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To the black sheep in a fitting-in culture






INTRODUCTION

THE BALLROOM AT THE PIERRE Hotel in New York City was glittering that night. At various times the site of the Oscars, the Emmys, and high-fashion shows, on May 7, 2015, this room was celebrating a very different type of star: Barbara Green, the owner of the Hobby Lobby chain of crafts stores.

It was the twentieth annual Canterbury Medal gala of my then law firm, the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty. Spirits were buoyant, as the firm was coming fresh off its United States Supreme Court win in favor of the crafts stores. The hundreds gathered in the room that night hailed from diverse faiths: multiple Christian denominations, Jews, Sikhs, and me, the lone Muslim.

Customary for a black-tie dinner at one of New York’s exclusive venues, the dinner was extravagant—surf and turf, followed by an endless dessert buffet—and scrumptious. But unlike any other swanky dinner in the city that night, one thing was missing: alcohol. Throughout the dinner and dessert reception, wine and spirits were nowhere to be seen.

The Green family is fundamentalist Protestant. While not notably ascetic, fundamentalists consider smoking and alcohol strictly forbidden by their faith. Out of deference to the honoree that night, Becket had chosen to not serve alcohol.

It was a welcome respite for me, as my religion, too, forbids the consumption of alcohol. It hasn’t always been easy growing up in a drinking culture. Nearly all of the networking events hosted by my law school, and then the corporate firm where I started out my career, revolved around alcohol. I was the odd one out, sipping my Coke while everyone was getting more than a little tipsy (and naturally then finding the events way more fun than they actually were).

But finally, here not drinking was the norm, and people were having fun despite it. The Greens were strict about their beliefs. They didn’t even rent their company trucks out to people who wanted to use them to transport alcohol. If your faith forbids something, helping someone else do that exact thing is almost just as bad. The idea of complicity is part of many religions, mine included—not only can I not drink, I cannot buy or bring alcohol for others or even pour it for them.

Complicity was a big part of the Greens’ case at the Supreme Court. Their religious beliefs against abortion also prevented them from complying with the part of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) that required them to pay for four drugs in their employee health insurance that the Greens considered abortion-causing drugs. Those drugs were Plan B and Ella, the so-called morning-after pill and the week-after pill, and two IUDs. Paying for these drugs would have violated the Greens’ deeply held religious belief that life begins at the moment of conception, when an egg is fertilized.

But the ACA required the Greens to pay for these drugs on pain of penalty, and made the Greens choose between violating their conscience and paying more than a million dollars per day to the government. The Greens decided to instead bring suit to vindicate their religious rights. They put everything on the line—their entire billion-dollar business—for their religious convictions.

Their case also made the Greens some of the most reviled people in America. Many Americans thought the Greens were using their religion to oppress women. They said that Christians like the Greens threatened to make America a theocracy, a “Bible nation” where their religion reigned supreme over others.

SUPREME COURT’S HOBBY LOBBY DECISION IS A SLAP IN THE FACE TO WOMEN, read one prominent headline.

OF COURSE HOBBY LOBBY THINKS IT’S ABOVE THE LAW, read another.

The New Republic declared, “We’re all living in Hobby Lobby’s Bible nation.”

Some critics even evoked imagery from Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale. They claimed that with the Hobby Lobby decision, we were “slouching toward Gilead,” the totalitarian patriarchal theocracy (or “Divine Republic”) in Atwood’s book. One writer lamented,


It would actually be the best-case scenario if these attacks on reproductive freedom were chiefly about punishing women for having sex, because the alternatives are that the Supreme Court of the United States is deliberately hauling us toward a straight-up theocracy…



The court decision, as I’ll explain in the coming chapters, had little to do with theocracy or policing women’s sex lives. The court actually ensured that women still had access to the full range of contraceptives covered by the ACA mandate. So, all of the foregoing depictions were factually incorrect.

But more than that, the headlines missed an essential point: the Greens, like many religious believers, are duty bound to follow what their conscience demands, and our law guards the right of every American to fulfill those duties except in the narrowest of circumstances.

Our country’s founders made religious freedom a core constitutional right because they knew how deep religion runs for many people and that it inspires those people to do good for others. Though our country hasn’t always protected religious freedom equally and fairly for people of all religions, it’s gotten better over the years.

Well, with some religions at least. Less so with mine.

Fast-forward to another gathering of religious freedom enthusiasts, this one mostly conservative Christians and all of them on the Greens’ side in Hobby Lobby. The man at the podium was announcing to the crowd,


We do not support sharia supremacists themselves or their enablers or their apologists.

And it pains me beyond words that this program that will be coming up after the attorney general’s remarks, you have such an individual who will be presented to you, I’m afraid, as someone who is a perfect example of moderate Muslims and a perfect interlocutor for us in interfaith dialogue and bridge building and the like…

I hope that you will not be misled into believing this individual. I’ve nothing against her personally. But this individual and what she stands for—and most especially what she is doing with organizations like the Council on American-Islamic Relations (one of the most aggressive Muslim Brotherhood front organizations in the country)—must not be endorsed, even implicitly, by this organization.

I had hoped that she would not be given a platform. She is. I trust you to listen attentively, but I hope that you will not give her yourselves a platform.



That’s Frank Gaffney Jr. speaking, the founder of the virulently anti-Muslim organization Center for Security Policy, right before he introduced a talk by US Attorney General William Barr at the National Religious Broadcasters’ NRB 2020 Christian Media Convention in February 2020.

And that ominous figure he’s describing, the “sharia supremacist” bogeyman? That’s me.

For the record, I am nothing of the sort. I’m not trying to impose sharia on anyone, just like the Greens weren’t trying to turn the United States into a theocracy. Gaffney wanted the audience to think that I (a woman) favor a legal regime oppressive to women—just as Barbara Green (also a woman) faced similar charges. Neither claim is true; both claims are insulting and preposterous. Even though Gaffney’s religious community is smeared with falsehoods every day, that didn’t stop him from doing the same to me.

I watched the whole thing on the TV screen set up in the green room, my mouth agape. Is this actually happening?! I thought. It was my first time at NRB and I was already feeling a bit anxious about what to expect from the crowd. My panel presentation, moderated by NRB chairman Janet Parshall, was going to take place immediately after Barr’s talk.

Dread welled up in my chest as Gaffney warned the audience “to not give her yourselves a platform.” Gaffney is well known as a leader of what experts have dubbed “Fear, Inc.,” a 1.5-billion-dollar industry that strategically pumps out anti-Muslim messaging, organizes anti-Muslim protests and rallies across the nation, and drives efforts to strip American Muslims of legal rights.

What are they going to do to me? I wondered frantically. Was Gaffney rallying his troops, people who liked him and would follow his lead? Would they boo me offstage or empty out of the room—or worse? Engage in mockery, maybe violence?

As I sat paralyzed by the various imaginings of audience insurrection, Janet came running into the green room. “I can’t believe he did that! This is so upsetting!” Then, her expression changed from anger and alarm to genuine remorse. “I am so sorry, Asma. I will fix this.”

Janet came through moments later as Barr was escorted off the stage and my panel was ushered on.

“[Gaffney’s comments] were ill-timed, inappropriate, and hurtful,” she said, standing and looking out over the audience of several hundred. She pressed, “Do I make myself clear?” She then turned to me and apologized again. As she did, I could see several rows of attendees stand up and leave, as if in protest (I would later learn that my hunch was correct). But most of the audience stayed put. The people in the front row even smiled up at me warmly, and several approached me after my talk to offer their thanks and support.

Janet and I were joined onstage by Steven Waldman, author of Sacred Liberty: America’s Long, Bloody and Ongoing Struggle for Religious Freedom, and Craig Parshall, NRB’s general counsel and Janet’s husband. Titled “Many Faiths—One First Amendment,” our presentation was about the need to protect religious liberty for all Americans, including Muslims. As we emphasized, the very nature of human rights, including the right to religious freedom, requires that if you protect it only for some, you cease to protect it for anyone. Because if you cede to government the power to selectively protect religions that it likes (or views as politically expedient) and not protect the ones it doesn’t like, you have given it power that it can use against any religion—including your own—at any point.

I made this the central point of my 2019 book, When Islam Is Not a Religion: Inside America’s Fight for Religious Freedom. Gaffney knew exactly why I was there and what I was going to argue. He had sought to preempt that message by insinuating that the panel, and my participation in it, was a mere front for a sinister “takeover.” For him, it was critical that the audience members believe they could exclude Muslims from the American fabric even as they tried to protect their own place in it. My co-panelists and I squarely rejected that notion.

Gaffney had good reason to think his message would go unchallenged. It is not uncommon for speakers at large conservative gatherings to bash Islam and American Muslims with zero resistance from the crowd. Gaffney himself makes the rounds regularly, delivering dire warnings about Islam and Muslims at the Western Conservative Summit, Values Voter Summit, and elsewhere. In July 2019, John Andrews, founder of the Western Conservative Summit and a former Colorado Senate president, stood on the Summit stage, under a banner proclaiming the importance of religious liberty, and said, “The simplistic approach of simply granting unconditional ‘freedom of religion’ to a religion that doesn’t believe in freedom—and never doubt me, Islam does not—that approach is civilizational suicide, friends.” In 2016, Michael Flynn, who would become national security adviser for twenty-two days in 2017, said in a conference address that “Islam is a political ideology” that “hides behind the notion of it being a religion,” and therefore Muslims should not be afforded rights to religious freedom. Several others, including numerous state lawmakers, made similar claims in official press releases and other public statements and continue to do so with their constituents’ approval.

What made NRB different from these other conservative gatherings where Muslims are attacked with zero pushback? Consider that the string of events at the NRB convention—Gaffney’s comments, Janet Parshall’s rebuttal, and the opportunity for the audience to take away an important message about coherence and rights for all Americans—only happened because my presence at the convention forced it. And in so doing, I helped reveal an internal fissure among conservative Christians that might not otherwise have been apparent.

The dynamics between the Gaffney constituency and the Parshall constituency in the conservative Christian audience show that often what we perceive as black-and-white isn’t necessarily so. Even if everyone in that audience was inclined to accept Gaffney’s divisive message, Parshall’s statement and my panel presentation disrupted that bias. And the receptiveness—indeed, the warmth—of the Parshall constituency challenged the common conception that evangelicals are unshakably anti-Muslim.

What does this moment tell us about our ideological divides and how we might go about mending them? Building from that moment, I have spent more than a year exploring it, and it forms the basis of this book. In America today, we are more polarized than we have been at any time since the Civil War. We have our in-group and our out-group, and we act against the out-group members simply because they are the out-group. Increasingly today, our political alliances do not just reflect our positions; they drive our positions. But at NRB, that trend was complicated and perhaps even subverted. Why?

And was there something about the fact that we were talking about religious freedom in particular that helped bridge this seemingly unbridgeable divide?



IN WHEN ISLAM IS NOT A RELIGION, I looked at current threats to Americans’ religious freedom through the prism of attacks on Muslims’ religious freedom. Anti-Muslim advocacy, violence, and hate crimes constitute one of the most pressing areas of discrimination in the United States right now. But by no means are these attacks a problem only for Muslims—they are a problem for all Americans.

For example, I examined the assertion (mostly coming from the political Right) that Islam is not a religion, and that therefore Muslims don’t have religious freedom. While courts can determine whether beliefs match up to the legal definition of religion, this is not what anti-Muslim opponents are concerned with. They are instead driven by more emotional concerns. Yet, if courts and legislatures are empowered to say that Islam is not a religion, they can accept the same claim about every other religious group the majority may fear. If courts start to parse Islamic doctrine in order to decide which parts are acceptable or likeable and which aren’t, as some prominent individuals want them to do, courts could conceivably parse the beliefs of every other religious group, too. Seen this way, it becomes clear how an attack that might seem relevant only to a very particular group actually tells us something deeper and more fundamental about American rights.

In The Politics of Vulnerability, I have sought to look beyond legal rights and toward political polarization. Anti-Muslim sentiment (or “Islamophobia”) is not just about Muslims; it is also a case study of the core elements of American political polarization, which now even dictates the cars we drive and the stores we shop at. America’s growing religious diversity—which encompasses people of a wide variety of faiths and people who define themselves as nonreligious—is a top driver of our political polarization. Fewer Americans ascribe to Christianity, while more Americans are religiously unaffiliated (the so-called “nones”), and there is less public confidence in organized religion. With growing secularization comes open contestation of Christianity’s dominance in American politics and culture. But there is also continued, even intensified, religiosity in a different subset of American society. The religious divide explains why some of the most divisive issues in politics today are social issues like same-sex marriage and abortion. And to make it worse, the different sides are part of different political parties: in the Democratic Party, the nones outnumber Catholics, evangelical Protestants, mainline Protestants, or members of historically black Protestant traditions, whereas conservative Christians are overwhelmingly Republican.

Given these dynamics, conservatives object to liberals publicly championing Muslims’ rights. As I explain in this book, for conservatives, Muslims are part of what political scientist Lilliana Mason calls the liberal “mega-identity.” Our partisan affiliations have morphed into identities, and what’s more, the identities include a host of things that have nothing to do with social policy. Now, what we eat, drive, where we live and shop, what our religion or race or sexual orientation is, are all wrapped up in our political identity. We group hybrid-driving, latte-drinking, Whole Foods-shopping Americans into the Democratic Party, and the Land Rover-driving, Cracker Barrel customer into the Republican Party.

Unfortunately, this grouping has also affected religious communities, so that Christians (mostly white and conservative) are associated with the Republican Party, and religious minorities, particularly Muslims, are associated with the Democratic Party. In this battle of ideologies, Muslims are seen by conservatives less as Muslims and more as proxies for deeper issues that represent the opposing political team or out-group. This is what Gaffney was getting at, too, when he complained about NRB giving me a platform and engaging in “interfaith dialogue and bridge building and the like.” He opposed my presence not just because I am Muslim but also because in having me, NRB was accommodating liberalism. (As I explain in chapter 5, his precise choice of words—especially “interfaith”—signaled to the audience that something ominous was afoot.) In this view, anti-Muslim hostility is central to many conservative Christians’ “winning” and liberals “losing.” And it’s not just Muslims who are used as proxies in this way; as I’ll show, evangelicals (for different reasons, with different outcomes, and by different people) have also become a political piñata.

But this phenomenon is not systemic to American society. American conservatives weren’t always hostile toward Muslims. During George W. Bush’s presidency, many Christian conservatives considered Muslims ideological allies. Even after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, public statements by Christian leaders generally refused to vilify Islam and instead talked about an alliance of “orthodox believers.” Pat Buchanan said in 2004 that “conservative Americans have more in common with devout Muslims than with liberal Democrats.” Three years later, conservative writer Dinesh D’Souza extended that theory in his book The Enemy at Home: The Cultural Left and Its Responsibility for 9/11.

The Enemy at Home went on to become a New York Times bestseller. In it, D’Souza, a filmmaker, political commentator, and then scholar at the Heritage Foundation, expressed a sentiment that was and is popular among conservative Christians: the political Left is responsible for the downfall of American morality and, correspondingly, for its greatest tragedies. Of 9/11, he says Osama bin Laden attacked America not because of its foreign policy but because the American cultural and political Left “has fostered a decadent American culture that angers and repulses traditional societies”; “the cultural left and its allies in Congress, the media, Hollywood, the nonprofit sector, and the universities, are the primary cause of the volcano of anger toward America that is erupting from the Islamic world.” For D’Souza, terrorism is the logical outcome of “the scandalous sexual mores that [Muslims] see in American movies and television,” as well as “the sight of hundreds of homosexuals kissing one another and taking marriage vows.”

As political science professor Alan Wolfe [sarcastically] described D’Souza’s message: “America is fighting two wars simultaneously… a war against terror abroad and a culture war at home. We should be using the former, less important, one to fight the latter, really crucial, one. The way to do so is to encourage a split between ‘radical’ Muslims like bin Laden, who engage in jihad, and ‘traditional’ Muslims who are conservative in their political views and deeply devout in their religious practices.” (D’Souza’s premise is of course false: many religiously devout Muslims, like many devout Christians, are liberal in their political views.)

D’Souza was arguing this in 2007, but the message preceded 9/11 and endured in its direct aftermath. Two days after the attack, on September 13, 2001, white evangelical leader Jerry Falwell Sr. stated on national television, “I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays, and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way… I point the finger in their face and say, ‘You helped this happen.’ ” He said this on The 700 Club, a show hosted by televangelist Pat Robertson, and Robertson agreed: “Jerry, that’s my feeling,” and “Well, I totally concur.” Granted, these same commentators blame liberals for every other tragedy, too—natural disasters included—but the relevant point here is that they chose to blame the Left for 9/11 while trying to find common cause with American Muslims.

So, conservatives in the era of “Islamophilia” admired Islam’s traditional sexual mores and thought of Muslims as allies against the threatening forces of the “libertine” left. And for a while, the love appeared to be reciprocal. In 1992, American Muslims voted two to one for George H. W. Bush, and even though they supported Bill Clinton in 1996, in 2000, more than 70 percent of Muslims voted for George W. Bush on the premise that Republicans were “natural allies” on matters of faith and morality.

But then, driven by foreign policy concerns like the Iraq War and the Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal, most Muslims switched teams: More than 90 percent of Muslim-Americans voted for John Kerry in 2004, 89 percent voted for Barack Obama in 2008, and 85 percent voted for him in 2014. In 2016, 75.9 percent of Muslims voted for Hillary Clinton and in 2020, 69 percent voted for Joe Biden. Even though American Muslims’ positions on social issues still lean conservative, they’re now more likely to prioritize civil rights and public policy above symbolic debates over private morality. Democrats, for their part, have welcomed Muslims into their ranks and have defended Muslims’ rights vigorously.

And as this is happening, so is the widening divide between religious and secular Americans, with the latter associated with Democrats. Taken together, this means that the Muslims now allied with Democrats cannot benefit from the efforts of the Christian Right to defend religious liberty, because conservatives identify religious values as Christian values.

I didn’t understand the full implication of this finding until recently. And that is: whether you believe that Muslims have fundamental human rights (like religious freedom) depends on your political tribe. This startling realization prompted me to dig deeper.



MY GOAL WITH this book is not just to diagnose the problem that arises in denying Muslims fundamental human rights—I also propose a possible solution. I seek to show how constitutional law and the public discourse of religious freedom are central to that solution.

But the messenger also matters. Even Gaffney acknowledged this when he warned the audience about me: “[A]n individual who will be presented to you, I’m afraid, as someone who is a perfect example of moderate Muslims and a perfect interlocutor for us in interfaith dialogue and bridge building and the like.”

Why am I the “perfect interlocutor”? Because I see the divide between conservative Christians and Muslims as bridgeable. I see at least a particular subset of the opponents as persuadable. Those are people who are driven by fundamentally human concerns, and it is on the basis of this shared humanity that I work with them.

This understanding stems from my professional and personal experiences. I am a lawyer specializing in religious freedom on behalf of people of all religions: A to Z, Amish to Zoroastrian. I learned a tremendous amount through my efforts, not just about theology or the law but what our constitutional rights are fundamentally about. I came to understand that religious liberty is central to our autonomy because it helps us stay true to our quests for purpose and meaning in our lives.

That philosophical basis of religious freedom, the view that centers on the person who is trying to live according to his or her deepest beliefs, really comes in handy when things get political—as, unfortunately, they have become with religious freedom. Many Americans are worried not just about the narrower conflicts over abortion, contraception, and same-sex marriage but also the bigger battles between majority white Christian interests and the interests of a diverse array of marginalized minorities.

Because I advocate for parties across the spectrum, I have supported Christian cases that many Americans think involve hateful religious liberty claims: the Greens in their Hobby Lobby case and other Christian for-profit and nonprofit entities that object to paying for some or all contraceptive drugs; Christian marital counselors and adoption agencies who do not counsel LGBTQ couples or allow them to adopt, and so on. That I advocate for these claims doesn’t necessarily mean I agree with them; I simply recognize that our law creates space for a wide variety of beliefs and practices. What makes my position unique is that even as I support these legal claims, I belong to a marginalized religious minority group that is routinely attacked through word and action by Christian conservatives and others on the political Right. In sum, I exist at the intersection of law, majority interests, and minority experiences.

My cross-sectional vantage point means that on the one hand, I see a torrent of media coverage painting Christian conservatives as bigots and their religion as nothing but a pretext for hate, and on the other hand, I see many of those same Christians genuinely worried, even scared, about the world that they are living in. I understand that they bring their religious claims to court as a way of carving out a space for themselves in a fast-changing world.

Recall from my opening story that my NRB panel was preceded by a talk by US Attorney General William Barr. His presentation perfectly reflected these precise concerns. He bemoaned the “current intensity and pervasiveness of politics in our lives,” including in religion. Barr attributed the political polarization to “a conflict between two fundamentally different visions of the individual and his relationship to the state.” One vision limits the power of the government and preferences personal liberty. The other vision supports a type of “totalitarian democracy” where individual needs are secondary to a “collectivist agenda” developed by elitists who think they know what is best for America.

Religion, according to Barr, is a key difference between these two conceptions. “Totalitarian democracy is almost always secular and materialistic, and its adherents tend to treat politics as a substitute for religion.” To protect against “majoritarian tyranny,” Barr said, we need to protect religion, because religion “allows us to limit the role of the government by cultivating internal moral values in the people that are powerful enough to restrain individual rapacity without resorting to the state’s coercive power.” Liberal democracy, as such, is a religious idea of government—and in Barr’s view, a specifically “Christian outlook”: “The wellsprings of this system are found in Augustinian Christianity.”

Ironically—and unfortunately—just a few months after this address, Barr himself would be accused of “totalitarian” tactics when he authorized the teargassing of peaceful protestors after the killing of George Floyd. It would be one decision among many that earned Barr heavy criticism. But in that moment at NRB, I understood his comments in a different context. I understood that Barr and his Christian conservative audience were worried about an America that no longer reflects their traditional religious mores. There’s a sense of being under siege from forces that insist they give up their way of life and abide by the status quo.

The conflict often shows up in the legal arena. When Christian practices clash with civil rights—as they often do when it comes to sexual freedom—Christians are sued or bring suits. So, I see the battles they are fighting, and I think their sense of persecution or vulnerability is at least partly based on something real. Separately (but relatedly), I also agree that the place of religion in American society needs to be defended vigorously.

But I also bristled at Barr’s allusion to the United States as a Christian nation, because it echoed group dynamics that place Christians in the in-group and non-Christians in the out-group. I know to distinguish Barr from those who make insidious use of the “Christian nation” narrative (more about that in chapter 1), but his language still reminded me of the other, egregious ways Christian vulnerability results in hostility against Muslims (and a host of others). Many conservative Christians are ambivalent about, even dismissive of, anti-Muslim discrimination. For some, hate crimes against Muslims are “fake news” and don’t actually happen, and discourse about Islamophobia is mere political correctness—purportedly, a liberal attempt to shut down critical discourse. They prop up and often repeat the claims of extreme anti-Muslim actors (Exhibit A: Gaffney’s platform at NRB), and sometimes explicitly advocate for restrictions on Muslims’ legal rights. As we’ll see in chapter 5, some Christian groups are also mega-funders of initiatives that spread anti-Muslim hate; a 2019 investigation found that they donated $48.1 million to such efforts.

These actions could drive me to vilify conservative Christians. But, because I understand the vulnerabilities on both sides, I try to build peace across that divide by focusing on commonalities instead of differences. Several conflict resolution experts working to reduce polarization in the United States have said the first steps are to “be curious and listen to understand” and “show respect and suspend judgment.” Vulnerability expert Brené Brown says we need to stay “zoomed in” to the people we’re forming opinions about instead of relying on the news or politicians.

Experts advise us to be authentic and welcome others to do the same; to share what’s important to us and to speak from our experience. I use that approach when I describe how conservative Christian vulnerability too often manifests in actions against American Muslims and other minorities. And I realize that effectively challenging Christians’ attacks on Muslims requires acknowledging Christians’ vulnerability; as Ezra Klein explains in Why We’re Polarized, “To the extent that it’s true that a loss of privilege feels like oppression, that feeling needs to be taken seriously, both because it’s real, and because, left to fester, it can be weaponized by demagogues and reactionaries.”

My goal, in the words of interfaith civic leader Eboo Patel, is to “speak of marginalization without exacerbating polarization” and “speak of polarization without papering over marginalization.” Or, to take a phrase from Brené Brown, to be civil even as I “speak truth to bullshit.”



RELIGIOUS FREEDOM AND political polarization are two of the most intellectually complex and emotionally reactive issues of our day. To help structure this book, I have divided the narrative into four parts.

Part 1 explores why some conservative white evangelicals are more open-minded than others. It also offers a quick primer on how group identity works, particularly when a group feels vulnerable or under threat.

Part 2, which includes chapters 2 and 3, looks at two of the major threats conservative white evangelicals are worried about—demographic and cultural shifts, and religious liberty concerns. Together, these chapters explain why and how religion and religious liberty have become politically polarized.

Part 3 looks at what happens when a polarized religious liberty gets turned against Muslims as the out-group. I refer to this phenomenon as the “weaponization of vulnerability” because Christians’ sense of victimization helps drive attacks on Muslims.

Part 4 offers concrete solutions grounded in both social science and successful interventions by Christians and Muslims across the political spectrum (from the most conservative to left-leaning). To overcome conflict, Muslim-Christian relations must be about honest and substantive engagement instead of politicized groupthink.

Throughout the book, I use “American Muslim” to refer to Americans of Muslim faith. I use interchangeably “the Right,” “the political right,” “Republicans,” and “conservatives”; and “the Left,” “the political left,” “Democrats,” “progressives,” and “liberals.” I generally avoid “Islamophobia” (for reasons that will become clear in chapter 4), but the sources I quote sometimes use this term. While conservative white evangelicals are the focus of the book, I sometimes use “conservative Christians” because conservative white evangelicals’ interests—and their tactics—sometimes align with this broader group.

I also use “religious freedom” and “religious liberty” interchangeably. When I use these terms, I am referring to Americans’ legal right to engage in religious practice free from government interference. In my discussion, this legal right is not limitless, but it’s pretty broad.

In talking about anti-Muslim hostility as a facet of political polarization, I do not mean to overlook other drivers of this hostility. I recognize it’s a complex matter, with elements of racialization and securitization. Racialization is the stereotyping by white Americans of Muslims as homogeneously “brown” and “Arab” instead of the ethnically diverse group that they are. The racialization of Muslims often begets racism because of the perceived negative attributes of this brownness. Securitization refers to the impact of the 9/11 attacks on perceptions of Muslims as both internal and external security threats.

And, as evidenced by the comments section on nearly every opinion-editorial I have ever written on Muslims’ rights, conservatives also worry about the treatment of Christians in some majority-Muslim states; a common refrain is, “Why should the United States protect Muslims if they don’t protect us in their lands?” These dynamics are all critical, and many of them have been parsed in incredible detail in other studies, including my previous book.

Finally, I also recognize that American political discourse too often focuses on immigrant Muslims (and Arab and South Asian ones in particular). This is problematic for many reasons, not least because experiences of subsets of American Muslims are importantly different; for example, black Muslims, white Muslims, and immigrant Muslims face unique challenges. I do not account for those differences here for a couple of reasons: First, the tribal dynamics I explore in this book do not make those distinctions; and second, much of my focus is on Muslims not as Muslims but as proxies in an ideological battle between conservatives and liberals.






PART I [image: ] WHICH CHRISTIANS?
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Chapter 1 Christian Nationalists ≠ Conservative White Evangelicals


“THERE ARE STILL HUGE SWATHS of American [Christians] who have never met a Muslim, as a common pattern.… The movement from ‘moral majority’ to ‘persecuted minority’ [has become] a norm or a pattern that is at play especially among evangelical Christians and others who have previously been hegemonically privileged and majority,” Josh Good said to me. He looked at me quizzically as I considered his statement.

“What is your best piece of practical advice for those who are working at this from a position of authentic religious faith, crossing over, not retreating to tribe, and deepening in their own tradition?”

It was a complex question. I took a deep breath. “As an American Muslim, belonging to an especially despised minority in the United States, my approach has always been to use logic—that is, use the language of religious freedom because you have to be able to connect to people’s self-interest… but white Protestants, while no longer a majority, are still very dominant as compared to other religious groups. So, it seems the approach there must be compassion… and creating spaces for conversation and actual personal bonding.”

Our other conversation partner, Daniel Harrell, spoke up, his eyes alight with excitement. “I’m thinking of a thing that happened recently in our church where we sponsored a Syrian refugee family, a devout Muslim family. [This is] to your point, Asma, of having people in our homes where we can get to know one another and find that in so many ways there are commonalities we share, like being humans who believe in God and whose faith shapes our life. [For us] just to take those small steps as individuals can go far, I think, in dispelling so much of the myth and mischaracterization that comes with how we understand other religions.”

The conversation was part of a podcast for Faith Angle Forum, a project that “aims to strengthen reporting and commentary on how religious believers, religious convictions, and religiously grounded moral arguments affect American politics and public life.” Harrell and Good are both conservative white evangelical Christians. Good works with pastors, evangelical seminaries, and Christian colleges, and directs a program at the conservative Ethics & Public Policy Center. Harrell has been an evangelical pastor for most of his life, and in January 2020 he became the editor in chief of Christianity Today, the largest and most prominent evangelical magazine in the world.

They seem worlds apart from some of their coreligionists. In 2010, Dr. Robert Jeffress, head pastor at the nationally influential First Baptist Dallas, with a congregation thirteen thousand strong, declared that the truth about Islam [is that it] is a religion of oppression… Islam is an oppressive treater of women… and here is the deep, dark, dirty secret of Islam: it is a religion that promotes pedophilia… sex with children. It is an EVIL religion, it is an OPPRESSIVE religion, it is a VIOLENT religion, that has incited attacks around the world and attacks against our country, and for Christians, the worst thing about Islam is that it is a false religion that leads people away from God to spend an eternity in Hell.


(Jeffress’s voice reaches a crescendo, as if to signal to his audience that a great proclamation is coming)

And I believe as Christians and conservatives, it’s time to take off the gloves and stand up and tell the truth about this EVIL, EVIL religion!”

(The audience rises to its feet, offering Jeffress a standing ovation)



The hundreds of Christians filling Jeffress’s church that day appeared thoroughly excited by Jeffress’s passion and certainty that the 1.8 billion people around the world who are Muslim ascribe to an unequivocally evil religion. In 2015, Pastor Jeffress again gave them what they wanted: a Sunday sermon on how “Islam is a false religion and it is inspired by Satan himself.”

The following year, Jeffress became a mainstay of the Trump presidential campaign. He appeared at Trump’s rallies and declared that Christians who didn’t vote for Trump were “fools” motivated by pride rather than principle. Throughout Trump’s presidency, Jeffress called him a “Christian warrior,” and Trump rewarded Jeffress by naming him a member of his Evangelical Advisory Board and White House Faith and Opportunity Initiative. After the 2020 election, exit polls showed that 75% of white evangelicals voted for Trump.

For many Americans, Jeffress represents the 81 percent of white evangelicals who secured Trump’s election (nonwhite evangelicals lean Democratic). During Trump’s first term, his approval ratings among white evangelicals were twenty-five points higher than the national average. Jeffress’s statements are taken to reflect the sentiment of all of these voting evangelicals and American white evangelicalism broadly. But that sort of conflation overlooks the many white evangelicals who think and feel differently about their Muslim compatriots—for example, Daniel Harrell and Josh Good. Why and how are they different from white evangelicals like Jeffress?

One benefit of increased scrutiny is increased precision. As researchers and pollsters have scrutinized Trump’s evangelical base, some have insisted that it isn’t white evangelicalism but Christian nationalism that leads to divisive behavior. The researchers even distinguish between Americans with stronger and lesser degrees of affinity for Christian nationalism, and the unique role of religious commitment in tempering nationalist leanings.

I parse those differences below in order to understand the attitudes and experiences that separate the Jeffresses from the Harrells and Goods. I look at what makes some conservative white evangelicals warmer toward Muslims and other minorities, and what makes people gravitate toward one or the other attitude. And how does political group identity (which I sometimes call “political tribalism”) hinder potential for openness?



IMMEDIATELY AFTER THE 2016 US presidential election, a study on the role of religion in US populism found that, across all religious groups, white evangelicals scored highest for “conservative populism.” They asserted their populism as a way of defending their “ethnic identity” and exhibited “anti-immigrant sentiment, nativism, ‘white power’ ideologies, and Islamophobia.”

As President Trump continued to focus on Muslims as one of the primary targets of his vitriol, pollsters zeroed in on the Islamophobia part of this populism. One set of polls measured Americans’ approval of Trump’s Executive Order 13769, which temporarily blocked individuals from seven majority-Muslim countries from entering the United States. Pew Research found that 76 percent of white evangelicals supported the ban, and the Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI) revealed that white evangelicals, in supporting the ban, stood apart from all other religious groups, Catholics, mainline Protestants, and religious minorities included. The numbers of white evangelicals supporting the ban had increased from when candidate Trump first announced the ban on the campaign trail: 55 percent supported it during the election, and 61 percent supported it when it was actually implemented. For every other religious group, the trend was in the opposite direction.

Pieces like Christian Science Monitor’s WHY EVANGELICALS ARE TRUMP’S STRONGEST TRAVEL-BAN SUPPORTERS and Christianity Today’s MOST WHITE EVANGELICALS DON’T BELIEVE MUSLIMS BELONG IN AMERICA noted that white evangelicals don’t just think Muslim immigrants are the problem—they also think American Muslims, and Islam generally, pose a threat to America’s Christian identity. A 2017 Pew poll found that two thirds of white evangelicals believe Islam is not part of mainstream American society and that it encourages violence more than other faiths. Seventy-two percent of white evangelicals—compared to 44 percent of Americans overall—saw a natural conflict between Islam and democracy. According to a 2017 Baylor University survey, 52 percent of white evangelicals said that Muslims want to limit their freedom.

In 2018, the Institute for Social Policy and Understanding (ISPU) Islamophobia Index found that while the majority of Americans (66 percent) agree that “the negative things politicians say regarding Muslims is harmful to our country,” white evangelicals were the group least likely to agree with this statement. In 2019, ISPU found that “white Evangelicals score the highest on the Islamophobia Index with as many as 44 percent holding unfavorable opinions about Muslims, which is twice as many as those who hold favorable opinions (20 percent).”

Empirical findings about white evangelicals are supported by anecdotal evidence—well beyond even Jeffress and his national pulpit. Kevin Singer and Chris Stackaruk founded Neighborly Faith while students at Wheaton College in Illinois, a standard-bearing institution for American evangelicalism. Chris told me that when they first started on the project, most people responded by talking “about Muslims with words like dark, liars, trapped, or conniving.” One person even told him he was stockpiling guns for the day that Muslims “come running up my lawn.”

Amassing ammunition is not as rare as it may sound; professor Michal Meulenberg, who teaches at several evangelical schools, told me stories of students and young people confiding in her that their dads had either joined a militia or started buying more guns out of fear of Muslims. One of them had said to his child that he was watching a mosque, preparing to attack if the mosque did “anything.” These students are in great anguish over this, and some, with a lot of conversation and sharing stories about their friendships with Muslims, have seen their relatives change in their attitude and behavior. For others, it has led to splits in family relationships.

The general posture toward Muslims is one of “aggression and antagonism,” writes Matthew Kaemingk, a professor at the evangelical Fuller Theological Seminary and author of Christian Hospitality and Muslim Immigration in an Age of Fear. Conservative religious liberty lawyer Luke Goodrich devotes an entire chapter to answering the question, Will Muslims Take Over? in Free to Believe, his 2019 book for an evangelical readership. Pastor Bob Roberts of the three-thousand-member Northwood Church, brings together evangelical and Muslim clergy to counteract evangelical animosity toward Muslims. In his YouTube video Why Evangelicals Hate Muslims: An Evangelical Minister’s Perspective, he says 57 percent of evangelicals have negative views of Muslims and “the only group that has a worse view is evangelical pastors.” In a March 2019 Foreign Policy piece, “America’s Islamophobia Is Forged at the Pulpit,” Chrissy Stroop said that her pastor told his congregation, “ ‘A good Muslim… should want to kill Christians and Jews.’ He insisted that this was the only conclusion possible from a serious reading of the Quran.”

Clearly, there is a widespread problem of anti-Muslim hostility among white evangelicals. But researchers Andrew L. Whitehead and Samuel L. Perry insist that pollsters and activists are wrong in focusing on evangelicalism as the culprit.




ROBERT JEFFRESS: Our whole foundation as a society is freedom of expression and if I could just turn this…

LOU DOBBS: Sure.

JEFFRESS: I’d like to turn to this whole religious liberty idea and what the president is doing on that front. You know, a year ago he made a commitment at our religious freedom rally in Washington, D.C., and he said that he believed religious liberty is not a gift from government, it’s a gift from God. And now we see after a year, he is acting on that belief—you see what he is doing in helping Pastor Brunson in Turkey, and you see today the State Department issued its own Potomac Declaration calling for religious liberty around the world. And this is why evangelicals support this president… they care about this pro-religious liberty, pro-freedom platform of this great president.



In his book Twilight’s Last Gleaming: How America’s Last Days Can Be Your Best Days, Jeffress gives us a clue as to who he thinks American religious liberty is for. First, he states God’s position: “God apparently has no appreciation for the merits of religious diversity.” Jeffress then goes on to argue that protecting religious liberty for non-Christians constitutes idolatry:


I realize that suggesting God will curse the nation that sanctions the worship of other gods is anathema in today’s culture of diversity. We have been indoctrinated to believe that religious pluralism… is the great strength of our nation… But what we celebrate as diversity, God condemns as idolatry…



And it’s all tied to the United States as a nation that serves, through law and policy, [the Christian] God’s will:


Here is the bottom-line question: Has God changed His mind about idolatry? Has God concluded that the First Amendment should usurp the First Commandment?… If God is unchanging, then His attitude toward any nation that rejects Him and His Word is also unchanging, which makes America’s coming night inevitable.



Jeffress encapsulates what Whitehead and Perry have found to be the real problem in American religious polarization: Christian nationalism. The two sociology professors draw on national survey data and in-depth interviews to answer the questions, Why do many Americans advocate so vehemently for xenophobic policies, such as a ban on Muslims entering the United States? And why do many Americans seem so unwilling to acknowledge the injustices that ethnic and racial minorities experience in the United States? Their answer, again, is Christian nationalism.

“Christian nationalism is a cultural framework—a collection of myths, traditions, symbols, narratives, and value systems—that idealizes and advocates a fusion of Christianity with American civic life,” the researchers write. The “Christianity” of Christian nationalism is not just about religion; it also “includes assumptions of nativism, white supremacy, patriarchy, and heteronormativity, along with divine sanction for authoritarian control and militarism.” It is centered on America as a Christian nation and seeks to preserve that Christian character through self-identity, interpretations of US history, “sacred symbols, cherished values, and public policies.”

Importantly, Christian nationalism is not the same thing as racism. Whitehead and Perry say that it is false to claim that “Christian nationalism is ‘really just about racism when you get down to it.’ ” They found that a member of a racial minority who holds certain Christian nationalist beliefs will have a stronger racial justice orientation than a white American with Christian nationalist beliefs. What matters is the “intersection of race and Christian nationalism.”

Christian nationalism is also distinct from the theological tradition known as evangelicalism, which requires a belief in biblical inerrancy and the importance of evangelism, or sharing the Christian faith with others. According to Whitehead and Perry, while “[r]oughly half of evangelicals… embrace Christian nationalism to some degree,” Christian nationalism “should not be thought of as synonymous with ‘evangelicalism’ or even ‘white evangelicalism’ ”: “Stated simply: being an evangelical, or even a white evangelical as pollsters often define that category, tells us almost nothing about a person’s social attitudes or behavior once Christian nationalism has been considered.”

Researchers Allyson F. Shortle and Ronald Keith Gaddie agree that white evangelicalism and Christian nationalism are not one and the same, but they do intersect. Studies on religion in political behavior often start with the three Bs: religious belonging, belief, and behavior. Belonging is about religious affiliation; belief is about your religious worldview; and behavior is about religious practice. Shortle and Gaddie’s study found that “evangelical belonging plays a secondary role in shaping out-group attitudes, while the belief that America is a divinely inspired nation lends a superior explanation of prejudicial attitudes in America.”

They explain the distinction this way: Even though religion plays a big role in the lives of both evangelicals and Christian nationalists, when it comes to the question of which Americans are offered rights and liberties and which ones aren’t, what matters is how one defines “nationhood” or “American identity.” Shortle and Gaddie measured the level to which individuals conflated their religious and national identities by having them respond to prompts like “America holds a special place in God’s plan”; “God has chosen this nation to lead the world”; “the United States was founded as a Christian nation”; and “it is important to preserve the nation’s religious heritage.” The people they classified as Christians nationalists were those who defined America as a divinely inspired nation specifically meant to be a home for Christians.

Shortle and Gaddie then tested for how responses to the four prompts related to attitudes about Muslims. They found that Christian nationalism was positively and significantly related to anti-Muslim sentiment. It was as clear as Jeffress’s text: “God will curse the nation that sanctions the worship of other gods.”

Christian nationalism, as a fusion of faith and patriotism, conflates American identity and religious identity so that Muslims are not true citizens deserving of protection. Most Americans like to think of America as rooted in civic, not ethnic, identity, but Christian nationalists promote a vision of America as a nation closely tied to a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture and history. In this paradigm, Muslims not only have a different religion but because they are conflated with terrorists and widely perceived as ethnically nonwhite they are, as sociologist Ruth Braunstein explains, simultaneously “non-American (outsiders), anti-American (enemies), and un-American (others).”

This explains why Trump’s 2016 campaign rhetoric was so effective on white evangelicals like Jeffress. Trump reflected back to them their idea of Islam as the antithesis of Christian and American identities. As Yale sociologist Philip Gorski points out, there were evangelicals who supported Trump only after he won the nomination, but there were others, like Jeffress, who supported Trump even before he won the primaries: “They could have voted for an orthodox evangelical. But Donald Trump was their first choice. Why?… because they are also white Christian nationalists and Trumpism is inter alia a reactionary version of white Christian nationalism.” (In a Washington Post interview leading up to the 2020 election, Jeffress underscored Gorski’s point: “I was one of the earliest… I said, ‘Mr. Trump, I believe you’re going to be the next president of the United States, and if that happens, it’s because God has a great plan for you and for our country’… Daniel 2 says God is the one who installs kings and establishes kings and removes kings.”)

Trump identifies Muslims as threatening and polluting by saying, “Islam hates us” and “there’s a tremendous hatred.” Then he offers solutions: “a complete and total shutdown of Muslims entering the United States until our country’s representatives can figure out what the hell is going on” and the creation of a “special registry” for Muslims already in the country. The logic, Gorski says, is “to expel the infectious agents and seal off the body politic.”

This is how Christian nationalism works—to sow hate of the Muslim “other.” But it is not enough to know about these theoretical connections; we also have to figure out how to use this information to mend the divide. I explore that next.



WHITEHEAD AND PERRY found that roughly half of evangelicals embrace Christian nationalist beliefs. Shortle and Gaddie said that “[e]vangelicals primarily, but not exclusively, subscribe to this religiously conflated version of national identity.” That not all white evangelicals are Christian nationalists can be explained in part by pointing to the “evangelical left”—people like Jim Wallis, founder of the social-justice-committed group Sojourners, or the progressive former US president Jimmy Carter. But politically conservative white evangelicals are also not synonymous with Christian nationalists. Some, like Harrell and Good, are quite open to dialogue.

Kevin Singer of Neighborly Faith often reminds his audiences that “many, many [evangelicals] are not okay with the direction our society is moving politically… there are a lot of evangelicals who are deeply compassionate and deeply concerned about the way our tradition is coming off today.” Singer himself has gathered prominent evangelical leaders together with Muslim religious and civic leaders to discuss everything from modest fashion, to spirituality in the time of COVID-19, to whether states could shut down houses of worship during a global pandemic (on that last topic, I engaged Johnnie Moore Jr., president of the Congress of Christian Leaders, in a lively conversation). At a March 2020 Neighborly Faith event, J. D. Greear, president of the Southern Baptist Convention, and the Muslim leader Omar Suleiman addressed a live audience of over a thousand college students. Greear dove into how young evangelicals could change their “posture of fear” by talking about his own personal relationships with Muslims. His message on behalf of evangelicals to Muslims: “We love you. We think you belong in this society, and we want to stand beside you to be your friends.”

The Christian speakers and audiences at these events are largely conservative white evangelicals. They come with open hearts and minds and leave with an even bigger sense of openness. Singer sometimes polls his audience and, in each case, finds that the Christians’ attitudes toward Muslims improved. After the Greear event, for example, 76 percent of Christian respondents said their attitude toward Islam was more positive than before, and 83 percent said they were more interested in friendships with Muslims.

So there are real possibilities for fruitful dialogue. I am a part of it, I see it, but I think there is space for so much more. For those who want to keep expanding the opportunities for engagement, how do we know which evangelical Christians might be willing?

Or more precisely: What is it about certain conservative white evangelicals that makes them lean away from Christian nationalism? Age might be part of it: Pew found in 2017 that millennials are more likely than older adults to take liberal positions on a host of issues. Ed Stetzer, the executive director of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College in Illinois, says younger evangelicals are pushing back against the “God and country idea” and “don’t want those things inappropriately mixed.” Russell Moore of the Southern Baptist Convention puts it this way: Young evangelicals “never expected a nominally Christian culture in which being a church member would be the equivalent of being a good American.” Singer works with Gen Z evangelicals and says many of them invest “emotional capital” in their relationships with Muslims.

But Singer and others also warn that official surveys mask an entrenched tribalism among young evangelicals. “People can show up to the Neighborly Faith events and say these are people Jesus wants us to reach out to, but they often also step out and return to their tribe and continue to posture as good members of the tribe.” Pastor Bob Roberts says he’s observed a similar phenomenon and encourages young evangelicals to have “one conversation”—that is, be consistent—when they are with and without their tribe. Political scientist Andrew Lewis, too, says shifting opinions don’t always translate to a desire for policy change, and that survey results reflect “expressive” rather than “mobilizing” attitudes: “This softening doesn’t seem to be changing their partisanship, which is driven by more salient commitments and socialization.”

To help map some of this attitudinal complexity among Christians old and young as well as non-Christian Americans, Whitehead and Perry have created a scale of greater and lesser degrees of Christian nationalism. Based on where Americans fall on this scale, they belong to one of four categories: Rejecters, Resisters, Accommodators, and Ambassadors.

Rejecters do not think of America as a Christian nation and believe that Christianity should not play a role in American politics. Some of them are evangelical. While Rejecters “wholly oppose” Christian nationalism, Resisters “merely resist it.” Resisters distinguish between Christian nationalists and Christian conservatives and have warmer views toward the latter. They think that Christianity is important to American history and culture and that Americans should acknowledge Christianity’s important contributions to, for example, the fight for social justice. Compared to Rejecters, they “signal a bit more indecision” about whether the United States is a Christian nation; while they oppose prayers in public schools, they are open to the display of religious symbols in public. Demographically, there are clear similarities between Rejecters and Resisters in age, gender, and education, but they differ significantly in their degree of religiosity. Much more religious than Rejecters, 80 percent of Resisters believe in God, two thirds are Christian, 18 percent are evangelicals, and 17 percent are political conservatives.

Accommodators are a “mirror image of Resisters.” Resisters are a little indecisive but generally oppose Christian nationalism, whereas Accommodators are also indecisive but lean the other way. They think their version of traditional Christian values is a positive guide for society, but they also believe these values are shared by other world religions. A third of Accommodators are evangelicals, and 44 percent are political conservatives.

As for Ambassadors—those are the Robert Jeffresses of the world. They believe unequivocally that the United States was founded as a Christian nation and that Christianity should guide American policy. Despite copious scholarship arguing otherwise, their view is that most of America’s founders were Christian, that they intended to establish the nation based on Christian principles, and, according to one ambassador Whitehead and Perry interviewed, “ ‘most of the laws were founded off of Christian principles. Just about every law in every state, and most of the federal government’s initial laws were founded off of Christian principles.’ ” America, according to Ambassadors, has a special relationship with God, and its prosperity is commensurate to Americans’ obedience to God, as defined by Christian Scriptures. Ambassadors are 70 percent white, 55 percent evangelical, and 69 percent political conservatives.

The more inclined an American is toward Christian nationalism, the more clearly he or she wants to privilege Christianity in the United States. Whereas Rejecters are focused on making space for atheists and religious minorities, Ambassadors believe that America should favor Christianity over all other religions because, as expressed by one Ambassador, “non-Christian minorities are deceived by Satan, and thus Christians have no obligation to treat their perspective as equally legitimate.”

The flip side of privileging Christianity is the disempowerment of the threatening, non-Christian outsider. And Christian nationalists see Muslims as the most threatening group of all. To fight the Muslim “threat,” they use more than words—they also oppose Muslims’ political freedoms and civil liberties, including religious freedom. As the classic nationalist Ambassador Robert Jeffress captured so well in his book, when Christian nationalists talk about religious freedom, they are talking about protecting Christian interests only.

Whitehead and Perry also offer other insights that can help pinpoint the set of conservative Christians who would be open to transcending the Muslim-Christian divide.

First, regardless of which category of nationalism a person belongs to, religious commitment (defined by how frequently one attends religious services, prays, and reads their sacred scriptures) makes them more open to dialogue. Higher commitment has an independent relationship with more openness. In an interview with Salon, Whitehead notes, “Christian nationalism encourages people generally to think and believe one way,” but “once we take that level of Christian nationalism into account, individual Americans who are more religious will actually be moving in the opposite direction.”

This applies to anti-Muslim sentiment, too: “The way I explain it is that if you could take a carbon copy of me and the only thing you change—increase or decrease—is my Christian nationalism, then I will be more fearful of Muslims as you increase that. But if you took a carbon copy of me, and my level of Christian nationalism stayed the same level, and all you increased or decreased was my religious practice—as you increase my religious practice, I would actually feel less threatened by Muslims. So, these things aren’t one and the same.” (Other studies, like a 2009 analysis conducted by three political scientists at University of Maryland, have also documented the “positive effect of worship attendance” on perceptions of Muslims.)

Second, Christian nationalists and non-Christian nationalists might appear to hold some of the same beliefs, but these groups are fundamentally different from each other because they have different goals in mind. Religious commitment is more about the personal and less about social order and hierarchy than Christian nationalism is; it is about devotion to God, one’s religious community, and a system of moral beliefs, rather than to particular political ideas. For Christian nationalists, “[r]eligious interests rank second, if they rank at all” because Christian nationalism is “rooted in claims about who ‘we’ are as a people and, more importantly, whose preferences should be reflected in ‘our’ cultural symbols and implemented in ‘our’ public policies.” Christian nationalism even influences political attitudes in a way that is “often diametrically opposed to Christian ethics” and uninterested in “instituting explicitly ‘Christ-like’ policies.” Jeffress even said he preferred Donald Trump over someone who “expresses the values of Jesus.”

Even appeals to a “Christian nation” are fundamentally different depending on whether the appeal is to a Christian nation as a religious goal versus a political goal. The first set of people wants to mobilize religious action and influence American society with its pious Christian example. The second set wants to define the parameters of what America is and who true Americans are. That’s Jeffress: “God will curse the nation that sanctions… [a] culture of diversity.”

The distinction between political and religious goals also applies to beliefs about gender roles, divorce, same-sex marriage, and accommodations for transgender people. In a section of their book titled “When Christian Nationalism Looks Like Religious Commitment,” Whitehead and Perry explain that there’s a correlation between higher levels of religious commitment and traditional beliefs, and there’s also a correlation between Christian nationalism and traditional beliefs. But the purpose of the beliefs in each case are different, which is why you can find traditional beliefs in any of the four categories of Americans.

Consider Brian, a conservative Christian who is also a Resister: “I’m working from the basis that homosexuals seeking marriage are not Christians… As a Christian I desire for every person to come to faith in Christ, and that certainly extends to the homosexual community. However, I also try not to allow my desire for them to become Christians to lead me to a place where I think mandates and laws should strip [their] American liberties away.” Similarly, Blake, a “weak” Accommodator, thinks that homosexuality is a sin, but he also believes that society should accommodate gays and lesbians. In contrast, Christian nationalists want to see their beliefs reflected in American public policy. In their view, “[n]ations that enforce ‘wicked laws’ are not only violating what is ‘wholesome and necessary for public good,’ they are inviting God’s judgment.”

The difference between white evangelicals who are more or less nationalistic can also be seen as the difference between an offensive and defensive posture. Ambassadors are on the offensive; they actively seek to exclude others because they imagine America to be theirs only. Religion, for them, is merely a tool to secure these political ends. On the other hand, more open-minded people like Brian and Blake aren’t trying to exclude anyone from American belonging, but they and others like them need America to accommodate their positions, too. (We’ll see in chapter 3 how this sentiment plays out in legal cases.) Andrew Lewis agrees: “These more pluralistic types see that religious life is threatened and want to see religion protected,” he told me. “They are more open to pluralism, because protection, not domination, is the main goal.”

Whitehead echoed the idea: “Rejecters and Resisters may feel besieged… For these groups, they may have actually experienced inequalities and been shut out of equal access to power.” Yale sociologist Philip Gorski said the same: “religious conservatives” worry about “a slippery slope that would eventually strip them of their First Amendment right to religious freedom.” Speaking from the trenches, Johnnie Moore Jr. said he also agrees with the distinction: “The data has to be carefully curated to distinguish between politically active evangelicals,” who advocate for religious liberty among other things, “and those who seek a theocracy.”

So, taking all this together, we see that higher levels of religiosity make a conservative white evangelical more open to Muslims but also more likely to hold traditional religious beliefs about sexuality. Why does religious commitment work this way? According to the famed social psychologist Gordon Allport, “while nativism or racism may be completely foreign to a certain faith system originally, one’s religious identity… becomes co-opted to reinforce ethnic, racial, or national boundaries such that to be one of ‘us’ in a religious sense is also to be one of ‘us’ in an ethnic or national sense.” Christian nationalism is this sort of co-optation of Christianity. But unlike these ethnic or national issues, beliefs about marriage, family, and sexuality are “elemental to religion.” “Thus, to be more committed to religion personally is to be more committed to a certain ‘traditional’ model of family life, sexual behavior, or gender, regardless of one’s views on Christian nationalism.”

That religious commitment works this way is pretty essential to understand. Often, when conservative Christians talk about sexuality from a traditional, religious perspective, many Americans group them with Christian nationalists and dismiss and deride them as “bigots” or “misogynists.” Even though the research shows that religiosity correlates with open-mindedness toward Muslims, nonwhites, and immigrants, the language of “bigotry,” “hate,” and “misogyny” pervades the conversation about conservative Christians who decline to celebrate gay weddings or facilitate abortion. The disconnect suggests that perhaps “bigotry” and “misogyny” aren’t the best way to describe these Christians’ motivations. As I discuss in chapter 3, religious claims about abortion and same-sex marriage are the subject of several legal cases, and the Christians involved in those cases are often deeply religious. For these people, the focus is not on nationalist domination; instead, as Lewis, Whitehead, and Gorski point out, these white evangelicals are more concerned about their own ability to live out their faith.

To make matters even more complex, we have what social scientists call the “false enforcement of unpopular norms.” People who are open-minded express a close-minded position because of perceived social pressure to conform. In turn, they end up further—and falsely—enforcing something they privately disapprove of. So, at least some of the conservatives expressing nationalist positions are likely not themselves nationalists.

The nonprofit More in Common distinguished between “traditional conservatives” and “devoted conservatives” in a way that tracks the differences between conservatives who privilege religion and politics in different ways. In its 2018 report, “Hidden Tribes: A Study of America’s Polarized Landscape,” More in Common grouped Americans into seven “tribes” based on their political attitudes. Traditional conservatives are Americans who tend to be “religious, patriotic, and moralistic”; devoted conservatives are “deeply engaged with politics and hold strident, uncompromising views. They feel that America is embattled, and they perceive themselves as the last defenders of traditional values under threat.” Between the two, traditional conservatives are more religious and more open to dialogue (unlike Christian nationalists), even as they exhibit some of the same reluctance about liberal norms that devoted conservatives do.
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