought conservative white Christians into the Republican Party fold. Therefore, the key is not that it was only racism that united the Christian Right, as Balmer argues. The key is that racism was rendered so consistently invisible alongside other “moral” issues the Christian Right highlighted. Balmer’s thesis, while oversimplified, does bring the importance of race into clear view.


    As I sat listening to Balmer speak, I felt bewildered. How could a movement intent on ensuring that an entire nation represented their “pro-life” views share a commitment to such a despicable stance? It raised questions about the other “moral issues” that were deal breakers to being a good American Christian. How might these have directly and indirectly been shaped by racism and racist ideology?11


    As I was finally starting to learn, by then decades into my Christian journey, the sin and stain of racism within white Christian nationalism is but another piece of rotten fruit from a long-diseased tree. It is in this history that we see how white supremacy is—and always has been—intimately intertwined with idolizing power, fear, and violence in the calls to make the United States a Christian nation.


    Calls for a Christian Nation and Racism


    After hearing Balmer’s lecture, I began to follow my interests in the literature surrounding civil religion, Christianity, and politics. I wanted to know more about what social scientists were finding about the overlap of religion, race, and politics.


    In the intervening fifteen years, dozens of new studies demonstrated how a quest to make America more Christian is strongly linked to racially discriminatory attitudes. The evidence from social scientists examining racism and Americans’ embrace of Christian nationalism shows that desires for a “Christian” nation are closely linked to comfort with or outright advocation of racially discriminatory policies and values. The more we embrace Christian nationalism, the more likely we are to hold racist attitudes and beliefs.


    These findings underscore how the desire to define the United States as a “Christian” nation is intertwined with ideals of whiteness. Just like the earliest colonists, Americans today who argue that America must be more Christian are also signaling—even if unintended or unstated—beliefs about who the country belongs to and what sorts of issues should be most important.


    Studies show that embracing Christian nationalism predicts opposition toward both interracial marriage and transracial adoption. White Americans who embrace Christian nationalism are much more likely to attribute racial inequality experienced by Black Americans to their personal or individual shortcomings rather than to structural explanations like the ongoing effects of Jim Crow or hundreds of years of slavery.12


    One study shows that embracing Christian nationalism leads Americans to be much less supportive of welfare spending and more supportive of border spending and spending to reduce crime—all policy areas that are generally racially coded. For policy areas that are not as racially coded, Christian nationalism plays little to no role.13


    Christian nationalism is also strongly predictive of believing that deadly force by police toward Black Americans—such as George Floyd, Philando Castile, and Eric Garner—happens more often because “they [Blacks] are more violent than whites.” The same Americans who embrace Christian nationalism are also more likely to say that Black and white Americans receive the same treatment from police.14


    White Christian nationalism is also strongly linked to greater political tolerance of Americans who explicitly tout racist ideas. Using data from the late 1990s and then from 2014, one study shows that whites who embrace Christian nationalism are more tolerant of racists than they are of other stigmatized groups like atheists, communists, militarists, or homosexuals.15


    Recent studies also show that white Americans who embrace Christian nationalism are much more willing to deny racial minorities access to the democratic process. These Americans believe that voter suppression is rare (despite evidence to the contrary) and that voter fraud is widespread (despite evidence to the contrary). Generally, white Americans who embrace Christian nationalism believe that only those “worthy” of engaging in the democratic process should be allowed to do so. Given our nation’s history of voter suppression, “those who are worthy” has ultimately meant white, natural-born citizens.16


    White Christian nationalism is strongly associated with racist views of the COVID-19 pandemic. Americans who embrace Christian nationalism are much more likely to disagree that it is “racist to call COVID-19 ‘the Chinese Virus’” and that “higher minority infections are symptoms of an unjust society.” They are more likely to agree that Black Americans are infected at higher rates because they are more irresponsible, that Black Americans may be biologically susceptible to COVID-19, and that COVID-19 spreading among prisoners is “the least of our concerns,” and further that its toll on the incarcerated could be the result of “divine justice.”17


    In summary, calls for a more “Christian” nation are really calls for a nation where white Americans maintain a privileged position in the social hierarchy. Racial inequality is legitimized as the result of individual shortcomings within minority groups. Our racialized culture and society, where distinct differences in wealth, health, and opportunities across racial and ethnic groups are present, are often viewed as natural, perhaps even God-ordained. White Christian nationalism obscures the structural and systemic causes of racial inequality in service of upholding a narrative that the United States has a special relationship with the Christian God.


    In the face of this overwhelming evidence, I find it hard to reconcile my Christian belief that all humans equally bear the image of the living God with a desire for the United States to privilege Christianity, when Christian nationalism is so strongly associated with racially insensitive—and in some cases repugnant—beliefs. We cannot have both. In order to align ourselves with expressions of Christianity that encourage the flourishing of all people, we have to dispense with our quest to privilege Christianity in social and cultural spheres. From the beginning, the mission to make a “Christian nation” has served to create and maintain a racial hierarchy. The Christian Right was just singing the same old song.


    These strong and consistent relationships raise the question, How did we get here? To make sense of these findings, we need to examine the historical record linking Christianity with race and racism.


    Christianity and the History of Racism in the United States


    As we have explored thus far, white Christian nationalism focuses on gaining and maintaining privileged access to power. Fear is one of the primary tools Christian nationalism uses to motivate action and prop up a fusion between Christianity and national identity. Generally, fear is used to distinguish between “us” and “them”—those committed to a “Christian” nation and those who are not. Violence is a natural response, used to demarcate and defend these boundaries. Power, fear, and violence are the three main idols of Christian nationalism.


    The use of religion and Christianity to delineate those who are with “us” from those who are not is common throughout history. Over the centuries, popes, priests, kings, and other rulers have baptized their desire for economic and geographic gains in the will of God, assuring themselves and their people that those they conquered deserved to be conquered. It was no accident that skin color became a straightforward way to determine whom God desired them to conquer.


    As early as the mid-1400s, the first instances of anti-Black racism appear in the accounts of the inauguration of the western European slave trade. Tied to the denigration of darker-skinned people were religious justifications for kidnapping and enslaving them. Europeans labeled those taken as slaves as “barbarians” in desperate need of salvation. Quickly, whiteness and Christianity stood in sharp relief to blackness and “heathen.”18


    Official orders from the church likewise baptized the “discovery” of new lands and the displacement of Indigenous populations, as well as their capture and enslavement, through the Doctrine of Discovery. Yet again, church and state leaders considered all people outside European Christendom—who were almost exclusively racialized as nonwhite—as deserving of domination in service to the “true people of God.”19


    These justifications were imported to the United States, where the very first boundaries around “us” (Christians) versus “them” (non-Christians) were fundamentally intertwined with whiteness and race. Racial categories developed alongside religious categories. Colonists in North America debated whether Indigenous tribes or African slaves could become Christians, because they believed religious identities—like physical characteristics—were passed down through generations. Thus, as historian Jemar Tisby writes in his best-selling book The Color of Compromise, “European meant ‘Christian’ and Native American or African meant ‘heathen.’ Over time, these categories simplified and hardened into racial designations.”20 We could now identify true Christians via visual cues.


    Repeatedly, those who claimed to be Christians were also the ones creating and spreading racist ideologies. Christians used Scripture to formalize theologies baptizing racial segregation and race-based chattel slavery. Used in this way, Christianity colonized the physical and social worlds it encountered. European Christians imagined themselves at the top of a racialized hierarchy, instituted by God.21


    The earliest European colonists of North America likewise imported the Doctrine of Discovery—believing the Christian God fully supported their quest to “discover,” capture, and dominate new lands and peoples—in service to the “City on a Hill” they hoped to inaugurate. Mark Charles and Soong-Chan Rah show in their book Unsettling Truths how John Winthrop and other Puritan leaders sought repeatedly to highlight their divine destiny. The consequences of this “dysfunctional social and theological imagination” were terrifying. “Winthrop’s assertion of a special status for the Puritans in the New World justified the resulting genocide of the existing population in the American continent. . . . The Doctrine of Discovery allowed Native genocide to be understood as a holy act of claiming the promised land for European settlers.”22


    From the moment Europeans stepped onto North American soil, they drew sharp racial and religious boundaries to separate themselves from the dark-skinned slaves and brown-skinned Native Americans in their midst. The distribution of resources and opportunities in the “New World” adhered to this hierarchy, with white European men firmly situated at the top. Christian theologies were constructed to serve their economic interests.23


    For the next several centuries, those on top—white men and their families—continued to make the case as to why slavery was not only tolerable but actually God’s design and a fundamental good that should be protected and extended. Preachers, theologians, and rank-and-file Americans even drew directly from their Christian faith to argue that enslaved Africans should be thankful for American slavery, as it was part of God’s ordering of the cosmos and brought them under the auspices of a good Christian nation.


    The links between white Christian nationalism and racial terror did not end with slavery. Racism merely adapted. From Reconstruction until the civil rights era in the 1960s, Christians in both the North and the South perpetuated terrorist violence against Black Americans through lynching. Growing up in a majority-white community in northern Indiana, I learned in school that lynching was part of our country’s history. However, I had a mostly sanitized and detached knowledge of the practice. That changed when I read the account of Jesse Washington and “the Waco Horror” while I was in graduate school at Baylor. Jesse’s lynching in the city in which I resided brought home just how barbaric a practice it was—one that white Christians like me enthusiastically participated in just a couple of generations prior.


    On May 8, 1916, illiterate and possibly mentally disabled seventeen-year-old Jesse Washington was arrested for killing Lucy Fryer, who was found dead earlier that day. While in police custody, he confessed to raping and murdering her.24 At Jesse’s trial seven days later, a jury of twelve white men found him guilty and sentenced him to death after four minutes of deliberation. Thousands of Wacoans surrounded the courthouse that day, and officials worried mob violence might ensue.


    After the sentence was read, spectators grabbed Jesse and dragged him outside. The white mob, numbering over ten thousand people at one point, chained Jesse by the neck, dragged him toward city hall, stripped him naked, and repeatedly stabbed and beat him. They then stacked wood next to a tree in front of the building, where they doused him with oil and set him on fire. Semiconscious, Jesse tried to climb the chain but couldn’t because the crowd had cut off his fingers—in addition to his toes and genitals. They repeatedly raised and lowered him over the flames for two hours. The Waco Times-Herald reported that when his body began to burn, “shouts of delight went up from the thousands of throats.”25 By the end, all that remained of Jesse was his skull, torso, and limb stumps. Bystanders collected souvenirs, including Jesse’s bones. A local photographer captured the violence and sold the images on postcards and prints.


    In all, white Americans murdered more than forty-four hundred Black Americans on the lynching tree. Just imagine the horror of Jesse’s murder repeated thousands of times throughout the United States and the terror this instilled in minority communities. Imagine the thousands of “sundown towns,” where the threat of this violence extended to any Black American out too late into the evening. The Equal Justice Initiative offers a map of where lynchings occurred. I counted the number of reported lynchings in the counties in which I have lived.26 In those six counties, there are twenty-two reported lynchings. In all likelihood there were more.


    Examples abound of white Christians actively participating in lynchings. Sometimes the mobs carried out lynchings after services on Sundays near or around churches, which ensured a sizable crowd, as in the lynchings of Harris Tunstal, Samuel Thomas Wilkes, and Luther and Mary Holbert.27 Just as harmfully, most white Christians failed to actively oppose this evil. This includes some famous progressive theologians like Reinhold Niebuhr.28 They instead maintained silence in the face of brutality, tacitly supporting the color line and its accompanying racial violence.


    Collectively, Tisby points out, many white Christians’ silence about the terror of lynching suggests that the white-supremacist, nationalistic Christianity fomented by the KKK, intent on excluding anyone who was not Protestant, white, and a natural-born citizen, was more mainstream than we would like to believe. The KKK was intent on defending a white, Christian America through terror and violence. Do a simple Google Images search for “KKK Jesus Saves.” While some white Christians might have blanched at the methods used by the KKK, for many, such a vision of the nation sounded good, even if they did not personally participate in or promote such methods.


    Many white Christians also directly opposed desegregation. Looking back, some of us believe white Christians did so despite their Christian beliefs. We like to believe they were somehow repressing or ignoring or misreading their Bibles in order to maintain their segregationist beliefs. In other words, their misdeeds were a result of a failure to live out their Christian convictions. However, the historical record is clear: white Christians opposed desegregation because of their Christian convictions.29 Famous preachers like W. A. Criswell demanded that all ministers oppose federally mandated desegregation efforts “because it is a denial of ALL that we believe in.”30 Bob Jones believed efforts to outlaw segregation central to the civil rights movement were “endeavoring to disturb God’s established order.” In an Easter message, he claimed, “This disturbing movement is not of God. It is not in line with the Bible. It is Satanic. Now, listen and understand this. Do not let people lead you astray.”31 At a meeting of fellow ministers with President John F. Kennedy to discuss the need for a civil rights law, one Florida preacher stood up and addressed the president directly, stating as fact that many white Christians “held a ‘strong moral conviction’ that ‘racial integration . . . is against the will of their Creator.’”32


    Christian opposition to desegregation and full inclusion of Black Americans into civic life was not limited to the South. For instance, Christian churches, Catholic parishes, as well as Christian colleges, universities, and seminaries—in both the North and the South—supported racially discriminatory housing practices like redlining and restrictive community covenants that forbade homeowners from selling to Black buyers. Clergy even went door-to-door to collect signatures in support of maintaining residential segregation based on race.33


    White Christians also played a pivotal role in the “law and order” and “tough on crime” politics that dominated the second half of the twentieth century. Repeatedly, Christians supported more punitive practices, pushing for harsher sentencing, policing, and prosecution. The US criminal justice system, however, disproportionately touches and subsequently harms racial minorities, especially Black Americans. Stigma related to having a criminal record dramatically limits access to jobs, housing, health care, and participation in civil society.34 This language about “law and order” finds its roots in the horrific practices of racial terrorism and lynching.


    This legacy of racism is one of the original sins of the United States, and American Christianity was complicit in it. White Christian nationalism played and continues to play an integral role in the perpetuation of racism throughout our society. As we have seen, recent scholarship clearly demonstrates this ongoing connection.


    What has this legacy of white Christian nationalism and racism wrought? Consider the systemic inequalities Black Americans, Native Americans, and other racial and ethnic minority groups face in the United States:


    
      	The net worth of a typical white family is close to ten times greater than that of a typical Black family. This gap has increased since 2000.


      	Native Americans have the highest poverty rate among all minority groups (24.9 percent), closely followed by Black Americans (23 percent) and Hispanic Americans (19.6 percent). The poverty rate for white Americans, however, is 9.6 percent.


      	Native and Black American unemployment rates in 2018 were 6.6 percent and 6.5 percent, respectively. White Americans’ unemployment rate was 3.5 percent.


      	The 2019 US Census estimates show 15.0 percent of Native Americans and 21.6 percent of Black Americans have a bachelor’s degree or higher. Around twice as many White Americans (35.8 percent) can say the same.


      	The 2019 American Community Survey estimates show just under 6 percent of white Americans do not have health insurance. Over 10 percent of Black Americans and over 19 percent of Native Americans are uninsured.


      	The 2021 American Community Survey estimates show only 44 percent of Black Americans and 51 percent of Native Americans own their homes, compared to 74 percent of white Americans.


      	In 2018, the prison incarceration rate for Black men is almost six times the rate for white men. The rate for Hispanic men is over two and a half times the rate for white men.35

    


    How can we read these statistics and in good faith disagree with the claim that racial and ethnic minorities face a distinctly different set of hurdles than do white Americans?


    These differences do not just happen by chance. They are the result of decades and even centuries of limiting minority racial and ethnic groups access to social and cultural opportunities in the United States. Throughout that time, white Christian nationalism played an integral role in creating and sustaining the policies and ideologies that produce widespread racial inequalities in the United States.


    However, despite the evidence demonstrating pervasive racial terror and enduring structural inequality in the United States, there are significant gaps in white Christians’ acknowledgment of these realities compared to racial and ethnic minorities. The legacy of this inequality lives on today in the form of forgetting or outright ignorance.


    In 2020, when the country was grappling with the murder of George Floyd at the hands of police officer Derek Chauvin, the Public Religion Research Institute polled Americans, asking if recent killings of Black men were isolated incidents. Seventy-two percent of white evangelical Protestants agreed that the recent killings were isolated incidents.36 Compare this to 30 percent of white religiously unaffiliated Americans who said the same. Again, this is despite evidence from the Bureau of Justice Statistics showing that people of color, and particularly Black Americans, are much more likely to experience the use of force when they come into contact with police.37


    These same patterns hold when white evangelicals are asked if discrimination against whites is as problematic as discrimination against Black Americans. Compared to the unaffiliated, white evangelicals are more likely to believe that discrimination against whites is an equally large problem. White evangelicals are more likely to disagree that generations of slavery and discrimination have held Black Americans back from achieving equality. In addition, white evangelicals are more likely to agree that the Confederate flag or Confederate monuments are symbols of Southern pride rather than monuments to racism.


    Taken together, the legacy of white Christians upholding white supremacy and the current manifestations of white Christian ignorance about racial inequality lead researcher Robert P. Jones to succinctly state, “American Christianity’s theological core has been thoroughly structured by an interest in protecting white supremacy.”38 It is this desire for supremacy, this pining for self-interested power and privilege, that betrayed the gospel with an expression of the Christian faith in service of evil ends. To make a nation and a people, racism was baptized in Christian waters.


    As Ida B. Wells, the person most responsible for making white Americans face the horrors of lynching, asked, “Why is mob murder permitted by a Christian nation? The nation cannot profess Christianity which makes the golden rule its foundation stone, and continue to deny equal opportunity for life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness to the black race.”39


    Now, some may say, Christians did not have to embrace racism throughout history. Some expressions of Christianity avoided and even confronted racism! Yes, this is true. Those expressions of Christianity did and still do exist, and in white communities as well. While most white Christians throughout US history either actively embraced racism or failed to confront it, there were white Christians who did do this necessary and difficult work.


    This brings me to a key finding of our work on Christian nationalism: white Christians who reject or resist Christian nationalism are much less likely to embrace racist attitudes and beliefs. This suggests that embracing Christianity does not always result in more racist attitudes. The key is whether we actively embrace white Christian nationalism.


    White Christian nationalism is not primarily a theological category but a cultural framework intent on privileging a conservative ethno-cultural and political orientation—one draped in religious rhetoric. A key element of this conservative ethno-cultural and political orientation is demanding strict ethno-racial boundaries around who is considered truly American. National membership, full participation in civic life, and social belonging are predicated on whether someone is “like us,” which, again, stands for white folks.


    A common response to this growing collection of evidence is that “correlation doesn’t equal causation.” Most often this claim is an attempt to say that just because Christian nationalism and racist attitudes and beliefs are strongly linked, one does not necessarily cause the other. This is true—many of these studies cannot (and do not) say that Christian nationalism “causes” one to be racist. However, what these studies do show is that Christian nationalism and racist attitudes are irrevocably linked, even when we account for an assortment of other possible explanations (political attitudes or sociodemographic measures like age, racial identification, or gender).


    It does not matter whether Christian nationalism encourages us to become racist or whether those with racist beliefs are drawn toward Christian nationalism. What’s clear is that if someone embodies one, they are much more likely to embody the other. Both possibilities are bad. Either way, given the connection between Christian nationalism and racism, we should think critically about whether we should be advocating for Christian nationalism.


    Does Christianity Have Anything to Offer Regarding Racial Injustice?


    White Americans have long used Christian theology to perpetuate racism in service of hoarding power and fomenting fear.40 This raises a question for white Christians today: How could self-identified Christians create and sustain social systems that upheld white supremacy? For James Cone, the answer is simple: “Self-interest and power corrupted their understanding of the Christian gospel.”41


    This thirst for self-interested power is fundamental to Christian nationalism. The desire to maintain power and privilege required our ancestors to do whatever was necessary to keep themselves on top economically, whether it was benefiting from slavery, stealing Indigenous lands, endorsing segregation, or ignoring pleas from Black Americans for equality. This fact led Robert Jones to ask if Christian theology and practice as they developed in North America and the United States are corrupt to their core by the stain of racism and white supremacy.42 As he powerfully argues in the book White Too Long, white Christianity and its assorted theologies and moral claims have functioned to blind white American Christians to the suffering of Black Americans. These theologies and moral claims silently and invisibly protect the social, cultural, and economic privileges white American Christians enjoy. My experiences growing up in white evangelicalism attest to this.


    I advocated and voted for systemic pro-life policies intent on protecting the lives of the unborn while never deeply considering similarly systemic policies intent on improving the lives of those already born. I was completely ignorant of the ongoing effects of America’s history of racial discrimination in housing, education, criminal justice, and health care. My actions implicitly supported the idea that the United States was indeed a meritocracy where all could create a better life for themselves—and God would bless them—if they would only try hard enough. Therefore, the blessings I and those like me enjoyed were due to God’s good grace that allowed our hard work to bear fruit. If other groups faced a crisis, it was likely due to several issues, including a lack of hard work, which God would never commend. We could try to help them, but ultimately it was up to them to do what was necessary. The system was not to blame.


    Can Christianity—complicit in the maintenance of white supremacy for centuries now—offer us anything of use regarding racial injustice? Here again Cone provides an answer. Speaking specifically about the horrors of lynching, but applicable beyond, he shares that while the cross allowed him to make sense of the brutal history of lynching in the United States, the lynching tree also helped him understand much more deeply the “tragic meaning” of the cross.


    The terror experienced by Black Americans over the centuries through slavery, Jim Crow, and lynching mirrors the terror experienced by Jesus. Both Jesus and African Americans were victims of mob hysteria and violence at the hands of Romans or white Americans. The central paradox of the Christian story, Cone tells us, is a crucified Savior—one who dies to rescue a suffering humanity. According to Cone, the entirety of the gospel—Jesus’s life, death, and teachings—brings to life “God’s protest against the exploitation of the weak by the strong.”43 Kat Armas argues similarly when she asserts that God sides with the marginalized, stands in opposition to the power of empire and its quest to destroy the frail, and “is for the liberation of those on the margins.”44


    What does Christianity have to offer us given this legacy of white supremacy and the denial of Black humanity? It is worth quoting Cone in full:


    It was not easy for blacks to find a language to talk about Christianity publicly because the Jesus they embraced was also, at least in name, embraced by whites who lynched black people. Indeed, it was white slaveholders, segregationists, and lynchers who defined the content of the Christian gospel. They wrote hundreds of books about Christianity, founded seminaries to train scholars and preachers, and thereby controlled nearly two thousand years of Christian tradition. Cut off from their African religious traditions, black slaves were left trying to carve out a religious meaning for their lives with white Christianity as the only resource to work with. They ignored white theology, which did not affirm their humanity, and went straight to stories in the Bible, interpreting them as stories of God siding with little people just like them. They identified God’s liberation of the poor as the central message of the Bible.45


    Echoing Cone, Tisby shows us that Christianity can be a part of rectifying that sordid and evil past. In his book How to Fight Racism, he writes, “Christianity must be a part of the conversation about racial justice because, in the context of the United States, white Christians often have been the ones responsible for racial injustice.” Tisby goes further, however. Christianity, he claims, can also show us why racial justice is important and provide the “moral and spiritual resources to rebel against racism and white supremacy.”46


    Beyond the narrative of God siding with the oppressed, Tisby explains how the doctrine that all humans bear the image and likeness of God is another resource that Christianity provides. Every single person is an image-bearer, displaying particular characteristics of and similarities with God. All are created to exercise dominion and stewardship.47 Because all humans equally share this character, they therefore “possess incalculable and inviolable value.”48


    The centuries-long history of colonialism and racism—race-based chattel slavery, the Doctrine of Discovery, the horrors of lynching, Jim Crow, mass incarceration, and the “war on drugs”—stands in opposition to the Christian doctrine that all humans bear the image of God, are created for stewardship, and are equally valuable. The reality that Christians used their religion to support each of these travesties can signal to us how careful we must be as we look to live out our faith in the public sphere.


    Growing up, I heard “there but for the grace of God go I” repeatedly in church. We applied this phrase individually, thinking about only our own personal sins. Perhaps we Christians today should use this phrase in relation to our history, recognizing how white Christians—like us—repeatedly denied the God-given value of others in service of gaining and maintaining economic and political power. Repeatedly, our desire to make and defend our “Christian” nation has led us to embrace politics that deny the basic humanity of both our fellow citizens and our brothers and sisters of different nationalities, races, and religions from throughout the world.


    White Christians can begin to acknowledge the harm Christianity played in creating and sustaining racism. We can begin to interrogate the legacy of various Christian theologies commonly highlighted as ways to solve racism—such as individual heart changes, reconciled relationships, and appeals to colorblindness—as “tools fashioned and utilized by their segregationist forebears precisely to avoid the racial justice” we now seek.49 We can follow the lead of Christians who have gone before and drawn on their faith in the fight for racial justice. We can imitate those who reckon with their own religious journeys and consider how race has shaped our experiences of the Christian faith. As Cone teaches us, “Until we can see the cross and the lynching tree together, until we can identify Christ with a ‘recrucified’ black body hanging from a lynching tree, there can be no genuine understanding of Christian identity in America, and no deliverance from the brutal legacy of slavery and white supremacy.”50


    One way to begin to dismantle the distorted theologies and politics of race that white Christian nationalism handed us is to read, follow, and listen to our Black brothers and sisters. For centuries, they have been busy charting a way forward for Christians in the United States. Sociologist and social critic W. E. B. Du Bois wrote of the Black church that “there has run in the heart of black folk the greatest of human achievements, love and sympathy, even for their enemies, for those who despised them and hurt them and did them nameless ill. . . . They have been good and true and pitiful to the bad and false and pitiless, and in this lies the real grandeur of their simple religion, the mightiest gift of black to white America.”51 They help us imagine and explore theologies unencumbered by the weight of white Christian nationalism that do not idolize self-interested power, violence, and fear. We can begin to listen to them and allow them to take the lead. As Tisby said on an NPR podcast, “We need to widen the aperture of Christianity. The entire story is not white Christians or Christian nationalists. The Black church has always seen a connection of faith and politics, but to achieve much different ends.”52


    A number of resources can help white Christians take definitive steps toward confronting and opposing the racial injustice perpetuated by white Christian nationalism and dismantling its distorted theology. I have already cited several books throughout this chapter. Read those histories and theological reflections.


    In How to Fight Racism, Tisby guides us through a three-part process of Awareness, Relationships, and Commitment, the ARC of racial justice. The ARC asks us to continue to educate ourselves, commit to creating diverse communities and social networks, and leverage our political and social capital in service to racial justice.


    In their book Faithful Antiracism, Christina Edmondson and Chad Brennan clearly and concisely outline how Christians can draw on their faith tradition to confront and oppose systemic racism.53 They provide concrete and reproducible action steps drawing from both Scripture and the wisdom of Christians in the past. Edmondson and Brennan help readers think through how their congregations or organizations can actively work toward and effectively measure racial progress.


    To confront and oppose white Christian nationalism, we will need to proactively push resources and decision-making power in different directions. We can make numerous changes—changes to what we preach, how we preach, where we spend money, where we go for theological training, and the books we assign or quote or stock in the congregational bookstore.


    It will take a concerted effort in our individual choices and especially at the organizational level. This is a key insight from the field of sociology. Organizations are not merely accumulations of the people making up that organization. Rather, organizations—our congregations, denominations, seminaries, and colleges—operate according to logics and rules that continue without needing the ongoing explicit support of the people living and working within them. They are “racialized organizations” that can perpetuate inequality by influencing how various resources are distributed, the ideas (like Christian nationalism) that people use to make sense of their social worlds, and the structure of relationships among people, like creating physical distance between racial groups by moving congregations to whiter neighborhoods.54


    Think of it like compounding interest on your retirement savings. At first you diligently save money. Small amounts of interest are added over time, but for the first decade or so, most of the money in the account is what you put in. However, over time you begin to earn more and more interest until one day the scales tip and what you are putting in pales in comparison to the interest earned on the account. In a similar way, many of our congregations, seminaries, and other organizations were formed and guided by Christians who made decisions to accommodate Christian nationalism. They privileged the myths, narratives, and value systems of white Christian nationalism day after day, year after year. After decades of deposits, the compounding interest is now doing much of the work.


    There is no single response that organizations can make to move away from continuing to encourage white Christian nationalism. There are no silver bullets. Merely changing the leader or pastor, or the views of some of the congregants or members, or even the mission statement will not be enough to turn the tide. In order for white Christianity to begin to embrace other expressions of Christianity in opposition to white Christian nationalism, our organizations and congregations will need to consider how to leverage their power and privilege in their communities and in the public sphere.


    What are some steps white Christian organizations can take to abdicate some of the power and economic privilege they have accumulated over the decades because of white Christian nationalism?


    First, they can recognize that the individual wealth gaps so apparent across racial and ethnic groups in the United States obviously influence the wealth and income gaps present at the organizational level. For instance, Black businesses, Black congregations, and Black colleges, universities, and seminaries are dramatically underfunded compared to majority-white businesses, congregations, and schools. The historic differences in wealth due to legal discrimination will not disappear just because the people populating the white congregations or denominations are now rejecters of Christian nationalism.


    White Christian denominations, schools, and congregations—especially those with more than several hundred members or congregants—can commit to consistently giving away portions of their wealth to minority denominations, schools, and congregations. Confronting the idols of power, fear, and violence of Christian nationalism necessitates reckoning with historic economic racial inequalities. Shalom Community Church’s project called A Reparative Act is one such example.55


    During the civil rights movement, John Powell and others urged the Mennonite denomination to create a fund to serve urban poor and minorities. The denomination committed to raise millions of dollars to give away but ultimately raised $160,000 and failed to follow through. Decades later, the folks at Shalom wanted to learn from this history.56 After reading Jennifer Harvey’s Dear White Christians, they recognized that institutions oftentimes delay taking action around justice. They also realized they must work toward racial justice but in ways over which they (white Christians) were not in control.


    I talked with Trevor Bechtel, who was in a book club at Shalom where some of the conversations around A Reparative Act began.57 After the murder of George Floyd, the church’s anti-racism work took on a new urgency. Learning from the Mennonite denominational failure from the 1960s and Harvey’s book, Shalom knew that relinquishing control, alongside acting immediately, was vital to the reparative work. Remembering the tendency of white congregations to delay action, Trevor shared in this moment, “There’s got to be a time where Christians act first and don’t think about it.”


    To act now and relinquish control, Shalom decided to bypass denominational approval and to gather money and pass it on. Trevor shared how, in conversations with another Mennonite congregation interested in Shalom’s reparative act, the questions surrounding where and how the money would be spent came fast and hard. While such questions may seem well-intentioned, the urge to require reporting or to offer thoughts on how monetary gifts like this are spent is really an effort to exert control. In this reparative act, a first step in this congregation’s journey, it was important for them as white Christians to give their money and give up control.


    Shalom collected monetary gifts for one year, which they turned over to a disbursement committee chaired by Powell and other Black religious and community leaders—no strings attached and with no expectations of reports on exactly when and how it was disbursed. Trevor shared how this process reoriented him as he considered racial inequality, poverty, and white Christianity. “The joy of giving up control and learning what that feels like has been useful to me in my own daily life,” he said, as he strives to live out the gospel and love and serve those marginalized in our culture.


    What if white Christian congregations and other organizations freely donated funds without a word or inquiry into how it will be used? The Scriptures teach us that where our treasure is our hearts will be also. Might this be true at the organizational level as well as the individual? What if more congregations shared their wealth with congregations who never had a fair chance on account of our history of discrimination in the United States? What if majority-white Christian churches sacrificed the opportunity to expand their size and influence and instead invested their wealth in other community and religious organizations?


    Second, charity and giving will not be enough. In fact, these can sometimes serve to perpetuate the color line.58 Social contact that fosters engagement and interaction and learning is equally important. Majority-white congregations and organizations will need to develop true bonds of relationship. Some congregations are already doing this work.59


    Third, these same organizations can advocate for redressing racial inequalities in health, wealth, and educational opportunity at the state and federal levels through various social policies. The scale of the problem is too large for religious Americans or their congregations and organizations to redress. This is a key way Christians and their congregations can side with the marginalized. Vote for policies and support politicians committed to this work.


    Fourth, faith communities can commit to consistently and firmly opposing white Christian nationalism in their programming and built environment. We can broaden our gazes to include expressions of Christianity from racial and ethnic minorities or Christian brothers and sisters from outside the United States. By listening to these voices, we can gain perspective on our particular cultural expression of Christianity. We can then cultivate faith expressions that are less triumphalist or focused on domination and control and that focus instead on love and liberation for the historically oppressed.


    During the protests over the murder of George Floyd by a white police officer, Franklin Graham was asked if evangelicalism has a “race problem.” Graham said, “No.” He went on to say, “When we get to heaven, a white-skinned person like myself is going to probably be in the minority, but we’re going to be there to worship the king of kings and our skin color is just so many cells thick.”60 Graham’s remarks echoed those of his father. During the civil rights movement, when asked about addressing the country’s racial inequalities, Billy Graham said, “Only when Christ comes again will little white children of Alabama walk hand in hand with little black children.”61 Turning conversations from this life to the next is common among white Christians faced with uncomfortable racial and social realities. Rather than confront and rectify racial inequality here on earth, both Billy Graham and Franklin Graham pointed to the life to come, where one group will not be lifted above another.


    Growing up in white Christian spaces, I heard and employed this same rhetorical practice. Because we (white Christians) largely benefit from the status quo, we do not look too hard at why we benefit. Chalk it up to God’s blessing. Point toward the hope that is to come in heaven, where all will be made right.62 Our gospel is one focused on personal spiritual realities. It misses the practical aspect where justice for the oppressed is realized in the here and now.


    As Danté Stewart points out, Christians must “dismantle a world where we believe God wants black people to enjoy the best things in heaven while white people enjoy the best things on earth.” White Christians do not have to settle for a world where we ignore the needs of those around us in the present by pointing those who are suffering toward a hope of God’s “perfect” blessings in the future.63


    Seeking to make the United States a Christian nation has for centuries been tied with creating and maintaining social systems that benefit white Americans and disproportionately harm Black and Native Americans. The current systems in place within white American Christianity will continue to produce what they were designed to produce. And by their fruit we can see that they are producing and reproducing white supremacy and racial inequality. White Christian nationalism’s quest for power, motivated by fear and enacted through violence, perpetuates these racial inequalities.


    Christians today have only one choice: to no longer merely stand still and be carried along by the same historical currents that sustain racial inequality. Instead, we can choose to actively push against the currents carrying us along.


    Perhaps we can start this journey by resisting the idea that only certain issues are “moral” issues. We can repent when we fail to organize a collective response to racial inequality while we rally institutional and organizational responses toward other social ills.


    These were some of the first dominoes to fall as I began to reckon with the legacy of white Christian nationalism in my life. We can expand our imaginations such that the gospel we embrace includes not only individual salvation but also abundant life for all around us (John 10:10). This should include economic and racial equality. We can embrace the gospel of Jesus that realigns the power structures of society that crush those on the margins, a gospel that disrupts systems of oppression and their destructive effects on human relationships. We can embrace the gospel that Jesus came so we all might have life abundant.


    I hope for the day when American Christians advocate just as vehemently for racial reforms to the housing, education, poverty, health care, and criminal justice systems as we have for the sanctity of life for the unborn.


    Many white Christians, like me growing up, seem to forget that Jesus taught his followers to pray for God’s kingdom to come on earth as it is in heaven. It is not enough to believe that all God’s children will be equal in heaven. Perhaps we should take Jesus’s prayer seriously and participate in the ongoing work of reflecting God’s kingdom—a racially and economically just kingdom—here on earth.


    Not just in the future. Today.

  


  
    7 
And Who Is My Neighbor?


    If you want to come in you need to honor God, you need to honor our flag, and you need to learn to speak English.


    —Charles Herbster1


    GOING ON A SHORT-TERM MISSION TRIP to another country is a rite of passage for many young evangelicals. The youth group I attended sent teams of teenagers out every summer. We took the Great Commission seriously. We felt called to take our faith to all nations.


    I went on two such mission trips during high school, both to Peru—Lima, the capital, my first time, and later to a village in the mountains. These trips were exciting for kids like me from small, rural communities surrounded by cornfields. We were able to see a different part of the world and invest in what we believed was God’s work in those nations.


    My second time in Peru, I experienced some sort of allergic reaction. Huge blisters appeared on the soles of my feet, relegating me to bed for a day. We also had to navigate an agricultural strike on that trip, leaving our bus and belongings and walking through checkpoints to get back to Lima to catch our flight home. I likely experienced more excitement during those couple of weeks than I did most years in northern Indiana.


    We prepared for a couple of months leading up to each trip. Learning short skits set to music with no speaking to overcome the language barrier. Memorizing Scripture. Creating all sorts of crafts and games for the local children. Sending out support letters to our friends and family, asking them to send money to pay for our plane tickets and lodging.


    While there, we would usually spend part of the day going door-to-door, asking folks, through an interpreter, if they knew where they would spend eternity when they died. We would hold a Vacation Bible School for the children. At an evening service, we performed our skits. On the first trip we performed a service project too, helping to pour concrete for a new building. We desperately wanted to be the hands and feet of Jesus.


    I saw myself as a conduit for the goodness of God to the people of Peru. I felt as though I was sacrificing a week or so of my summer to bless those who were less fortunate. I had the secret of the gospel, and I was desperate to share it with them. I wanted to let my light shine.


    I am grateful for the opportunities these two short-term mission trips provided. I was exposed to another part of the world. I was able to gain firsthand experience of another culture and diverse expressions of the Christian faith. Only through being there could I come to realize our many similarities. Such trips can be transformative for religious young people. One nationally representative survey of young people showed that taking a short-term mission trip increased the likelihood of young people engaging in different forms of civic activity, though mainly religious.2 For many young Christians like me, our earnest desire to go and serve was due to a literal reading of the Great Commission.


    While good can come from short-term trips, oftentimes the outcomes are mixed; in some cases, they harm. Short-term missions can veer into a paternalistic posture, one result of a culture that sees itself as a special fulfillment of God’s design for the world: as American Christians, we are blessed by God to be a blessing; it is our duty to share what we know and enjoy with the world.


    Looking back, I now wrestle with how, for much of our visit, those we were supposed to be serving were doing so much more to serve us. Our hosts were planning and preparing meals, feeding us and cleaning up after us, finding activities for us, and coordinating portions of our time and travel. The Christians we interacted with in Peru were incredibly hospitable, constantly thinking of what we might like to do, see, or experience, and making room in their lives for us to take up space—and we took up so much space.


    I am not the first to question the motives and utility of short-term mission trips or of the historical record of colonialism intertwined with white Christian missions. There are plenty who have produced incredible work helping us sort through the pitfalls and promises of short-term missions.


    What stands out to me now, though, is how willing we are to sacrifice a bit of time and wealth to go to other people’s communities and insert ourselves, how we feel called by God to take our religion and culture to them, with the understanding that, having been hospitably received, we will then leave. And I am struck by how opposed white Christians can be to showing similar levels of hospitality to fellow human beings from different countries—even fellow Christians—who make their way to our country.


    When they come to our communities, we are much less willing to sacrifice our time, energy, and resources to serve them. We are much less willing to welcome them to share in what we have always believed are God’s blessings on us. We seem to be much less willing to act on a literal reading of the Great Commandment as we are our literal reading of the Great Commission. The greatness of our Christian nation, it seems, is only for us. Not for them.


    So while social science research shows that the consequences of short-term mission trips like those I took in high school are mixed, it is the posture American Christians take toward those coming to our shores that suggests white Christian nationalism is influencing us more than the Scriptures telling us to love the immigrant and stranger in our midst.


    When I see how white Christian nationalism relates to opposition to immigrants and refugees, I wonder how we might respond to Jesus if he asked us about our love for our neighbors. I have the sense that we might echo the lawyer’s reply to Jesus in the Gospel of Luke, seeking to justify ourselves in the face of our inaction: “And who is my neighbor?” (10:29).


    Christian Fear of Immigrants and Refugees


    Fear of immigrants and refugees has a long and sordid history in North America. Many Christians placed themselves squarely against any group they viewed as a threat to a white, Christian America. In the discussion of fear in chapter 4, I discussed how, from the earliest colonists to the present day, religious rhetoric intertwined with nativist impulses, motivating white Christian Americans to fear and oppose any group they felt might pose a threat to the United States’ “Christian” foundations.


    Again, Christian nationalism focuses on gaining and protecting political and cultural power. This translates to opposing immigrants and refugees through a variety of means. The language (cultural power) Christians use and the political policies (political power) they support are two of the most frequent avenues of resistance to loving and welcoming immigrants and refugees.


    Let us begin with language. Many Americans—and many Christians as well—routinely associate immigrants and immigration with lawbreaking. One way this happens is through the labels we use. Calling undocumented immigrants illegal immigrants suggests an inherent criminality; only through physically leaving our nation would such immigrants cease to be criminals in our eyes. However, undocumented presence in the United States is a civil, not criminal, offense.3


    As many others have pointed out, criminalizing undocumented presence is ironic given that the ancestors of white Americans were originally immigrants to the shores of North America. Just because some of us have been here longer than more recent immigrants makes this no less true. This reality escapes us, however, and we continue to consider ourselves “true Americans” who have a God-given right not only to reside here but also to limit who else can move to these shores.


    Language suffused with worries and fears from Christian leaders, broadcast through their various media outlets, serves to encourage opposition toward immigrants and refugees. For instance, in an article in Decision magazine—the official publication of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association—a writer criticizes the progressive politics of the state of California. After claiming that “secularism and hostility toward Christian values seems to be at an all-time high,” she pivots to criticizing sanctuary laws, alleging they “limit police cooperation with federal immigration authorities and often prevent prosecution of crimes committed by illegal immigrants.”4


    The writer elevates fear of immigrants to a chief concern of Christians nationwide, particularly focusing on the assumed criminal tendencies of immigrants. Remember from the earlier discussion on fear how there is no empirical support for such a view. She considers not being able to sufficiently control and prosecute this population a threat to a biblical worldview. This is astounding. Where Jesus calls Christians to serve and sacrifice for those in need, the writer argues that being unable to prosecute those in need is the real threat. This is a betrayal of the gospel.


    James Dobson’s newsletter about the state of the US border in the summer of 2019—reaching millions of his subscribers—provides another troubling illustration.5 Dobson alternates between assuring his readers of his concern for those detained at the border and calling them “aliens,” “illegals,” “hardened criminals,” and “drug runners.” At times he places “refugees” in quotes, signaling a dissatisfaction with the term. Apparently, “refugees” does not paint these human beings—who Christianity teaches are made in the image of God—in a sufficiently negative light.


    Let me reiterate the sentiment provided earlier about what Dobson believes is at stake: “Millions of illegal immigrants will continue flooding to this great land from around the world. Many of them have no marketable skills. They are illiterate and unhealthy. Some are violent criminals. Their numbers will soon overwhelm the culture as we have known it, and it could bankrupt the nation.”6 In his view, immigrants and refugees are a dire threat to the nation, both physically and culturally.


    We should be troubled by how these assumed deficiencies of immigrants do not move Dobson and our fellow Christians to action informed by empathy. The deficits Dobson claims immigrants face do not encourage him to consider how we might help meet their needs. There is no mention of how we might mobilize to house, train, educate, or provide health care. Dobson is also ignorant of the fact that immigrants, regardless of status, “contribute approximately $80,000 more in taxes than government services used over their lifetime.”7 Rather, he is concerned with protecting what he views as most important: the nation and its “Christian” culture. And the only way to protect them is to foment fear in order to garner support for detaining and deporting immigrants.


    It is safe to assume that messages like these from Dobson and Decision magazine are both reflecting and shaping their target audience. In 2019, the Public Research Religion Institute found that the groups most likely to agree that immigrants “threaten traditional American customs and values” and are “invading our country and replacing our cultural and ethnic background” were white evangelical Protestants, white mainline Protestants, white Catholics, and other Christians.8 Nonwhite and non-Christian groups were much less likely to agree with such statements.


    A fundamental aspect of this discourse is predicated on fear. As we discussed previously, fear is integral to the tribal mentality of Christian nationalism—delineating an “us” versus “them.” Again, the evidence suggests these fears are unfounded, but no matter. The demonization of entire groups works wonderfully to achieve a very specific outcome, providing a semblance of control and certainty while delineating who is part of the in-group and who is not.9 One of the main functions of the cultural framework of Christian nationalism is to define the boundaries of who “we” are and who “they” are to ensure a strong in-group identity.


    Dehumanizing language and negative discourse surrounding immigrants and refugees translate to policy agendas supported by many white Christians. Charles Herbster, who ran for governor in Nebraska in 2022, explicitly declared, “If you want to come in you need to honor God, you need to honor our flag, and you need to learn to speak English.”10 Herbster’s stance earned Trump’s endorsement, and these policy goals reflect the stances of many white Christians nationwide. In national polling, white Christians are more supportive of restrictive immigration policies than any other group.11


    For instance, white Christians are more likely than any other religious group to agree that all immigrants living in the United States without proper documentation should be deported. White evangelicals and white Catholics are the least likely to agree that undocumented immigrants or any children brought to the United States without proper documentation should be given a path to legal citizenship. White Christians are also more likely to support family separation policies at the US border.


    Sadly, white evangelicals were the only religious group in which a majority (55 percent) supported passing a law that prevents all refugees from entering the United States. Not just some. All refugees. Only slim majorities of white mainline Protestants (59 percent) and white Catholics (56 percent) opposed the idea of such a policy.


    Why are white American Christians so uniformly opposed to immigrants and refugees fleeing persecution and violence and seeking a better future in the United States? Study after study identifies white Christian nationalism as the cultural framework fostering much of the antipathy American Christians report toward immigrants and refugees.


    Christian Nationalism and Xenophobia


    Americans who embrace Christian nationalism consistently hold more xenophobic views. Those who believe the United States must be distinctively Christian see immigrants and refugees as a threat to our national identity.


    Christian nationalism distinguishes between “desirable” immigrants, generally white and from western European countries, and “undesirable” immigrants, anyone from countries assumed to be non-Christian or nonwhite.12 Americans who embrace Christian nationalism suppose that immigrants and refugees are likely bringing with them non-Christian or nonreligious sensibilities, thereby undermining a Christian national identity.


    A common talking point regarding why immigrants and refugees are a threat is how they will not accept “American culture.” As an evangelical pastor claimed regarding a South Carolina bill to limit refugee resettlement in the state: “Adherents to the Muslim culture does [sic] not have any desire to assimilate to the United States, and refugees want to take advantage of the country, not take part in the culture.”13 In his mind, one must be Christian in order to properly “assimilate.”


    Political commentator Dennis Prager espouses similar views. He claimed that non-Christians coming to the United States and participating in public life might “undermine American civilization” because the Bible is “the only relevant religious text in the United States.”14 In Prager’s opinion, taking part in the broader culture of the United States requires assenting to Christianity and the cultural baggage that comes with it.


    These views are not fringe. Almost half (42 percent) of Americans who believe either the United States has always been a Christian nation or was once a Christian nation but is not anymore—which together represent 80 percent of the population—believe that immigrants are a threat to “traditional American customs and values.” These same Americans are also much more likely to see immigrants as “invaders” who will replace “our cultural and ethnic background” (40 percent).15


    Across several other national surveys, Americans who strongly embrace the narrative that the United States has a covenantal relationship with God were much more likely to oppose the resettlement of Syrian refugees and support the “Muslim Ban” and border wall of then president Donald Trump. They were even more supportive of the controversial family separation policies implemented by the Department of Homeland Security in the fall of 2017.16


    During the same public testimony heard during the bid to pass the South Carolina refugee resettlement bill, Americans who embraced white Christian nationalism also signaled that immigrants and refugees might pose a threat to their economic opportunities. Researchers Breanne Leigh Grace and Katie Heins highlight how white Christians emphasized that “refugees would also be ‘welfare queens’ or a ‘drain on the American welfare system’ while simultaneously claiming that this would be a burden to us ‘good, hard-working Americans.’”17


    As we’ve discussed, the national identity proffered by white Christian nationalism is one that tightly intertwines Christianity as the preferred religion and whiteness as the superior racial category. Included with this is the importance of being a natural-born citizen. White, Christian, American citizens redefine “refugee” and “immigrant” as referents for Black or Brown (nonwhite), Muslim, terrorist, and Third World. They juxtapose this redefinition with a preferred identity of white, Christian, and “civilized.”18


    Essentially, Christian nationalism focuses on preserving a particular culture over and above caring for or welcoming those who are not “from here.” Embracing Christian nationalism is consistently associated with affirming a wide range of negative statements toward immigrants and refugees, which include the following:


    
      	Immigrants are a burden.


      	Immigrants make government services worse.


      	Immigrants take (wanted) jobs away.


      	Immigrants do not pay their fair share.


      	Immigrants are less likely to adapt.


      	Newcomers threaten traditional American values.


      	Recent immigrants do not share my vision of American society.


      	Immigrants increase crime in local communities.


      	Refugees from the Middle East pose a terrorist threat to the United States.


      	Immigration has increased the tax burdens on Americans.


      	The values and beliefs of immigrants regarding moral and religious issues are not compatible with the beliefs and values of most Americans.19

    


    White Christian nationalism routinely holds immigrants responsible for various societal troubles. Whether it comes to economic issues or terrorist threats, refugees and immigrants are easy targets for blame—and this even though refugees undergo screening from a handful of government agencies, including the FBI, the Department of Defense, the Department of Homeland Security, and the State Department, and almost two-thirds are under the age of fourteen or women.


    The COVID-19 pandemic provides another example of targeting refugees and immigrants for blame. White Christian nationalism is associated with support for immigration restrictions to protect Americans from the virus, believing our “lax immigration laws are partly to blame for the COVID-19 crisis,” and supporting building a wall on our southern border to protect us from future pandemics.20


    The anti-immigrant and anti-refugee views of Americans who embrace Christian nationalism bleed over into distrust and fear of religious minorities. Various scholars find that white Christian nationalism and nativism lead to a desire to restrict the civil rights of Muslims in the United States. In fact, believing America is a Christian nation is equally strongly related to anti-immigrant attitudes (believing immigrants commit more crime and immigrants bring diseases) and Islamophobia (believing Muslims are more likely to be terrorists and Muslims hold anti-American values; being uncomfortable with a mosque in your neighborhood).21 White Christian nationalism encourages a fear of Muslims as a threat to our bodies, our culture, and our values.22 For many, “Muslim” is merely another word for “terrorist,” someone hell-bent on inflicting incalculable harm on innocent, white Americans.


    Some politicians and commentators claim that religious minorities are “infiltrating” the United States through immigration and refugee resettlement. In 2006, Representative Virgil Goode (R-VA) claimed their goal is to “mold the United States into the image of their religion, rather than working within the Judeo-Christian principles” that founded our country.23 In an almost unbelievable quote, one man speaking during public testimony in support of the 2016 South Carolina anti-refugee resettlement bill—which became a model for eighty-six other proposed anti-refugee bills—claimed that allowing refugee resettlement “would destroy our children and subject our females to be raped, and our males to be slaughtered, and our Christian beliefs to be totally annihilated.”24 It is important to pay attention to whom this man is referring to as “our.” For him, refugees—whom he likely conceptualizes as nonwhite and non-Christian—fall outside the boundaries of American national identity. There is no way they are included in his “our.”


    The influence of white Christian nationalism is so strong that it even predisposes American Christians to resist immigrants and refugees who share the same religious identity. This is “because immigrant newcomers’ religious identities are only part of a broader national narrative positing that moral and religious values—defined by White Christian Protestantism—make some groups assimilable to America’s culture, whereas others are deemed fundamentally incompatible with what it means to be American.”25 White Christian nationalism prevents American Christians from accepting the immigrant and stranger even when they are fellow Christians and especially if they are not.


    These findings are distressing. It is impossible to detect any ethic of love toward immigrants and refugees. It is all about protecting our power and privilege. It is a betrayal of the gospel. However, there is a silver lining of sorts. Knowing what the exact problem is allows us to be much more precise in our response. By consistently and firmly challenging the assumptions of white Christian nationalism and advocating for the care of all who come to our shores seeking relief, American Christians can effectively shift the trajectory of our nation and the view of our religious tradition toward immigrants and refugees.


    Christian Love toward Immigrants and Refugees


    White Christian nationalism advocates for tight boundaries around who can receive the benefits of living in the United States. Should American Christians welcome immigrants and refugees? Or are American Christians absolved of this responsibility?


    In his 2021 book, Christians against Christianity, religion scholar Obery Hendricks Jr. provides example after example from the Bible of the importance of welcoming and caring for the immigrant and refugee. Caring for refugees and immigrants is actually “one of the Bible’s highest ethics,” and “refusing hospitality to immigrant strangers is among its major sins.”26


    Throughout the Old Testament (the only sacred scriptures Jesus of Nazareth would have known, as Hendricks reminds us), God signaled his concern for the immigrant and alien to his people. Hendricks translates God’s declaration in Malachi 3:5 as follows: “I will be swift to bear witness . . . against those who thrust aside the immigrant, and do not fear me.” Hendricks also draws from Deuteronomy 10:17–19, where God tells his people that he “loves the immigrants” and that they should “also love the immigrant, for you were immigrants in the land of Egypt.”27


    God taught his people that caring for immigrants is ethical and just. It had the added effect of serving as a reminder that the people of God were once in that same situation. As Leviticus 19:34 commands, “The foreigner residing among you must be treated as your native-born. Love them as yourself, for you were foreigners in Egypt. I am the Lord your God.”


    The Bible commands God’s people not only to care for immigrants but also to take actionable steps to protect them. In Hendricks’s translation of Exodus 23:12–13, we see God command the Israelites to “not exploit a hired worker who is poor and needy, whether that worker is a fellow Israelite or an immigrant residing in one of your towns.” God commands the Israelites to provide an inheritance to the immigrants residing among them (Ezek. 47:22–23) and to include immigrants in their tithe to the Levites and the fatherless and the widow (Deut. 26:12).


    The Bible also encourages Christians (in the New Testament) to consider themselves as “aliens” and “strangers” in this world. Jesus himself tells his listeners not to refuse service to anyone, especially those who seem like they are not “from here” (Matt. 25:44–46). Doing so, Hendricks points out, is evidence we are not one of his followers.


    The irony, of course, is that so many Americans who embrace Christian nationalism read the Bible regularly (59 percent say weekly or more) and read the Bible literally (50 percent) or consider the Bible to be the inspired Word of God (39 percent). It seems, though, that white Christian nationalism does more to shape their response toward immigration and immigrants than reading the Bible does. They neglect the vital aspects of the gospel like loving your neighbor, seeking justice, and caring for orphans and widows.


    Here Hendricks makes the connection between white Christian nationalism and the xenophobic tendencies of evangelicals, though his point applies to the broader white American Christian church. He speaks plainly: “It is difficult to reach any other conclusion, for the Bible’s teachings on this subject are much too clear and straightforward to be misread. It seems much more likely that evangelicals purposely misinterpret the Bible in this way because it suits their white supremacist biases and Christian nationalist aspirations.”28


    We accept these misinterpretations because the nativism inherent to white Christian nationalism lies to us about our past—pining with nostalgia for a time when American culture was largely under the unquestioned and unchallenged control of white Christians—and encourages us to disregard the teachings of Jesus to welcome the stranger. It keeps us from fulfilling the call to love. The toxic stew of Christian nationalism and xenophobia subverts the heart of faith.29


    For Hendricks and some American Christians, Scripture is clear about our responsibility to immigrants and refugees in our midst. This leads to the following questions: How do American Christians go about welcoming immigrants and refugees? How might we set aside our idols of power, fear, and violence to fulfill the Bible’s teachings? How do we manifest this ethic of neighbor love in our neighborhoods and communities?


    First, the modern-day issues surrounding immigration and the displacement of millions of people because of war, famine, and persecution are extremely complicated. There will be no easy and straightforward political answer. This is equally true for confronting power, fear, violence, and racial injustice. However, Americans should not forget that the United States bears some responsibility for many people’s displacement. Our country’s various military and economic quests have led us to pursue policies that impoverished and, in some cases, destroyed the native lands of those coming to our shores. Acknowledging our complicity in that history is vital, and it can lead us to take more seriously our responsibility to follow the commands to love and serve the immigrant and refugee among us.


    Moreover, it is unreasonable to suggest that the Bible—written thousands of years ago by dozens of people with dramatically different audiences facing radically distinct social worlds—can give us explicit instructions on how to craft immigration policy for a country with over 330 million citizens. The Bible was not written for that purpose. This applies equally to those wanting to proof-text in support of “building a wall” or “open borders.” Rather, the Bible clearly shows the values we should hold dear—neighbor love, welcoming the immigrant and stranger. Hendricks highlights these values above. How we end up living out these values depends on the situation at hand and happens in conversation with our neighbors, Christian or otherwise.


    For this reason, theologian and ethicist Lee Camp argues that faithful Christian social engagement should be ad hoc. As he writes in his book Scandalous Witness, there is no ideologically pure social arrangement that one political party has sole rights to.30 Christians must work out together, in conversation with those on the margins being crushed by the weight of social structures, what it means to create a more just and equitable world.


    It deserves repeating: fulfilling an ethic of love must include listening to immigrants and refugees themselves. Most of us have not experienced what it is like to be forced to leave behind everything we know and love out of fear, threat, or despair and to move to an entirely new country. The stories of families who braved the journey to come to our shores and built new lives out of little or nothing—like those told by author and theologian Kat Armas in Abuelita Faith—can help us orient ourselves in a new direction. She writes how “thinking with the marginalized rather than thinking about them” is vital; “we listen not to consume, to take, or to appropriate but to hold sacred space, to learn, and to make room for the holy.”31 Here we might begin to recognize how limited our understanding is. We can begin to recognize and resist the temptation toward power, control, and domination in how we interact with and respond to the needs of the immigrant and refugee.


    When we begin to listen to what our neighbors need and to recognize how systems and structures around them create unfair barriers, a clear path forward appears if we are committed to loving and serving our neighbor, as Jesus commanded. Walking this path will require we lay aside the idols of white Christian nationalism: power focused on benefiting our own; fear of losing that power to those outside our group; the violence necessary to assuage fear and protect power.


    Solidarity with those on the margins brings the structural and systemic barriers into sharp relief. Confronting white Christian nationalism means we will be forced to take a side. As Jemar Tisby reminds us, justice takes sides.32 Attempts to abstain from involvement signal we’re operating from a place of privilege. Those being crushed under the weight of these systems do not have the option to opt out. Their very lives and livelihoods depend on navigating these barriers and surviving the systems.


    I love how my friend Andrea Cramer puts it: “No relationship is apolitical.” Andrea is the executive director of Neighbor to Neighbor, a nonprofit operating in northern Indiana focused on creating “mutual relationships among [the] immigrant and non-immigrant population, through meaningful friendships and community networking.”33


    Several years ago, a fifty-year-old woman from Lebanon asked Andrea to help her improve her English. Through this relationship, Andrea was able to consider the barriers that her friend and others in her community faced in their day-to-day lives. It was obvious language was a barrier. Transportation was another. Given how dependent American culture is on personal vehicles, so many recent immigrants and refugees lack the independence and freedom that come with a driver’s license. Andrea’s Lebanese friend asked if she would help her pass the Indiana driver’s education test to earn her license. Only later did Andrea learn that her friend had taken and failed the driving test almost a dozen times already.


    It soon became clear why Andrea’s friend had struggled to pass this test. It was not because she did not have the innate ability or the desire to achieve. It was not because she did not put in the necessary work. What Andrea discovered was that while the test was offered in fourteen languages in Indiana, at that time the manual was offered only in English. Andrea’s friend could take the driver’s test in her native language, but she was prevented from studying for the test in her native language.


    Andrea and her nonprofit could have spent hundreds of hours teaching each individual immigrant English so they could study the manual in preparation for their driver’s test. Or they could choose to leverage their privilege and focus “upstream” to reduce or eliminate barriers for whole groups of people. Andrea and her colleagues decided to do the latter.


    Partnering with the ACLU, Neighbor to Neighbor represented the immigrant communities throughout Indiana being denied equal access to driver’s training materials. The Bureau of Motor Vehicles ultimately settled the lawsuit and translated the training manual into five additional languages, with a continual review of requests for new languages each year.


    Being a neighbor means being in contact with folks, recognizing their needs, and then doing something to address those needs. “If I care and love them, then I can do something. Don’t just say you care and then go about your life,” Andrea told me.34


    I was curious why Andrea started Neighbor to Neighbor. She shared how several experiences set her on this path. Years ago, she had relocated to central Texas with her husband and young child. Andrea quickly realized how different a place can feel, even if it is only another state in the same nation. She recalled how a fellow Midwesterner took the time to offer tips for navigating the local scene. Andrea felt seen and understood. It was the first time she was able to experience welcome.


    Several years later, her oldest child saw a cover for Time magazine picturing refugee children and began asking questions. This forced Andrea to begin educating herself on what refugees faced when relocated to the United States. Her family began volunteering close to the Texas border with Mexico, placing themselves in proximity to newly arriving people. It was then she realized this was what she wanted to do—work with displaced people.


    You see, Andrea grew up in the same community I did, attended the same church, and even went to Peru for short-term mission trips in high school like I did. For us, the heroes of the faith growing up were always missionaries who gave up everything to go to other nations. However, Andrea had a similar experience to mine. She began to sense that when the people in those same countries came to our shores, we Christians seemed to act as if we did not really want them. We were fine with limited interaction, as long as it was on our terms and the immigrants stayed “over there.” We were intent on taking our culture and religion to them but not nearly as interested in the possibility of their presence reshaping our culture, communities, and religious experiences.


    Andrea shared with me how the mission trips and Romans Road gospel tracts of our upbringing failed to fully embody the breadth and depth of what the gospel includes. She now embraces a fuller vision of the gospel. This vision acknowledges Jesus’s claim in Luke 4 that he fulfills the promise in Isaiah, the promise of the Year of Jubilee: freedom from oppression, healing from sickness, freedom for the captives—essentially, a fundamental realignment of the power structures operating in society.


    Leveraging your power to benefit the marginalized—being a neighbor as the Bible calls us to be and realizing that no friendship is apolitical—is a revolutionary act. It could mean voting for a political candidate who would enact policies that benefit a historically marginalized group more than your own. It might mean donating your time or money to organizations focused on ensuring that immigrants and refugees can live and work in peace rather than fear for their safety. Or, as in Andrea’s case, it might mean collaborating with the ACLU to sue your state’s Bureau of Motor Vehicles. We can begin to look for where and how we can listen and learn and then stand with those on the margins.


    Instead of protecting power and privilege for our own benefit in a Christian nation, Christians can set such things aside to count ourselves among those being crushed. We can remember that the Savior we worship was a Middle Eastern man who lived as a religious minority and whose family members were once refugees. We can commit to listen to our friends’ and neighbors’ experiences and stand in solidarity with them. We can be there to learn, support, and serve. We can commit to taking a back seat in these interactions.


    I believe Andrea and Neighbor to Neighbor illustrate the practice of empathy so clearly. They pay attention, embrace proximity, cultivate humility, and commit to sacrificing their power and privilege to ensure that those in need flourish in their community. Christians can find an alternative path that confronts the xenophobia and racism encouraged by white Christian nationalism. This can lead us to collaborate with anyone and everyone who shares these commitments of neighbor love and common flourishing, whether they are Christians or not.


    With a commitment to empathy and to placing ourselves in situations of diversity, we can begin to train ourselves to respond not with fear and a sense of threat, grasping at power and privilege, but with a sense of “holy curiosity.” We can begin to see the value and beauty in the diversity and difference surrounding us and how those we are told to fear can offer so much if we would only receive it.


    With this attitude, we might begin to see with new eyes the true nature of our shared circumstances: a system placing us on one end of a continuum of affluence and power with immigrants and refugees on the other. While love might move us toward acts of charity, sometimes they are short-sighted or insufficient for addressing the roots of poverty, inequality, and, in this case, an unfair immigration and refugee asylum system. We can commit to looking upstream to break down the barriers that limit entire groups from participating in American culture and society.


    Fear, hatred, and a lack of empathy toward immigrants and refugees are not faithful representations of the love of God. They are, however, faithful representations of the desire for power and privilege inherent to Christian nationalism.


    This is not to say that American Christians who fear immigrants and demonize refugees are not “true” Christians; they most definitely are. All Christians, including those of us who oppose such actions, must own all the parts of our tradition, the good, bad, and ugly. We can, however, call those actions what they are—sin—and implore our fellow Christians to lay down the idol of their national identity and the comfort and power it promises. We can turn from our idols of power, fear, and violence. We can commit to viewing everyone—whether immigrant or refugee—as fellow travelers deserving of any privileges our American citizenship might provide.


    Only then can we stop betraying and begin to fulfill the gospel command to love our neighbors. All our neighbors.

  


  
    8 
Remaking American Christianity


    OVER YEARS OF ACADEMIC STUDY and personal faith journey, I have become convinced that white Christian nationalism in the United States is fundamentally opposed to the ethics and teachings of Jesus. Through idolizing power, fear, and violence, white Christian nationalism betrays the gospel, in which Jesus’s sacrifice liberates us from our enslavement to sin as well as the destruction it causes through systems of oppression. It betrays the gospel that realigned the power structures of society.


    In the United States, the idols of white Christian nationalism have for centuries actively encouraged—even demanded—the marginalization, oppression, and dehumanization of racial and ethnic minorities as well as the immigrant and refugee. Both history and current polling overwhelmingly demonstrate that racism and xenophobia are strongly associated with white Christian nationalism.


    White Christian nationalism creates disciples who are more concerned with advancing their own kingdom of this world through acquiring and defending self-interested power than with advancing the kingdom of God through service—a kingdom where everyone can flourish. Instead of being willing to serve for the sake of the King, Christian nationalism demands we amass power over others for the sake of an earthly kingdom that benefits only “us.”


    White Christian nationalism encourages disciples to live in a near-constant state of fear about losing privilege, power, and prosperity. Instead of cultivating lives marked by trust, hope, and faith in a Savior whose kingdom is not of this world, white Christian nationalism cultivates a fear of loss to mobilize us Christians against anyone deemed a threat to our affluence and cultural dominance.


    It creates disciples more concerned with who is “in” and who is “out,” who is “right” and who should be silenced, than with welcoming and accepting all. Instead of breaking down all dividing walls of hostility, white Christian nationalism glories in building them up.


    It creates disciples comfortable with using violence to subdue enemies. Instead of promoting giving up one’s life for an enemy, white Christian nationalism insists on attacking enemies to defend one’s life.


    It creates disciples who are more concerned with ensuring they control the center of the culture than standing with those on the margins. Instead of advocating being counted among the lowly, white Christian nationalism requires stepping on the lowly in order to be counted.


    It creates disciples focused on ensuring flourishing for “us,” even if “our” flourishing is at the expense of “them.” Instead of proclaiming all humans as image-bearers and listening to how we can work toward a collective prosperity, white Christian nationalism elevates some as favored and blessed by God above others.


    White Christian nationalism devalues racial and ethnic minorities as inherently faulty, broken, and deserving of whatever hardships come their way. It blesses the use of authoritarian measures and violence to control minority groups. It sanctifies the slave auction, consecrates the lynching tree, and pardons those standing over the bodies of Black Americans lying in the street.


    It causes us to perceive refugees and immigrants—those the Christian Bible explicitly demands we value—as deserving of skepticism if not outright disdain. It sees them as threats, burdens, disease-ridden harbingers of the downfall of Western civilization. It demands that Christians in the United States look after their own, ignoring their complicity in the suffering of those in nations around the world.


    White Christian nationalism produces Christians who see the “other” lying broken and bloodied on the side of the road and cross to the other side—Christians who seek to justify themselves, asking Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” while ignoring the cries of pain and injustice rising all around them.


    White Christian nationalism fundamentally sorts the world in terms of “us” versus “them,” with stark boundaries. It cannot and will not ever embrace expressions of Christianity that advocate “us” for “them.”


    White Christian nationalism produces Christians who bear little resemblance to a Savior who, being in the very nature God, humbled himself, made himself nothing, becoming a servant to all. A Savior who humbled himself to the point of giving up his life for his enemies rather than overpowering them. A Savior who chose faithfulness to the point of death (Phil. 2:6–11).


    It fosters in us a desire only to win. It does not and cannot abide anything perceived as a loss. It does not cede ground. It only takes it. It does not share power. It only wields it. It looks at the cross with disgust, seeing it as folly, offended by the thought of Christians dying for their enemies. It would crucify rather than be crucified. It views self-sacrifice as the path of a fool in this era of culture-warring. It does not encourage us to serve our enemies, let alone consider them groups worthy of good-faith interaction. It scoffs at the idea of sacrificing for our adversaries. It demands we pick up the sword and fight.


    When I look at white Christian nationalism, I cannot find Christ. When I look at the cultural-warring Christianity inherent to white Christian nationalism in the United States of the past fifty years, I cannot find Christ. When I look at the Christianity of white Christian nationalism that desires power, control, domination, and ultimately subjugation of those defined as our enemies, I cannot find Christ.


    The Christianity of white Christian nationalism leaves only death and destruction in its wake. It does not encourage abundant life. But will American Christians turn from this expression of Christianity and move toward a Christianity in which all image-bearers flourish and find love, liberation, and abundant life?


    Recalibrating Our Christianity


    Throughout the preceding chapters, I highlighted stories and expressions of Christianity that can help us confront and oppose white Christian nationalism. These examples can inspire us and ignite our imaginations.


    We can imitate Amanda Tyler and commit to being Christians against Christian nationalism by defending religious liberty for all Americans—whether of faith or no faith at all—rather than weaponizing religious liberty to benefit Christians alone.


    We can emulate Amar Peterman and embrace empathy within our relationships and social networks. We can pay attention to the needs of our neighbors, practice proximity, cultivate humility in our interactions, and commit to sacrifice our tendency toward group-level fear of sharing power in a pluralistic democratic society.


    We can listen to and learn from the strains of the Christian tradition that confront and oppose violence in its many forms, both individual and collective. We can listen to those most affected by violence to point us forward to expressions of Christianity that help us realign our hearts and institutions toward being peacemakers.


    We can follow the example of Shalom Community Church and begin the work of reckoning with the history of racism and white supremacy in our denominations and congregations. We can commit to taking the next step, no matter how big or small, and continue on our journey of reparative acts.


    We can collaborate with those like Andrea Cramer and Neighbor to Neighbor who commit to living out the commands of neighborly love toward those who find themselves in a strange land. We can recognize that no friendship is apolitical. We can internalize the biblical truth that we are all visitors and aliens. That no land or nation is “ours.” Through our relationships with those marginalized by systems of power, we can leverage our power and privilege for others.


    Recognizing the idols of white Christian nationalism in our midst will be the first step as we work to faithfully respond. Power, fear, and violence have for centuries created relationships and systems that privilege white Christians. History and social science clearly demonstrate how these idols lead to expressions of Christianity content to work in partnership with empires that crush those on the margins.


    One repeated theme in the stories shared is that reevaluating our expressions of the Christian faith from the perspective of the marginalized and oppressed helps us recognize these three idols of white Christians nationalism. Through their eyes, we can begin to see the work of God more clearly in this world through Jesus, and what his life, teachings, death on the cross, and resurrection mean. Take a moment to read the first ten verses of Matthew 5. Empire is not at the center of God’s story.


    As James Cone writes, “The real scandal of the gospel is this: humanity’s salvation is revealed in the cross of the condemned criminal Jesus, and humanity’s salvation is available only through our solidarity with the crucified people in our midst.”1 Cone and others teach us how viewing the cross from the perspective of Black Americans terrorized by the lynching tree reminds us of the reality of suffering in this life and how God is embodied in it. We are reminded the cross is not abstract. It is real. It has implications for us today in how we live with one another. Through this lens, we can rescue the cross from becoming a weak and ineffectual symbol of personal virtue. We can embrace the full reality of the gospel, one that frees humanity from the destructive systems of oppression and sin as well as our personal spiritual needs.


    The Christian story is one of a God empathizing with the plight of humanity and identifying with us. Seeking relationship with us and with the outcast despite fear. Sacrificing himself at the hands of the violent rather than employing violence. Jesus, the perfect representation of God (Heb. 1:3), the author and perfecter of our faith (12:2), scorned fear, violence, and the self-interested employment of power that would benefit only him or his followers. I believe we must too.


    Does confronting white Christian nationalism and the idols of power, fear, and violence mean Christians should not participate in American civil society or the political process? No. It does not. Of course Christians should participate. The key is how we participate and to whose benefit. The gospel empowers us to seek the flourishing of all. Politics is one way we can faithfully fulfill that calling.2 It is one avenue through which we can oppose the principalities and powers that oppress humanity through systems of destruction like racism, xenophobia, patriarchy, and economic inequality.


    As Lisa Sharon Harper tells us, “It is . . . necessary for all people of faith to draw from our principles to help us engage the world in a way that moves our nation and world toward God’s very goodness. If the flourishing of the image of God and all the relationships in creation is our goal, then we will become partners with God.”3


    Christians can remember that we participate in a pluralistic democracy alongside neighbors with different commitments, beliefs, and desires. Neighbors we are called to love. Neighbors we are to collaborate with in order that all may flourish. In this sense, the gospel is going to be political. There is no way around it. The gospel has something to say about how to structure society.


    The key here, though, is that it is not partisan. No one political party can speak to the diversity and depth of the Christian tradition and the gospel Jesus inaugurated with his life, teachings, death, and resurrection.


    For too long, white Christian nationalism encouraged us to seek the good of our own tribe at the expense of others. To do so is to idolize power, fear, and violence. Jesus and the gospel call us to a different way. We should read our Bibles with the needs and burdens of our neighbors in mind, allowing the practice to alter our perspectives.4


    As you listen to politicians, religious leaders, or political commentators, pay attention to what they are directing you to do or wanting you to feel. Consider the actions they recommend or the feelings their words bring up. Do they motivate you to expand the boundaries of who benefits from a policy? Or are you compelled to secure your own rights and privileges over others who, you’re told, conspire to steal them away?


    Consider whether you are tempted to embrace fear of loss, where others are benefiting more than you think they should. Consider whether these actions and feelings in some way allow for violence, or the threat of violence, in order to “restore law and order,” defend the status quo, or return us to a previous period they claim we have lost. Consider whether this supposed previous period was better for everyone or just “us.”


    If one or more of these is true, perhaps the directives you are receiving are more in line with a dominating vision of Christianity embraced by Christian nationalism than with an expression of Christianity that loves, serves, and empowers others to experience abundant life.


    If you are a pastor or leader, invite others to help you review your recent messages and determine whether you tend to embrace a hermeneutic of fear, control, or even withdrawal. Consider where and how you can begin to listen to and learn from the biblical interpretations of those marginalized by power. Commit to faithfully socializing your congregation into an expression of the Christian faith that is incompatible with white Christian nationalism, one that equips them to recognize and question the theologies that undergird it.5


    No part of the gospel directs Christians to defend their privileged access to political power and control to receive most of the benefits. Instead, we are to seek the flourishing of all through giving, sacrifice, and service. God calls us to participate in building the kingdom, inaugurated with Jesus, where the fundamental power structures of society are realigned. We can and should work alongside our neighbors so that everyone has access to all the benefits of citizenship.


    Sadly, the idolization of self-serving power inherent to the white Christian nationalism embraced by most American Christians for the past fifty years means that many of our non-Christian neighbors know us by anything but love and service. All they have seen is a group of people intent on ensuring its privilege at the expense of everyone else. Instead of defending ourselves by pointing out all the good we think we have achieved, let us humble ourselves and begin to listen and respond to what we hear.


    While writing this book, I kept returning to the stories of Reinhold Niebuhr and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In some ways, I think they provide a useful contrast for white American Christians in this moment. Niebuhr was an American theologian and ethicist who taught at Union Theological Seminary. Bonhoeffer was a German pastor and theologian who was ultimately martyred for his opposition to the Nazi regime.


    Living and writing in the first half of the twentieth century, both men recognized America’s heinous history of racial violence. However, as James Cone notes, Niebuhr stopped short of publicly advocating for justice. After identifying how badly Black Americans were treated, in the next breath Niebuhr would call for gradualism and patience when overturning Jim Crow or integrating public schools. Niebuhr believed it wise to allow Southern whites “time to adjust.”


    The irony, Cone shows us, is that Niebuhr clearly saw the cross as God flipping the script on humanity’s obsession with power and control over others. Through the cross, God condemned self-interested grasps at power. God revealed to us that true goodness and grace are found through “sacrificial, vicarious suffering.”6 Still, Niebuhr was unable to connect this theological insight to the context surrounding him.


    Cone remarked how Niebuhr sounded like a “southern moderate more concerned about not challenging the cultural traditions of the white South than achieving justice for black people.”7 As Martin Luther King Jr. pointed out, “It is hardly a moral act to encourage others patiently to accept injustice which he himself does not endure.”8


    Niebuhr remained largely silent about the atrocities of lynching, never taking a consistent public stand against them. He identified the cross as the fullest and final representation of God’s character and purpose, fundamentally altering the dynamic of how we should relate to the world intellectually. Despite this, Cone shows how Niebuhr did not have the imagination necessary to see the lynching tree as the “most obvious symbolic re-enactment of the crucifixion in his own time.”9


    Why did Niebuhr fail to make this connection? Cone and others suggest that Niebuhr recognized racial inequality but he did not embody this knowledge by siding with Black brothers and sisters marginalized in our society. He did not see how calls for patience were essentially calls to perpetuate injustice. “Niebuhr had ‘eyes to see’ black suffering, but lacked the ‘heart to feel’ it as his own.”10


    Bonhoeffer, however, did not miss the lessons on Christianity provided by those marginalized by systems of power and violence in the United States. He acknowledged how white Christians in the United States stopped well short of truly loving Black Americans. He saw how the creation and maintenance of “second-class citizens” in the United States—and the role of Christianity in this work of the state—was also happening in Germany. Historians document how Hitler and the Nazi Party patterned their own actions using the history of race and the treatment of Black Americans by white Americans in the United States as a guide.11


    Bonhoeffer grasped that a more faithful expression of Christianity demands we count ourselves among those on the margins. As Reggie Williams forcefully shows us in his book Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus, Bonhoeffer’s writings and opposition to the Nazi regime in Germany were fundamentally shaped by his experiences in Harlem. “For Bonhoeffer, Christians must see society from the perspective of the marginalized people since faithful Christianity is calibrated from the perspective of suffering rather than from dominance. This is costly yet crucial to true Christian discipleship.”12 Again, empire is not at the center of God’s story.


    Bonhoeffer’s embodiment of Christ’s siding with the marginalized led to his twentieth-century martyrdom. His life and actions continue to serve as inspiration for those who hope to collaborate with Christ to see a world where justice rolls down like mighty waters (see Amos 5:24). Again, Williams reminds us that Bonhoeffer’s experiences in Black Harlem were central to learning this perspective. Or, using the symbolism of James Cone, Bonhoeffer saw the cross in the lynching tree.


    In this juxtaposition, we glimpse an example of how we might express our Christian faith in opposition to white Christian nationalism. As Williams and others note, we must try to follow Bonhoeffer’s example, listening to and learning from our brothers and sisters on the margins of society, those systematically denied access to the centers of power and privilege. Through their lives and experiences, we can begin to locate ourselves nearer the life and experiences of our Savior, who lived, suffered, died, and rose again in the midst—and under the sword—of empire.


    When we remove ourselves from the seat of honor at the table, when we quit striving to be the loudest voice in the room, we recalibrate our Christianity. We begin to turn away from expressions aligned with white Christian nationalism and toward expressions that teach us to unite with Christ and his love for the world through collaboration, cooperation, humility, and vulnerability with all our neighbors rather than through domination and control of our neighbors.


    We will discover those on the margins are at the center of God’s story. That is where I want to be found.


    Parting Words for the Journey


    My hope and prayer is that you commit to the ongoing work of turning from the idols of white Christian nationalism and receive Christ Jesus as Lord, continuing to live your life in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness. No longer allow yourself or your faith community to be taken captive by this hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.


    Rather, recognize that in Christ all the fullness of the deity lives in bodily form, and in Christ you have been given this fullness. Jesus claimed to fulfill the promise of good news to the poor, freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight for the blind, and deliverance for the oppressed. And the word of God, the glorious mystery, is Christ in us, the hope of glory. Through us, Christ continues that work. God has disarmed the powers and authorities of this present world, the powers and principalities of darkness. For our battle is not against flesh and blood but against the sin-soaked systems of oppression that crush and tyrannize our neighbors. Because of Christ’s work on the cross, we can live into his example of service and sacrifice for others, resulting in abundant life for all, rather than control and domination of others (see Col. 2:6–15; Eph. 6:12).


    American Christianity and the Christian nationalism so deeply intertwined with it have produced unimaginable pain and suffering for so many groups. For white American Christians as a whole, Christian nationalism has produced privilege, comfort, and affluence built on the suffering of others.13 Is there any wonder so many are leaving the Christian church and never looking back? But as Danté Stewart writes, “I have learned that many of us have not given up on the faith, just the way our faith has been used to oppress others. We have not given up on the Bible, just the way it has been used to marginalize others. We have not given up on Jesus, we just know he ain’t a blue-eyed Republican. . . . In reality, [people leaving churches] have given up on the white supremacist brand of Christianity that cares more about power than Jesus.”14


    To oppose white Christian nationalism is not to give up on Christianity. Christianity can be marked by sacrifice, hope, grace, service, faith, and, of course, love. Christians can disentangle our faith from Christian nationalism and thus more closely embody the life and teachings of Jesus, the gospel, in our congregations and communities. We can tell better stories. We can provide better narratives than those we have been handed. We can take part in the good work of the gospel that Jesus inaugurated, rescuing us all from the oppression of sin in our personal worlds and in the systems and structures of society.


    This collective work will not be easy. Idols are not easily destroyed. Institutions, organizations, and powerful positions depend on the continued alliance between Christianity and the power of the state. There is money to be made, and there are elections to be won. Congregations, friendships, and even families have been and will continue to be torn apart over a commitment to white Christian nationalism. It will not be easy for you. It has not been easy for me. As Kat Armas poignantly states, “It’s a surprising pain that often comes when we dig up the skeletons from the ground, when we realize the dirt we stand on is tainted and the reality we’ve been fed is curated.”15


    We may look around us and say, “I don’t want all this pain, oppression, and suffering.” And my point isn’t that any one person consciously or explicitly wants these things. It is that white Christian nationalism undergirds the systems producing these outcomes, and we are all implicated in this broader reality—one that forms our interactions and us, whether we like it or not.


    It is only when we name it that we can begin to reckon with how our faith tradition and its theologies have been used and abused. This is uncomfortable work. People close to you will question whether you are even a Christian any longer. This has happened to me. This struggle, however, is sacred. God is present within it.16


    It will be an ongoing journey. We never “arrive.” Confronting white Christian nationalism will be less like an amputation—where we just cut off the unhealthy appendage. It will be more like flossing. A routine we, and the groups we inhabit, commit to every day. No one will do it perfectly, either. I appreciate the wisdom of Christina Edmondson and Chad Brennan when they write, “No one’s life is completely for or against justice,” but we can and should acknowledge where we fall short because “we do not need to be perfect in order to stand for justice.”17 I hope you will join me and continue this journey for years to come.


    I am told hope is a spiritual discipline. When facing a chasm of the unknown, a darkness, it is so easy to let fear grip us and allow despair to take hold. It is important we face the darkness, feel the despair, and clearly declare all is not as it should be. Only then can we begin to imagine something new. Only then can we begin to hope, to commit to living as though a different future is truly possible. For hope is “a radical act of faith and courage, an embodiment of the Kingdom, and vital to our work for justice.”18


    We may not even enjoy this future ourselves. As with planting trees, we’re doing the work of hope, expecting that what we do today will reverberate in unknown ways, making real an alternate reality, providing a healing shade for those who come after.


    Writing to her son in a time when all seemed hopeless, the Reverend Kelly Brown Douglas provides a poignant example of such a commitment to hope. During the George Floyd protests in 2020, she recounted the enormity of darkness Black women and men suffering under the evils of various forms of systemic racism faced day after day for centuries in the United States.19 Millions never saw the freedom for which they were hoping. Millions lived and died without stepping foot in the promised land. Despite this, so many never surrendered their commitment to realizing a more just society for everyone, Black or white.


    They practiced hope and remade the world anyway. Their example instructs us. No matter the height of this mountain, the depth of this sea, we are to hold tight to hope and move forward with the expectation that we can and will remake American Christianity to look a lot more like Christ than a servant of empire.


    Sometimes, the bravest thing we have is hope.
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that of a Christian believer deeply grieved by the
ways white Christian nationalism has weaponized
the faith he loves. A lively and lucid read, American
Idolatry is a significant contribution to our under-
standing of white Christian nationalism and the
social and psychological forces that underlie it.”
—OBERY M. HENDRICKS JR.,
author of Christians against Christianity:

How Right-Wing Evangelicals Are
Destroying Our Nation and Our Faith
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