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To Kelly,

You know I would.

~ Andrew

To Ryan, Beau, and Whitman,

You are the reason we need to get this right.

~ Sam


 



In the imagination of the simple patriot the nation is not a society but Society. Though its values are relative they appear, from his naïve perspective, to be absolute . . . . The nation is always endowed with an aura of the sacred, which is one reason why religions, which claim universality, are so easily captured and tamed by national sentiment, religion and patriotism merging in the process.

—Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society, 1936:96–97

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

—Colossians 2:8 (NIV)
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foreword

In the nonfiction world, a landmark book contains an idea or framework that brings the swirling complexity of its subject matter clearly into view. Like a polarizing filter for a camera lens, the analysis increases the contrast, creates more vibrant colors, and dampens distracting glare—we see the scene more vividly. And in the social sciences, particularly approaches that use quantitative public opinion data, the researcher has the added challenge of creating a tool that invites the subjects of the research to cooperatively polish this lens, even if they themselves can’t see what it reveals. In Taking America Back for God, Andrew Whitehead and Samuel Perry have succeeded in producing one of the clearest portraits we have of the greatest existing threat to democracy in our fraught contemporary moment.

A massive body of literature has developed around the modern Christian Right movement, which emerged in the 1970s and 1980s as a force driven by anti-democratic understandings of America as a Christian nation, mixed with racial resentment following the successful passage of new Civil Rights laws and voting protections for African Americans in the 1960s. In that first wave of the movement, opposition to abortion and same-sex marriage served as proxies—and obfuscating covers—for these deeper currents. But the election, twice-over, of our first African American president, which also coincided with the country ceasing to be, demographically speaking, a majority white Christian nation, produced a backlash that brought these submerged flows to the surface.

The central gift of this book, particularly for our politically polarized mileu, is its grounding of the term “Christian nationalism”—which has been bandied about, unproductively with competing anecdotal evidence—in empirical data. Moreover, the analysis is not overly complicated or arcane. As a fellow quantitative researcher who knows how difficult this kind of analysis can be to get right, I’d call it “elegant.” Whitehead and Perry have also managed to balance statistical rigor with analytical clarity that is accessible to a wide audience. Ambassadors, Accommodators, Resistors, and Rejectors are terms that foster comprehension by bringing the subjects into clear view, while adding nuance and depth of field so they can be seen in context. Because these categories are built on questions about theology and worldview, they cut across categories of political and religious affiliation in complex and important ways.

Significantly, Taking Back America for God provides empirical evidence that the core belief that America is and should be a Christian nation explains far more than white evangelical Protestant support for Donald Trump. As Whitehead and Perry note, these measures of Christian nationalism provide a window into an entire worldview, one where there is a divinely ordained hierarchy of being: Christianity is truer than other religions; America is a nation chosen over others; European civilization is more advanced than others; White people are superior to Black and Brown people; and men are naturally dominant over women. Trump’s appeal to conservative white Christians is far more robust than simple nostalgia or reactionism spurred by allegiance to supposed litmus test political issues. Taking America Back for God helps us see that what many white Christians heard resonating in the MAGA rhetoric was something far more powerful: an apocalyptic call to a shrinking cohort to defend a fading vision of America as a white Christian nation.

This book has deservedly found wide readership among the public—an accomplishment for prose punctuated with an abundance of percent signs and buttressed with methodological appendices—while being recognized by the academy. Taking Back America for God won the 2021 Distinguished Book Award from the Society for the Social Scientific Study of Religion for its unique combination of quality of scholarship, importance to the field, and relevance to the larger society.

In The Sociological Imagination, the great sociologist C. Wright Mills noted that a critical job of social science in a democracy is to expose misleading definitions of reality that are based on “myths and lies and crackbrained notions.” Our jobs as researchers are to make the misleading—even the abhorrent—understandable in its inner logic and, thus, discernable. And there are times when that is the appropriate end of the scholarly task. But there are other times when religious, moral, and civic responsibility requires more, that we illuminate alternative, “more adequate,” realities, as Mills put it. The present is one of those times.

So perhaps most importantly, Taking Back America for God is to be commended for its courageous moral clarity. Consistent with the tradition of socially engaged scholarship, Whitehead and Perry do not shy away from normative claims, calling out the dangers of Christian nationalism for the integrity of both Christian churches and the nation. With the implications of their analysis in hand, they flatly describe Christian nationalism as “Christianity co-opted in the service of ethnonational power.” By providing us with a clear assessment of the dangers of contemporary white Christian nationalism, this landmark book is a critical text for our troubled times, when democratic citizenship has been traded for ethno-religious identity and Christian discipleship for political partisanship.

Robert P. Jones, October 11, 2021

CEO and Founder, Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI)

Author of White Too Long: The Legacy of White Supremacy in American Christianity robertpjones.substack.com


PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

Authors never know how their work will be received. The process of research, writing, and publishing takes so long that it’s impossible to know what will be happening when a book is finally released. This seems even more true since 2016 when the chaos agent known as Donald Trump was elected president, America suffered the disproportionate brunt of a global pandemic, anti-racist movements took to the streets, and the world witnessed a violent mob storm the US Capitol Building, stoked by debunked reports of a stolen national election. Who could have foreseen our national landscape as it stands in the Fall of 2021, even a few years ago? And even as we write these words, who can know what the political climate will look like when you read them? These days, as ever, authors can only do their best work and hope the writing meets the moment. Whatever that moment may be.

Sometimes the moment arrives right on time, for good or ill. A book addresses topics that are suddenly (if sadly) prominent. It provides answers to questions a lot of people seemingly just started asking.

Since the release of Taking America Back for God in March 2020 both of us has heard countless times that our book—alongside others like Kristin Du Mez’s Jesus and John Wayne, Jemar Tisby’s The Color of Compromise, and Robert Jones’ The End of White Christian America and White Too Long—helped readers make sense of longstanding and emerging trends in and around American Christianity and politics. We are so grateful that Taking America Back for God is included alongside these and other books released in the last few years that have met this moment.

Indeed, it seems as if our books only caught the beginning of the Christian nationalism wave. Since we finished writing in late Spring of 2019, America has witnessed an explosion of Christian nationalist rhetoric and symbolism that would have seemed unbelievably brazen and garish just a few years ago. Trump’s penchant for turning dog whistles into bull horns only intensified during his second presidential campaign, on full display at the “Evangelicals for Trump” rally on January 3rd, 2020. Trump boasted to his audience, “Evangelicals, Christians of every denomination and believers of every faith have never had a greater champion, not even close, in the White House than the one you have right now.” But he warned his audience that “the extreme left has not given up on their relentless crusade against Christians and Americans of all faith.” Christian patriots are under attack. But Trump would once again be their savior.

Trump’s understanding of Christian nationalism as a political strategy, and not necessarily a cultural framework that he himself possessed, became more apparent as well after 2019. Like so many other Americans, we watched with mouths agape on June 1st, 2020 amidst the protests over the murder of George Floyd, when President Trump had protestors cleared from Lafayette Square and then silently held up a Bible in front of St. John’s church. The point wasn’t to apply the Bible’s teachings on the subject of racial injustice or peaceable assembly. It was to signal tribal allegiance—to remind his base that his strength would restore order from chaos. Later that summer, on August 6th, Trump warned voters, “[Biden’s] following the radical left agenda: take away your guns, destroy your Second Amendment, no religion, no anything, hurt the Bible, hurt God.” The idea that Biden could “hurt God” should sound ludicrous to a believing Christian. But it makes perfect sense if “God” in Trump’s mind is not a person; “God” means “our way of life,” “our values,” and “our heritage.” It’s almost as if Trump had read our book as an instruction manual.

But despite all that we got right, even we were shocked to see the Christian flags and T-shirts, crosses, and even a prayer in Jesus’ name in the Senate Chamber on January 6th, 2021. Or perhaps we, like so many other Americans, were too optimistic about the possibility of a peaceful transition of power during the current era of extreme misinformation, cultural anxiety, and racial resentment. For all of its horror, January 6th was the wakeup call so many of us needed. Christian nationalism is neither harmless, nor fringe. It’s in our churches; and it wants the power it feels has been unjustly stolen away.

Other expressions of the cultural framework of Christian nationalism we outlined in Taking America Back for God have manifested themselves throughout the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, as experts and lawmakers encouraged Americans to wear masks, shelter-in-place, avoid gathering for in-person worship, and later, get vaccinated, the entire pandemic has been framed in Christian nationalist terms. Though not nearly as mainstream as Trump support among the white Christian right, a sizable minority of conservative Christian pastors argued that true Christian patriots would resist government mask or vaccine mandates as encroachments on “religious freedom;” they suspected conspiracy to exaggerate the severity of the virus to make Trump look bad; and they promoted alternate “remedies” to COVID-19 like Hydroxychloroquine or Ivermectin rather than be vaccinated. Even more than Trump’s anti-democratic behavior since 2016, Christian nationalism can now literally be said to have contributed to thousands of American deaths. And as we write these words that number is still growing rapidly.

Among the most frequent questions we’ve received since the book’s release are these two: “Would you have written anything differently knowing what you know now?” And “What do you think will happen next?”

Obviously we cannot tell the future. And we made use of the best and most recent data available at the time of our writing. But we both agree that, were we to write again, we would stress how much of what we observe regarding Christian nationalism’s pernicious effects are racial in their origin and character. That is, we would more clearly articulate those instances when what we’re observing is white Christian nationalism, so as to avoid any misunderstanding that Christian nationalist ideology operates the same way regardless of one’s location in America’s ethno-religious landscape.

To be sure, we were aware of this during our first writing. For instance, we wrote “Black Protestants and white evangelicals… throughout America’s history have drawn upon the Christian nation narrative, but to very different ends” (2020:17) and two pages later, “[I]n some instances being a member of a racial minority group and holding certain Christian nationalist views is associated with having a stronger racial justice orientation, the exact opposite of what we see in white Americans. In this sense it is the intersection of race and Christian nationalism that matters” (2020:19; emphasis in original). Elsewhere throughout the book we specified that Christian nationalism is associated with xenophobic and racist views, particularly among whites. Yet from feedback we received, the ethnic specificity of certain Christian nationalist views was occasionally lost. We hope this preface ameliorates that misperception.

The second question, about the future of Christian nationalism, became especially common after President Biden was elected in November 2020. Despite Christian nationalist symbolism on display at the Capitol Riots and the constant stream of Christian nationalist response to everything from COVID to Afghanistan refugees, readers seem to wonder (to hope, perhaps) whether Christian nationalism would weaken or disappear in the wake of Trump’s election loss and social media banning.

In a word: No. Christian nationalism is not going anywhere. As we show in our book, Christian nationalism is not a new phenomenon. Our historian colleagues demonstrate that Christian nationalism has been with us for centuries, before the dawn of the United States, and there is no reason to expect that it will diminish anytime soon. In fact, as we wrote in 2020, even as the size of Ambassadors decreases slightly, the salience of seeing themselves as the last true defenders of this Christian nation will only grow as they perceive that their dearly held beliefs are less widely accepted across American society. The power of Christian nationalism, particularly among white Americans, is about perceived threat; not numbers. The numbers, in fact, can ebb and flow as more and more white Christian Americans are convinced that the “Holy Trinity” of cultural and political power, in-group boundaries, and social order are under attack. We’re even more confident of this prediction today.

Another version of this question, however, is whether we have reason for hope in the future. There are a number of things that do give us hope. We have received dozens of invitations to share our work and join conversations happening in Sunday Schools, congregations, denominations, and Christian colleges and universities. American Christians, particularly in majority white spaces, must do the difficult and ongoing work of learning about and confronting Christian nationalism. It gives us hope that they recognize how harmful Christian nationalism is to Christianity and American democracy. It is an open question as to whether they will sustain this work long enough to chart an alternative path forward, one that leads away from ethno-nationalist expressions of Christianity. Our hope is that they will do so in order to cultivate a healthy pluralistic democratic society.

Another reason for hope is how younger Americans are reading and responding to the book. We have received dozens of invitations from colleges and universities across the United States. In both religious institutions and not, students are reading and wrestling with the implications of our work. They find Christian nationalism to be a helpful framework to make sense of their communities and families. They share increased confidence in being able to better understand and interact with friends and family members who may be Ambassadors of Christian nationalism. It is encouraging that these young people are attuned to these issues so early on in their journeys.

Lastly, we are heartened that (white) Christian nationalism has landed on the radar of our fellow social scientists. We are both aware of numerous forthcoming books, peer-reviewed articles, and welldesigned data collection efforts all addressing the phenomenon, in no small part because of the attention our research has received. Though we wrote our book so that non-academics could easily understand how Christian nationalism works, we are delighted that our work in the area could contribute to academic conversations that will expand our knowledge, and hopefully, illuminate a path forward as a nation.

Whatever happens, we must continue to engage and confront Christian nationalism in a focused and sustained manner. It was and remains a threat to a pluralistic democratic society. In our own research since writing this book we show Christian nationalism dramatically influences COVID-19 behaviors as well as views toward voting rights and gerrymandering. These and other issues, like climate change, will continue to shape our realities. And Christian nationalism will certainly be at the center of the polarization of Americans’ attitudes and behaviors. So as we write in the last sentence of the book you now hold, “We’re all contending with our legacy as a supposedly ‘Christian nation.’”



Preface

Most Americans who watch the news or scroll through social media could quickly list the most salient cultural and political issues currently driving a wedge down the middle of the United States: immigration reform, mass shootings, climate change, military spending, terrorism, gun control, travel bans, refugees, political correctness, opioid addiction, public education, racial injustice in policing, redefinitions of “marriage” and “the family,” secularism, transgender rights, single-parent households, and, of course, Donald Trump.

It doesn’t take a social scientist to identify the sticking points in our country. The more contentious debate, rather, is over what connects those dots. What has us so increasingly and uniformly divided on those issues? Ask ten social scientists to explain that to you, and you may get ten different theories. There aren’t any simple answers to that question, unfortunately. There are a myriad of historical, demographic, economic, and technological factors contributing to our increasing polarization on issues of race, family, religion, gender, human rights, the environment, taxes, and so on. There is no silver-bullet explanation, and we don’t intend to offer one here. Our goal in this book is to thoroughly explore one factor that, as we will show, plays a large, unique, but often unrecognized (and at times, misrecognized) role in our nation’s current cultural and political conflicts. That factor is Christian nationalism.

Some conceptual clarifications would be helpful at the onset. Though journalists and historians have bandied about the term a good deal in the past decade, we mean “Christian nationalism” to describe an ideology that idealizes and advocates a fusion of American civic life with a particular type of Christian identity and culture. We use “Christian” here in a specific sense. We are not referring to doctrinal orthodoxy or personal piety. (In fact, we find some Christian nationalists can be quite secular.) Rather, the explicit ideological content of Christian nationalism comprises beliefs about historical identity, cultural preeminence, and political influence. But just as important, it also contains ideological content that is often implicit. This includes symbolic boundaries that conceptually blur and conflate religious identity (Christian, preferably Protestant) with race (white), nativity (born in the United States), citizenship (American), and political ideology (social and fiscal conservative). Christian nationalism, then, provides a complex of explicit and implicit ideals, values, and myths—what we call a “cultural framework”—through which Americans perceive and navigate their social world.

What do we not mean by Christian nationalism? First—and this may surprise (or disappoint) some readers—this isn’t a book about white evangelicals. Certainly, we will address the considerable overlap between Christian nationalism and white evangelicalism. But the two concepts are not at all synonymous. Christian nationalism is a framework that orients Americans’ perspectives on national identity, belonging, and social hierarchies. American evangelicalism, strictly speaking, is a theological tradition prioritizing certain doctrinal commitments including biblical inerrancy and conversionism. While a large percentage of Christian nationalists are affiliated with evangelical Protestant denominations and hold characteristically evangelical beliefs, many non-evangelicals (or non-Christians, for that matter) also hold strong Christian nationalist beliefs. Conversely, many white evangelicals in surveys unequivocally reject Christian nationalism, including a number of the white evangelicals we interviewed for this book.

Second, occasionally people have been confused by the term nationalism, which we do not strictly mean in the chauvinistic sense of blindly believing that one’s nation is superior to others. Though strong Christian nationalists would no doubt hold that sentiment about America (Christian nationalists do tend to be more “nationalistic”), we mean something more like “Christian nation-ism” or what sociologist Rogers Brubaker calls “Christianism,” a commitment to a vision of American civic life and polity as closely intertwined with an indentitarian, politically conservative strain of Christianity.1

We also want to distinguish Christian nationalism from “theocracy” as people commonly think of that term. (Reformed camps of evangelicals debate different philosophies of church–state relations using terms like theonomy, and two-kingdom theology, and neo-Kyperianism, but these are fights among theological elites.2 Those views are not widespread like the more populist Christian nationalism.) While there is indeed some technical overlap between the goals of strong Christian nationalists and theocrats, some key distinctions deserve mention. Strictly theocratic Christians would want the Bible principally to inform our national laws. To the contrary, some Christian nationalists are not only fond of our founding documents, many believe they are “divinely inspired,” not quite as authoritative as the Bible but still supernaturally revealed to Christian men with intentions to preference Christianity.3 Moreover, while theocracy often implies that religious leaders, even clergy in some manifestations, play a central role in governance, Christian nationalists, it turns out, are quite willing to elect notoriously impious heads of state if they happen to support right-wing causes. One staunch Christian nationalist, in fact, famously articulated what has become a popular refrain used to defend the religious vote for Donald Trump: “[W]e’re electing a president, a commander-in-chief, not a pastor-in-chief.”4

Two more points of clarification. This book will provide the first empirical examination of contemporary Christian nationalism in the United States. The italicized words further qualify our focus.

Dozens of books written by sober-minded historians, political scientists, and historical-comparative sociologists trace the “Christian America” narrative from when Europeans set foot on the continent, to the American revolution and subsequent attempts to redefine and institutionalize America’s collective identity as a “Christian nation,” to modern-day movements to make the “founding fathers” seem like card-carrying members of the Religious Right. The literature is massive and growing. We have no intention of adding another historical analysis, as we feel our greater contribution will be to document, analyze, and understand Christian nationalism in its most recent manifestation. Consequently, we will only reference the long history of Christian nationalism to the extent that it directly informs our national situation within the past decade. Readers interested in more historical background should follow our notes.

Along with our contemporary focus, we also limit our analyses to American Christian nationalism. Sociologists like Rogers Brubaker, Lydia Bean, and Bart Bonikowski, and political scientists J. Christopher Soper and Joel Fetzer, have produced vital comparative analyses of nationalism, religion, and populism. These scholars and others continue to document nationalist movements across the world in response to perceived demographic and cultural threats from a variety of sources. These movements have incorporated, among other things, a narrative about national religious identities in order to draw symbolic boundaries around cultural membership, similar to what we will observe among Christian nationalists in the United States.5 We acknowledge at the outset there are many international parallels to what we observe in these pages. However, we also believe that an exclusive focus on American Christian nationalism is not unjustified, because there is such an historic and enduring connection between conservative Christianity and American civic life and polity—one that is almost wholly denuded in most of Europe. We encourage readers to consider our work in conversation with these other important studies.

A brief word about the examples we cite. Throughout the book we illustrate our arguments about Christian nationalism by drawing upon events on the national stage and quotes from political and religious leaders. We fully expect that some of the examples we provide may appear older or outdated by the time readers are able to hold this volume. It seems as though the news cycle continues to contract, and what was once front page news is almost forgotten a week later, let alone months later. This places us at a disadvantage when writing a book. We would ask readers to keep in mind, however, that our goal is not to illustrate our points using the latest breaking news. Our journalist friends and colleagues already do that quite well. We endeavor to show how our underlying arguments about Christian nationalism can be applied to those events that are breaking news, whatever they may be and whenever they may have happened. We hope the examples we use that took place while we were writing this book equip readers to look and listen for Christian nationalist rhetoric and understand its dramatic influence on the actions, decision, and speech of those around us in the present moment.

Finally, in the pages that follow we present findings concerning Christian nationalism that may cause consternation among some readers. As social scientists, our goal is to use high-quality and transparent methods to gather and analyze data, and then truthfully present what we find in the data. We are confident that what we present isn’t a fluke. In Appendix B we share dozens of tables so readers can check our work. For those readers who find themselves troubled by what support for the core tenets of Christian nationalism is associated with, we encourage them to think deeply with us about why that is, and consider if there is a better way forward. We hope all begin to consider if and how the dictates of the Christian religion may stand in opposition to those used to defend a “Christian nation.” Finally, we caution against writing off most of those on the “other” side, whichever side that may be. In the hours we spent talking with American men and women from around the country, we were reminded that beneath the quantitative findings are people with complicated histories, desires, and viewpoints. The more we can talk, and work to truly listen, the greater the chances of building a civil society where all can flourish, not just a few.
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Introduction

A House Dividing

The sanctuary was bursting with stars and stripes—draped from the balcony, lining the stage, printed on the identical ties and scarves worn by the 100-person choir and full orchestra. An image of the Bible resting on Old Glory was displayed on all the screens throughout this conservative Baptist church in South Carolina, including in the overflow area, which was quickly filling up. The balcony and ground floor of the sanctuary were already at capacity. The “God and Country Celebration” would be starting soon, and it was clear that both God and country were equally sacred in this place. After one particularly rousing part of the worship service in which the choir and orchestra performed anthems from each branch of the Armed Forces, the emcee—in full military uniform—intoned, “We would be remiss if we did not mention God, author and perfecter of our faith. He’s guided and protected this country throughout its history. 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.”

Earlier in the day, across town, a much larger Baptist congregation held a similar “Celebrate America” service. During this service the entire congregation pledged allegiance, first, to the United States flag, then to the Christian flag, and third to the Holy Bible. Actors representing various founding fathers and decked out in historically themed costumes recited lines proclaiming America’s special relationship with God. Throughout the service, the leaders and congregants lamented that the United States failed in its devotion to God’s laws and principles. This backsliding had caused God to withdraw his hand of blessing. But out of this darkness, they declared, there shines a bright light. As the emcee, also in military uniform, exclaimed, “Jesus alone has the power to change our nation, he gave the ultimate sacrifice for our lives and for our nation.”

Halfway across the country in Oklahoma, on the same day, a similar “Freedom Celebration” service was in full swing. The senior pastor began his message, entitled “America—An Exceptional Nation,” by confronting the pernicious myth about the country’s secular roots. Referencing political operative and self-proclaimed historian David Barton, whose ministry, WallBuilders, supplies quotes and factoids for services just like this one, the pastor proclaimed that anyone who questions the Christian heritage of the United States would need to ignore scores of original letters and documents from the founding fathers. Deniers of our heritage would also have to “go to Washington, D.C. and take a sandblaster and remove the Scriptures from the monuments and the buildings. It’s all there!” Beaming with pride, the pastor boasted that his church frequently hosts a “Reclaiming America for Jesus Christ” conference, though he’d begun to wonder recently whether America really can be reclaimed. For that to happen, he proposed, Americans must remember their Christian past while living like Christians in the present. Only then would God make their country prosperous: “America has to be ‘blessable’ for God to shed his grace on thee.” He closed his sermon with a solemn charge, citing an Old Testament verse upon which Dwight D. Eisenhower placed his hand while taking his inaugural oath, 2 Chronicles 7:14: “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and I will heal their land.”1 The pastor then whispered, “The key word here in this promise is that word ‘If.’ ”

These July 4th worship services reflect more than a particular understanding of American history. The symbols they hold sacred, the narratives they retell, the charges they make—all express a specific vision of Christianity’s relationship to American identity and civic life. And it is one that seems to be increasingly at odds with the views of the rest of the nation, and self-consciously so. To be sure, most Americans are somewhere in the fuzzy middle on these issues. They recognize America’s vaguely Judeo-Christian past and Christianity’s numerical dominance in the United States. But they also celebrate the ideal of religious freedom and believe church–state separation to be a good thing. And yet it sometimes appears that Americans are gravitating toward extremes on these topics.2

A growing number of more secular Americans, for example, maintain that both Christianity and America’s public institutions are at their best when the two function like considerate neighbors—friendly in their interactions but always respecting the boundaries between them. Toward the other end of the spectrum, however, an equally large group of Americans, the kind who attend services like those we just described, insist that since its inception the United States has been married to Christianity. As these services we attended made clear, the Christian God has “always been on our side,” his son Jesus gave his life “for our nation,” and our prosperity is contingent upon our returning to him. Those who hold this opinion are often quick to cite evidence of this covenantal relationship in America’s founding ideals, historic documents, sacred symbols, policies, and elsewhere. Most importantly, both America and Christianity, they argue, have benefited greatly from that union, and consequently, those who wish to dissolve the marriage want nothing less than to destroy America.

This book is about the underlying causes and social consequences of this latter view, what we and others call “Christian nationalism.”3

Is America A “Christian Nation”? Why the Answer Does and Doesn’t Matter

What is Christianity’s relationship to American identity and civic life? What should it be?

While these are interesting historical, theological, and political questions, they aren’t necessarily questions social science can or should answer. Many books seek to test particular claims about the Christian heritage of the United States.4 However, the answer to whether the United States ever was or still is a “Christian nation” is not the focus of this book. Rather, we focus on how these beliefs, whether strongly held or barely acknowledged, influence the lives of those who hold them, as well as those who do not. Taking this angle, it becomes clear that it does not even matter whether the United States is or ever was a Christian nation. What matters is that a significant number of Americans believe that it is. And a significant number believes the opposite. The particular stance people take on this issue is strongly associated with how they see the world, as well as how they act to preserve or change that world. Therefore, the contention that the United States is a Christian nation has implications for us all, even for those Americans who reject such interpretations.5

The stakes are high. For example, a large percentage of Americans who favor Christian nationalist views (which we will detail further below) believe that the American government should unapologetically privilege Christianity. Robert Jeffress, a megachurch pastor and member of Donald Trump’s evangelical advisory board, argues, “The framers of the Constitution and the earliest jurists demonstrated a clear preference for Christianity. They did not hesitate to declare that America was a Christian nation . . . the government can (and for more than 150 years did) show a preference for the Christian faith.”6 To the extent that such views become reflected in public policy, the growing percentage of Americans who are not Christian will undoubtedly feel ostracized, treated as though they are not fully American. These groups fear that explicitly privileging Christian identity, symbols, and “doctrines” (according to any number of interpretations) will threaten their access to civil society in more tangible ways.7 And they would be right, as we will see. Further, it is not just religious minorities who have something to fear. Christian nationalism is linked to prejudice toward numerous minority groups.

But strong Christian nationalists are declining in number, and this also has important implications. More and more Americans collectively agree that the United States should not favor Christianity formally. Consequently, the sizeable portion of Americans who pine for Christianity’s former prominence in American civic life feel threatened and marginalized. They fear that their values and priorities will, at best, no longer be dominant, and at worst, that their freedom to preach their moral values and share their religion with others would be outlawed. But readers should not mistake these fears as limited solely to religious identity. There is more to the “us” that Christian nationalists wish to defend and more to the “them” that Christian nationalists wish to oppose. Throughout the book, we will show that the degree to which Americans seek to impose Christianity on the public sphere often operates as a powerful indicator of their commitment to a specific social order—with boundaries and hierarchies among natives and foreigners, whites and nonwhites, men and women, heterosexuals and others—an order they recognize is also being threatened.

How Do We Study Christian Nationalism and Christian Nationalists?

Several important books—to which we are greatly indebted—have recently addressed the phenomenon of Christian nationalism (though not always by that name) in the United States.8 But to date, there have been no attempts to systematically and empirically examine Christian nationalism and its influence in American social, cultural, and political life. This is precisely what we do in this book, using large-scale quantitative data to develop more reliable answers to questions about who Christian nationalists are and how Christian nationalism influences their lives. Each of the datasets we use includes important socio-demographic measures that allow us to isolate the unique influence of Christian nationalism, along with scores of questions concerning politics, religious and racial/ethnic diversity, and family life and values. Several of the surveys also allow for comparisons over time. So in addition to demonstrating Christian nationalism’s significance in the current cultural moment, we will also explore shifts in its prevalence and importance.

But numbers can only get us so far in understanding narratives of Christian nationalism. To better understand Christian nationalism and how people articulate and apply it, we draw on 50 in-depth interviews with Americans who—to varying degrees—endorse or challenge the privileging of Christianity in the civic life of the United States. We also engaged in participant observation at large events in Texas, Oklahoma, and South Carolina where Christian nationalists and their beliefs were prominently represented. For more discussion of the specific datasets we use and how we conducted the interviews and participant observation, see Appendices A and C.

So how do we measure Christian nationalism and Christian nationalists in our data? Definitions matter a great deal. Consider how narrowly or broadly we could define a “Christian nationalist” depending on the measures we use. Data from the 2017 Baylor Religion Survey (BRS) shows that 29 percent of Americans agree that “the federal government should declare the United States a Christian nation.” Even more Americans, 46 percent, agree that “the federal government should advocate Christian values.” Depending on the question we use, then, we could estimate that a quarter to half of Americans to some extent agree that the United States is a Christian nation and the government should recognize this either formally or informally. In addition, in the same survey 42 percent of Americans agreed that “the success of the United States is a part of God’s plan.” Using slightly older data from 2013, almost two-thirds of Americans either mostly or completely agreed with the statement, “God has granted America a special role in human history.” At the very least we would conclude that a sizeable proportion of Americans embrace the idea of a special relationship between God and the United States. Yet the picture of what Christian nationalism is, and who Christian nationalists are, is still rather fuzzy.

Let’s see whether, by adding more detail, we can paint a clearer picture. In the 2017 BRS, 26 percent of Americans agreed that the United States has always been and currently is a Christian nation. Nearly one-third of Americans (32 percent) believe that at some point in its past the United States was a Christian nation, but is not anymore. A smaller number of Americans, 20 percent, report that America has never been a Christian nation. And still another fifth (21 percent) couldn’t say either way (see Figure I.1). The responses could be combined in several ways depending on the story one would like to tell. If you define a Christian nationalist as anyone who believes the United States is currently or ever was a Christian nation, more than three out of every five Americans reside in this category. If it includes only those who currently see America as a Christian nation, the number is less than three in 10.



[image: image]

Figure I.1.
Americans’ Beliefs Regarding the Christian Nation Narrative

Source: 2017 Baylor Religion Survey.



While the question we use in Figure I.1 is useful in that it gives us a general idea of where Americans stand on the Christian nation narrative, it doesn’t tell us how strongly Americans embrace Christian nationalism.9 Furthermore, “Christian nationalism” is not a single idea that can be measured solely by agreement with a founding myth, but rather a more dynamic ideology incorporating a number of beliefs and values. We want to know if Americans believe the United States should be a Christian nation, not just whether they think it is or was a Christian nation. Thus, to measure the concept as comprehensively as possible, we primarily use a composite measure created from multiple BRS survey questions from 2007 and 2017 that asked Americans to rate their levels of agreement with the following six statements:


1. “The federal government should declare the United States a Christian nation.”

2. “The federal government should advocate Christian values.”

3. “The federal government should enforce strict separation of church and state.”

4.
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