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Introduction



The crowds gathered in the frigid January air in the Ellipse in Washington DC. As speaker after speaker addressed the masses, the energy in the park began to build. Former New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani called for “trial by combat.”1 Representative Mo Brooks of Alabama said, “Now, our ancestors sacrificed their blood, their sweat, their tears, their fortunes, and sometimes their lives to give us, their descendants, an America that is the greatest nation in world history. So I have a question for you—are you willing to do the same?”2


When President Trump, who had just lost an election but refused to accept defeat, finally stood and addressed the people, he was greeted by deafening cheers. He got up and told them, “We fight like hell. And if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.”3


These patriotic Americans weren’t fighting off a foreign terrorist threat or trying to stop a looming war that day. No, the enemy they were facing was far worse. These politicians needed to save America from a true threat—from President-elect Joe Biden and his posse of godless Democrats because… something about Antifa, or maybe Marxists? Who were maybe working with the global elite to ruin our forever perfect, God-blessed Christian nation?


It was all a little unclear. But that didn’t make what happened next any less disturbing. America watched in horror as the crowd marched to the Capitol Building. Then they climbed the walls, fought through security, and breached the building, aiming for the Senate chamber, with plans to stop Vice President Mike Pence from certifying the election. Newscasters, journalists, and most of the American public were shocked to see this violence unfold live on national television.


I wasn’t shocked. I had heard plenty of rumblings inside conservative Christian Facebook groups leading up to this event. I had seen people claiming, “This is our 1776 moment.” Others posted about their travel plans to DC or the signs they were making. Some even showed pictures of the bullets they were buying in preparation for the day.


Just months before, I had gotten into an argument over the looming potential danger with my spouse, Beecher. I had grown up in the Church. My father was the pastor of a conservative evangelical church, and we traveled around the world preaching the gospel. I went to Christian schools, Christian college, and a Christian grad school. I even worked in conservative Christian media. I knew the conservative world well, and based on the conversations I was hearing, I was convinced something bad was going to happen regardless of who won the 2020 election.


Beecher, the optimistic one in our marriage, tried to encourage me. “It will be okay,” Beecher said, insisting my doom-and-gloom perspective was an overreaction. But I knew better. After a lengthy and intense discussion, I eventually convinced my spouse that we were in trouble no matter the outcome. I went to sleep easily that night, satisfied that I had proven my point. Beecher, however, stayed up for several more anxious hours trapped in worry and quietly fuming at me while I slept soundly.


As much as I liked winning the argument, I didn’t want to be right. But I saw how my fellow Christians were comparing Trump to Jesus himself. I saw how, when the votes were counted in November, many claimed a holy resurrection was coming. Believing the stolen election narrative, a lady from my former church even posted online, “They thought it was over when they nailed Jesus to the cross, this is far from over! Go Trump!”


I saw all the posts talking about “taking the country back for God” and the increasing not-so-subtle threats online, but I still hoped that it would all work out okay.


A knot grew in my stomach as I heard Trump encourage the thousands of people to march to the Capitol. I watched from the comfort of my living room in small-town Tennessee. Beecher was at work, teaching at a local conservative Christian college, while I anxiously paced at home. I couldn’t take my eyes off the TV. I held my coffee cup in one hand and used my spare hand to take care of our two daughters, a four-year-old and an almost two-year-old. It was a multitasking kind of day.


I tried to convince myself it would be fine. Surely no one would actually be violent over election results. This is America. We have our problems, but we have always had a peaceful transfer of power from one president to the next.


But then the rioters broke through the security line at the Capitol. It’s one thing to see threatening Facebook posts. It’s another thing entirely to see people beating police officers with BLUE LIVES MATTER flags flying behind them.


Is that a noose? I thought as I heard people chanting, “Hang Mike Pence.”


I stared at the television, unable to look away. Then I saw something that disturbed me even more.


Sprinkled throughout the crowd, I noticed numerous Christian signs and flags. Signs that said, JESUS IS MY SAVIOR, TRUMP IS MY PRESIDENT; JESUS SAVES; JESUS 2020. Even a picture of Jesus wearing a MAGA hat.


What does Jesus have to do with this? This was my Jesus. The same Jesus who told Peter to lay down his sword and taught his followers to turn the other cheek. What did Trump have to do with him?


I had been a conservative evangelical for most of my life. Despite that, I felt so disconnected from the people on that screen. These were not people I recognized. This was not a Christianity I had ever followed. I could not wrap my head around why this group was committing such horrible acts for a man who seemed only in it for himself.


Beecher arrived home just as the dust from the attack began to settle. I still had the television on. News channels were calling it an insurrection. They showed horrific scenes from inside the Capitol Building and talked about the people who had been injured and died in the attacks. Then they started releasing photos identifying people who had participated.


The news station flashed a photo of the infamous “Zip Tie Guy” on-screen. Remember him? The guy who had carried zip ties into the Senate Chamber so he could allegedly tie up members of Congress?4


“Uhhh, I know him,” Beecher said in disbelief.


Beecher knew “Zip Tie Guy” as a youth group kid named Eric. They had gone to the same small Baptist church in middle-of-nowhere Georgia while they were in high school.


While we were still reeling from that discovery, another picture on the TV caught my attention.


“Oh my gosh… that’s Jenna!” Jenna was a Dallas Realtor who had gone to my dad’s church. My church. I had worshipped with her, talked with her at events, and eaten church casseroles beside her.


That’s when it hit home. The people breaching the Capitol were not some extremist sect that I had never interacted with before. I knew them. These were my people.


An unsettling thought popped into my head: If my life had gone differently, I could’ve been there with them.


This was quickly followed by a realization that rocked my world:


Oh crap. I was a Christian Nationalist!


Now, I wouldn’t have called myself a Christian Nationalist back then. I didn’t even know the term at the time. I thought I was just doing what every good Christian was supposed to do: love God, love people,5 and vote red. Republican-ness was close to godliness, and based on that criterion, I was a very godly girl.


I guess you could say I came by it honestly. I saw my dad devote his life to winning souls and turning America back to Jesus. Dad was a world-renowned traveling evangelist and took our family with him on the road most of the time. My mom, my brothers, and I would all take turns singing onstage before Dad would preach in churches and stadiums all around the world. We were incredibly close-knit, with my dad as the clear leader of the pack. The purpose of all our traveling and ministry was to lead as many people to Christ as possible. To save souls. We believed in what we were doing with an all-encompassing passion.


When we were in the States, we often traveled in our 40-foot motor home, driving from church to church. Our permanent home was in Dallas, Texas, where my dad co-pastored a large church with my grandfather, who was the founding pastor. My dad was often featured on Christian television and had his own radio show. I don’t mean to brag, but in certain Pentecostal evangelical circles, my dad was kind of a big deal, and I wanted nothing more than to follow in his footsteps.


He also dabbled in politics and was loyal to the Republican Party. I remember having deep talks with him about government policies and the importance of keeping America a Christian nation. Dad had a large, specially designed decal with the words AMERICA SAY JESUS put on all sides of the RV we traveled in. His faith was loudly interconnected with his political beliefs, and as a daddy’s girl, I made sure to be just as bold.


When I was seventeen, I created a Myspace group titled “I’m a Christian, therefore I’m a Republican.” A year later, I performed a song I wrote called “America Say Jesus” on national Christian television’s The Jim Bakker Show. Yes, it was as cringey as it sounds. I’ll tell you more about that later.


At the all-knowing age of nineteen, I wrote a book called A Dying Breed. It was about how young Christians like me—those of us who were willing to stand up for God’s truth against culture—were few and far between. This literary masterpiece included sentences like, “I have a passion for my generation to be freed of this liberal brainwash.” It also included chapters that railed against the gay agenda, the ACLU, and Christians who are too nice. This wasn’t bigotry, though; I was just fighting for Jesus.


This mentality stayed with me into my twenties as I campaigned for Mitt Romney and left my corporate job to be a TV producer at Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network. The pay cut was worth it, because it would allow me to further the Kingdom of God and work to make America more godly. It was just what good Christians did. Not only did we need to save souls from Satan’s grasp, but we needed to save America from something just as sinister: Democrats.


Hello, Christian Nationalism.


Christian Nationalism is not new. It is an ideology that has been around since the beginning of our country, but it has only recently been given a name and gained traction as a major political force. But what is it, and why do we need to be paying attention to it?


In short, it’s a belief that America was founded as a Christian nation, and that we should do whatever it takes to return America to its Christian roots so that God will continue to bless our nation. But what that looks like and how it plays out are different depending on who you ask.


Christian Nationalism has been getting a lot of extra attention since the storming of the Capitol, and even more so since, in late 2023, Republicans elected a new Speaker of the House who is pretty much Exhibit A6 (looking at you, Mike Johnson!). But it can be hard to pinpoint exactly what it is and who actually is a Christian Nationalist.


That’s where I come in. I make funny videos on TikTok about different cringey aspects of Christian Nationalism, which obviously makes me an expert on the topic. But also, as someone who spent the majority of my life as a diehard Christian Nationalist but didn’t know it, I have quite a bit of firsthand information about what Christian Nationalism is, what it looks like, what its goals are, and why we need to resist it.


In this book, I’m going to dive into my past, sharing personal stories from my time inside the ideology-turned-movement. I’ll examine the central tenets of Christian Nationalism, the tactics Nationalists use, and the issues its leaders rally supporters around. Each story will connect the Christian Nationalism of my past with historical or current context, to help us figure out how we got here.


Now, a warning: At times, it may seem like the stories I share relate more closely to conservative evangelical culture in America than just straight Christian Nationalism. That’s because the two have become so intertwined that it can be really hard to spot the differences. It’s one of the more difficult things about stopping Christian Nationalism—it hides in plain sight as regular old American Christianity. Positioning itself as the one and only true form of Christianity is actually one of the tenets that we will get into later.


For now, just know that Christian Nationalism uses so much of evangelicalism to further its own power-hungry agenda: from White supremacy to end times eschatology to proselytizing to gender roles and so much more. Conservative Christianity and today’s Christian Nationalism have become pretty hard to separate, but they are not the same thing. There’s a lot of overlap, but differences do exist.


How are they different? you ask. Well, there’s enough nuance to require a book on the subject. And, hey, lucky for you, you’re reading one.


Hopefully by the end of this book, you’ll be able to understand where cultural Christianity and Christian Nationalism overlap and where they differ, and how Nationalists use issues Christians care about to further their own agendas. I hope you’ll also have a few laughs along the way, too, because what’s funnier than a fringe group trying to destroy democracy in the name of Jesus?


I mean, a lot. But humor is how I cope.


There are lots of reasons you might have picked up this book. Maybe you’ve seen some of the videos I’ve posted online making fun of this stuff and want to have a good laugh. Hopefully you’ll do plenty of that in these pages. Maybe you are an outsider who wants to understand what all the fuss is about. Maybe you are reading for academic purposes, to understand how something like January 6th could have happened. Maybe someone gave you this book as a passive-aggressive gift. If that’s the case, you may want to consider the possibility that someone’s trying to tell you that you might be a Christian Nationalist.


After reading this far, are you worried that you might be a Nationalist? No problem. I have created this handy quiz to help you determine right off the bat where you fall on the Christian Nationalist spectrum. Simply answer each question and give yourself the number of points listed in parentheses for that answer.




1. At your religious gatherings, which of the following have you done? Check all that apply.


____ Honored Veterans (0)


____ Recited the Pledge of Allegiance (1)


____ Sung “God Bless America” (1)


____ Chanted “Let’s Go Brandon” (3)


____ Stormed the Capitol waving Jesus-themed signs and American flags (5)


2. How do you view America in comparison with the rest of the world? Check all that apply.


____ It’s just like any other country, with good and bad parts (0)


____ It’s better than most because of its economy and world impact (1)


____ It’s the best because God blesses us the most (2)


____ It’s currently bad because of leftist woke sheep but true America is the best country in the world, and godly men will make her great again (5)


3. How many of the following products or companies have you boycotted in your life? Check all that apply.


____ Bud Light (1)


____ Barbie movie (1)


____ Starbucks (1)


____ Target (1)


____ Chick-fil-A (1)


____ Disney (1)


____ It would be faster to name the things I have not boycotted (5)


4. How many of the following groups are not true Christians? Check all that apply.


____ Muslims (0)


____ Buddhists (0)


____ Catholics (1)


____ Pentecostals (they speak in tongues and dance occasionally) (1)


____ Baptists (they stand still during worship and never raise their hands) (1)


____ Universalists (they believe hell doesn’t exist) (1)


____ Affirming Denominations (they believe LGBTQ people can be Christians) (1)


5. What do you think is Jesus’ most defining act?


____ Flipping the tables angrily at the temple (2)


____ Telling Peter to lay down his sword (0)


____ Willingly being crucified without fighting back (0)


____ Returning at the second coming like a lion to annihilate everyone who doesn’t believe in him (5)


6. What is a Christian’s main calling in life?


____ Take care of orphans and widows (0)


____ Convince others to follow Jesus so they can spend an eternity in heaven (0)


____ Keep everyone in line with God’s morality (2)


____ Take over the government to make America the godliest nation on earth (5)


7. How many of the following groups do you consider real threats to American life?


____ White supremacists (0)


____ Antifa (1)


____ LGBTQ people (3)


____ Reptilian Shape-Shifting Satanists in high government positions (5)


8. How many of the following are examples of religious persecution?


____ Christians being beheaded in other countries for following Jesus (0)


____ A baker being forced to make a wedding cake for a same-sex couple (1)


____ A former president being ordered to pay $80 million for being found liable for assaulting and defaming a woman (3)


____ A person going to prison for merely taking a peaceful walk around the Capitol with weapons while searching for Mike Pence (5)


9. What should be done with a book that has content in it you don’t like?


____ Nothing. Don’t read it and leave it be. (0)


____ Burn it in a church bonfire and boycott the author (2)


____ Ban it and all books that go against Christian beliefs—save the children! (3)


____ Send the author to jail for treason (5)


10. When you hear of wars happening across the world, how do you feel?


____ Sad for the people involved (0)


____ Happy because this is a sign that Jesus is coming back soon (2)


____ Believe America should get involved and end it (we have bombs for a reason!) (2)


____ Indifferent—they aren’t Christian nations so of course they’re going to do stupid things (2)





Now add up your points and see where you fall.




0–5 ANTIFA Super Soldier Level. If you finished in this range, this means you are probably NOT a Christian Nationalist. But this also means that the Christian Nationalism movement is now against you and has labeled you an anarchist set to destroy America as we know it. Welcome to the dark side.


5–10 Evangelical Pastor Level. If you fall in this group, you are more than likely an evangelical who has managed to avoid the harsher aspects of Christian Nationalism. But watch out because it’s still lurking around the edges of your faith. This could be a very helpful book for you as you sort things out.


10–20 Billy Graham Level. That Billy Graham? The one who saved millions and made the gospel his main mission? Yes, because that Billy Graham also assisted in making America as Christian as possible, from a personal and governmental level. If you are here, you probably don’t identify as a Christian Nationalist, but I bet it’s hard to determine where your political affiliation ends, and your theology begins. This book can help you sort that out.


20–30 Lauren Boebert Level. You may not understand what Christian Nationalism is enough to celebrate or deny it, but there’s enough here to put you on the fringes of the ideology at a minimum. You want a godly country first and foremost and are probably quite outspoken about it. This might not be your favorite book, but I have a hunch that it will give you more perspective and insight to help you explain your thoughts better.


30–40 Marjorie Taylor Greene Level. I imagine you are fine with being called a Christian Nationalist. You may even wear a shirt claiming to be one as you read this book and laugh at me. You may not be actively storming the Capitol or anything, but you also aren’t afraid to cheer on those who are. If you keep reading this book, you probably won’t be triggered too much, because you can just write off what I say by believing that George Soros is paying me with eternal youth from his space lasers.


40+ Proud Boys Level. Welp, congrats. You are definitely a Christian Nationalist, and probably a violent one at that. I am totally good if you don’t want to read this book any further. You’ve already gotten through most of the intro. That’s the best part. No reason to keep reading! I’m just a nobody and you should totally not focus on me. Please forget I exist. And please stop posting death threats on my videos.





Okay, so how’d you do? Were you surprised by the results? Well, so was I when I started looking into it. It’s not like I had a part of my life that was the Christian Nationalism section. The ideology was intertwined into my entire existence. My faith. My politics. My fears. My family. My hopes. My livelihood. Christian Nationalism was the almonds inside my White conservative Christian brownie.


That’s because Christian Nationalism is not something you enroll in. It’s not a moniker used openly in many church services. You don’t get an ID card and a welcome party where you are handed an AR-15. One day, you are just a Bible-believing Christian in a sanctuary and the next you are at a political rally with a Jesus flag. It happens quite slowly and under the surface. That is by design.


Welcome to my wild journey of leaving Christian Nationalism behind and my plea for America to leave it behind, too.
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PART ONE


TENETS OF CHRISTIAN NATIONALISM


Every movement has a set of core underlying beliefs at its heart. These beliefs are the reason why people do what they do, and understanding these core principles helps outsiders make sense of what can seem to be confounding behavior.


Before we take a deep dive into the Christian Nationalist playbook and look at the ways people in the movement are changing our schools, courts, and culture in the name of God, let’s look at the why. Understanding the logic (such as it is) and reasoning driving the movement will help readers not only spot Christian Nationalism in the wild, but also help us make sense of what’s at stake here.


I believe there are three main tenets that drive followers of Christian Nationalism in their mission to make America a Christian nation, and I’ll explore each of those in the following chapters. Keep in mind that there is no official organized list of rules and beliefs for this group, so I can’t cite a source document or article of incorporation here, but these tenets are things that stick out to me based on my time in the movement and my understanding of where things stand today.


So come with me as we peek behind the curtain of Christian Nationalism.


We’ll look at the good, the bad, and the very, very ugly.















CHAPTER 1



America Is the Best


Once upon a time, a group of the greatest, strongest, handsomest, and manliest men set out on a holy quest. These men fled the tyrannical country of England to start a new country, where they would have the freedom to worship Jesus how they wanted. These great men, who were basically Christ’s disciples 2.0, embarked on a journey to fight for their religious freedom.


They loaded up on ships that sailed across the ocean on this God-ordained mission. Sure, some may have technically brought enslaved people with them, but it was a different time. And they treated them with the utmost respect, kindness, and love.


And sure, some people technically already inhabited the new land, but they didn’t really count because they weren’t Christians. They needed Jesus. And the people in the colonies, set up by the righteous men from England, helped these native people have a much better life—because they now had Jesus to comfort them on the Trail of Tears (we don’t really need to talk about that, though, because again, it was a different time).


Then the big bad godless British people wanted to stake their claim on the new land. But God would not stand for such evil in his new country, so he declared war through his chosen one, George Washington. God supernaturally blessed his troops to defeat the British. Yeah, some people died, and a lot of the British were sort of Christian, too, but it was the price of freedom. And the greatest country the world would ever know was born: the United States of America.


Okay, so maybe some bad people in the southern part of the country refused to stop owning people and tried to repeat what Americans had just done to the British, but they failed! Because God was on the side of the holiest president of all, Republican Abraham Lincoln, who signed the Emancipation Proclamation and ended racism forever.


Over the next 150 years, America spread this gospel message of hope and freedom all over the world. God blessed our country in every war we ever fought. The Axis Powers of World War I? We beat ’em. Nazis? Really beat them. Vietnam? Uh… not sure but I think we probably won. The Cold War? Tear down that wall. The War on Terror? Mission accomplished. All these victories occurred because America was founded as a Christian nation, and as long as it stayed the most Christian nation on earth, it would continue to be supernaturally blessed. Hallelujah, the Great I Am and Uncle Sam were quite the team!


This—almost exactly this—is what I wholeheartedly believed about American history for most of my life. I was taught that I was on the side of good, and everything I did was done with the goal of keeping that goodness going for generations to come.


No one told me about the true, brutal history of Native American displacement and genocide. I vaguely knew about slavery, Jim Crow, and the KKK—whose members were largely Christians—and the fuzzy morality of using nuclear bombs. None of that fit the narrative I was taught. The message I received was very simple: America is the best. Period.


I know now this belief is literally the definition of “nationalism,” which Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines as “loyalty and devotion to a nation,” especially with “a sense of national consciousness exalting one nation above all others and placing primary emphasis on promotion of its culture and interests as opposed to those of other nations.”


So… pretty much exactly what I grew up believing.


Of course, we never used the term “Nationalist.” It was simply called patriotism, and it ranked just below holiness. This is the first tenet of Christian Nationalism: The belief that America has been specially selected by God, and that it has a special place in God’s plan for redemption.


Now, I’ve already told you that when I was growing up, our family had a 40-foot motor home covered with the words AMERICA SAY JESUS, which we drove across the country as we ministered in churches. We had that sign made because, in 2005, my dad wrote a book called America Say Jesus, which was all about how America was founded as a Christian nation and should get back to that. A lot of the book examines the Christian beliefs and writings of the Founding Fathers. On the front of the book, he included this prophetic warning:




Unless America defines her God (which is Jesus Christ), God the Father will lift the veil of protection that is over this country, and America will experience bloodshed and devastation in unprecedented ways. That’s why our president and every Christian must confess Jesus Christ publicly!





To throw my support behind my dad’s book, I wrote and performed an original song called “America Say Jesus” on The Jim Bakker Show. At the time, I didn’t know much about Jim Bakker, other than he was once a prominent televangelist who went to jail over financial issues. It turns out, he defrauded donors out of $158 million, which came to light after a woman accused him of sexual misconduct and it came out his ministry had given her funds, seemingly as hush money.1, 2 But I didn’t know most of that when I went to sing on his show. What I did know was that Christianity is about forgiveness, and Jim had written a book in prison about how he was wrong, so everyone was morally cleared to support his ministry again. Those crimes were washed by the blood, and it was now part of his testimony.


Bakker’s new show wanted to feature my dad’s latest book and my song of the same title. It felt like God opening a door, and who were we to say no? The episode fell right before Father’s Day, so they asked our whole family to be on the show.


I was eighteen, had just graduated from high school, and was ready to leave my mark on the world. Backstage, I drenched my wet, curly hair in Aussie long-lasting hair gel. I cupped my locks into my hands and scrunched, repeating this process until every strand was frozen in a fresh-out-of-the-shower look that made my hair hard as a rock. I applied lots of blush, mascara, and light pink lipstick.


I was ready for my close-up.


The producer walked toward us and yelled, “Fifteen seconds out!” before beginning the countdown. He mouthed the last five seconds before the red camera light turned on.


We were on the air.


The show mostly consisted of Jim and my dad talking about the book, the state of America, and why we needed to put God back in it. Sometimes Lori, Jim’s wife, chimed in. They were both kind and threw a couple questions to my mom and us kids, but we mostly just sat there, feigning excitement over talking points we’d heard a million times.


Jim talked about Father’s Day and gifted my dad a real sword he called “Solomon’s Sword” live on the show. This was a product he was selling to his viewers that day. But before I could question why my dad was receiving a sharpened weapon as a gift on a Christian show, I heard Jim cue the song.


“Now sing with her! Her original song, she wrote it. Here’s April!”


I started tapping my feet, nodding my head, and clapping my hands to get the audience involved. The crowd of mostly White senior citizens seemed to clap on fifty-seven different beats, but I focused on nailing my song.


I belted out the first verse.




“They tell us that we’re wrong for telling them that’s what they are


They say we can’t define sin and that we’ve gone too far


We can worship as we please


And choose how we believe


As long as we don’t say the name of Jesus publicly







They’re always on our necks and I am downright sick


of them demanding me to be politically correct.”





The audience was with me as I rolled into the chorus.




“America Say Jesus


He makes our nation free


Jesus gives us life and liberty


We can’t ignore our history


And how God gave us our country


And yet his name we’re not supposed to speak?


America Say Jesus, America Say Jesus


Jesus makes our nation great


Let’s all publicly say his name


America Say Jesus”





As I began singing the second verse, the background singers came out behind me, smiling and clapping. I finished out with the bridge and a couple more choruses, and the song ended. The show then cut to a commercial for the Revelation Generation Emergency Backpack. Dark, edgy music played as the narrator talked about the impending end of days, and the visuals depicted the struggle of a post-apocalyptic life. Then they showed a backpack that would help Christian families be “prepared for the disasters that are looming on the horizon.”


Even then, it seemed a bit extra to me, but I remained unfazed. After all, we shared an end-goal with Jim Bakker: to turn America back to God.


Patriotism was an increasing part of my dad’s ministry in those days. When I was fifteen, after traveling to countries all over the world, my family had shifted its focus from worldwide evangelism to the spiritual battle at home. We believed America was a Christian nation, but it was slipping away from a righteous path, so my dad planted a new church called America’s Church. To emphasize America being a Christian nation and our church being American, the church’s branding included American flags. My dad even bought a billboard with Old Glory flying behind the Church’s name to invite the community to join our Sunday services. America’s Church was part of our attempt to set the nation back on a holy track.


If you were to go back and listen to my dad’s sermons or read his books now, you would find that Jesus was always the most important thing to him. Saving individuals from eternal damnation was his main priority. And while he preferred one-on-one conversions, he also believed that a way to save souls was to keep America Christian. A Christian America would lead to a Christian world. So we all rooted for America like she was our favorite sports team.


When, in 2000, President George W. Bush spoke about the nation’s divine blessing, saying, “Our nation is chosen by God and commissioned by history to be a model to the world,”3 his words resonated deep within my bones. I believed this completely.


But W, of course, was not the first person to espouse this belief. Far from it. While the concept has morphed some over the centuries, it originally can be traced back to the Doctrine of Discovery issued in the Papal Bull by Pope Alexander VI in 1493. The document supported Spain’s subjugation of the New World and claimed that any land inhabited by non-Christians was fair game, declaring that “the Christian religion be exalted and be everywhere increased and spread, that the health of souls be cared for and that barbarous nations be overthrown and brought to the faith itself.”4 In other words, White European countries and Western Christianity were superior to all other religions and cultures,5 so it didn’t matter what they did to everyone else.


In 1630, the Puritans believed their success in the New World was evidence of God’s favor. On the ship on their way over, John Winthrop gave a sermon that referred to their religious settlements as “a city upon a hill,” in reference to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, when he said, “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden” (Matthew 5:14 ESV). This became the basis for what would become known as Manifest Destiny, or the belief that America was destined by God to spread Christianity across North America.6


The phrase “a city on a hill” was reclaimed by Ronald Reagan to emphasize American exceptionalism, and it has continued to be used to this day. It was even referenced in a question to GOP candidates at the Republican presidential primary debate in August 2023. Former Vice President Mike Pence answered, “God is not done with America yet, and if we will renew our faith in him who has ever guided this nation since we arrived on these wilderness shores, I know the best days for the greatest nation on earth are yet to come.”7


It’s Christian Nationalism math:




God + America = Greatest Nation on Earth





This was just a fact I accepted growing up. While my family spent time traveling overseas to spread the gospel, very little of my time in Christian Nationalism was spent focusing on other countries. Wherever we went, we told them about our faith and our way of life but didn’t really learn about theirs.


The most quoted verse in all of evangelical American Christianity is John 3:16 (ESV), which says, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” This verse was used to explain salvation and convince people to turn to Jesus. The part that wasn’t highlighted nearly as much was the opening, where God “loves the world.” Kinda like how grandparents say they love all their grandchildren the same, but everyone knows they have a favorite. America was God’s unspoken favorite.


We believed America was exceptionally blessed by God. God shedding his grace on us was what made our nation the best. So when we saw liberals, atheists, and Democrats allowing decadence to creep into the nation, we viewed that as a threat. It would destroy God’s favor on our country. For America to stay the best, she had to keep the Christian identity we believed she was founded on. We needed to get America back on the holy, righteous track to stay in God’s good graces and ultimately help the world.


This all sounds strange in hindsight… especially realizing the horrors of slavery, racial genocide of indigenous people, and war crimes our nation committed throughout history. And God was… supposedly guiding that bloodshed?


But we didn’t ask that question back in the day. America was blessed by God. Period. It wasn’t White supremacy or our nation’s violent past that would put us at risk of losing God’s favor; it was the sin of feminists and leftists who would be America’s downfall.


But when we weren’t terrified of losing our divine favor, we were really proud of our country. We were proud to be American and proud to be Christian. And in my family, we were extra obnoxious because we were also Texan. When you’re born in Texas, you come out of the womb clapping to “Deep in the Heart of Texas” and your first words are “Don’t mess with Texas.” I knew Texas was better than the other states because we were a Republic before we joined the Union, and we loved to bring that up any time the Democrats did stupid things at the federal level. “Well, we could just secede. America needs Texas, but we don’t need those loons in Washington.” It was a sentiment I brought up a lot.


As I look back on this, it strikes me as odd to believe that America is the best but also be so willing to leave it. Kinda like how some conservatives I know have accused President Joe Biden of being both senile and an evil mastermind colluding with China to completely take over America. Pick a struggle, please. It gives similar vibes to Southern Americans flying Confederate flags. Like, if you believe America is so amazing, why are you flying a flag reminding us your ancestors tried to leave it once?


Anywho, I spent most of my life as an outspoken, proud Texan, Christian, conservative, and American. I wore all the labels proudly. Sure, Proverbs 16:18 (ESV) says, “Pride goes before destruction,” but that verse really only got brought up in June when we were discussing Pride Parades. Our pride was not only allowed, it was warranted. America was the best.


What’s wrong with loving your country, you might ask? Nothing, in theory. Patriotism can be good when it’s directed at making the country better for all people. The problem arises when it assumes that what’s best for all people regardless of their belief is whatever lines up with a narrowly defined Christian worldview. And that’s what happens when a movement’s goal is to get its own people into positions of power to shape the laws and culture to fit their viewpoint. We’ll get into that more later.


Looking back, I have a hard time coming up with more than a handful of names of evangelicals I knew who didn’t espouse Nationalism in some way. Which is both saddening and alarming, actually. One does not need to wear the Christian Nationalist label to spread the ideology. Christian Nationalism is a disease that has spread undetected in many churches for decades.


Of course, there were a few conservative Christians who felt differently. I remember meeting a pastor who became close friends with my dad in his final years. This friend was conservative but occasionally said things that didn’t sound very Republican.


“You know, they never found weapons of mass destruction. Our country killed lots of innocent people for something that wasn’t true,” I overheard him tell my dad. Whose side is he on?


Another time I overheard a conversation between him and my dad where he said something positive about Barack Obama. Yes, that Barack Obama. I was still figuring out if he was the Antichrist or not and this pastor was complimenting him? His salvation was suddenly suspect.


This pastor was a walking conundrum to me. He believed all the same things we did but didn’t seem to hold America in the same superior regard. To him, it seemed like America was just another country, with good and bad all mixed in. This man’s life exhibited loving thy neighbor. All his neighbors.


He didn’t care if his insurance premiums or taxes were raised if it helped his less fortunate neighbors afford health care or other basic needs. He still shared conservative ideals, but he never equated someone’s salvation or Christianity with how they voted. That was politics. Jesus was love.


It took me years to understand his perspective. This is because I hadn’t yet come to understand that conservative Christianity and patriotism were not one and the same. I hadn’t yet been introduced to the idea that you could be a Christian, an earnest, God-fearing Christian, and not vote Republican, or not support unlimited gun rights, or not believe that America is the most exceptional country in the history of the world. I hadn’t yet come to understand that, at its core, Christianity wasn’t about America at all. Eventually, I came to meet Christians who saw the world differently, and to be honest, at first I thought they were probably doomed for hell.


And a lot of these Christians were *gasp* Democrats. But not all of them. Some believed they were following Jesus by voting red, but they also embraced all of John 3:16, even the part about the rest of the world. They didn’t put America on a pedestal or believe she has a higher calling than the rest of the world. They might still have had pride in their nation and wished her well, but not at the expense of other nations or people.


By contrast, I was willing to help the world so long as it wasn’t at the expense of my country or my rights. I wanted refugees and asylum seekers to find safety and refuge, but I didn’t understand why they needed to sneak across the Mexico-Texas border to find it. That was my state, and Fox News told me these “illegal aliens” were ruining my country and taking away the job I didn’t even have yet.


It reminds me of a joke my dad used to tell.


Two people are chatting, and one man says, “I love you so much that if I ever have two houses, I will give you one.”


“Wow, you’re a great friend,” the friend replies.


Feeling good, the man continues, “If I ever have two cars, I’ll even give you one of the cars.”


The other friend says, “Wow, you are so kind… what about if you have two goats?”


“No,” the man says emphatically.


“Why not?” the friend asks quizzically.


The first man replies, “Because I have two goats.”


And such went our compassion until our rights or privileges were at stake.


My kindness had limits. My love had conditions.


But Jesus’ love didn’t.


And eventually, after meeting people in the crosshairs of our culture war, I began to realize that in my quest to take America back for Jesus, I had become a pretty terrible Christ follower.


It’s taken over a decade of getting to know the people Christian Nationalism demonized and wrestling with a belief system that didn’t always line up with Jesus’ teaching to get here—and I’ll get into more of that journey in this book. Now I see that this love for all people in all places of the world without judgment is beautiful. It’s what I believe Jesus wanted. But I’ve discovered that this posture can be hard to find in American churches today. More and more, it seems like Christianity and patriotism are conflated from our pulpits.


We used to sing “America the Beautiful” or other patriotic songs in church to celebrate Memorial Day, Veterans Day, or the Christian Nationalism holy day, the Fourth of July. Not great, but that was child’s play compared to the annual “Freedom Sunday” at First Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas, where “patriotic worship” is sung in the Sanctuary once a year to celebrate our freedom as both Americans and Christians.8 Or John Hagee’s Cornerstone Church hosting the “ReAwaken America” conference that pushed conspiracies about the 2020 election and had attendees chanting “Let’s Go Brandon” from church pews.9 After backlash, Cornerstone released a statement saying that, while they hosted the event, their church did “not endorse their views.”10


This stuff can get pretty weird. One time my spouse, Beecher, ran camera for a Christian conference where, at one of the services, a youth group performed a crucifixion scene that included a White male teenager playing Jesus. As the large wooden cross was raised up on the stage, a giant American flag fell behind him. This cued the room to sing “God Bless America” as a teenage Jesus hung on the cross, like it was the most normal thing in the world.


Maybe the verse should have been, “By his red, white, and blue stripes we are healed.”


This conflation of religion and politics is one reason the “America First” messaging works so effectively within American evangelical communities today. Underpinning so much of American evangelicalism is the belief that God really loves America the most (only possibly tied with Israel). So it’s okay if we are first.


The irony is not lost on me that Christian Nationalism worships the same man who humbled himself and refused to accept power in favor of helping individuals. A man who often chose people over beliefs, like healing on the Sabbath, to the dismay of some religious leaders of his day.


When Jesus walked the earth, many people saw him as a messiah who would deliver freedom to Israel. He rode in on a donkey on Palm Sunday surrounded by people who wanted to crown him king of a nation with borders and citizens. But what did Jesus do during his time on earth? He told people there is a kingdom beyond that is far more important than any nation here and handed himself over to the Romans.


He didn’t claim the vote was rigged when the crowd chose to crucify him over Barabbas. He didn’t encourage his followers to storm Rome’s Capitol Building and demand different results.


His life rejected nationalism. His followers should, too.


10 















CHAPTER 2



Christian = Evangelical


Jesus lived and died on the earth about 2,000 years ago. When he died, he left very specific, very clear instructions for how his followers were to act, what they should believe, and how they should interact with the world around them. That’s why all Christians have always agreed on every aspect of their faith and have worked together in peace and harmony to share Christ’s message with the world ever since.


Lol. Just kidding. Jesus’ followers were fighting about what it meant to be a Christian since the Resurrection. Some thought only Jews were included in Christ’s redemption, while others believed it was for everyone. Some believed you had to act or worship or dress or eat a certain way to be a Christian, while others thought Christ’s death got rid of those rules. Some believed Jesus was fully divine, while others said that was a lie from the pit of hell and he was just human, thankyouverymuch. Centuries went by and various church councils debated Christ’s human versus divine nature. In AD 451, the Council of Chalcedon decreed that he was fully both.1 Of course, debates continued, but any other belief was considered heretical thereafter. Kinda like Michael Scott in The Office declaring bankruptcy. “I declare heresy!” the Church said of anyone they disagreed with.


One of my favorite fights in the early church occurred in Acts 15, when Christian men argued about their penises. They debated whether or not salvation depended on a man’s crotch turtle shedding its shell. I mean, naturally the men thought it all came down to their penises, right? Christ may have busted open the gates of heaven (or not, depending on who you asked) but men were still men. I always wonder what the women were doing while the men theologically discussed their privates. Like, Do we not exist? Maybe the men wanted women quiet because vaginas would just confuse their theology.




OEBPS/images/9781546006701.jpg
LEAVING
APKI L CHRISTIAN
Ajoq NATIONALISM
AND FINDING
A TRVE FAITH






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
LEAVING CHRISTIAN NATIONALISM
AND FINDING A TRUE FAITH

APRIL AJOY

Nashville ¢ New York





