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“Christian Nationalism: A Christian Guide is a primer on how to think about the relationship be­tween our loyalty to one’s nation and our primary loyalty to Christ. Christian nationalism can become toxic when Christianity is used primarily to justify national or political self-interest. 

By contrast, if one’s Christianity is used primarily to bring Christian ethical principles to bear in shaping and critiquing one’s proper national loyalties, then Christian nationalism is a good thing. Ethicist John Stack­house offers wise and comprehensive re­flec­tions on these themes.”

—George M. Marsden, Ph.D., Professor Emeritus of History at the University of Notre Dame 
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There is no genuine gratitude for nation, family, history, and nature without a deep repentance that honours Christ alone above all these gifts.
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—Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Discipleship
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Christian nationalism is on the rise in North America and Europe—but also on other continents. The very term invites polarization: what Christian wants to question something called “Christian” and what patriot wants to oppose some­thing called “nationalism”?

Extreme voices, however, say that all Christians ought to be Christian nationalists of one specific sort while others say that all forms of Christian nationalism are nothing more than idolatry. At ThinkBetter Media, we aim to help thought­ful people see past such dangerous over­sim­pli­fications to follow Christ in the often complex and fre­quently confusing cultural landscape of our time. This guide ought to help Christians avoid, indeed, idolatry while also encouraging truly Biblical love of one’s people and one’s country.

Thanks to the brilliant George Marsden for his in­structive comments on the manuscript and his generous en­dorse­ment of this volume. 

Thanks to the also-brilliant John Fea for correcting several blunders and otherwise sharpening this book. 

Thanks to the co-founder of ThinkBetter Media, Sarah-Jane Britton, who tends to have all the good ideas in ThinkBetter Media and had the idea for this book as well.

Thanks, finally, to Mark Noll, about whom “mentor,” in the strongest possible sense of the word, is still not enough to describe more than forty years of instruction, en­cour­agement, correction, inspiration, and constant kindness. Mark read and improved this manuscript, as he has read and improved me since we met in 1980. The dedication of this book is only the most recent occasion to thank him again for life-changing friendship.

Feast Day of Gregory the Great 2025
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Chapter One

What Is Christian Nationalism?
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Flags in churches. Let’s start there.

I grew up in a northern Ontario assembly of the Christian (or “Plymouth”) Brethren—a small Anglo-Irish Christian denomination. I saw no flags in my church. In fact, I saw no images or symbols of any kind.

“Let the LORD be magnified” (Ps. 35:27) was emblazoned on the front wall of the sanctuary in blond wood letters against medium-brown wood paneling. (It was the mid-1960s and the church was new. Lots of wood paneling.). That small phrase was the entire graphic package to focus the eyes and hearts of believers in our Bible-centred congregation.

When I visited American relatives during my youth, however, I occasionally noticed a white flag in their churches. It sported a navy corner square in its upper-left corner, at the centre of which was a bright red Latin cross. I asked about this unfamiliar flag and was told that it was “the Christian flag.” That perplexed me. We were Christians, too. Why didn’t we have that flag? Why didn’t every church?

I also noticed, however, that the American churches featured American flags also, usually opposite the Christ­ian one at the front of the church. Boring sermons gave me time to ponder symbols. So I wondered whether displaying this pair of flags at the focal point of the church building indicated that the congregation had a dual allegiance, even a competing allegiance, to God and country. Or did the Christian flag trump the American flag, the way a national flag might trump a provincial or state flag? Or did my American cousins see a union between the two such that allegiance to God and allegiance to America were, for them, happily combined?

And why didn’t my home church have any flags at all?

I have worshiped with Anglican congregations across Canada. A lovely Gothic church here in downtown Monc­ton, New Brunswick, is typical of Anglican churches in that it is full of flags: those of Canada, the province of New Brunswick, the Anglican Church of Canada—and also of several regiments of the Canadian Armed Forces. Those lat­ter flags join various stained-glass and brass-plate mem­orials honouring the dead soldiers of World Wars I and II. Princess Anne visited that church not long ago to com­memorate an anniversary of a local military unit of which she is patron. 

Church-state separation? Hardly. Christian nation­­alism? Maybe.

Do any flags belong beside the Cross? If so, which ones? What flags, if any, belong in Christian homes and hands?

Put theologically, what is the relationship between the Kingdom of God and the nation of Canada—or the United States of America, or other countries, and especially those in which the majority of citizens claim Christian identity? What ought that relationship to be?

A full answer to these questions would take a book—a big book—on Christian political ethics. In this little book, we will examine a particular feature of the current cultural landscape that brings these and other questions to the fore: Christian nationalism.

Christian nationalism is in the American news all the time, of course. And because America is in the world’s news all the time, it’s now in all of our news all the time. So let’s start with the USA.

Sensationalism drives all news reporting, to be sure, and the Pew Research Center reports that not even half of their surveyed population of Americans (early 2024) had even heard of “Christian nationalism.” Still, according to the equally reputable Public Religion Research Institute’s 2023 survey, three in ten Americans qualified as Christian nationalism Adherents (10%) or Sympathizers (20%). (Scholars are still working out reliable definitions of “Christian nationalism” for polling. At the time of this writing, the “Neighborly Faith” scale was being championed as superior to others: see Smith and Yancey in the list of Works Cited.)

For those who know American culture, it will not be surprising that the states with the highest levels of support for Christian nationalism “form a horseshoe shape, starting in the upper Midwest, dipping down into the deep South, and then moving up again through the Appalachian Mountains.” It will also surprise no one that Christian nationalism highly correlates with support for the Republican Party in general and Donald Trump in particular.

Christian nationalism, however, is not merely an American phenomenon. Christian nationalism remains a significant part of English identity. The English monarch himself is the Head of the Church of England—note: not a clergyman; a king!—and bishops are on hand for every major state event. Likewise, in Scotland, where a distinguished friend gave me a private tour of the special chapel in Edinburgh’s main church, St. Giles. Therein, the Order of the Thistle—Scotland’s most elite—meet to worship at least once a year.

Christian nationalism is part of other European identities as well. Think of splendid national ceremonies in cathedrals, the many crosses in national coats of arms, or even the word “Christian” in the names of European political parties and other ostensibly secular institutions. (My favourite example of such a Christian name is that of the Banco di Santo Spirito—the Bank of the Holy Spirit—founded in the seventeenth century by a Roman Catholic pope. Its fluorescent business signs above street-level shops of downtown office buildings startled me when touring several European cities. I hadn’t previously imagined that one could get quick cash from the Holy Spirit.)

Right-wing movements in countries as diverse, and as apparently secular, as Finland and France nonetheless sometimes officially refer to their nation’s Christian heritages, and great churches continue to dominate both urban and rural centres across Europe. Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has risen to power in Hungary riding a wave of Christian nationalism, a wave he wants to unite with sim­ilar movements across Europe and across the Atlantic. (He was the keynote speaker at the Conservative Political Action Conference in Dallas, Texas, in 2022.)

Christian nationalism is essential to the “Mother Russia” ideology currently being fomented by former KGB officer and now Russian President Putin—along with his cronies at the head of the Russian Orthodox Church. In a quite different register, Christianity is owned by many modern South Koreans as a stark repudiation of Chinese and Japanese political and cultural domination. Christian nationalism also shows up in African official declarations and even criminal laws against alternative views and practices—from fetishism to Islam to homosexuality. Think of a belt stretching across Africa’s middle, from Ghana to Kenya via Uganda and Rwanda.

Christian nationalism is present, albeit in a typically mild way, even in Canada. My country’s national motto is taken from the Bible: “He shall have dominion A Mari Usque Ad Mare” (Psalm 72), and a (slim) majority of Canadian citizens continue to identify as Christian. Likewise, our Aussie and Kiwi counterparts may have what may be the most Christian flags in the world. Their national banners sport the Southern Cross constellation with top left corners displaying the overlaid crosses of St. George, St. Andrew, and St. Patrick in the British Union flag. 

Just a minute, though. How can all these phenomena be lumped together under just one heading: “Christian nation­alism”? And what about the unsavoury elements ap­parent in at least some forms of it: national chauvinism, censorship, xenophobia, racism, sexism, curtailment of human rights, even theocracy?

My own training and scholarship have focused on the history of Christianity, its theology, and its ethics. My academic mentors include the great American historians Martin Marty and Mark Noll and the equally estimable English sociologist David Martin. I have spent decades looking hard at how Christianity has made its way over two thousand years (and across the globe) to the modern era. And I have been particularly concerned to explore how Christians can best relate to our neighbours and nations both conscientiously and helpfully. The recent rise of Christian nationalism provokes some crucial ethical questions that this little guide will try to answer.

Let’s look together, therefore, at what Christian nationalism is, what it can be, and what it should be. Let’s talk about how Christians have related to their nations in the past, and how Christians should relate to our nations today and tomorrow. Let’s take a particular look at so-called white Christian nationalism and discern the ways in which nation­alism has been exploited to give a pretense of legitimacy to ugly prejudice and cruel oppression. And let’s conclude with the Big Question here: Can a Christian love Jesus and love his or her country, too?

––––––––
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What Is “Christian”?

“Christian” here, as in this book’s subtitle, “a Christian guide,” doesn’t mean what that word can sometimes mean. It doesn’t mean “the one true and proper denomination of the Christian religion,” at one extreme, nor does it mean “having at least a slight connection to the Christian religion,” at the other. 

“Christian” here means the religion centred on what God did, does, and will do in Jesus Christ and through the work of the Holy Spirit. It is the faithful following of Jesus back to God and forward to the new world to come, in the company of the Church. It is the way of life framed and governed by God’s revelation expressed in the Bible. As such, it is bound to no ideology, no political party, and no ethnicity, but serves every neighbour and every nation with justice, compassion, and generosity.

That’s the point of view of the author. That’s what I aim to be when I aim to be (a) Christian.

In what follows, of course, sometimes the word “Christian” will mean indeed the generic sense of “having some significant connection to the Christian religion,” as in “the Christian heritage of Poland” or “the Christian emperors of Byzantium” or “the Christian music industry.” Just how faithful each of those has been to the religion taught by Jesus is a matter of debate, but it’s evident that they all have a notable connection to the Christian faith. I expect alert readers will spot without difficulty the different uses of “Christian” in different contexts.

––––––––
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What Is “Nationalism”?

For our purposes, I am not going to distinguish between Christian nationalism and Christian patriotism. Political scientists and historians have argued over whether there is an important difference between them. The former term, nationalism, is sometimes used to denote an ethnic allegiance, while the latter term, patriotism, is taken to denote allegiance to a political body, such as a state or empire. Others attach a neutral or positive meaning to the one and then contrast the other as pejorative and even pathological. Some well-informed people use the terms as synonyms, however, and so shall we.

I also won’t get into the complexities of defining a nation. Social scientists enjoy debating the respective importance of language, territory, history, folkways, religion, and more in defining a nation. We don't need to get into those controversies. Nor do we need even to distinguish between nation and country. We can take them as synonyms for the more technical term of ethnos, a particular “people.” That way, we don’t have to get into the likes of delineating the differences between, say, “British” versus “English.” (I’m one-quarter Scot, so I’m not indifferent to such differences.) 

And we can recognize that many countries nowadays include considerable populations of quite different ethnic groups—from the large numbers of Indians dwelling in former British colonies in Africa and the Caribbean to the large numbers of Chinese living throughout Southeast Asia. 

We’ll just let your “nation” be whatever large-scale political and cultural entity with which you identify when someone asks you where you’re from and what you “are.”

An unexpectedly informative guide to some of these matters is freely available online: the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Let’s take our definition from the article on nationalism by Croatian philosopher Igor Primoratz.

Paraphrasing him, we will define nationalism as love of one’s nation, identification with it, and special concern for its well-being. This love will include beliefs about and admiration for the merits of one’s nation. And this love will stem from a basic human need to belong to a group and thus be a part of a more encompassing narrative. We want to be related to a past and a future that transcend the narrow confines of an individual’s life and its mundane concerns. Again, your nation helps you identify yourself: “I’m a [blank] from [blank].” And when you say that, you mean far more than a mere geopolitical label, a spot on a map, but a whole cultural background.

––––––––
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What Is “Christian Nationalism”?

Many of us immediately call to mind the vulgar and worldly version of Christian nationalism—namely, the outright veneration of one’s nation wrapped in Christian symbols.

I was dismayed, some years ago, to be subjected to an entire hour-and-a-half of such devotion. I attended a church service in the Texas Hill Country on the weekend before the Fourth of July. I thought I would be attending a normal summer service of Christian worship. I was mistaken.

As I entered the sanctuary, I saw that the church’s standard Christian furnishings—stained-glass windows, commanding wooden pulpit, gorgeous communion table, impressive pews, stately candlesticks, and so on—were adorned in red, white, and blue bunting and ribbons. The adoration crescendoed from there.

The choir sang a patriotic song as the call to worship. The pastor read an impossibly corny poem with the solemnity of an archbishop at a coronation service. The poem took the viewpoint of an American flag as it ruefully reflected on how good American folk used to respect it while now, alas, these darned young people ignored or even burned it. (This particular worship service took place at least a decade after the last flag-burning in Texas—at the Repub­lican National Convention in Dallas in 1984—but the mem­ory of it clearly lingered as a recent outrage.) 

Enthusiastic congregational singing of patriotic songs followed. A brief video commemorated America’s founding as a piously Christian nation under pious Christian men. The passionate homily focused on the holiest of American texts: the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and Lincoln’s Second Inaugural, with a closing dash of John F. Kennedy’s “ask what you can do for your country.” The worship service concluded with a hearty, everyone-rise ren­dition of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and the smiling congregation then exited for coffee served with, yes, frosted cupcakes adorned with red-white-and-blue sprinkles in the foyer. In sum, God was invoked as God is usually invoked on such occasions: as the Patron Deity of America the Good. 

Now, I want to make clear that I like the United States. I have studied American history and culture with interest and respect. And I enjoyed the decade I lived there (1980–90). But this service of worship struck me as not just extravagantly patriotic, but truly idolatrous.

I rush to acknowledge that a lot of American Christians would agree with me. They, too, would judge that Sunday morning experience in Texas to be completely over the top. Still, one might ask, What about the patriotic efforts of an Illinois congregation (with whom I once worshiped) who sponsored, designed, built, and staffed a lively float each year for the town Independence Day parade? Is such observance of the Fourth of July okay for Christians? 

What about pastors teaching their congregations about politics? Not their advocating particular parties or

candidates, but teaching principles of Christian political engagement and key Biblical concerns to remember as elections approach. Isn’t that actually commendable?

What about celebrating a national heritage of Christian values? Many European intellectuals have been doing that of late. In book after book, they mourn the loss of a Christian moral consensus in Europe regarding the equal dignity of every human being, compassion for the poor, and justice for all. They might not even be Christians themselves, but they miss the good qualities of a generally Christian culture.

Is all civic religion bad? What about prayers at public events—from graduation ceremonies to legislature openings? What about Christian symbols and slogans emblazoned on government buildings, flags, and currency? What about state-sponsored chaplains in the armed forces, hospitals, prisons, and elsewhere? What about posters of the Ten Commandments in public schools and law courts?
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