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TO LORI.

To the moon and back.





  


  The Apocalypse

  Division, Desperation,

    and a New Calling



  
    THE YEAR 2020 WAS AN APOCALYPSE.

    I don’t mean the end of the world, zombies, Walking Dead–type apocalypse. I mean 2020 was a season of unveiling, revealing what was previously hidden underneath the surface.

    Like removing carpet.

    In Phoenix, Arizona, where I live, many of the homes are built on a concrete foundation. As the home ages, the foundation shifts, inevitably creating fractures in the concrete. For those who have carpeted floors, these fractures often remain unseen. As the carpet decays, a homeowner will at some point remove it, exposing the cracked foundation underneath.

    Admittedly, small fractures are no big deal. They happen all the time and are normal. But if the fracture is large enough, the homeowners are presented with a difficult decision. Do they choose to put down new carpet and ignore the fracture, or do they invest the time, resources, and care required to make the foundation whole again?

    This decision is made even more intense when the homeowners realize that the house they live in will crumble to the ground if the fractured foundation is put under extreme pressure. The homeowners may be caught off guard at what they unintentionally discovered beneath the familiar and comfortable surface that once covered their home’s floor.

    They may even begin to regret removing the carpet, thinking that if they hadn’t, they wouldn’t have this problem. Which, as you know, is not true. They already had the problem. They just didn’t realize it. Taking up the carpet did not create the fracture; it simply revealed it. The removal was an apocalypse—making what was once hidden plain to see.

    Similarly, the events of 2020 were an apocalypse. The impeachment of Donald Trump, the Covid-19 pandemic and related government responses, the killing of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd and subsequent public demonstrations, and the contentious presidential election (which culminated in an insurrection on January 6, 2021) exposed the profound depth of the fractures in our relationships. What started for many in 2015 as a general sense of concern or discontent exploded in 2020 to reveal divisions and disunity within their community.

    Who among us has not experienced the impact of this in our relationships?

    For years now people across the nation have been uprooting their entire lives—moving to different cities; changing employers, churches, and schools; leaving friends and family behind—all in an attempt to find communities that look, think, and vote like them.1

    Lifelong members of churches have moved their membership to congregations they believe more closely align with their political preferences. Many churches, including the one I serve, have experienced substantial division and relational loss. Decades-old relationships have been shattered over political and cultural views that erupted in 2020.

    Even closer to home, many of us have experienced significant strain within our friendships and families. Members of our family who were once characterized by their kindness, good humor, and gentleness are now frequently displaying anxiety and outrage. The stuff that comes out of their mouths, well, sounds unloving and unhinged. How can we respond in a healthy way?

    Perhaps that is why you are reading this. You feel hopeless. You want to engage your loved ones, but it seems like most of the conversations end in rage, name-calling, or estrangement.

    You wonder what is causing so many of our loved ones to talk, think, and act in ways that are contrary to the way of Jesus while still assuming it is the “Christian way”?

    
      My New Enemy

      For me one of the most painful revelations of 2020 was that many within the American church were not placing their ultimate hope in Jesus but were instead buying the false promises of Christian nationalism—a movement that calls Christian followers to take government power at all costs to advance their preferred way of being in the world. For a few this term (and its eponymous movement) is not new. They have seen similar nationalistic movements rise in the past. But for the vast majority of us, including me, this was a newly discovered phenomenon. While it may seem novel, this great beast of Christian nationalism—which seeks to destroy dissidents, misappropriate Scripture for its purposes, and encourage acts of aggression, racism, and hatred—has been lurking in the shadows of the American church for years, spoken of in whispers behind closed doors. All of that notably changed in 2020 when the beast reemerged from the darkness.

      Scripture often attributes such currents of evil to greater forces being at work in the world. These powers are often envisioned as a serpent, beast, or dragon—or sometimes, the Leviathan, an ancient mythical sea monster that lives in the disordered abyss (Job 3:8; 41:1; Psalm 74:14; 104:26; Isaiah 27:1). To the ancients Leviathan was a vivid symbol for cosmic chaos and the evil powers that oppose the loving, orderly ways of God.2 They recognized that humans could choose to align with this dragon-like power to the point of becoming like dragons themselves. Leviathan captures both the material and spiritual reality of present-day American Christian nationalism.

      But how did so many of our loved ones fall prey to this monstrous power? How could so many Jesus followers support such fearmongering, rage-inducing, Bible-distorting, arrogant, deceitful, dehumanizing behavior?

      In the recent atmosphere of political and social upheaval, many of our neighbors found comfort in the promises of American Christian nationalist leaders; they began looking to them for guidance, hope, and power. They were choosing to be shepherded not by spiritual leaders that look and act like Jesus but instead were being discipled daily (sometimes hourly) by organizations that championed Christian nationalists and by media outlets that leveraged anxiety about Covid-19, demonstrations for racial justice, and a contested presidential race to incite viewers and expand their influence. These organizations then sold American Christian nationalism as a godly solution that would protect followers’ faith, family, and, of course, firearms. And a multitude of evangelicals bought what they were selling, supporting organizations that propagate this false gospel with time, energy, and money.

      As a pastor of a suburban nondenominational Bible church, I felt like I had a good handle on the political leanings of my fellow evangelicals. I assumed most (but not all) would continue to endorse candidates that supported politically conservative policies. However, I was shocked to discover just how many of them were happily giving full-throated support to the ungodly leaders and organizations promoting American Christian nationalism.

      To be clear, my concern was not about some vague multitude of Americans. I was concerned about my people. My community. My church. My friends.

      They seemed anxious and outraged, swept up in the chaos of the moment. Seeking security and peace, they began to embody the words of false prophets who claimed to be standing for Christ (but exhibited very little of his Spirit). These people that I loved, people I had known to be kind, caring, and compassionate, were boldly repeating hateful, rage-filled statements about immigrants, public school teachers, and government health officials at the church potluck. In hindsight I see that some of these behaviors had been developing for some time, but I had failed to grasp how deep the rot went.

      It was heartbreaking to see so many people that I had shared Communion with for years align with this beastly power. Their lifestyles did not bear the marks of the way of Jesus. Their words, attitudes, and behavior were often brutal, demeaning, spiteful, proud, profane, mean-spirited, xenophobic, reckless, and vile.

      I wondered how these beloved Christians could give allegiance to a movement that blatantly disregards the true ways of Jesus and instead embraces the power of Leviathan. It seems to me that they, like the first humans in the Garden of Eden, had been deceived into thinking that the way of the dragon is more powerful than the way of God.

      It was in this apocalyptic season that I began to ask the Lord, “What should I do?”

    

    
    
      From Enemy Combatant to Mission Field

      When I first encountered American Christian nationalism, I viewed it as a heresy to be destroyed and those who gave themselves over to it as enemies to defeat. I thought that I could use the Bible to contradict their arguments and then they’d see that the ideas, perspectives, and methods they were promoting were contrary to the teachings of Scripture. In my mind my powerful arguments would lead them to repent and return to the ways of Jesus.

      My intentions were good. My methods, not so much.

      By viewing American Christian nationalists as the enemy, I was taking the posture of Leviathan: a combative approach that created more divisiveness and frustration. This was the wrong mindset, but I didn’t know it yet. Then, I had a mind-renewing, life-altering experience (what the Bible calls metanoia or “repentance”), which changed my approach and set me on the path to writing this book.

      One of my favorite questions comes from a podcast called Make Me Smart. In each episode they ask their guests, “What is something that you used to believe that it turned out later you were wrong about?” I love that question because it assumes that we can change our beliefs, even on deeply held convictions. The Bible calls this the “renewing of our minds.” The apostle Paul, writing to the Roman church, says, “Do not be conformed to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (Romans 12:2, emphasis added).

      I’ve had many mind-renewing experiences and pray for many more, by God’s grace. The one that changed my trajectory came at the end of a very difficult season in my life. For much of 2020 I received numerous emails, texts, and phone calls from people I had served for years, accusing me of promoting ungodly attitudes and teachings. I was told I had adopted a Luciferian spirit of fear by advocating for online services during the early stages of the Covid-19 pandemic. I was accused of spreading divisive and demonic teachings such as critical race theory when we encouraged people to study the history of racism in the American church.3 Some even shared that they believed I was aligning with the antichrist by not publicly calling our church to vote for their preferred presidential candidate.

      This was especially painful for me because I had not intended to make enemies of the people that I served. By the time we entered the new year, I was exhausted, hurt, and frankly ready to quit my vocation as a pastor. This was the most challenging time of my life to date. But thanks to the tremendous support of our church leadership I was able to hang on. They were exceptionally encouraging and gracious to me and my family. Recognizing that I was wounded, they encouraged me to take an extended sabbatical to rest and heal.

      During this time away, I spent a full day walking through various parks and reflecting on the relationships that I held dear that were now fractured. As I strolled through the beautiful landscape, different people would come to mind, and I would write their names down in a journal. At the end of the day I found my favorite bench that sits in a secluded spot overlooking a quiet stream.

      As I sat, I began to count the entries. To my surprise, I counted over three hundred names.

      Three hundred!

      Three hundred broken relationships came to my mind in one day.

      The pain in my guts was overwhelming.

      Perhaps you know this pain. You may even have your own running list of broken relationships.

      As I worked through the pages of this sad journal, I realized that many of these relationships fractured under the weight of disagreements relating to American Christian nationalism.

      The pain in me continued to grow.

      I had not set out to turn my friends into enemies, and yet the pages of my journal testified to the divisive nature of this current moment. I spent the remainder of the day grieving the collective loss of relationships that were so precious to me.

      Though I continue to hold out hope that Jesus will bring reconciliation, many of these broken relationships haunt me. Standing against Christian nationalism in today’s American evangelical church is costly. If you are reading this book, you probably know this already.

      That day a flood of emotions washed over me. I felt betrayed, misunderstood, and angry. Really angry. And not the righteous kind of anger, either (though at the time, I thought it was). No, what I felt was rage.

      In the days that followed my sabbatical I vowed to fight Christian nationalism in my community. I began to formulate a plan of attack. How could I defeat this great beast? What methods of warfare could I choose to take on this enemy? I was itching for a fight.

      I started researching organizations that platform American Christian nationalist leaders and their ideas. I read everything I could get my hands on that explained or exposed nationalism in the American church.

      Then I got a message from an employee of Turning Point USA (TPUSA). TPUSA is a conservative student organization that has exploded into a multi-million-dollar movement producing large rallies and conferences around the country as well as dozens of social media channels and radio programs.4 They were reaching out to local pastors to promote their new “Biblical Citizenship” classes. They were hoping that I, a pastor, would host one of the classes and invite our church and the broader community to participate. I decided to take the meeting.

      As I walked into the appointment, I was thinking about which issues I might want to argue about. I assumed my counterpart would be a rage-fueled and easily offended bully. I was wrong.

      The person who entered the room was not as I imagined. She was a young woman, full of energy. She treated me with hospitality and was kind in her speech. She was, dare I say, joyful. At least more joyful than I was at the moment.

      As we talked, she presented the curriculum and highlighted the set of issues it addressed. She said things that sounded strange to me, like, “Pastor Caleb, this curriculum helps people know that we need to stand up for what the Bible says about school choice,” and “We need to stand for what the Bible says about our God-given right to bear arms.”

      Now was my opportunity to strike. We were talking about the Bible, my field of expertise. I was ready to combat these misinformed ideas. I was ready to go to war.

      Then something unexpected happened that changed the course of my life.

      In a candid moment, my counterpart said, “Politics is really important, but at the end of the day, I really just want to follow Jesus.”

      My heart melted.

      In that moment the Holy Spirit did a work on me. I sensed the Spirit say, “Caleb, this person doesn’t need your theological attacks. She needs to be graciously reached with the good news of the kingdom of God.”

      Instead of advancing my arguments, I said, “Tell me about how you met Jesus.”

      She responded, “Last year at a Turning Point USA event.”

      In front of me was a woman who genuinely wanted to follow Jesus but had been discipled into a distorted way of thinking about him, Scripture, and what it means to live the kingdom of God now.

      I realized in that moment that this woman and the multitude of others influenced by American Christian nationalism were not an enemy to attack. They were a mission field to reach.

      The days and weeks that followed were a time of profound reflection and recalibration for me. I dropped the posture of a warrior and began to ask God what it would look like for me to take the posture of a missionary instead, seeking not to defeat or destroy but to hospitably, lovingly, gently seek their restoration and call them back to the way of Jesus.

      I set out to be a missionary to American Christian nationalists.

    

    
    

      Diving into the Chaotic Waters

      With this newfound calling I dove headfirst into the chaotic waters of American Christian nationalism. Most of the missionaries I know have been called to reach cultures different from their own; they are sometimes referred to as crosscultural missionaries. They invest a lot of time, energy, and resources learning about the communities they are called to engage with. It would be similar for me. While I was acquainted with some of the elements of American Christian nationalism, I knew that I’d need to adopt the perspective of a student and learn more about my mission field.

      I signed up for dozens of newsletters, chatted in discussion groups, participated in local rallies, engaged in “biblical citizenship” coaching calls on Zoom, hung out at “patriot pastors” meetings, and even attended the first annual TPUSA Faith Pastors Summit.

      I examined the movement up close in the communities near me that adhere to it. I got to know the people, what they believe, what they care about (much of which I resonate with), and why they participate in events and organizations that promote American Christian nationalism.

      While I have benefited greatly from work done by scholars that help to explain the phenomenon of Christian nationalism in America, it was important to me to meet the people face-to-face as much as possible. As one missionary said to me, “If you really want to see what people believe, look at their lived experience.”

      I wanted to listen to their voices and look in their eyes as they shared their hearts with me. American Christian nationalists are like every other mission field. They have values, rituals, taboos, and deep stories. To reach them I had to engage with those elements of their culture.

      I discovered that American Christian nationalism is not monolithic. It is a movement composed of an interwoven network of various organizations, each with its own theological, cultural, and political commitments. It is composed of a variety of church traditions, including Pentecostals, Catholics, Presbyterians, and Baptists. They live in rural, suburban, and urban communities. Participants have varied degrees of involvement, ranging from sharing videos on social media to funneling financial support to purchasing weapons for what they believe is an impending uprising. Within these circles I’ve found true believers, new converts, violent zealots, and disaffected grifters. The one thing they all had in common is that they are not placing their ultimate faith, hope, and allegiance in Jesus and following the way of the cross. Instead, they are united in placing their trust in the power of the sword.

    

    
    
      Join Me in Reaching This Mission Field

      Many of us who recognize American Christian nationalism as incompatible with the way of Jesus are feeling deep grief at the fractures within our communities. How do we move forward? How do we heal the broken relationships with our friends and family? How do we heal the fractures within the church?

      I believe that we can approach American Christian nationalists as a mission field using the two-thousand-year-old methods of Jesus and his earliest followers.

      Like many modern cult leaders, those propagating American Christian nationalism strategically use biblical lingo and misrepresent Scripture in such a way that most of their followers accept their beliefs to be genuinely Christian. But at its core American Christian nationalism is a false gospel, a leader-driven movement seeking power and influence by indoctrinating its followers, preying on their fear, and leveraging their religious devotion. Those who believe it need to be reached with the true gospel, using the methods of Jesus.5

      Each of us can take the role of a loving missionary, leading with hospitality, practicing the fruit of the spirit (Galatians 5:22-23), engaging in humbly subversive conversations, and inviting our American Christian nationalist loved ones to turn back to Jesus.

      The purpose of this book is to equip you to love your American Christian nationalist neighbors by reaching them with the hope-filled message of the kingdom of God. In the following pages you will better understand American Christian nationalism, discover why people are buying into it, prepare yourself to engage them in healthy ways, and learn how to facilitate conversations that point to Jesus.

      In this age of outrage it can be easy to dismiss or hate American Christian nationalists, but there is a better way. As you read this book, I invite you to prayerfully consider how to use these tools to bless your mission field and show them the love of Jesus.

      Though this current season may seem hopeless, I encourage you to rest in the power of Jesus. He has risen from the grave, conquering evil and death, and he is faithful to deliver and restore all who turn to him.

      Our role as missionaries to American Christian nationalists is simply to point them back to Jesus, who loves them and you very much.

    

    
    
      Book Roadmap

      Once I discovered this new perspective of being a missionary to American Christian nationalists, I realized I needed to learn how to be a missionary! So I reached out to the missionaries I knew and interviewed them, asking them to share their wisdom. One missionary who had served for five decades shared three key components to missional engagement: study, set, and show.

      
        	
          [image: ] Study the culture. Invest time and energy seeking to understand their values, worldviews, beliefs, rituals, taboos, founding myths, and dreams. Examine the spiritual nature of their community, looking at religious practices, dogma, and the spiritual currents that run contrary to the gospel. Then discern how their values and convictions might fail to produce the good things that they long for. This will be the focus of chapters two through four.

        

        	
          [image: ] Set the table. Model a better way by living a life they admire and invite them to join you by leading with hospitality and cultivating a healthy relationship with your mission field, yourself, and God. This will be the focus of chapters five and six.

        

        	
          [image: ] Show the inconsistencies. Use humbly subversive questions to help them discover that their current convictions and values are inconsistent and that only the gospel of Jesus will produce the flourishing they desire. This will be the focus of chapter seven.

        

      

      In the sections to follow I aim to show how you can love your American Christian nationalist neighbors by learning their culture, engaging in heart-level conversations, and guiding them toward humbly subversive conversations. All of this is done in the hope that they would have a metanoia experience of their own and turn back to the way of Jesus.

      Before we continue, I want to give a brief caution. The road ahead will be long and difficult. American Christian nationalism will not be disarmed quickly. It will take thousands of conversations at kitchen counters, café tables, and small group gatherings. Many of the people we will encounter will exhibit dismissive, combative, or belligerent attitudes toward us. The seductive power of American Christian nationalism can consume those who give themselves over to it. The methods listed below are not guaranteed to bring about redemptive transformation. Only the living God can do that. Even now as you read, I invite you to pray that the Spirit of God will give you strength and guidance as you set out on this journey.

    

    






  


  A Figure in the Shadows

  Understanding American
Christian Nationalism



  
    
      Nationalism, the political lion we thought had died on the battlefields of World War II, had been resurrected, this time with religion mixed in. As churches fought battles with pastors to display the American flag on the altar in front of the cross, Christian Nationalism asserted its dominance on the national stage.

      ANGELA DENKER, RED STATE CHRISTIANS


    

  

  
    LIKE MANY WHO GREW UP in the American evangelical church, my first encounters with Christian missionaries were during special Sunday worship services. To my young mind they were brave, sacrificial, and somewhat mysterious men and women who left the familiarity of their homes to travel a great distance to a strange land to tell people about Jesus. They worked with indigenous communities to dig wells for clean water, translate the Bible into the local language, provide medical clinics, start schools, and introduce people to Jesus, letting them know that he loves them.

    On the special occasions that missionaries would visit our church, they would share powerful stories of God’s miraculous work. I found myself captivated by the pictures of their mission fields, which were vastly different from where I lived. After the service we would gather in the fellowship hall for an in-depth presentation of the ways God had been at work in their community and how those of us living stateside could help to provide for the needs we were hearing about.

    In those early years I learned that missionaries were people who made it their life’s work to serve a specific group of people and to share the good news of Jesus through their words and deeds. I also intuited that missionaries were some kind of superhuman Christians. Only an incredibly special person could be a missionary. Or so I thought.

    Many years later I took on a pastoral role in my hometown. In the years that have followed I’ve had the great pleasure of getting to know many missionaries who were called to serve peoples all over the world. I discovered something that I hope they won’t take as a slight—they are normal folk like you and me. The difference between us is not in their superhuman faith or gifting. The difference is in their calling. They are called to make disciples of a people different from the one they were born into. They are called to share the good news of Jesus and help people follow him in their day-to-day lives, which is what all Christians are called to do.

    I make this observation not to diminish the work of missionaries but to encourage you. Crosscultural missionaries are people called to reach a specific culture, often in a faraway land. Many of us are called to be missionaries to a people group right here in the United States. Among those who need to be reached are those who profess to be Christians, but whose actions and stated beliefs are contrary to the gospel. American Christian nationalists are one of those groups, and we can be the missionaries who can reach them.

    In this section of the book we will work to better understand our mission field. Like a good missionary we must first become students of the culture we intend to reach; only once we’ve established a groundwork of knowledge will we be equipped to connect deeply with, set the table for, and invite those we love into healthy discussion and reflection. First, we will explore the political beliefs, cultural values, and rituals of American Christian nationalists (chapter 2). Then, we will study the spiritual dynamic that empowers American Christian nationalism (chapter 3). Finally, we will examine some of the ways that American Christian nationalism fails to deliver on its promises (chapter 4).

    
      Students of Culture

      One of the missionaries I met with during my preparation for this book worked around the world for decades. He had a wealth of knowledge and a powerful love for the people he ministered to. He told me that the best missionaries are those who make a lifetime commitment to learning—to be students of the cultures they intend to serve. It is difficult if not impossible to reach a person if we know nothing about them. If we want to connect with people, we must know them for who they truly are.

      This is done, he said, by asking questions, lots of them. As you can see in this book, much of our work is framed by good-faith questions that strive to help us better understand our mission field. While reading this book and engaging with American Christian nationalists, I invite you to consider the following:

      
        	
          [image: ] What do they believe? Value? Hate?

        

        	
          [image: ] What motivates them?

        

        	
          [image: ] What gives them honor? Shame?

        

        	
          [image: ] Who do they see as heroes? As enemies?

        

        	
          [image: ] What are their rituals? Taboos? Customs?

        

        	
          [image: ] What are their moral standards? Concerns they elevate above others?

        

        	
          [image: ] What future do they want for their children?

        

        	
          [image: ] What deep stories do they tell each other?

        

        	
          [image: ] What are their hopes? Their ideal future?

        

      

      Deciphering the answers to these will take some practice. Following this paragraph is a sampling of bumper stickers, posters, and slogans I’ve collected over the last few years. You have likely seen similar messages in your community. I invite you to study them as if you were a missionary from a different culture seeking to discover answers to the questions above.

      
        	
          [image: ] “My family and I are protected by the Dear Lord and a Gun. If you intend any harm, you might meet both!” (positioned above a “Jesus is Lord” sticker)

        

        	
          [image: ] “Jesus is my Savior. Trump is my President.” (accompanied by a distressed American flag)

        

        	
          [image: ] A vintage painting of a European-looking Jesus figure adorned with a red “Make America Great Again” hat.

        

        	
          [image: ] An image of two AR-15 rifles in the figure of a cross.

        

        	
          [image: ] “God, Guns, Cops & Trump = America” (next to multiple “F--- Biden” stickers).

        

        	
          [image: ] “Stand for the flag, kneel at the cross.”

        

        	
          [image: ] “Jesus. Guns. Babies.”

        

      

      Okay, listen, I know that some of these may cause your eyes to roll into the back of your head, but underneath them are values, fears, longings, and hopes. It is easy and unloving to ridicule and mock the image bearers of God who might advocate for these statements. Instead of dismissing them, we can engage them like students of culture, seeking to discern why the person believes these messages are valuable. As you read social media posts, engage in conversations, and observe behaviors, prayerfully consider how these messages can help you learn more about the culture you are working to reach as a missionary. As you research your mission field, I pray that you will grow in understanding and compassion.

      
        Are They Saved?

        
          By framing American Christian nationalists as a mission field I am not arguing that everyone who identifies as such is not saved. People can receive the free gift of salvation through Jesus and still be caught up in convictions that are contrary to the teachings of Scripture. Thanks be to God!

          I am, however, arguing that American Christian nationalist leaders are discipling people to adopt theological, cultural, and political commitments that are contrary to the teaching of Scripture. Out of love we can compassionately call them back to the path of truth, the way of Jesus, by using the tools good missionaries use when approaching their mission field. By taking this approach we can wisely and lovingly understand and engage Christian nationalist communities in America.

          I also know that Christian nationalist can be a type of tribal identity. I have encountered many people who claim to be Christian simply because it is “the American thing to do” but who lack any real relationship with Jesus.

          I remember one man I met who bragged about shady business dealings and openly spoke about cutthroat tactics that made him a ton of money while hurting a lot of people. While speaking with this man one day I was shocked to hear him say, “You know preacher, you never know when you are going to die—I’m just glad I’m a Christian.”

          A Christian! This guy? No way.

          He proceeded to tell me about how he heard the gospel years ago; what he took away from the message was that if he said a prayer, he’d go to heaven when he died. He spoke nothing of Jesus or living as his disciple, nor did he exhibit the fruit of the Spirit.

          The “gospel” he believes is common in American Christian nationalist circles. It is what some have called “easy believism” or what German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer refers to as “cheap grace.”a This cheap gospel message goes something like this: “God loves you. You sinned. Jesus died in your place. Say a prayer so you can go to heaven when you die.”

          While elements of this message are found in Scripture, this is not the full message of the good news Jesus proclaimed. It also leads to a type of thinking that understands faith in Jesus as primarily dealing with what happens after I die, not how I live today. It fails to capture the heart of discipleship—following the radical way of Jesus in our daily lives.

          The Scriptures call us to make disciples and teach people to follow Jesus’ way (see Matthew 28:19). This call to repentance and Christ-centered discipleship is a message for believers and nonbelievers alike.

          
            aBonhoeffer writes, “Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.” Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (New York: Touchstone, 1995), 37.

          

        

      

    

    
    
      The Rise of Modern American Christian Nationalism

      I remember watching the events of January 6, 2021, unfold.1 Like many, I was overwhelmed by the sheer amount of Christian imagery among the crowd. It horrified me to watch people who had stormed the capital praying to Jesus on the floor of the Senate. What shocked me most was the number of people I knew who were not gutted by the day’s events.

      At some point I denounced these acts of violence and quoted some of Jesus’ teachings. The amount of pushback I received from people who said those who attacked the Capitol followed the Lord was discouraging. They were convinced that the day’s violence was not only justified but also an act of godly patriotism.

      In the days that followed I heard friends, media outlets, scholars, and podcast hosts refer to something called Christian nationalism. I don’t remember hearing the term before that day, but it seemed bad. As a pastor in a mostly politically conservative community, I had been concerned with the conflation of Jesus with right-wing politics for years. I had followed far-right evangelical politics from the Tea Party movement that arose during the Obama administration on through to the MAGA movement that was now running full-steam ahead. In that decade I do not recall ever hearing a political leader self-identify as a Christian nationalist. Now, it was all over the news.

      Turns out, Christian nationalism is a term that has been used by scholars since the mid-1900s to describe the synthesis of Christianity with modern politics. In recent years, the term Christian nationalism has been appropriated by multiple elected officials, social media personalities, musicians, pastors, and theologians to describe themselves or their views on government and the church.

      
        	
          [image: ] American Christian nationalism has become a mainstream issue in the political arena. US Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene (R-GA) began selling shirts with the words “Proud Christian nationalist” and encouraging her constituents to purchase them so they can stand against the “Godless left.”2

        

        	
          [image: ] The integration and prevalence of American Christian nationalism within our culture at large has increased dramatically in recent years. In 2023 a survey by the Public Religion Research Institute reported that many evangelical Americans hold to Christian nationalist ideas.3 Additionally, the Google Ngram Viewer (an online tool that displays the frequency of words or phrases over time using digitized book data) shows a substantial rise in the presence of the term Christian nationalism.4

        

        	
          [image: ] Prominent figures within the church have become comfortable associating with American Christian nationalism, even helping to advance its cause. Musician and former Bethel Worship leader Sean Feucht said that he is a Christian nationalist.5 Further, a group known as the Council on Christian Nationalism authored “The Statement on Christian Nationalism and the Gospel,” which promotes a form of American Christian nationalism.6

        

        	
          [image: ] Pastors and other notable figures have used their credentials to write books attempting to synthesize the tenets of American Christian nationalism with those of our democracy. Founder and CEO of social media platform Gab.com, Andrew Torba, and Pastor Andrew Isker, who pastors Fourth Street Evangelical Church in Waseca, Minnesota, published a book called Christian Nationalism: A Biblical Guide for Taking Dominion and Discipling Nations. Another example is Stephen Wolfe’s book, The Case for Christian Nationalism, which uses Scripture to build a theological argument for Christian nationalism in America.

        

      

      Christian nationalism has been gaining popularity in public discourse in recent years, exploding into view with the events of January 6. The events of that day were their own apocalypse, with the cover being pulled back on America to expose the pervasiveness of Christian nationalism—in our government, our churches, our workplaces, and even among our friends and families. While the term is notoriously fluid in its use today, we will now explore its core meaning.

    

    
    
      Defining our Terms

      As students of culture we need to define a few terms that will be crucial for our understanding. These are terms commonly used, misused, or misunderstood when speaking about American Christian nationalism. By clearly defining our terms we can better comprehend the dynamics at work in our mission field.

      What is a Christian? Consider the word Christian.7 It is an English translation of the Greek word Christianos, which at its core means “belonging to” or “giving allegiance” to Christ.8

      In Studies in Jewish and Christian History: Part Three, Elias Joseph Bickerman writes, “Greek terms, formed with the Latin suffix -ianus . . . express the idea that the men or things referred to, belong to the person to whose name the suffix is added.”9 You may have heard of a political group mentioned in the Bible called the “Herodians.” These were people who gave allegiance to Herod. They identified themselves with him and followed his lead. A Christian therefore is one who belongs to Jesus; their ultimate allegiance is given to Christ, they submit to his authority and follow his lead.

      What is nationalism? To understand nationalism we first need to understand what a nation is. A nation is a group of people who identify themselves as a nation.

      What makes them a nation? Whatever they say it is.

      When considering what exactly makes a people into a nation, international political scientist David Koyzis observes, “An answer to this question is not so easily forthcoming, and we are likely to be impressed by the sheer diversity of definitions for nation.”10 Throughout history people have chosen to group themselves by things they feel they have in common. Koyzis says this could include things like a “shared language, ethnicity, religion, culture, customs, ancestry, race, homeland, history and constitutional order.”11 There are many things that people choose to identify as the thing that binds them together, but so far no scholar has discovered one single way to determine what makes a people group a nation.12

      In America we have identifiable people groups (nations) that exist as part of our country, such as Cajuns, Cherokee, Pennsylvania Dutch, Southerners, and Yankees. We sometimes even use the term when referring to a collective group of people who all support the same school or athletic team, such as “Buckeye Nation” or “Raider Nation.”

      Simply put, a nation is a group of people who share a common identity. The thing that binds them together could be a language, religion, heritage, or any number of things.

      What is the difference between a nation and a state? To better understand the difference between a nation and a state, let’s do a quick recap of your high school civics class.

      The world today is divided into states (often referred to as countries), which are bordered entities that govern a collection of people. States have laws, courts, militaries, and so on.

      However, we Americans are weird. We refer to our country as both a state (the United States of America) and a nation (one nation, under God).13

      These views are common, but they don’t capture the pluralistic reality of America. In a sense, the United States is not “one nation,” but rather a state comprising a variety of nations—people groups that feature observable customs like dance (Maori haka), culinary traditions (Midwestern tater tot casserole), dialect (Bostonian), music (African American spirituals), and other similar practices.14

      In his book American Nations historian Colin Woodard argues this point and highlights our confusion over these terms:

      
        Americans . . . often confuse the state and nation and are among the only people in the world who use statehood and nationhood interchangeably. A state is a sovereign political entity like the United Kingdom, Kenya, Panama, or New Zealand, eligible for membership in the United Nations and inclusion on the maps produced by Rand McNally or the National Geographic Society. A nation is a group of people who share—or believe they share—a common culture, ethnic origin, language, historical experience, artifacts, and symbols.15

      

      The United States of America includes a beautifully diverse multitude of cultures and ethnicities. We have very few consistent, uniform customs and traditions. We are a state made up of many different nations.

      So, to review (trust me, this matters!):

      
        	
          [image: ] A nation is a group of people bound together by something they share in common. Nations often have shared culture, music, food, language, practices, taboos, and so on.

        

        	
          [image: ] A state is a governed entity with borders, government, laws, military, and the like.

        

        	
          [image: ] Many states around the world are composed of multiple nations (for example, the United Kingdom includes Scots, English, Irish, and Welsh people).

        

        	
          [image: ] The United States of America is a state composed of a multitude of nations.

        

      

      Now that we have a better understanding of these terms, we should put them into a historical context—these are not the only ways the world has been divided over time. Throughout history, people have been divided into empires, kingdoms, and city-states, to name just a few.

      When Jesus told his followers to make disciples of all nations (Matthew 28:16-20), he did not have in mind states but rather identifiable people groups.

      
        Nations in the Bible

        
          In the New Testament the Greek word that is usually translated as “nation” is ethnos and is most often used to refer to a group of people that share cultural, physical, or geographic ties.a

          The book of Revelation paints a scene of the eternal state (heaven) when the city of God descends and reunites with earth, and God and people dwell together in harmony and love (like Eden). One of the differences between the new Jerusalem and Eden is that in the new Jerusalem all the nations (ethnos) of the earth will parade their glory before the throne of God (Revelation 21). Jesus does not erase our ethnicity, our tribe, or our family identity on earth or in heaven. He redeems it, elevating the good while reforming the bad. The Bible concludes with a beautiful vision of all the peoples of the earth living in harmony under the rule of King Jesus.

          In the early days of the church Christians sought to live in light of this truth in their day-to-day lives. They were often persecuted by the Roman Empire because they gave ultimate allegiance to Jesus instead of Rome. However, the early Christians did not strive to be enemies of the state. Because they gave their ultimate allegiance to Jesus, they were some of the best citizens, seeking to love and serve their neighbors, like Jesus said to do.b

          About one hundred years after Jesus’ resurrection, a letter was written to the Roman leader Diognetus. The letter describes the cultures and customs of the early Christians living in the Roman Empire. In one section the letter shows that Jesus’ followers “dwell in their own countries, but simply as sojourners. As citizens, they share in all things with others, and yet endure all things as if foreigners. Every foreign land is to them as their native country, and every land of their birth as a land of strangers.”c

          The early church was composed of a multitude of nations (Jews, Greeks, Scythians, etc.) and lovingly participated in the life of their communities while being totally devoted to Jesus. In doing so, they were a blessing to their neighbors.

          
            aJames Swanson, Dictionary of Biblical Languages with Semantic Domains: Greek (New Testament) (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1997).

            bRodney Stark, The Triumph of Christianity: How the Jesus Movement Became the World’s Largest Religion (New York: HarperCollins, 2011), 114-18.

            c“Epistle of Mathetes to Diognetus,” Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, translators, Early Christian Writings, accessed April 10, 2023, www.earlychristianwritings.com/diognetus.html.

          

        

      

      By the eighteenth century some countries, like the United States and France, had democratized, while many others in Europe and Asia organized into empires by the twentieth century. During the Second World War, we saw the rise of the Empire of the Sun (Japan) and the Nazi regime (which sought to reestablish the German Empire or Third Reich), as well as a radicalized Italy (which sought to renew the Roman Empire). It was during this chaotic period, as fascist regimes rose in Europe, that the term nationalism took on a new meaning. Leaders like Mussolini and Hitler leveraged patriotism (love for one’s country) and twisted it to mean absolute allegiance to the government of Italy and Germany, respectively. This distorted love for one’s people morphed into a form of supremacy, which ultimately led to violence against those designated as outsiders, often resulting in government sanctioned attempts at systematic extermination.

      If a nation is an identifiable people group, what then is nationalism? Nationalism elevates my people’s concerns over the concerns of others, often at the expense of those who are not “my people.” In today’s world it often includes a belief that the state (government) should work to protect and promote my people’s interests. In the modern era nationalism has frequently been posited as an alternative to globalism, an ideology that promotes cooperation of countries around the world and focuses on the concerns of the international community.

      What is American Christian nationalism? American Christian nationalism argues that the American state should be run by Christians and should protect and promote the concerns of Christians over others.How this plays out varies among American Christian nationalist groups and organizations that often emphasize differing beliefs and attitudes toward government, history, and culture. If we are to be good students of culture, we need to ask those in our mission field to define what they mean by the term and to, as Stephen Covey says, “Seek first to understand, then to be understood.”16

      What do American Christian nationalists say they believe? In my conversations with members of groups like Turning Point USA and FlashPoint, I have asked what they mean when they use the term Christian nationalism and have encountered nine common sentiments. While every person is unique and likely would add different nuances, these statements capture the majority of the stated beliefs I’ve encountered and help us understand our mission field.

      1. I want all Americans to follow Jesus. If by Christian nationalism people mean they want all Americans to become Christian, I’m all in! I think it’d be really good for everyone to follow Jesus. The way of Christ leads to life abundant and everlasting! While some Christians believe this sentiment with the purest of intentions, there are others, though, who want to accomplish this objective by expelling those they believe to be enemies by denying First Amendment rights to those who adhere to other religious traditions. This statement is also often coupled with some of the following tenets, some of which are more harmful than others.

      2. Historically, most Americans have identified as Christian. While I am not a historian or sociologist, a lot of smart people who write about American history seem to agree that many people living in America since its founding would identify, in some way, as a Christian.17 The same could be true for many other countries around the world. This does not, however, mean that everyone claiming to be a Christian has lived according to the teaching of Scripture.18

      3. America was founded on Christian values. There are certainly some biblical values that the founders instilled within our founding documents like “All men are created equal.” However, these documents are noticeably human-centered. Take a look at the Declaration of Independence. If you have not read it lately, set this book down and read a copy. Notice how infrequently God, creator, and providence are mentioned. Now notice how many times humans and human action are mentioned.19 Also note how many times Jesus is mentioned. Zero.

      Additionally, the founders emphasized the pursuit of happiness instead of holiness (which Scripture exalts over other pursuits). While some of the Declaration’s ideas square with the teachings of Scripture, many of the ideas come from Enlightenment philosophers.20

      Further, notice that the founders were careful not to promote a state-sponsored religion or any form of Christian nationalism, which many of their forebears suffered in Europe.

      4. The government should recognize Christianity as the official religion of America. The founders were careful to work against this idea of an official American religion and refused to recognize an official religion for the United States. The idea doesn’t line up with their original design for our country.21

      Some think that was a mistake and believe that the church would benefit from official state sanction. While this may be a noble desire, in my reading of Scripture the church does not need government sponsorship for strength. In fact, throughout history, when the institutional church does enjoy government sanction, it often grows spiritually unhealthy, obtaining a large budget and gaining political influence while experiencing little transformative power within the community. In some cases the state church simply becomes a cheerleader of the state.22 (As I write this, leaders in the Russian Orthodox Church are making public declarations promoting Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.)23

      5. The American government should oversee and fund the Christian church. Perhaps the desire to have the government control and fund the church stems from the frequent misunderstanding that the United States was created to be a Christian nation. If Christianity is written into the DNA of our country, so the logic goes, the church should be integrated with the government and receive government funding. While they believe this will strengthen the church, I believe it would weaken it. I can find no instance of state-governed churches thriving long-term. In most cases, partnership with the state ruined the vitality of the church. Historically, many have argued that one of the key ingredients to the relative vitality of the American church has been its separation from the state.24

      6. The American government should promote Christian values. Frankly, I resonate with the desire to have the government promote Christian values. I would love for our leaders to promote repentance, compassion, social justice, self-sacrificing love, care for the disadvantaged, sanctity of life, turning the other cheek, modesty, contentment (antigreed), chastity, faithfulness in relationships, sacrificing our possessions for the needs of others, and the other teachings of Jesus.

      However, when American Christian nationalist leaders use the phrase Christian values, they most often mean conservative views on gun rights, school choice, reproductive rights, marriage, sexuality, and gender roles. These issues, while important, do not encaspulate the totality of Christian virtue and ethics.

      7. The American government should enforce Christian values. I believe the intended sentiment here is that America would benefit if our laws were centered on the teaching of Scripture. However, in practice, much of what Jesus teaches cannot be enforced by government agents.

      While I appreciate that murder, theft, and dishonesty in legal dealings are legislated against and often punishable by law, I have serious concerns about how our government might enforce confession and repentance, punish idolatry, or legislate the fruit of the Spirit. It is good when governments legislate according to universal principles that apply to all people. When governments attempt to legislate specific religious ethics and practices, it easily gives way to extreme abuses of power in the name of God.

      8. The American government should be ruled only by Christians. I do believe that many of the self-sacrificing, loving, gracious people who follow the way of Jesus would make excellent public servants. However, I wonder how the state would go about ensuring that those in office are authentically Christian. What kind of test would they need to pass? Do we just take their word for it, or would we need to see the fruit of repentance and piety before they take the oath of office? What if they fail to exhibit Christlike character while in office? Is that grounds for immediate disqualification?

      And which version of Christianity would be allowed to serve? Would Mennonites or Armenian Orthodox be invited to hold public office? Given the vast diversity of political convictions within various traditions and local churches, it is difficult to see how this would be practiced without favoring some Christian denominations over others.

      9. God has a unique relationship with America, like his relationship with Israel in the Bible. While I believe that God has blessed America in many ways, there is nothing in Scripture that suggests it shares anything like the special relationship God shared with ancient Israel. Though it may sound positive, this sentiment is extremely dangerous. Many governments in human history claimed to have a special relationship with the divine and used that claim to justify great acts of evil. For instance, when states claim special affiliation with God, they frequently view themselves as God’s agents and those that work against them as agents of evil, not only opposing their state but opposing God. And evil people, as the thinking goes, need to be destroyed. In my favorite book, The Four Loves, C. S. Lewis argues, “If our country’s cause is the cause of God, wars must be wars of annihilation. A false transcendence is given to things which are very much of this world.”25

      States claiming to have a special relationship with God are unbiblical, unsafe, and frequently introduce more evil into our world.

      We have just explored the self-professed spectrum of beliefs held by our mission field (much of which has also been recognized in national surveys, journalism, and sociological research).26 While it’s helpful to know what followers say their movement is about, it is only one small way of comprehending something as complicated and controversial as American Christian nationalism. This movement is about much more than one’s political convictions. It is also an expression of one’s cultural identity and their ultimate allegiance.
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