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      Praise for The Psychology of Christian Nationalism

      “This timely book takes on the dominance of Christian nationalism and the influence of its false moral narrative on larger society (not only on or coming from an isolated group of Christians, nor solely under the influence of Donald Trump). For anyone concerned with building a social justice movement rooted in moral and constitutional values of equality, truth, peace, and abundance for all, Cooper-White’s diagnosis of and prescription for such religious nationalism—rooted in psychology, history, and Christian understandings—is a must-read!”

      —Liz Theoharis, director, Kairos Center for Religions, Rights, and Social Justice, New York, and cochair, Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival

      “This brilliant and courageous book is the best treatment we have of the complex psychological dynamics of the dangerous Christian nationalist movement in America. Without losing sight of the humanity of even the most racist and sexist of our fellow citizens, Pamela Cooper-White has given us a powerful and needed text on just how close we are to losing our democratic experiment.”

      —Cornel West, Union Theological Seminary

      “In The Psychology of Christian Nationalism: Why People Are Drawn In and How to Talk Across the Divide, Pamela Cooper-White turns our attention to one of the greatest tasks facing the United States—how to stop the tide of ‘Christian’ nationalism in this country. Hers is a nuanced analysis of the rise of Christian nationalism and its relationship to white supremacy. Cooper-White’s contribution to these concerns is her adeptness at navigating the psychological, conscious, and unconscious motivations that lead many to identify with sociopolitical groups that, on the face of it, contradict their religious and moral values. A practical theologian to the core, Cooper-White brings a tempered hope while arguing that the way forward is the simultaneous pursuit of justice and love.”

      —Phillis Isabella Sheppard, E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Associate Professor of Religion, Psychology, and Culture, Vanderbilt Divinity School, and director of the James Lawson Institute for the Research and Study of Nonviolent Movements
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        Introduction

      
      On January 6, 2021, a violent mob attacked the US Capitol in a shocking effort to stop the certification of the election of Joe Biden as the next president of the United States. Members of the crowd, many heavily armed and wearing military fatigues, broke through the inadequately guarded barricades, scaled the walls of Congress like commando fighters, and shattered doors and windows to enter the Capitol building. The marauders paraded into the building, destroying property that many Americans revere as sacred symbols of democracy; threatened the lives of members of Congress, their staff members, and journalists; and killed and severely injured members of a poorly equipped and overwhelmed Capitol police force.

      Horrifying video footage shows the extreme violence against a Washington, DC, Metropolitan police officer who was crushed in a doorway.1 One zealous insurgent, Ashli Babbitt, an Air Force veteran, was shot and killed by a guard as she attempted to climb through a broken glass-paneled door into the Capitol where members of Congress were being evacuated.2 Months later, Donald Trump called her “an innocent, wonderful, incredible woman, a military woman” on Fox News, leading to a right-wing upswell of outrage and sympathy for Babbitt as a martyr.3 Three other people died in the mayhem that day, including a Georgia woman who was crushed to death during the rampage, two men who died of a heart attack and a stroke, and a police officer who was beaten and attacked with mace. Thus far, four police officers have ended their own lives since January 6, 2021, due to the trauma of the attack. One hundred fifty were injured.4

      This mob was made up of disparate but equally enraged groups who coalesced around a false belief that Donald Trump had actually won reelection as US president and that the election of Joe Biden, which Congress was about to certify that day, was the result of widespread electoral fraud and manipulation of the “facts” by the liberal media and the machinations of an elite left-wing “deep state.” They were spurred on by a rally near the White House where Trump told the crowd, “We fight like hell and if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.”5 He exhorted the crowd to take matters into their own hands and “stop the steal,” instigating the violent insurrection.

      Vice President Mike Pence and members of Congress pleaded with the president to send in the National Guard, but it was hours before they were deployed. Trump was observed pacing his quarters in the White House, appearing to take pleasure in the rioting as it unfolded. Pence became a special target of the mob after he refused to stop the routine certification of Biden’s election. “Hang Mike Pence!” became a war cry among the insurgents as Secret Service agents hustled him and his family into hiding. Despite Pence’s loyalty throughout Trump’s term in office, the former president did nothing to defend his own vice president.

      Even as investigations continue probing the many causal factors, organizers, and funders of the insurrection, there is no doubt this antidemocratic protest was planned and fueled by Trump and his minions across the country. The mob’s size and fever testify to the impact of conservative social media, such as the right-wing site Parler, and other platforms then or still operating openly or underground.

      Despite warnings received weeks in advance, national security and local police forces did not take nearly adequate precautions. Many commentators concluded that this was because the expected protest crowd would be largely white and was therefore perceived as posing minimal threat. By contrast, massive police presence and violent “crowd-control” measures were unleashed against mostly peaceful participants in earlier Black Lives Matter protests.

      
        The Jericho March

        Deep in the midst of this preplanning and the violence on the day itself was a loose-knit band of religiously motivated individuals who see themselves as devout Christians. Some of the most disturbing images on display among the crowds during the attack on the Capitol were the numerous flags and signs with Jesus Saves in bold letters and other Christian symbols proudly displayed alongside numerous blatantly racist ones. Those included a Confederate flag paraded through the halls of Congress and a noose hanging from a makeshift scaffold on the Capitol grounds. A photo that went viral showed a group of men before a seven- or eight-foot-high cross—one with his forehead pressed against it in apparent fervent prayer. One group among the mob called themselves a Jericho March called by God to bring down the walls of government.

        Most surprising for many of us was Trump’s appeal for millions of Christians whose stated values of honesty, fidelity in marriage, humility, charitable speech about others, and a general spirit of dignity are the exact opposite of all that the former president represents. That appeal goes far beyond certain conservative policies (about abortion, immigration, welfare, etc.) that Trump championed, which are congruent with the convictions of a broad swath of Christianity often called “evangelical.” He tapped into a deep and broad reservoir that has been accumulating for decades, a large pool of Christians who feel they are being persecuted and are called by God to rise up and defend themselves against their enemies. And not only must they regain equal footing with others in society, many believe, but they must dominate and be in control—and all this in the blessed name of Jesus. This growing movement of desperate would-be Christian conquerors is referred to as Christian nationalism.

        These beliefs, and a movement that includes a large segment of the population, will not go away just because there is now a different US president. A large percentage of Republicans—about two-thirds—continue to believe in the myth of widespread fraud in the 2020 election (as do about one-third of all Americans), and “14% of the American public say they will never accept Biden as president, including 3 in 10 (29%) Republicans and Republican-leaners.”6

        Lest we conclude this is a fringe movement involving only a small percentage of American Christians, statistics show that nearly two-thirds of mainline Protestants7—members of the supposedly “liberal” Christian denominations—and two-thirds of all Christians taken together8 agree with many of the sentiments, if not the actions, of the thousands who marched on the Capitol on January 6.

        Many of us have neighbors, friends, and family members who agree at least with the beliefs underlying that violent insurgence. Based on the best research to date, approximately half (52%) of Americans either fully embrace or lean toward the main tenets of Christian nationalism.9 While this percentage decreased slightly between 2007 and 2017, Christian nationalists have become more visible and vocal since Trump’s election in 2016. The 2001 attack on the World Trade Center (9/11) caused an upsurge in nationalistic fervor and a parallel rise in Islamophobia. A rise in anti-immigrant sentiment was stimulated by Trump’s false “birther” accusations against President Obama during the 2008 and 2012 election cycles and subsequent rants against Mexicans as rapists and drug dealers in his own election campaign in 2015.10

      
      
        A Pivotal Moment

        I believe we are at a pivotal moment in the American experiment of democracy and also in the very character of American Christianity. As the research for this book will demonstrate, the very term Christian nationalism really means white nationalism and stands opposed to virtually everything Jesus taught, as embodied in the gospel vision of justice and compassion. Grim prognosticators have spun out scenarios in which the insurrection on January 6 was just the beginning of an attempt to undermine the core of democracy—the will of the people—and have forecast further attempts at a right-wing coup. Christians, both mainline and evangelical, have begun to sound the alarm about the dangers of Christian nationalism and its corrosive effects on Christian faith from within the church. Which way the nation will go depends on the answers to several questions.

        Among those who got caught up in the fervor of the January 6 insurrection, and those who chose to overlook the extremes of the Trump presidency for the sake of particular conservative goals, many may now be asking themselves (at least in private), How do I know whom to believe after all? And many more people, especially those who were not on the side of the insurgents on that day (and were never swayed by the right wing’s allegations of rampant fraud), are asking, How can people—even those we consider to be good people—get caught up in such a web of lies? Moreover, how can Christians who claim to believe in Jesus’s Abba-God of love, mercy, justice, and truth participate in a movement that is founded in lies fueled by white supremacy and masculinism—and even far-fetched conspiracy theories—and remain inured to its fundamental propensity toward violence?

        It is beyond the scope of this book to answer all these questions definitively. But as a pastoral psychotherapist and a historian of psychoanalysis and religion, it is my hope that insights from the study of group psychology might provide some, at least partial answer by illuminating both the conscious and unconscious allure of such mass movements as Christian nationalism and how people can become convinced of false and even delusional beliefs—especially under the influence of a charismatic, high-profile leader. Moreover, by understanding some of these dynamics, how might it be possible (if ever) to talk with people who have gone down the rabbit hole of brainwashing and irrational groupthink? Can dialogue help draw them back out? If so, how? Is it ever possible to “talk sense” into someone who has come to believe dangerous untruths that, if not addressed, can harm us all? Does reasoned argumentation ever convince someone to change extreme views implanted by a magnetic leader of an emotionally driven movement, especially one saturated with religious rhetoric and reinforced daily by the peer pressure of fellow adherents? When—and how and in what context—might dialogue be fruitful, and when does it simply raise the other person’s closely guarded defenses and reinforce polarization?

        As I have taught and written for many years, persons are internally complex and multiple. As humans, we have many conflicting ideas and impulses, both conscious and unconscious, which come to the fore in different contexts and relationships.11 Each of us is comprised of a unique mixture of personal history, sense of identity, personality, emotions, moral impulses, and perceptions of reality. Our attempts to engage in serious efforts to change hearts and minds will therefore also be many and varied, depending on whom we are addressing at any moment, and will always begin with our own efforts to clarify our own values.

        The goal of this book is to understand who comprises the Christian nationalist movement and what they believe, to examine how people get drawn into this movement and the overlapping groups that made up the stew of insurrectionists on January 6 (and before and after), and to offer some recommendations for how to “triage” when it is possible to have a meaningful conversation with Christian nationalist-leaning people (including our own neighbors, friends, and family members), when to go slow, and when not to attempt dialogue but to turn our energy and focus on wider efforts at social justice reform and education.

      
      
        The Chapters

        Chapter 1 lays the groundwork by exploring the following questions: What is Christian nationalism, and where does it fit in the larger picture of both white nationalism and Christian evangelicalism? What are the central tenets of this movement, and who are the Americans who subscribe to Christian nationalist beliefs? In what ways have certain segments of American Christianity become captivated by right-wing extremism and the role of both overt (violent) and covert (in denial, quietly complicit, or cynically expedient) white supremacy, xenophobia, antisemitism, sexism, and heterosexism in bringing disparate hate groups together in the last decade under a banner of “Jesus and Trump”? The best sociological research makes it clear that white supremacy and patriarchy are at the root of Christian nationalism and that white evangelical Christians are disproportionately responsible for perpetuating it—although many other Christians bear significant accountability as well.

        Chapter 2 examines why and how people get hooked by demagogues and conspiracy theories. This chapter will explore the psychology behind people’s vulnerability to being captivated by false teachings (both religious and political) and their personal investment in maintaining these beliefs. The chapter will include both conscious and unconscious motives for following Christian nationalism. Historian Richard Hofstadter’s observations on the paranoid style in American politics12 and the corrosive impact of economic inequality, class resentment, defensive masculinity, and “white rage” as America becomes increasingly multiracial and multicultural will be examined as conscious motivations. Unconscious motivations to be explored include the unconscious pull of group psychology (going back to Sigmund Freud’s prescient analysis of groups in 1921) and parallels between Christian nationalism and cultlike groups and their leaders in their power to make and amplify false claims (including the role of both mainstream and social media).

        Taking all of this into consideration, chapter 3 will directly address the question of how to talk across the extreme religious and political divide that has emerged from these trends in white, right-wing Christian nationalism. Is it even possible, and if so, how? And if not, what to do instead? Relative power and privilege and the importance of context and timing are important considerations. The purpose of this chapter is by no means to create a false “peace” forged by mainstream appeals to “unity,” which effectively deny racism and other forms of oppression, and silence movements for justice and social change. A “triage” approach is recommended to discern when fruitful conversation might be possible and when it should not be attempted. When dialogue is not possible, engagement in education and activism is recommended. When fruitful conversation may be possible, how do we “put a toe in the water?” And when it does seem possible, some recommendations are offered, beginning with relationship building and including some specific approaches to respectful listening and responding that will keep the door open to genuine exchange and (perhaps even) changing minds.

        A brief conclusion at the end of chapter 3 will encourage readers to take the long view, recognizing that the work of bringing people together and drawing people away from toxic Christian nationalist ideas—ever mindful of the necessity of the work of antiracism, immigration reform, interreligious openness, and true gender equality—is multigenerational work. It will take patience, persistence, self-reflection, and a willingness to listen—without either “cancelling” others or sacrificing core principles of justice by simply bypassing difficult conversations.
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        Unholy Alliances

        Christian Nationalism, White Supremacy, and the Pursuit of Power

      
      On January 6, 2021, in Washington, DC, the mob that grew in intensity over the day was really an amalgamation of various groups, their rage stoked just hours earlier by then president Trump’s incendiary words at a rally near the White House. Many took the president’s encouragement to fight (“if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore”1) as the direct order they had been awaiting. Before he even finished his speech, they began pouring along Constitution Avenue and the National Mall toward the Capitol building. Militant right-wing white-supremacist groups—the Proud Boys, the Three Percenters, and the Oath Keepers—mingled with the QAnon conspiracy followers and their bare-chested, fur-and-Viking-horn-clad “Shaman,” Jacob Chansley. The mostly white crowd wore Trump’s signature red MAGA (Make America Great Again) baseball caps and carried signs that read Stop the Steal along with overtly racist symbols, including a makeshift scaffold with a noose (eventually targeted at Vice President Mike Pence for his refusal to stop the certification of the election) and a prominent display of Confederate flags.

      This insurrection was not a spontaneous igniting of outrage among right-wing Trump supporters (much less a “normal tourist visit”2) or a peaceful crowd full of love, as Trump later described it.3 Nor was it a riot inspired by Antifa, as right-wing Republicans later tried to assert.4 The multiple groups that made up the mass of protesters on the National Mall and at the Capitol had organized on mainstream and right-wing social media5 and in local meetings and rallies since even before the 2020 presidential election, when Trump predicted that if he lost, it could only be due to widespread electoral fraud and the machinations of a left-wing elitist “deep state.”6 The insurrection, while it might have picked up additional participants as the day went on, was no impulsive uprising. It had been carefully planned.

      Throughout this motley mob, Christian symbols were ever present on flags that read “Trump Is My President / Jesus Is My Savior”7 and “God, Guns, and Guts Made America—Let’s Keep All Three.”8 There were handwritten signs with quotes from scripture, a cross fastened atop an American flag,9 and most striking of all, an at least eight- or nine-foot wooden cross. In a now viral Getty image,10 one man presses his head to the cross, while another with a bowed head puts his hand on the first man’s shoulder in a posture of fervent prayer. Standing close behind them are a white woman and someone wearing a cap emblazoned with “President Trump.” A blurred figure of another man wearing a green camo cap raises his arms toward the cross with a look of prayerful reverence. The people in this photo were likely members of the self-named Jericho March, a subgroup of Christian nationalists.11 This too was carefully organized in advance. As Emma Green wrote just two days after the event for the Atlantic, the Jericho March was “a gathering of Christians to ‘pray, march, fast, and rally for election integrity.’ After calling on God to ‘save the republic’ during rallies at state capitals and in D.C. over the past two months, the marchers returned to Washington with flourish. On the National Mall, one man waved the flag of Israel above a sign begging passersby to SAY YES TO JESUS. ‘Shout if you love Jesus’ someone yelled, and the crowd cheered. ‘Shout if you love Trump!’ The crowd cheered louder.”12

      Green cites the Jericho March’s website,13 which draws an analogy between the group’s perceived corruption within the US government and the biblical story of corruption in the city of Jericho, brought down by Joshua’s triumphal march around the city’s walls. These marchers, a subset of Christian nationalists in the crowd more generally, imitated Joshua and his priests by blowing shofars14 and decrying “the darkness of election fraud.”15 As Green describes it, “Defiant masses literally broke down the walls of government, some believing they were marching under Jesus’ banner to implement God’s will to keep Trump in the White House.”16 At the sound of a shofar on January 6, one woman sang, “Peace in the name of Jesus. The blood of Jesus covering this place.”17 Once in the Capitol building, one man shouted, “Jesus Christ, we invoke your name!”18 In the Senate chamber, Jacob Chansley sat in the vice president’s chair and prayed at length through a bullhorn, thanking a “divine, omniscient, omnipotent and omnipresent creator God” for “filling this chamber with patriots that love you and that love Christ . . . to exercise our rights, to allow us to send a message to all the tyrants, the communists and the globalists that this is our nation, not theirs.”19

      Throughout the crowd were banners proclaiming “Jesus saves,” and in one photo, a smiling woman holds a large poster showing Warner Sallman’s famous (and blond) “Head of Christ”20 wearing a MAGA hat.21 She stands with three additional protesters, two white women in Trump caps, and a Black man in a MAGA hat with a flag reading “Patriot vs. . . . ybody.” Another woman in the same photo holds a banner with the QAnon slogan “Trust the Plan.” Elsewhere, people were brandishing Christian flags alongside American flags and banners with more insider meanings such as the Israeli flag (signaling the Christian “dispensationalist” belief that the End of Times cannot arrive until the state of Israel is securely established with Jerusalem as the place prepared for Jesus to return to begin his reign);22 a lone pine tree with the motto “An Appeal to Heaven,”23 and the coiled rattlesnake on a yellow field with the motto “Don’t Tread on Me” (adopted from the American Revolution by right-wing activists).24 White supremacists wore T-shirts displaying a red Crusader cross.25 Throughout the Capitol that day, the most deeply irrational and violent impulses of Christian nationalism were on full display, with ample amounts of paranoia, rage, and apocalyptic fervor.

      
        “Colonel on the Call”: An Example from Middle America

        Early the same day, back in central Pennsylvania, a previously little known but highly ambitious state senator and military veteran, Doug Mastriano, and his wife, Rebecca, a Christian lay minister,26 were rounding up “Mastriano’s army”27 to board buses and join the Jericho March as part of the pro-Trump rally in DC, where Mastriano was slated to be a speaker.28 Mastriano, who frequently touts his military service, appears regularly on a right-wing talk radio program called “Colonel on the Call.”

        The January 6 event was posted on Mastriano’s Facebook page, “Doug Mastriano Fighting for Freedom,” and the trip was financed by unused contributions to his state senate campaign.29 This gathering of Mastriano’s faithful was preceded on November 25 by an unofficial “hearing” where Trump’s former attorney and staunch ally Rudy Giuliani was a featured speaker, and Trump himself made a virtual appearance on screen before citizens were invited to “testify” before a nine-member all-white panel of state senators regarding their personal accounts of alleged electoral fraud in Pennsylvania.30 Previously, Mastriano had posed for photo ops on the steps of the Pennsylvania State Capitol with white men in Hawai’ian shirts (the dress code of the Boogaloo Bois militia) and others in military fatigues carrying automatic weapons. He has promoted legislation to mandate teaching the Bible in public schools and allow adoption agencies to reject same-sex couples as parents.31

        Throughout this time period, he continued to rally his faithful most evenings with rambling “fireside chats” on Facebook, in which he promoted his motto (lifted out of context from the Gospel of John), “Walk as Free People.” Citing Covid-19 as a “fake crisis” and protective mandates as governmental overreach and an incursion on personal freedom—with particular animus reserved for Democratic Governor Tom Wolf and his publicly transgender health secretary, Rachel Levine32—Mastriano echoed Trump’s downplaying of the pandemic. He openly encouraged people to refuse to wear masks or abide by other preventive mandates (this in spite of his own Covid-19 infection, detected during a White House visit in November). He claimed to have talked by phone with Trump “at least a dozen times” prior to January 6 and to have his special confidence.33

        Mastriano’s participation in the Capitol riot was met with predictably polarized responses in his home state. Several state legislators, appalled that he had participated in the mass gathering, called for his resignation from office.34 Mastriano shrugged off these demands, saying (in spite of photographs to the contrary), “As soon as I saw that things were getting weird, I left.” And, “When it was apparent that this was no longer a peaceful protest, my wife and I left the area.” But he later stated in an interview that he witnessed the first assaults on the Capitol.35 He has an ardent following of alt-right Republicans in central Pennsylvania and on January 8, 2022, announced his statewide campaign for the 2022 gubernatorial election, claiming that Trump encouraged him to run. He remains defiant and denies revelations about his role in trying to subvert the 2020 presidential election and a call by the US Senate Judiciary Committee to investigate his role in the January 6 insurrection.36

        Mastriano is just one figure among many who fused political ambition with a ceaseless spewing of right-wing rhetoric in the months and weeks leading up to January 6. But he represents a style of Christian nationalist oratory common among such political figures—employing charismatic, cunning, self-styled (pseudo-) historical and theological expertise, and a virtually paranoid populist fearmongering, all laced with a sermonic evangelical fervor.

      
      
        How Pervasive Is Christian Nationalism?

        What exactly is “Christian nationalism”? And where does it fit within the broader picture of Christian faith in America and within the American nationalist movement? What are the core beliefs that characterize it, and what are some of the other overlapping belief systems to which many Christian nationalists also adhere?

        In the most comprehensive research study conducted to date, sociologists of religion Andrew Whitehead and Samuel Perry mined two large-scale statistical studies of social attitudes and beliefs (together comprising over 16,000 respondents).37 They conducted follow-up interviews and site observations to arrive at the following definition: “Simply put, 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.”38 Elaborating in their conclusion, they write that Christian nationalism

        
          paradoxically holds America as sacred in God’s sight while viewing its future as tenuous and bleak. It valorizes conquests in America’s name and blood shed in its defense. It idealizes relations marked by clear (metaphorical or physical) boundaries and hierarchies both in the private and public realms. It baptizes authoritarian rule. It justifies the preservation of order with righteous violence, whether that be carried out by police against deserving (minority) criminals, by border agents against presumptively dangerous (minority) immigrants, or by citizen “good guys” with guns against rampaging “bad guys” with guns. And it glorifies the patriarchal, heterosexual family as not only God’s biblical standard, but the cornerstone of all thriving civilizations.39

        

        These authors created a “Christian nationalism scale”40 to measure respondents’ attitudes toward six statements on a scale of “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”:41

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

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

          	3. “The federal government should enforce strict separation of church and state.” (reverse coded42—i.e., counting percentages who “disagree” rather than “agree.”)

          	4. “The federal government should allow the display of religious symbols in public spaces.”

          	5. “The success of the United States is part of God’s plan.”

          	6. “The federal government should allow prayer in public schools.”

        

        As noted in the introduction, their findings overall were that slightly more than half (52%) of all Americans agree with all or most of these statements. The vast majority of these (88%) are white evangelical Protestants, and among white evangelical Protestants, nearly 80% agree.43 Non-Christians (including Jews, members of other religious traditions, and those with no affiliation) made up three-quarters of those Americans who disagree with Christian nationalist statements.44

        Further breaking Christian nationalist–leaning Americans into two categories named by Whitehead and Perry—the “ambassadors” (those I would call the “True Believers,” who wholly agreed with the six statements) and the “accommodators” (those I would call “soft” Christian nationalists, who leaned toward agreeing with the statements but were unsure or disagreed with some items45)—reveals more about geographical and denominational trends.

        Over half (55%) of “ambassadors”—the True Believers who want to spread Christian nationalist ideas—identify as evangelical Protestants (versus 19% of Catholics, 11% of mainline Protestants, and 10% of Black Protestants). Half live in the South, with one-third living in rural areas.46 Slightly more than half are women, and 70% are white.47 They are the oldest group surveyed (mid-50s on average, a good 10 years older on average than those who disagreed with Christian nationalist ideas).

        Among the “accommodators” or “soft” Christian nationalists, white evangelical Protestants and Roman Catholics take the lead about equally (roughly one-third each), versus about 13% of mainline Protestants and about 9% of Black Church Protestants. Again, women slightly outnumber men. Found mostly in towns and suburbs, this group is slightly more diverse but still significantly white at almost two-thirds.48 Similar to the True Believers, over one-third live in the South, but a large proportion also lives in the Midwest (comprising almost another one-third).

        Regarding the Christian-ness of Christian nationalism, those who wholly endorse Christian nationalist ideas “overwhelmingly believe in God without any doubts at all and hold the Bible in high esteem” (94%, irrespective of actual church attendance [to be discussed further later],49 and more than three-quarters of “soft” Christian nationalists50)—over twice those who mostly resist Christian nationalism, and seven times more than those who reject it entirely.51 Well over two-thirds of Christian nationalists endorse a literalist interpretation of the Bible, versus only about 5% of those who oppose Christian nationalist ideas; 85% believe the Bible to be the inspired word of God (over twice the number of those in opposition).52

        The authors are careful to point out that “evangelicalism” and “white conservative Protestantism” are not synonymous with Christian nationalism. All these statistics can be somewhat confusing. To clarify, these percentages represent the proportions of Americans who agree or disagree with Christian nationalism and the breakdown of those Americans into various demographic and geographical groups. When we flip the analysis to look instead at the percentages of Christian nationalists within each of the faith groups, fully two-thirds of all Christian groups taken together agree with Christian nationalist ideas.53 This includes nearly 80% of evangelical Christians (81% of whom also voted for Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election)54 followed by over two-thirds of Black Protestants (a perhaps surprising figure that will be nuanced later), almost two-thirds of mainline Protestants, and slightly over half of all Catholics.55

      
      
        How Christian Is Christian Nationalism?

        It should be noted that the statistics cited represent survey respondents who self-identify as belonging to certain Christian traditions. But this does not necessarily reflect their theologies or frequencies of formal religious observance. More is at work here than merely religious affiliation. As Whitehead and Perry summarize, “The ‘Christianity’ of Christian nationalism represents something more than religion. . . . It includes assumptions of nativism,56 white supremacy, patriarchy, and heteronormativity, along with divine sanction for authoritarian control and militarism. It is as ethnic and political as it is religious. Understood in this light, Christian nationalism contends that America has been and should always be distinctively ‘Christian’ . . . from top to bottom—in its self-identity, interpretations of its own history, sacred symbols, cherished values, and public policies—and it aims to keep it that way.”57

        In my own perusing of books and articles by prominent pastors identified with Christian nationalism and videos of sermons and patriotic Christian revivals (e.g., on the Trinity Broadcasting Network [TBN]),58 it has become clear that, as Whitehead and Perry also observe, “Christian nationalism is rarely concerned with instituting explicitly ‘Christ-like’ policies, or even policies reflecting New Testament ethics at all.”59

        A central theological belief running through numerous sermons and speeches is that America has fallen away from its original special blessing from God because of its decline into sinful beliefs and ways of living. Perceived contributors to this decline include the hot-button political issues of atheism, “socialism” (interpreted as too-big liberal government that espouses a “welfare state” and overruns individual freedom and self-governance), full and equal authority for women both in the workplace and in the home (including the #MeToo movement against sexual harassment and the fight for abortion rights), and equal rights for LGBTQ persons. Assaults on women’s human rights, cloaked in biblical language, are intended to stave off perceived threats to a “proper” (i.e., heteronormative) gender hierarchy. As historian Kristin Kobes Du Mez writes in her book Jesus and John Wayne, “Today, what it means to be a ‘conservative evangelical’ is as much about culture as it is about theology. . . . The evangelical political resurgence of the 1970s coalesced around a potent mix of ‘family values’ politics, but family values were always intertwined with ideas about sex, power, race, and nation. . . . The reassertion of white patriarchy was central to the new ‘family values’ politics, and by the end of the 1970s, the defense of patriarchal power had emerged as an evangelical distinctive.”60

        While there are many examples of this culture war, one of the most insidious examples—because it is couched so carefully in terms of Christian child-rearing and the sanctity of family—is James Dobson’s decades-long, widespread campaign to maintain and promote the traditional patriarchal family as the core of Christian values. Dobson’s organization Focus on the Family has become the go-to resource for evangelical Christian couples and families, with guidance on “tough love” in marriage, strict parenting, and “God-honoring” sex (always within marriage).61 Its online newspaper, Daily Citizen, is designed to be Christians’ “most trustworthy news source . . . giving you timely and relevant analysis of current events and cultural trends—all from a biblical worldview.” “Daily Citizen features regular stories on the intersection of religion, patriotism, and family life.”62 As part of its cultural arm, the Focus on the Family website also features numerous posts proclaiming a strong “pro-life” stance against abortion.63

        The antiabortion movement received a boost when Donald Trump flip-flopped his own position from “pro-choice” to “pro-life” and appointed the “born-again evangelical Catholic”64 Mike Pence as his vice-presidential running mate. Many decided at that time to back Trump despite his personal immorality, comparing him to the biblical King Cyrus as restorer of the nation’s religious freedom.65 In particular, they recognized that Trump, with Pence’s encouragement, would appoint like-minded justices to the Supreme Court (and many other judges to lower federal courts as well66)—a prediction that proved true during Trump’s administration and is beginning to show its impact as states press the courts to rule on ever more draconian antiabortion legislation.67

        
          Called to Redeem God’s Chosen Nation

          A common belief among Christian nationalists that there has been a woeful decline of America’s standing in the world because of growing degeneracy motivates their urgent call to restore the nation to its original godliness. Convinced that God has withdrawn “His” blessing from America because, like the ancient Israelites, “she” has fallen into profligacy and a violation of God’s laws, Christian nationalists are desperate to redeem the times. Imitating the Old Testament prophets, Christian nationalist preachers exhort the faithful in sermons and song to “take this nation back”—even by force if required.68

          The United States was founded, according to this group, by evangelical Christians—a belief based on a misreading of the more complex history of the framing of the Constitution.69 Dominionism, which gained prominence in the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s, is a belief that, given the growing secularism of America, Christians are commanded by God and the Bible to take over the government of the United States.70 A Christian Manifesto was published in 1981 by Francis Schaeffer, one of the founders of the conservative splinter denomination the Presbyterian Church in America. The book was a best seller among evangelical Christians (with over 65 million copies sold, and read by as many as one in every five Americans71). It strongly influenced subsequent dominionist thinkers, including Tim LaHaye—known best as the author of the Left Behind series.72 LaHaye began his political activism in the John Birch Society73 and later became a founding board member of the Moral Majority74 and cofounder and first president of the more secretive behind-the-scenes right-wing Republican organization the Council for National Policy.75

          Previously, most evangelicals were “postmillennialists,” believing that a 1,000-year reign of Christ would only begin after the apocalypse and that until then, humanity is living in an interim time awaiting this day of salvation. Dominionists, on the other hand, are “premillennialists,” who believe fervently that it is their Christian duty to “take dominion” in order bring about this Second Coming of Christ—essentially by establishing the United States as a Christian theocracy.76 Dominionists do not all agree on specific strategies or theological fine points, but one group in particular, called Christian Reconstructionists, took as their manual a 1973 book by R. J. Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law (claiming status as a direct heir to the reformer John Calvin by alluding to Calvin’s Institutes of Christian Religion). Rushdoony advocated for the establishment of Old Testament Law to guide all aspects of American life—including the execution of a whole range of sinners ranging from blasphemers and heretics to females guilty of “unchastity before marriage” and homosexuals (the favorite target of the Christian right). Adulterers would be publicly stoned.77

          In 1987, the prolific extremist author George Grant, who, like Rushdoony, endorses capital punishment for homosexuality,78 wrote the book The Changing of the Guard: Biblical Principles for Political Action. Grant stated plainly, “It is dominion we are after. Not just a voice . . . Not just influence . . . Not just equal time . . . World conquest. That’s what Christ has commissioned us to accomplish. We must win the world with the power of the Gospel. And we must never settle for anything less. . . . Thus, Christian politics has as its primary intent the conquest of the land—of men, families, institutions, bureaucracies, courts, and governments for the Kingdom of Christ.”79

          Four years later, Pat Robertson, the founder of the Christian Coalition, published the book The New World Order.80 This conspiracy-filled screed echoes much of the early 20th century Protocols of the Elders of Zion—a fraudulent, supposedly ancient document distributed widely by the Nazis that purported to reveal secret plans of Jews to take over the world.81 Robertson’s presidential run in 1988 brought dominionism to the national political stage. American historian Garry Wills wrote of Robertson and his movement, “‘Dominion theologians,’ as they are called, lay great emphasis on Genesis 1:26–27, where God tells Adam to assume dominion over the animate and inanimate world. When man fell, his control over creation was forfeited; but the saved, who are restored by baptism, can claim again the rights given Adam. Thus the true inheritors and custodians of this world are Christians who can ‘name it and claim it’ by divine right.”82

          While this extreme version of Christian theocracy thankfully seems to have declined from its heyday in the 1990s, its premillennialist and theonomic character (i.e., a desire for Christian rules for morality—as dominionists define them—to govern American society) has trickled down into Christian nationalist ideology and is still popular in many white evangelical circles. Katherine Stewart, a journalist who has long studied the religious right in America, reports, “Gary North [an influential Reconstructionist at the time of Reagan’s ascendency] . . . observed that ‘the ideas of the Reconstructionists have penetrated into Protestant circles that for the most part are unaware of the original sources of the theological ideas that are beginning to transform them. Then again, perhaps some of those circles are aware of the sources and their ideas after all. ‘Though we hide their books under the bed, we read them just the same,’ as one person put it.”83

          Several Christian-identified law schools’ curricula are now explicitly designed to produce an ever-increasing cadre of graduates to strengthen the influence of conservative Christian beliefs on the practice of law, the judiciary, and the national government. As one example, “Liberty University School of Law exists to equip future leaders in law with a superior legal education in fidelity to the Christian faith expressed through the Holy Scriptures.”84 The university’s Center for Law and Government has as its mission, “To influence public policy in America and to celebrate and spread conservative ideals.”85 While such schools carefully avoid extremist statements in their public advertising, the influence of Christian dominionism is clearly present in their mission statements and curricula.

        
        
          Fanatical Beliefs and Antidemocratic Rhetoric

          Although it has faded somewhat from public discourse in the last decade or so, the aims of dominionism are not so different from the views of a majority of Christian nationalists today. As sociologist Rebecca Barrett-Fox has observed, by providing the most radical example, dominionism gives Christian nationalists a certain kind of cover.86 It allows more mainstream-appearing conservative Christians the ability to claim that their own views are not extreme but belong to a traditionally conservative, even moderate, position in American political life. The gradual infiltration of premillennialist ideas also helps explain a number of ancillary beliefs and practices that are common among Christian nationalists.

          First, there is the commendation of evangelicals for President Trump’s strong alliance with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and the relocation of the US embassy on May 14, 2018, to the ancient and heavily symbolic city of Jerusalem from the more secular city of Tel Aviv.87 Religion scholar Diana Butler Bass wrote that day that this action not only was a political maneuver but also was throwing a bone to his evangelical Christian base, “reminding them that he, Donald J. Trump, is pressing biblical history forward to its conclusion and that he is God’s man in the unfolding of these last days.”88

          For conservative Christians (including then vice president Mike Pence), the United States’ staunchly maintained support for the nation of Israel has very little to do with a sense of common cause with Jews (antisemitism, in fact, is rife among Christian nationalists89). In fact, “Zionist Christians” expect that Jews will be “left behind” at the time of the Rapture unless they accept the messiahship of Jesus.90 The affinity with Israel is, rather, a combination of patriotic desire for a stronghold against Arab (i.e., Muslim) nations in the Middle East and access to their oil, together with a conviction based on a literalist reading of the Old Testament that the Second Coming of Christ cannot occur until the Jews are restored to their land and the second temple is rebuilt in Jerusalem.91

          A second consequence of this emphasis on an imminent day of reckoning—even as soon as the year 205092 (not coincidentally the date the US Census Bureau first predicted the end of a white majority in the United States!93)—is that the need to address climate change and global warming is essentially moot94 because the planet as we now know it will be consumed in a fiery day of God’s punishment, ushering in a glorious new reign of Christ over a “new heaven and a new earth” (Rev 21:1; Isa 65:17).

          Most ominous for the future of American democracy are dominionists’ and many other Christian nationalists’ convictions that God is uniquely on their side. A secretive Christian right legislative campaign, “Project Blitz,” sponsored by the Congressional Prayer Caucus and other right-wing Christian groups since 2017, has pushed its “model bills” through state legislatures and has an annual “Playbook” for dominionist legislative strategy.95 As the events of January 6, 2021, made evident, some will stop at nothing, including violence, to exert their partisan political will. Subsequent events—including widespread Republican efforts to curtail voting rights and stage ludicrous “election audits” in Arizona and Pennsylvania—confirm the antidemocratic impulses of True Believers, who deeply resist conceding defeats of the candidates or legislative initiatives they fervently support on the grounds of electoral fraud (regardless of the actual evidence of such).

        
        
          Dissenting Evangelicals and Black Church Protestants

          One important caveat is that not all those who agree with just some Christian nationalist sentiments should be painted with the same brush. As noted earlier, Christian nationalism is not synonymous with evangelical Protestantism96 and certainly not with Black Church Protestants or with Christianity as a whole. Regarding self-identified evangelical Christians, although more than three-quarters do agree (wholly or in large part) with Christian nationalist ideas, this means that nearly a quarter do not. This significant minority swims against the tide, often at considerable personal cost.

          Ron Sider, professor emeritus at Palmer Theological Seminary and founder of Evangelicals for Social Action, published an edited volume during the summer before the 2020 presidential election entitled The Spiritual Danger of Donald Trump: 30 Evangelical Christians on Justice, Truth, and Moral Integrity, challenging Christian nationalism and white evangelical support for Trump’s political agenda.97 Shortly after the January 6 insurrection, the Baptist Joint Committee joined together with an ecumenical group of faith leaders to issue a statement entitled “Christians against Christian Nationalism.” The online multidenominational statement, signed by over 2,300 leaders who are theologically both conservative and liberal, begins,

          
            As Christians, our faith teaches us everyone is created in God’s image and commands us to love one another. As Americans, we value our system of government and the good that can be accomplished in our constitutional democracy. Today, we are concerned about a persistent threat to both our religious communities and our democracy—Christian nationalism. Christian nationalism seeks to merge Christian and American identities, distorting both the Christian faith and America’s constitutional democracy. Christian nationalism demands Christianity be privileged by the State and implies that to be a good American, one must be Christian. It often overlaps with and provides cover for white supremacy and racial subjugation. We reject this damaging political ideology and invite our Christian brothers and sisters to join us in opposing this threat to our faith and to our nation.98

          

          The same group has now created a free three-part curriculum, “Responding to Christian Nationalism,”99 for use by churches and small groups who want “to take a deeper dive into the dangers of this ideology.” The curriculum was launched with a webinar entitled “Democracy and Faith under Siege: Responding to Christian Nationalism” in July 2021.100 The National Council of Churches also published a policy statement, “The Dangers of Christian Nationalism in the United States.”101

          Another public statement, “Say ‘No’ to Christian Nationalism: Condemning Christian Nationalism’s Role in the January 6 Insurrection,” was signed by over 1,000 clergy, religious educators, and others, including Jim Wallis, founder of Sojourners; Ron Sider; Jacqui Lewis, senior pastor of Middle Collegiate Church in New York City; and renowned biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann, professor emeritus at Columbia Theological Seminary. Their letter states, “We recognize the damage done by radicalized Christian Nationalism in the world, the church, and in the lives of individuals and communities. . . . We urge faith leaders to engage pastorally with those who support or sympathize with these groups, and make it clear that our churches are not neutral about these matters: we are on the side of democracy, equality for all people, antiracism, and the common good of all people.”102

          Regarding members of the Black Church, one surprising finding from Whitehead and Perry’s research is that over two-thirds of Black Protestants scored positively on some aspects of the Christian nationalist scale (although less than half were wholly in agreement).103 To keep this in perspective, when weighing the relative numbers of white evangelicals and Black Protestants, the Black Church accounts for only a little over 10% of all Christian nationalist supporters.104 Only 13% of all African American respondents (and one-third of all persons of color combined, including Blacks, Asian Americans, Latinx, and others), versus fully two-thirds of whites, support Christian nationalist ideas.105

          Moreover, the meaning Black Protestants make of Christian nationalism stands in stark contrast to the goals of white Christian nationalists. Whitehead and Perry caution, “In some instances being a member of a racial minority group and holding certain Christian nationalist views is associated with having a stronger racial justice orientation, the exact opposite of what we see in white Americans. In this sense it is the intersection of race and Christian nationalism that matters.”106 Du Mez likewise observes, “Although white evangelicals and black Protestants share similar views on a number of theological and moral issues, the black Protestant tradition was suffused with a prophetic theology that clashed with white evangelicals’ Christian nationalism.”107 Nor does agreeing with certain Christian nationalist statements on a large-scale survey mean that African Americans align with conservative white evangelicalism. In Du Mez’s words, “Black Christians have long resisted embracing the evangelical label because it is clear to them that there is more to evangelicalism than straightforward statements of belief. Survey data indicate that on nearly every social and political issue, black Protestants apply their faith in ways that run counter to white evangelicalism. The differences may be rooted not just in experience but in the faith itself; in practice, the seemingly neutral ‘evangelical distinctives’ turn out to be culturally and racially specific. . . . To many black Christians [after the 2016 election], evangelicalism had become a ‘white religious brand.’”108

          Black Christians are also more willing than whites to openly acknowledge the political implications and potential impact of their beliefs. Black clergy and congregations were at the forefront of the civil rights movement in the 1960s and continue to be leaders in fighting for equal rights for people of color and the poor today.109 Rev. Freddy Haynes, pastor of Friendship West, a Black megachurch in Dallas, said to journalist Kamau Bell on CNN, “Honestly, I think it’s kind of fake to say you’re not political because you can’t even go to the bathroom without it being political. So then why not have some kind of influence that is, you know, righteous? For me, it’s like I can’t help but be involved in politics because I’m pushing for justice.”110

          Today, one of the leading prophetic movements for justice is the Poor People’s Campaign (deliberately named to carry on the work of Martin Luther King Jr.’s call for a “revolution of values” in America), co-led by Rev. Dr. William J. Barber II111 and Rev. Dr. Liz Theoharis.112 The group has as its mission to “confront the interlocking evils of systemic racism, poverty, ecological devastation, militarism and the war economy, and the distorted moral narrative of religious nationalism.”113 The campaign has staged nationwide vigils and nonviolent “moral marches,” worked on voting rights and legislative initiatives, testified before the Congressional Budget Committee, released a “Poor People’s Moral Budget,” and disseminated carefully researched public information to dispel myths about poverty and racism.114

          For prophetic evangelicals like Barber, such public critique of the status quo comes with a price. Journalist and Lutheran pastor Angela Denker notes that “Barber’s presence [as a speaker at the 2016 Democratic National Convention] limits his influence within evangelical Christianity. Merely because he is tied to Democratic politicians and causes, many on the right in Evangelicalism refuse to work with him or join forces.”115

          To summarize, then, how Christian is (predominantly white) Christian nationalism? At the end of the day, it is scarcely Christian in any theological or practical sense of the term. It is not primarily characterized not by devotion to the gospel mandates of love, care, and justice as found in the teachings of Jesus but rather by a social and political goal of restoring the United States to a fictional origin as a “Christian nation” and a not-at-all-fictional origin in white, masculinist supremacy. A number of scholars have pointed out that it is right-wing politicians who have gradually hijacked evangelical Christianity, drawing it away from the gospel and substituting an aggressive, patriarchal, and white-supremacist narrative based on a few highly selective passages of scripture emphasizing a wrathful God and a final Day of Judgment. But many conservative Christians, especially evangelicals, also welcomed them in with open arms, recognizing the potential this alliance would have for increasing their power over American government and society.

          Stewart has written, “For too long now America’s Christian nationalist movement has been misunderstood and underestimated. Most Americans continue to see it as a cultural movement centered on a set of social issues such as abortion and same-sex marriage, preoccupied with symbolic conflicts over monuments and prayers. But the religious right has become more focused and powerful even as it is arguably less representative. It is not a social or cultural movement. It is a political movement, and its ultimate goal is power.”116

          Rather than faithful witness to the Christian gospel, predominantly white Christian nationalism is, therefore, a highly and often explicitly political movement that aligns itself with conservative—mostly right-wing and racist—convictions, social attitudes, and legislative objectives. Cloaked in a narrow interpretation of a misrepresented Bible and “Judeo-Christian” tradition (Judeo-Christian itself being a misnomer and an example of viewing Judaism and Jewish scripture exclusively through a Christian lens117), it misuses Christianity rather than being shaped by it.

        
      
      
        The Nationalism in Christian Nationalism

        What is nationalism per se, and how does it differ from patriotism? Patriotism, simply stated, is love for one’s country, while nationalism is the identification of that country with a historically dominant ethnic, cultural, and/or religious group and a fierce loyalty to protecting that national identity.

        Rev. Elizabeth Eaton, presiding bishop of the mainline Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA),118 stated in a panel shortly after the Capitol insurrection that it is “very important to understand we are not condemning being patriotic.”119 Rev. Walter Kim, president of the National Association of Evangelicals, stated, “Certainly I love our country, and as the son of immigrant parents I am deeply grateful for the hope this nation represents. But as a Christian, my highest allegiance is to Christ.”120 Baptist pastor Dean Inserra, a member of the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention and a critic of Donald Trump on social media, told Denker in an interview, “In this linking of nationalism and Christianity, we are forgetting about the message of Jesus. . . . When we do that, we have a gospel distortion. . . . We have to be Christian first. If you are American first, Jesus will be at odds with you. Patriotism is not a fruit of the Spirit. It’s idolatry on the Fourth of July.”121 Russell Moore, former leader of the Southern Baptist Convention’s public policy division (who left the denomination in early 2021, accusing it of ignoring sexual abuse in its ranks),122 said on the same panel noted earlier that he was enraged by the sight of a Jesus Saves sign at the riot, calling it “not only dangerous and unpatriotic but also blasphemous, presenting a picture of the gospel of Jesus Christ that isn’t the gospel and is instead its reverse.”123

        Historian Hans Kohn notes that nationalism is an ideology that emphasizes loyalty to the nation above all other “individual or group interests.”124 For many centuries, as Kohn describes, this was not the case. People gave their loyalty to other entities, such as “the city-state, the feudal fief and its lord, the dynastic state, the religious group, or the sect. The nation-state was nonexistent during the greater part of history, and for a very long time it was not even regarded as an ideal. In the first 15 centuries of the Common Era, the idea was the universal world-state, not loyalty to any separate political entity.”

        Kohn cites the multiregional and multicultural example of the ancient Roman Empire, which was not ethnic in identity but organized under the umbrella of imperial rule. Historians know that religion was often used by emperors as a unifying force to bind individual nations together under their authority, as in the examples of the 1,000-year Roman rule, Constantine’s embrace of Christianity in the 4th century, Charlemagne’s adoption of Christianity in the 9th, and the Habsburgs’ imposition of Catholicism over much of Europe from the 13th to the early 20th century. According to Kohn, it was in the 18th century, propelled by revolutionary movements with their emphasis on individual rights, that nationality came to be entwined with particular “peoples” as opposed to a collection of ethnically diverse subjects living under one imperial rule. Individuals came to define themselves by their ethnic and cultural traditions, language, food, dress, and other distinguishing beliefs and practices; attachment to a particular geography; and religion.

        Nationalism, thus, as opposed to basic affection for one’s native land, became unwavering and uncritical loyalty to a particular ethnic, cultural, and often religious group, identified with the nation as a sacred “homeland” (over and above other groups’ claims to the same geography). In this way, nationalism becomes indistinguishable over time from xenophobia (literally, “fear of the stranger,” “the foreigner,” “the other,” or simply, “fear of the strange”). Yale University sociologist of religion Philip Gorski describes how “Christian nationalism is heavily connected to the idea of blood, both as a sign of ethno-national purity (thus the connection between Christian nationalism, racism, and xenophobia) but also in terms of bloody conquest and sacrifice in war.”125 It means promoting exclusive rights to govern and to enforce conservative white Christians’ values and beliefs over all “others’,” even to the point of violence, both internally (as in relation to other ethnic groups) and externally in the form of limiting the rights of immigrants—even the right of entry to refugees and asylum seekers fleeing persecution under international law.

        Wars have continually broken out in modern times across the globe over territorial and political disputes among feuding ethnic groups and tribes.126 In the United States and much of Europe and the (post-Brexit) United Kingdom, nationalism continues to express itself in xenophobic assertions of white Protestant or Catholic “culture.” The emotional appeal to one’s native land as sacred ground for a particular group of people has been used by nationalist groups throughout the 20th and 21st centuries to stir up isolationism, protectionism, and wars of conquest (as in the case of Hitler and his genocidal appeal to the “true” Germans of the “Heimat” [“homeland”]). The language of “homeland”—as in George W. Bush’s introduction of a new federal agency after 9/11, the Department of Homeland Security—can often be understood as supporting a xenophobic agenda.

        Historically, populist, anti-immigration, and nativist sentiments have also been strongest in rural regions of many nations (as is the case in the United States). At least in part, this is because of a populist distrust of urban, more formally educated, and wealthy “elites” who are seen to be threatening “ordinary people’s” power to define who is a true American—this despite the fact that the vast majority of such “ruling elites” in government and business are also white and Protestant. Here class differences come strongly into play alongside racism—and as Isabel Wilkerson has persuasively argued, race and class in America are closely intertwined.127

        In terms of formal education, the vast majority (83%) of Whitehead and Perry’s “ambassadors”—the fully convinced Christian nationalists—have not graduated from college. Annually, they earn the least among all Americans, with a majority at $50,000 per household or less and many below the poverty line.128 Accommodators, or “soft” Christian nationalists, have somewhat higher rates of formal education (about one-third have college degrees or beyond), but slightly over half still earn only $50,000 or less, with almost a quarter below $20,000—which in most cases also amounts to living in poverty.129

      
      
        Christian Nationalism and White Supremacy Go Hand in Glove

        As Wilkerson describes in her book Caste, one of the animating racist beliefs among poorer whites is their place above African Americans in the social hierarchy,130 sometimes expressed by the saying, “Well, I may be poor, but at least I’m not Black.”131 Given the lower income level of most Christian nationalists, this observation leads directly to the intersection between Christian nationalism and white supremacy. White supremacy and racism are by no means confined to low-income citizens, however. To be clear, I am using the term white supremacy here not only to refer to organized white extremist hate groups often referred to as white supremacists, including by their own self-definition.132 Rather, I adhere to a broader definition that encompasses both conscious and unconscious assumptions ingrained in American society that white people are superior to all other people. This obviously impacts whites and persons of color differently, manifesting as unearned (and often denied) privilege for whites and internalized feelings of lowered self-esteem for persons of color.

        Although “race” is itself a pseudoscientific construct developed in the 19th century in Europe to justify racist categorization of human beings and who gets to “pass,” or be considered white, is somewhat fluid over time, race still functions as a potent social reality, resulting in ongoing systemic oppression of people of color throughout society. It is “a political, economic and cultural system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, conscious and unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of white dominance and non-white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array of institutions and social settings.”133

        In the United States, the main threat to a white Protestant national identity has shifted demographically with waves of immigration over time. Discriminatory and exclusionary attitudes and policies targeted the Irish, southern and eastern Europeans,134 and all non-Protestants (including Catholics,135 Italians,136 Greeks,137 and Jews138) throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, some of which—especially antisemitism139—persist and have increased since the Trump presidency. One of the January 6 insurrectionists was photographed wearing a “Camp Auschwitz” sweatshirt.140 A worldwide fight against communism (which also carried the specter of atheism), from postwar McCarthyism through the Republican presidencies of Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and George Bush Sr. (as well as Democrats John F. Kennedy Jr. and Lyndon B. Johnson!), shaped foreign policy well into the 1980s and beyond, perpetuating Americans’ fear and hatred of Soviets, Chinese, North Koreans, Cubans, and many others in Central and South America, as well as Jews, who historically continued to be linked with socialism and communism throughout the 20th century. Some of the focus of white Christian dread shifted after 9/11 to Islamophobia and the false equation of all Muslims and Arabs with terrorists bent on destroying democracy and the United States and Israel in particular.141 Anti-immigrant fears and anti-Muslim profiling often swept up many Christian Arabs in the same net during the so-called Muslim travel ban established by the Trump administration.

        Underlying the xenophobia directed toward immigrants stand America’s original sins: First was the subjugation and murder of the Native Americans on whose land the United States was first established by invasion, theft, and genocide—both literally and culturally (to “kill the Indian, save the man”).142 As white settlers/invaders moved westward, the term Manifest Destiny was another use of religious rhetoric (and misuse of scripture) to justify territorial conquest of Native American lands. Along with white settlers came the violence of chattel slavery, also justified by biblical references and later, the brutal exploitation of Asian immigrants. These traumatic and ongoing legacies of racial violence continue to this day throughout the United States, undergirded by the still ingrained and prevalent (even if denied) belief in white supremacy.

        Southern Christian nationalists in particular frequently conflate a (defensive) pride in Southern antebellum white “culture” with evangelical Christianity. Nostalgia for the “Old South” and the myth (or even “the Religion”143) of the “Lost Cause” of the Confederacy—promoted by clergy immediately after the end of the Civil War144—remains strong to this day. In the words of historian W. Scott Poole, the Lost Cause was a racist “aesthetic . . . steeped in romanticism and evangelicalism” that “replaced slavery as the cohesive narrative of the south.”145 It also perpetuated a cultural myth of the pure and innocent Southern white woman, coupled with a belief in Black inferiority and propensity for male sexual violence, which obligates white Christian gentlemen to defend the women’s honor—taking the law into their own hands when necessary.

        This Lost Cause mythology undergirded white opposition to Reconstruction146—including the rise of the Ku Klux Klan and the wave of lynchings and cross burnings that terrorized Southern Blacks well into the 20th century (and still haunt people of color to this day). It gave rise to Jim Crow and its traumatic legacy today of mass incarceration147 and police shootings of unarmed Black men. It lives on as a doctrine of racial inferiority that underpins white supremacy and anti-Black violence carried forward—covertly and overtly—by Christian nationalists today. As journalist Clint Smith wrote just months after the January 6 insurrection,

        
          The myth was an attempt to recast the Confederacy as something predicated on family and heritage rather than what it was: a traitorous effort to extend the bondage of millions of Black people. The myth asserts that the Civil War was fought by honorable men protecting their communities, and not about slavery at all. . . . For so many [Confederate sympathizers], history isn’t the story of what actually happened; it is just the story they want to believe. It is not a public story we all share, but an intimate one, passed down like an heirloom. . . . Confederate history is family history, history as eulogy, in which loyalty takes precedence over truth.148

        

        To this day, devotees of the Confederate battle flag literally “whitewash” its meaning by saying it symbolizes Southern “heritage, not hate.”149 Similar arguments are made against removing Confederate statues and monuments as a protest against “erasing history.”150

        Shortly after the deadly 2015 mass shooting at Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, by white supremacist Dylann Roof (who not incidentally drew a figure of a white Jesus in his journal),151 there were numerous calls for the removal of Confederate flags and monuments across the South. In a number of cases, they have succeeded, notably the removal of a statue of Robert E. Lee from the North Carolina State House lawn. The recent removal of the statue of Robert E. Lee in Richmond, Virginia, the former Confederate capitol, was a victory for antiracist activists and an emotional moment for African Americans in that city and beyond.152

        Living part-time for over two decades in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, I have witnessed these arguments firsthand. Following the horrific “Mother Bethel” shooting, the Gettysburg Lutheran Seminary153 announced a policy that it would no longer allow the Confederate battle flag to be displayed, including in Gettysburg battle reenactments on its campus—only in the Seminary Ridge Museum as a historical artifact.154 In the wake of this decision, hate mail poured in against seminary leaders, including a vicious curse in a letter from an irate woman: “If you do this, may your children get sick and die!”155

      
      
        Denominational Resolutions Often Lack Teeth

        In response to overt challenges to their ethos of white supremacy, many Christian denominations have voted for resolutions and public pronouncements that they believe will undo their historic complicity with slavery and quell accusations of continuing racism. As a case example, take the Southern Baptist Convention’s (SBC) 1995 resolution repenting for its own history of racism and acknowledgment of its role in slavery.156 At a gathering for the 150th anniversary of the predominantly white (85%157) denomination’s founding, the resolution passed by a show of hands and received a standing ovation from the 20,000 delegates, called “messengers.”158

        A Black pastor, Gary Frost, elected to second vice president, responded, “On behalf of my black brothers and sisters, we accept your apology, and we extend to you our forgiveness in the name of our Lord and savior, Jesus Christ.” Robert Jones, the founding director of the Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI), describes this resolution as “a piece of contrived cultural theater that seemed to imply that a kind of magical reconciliation had instantaneously occurred.” As Jones puts it, “Enthusiastic applause erupted from the overwhelmingly white delegates. In less than fifteen minutes, 150 years of Southern Baptist white supremacy was seemingly absolved.”159

        The moment received laudatory media attention, but many Black Church leaders were not convinced. Jones cites Rev. Arlee Griffin Jr., pastor of a Brooklyn megachurch, who took a wait-and-see attitude, telling the religion reporter of the New York Times, Gustav Niebuhr, “It is only when one’s request for forgiveness is reflected in a change of attitude and actions that the victim can then believe that the request for forgiveness is authentic.” Griffin, himself a member of the more liberal Progressive National Baptist denomination and its official historian, called for the SBC to put its money where its mouth was by “substantially racially integrat[ing] its leadership, agency staffs, and seminary faculties.” Southern Baptists, he said, “have a long history and legacy to overcome.”160

        Anthea Butler, in her book White Evangelical Racism, notes the SBC’s acknowledgment of its founding during the Civil War as a schismatic church that endorsed slavery on biblical grounds. But reading more deeply, she also critiques the statement for its failure to examine “the theologies that were constructed around slaveholding or the perpetuation of those beliefs in the denomination. It does a great job at apologizing, but it does not address restitution for the structural racism within the denomination.”161

        The Baptists’ focus on individual faith and freedom is reflective of a broader key theme for both Christian nationalists and conservative politicians. Religious freedom has begun to be used as a seemingly patriotic cover for the freedom to discriminate in the name of religion.162 This element of Christian nationalism is undergirded by a selective “originalist” reading of the US Constitution that attempts to discern the founders’ “original” intent. It uses this interpretive lens, for example, to emphasize individuals’ freedom to own guns, to limit the rights of LGBTQ persons, to refuse to receive a Covid-19 vaccine, and in general, to keep white, at least nominally Protestant men in charge of both the nation and the social order. It aligns with political conservatism in that its strategy is to maximize personal rights and states’ rights over the federal government’s role (an echo and a whitewashing of the Confederate agenda during the Civil War). This claim of God-given freedom to justify refusing to wear masks during the Covid-19 pandemic rings hollow, however, in light of recent draconian state laws aimed to abolish abortion and the precedent of Roe v. Wade.

        Sociologists Michael Emerson and Christian Smith have pinpointed that this emphasis on personal freedoms is reinforced by evangelical Christian theology’s focus on individual sin and salvation, personal piety, the importance of the individual’s decision to accept Christ as Lord and Savior, and the ethical focus on proper personal relationships rather than larger systemic or structural issues.163 They write, “Individualism is very American, but the type of individualism and the ferocity with which it is held distinguishes white evangelicals from others. . . . Unlike progressives, for them individuals exist independent of structures and institutions, have freewill, and are individually accountable for their own actions. . . . The roots of this individualist tradition run deep, dating back to shortly after the sixteenth-century Reformation, extending to much of the Free Church tradition, flowering in America’s frontier awakenings and revivals, and maturing in spiritual pietism and anti-Social Gospel fundamentalism.”164

        Jones further notes that a theology of individual responsibility for salvation by accepting Jesus as Lord and Savior and an emphasis on personal racial reconciliation rather than societal justice have allowed generations of white evangelical Christians—especially as led by the SBC—to evade responsibility for institutional and systemic racism (and other social injustices in general).165 This emphasis on individual sin and confession conforms well with political conservatism, including right-wing extremism, in that it reserves these individual rights primarily for white men of at least moderate economic status and is threatened by liberal-to-progressive calls for empowerment and equal rights for the poor, women, LGBTQ persons, and all people of color.

        Anthea Butler amplifies, “Sin for evangelicals is always personal, not corporate, and God is always available to forgive deserving individuals, especially, it seems, if the sinner is a white man. The sin of racism, too, can be swept away with an event or a confession. Rarely do evangelicals admit to a need for restitution.”166

        The SBC attempted to update its initial pronouncement on racism at subsequent conventions. Nevertheless, the evangelical focus on individual sin—and wariness to acknowledge systemic racism—persists in more recent official statements. Although in 2012 Rev. Fred Luter was elected first Black president of the SBC (whether as a genuine gesture of diversity or a token move), there has been little change in the tone of SBC declarations. Efforts to introduce tougher resolutions in 2017 (which explicitly decried “nationalism”) and 2019 (which held up critical race theory [CRT] as worthy of exploration) were suppressed by SBC authorities. The most conservative wing of the SBC denounced CRT as contradicting the primacy of scripture as the “first, last, and sufficient authority with regard to how the Church seeks to redress social ills.”167

        The 2019 Convention erupted into controversy, and the resulting resolution was “refined” by a resolutions committee made up of “very conservative men and women . . . who made all kinds of qualifications in their address of CRT . . . not embracing CRT but simply carving out a safe lane for someone—not in the pulpit, not in the elementary school or high school, but in the safety of a college or similar classroom—to help build cultural competencies in future pastors and church leaders that there are some things that can be systemic racism.”168 It passed, mainly by incorporating both opposing points of view in an almost line-by-line oscillation. Its original author, Pastor Stephen Feinstein, told a Religious News Service reporter that he regretted having proposed it at all, given the ensuing conflict that erupted.169 The resolution does not define CRT or note its origins in legal scholarship (just as many of its most vocal opponents cannot do so either). It merely notes, almost as an aside, that “evangelical scholars who affirm the authority and sufficiency of Scripture have employed selective insights from critical race theory and intersectionality to understand multifaceted social dynamics.”170

        Despite its insipid doublespeak, just that much of a nod toward CRT elicited loud disapproval. In the following year, the council of the six Southern Baptist seminary presidents issued a full-throated dissent, declaring that while they condemn “racism in any form . . . affirmation of Critical Race Theory, Intersectionality, and any version of Critical Theory is incompatible with the Baptist Faith and Message.”171 The statement was initiated by Al Mohler,172 who years earlier led a fight to restore the most conservative stance of the SBC (including rescinding the ordination of women to the ministry).173 Pointing to the “2000 Baptist Faith and Message” document as their guide, the presidents continued with a statement that CRT and intersectionality are “antithetical to the Bible and the only Gospel that can save.”174

        Four Black pastors immediately and publicly announced their departure from the Southern Baptist Convention, raising questions for many African Americans within the SBC about whether they could continue in the denomination.175 Pastor Seth Martin of Minneapolis was outraged that the SBC should have even had this debate so soon after the murder of George Floyd (two blocks from where he himself lives) and in the face of the resulting racial protest movement.176 Rev. William Dwight McKissic, author of the original, much stronger 2017 resolution draft, said that while he was still considering whether to leave, “the reaction has been like a bomb exploded.”177

        The SBC had gained significant numbers of Black member churches in the past two decades—a 43% increase by their own reckoning—although the vast majority of African American Christians belong to historically Black churches.178 Some Black pastors who had joined the SBC to take advantage of its financial resources, including pension funds and missionary support, are now reconsidering their affiliation. The denomination’s response to confronting racism, tepid at best and overtly racist at worst, is threatening to erode that gain in membership as a matter of integrity for Black members and for many white members—especially younger ones179—as well. The SBC’s membership peaked in 2006 (16.3 million) and as of May 2021 had declined by 2.3 million—although the denomination also gained 588 congregations.180 It remains the largest Protestant denomination in the United States today.

        Further wrangling at the 2021 SBC convention produced yet another resolution, which in essence rolled back the stance of the SBC on racism to its tepid apology in 1995 and renounced critical race theory altogether, stating, “We reject any theory or worldview that finds the ultimate identity of human beings in ethnicity or in any other group dynamic, and . . . we reject any theory or worldview that sees the primary problem of humanity as anything other than sin against God and the ultimate solution as anything other than redemption found in Jesus Christ, and . . . we, therefore reject any theory or worldview that denies that racism, oppression, or discrimination is rooted, ultimately, in anything other than sin.”181

        This Baptist walk-back fits a pattern Jones has called “the white Christian shuffle—a subtle two-steps-forward-one-step-back pattern of lamenting past sins in great detail, even admitting that they have had pernicious effects, but then ultimately denying that their legacy requires reparative or costly actions in the present.”182 The protracted negotiating and hand-wringing that produced both the SBC’s 2019 and 2021 resolutions on critical race theory perfectly fit his description of this “sophisticated rhetorical strategy that emphasizes lament and apology, expects absolution and reconciliation, but gives scant attention to questions of justice, repair, or accountability.”183 Any effort to confront racism as something structural and embedded in church and society—rather than a matter of individual sin—was effectively quashed.

        None of this description of the SBC’s conflicts should be taken to let other predominantly white denominations, including the more liberal mainline denominations, off the hook. Other conservative churches also fell in line with the alt-right, from the 1980s and beyond. All majority white churches must confront racism and their own racist histories and practices, both internally and through advocacy in the wider society. Predominantly white denominations need to move beyond anodyne resolutions to meaningful action in the public arena. And as Jones has observed, the more liberal, even progressive attitudes and resolutions voted by mainline Christian leadership are not necessarily “an accurate barometer of the influence of white supremacy among white Christians sitting in the pews.”184 But to the extent that the SBC, as the largest white Christian evangelical denomination in the United States, is a bellwether of conservative Christians’ failure to confront racism in any meaningful way, it is clear that evangelical Christianity still has a long way to go—and right-wing forces still wield considerable power in tamping down more justice-oriented initiatives from within.

      
      
        Conclusion: Christian Nationalism, White Supremacy, and Power Politics

        Whitehead and Perry found in their study that “far and away the strongest predictor of Christian nationalism is identifying oneself with political conservatism,” with the next three predictors being variations on being “Bible-believing.”185 Summing up the political power agenda that underlies the Christian nationalist movement, they write, “Christian nationalism is significant because calls to ‘take America back for God’ are not primarily about mobilizing the faithful toward religious ends. Some social scientists have argued that when evangelicals appeal to the religious heritage of the United States or work toward privileging Christianity in the public sphere they are focused on encouraging greater religious devotion. We disagree. They are instead seeking to retain or gain power in the public sphere—whether political, social, or religious. Christian nationalism, is therefore, ultimately about privilege.”186 Citing Gorski, they declare Christian nationalism to be “a political idolatry dressed up as religious orthodoxy.”187

        If roughly one-half of all Americans, two-thirds of all Christian Americans, and nearly 80% of evangelical Christians align at least in part with the beliefs associated most strongly with Christian nationalism, then it is not surprising that right-wing conservative views have gained such traction among white Christians and among white evangelical Christians in particular, especially in the regions where Christian nationalists are most prominent—the South and, to a lesser extent, the Midwest.

        As historians and journalists have pointed out, this trend did not just emerge as a backlash to the election of the first Black president, Barack Obama, although Donald Trump, in his rise as a provocative national figure (riding on the wave of popularity of his TV show The Apprentice), had already planted the false “birther” suspicion that Obama was not an American citizen. As a candidate in 2015 and eventually as sitting president, Trump’s rhetoric, with his overt racist comments and more covert “dog whistles” aimed at his alt-right base, gave permission to his followers to let festering hate speech back out into the open. Charles Yu, author of Interior Chinatown,188 describes the situation as follows:

        
          Trump did not initiate the fiction in which so many Americans have been living these past four years. He inherited the script. But Trump . . . rebooted the series, freshening it up for the social-media age. In doing so, he gave the narrative a new reach. Trump was both a co-writer and the main character, mouthpiece and vessel, at times the generator of the story, at other times the perfect avatar for enacting his audience’s fantasies. In the process, Trump has conjured what all worldbuilders desire: audience participation. At some crucial tipping point, the best fictional worlds become collaborative acts. By way of collective effort and belief, a fantasy achieves a kind of mental sovereignty . . . a universe that people never have to leave, one they prefer to reality.189

        

        There had been a steady creep of hate and divisiveness for decades before Trump exploited and gained benefit from the rise in numbers of right-wing Christian nationalists. The ground had been prepared by waves of nationalism going back to the 1970s, fertilized under Ronald Reagan’s feel-good Americanism and that vision of the “shining city on a hill.” It has been cultivated by extreme right-wing political operatives ever since.190 The shock of the 9/11 attacks did not cause but became the excuse for more overt expressions of hate, officially sanctioned torture, and ongoing violations of civil rights (such as the continued imprisonment of 39 suspected Muslim terrorists at Guantánamo without trial as of this writing191).

        As noted earlier, the US Census Bureau predicted in 2004 that by the year 2050, the United States would no longer be majority white, and in 2008, they revised this estimate downward to the year 2042.192 This demographic shift is deeply threatening to 21st-century nationalists, for whom it represents not only a possible leveling of economic status and governing power but an assault on their own “American way of life,” which is equated with white Protestant values, norms, and cultural traditions.

        At times, this is couched in the seemingly gentler terms of “family values” rather than admitting to the racism of white Christianity directly. But as Du Mez writes, even though “evangelical opposition to government-mandated racial integration predated anti-abortion activism by several years,”193 the language of family values is often simply a cover for white supremacy: “For evangelicals, family values politics were deeply intertwined with racial politics, and both were connected to evangelicals’ understanding of the nation and its role on the global stage.”194

        As John McCain’s vice-presidential running mate, Sarah Palin, put it most blatantly in an October 2008 speech attacking Obama: “I’m afraid if he wins, the Blacks will take over. He’s not a Christian! This is a Christian nation!”195 Although they lost the election to Barack Obama and Joe Biden, McCain and Palin won 74% of the white evangelical vote in 2008.196 Anthea Butler’s words should awaken us all: “Why have evangelicals and their leadership made choices over and over again to embrace racism? Because it is what has allowed them to attain and hold political power. . . . Evangelicals hold old resentments about being shut out of the power-broker positions mainline Protestants traditionally held in America. . . . What evangelicals did have was whiteness, and whiteness eventually gave them power, social and political.”197

        Butler documents the backlash from Christian evangelicals after 9/11 intensified by the Democrats’ choice of Barack Obama as the first Black presidential candidate. Sarah Palin embodied the rise of a new, explicitly racist, populist Christian nationalism. Butler quotes Palin’s rant in an October 2008 campaign speech: “[Barack Obama] is not a man who sees America as you and I see it. We see an America of exceptionalism.” Butler continues, “The response was electric. . . . Her reference to Obama not seeing America as ‘you and I do’ tapped into a deep well of nationalistic racial pride. . . . Palin began to make a populist racialized turn—one that brought out the pitchforks.”198

        Evangelical Christians piled on, further encouraged by the appearance of the Tea Party on the political scene with its agenda of cutting social safety nets and its rhetoric of “real Americans and patriots,”199 alongside the continuing popularity of James Dobson’s conservative pseudopsychological parenting advice through Focus on the Family and his Family Research Council and, perhaps above all, the rise of Fox News in the cable TV arena with its lead conspiracy theorist Glenn Beck.200 Butler summarizes, “Both Palin and Beck, in their roles as America’s evangelists of the right, promoted a pseudo-religion of guns, God, and flag that closely resembled dominionism.”201 The movement they and other such prophets of the right pursued during Obama’s two terms as president was mirrored by an obstructionist right-wing Republican agenda in Congress. It fueled the wave of pent-up right-wing backlash that swept Donald Trump into the White House in 2016, supported heavily by white evangelical Christians and the Christian nationalism that had become such a dominant feature of the conservative Christian landscape.

        Donald Trump’s seemingly irrational and unshakable sway over Christian nationalists is completely understandable when his slogan “Make America Great Again” is heard by a large swath of Americans as “Make America White Again.”

      
    
  
    
      
        2

        Why Are People Drawn In by Extremist Beliefs?

        Conscious Needs and Unconscious Lures

      
      In chapter 1, we began with the observation that on January 6, 2021, there was a mob made up of various groups, all hypnotized to some degree by the charismatic power of Donald Trump and his repeated claims not only that the 2020 presidential election was a sham but that true patriots needed to fight to win back the country. We cannot draw a perfect Venn diagram of how all these movements intersect with one another or know the exact proportion of Christian nationalists within the Capitol mob on that day. But by examining what motivates Christian nationalists to believe as they do, it may become clearer how they overlap with, and may even join together with, other right-wing and white-supremacist groups and at times, as seen on January 6, become indistinguishable from them.

      Up to this point, we have looked at sociological research and public surveys to understand the scope and place of Christian nationalism in the American population overall and what Christian nationalists believe. Large-scale surveys count and compare people’s attitudes. The data collected, especially when the surveys reach a large and comprehensive enough “sample” of respondents, can tell us a lot about what people are thinking, who and how many share certain attitudes versus others, and trends in public opinion over time and across various demographic, religious, and political groups.

      Such statistical studies can tell us quite a lot in and of themselves. By ranking people’s agreement with statements representing political, social, and religious views, social scientists are able to quantify and even predict how many individuals fall into certain groups. They can then even reveal how responses to some sets of questions predict alignment of attitudes between groups. In chapter 1, drawing from sociologists’ research, we saw strong correspondences between white evangelical Christianity, conservative (even right-wing) nationalism, patriarchal “family values,” and above all, white supremacy.

      As I have often told my students, this type of statistical research is very good at telling the who and the what of a given social issue—demographics, attitudes, behaviors, and the correlations among them. But a different kind of research is needed to explore how and why people believe and act as they do. For this reason, social scientists today also frequently use “qualitative” as well as “quantitative” (statistical) methods. Qualitative researchers employ processes such as interviewing, convening focus groups, and attending various organizational gatherings and events as “participant observers.”1 The goal is to listen to individuals share in their own words why they believe as they do, what they think they should do as a result of their beliefs, and the contexts in which they have formed their opinions.

      Quantitative research measures the attitudes and opinions people hold and to what degree; qualitative research seeks to uncover the personal meanings behind these beliefs, within the contexts of people’s lives. Quantitative data consists of numbers that represent how much and how many there are of whatever is being studied. Qualitative research depends on oral and written narratives, often elicited more relationally through conversation and dialogue2 or open-ended “essay” questions on surveys. Allowing participants to put their thoughts in their own words rather than conducting an interview with pre-set questions, and going back to participants a second or even third time to clarify responses or get further feedback on what other respondents have shared, are ways that go beyond statistics to better understand empathically—to the degree possible—the participants’ beliefs and feelings from their own points of view.

      Careful social research today thus very often incorporates both statistical and narrative methods (sometimes called “mixed methods” research) to understand more deeply the who, what, when, how, and why of a given social reality. Whereas chapter 1 focused on the who, what, and when of Christian nationalism, drawing from the research of others, as well as my own experience, this chapter explores those deeper questions of the how and why. We understand from multiple sources that Christian nationalists are more nationalist than Christian and that slightly over half of all Americans agree wholly or in part with their convictions. Christian evangelicalism has come to exist in a symbiotic relationship with right-wing political operatives. Both sides of this unholy alliance promote white supremacy, patriarchy, and a conservative theonomy that serves their interests. They are united around common targets: critical race theory, feminism, LGBTQ rights, communism, Islam, and more open immigration policies (even to the extent of opposing asylum for persecuted refugees).

      Their goals are big. It is not a stretch to understand that, from different starting points, they really seek nothing less than world domination (“winning the world for Christianity”—as they define it—and maintaining the role of a Christian United States as the world’s number-one economic and military superpower). These are the stated aims of the leadership of both Christian nationalists and right-wing politicians, promulgated under a triple banner of personal salvation, individual freedom/rights, and what they perceive to be American-style democracy.

      But what motivates the rank and file, ordinary citizens, to join this movement? What are the more personal, emotional factors that draw so many mainstream Christians into the apocalyptic fervor of Christian nationalism? In this chapter, we will first examine the feelings that Christian nationalists themselves express and then explore even deeper dynamics underlying what draws people to extreme social movements—particularly the magnetic pull of charismatic leaders and the unconscious needs they appear to fulfill in their followers.

      
        Conscious Motivations

        There are many conscious or at least close-to-the-surface feelings that people can describe about themselves—sometimes quite publicly—to explain why they adhere to Christian nationalist ideas. Prominent among these feelings, which are mutually conducive and mutually reinforcing, are

        
          	• evangelization and the need for belonging and a sense of purpose;

          	• fear of loss of white social status, resentment, and a desire for power;

          	• fear of loss of patriarchal authority; and

          	• the irrational allure of conspiracy theories.

        

        
          The Need for Belonging and Purpose: Surround-Sound Evangelization

          The need for belonging is a deep-seated human desire and certainly not unique to Christian nationalists as a group. Nevertheless, it is one of the motivating factors underlying people’s attraction to Christian nationalism as a movement. In addition to providing this social connection, which is a basic human need, the movement combines two features that can initially draw people in and then hold them tight: first, a strong sense of spiritual purpose and, second, a means of acting on that sense of purpose by engaging in a battle—even a cosmic battle between good and evil.

          In her careful analysis of the rise of Christian nationalism, journalist Michelle Goldberg links this directly to the need so-called megachurches (generally, nondenominational 2,000+ member congregations with an informal, nonliturgical worship format) fulfill for many people. While less than 3% of American churches have over 1,000 members (and less than 0.5% have over 2,000—the standard definition of a “megachurch”), almost a quarter of American Christians belong to churches of 1,000 or more.3 And nearly three-quarters of US megachurches are growing in attendance today. Although since 2005, megachurches have become slightly more multiracial4 and more diverse politically (about two-thirds of these churches’ leaders say there are political differences, and almost as many now avoid discussing politics as a result5), a 2019 study shows that churches of 1,000+ members were about nine times more likely to be theologically conservative than liberal and one-third again more likely to be conservative than “right in the middle” theologically.6 In the same study, the small sample of 1,000+ member churches were seven times more likely to be politically conservative than liberal, and were also about as likely to self-identify as “right in the middle.” Not unlike the demographics described in chapter 1, these large churches are twice as likely to be located in the South, together with Mountain and Pacific regions, than in the Northeast or northern Midwest.7

          Historically, the influence of the megachurches has been outsized in terms of fostering Christian nationalism, and while there may be more political diversity today, Goldberg’s description is still relevant and points to the way in which the human need for belonging can be exploited for political aims: “The rootlessness and disconnection of the exurbs is a large part of what makes the spread of Christian nationalism’s fictitious reality possible, because there is very little to conflict with it. If the only public forums are the mall and the megachurch, then the range of views to which most people are likely to be exposed are very small. Those who want other perspectives can easily find them, but reality doesn’t intrude on the movement’s lies unless it’s actively sought out.”8 Regarding Christian nationalism, journalist Katherine Stewart also observes,

          
            The rank and file come to the movement with a variety of concerns, including questions about life’s deeper meaning, a love and appreciation of God and Scripture, ethnic and family solidarity, the hope of community and friendship, and a desire to mark life’s most significant passages or express feelings of joy or sorrow. They also come with a longing for certainty in an uncertain world. Against a backdrop of escalating economic inequality, industrialization, rapid technological change, and climate instability, many people, on all points of the economic spectrum, feel that the world has entered a state of disorder. The movement gives them confidence, an identity, and the feeling that their position in the world is safe. Yet the price of certainty is often surrendering one’s political will to those who claim to offer refuge from the tempest of modern life.9

          

          From my own observations, most people who become supporters of Christian nationalism do not begin as right-wing political activists first (although political leaders may cynically exploit Christian nationalists for their own white nationalist power campaigns). On the contrary, Christian nationalists start out as Christian first. Especially in the evangelical church realm, they are drawn into community by highly motivated evangelists who use such activities as food pantries to engage people in conversation, turn the conversation toward the ways in which people are hurting, and then in a confiding, personal statement, share how coming to faith transformed their own lives. An invitation follows to come and see what the church is all about: “No pressure, just come and check us out.” And many people do.

          Leaders who aspired to create megachurches in the 1980s and ’90s realized that the next step after getting people in the door was to offer high-octane worship geared toward “seekers.” Many smaller, often struggling churches, both evangelical and mainline Protestant, also began to learn from and emulate their approach. Once in the door, people might find themselves “love bombed” by enthusiastic welcomers or emotionally captivated by the highly professional, theatrical quality of the worship production itself. (More will be said later about megachurches’ emotionally engulfing style of worship.) Surrounded by others with closed eyes and uplifted arms, it is difficult for a newcomer to resist the pull of communal ecstasy and to avoid feeling like part of something much bigger than oneself—something overpowering, warm, and wonderful.

          Experts on evangelism also recognize the importance of forming personal relationships as soon as possible. Follow-up phone calls—especially by lay members, not by clergy—plant seeds of friendship and a sense of personal welcome. A 2016 Pew Research Center study determined that having friends or family in the congregation is a key factor in becoming and remaining a member for 45% of older adults and 62% of millennials.10 This is accomplished by enrolling them into one or a myriad of small groups—many of which have the flavor of self-help groups. Other small groups focus on Bible study or on some form of “discipleship” (i.e., a ministry in the community). Many groups incorporate some combination of all three of these elements.11 Small-group participation, with its carefully chosen Bible studies and informational curricula, becomes the next step into an inner circle of like-minded friends and is the glue that will keep them coming. In this way, visiting “seekers” become inside “believers.”

          “Bringing others to salvation” is the preeminent value within evangelical Christianity,12 in response to Jesus’s command, “Go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation” (Mark 16:15). Evangelization is reinforced by Jesus’s commissioning to his followers at the end of the Gospel of Matthew: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you” (Matt 28:19–20a).

          While evangelism (which means spreading the “good news” or euangelion—“gospel” in English) is considered a firm directive within all Christian denominations (even if it causes many liberal mainline Christians to squirm13), it is front and center among evangelicals. Converting non-Christians is imperative to save their souls from hell or damnation—especially urgent when combined with a belief in an imminent Day of Judgment. The passage in Matthew 28 itself ends with an apocalyptic reference: “And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matt 28:20b; emphasis added).

          Historically, this commandment was of little concern to the first white “settlers” in America, all of whom were Christian. Their primary concern was which branch of transplanted European Christianity would dominate in each region or colony and how much religious tolerance would be allowed, eventually giving rise to American denominationalism.14 But by the early 19th century, the two Great Awakenings had taken evangelization to new heights.15 Evangelists believed that being a Christian was not just subscribing nominally and socially to the religion of one’s birth but making a conscious decision to invite Jesus into one’s heart and to feel a resulting emotional and moral transformation and the promise of personal eternal life—to be saved.

          This was a new breed of American Christian with a fervor to evangelize. The preachers were passionate and inspired emotional responses in their hearers. Men shouted and women swooned. Revivalism and Pentecostal experiences—such as being slain in the spirit, speaking in tongues, and even snake handling in some remote mountain communities—created a divide with more staid Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Lutherans, and Episcopalians with their attachment to scripture, tradition, and reason. Traditional or “mainline” Christians looked on these revivalist practices with disdain if not horror, while hotly burning evangelists wanted to save their tepid souls from the fires of hell—often with the zeal of the newly converted.

          In the 20th century, revivals grew in popularity again, in tune with various political trends. American revivalism was influenced by international movements and blossomed especially in reaction to the perceived ungodliness of the social upheavals of the 1960s. While crusades and large rallies like those made famous by Billy Graham continue in some places, today’s evangelists have become increasingly sophisticated with their use of social media and online educational platforms. Evangelical seminaries were early adopters of online learning. There was less hand-wringing about “incarnational presence” and what might be lost in face-to-face education in many evangelical schools, which makes a certain kind of sense—if one must receive information about the faith to make a personal decision for Christ, then “informational technology” is a perfect tool for disseminating it.

          Alongside extravagant worship and intense small-group fellowship, among evangelicals, there is also all the “merch.” LifeWay and other Christian stores and online outlets do a brisk business in book sales (both nonfiction and romance novels), videos and movies, “Christian music,” and online media—even clothing and home decor.16 As historian Kristin Kobes Du Mez points out, the merchandise creates an all-embracing white patriarchal culture.17 Devotional and nonfiction books tend to present a conservative Christian viewpoint using teacherly rhetorical appeals to logic, biblical scholarship, and factual or factual-sounding knowledge. Evangelicals promote their own versions of the Bible in order to ensure followers are exposed to the “true word of God.”

          There is the American Patriot’s Bible: The Word of God and the Shaping of America (New King James Version), published in 2009 by the well-known Bible publisher Nelson and advertised as “the one Bible that shows how ‘a light from above’ shaped our nation.”18 Zondervan Publishing, which owns the rights to the New International Version of the Bible, was set to release a new God Bless America Bible that would also include the US Constitution, the Bill of Rights, the Declaration of Independence, and the Pledge of Allegiance, as well as the lyrics to Lee Greenwood’s song “God Bless the USA,” just in time for the 20th anniversary of 9/11 in September 2021. But after receiving petitions opposing its publication, the parent company HarperCollins withdrew the Bible from its list.19

          Today, televangelists and live revivalists employ expensive production techniques, with sophisticated light and projection technology and fervently emotional singers. Productions geared toward an older generation (Christian nationalists’ core supporters) typically feature praise music performed by (mostly blond) women in sparkly dresses and dramatic makeup and stout, middle-aged men in suit jackets and ties, along with some sedate (i.e., whitened) renditions of Black gospel music performed by their one Black male or female vocalist. This ensemble is completed by a late-night-talk-show- or Lawrence Welk–style backup band (mostly white and middle-aged). Productions for a younger generation (perhaps in their 30s and 40s) feature younger, sexier-looking men in tight jeans and short-sleeved button-down “muscle fit” shirts and women in casual-chic clothes and (again) dramatic makeup who sing accompanied by folk and rock bands amplified by the baddest, loudest speaker systems imaginable.20 At the center of it all, regardless of the targeted audience’s generation, preachers pace the stage, modulating their voices from confidential whispers to impassioned yelling. They repeat simple appeals to come to Jesus, interlaced with idiosyncratic interpretations of biblical passages, exhortation to conservative moral values, and populist political provocation.

          By the 1980s,21 revival-style worship could be consumed any Sunday morning (and many Saturdays) in megachurches around the country. Promoted by the so-called church growth movement, it had trickled into some smaller evangelical and even mainline churches as well. Praise bands and large projection screens are to be found in congregations of most denominations throughout the land. For children, there are Dobson-approved Sunday school curricula with carefully produced media resources, summer vacation Bible schools, and the ever-popular and engaging VeggieTales videos (many authored by none other than the extremist Eric Metaxas22) for home viewing—with all their charming silliness.

          All of this works psychologically to provide spiritual thrills that, with enough repetition, create a vibrant sense of community, a feeling of belonging to something special that transcends everyday life. The extent to which the people in the pews are actually inspired to become evangelists on their own is probably fairly limited. But the leaders know that by repeating essentially the same emotionally charged message week after week, amped up by the carefully planned rise and fall and rise again of excitement throughout the service, just getting people in the door a few times is already more than half the battle. For many, consuming Sunday productions, occasional revivals, and/or televangelist programming is enough to keep the fires for Jesus and the political right burning.

          
            Cultlike Recruiting

            Although it may seem shocking, the steps involved in this gradual induction into the community are not so different from those of actual cults, with varying degrees of similarity depending on the extent to which the particular church expects to control individual members’ and families’ behaviors and thoughts. Psychologist and cult expert Margaret Singer identified several steps and tactics that might or might not pertain to any one church or local organization:23

            
              	• invitation—including finding something in common, showing caring interest, and showing how coming to an event would benefit the recruit’s interests

              	• encouragement to attend an event right away—not giving the recruit time to mull it over

              	• benign first contact with an idealistic group that functions as a front for the leaders’ more hidden self-serving purposes

              	• love bombing—overwhelming the guest with welcome and expressions of care

              	• gradual exposure to classes, events, and/or experiences that begin to separate the new member from their previous life and contacts, gradually changing them without their realizing it (and in the case of younger recruits, exploiting normal ambivalence toward parents to alienate them)

              	• sleep deprivation and control of access to information (mostly for residential groups)

              	• manipulation and deception—for example, leaders telling compelling personal stories that turn out to be fabrications and exploiting coincidences to reinforce the idea that what the group is doing has been foreordained

              	• restricting food and modes of dress, assigning purity or badness to certain choices

              	• inducing guilt—drawing clear lines between “good” and “bad” and alternating love bombing with condemnation and humiliation, further isolating them from “bad” people outside

              	• inducing trance states through guided imagery and repetition of phrases, evoking a feeling of universality, and introducing contradictory statements that induce cognitive dissonance and a distancing from reality

              	• “indirect directives”—a tactic of a leader suggesting something might be good without actually ordering it, rewarding compliance and punishing noncompliance (by withdrawing love and attention, or more actively humiliating or hurting the member)

              	• trickery—using deceptive techniques to gain knowledge about a person and then appearing to be omniscient by revealing that knowledge

              	• revision of personal history—expecting members to give testimony of how before joining, their lives were miserable, but since joining, everything is so much better (Versions of this are of course regularly found in both 12-step groups and in evangelical churches as the practice of witnessing, or testifying.)

              	• peer pressure and modeling—once in a tight-knit group, people quite unconsciously begin to imitate the behaviors of the other group members in order to strengthen a sense of belonging

              	• emotional manipulation and therapeutic pretensions—for example, eliciting and using previously private “deep” (and I would add shame-inducing) revelations of pain in the past in order to strengthen the attachment to the group and the leader

            

            To this list, psychoanalyst Daniel Shaw adds “purification of ego” (encouraging individuals to let go of their own subjectivity—including healthy self-regard and critical thinking—in order to become “pure”), demanding perfection (as defined by the leader, so that no one can avoid abusive criticism), incessant urgency (emphasizing the need to crush enemies), violation of boundaries as a norm (satisfying the leader’s needs in order to regain a scrap of recognition), rooting out internal deviance (initially by punishing deviations from the established norm, eventually internalized by members so they will punish themselves), and defending the leader “no matter what.” In the end, “by remaining loyal to the leader, the followers persuade themselves that their own existence is given meaning and validity by their support of the leader’s mission.”24

            Shaw further suggests that in the induction process, there is a “bait and switch” in which cult leaders encourage recruits to “surrender” in a healthy way—“as a letting go of defenses, and an opening to the possibility of the sublime, both as an internal state and as interpersonal experience.” But all too soon, the authoritarian leader turns this (by use of many of the same tactics Singer enumerated) into “submission”—“the bait being surrender, the switch being masochistic submission to a cruel and controlling, yet idealized, leader.”25

            Let me be clear: I am not saying that all church evangelism is insidious or evil. Many liberal churches have adopted similar methods for church growth, motivated by a genuine love for the gospel, appreciation for the fellowship they have found through their congregational life, and a desire to bring others in to share it. It is the content of worship, and the articulation of theology and mission in these more mainstream congregations, that distinguishes them from churches that consistently alloy personal salvation through belief in Jesus as savior with a panoply of conservative social values that gradually turn to right-wing political activism.

            More socially progressive churches engage in political activism as part of their faith convictions. The Black Church historically has always tied the struggle for empowerment, justice, and advocacy for the poor to its reading of the Bible (including on-the-ground economic efforts such as low-income housing, low-interest loans, and grassroots community organizing).26 Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, Georgia, to cite a well-known example, does not simply rest on its historic legacy as the church where Martin Luther King Jr. and Sr. both preached. Rather, it is a model today of community renewal and urban Black empowerment, under the leadership of Rev. Dr. Raphael Warnock, who was also elected a US senator in 2020. The goals of this kind of activism are distinct from exclusionary right-wing churches’ and leaders’ agendas. At their best, churches that focus on a mission of empowerment and care—rather than on the ego of the minister—are expansive and inclusive, aimed to lift up “the least of these.” But “seekers” should beware: the same strategies for “church growth” can also be used by conservative church leaders to channel newcomers toward a right-wing agenda that may initially be disguised by the emphasis on fellowship, outreach, and the love of Jesus.

            Once invited and welcomed into fellowship in a conservative white church, the chances are great that a person will slowly but surely be immersed not only in praise for Jesus but also in praise for the United States—in sermons, symbol, and song. Baptist pastor Dean Inserra, cited in chapter 1 as an evangelical opponent of Christian nationalism, said regarding this brand of evangelism, “What you win them with is what you win them to,” suggesting, according to Angela Denker, that “because Southern Baptist pastors and churches rely so heavily on patriotism and ‘God, guns, and country’ to get people into their churches, they’ve constructed a mass of people for whom faith in Jesus is nothing more than a blind allegiance to America, nostalgia, guns, and support for the military. In the absence of preaching that challenges GOP politics, an entire generation of Southern Baptists became susceptible to a populist nationalist [Donald Trump] who claims to be supporting Christians.”27

            Once drawn in, a “seeker” who has become a “believer” and has become involved in one or more small groups and outreach ministries is usually firmly held in the embrace of the church. This is the point at which evangelism can also become hard core political indoctrination. Moreover, once a person has become embedded in the church, and made the journey from “seeker” to “believer,” it is extremely difficult to leave.28 To repudiate the ideas held by the group, or even to think critically or ask too many questions, means risking losing the friendships, losing the feeling of spiritual clarity and purpose, and being cast out again from the circle of belonging into aloneness and uncertainty in an inhospitable world.

            Singer enumerates six “compliance principles” that bind members to cults and make it psychologically difficult to leave (summarized in my own words as follows): reluctance to break a commitment, feeling indebted, seeing others behaving as if there is nothing wrong, ingrained loyalty toward the authority of the leader, still feeling wanted and loved by many, and fear of missing out on what the group has promised to offer.29

            From my own work with intimate partner violence, I can see a similarity to the ways in which batterers slowly induce dependency and a fear of leaving in their victims—tactics one domestic violence expert compared to the experiences imposed on prisoners of war.30 Also, as with many victims of battering in an intimate relationship, it is not weakness but strength and a personal sense of responsibility that may hold a person in a relationship31—or a group. What would it mean to give up on the relationship? And what would leaving imply about what one believed to be true while in the relationship? Is it important to stay for the sake of caring for others (the batterer / other members of the group / even the leader, who is not always bad)? As Singer has summarized, “Because of the powerful combination of belief, loyalty, dependency, guilt, fear, peer pressure, lack of information, and fatigue, all of which probably have equal psychological weight, members do not readily leave cults. Decent, honorable people do not easily give up on commitments, and the cult environment is such that it makes leaving practically impossible.”32

            It is not coincidental that the rise of megachurches and smaller congregations with this same style of evangelization arose just as sociologist Robert Putnam was writing poignantly of the demise of American community life in his book Bowling Alone.33 Putnam used the example of dwindling bowling leagues to describe a late 20th-century decline in Americans’ involvement in civic and social activities—from the PTA to clubs (Rotary Club, the Masons) to churches and local political organizations. This decline, he argued, was responsible for an overall sense of diminished life satisfaction as people became more isolated and disconnected from the social bonds that create “social capital” (i.e., the collective value of networks among people and the reciprocity they foster).34 In his revised edition, he further explores the ways in which social media can connect people but also serve to further alienate them from the fabric of American society.35

          
          
            Sin and Salvation: Personal Not Corporate

            A key element in the evangelism agenda, of course, is the need to guard against sin and to save others from damnation as well. There is some contradiction here theologically—if one is saved by accepting Jesus as Lord and Savior, as most Protestants would assert, then one is at that moment personally freed from the bondage of sin. However, the temptation to sin, planted in the Christian mind by the ever-present and crafty devil, is a theme as old as Christianity itself and has been prominent in every version of American Christianity from Puritanism to the Great Awakenings.

            While many mainline Christian theologians tend to emphasize the corporate and communal nature of sin (as in structural racism and the economic exploitation of people in the Global South), evangelical Christianity focuses on salvation of individuals from damnation caused by personal sin.36 In the sermons of adept politically conservative preachers, it is an easy step to make from talking about sin to blaming the rise of secularism in America on ever-increasing corruption that draws good people toward bad behavior. It is then a short step to link the traditional sins (including some of the seven deadlies) to whatever controversial social issue is the current target on the Christian nationalist agenda (be it trans athletes, who should use what bathrooms, abortion, evolution,37 the removal of the Ten Commandments from courthouse walls, or the latest focus of right-wing ire—critical race theory—as discussed in chapter 1).

            Conservative Christian leaders have long understood that to infuse Christian values into American society, those values must be inculcated in children. Accordingly, many of the most contested issues converge around the education of children and what should or should not be taught (or prayed) in public schools. For many, this has meant fighting for each of these agenda items, and more, all the way from local government to state and federal courts on up to the Supreme Court.

            Beginning in the late 1980s, activists who were brought together under the banner of the Christian Coalition also began to run for public office—including local school boards.38 For some others, the desire to integrate conservative Christian values and beliefs with primary and secondary education has meant removing their children from public school altogether and enrolling them in evangelical-run schools or homeschooling them (another arena where Focus on the Family is ready to provide advice, sell curricula, and hold homeschooling conventions for Christian parents). Similar to the Jericho March on the US Capitol in 2021, Michael Farris, a leader of the Christian homeschooling movement (and another protégé of Tim LaHaye), had already envisioned two decades ago raising up an entire “Generation Joshua” “to conquer corrupt culture” and “restore American values.”39 Generation Joshua’s director, Ned Ryun, predicted, “Homeschoolers will be inordinately represented in the highest levels of leadership and power in the next generation. . . . You’re starting to see them all around the Hill, as staffers on Capitol Hill.”40

            In all these ways, Christian nationalist church leaders are highly skilled in a range of programmatic initiatives from evangelism to education, using sophisticated methods of recruitment and retention to win souls for (their) Jesus and win psyches for the political right wing.

          
        
        
          Fear of Loss of White Social Status, Resentment, and a Desire for Power

          Another significant conscious factor behind white Christian nationalism is fear motivated by a recognition that one’s position at the top of the race hierarchy is being eroded. This occurs among all social classes, of course, and in institutions mostly inhabited by those with more wealth, education, and political power, the fear is managed by the now-familiar practice of hiring token persons of color to appear diverse without changing the balance of power too much. This is also true regarding women. Pay inequities, poor family leave benefits, and inertia with regard to meaningfully addressing realities of sexual harassment and racial aggression (macro or micro) further discourage employees of color and women from staying in an organization, or even in the professional workforce at all.

          Whistleblowers who challenge overt racism or sexism are often gaslighted. If the proportion of professionals of color becomes too great for white leadership to tolerate, other tactics may be employed, such as expecting those employees to take on extra work because the organization “needs their point of view” (i.e., a person of color) on every project or committee, or setting them up for failure with tasks that are unachievable. Add to this what some people of color have called “the Black tax”: “The psychological weight or stressor that Black people experience from consciously or unconsciously thinking about how White Americans perceive the social construct of Blackness. Blackness in America is often portrayed through a deficit lens and is associated with racial stereotypes. The cognizance of how Blackness is defined by the dominant culture, coupled with the unjust treatment Black people have endured, and continue to be subjected to, due to racism, results in a psychological burden known as the Black Tax.”41

          The vast majority of white professionals are unaware of (and don’t want to know about) these daily stressors faced by their colleagues of color, and due to unconscious bias, they may assume they earned their own status just by their own merit and superior ability. They perceive a slight pendulum swing toward a more diverse working environment as greater progress toward a true place of social and economic equality—and also therefore a greater implicit threat to their positions—than is actually the case. Their previously assumed white (mostly male) privilege is far from gone. But even the slight shift toward a more level playing field sets off tremors, often accompanied by backpedaling, dithering on action to increase diversity, saying the right thing but doing nothing to promote real change, and turning a blind eye or circling the wagons in more overt instances of racial and sexual harassment. And all this occurs in spite of having policies to the contrary (as in the struggles of the Southern Baptist Convention in its first baby steps toward becoming a more diverse church described in chapter 1).

          Many of these professionals consider themselves to be liberal or at least moderate politically, and they would even consider white Christian nationalists to be a completely different kind of people (lower education, lower class, different taste in virtually all matters42). Yet much racism is perpetuated by “nice,” even self-avowed progressive white people,43 in both their professional and family lives. Ta-Nehisi Coates has pointed out that attributing Trump’s 2016 electoral victory mainly to the economically disadvantaged, as many commentators did in the weeks following his election, fails to take into account that Trump supporters generally had a higher mean household income ($81,898) than those who did not vote for him ($77,046). Coates excoriates white journalists, pundits, and liberals in general for focusing on the plight and resentment of lower-income white men while ignoring the overwhelming dominance of the white vote for Trump across all other demographic categories: “The focus on one subsector of Trump voters—the white working class—is puzzling, given the breadth of his white coalition. Indeed, there is a kind of theater at work in which Trump’s presidency is pawned off as a product of the white working class as opposed to a product of an entire whiteness that includes the very authors doing the pawning.”44 Protectionism and the fear of erosion of white privilege cuts across all education and class levels—and with it, a tolerance (if not enthusiasm) for a conservative political agenda among higher-earning whites, both men and women, when it promises personal economic or social benefit.

          The majority of white Christian nationalists do not, however, belong to the highly paid, more formally educated demographic, as we saw in chapter 1, and do not share their economic or social advantages. For average middle-class, working-class, and poor whites, the basic statement “they are taking our jobs” is a common refrain. It originates in, and reinforces, both racism against American-born people of color and anti-immigration xenophobia. While in professional and upper-class settings, anxiety about “letting in too many of them” is often cloaked in smooth, obfuscating rhetoric, or accomplished through behind-the-scenes networking, such subtle channels of influence are mostly inaccessible in the lives of average working Americans. Straight talk is what is valued, as is more overt aggression. This was one major reason white Christian nationalists overwhelmingly voted for Trump in 2016. His supporters often said, “He tells it like it is,” and many applaud his most overtly violent (supposedly side) comments.

          Hillary Clinton’s unscripted hot mic comment about “deplorables” simply clinched the suspicion of many white Trump supporters that the “liberal elite” not only disregarded them but actually had contempt for them. Dee Davis, founder of the Center for Rural Strategies in Whitesburg, Kentucky, told one Politico commentator, “We think people are talking down to us. What ends up happening is that we don’t focus on the policy—we focus on the tones, the references, the culture.”45 (Some have proudly flipped the “deplorable” epithet into a badge of defiance, like a woman I encountered early in the Covid-19 pandemic while grocery shopping one day, defiantly maskless against the store’s policy and wearing a T-shirt that read, “Adorable Deplorable.”)

          Economically, for millions of white working-class and poor individuals and families, the “American dream” feels like a bait and switch. Hard work and physical labor no longer elevate large swaths of the population (if they ever did). The transformation of a labor economy to a technology and service economy further punctured the idea that one can, like Horatio Alger, work one’s way up the ladder to success (at least as defined by having enough money to enjoy life as more than a daily grind). The taste of the American dream has soured in the mouths of the working poor, especially those whose ancestors swallowed the myth that, as long as they were white, they still had someone else to look down on (people of color and the “indigent”). Their sense of personal dignity was built on the widely promoted myth of personal willpower and perseverance opening up opportunity for all. And there were just enough examples of people who made it from “rags to riches” to make the dream seem attainable.46

          This sense of futility is another reason so many poor and working-class people continue to idolize Donald Trump.47 Ignoring the fact of his privileged upbringing, many believe (erroneously) his carefully constructed image as the kind of rough-talking, self-made man they aspire to be.48 “He’s one of us,” they conclude—even though he isn’t. The reality is that for any one individual, the odds of leaping up the economic ladder are not much better than winning the lottery. According to the Pew Research Center, “the wealth gap between America’s richest and poorer families more than doubled from 1989 to 2016.”49 According to the US Census Bureau, “By 2018, the [top] 20 percent was earning fully 52 percent of all U.S. income, while the bottom 20 percent, by contrast, only earned 3.1 percent.”50 The harsh and enduring truth for most working-class and poor whites is that white privilege mostly applies to wealthy whites already in power and not to those who subsist much lower in the economic pecking order.

          This contributes to a feeling among many whites, even in the middle class, that the issue of “white privilege” is a myth fabricated by liberal elites. They do not feel privileged but rather see themselves as under siege. A number of economists and social scientists attribute the rural drug crisis, rising alcoholism, severe health disparities, and escalating suicide rates among poor and lower-educated Americans to the despair caused by the transformation of the US economy into “an engine of inequality and suffering.”51 From their own point of view, many Trump supporters were not voting against their own self-interest, as so many liberals misunderstood.52 They were voting for the promises Trump repeated about returning jobs to American farms and factories, convinced he would make good on them because they mistook his bluntness and bombast for honesty and business acumen.

          Since the 17th century, when white slave holders began to separate European slaves from Africans, allowing white indentured servants to work off their debt but leaving African slaves in a state of permanent hereditary subjugation,53 many poor and working-class whites have tried to prop up a sense of dignity over and against Blacks.54 As time went on, what white working-class people also failed to see throughout the decades of Jim Crow and postwar prosperity—or didn’t want to see—is that whatever upward climb they could achieve was on the backs of people of color.

          Because of systematic educational, housing, and employment discrimination, Blacks, Asians, Latinx, and Indigenous people have had to keep doing the jobs upwardly mobile white achievers no longer wanted to do. The biggest lie, or bait and switch, is not that white people were sold a bill of goods; it is rather that the story of upward mobility is supposedly for everyone, native-born, immigrant, and people of color alike. But for some, the ladder has always been broken or nonexistent (with the exception of a few granted honorary “white” status as tokens to fill ethnic quotas or jazz up a company’s image and expand its market). For others—a majority of people of color and the indigent poor—there has never been a ladder at all.

          Underlying the loud denunciation of secularism and its supposed destruction of traditional Christian values (and a traditionally white middle-class lifestyle) is the awareness that both Christianity and whiteness are statistically on the decline in America. There is no question that at least numerically, white people—including white Christians—are declining as a percentage of the overall American population. As noted in chapter 1, the US Census Bureau revised its prediction of a majority nonwhite population downward from 2050 to the year 2042.55 The most recent US Census report shows that as of 2020, there is no majority racial group among persons under age 18, and whites declined (from 53.5% to 47.3% over the last decade) for the first time since the Census began.56 Latinx and Asian populations grew the most, and the number of people identifying as mixed race more than tripled (from 9 to 33.8 million in 10 years) and now make up 10% of the US population overall.57 People of color now outnumber “non-Hispanic whites” in California, Hawaii, New Mexico, and the District of Columbia. And rural areas, where white Christian nationalism is strongest, are experiencing the greatest decline in total population, with over 86% of Americans now living in metropolitan areas.58

          The tide is turning as the United States becomes more multicultural, and those who cling to white identity are seeing a gradual, natural change as if it were a tsunami threatening to drown them. Even before his presidential campaign, Trump understood and was able to tap into this vein of fear, for example, when he set in motion the big, persistent “birther” lie (the controversy that Barack Obama was not really an American and was probably a Muslim because of his middle name “Hussein”).59

          There is no more blatantly racist effort currently than the campaign by right-wing politicians and Christian nationalists to discredit and abolish critical race theory (CRT) in education—not only in the church (as described regarding the Southern Baptist fight in chapter 1) but also in public schools. Already, there have been numerous efforts to pass state laws also lamented blance of CRT, reminiscent of the vocal campaign to stop teaching evolution or to teach it alongside creationism.

          Since the 1970s and ’80s, white mainline Protestant churches have also lamented the loss of the post–World War II “glory days” of high church attendance and large Sunday schools. Sociologists Robert Putnam and David Campbell observed in 2012 that since that postwar boom time in mainline churches, “roughly one-third of the people raised in one of the mainline Protestant denominations has left the faith, mostly to become evangelical or none . . . [and] another 20 percent of mainline offspring have stopped coming to church, while remaining nominally in the faith.”60 White evangelicals, by contrast, after a lull in the 1940s and ’50s, grew in their capacity to retain successive generations to almost 80% in the 1990s61 during what the authors called a “the heyday of neo-evangelicalism” beginning in the 1970s and ’80s.62

          Religious affiliation has begun to shift again in the 2000s. Putnam and Campbell note that the retention of the younger generation by evangelical Protestants declined again to about 62% after the turn of the 21st century.63 The latest study by the Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI) in 2020 also shows white evangelical Protestants declining since 2006 from 23.3% of the US population to 14.5% and white Catholics declining from 16% to 11.7%.64 White mainline Protestants, representing 16.4% of all Americans as of 2020, have lost only about 1% since 2006 (rebounding after a decline and low point in 2016).65

          Meanwhile, most threatening to conservative Christians, the percentage of unaffiliated white Americans rose from 16% in the same time frame to about one-quarter of the American population in 2020.66 Slightly over two-thirds of Republicans identify as white and Christian, with 29% identifying as white evangelicals, 22% white mainline Protestants, and 15% white Catholics. About 40% of Democrats identify as white and Christian, with 16% identifying as white mainline Protestants, 13% as white Catholics, and only 9% as white evangelicals.67 Religiously unaffiliated Americans have gained numbers in both political parties.68

          To summarize, the growing perception among white Christian nationalists that they are “losing the battle” in terms of societal and even religious dominance is not incorrect. The sheer demographic reality has aroused an ever-escalating desperation to hold onto power and put down the rising tide of persons of color and of non-Christians in the American populace. We see this desperation manifested currently in Republican-led voter suppression efforts, which disproportionately and quite transparently target people of color.

        
        
          No Rules, Just Rights: Defending Patriarchal Authority

          Emerging alongside the civil rights movement of the 1960s was a feminist reawakening in the country and, with it, a notable backlash among conservatives, in both evangelical and mainline churches. Growing anxiety about the rise of “uppity women” fuels a sense of threat among many Christian nationalists convinced that a man is the “head of the household” and must be the “leader” in any arena.

          Lewis, one of Angela Denker’s interviewees, stated, “[Trump’s] commitment to America First—we liked that. And he cannot be bullied. He is unafraid. He is unbulliable.”69 Denker notes that “what is most appealing about Trump to Lewis and other Red State Christians . . . is not his faith but his strength, a sign they see that God is behind Trump’s presidency.”70 Authoritarian male leaders commonly boast of their virility—some quite explicitly bragging of their many sexual conquests. Especially when “strongman” rhetoric is interspersed with shows of emotion (as Trump does in his comments about “love”), these displays of masculinity are attractive to some women followers—and also to men who are made to “feel better about their own transgressions” by transforming envy into identification with the leader.71 Like the motto for Outback Steakhouse, these men promote a utopian masculinist vision of “No Rules, Just Rights,” echoed in State Senator Mastriano’s own motto (as described in chapter 1), “Walk as Free People”—that is, free to do whatever I want with no one to tell me I can’t. Historian Ruth Ben-Ghiat, who has studied strongman leaders, states, “The strongman’s rogue nature also draws people to him. He proclaims law-and-order rule, yet enables lawlessness. . . . The special psychological climate that strongmen create among their people—the thrill of transgression mixed with the comfort of submitting to his power—endows life with energy, purpose, and drama.”72

          As we have seen, the current Christian nationalist movement has many of its roots in the conservative backlash to the cultural upheavals of the 1960s. In the decades following World War II, it seemed that evangelicals’ growing push to gain the upper hand in society was succeeding. Historian Kristin Kobes Du Mez writes that in this period, “evangelicals had become more and more confident that they had a providential role to play in strengthening American defenses and upholding American faithfulness.”73

          This confidence was soon to be challenged, however. Increasingly coming under fire from several directions, Christian nationalism has become a reactive movement, a defensive mobilization aroused by a feeling of backs against a wall. Beginning in the late 1960s, the war for America’s soul (i.e., white patriarchy) has been fought simultaneously on two home fronts—the political (the masculine halls of Congress, the White House, and the Supreme Court), and the domestic (the feminine sphere of raising Christian children and keeping a Christian home). Du Mez writes compellingly of how fear has increasingly become the underlying driver of the Christian nationalist agenda:

          
            Fear had been at the heart of evangelical postwar politics—a fear of godless communism and a fear that immorality would leave Americans defenseless. . . . The events of the 1960’s . . . and the realization that the larger culture seemed to scorn what they had to offer, undercut their newfound confidence. Among evangelicals, a rhetoric of fear would persist, though it would be aimed at internal threats as much as external ones. Instrumental to their efforts to reclaim power, the rhetoric of fear would continue to bolster the role of the heroic masculine protector. There might be a place for the softer virtues, but the perilous times necessitated ruthless power. In the words of Baptist scholar Alan Bean, “The unspoken mantra of post-war evangelicalism was simple: Jesus can save your soul; but John Wayne will save your ass.”74

          

          In an essay just prior to the 2016 election, Alan Bean, who directs Friends of Justice, a coalition for criminal justice reform,75 answers the question asked about Donald Trump by so many liberals then and now: How could Christians of any stripe support such a blatantly immoral man as a candidate for president? Bean writes,

          
            Liberals can’t understand how a follower of Jesus could be so enamored of an arrogant, ignorant, spiteful, vicious, unforgiving and brazen casino magnate like Donald Trump. Trump, by all appearances, is the antithesis of Jesus. . . . And yet the quintessential Baptist preacher [the Christian nationalist pastor Robert Jeffress] is working to get Trump elected. Why? No one was surprised when John Wayne’s daughter,76 standing at a podium in front of a wax statue of her sainted dad, endorsed Donald Trump for president. . . . How can Barack Hussein Obama personify idealized white masculinity? He can’t. Hence the appeal of birtherism. Donald Trump markets himself as “the meanest, toughest, son of a you-know-what” in America—the John Wayne stand-in the Reverends Jeffress and Falwell were looking for. Which is why Donald Trump really could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody without surrendering support. This isn’t about liking the man, or approving his lowdown ways; it’s about the kind of salvation that really counts.77

          

          As Du Mez has described, the need to be in continual fight mode against an enemy—be it Black civil rights and the demand by feminists for equal rights for women, or communism with its concomitant threat of an atheistic takeover, or more recently perceived societal threats to white male power ranging from Islamic terrorists to LGBTQ rights to critical race theory—prompted an entire movement among white evangelicals to masculinize Christianity. This muscle flexing is necessary in order to win the battle for souls (i.e., for the preservation of conservative white patriarchal values unleashed in America by rising liberalism and secularism). Victorian images of a beautiful, somewhat feminized blond Jesus holding a lamb and looking benevolently at a gaggle of white children at his feet (in itself a cultural distortion) would no longer do. Du Mez describes how evangelical leaders “worked for decades to replace the Jesus of the Gospels with an idol of rugged masculinity and Christian nationalism—or in the words of one modern chaplain, ‘with a spiritual badass.’”78

          To be sure, this is not a new movement within modern Christianity. Du Mez points to antecedents such as the “muscular Christianity” preached by Billy Sunday and others in reaction to a perceived “feminization” of Christianity during the Victorian era. As the United States joined World War I, Sunday declared, “In these days all are patriots or traitors, to your country and to the cause of Jesus Christ.”79 Citing an account titled “40,000 Cheer for War and Religion Mixed by Sunday” in the New York Times in 1917,80 Du Mez writes, “Sunday was known to leap atop his pulpit waving the American flag.”81

          Beginning with World War II, Billy Graham took a leading role and carried the torch for masculine revivalist preaching and evangelical institution building in a socially and politically conservative key. Frequently a White House guest, regarded by many historians as unofficial chaplain to the nation, Graham’s blend of evangelical fervor and American patriotism had an enormous impact on building the Christian nationalist movement. Throughout the postwar decades of the 1950s to the 1980s, evangelicalism was a stronghold of opposition to communism abroad, movements at home for civil rights, peace and disarmanent, and what conservative Christians regarded as the erosion of family values.

          
            The Patriarchy Persists: Keeping Women in Their Proper Places

            Patriarchy and heterosexism are still alive and well in evangelical churches and typically are linked together in images of what a Christian family should be, as portrayed in sermons, books, and online media. Dobson’s Focus on the Family, for example, asserts the following as one of its foundational values: “We believe God created humans in His image, intentionally and immutably male and female, each bringing unique and complementary qualities to sexuality and relationships. Sexuality is a glorious gift from God to be offered back to Him either in marriage for procreation, union, and mutual delight or in celibacy for undivided devotion to Christ.”82

            Evangelical church teachings make a distinction between “egalitarianism,” or equality between men and women—which they reject as an infiltration of secular feminist culture on biblical values—and “complementarianism,” in which men and women are considered to have essentially different needs, characteristics, and roles in family, church, and society.83 Male and female are equal before God, but it is men’s role to be the heads of their families (emulating Christ and his bride, the church), and wives must submit trustingly to their husbands’ leadership. Dobson’s website offers the following rationale: “Biblical submission allows a wife to confidently follow her husband’s lead. And Ephesians 5:23 makes it clear that a man does have responsibility for leadership in his home. But again, it’s only as a leader that his wife submits to him—not as a tyrant or her superior. Unfortunately, ‘male bashing’ in our culture makes it too easy to forget about the importance of masculine leadership altogether. We can’t swing so far one way trying to avoid male domination that we go to the other extreme and strip husbands of their authority.”84

            In the past decade, Dobson and other evangelical clergy and pastoral counselors, under some pressure from both within the evangelical church and the wider societal movement to end violence against women, have begun to qualify their assertions about husbands’ headship by making a rather tortured distinction between headship and abuse. Maintaining “headship,” however, does not address the underlying dynamic of intimate partner violence, which is maintaining power and control.85 The Focus on the Family site continues,

            
              That said, leadership doesn’t give a husband the right to rob his wife of being a unique individual. He doesn’t get to disregard or mock her opinions and feelings. And he should never misuse leadership to get his own way. A husband must love and cherish his wife—to die for her if necessary—even as Christ loved the Church. He should include her in important decisions and consider her perspectives carefully and respectfully. Day by day, he should become increasingly sensitive to leading with love because he’ll ultimately answer to God for the way he treats his wife. Sadly, we know that’s not always the case. . . . If a wife believes that her husband is misusing his role and won’t listen to her concerns, we’d be the first to urge her to get help—especially if there’s abuse. . . . In all things, a woman is responsible first to God. If she cares about her marriage, her family, her community, and her relationship with the Lord, she doesn’t submit mindlessly to every decision her husband makes. Submission and obedience aren’t necessarily the same thing.86

            

            Nevertheless, the rule of male headship remains unquestioned in this statement.87

            The same complementarianism is reflected in the gender hierarchy of many evangelical churches. Southern Baptists went through a painful schism in 2000 after over two decades of fighting for control between the “biblicists” (biblical literalists who wanted to impose a strict fundamentalist reading of the Bible throughout the denomination) and the “autonomists” (who wanted to preserve the Baptist tradition of local congregational control).88 The first ordination of a woman pastor in a Southern Baptist church occurred in 1964 and was followed by many more in the 1970s and early ’80s. By 1987, there were 500 ordained clergywomen in the SBC, although only 18 served as parish pastors.89 The autonomy of congregations made such moves possible at the local level. However, the conservative wing within the SBC increasingly took power and moved to rescind the clerical status of women who had been ordained previously.

            The beginning of the SBC schism occurred in 1979 with the rise of a biblicist, Adrian Rogers of Memphis, to the presidency. Sensing the shift in the winds toward literalism and biblical inerrancy, 33 Baptist women clergy formed a caucus in 1983, Southern Baptist Women in Ministry, or SBWIM.90 Backlash was swift to follow. Conservative church leaders immediately pushed through a 1984 “Resolution on Ordination and the Role of Women in Ministry,” stating that women should be honored for their “unique and significant contribution to the advancement of Christ’s kingdom, and the building of godly homes,” but “to preserve a submission God requires because man was first in creation and woman was first in the Edenic fall . . . we encourage the service of women in all aspects of church life and work other than pastoral functions and leadership roles entailing ordination.”91 This was codified in the 2000 revision of the church’s official statement of faith, the “Baptist Faith and Message 2000” (BFM), and was a key tipping point in the schism of the SBC.92

            Dissenting women—and men—split off to form the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship as early as 1990, as well as the Alliance of Baptists and other more liberal groups.93 In 1998, SBC leaders wrote an addendum to the BFM, stating that a wife should “submit herself graciously” to her husband, upholding “the God-given responsibility to respect her husband and serve as his helper in managing the household and nurturing the next generation.”94 The 2000 revision of the BFM added the statement that “the office of pastor is limited to men as qualified by Scripture.”95 A popular Bible teacher, Beth Moore, finally left the SBC as she came to terms with both the prohibition of women’s ordination and the (long overdue) public disclosure of sexual abuse within the denomination. She publicly stated in March 2021, “We were in the middle of the biggest sexual abuse scandal that has ever hit our denomination. And suddenly, the most important thing to talk about was whether a woman could stand at the pulpit and give a message.”96

            Two months later—and less than a month before the SBC was to convene its 2021 annual meeting—Saddleback Church, a megachurch founded by Rick Warren (bestselling author of The Purpose Driven Life97 and related spinoff books), jubilantly announced on Facebook, “Yesterday was a historic night for Saddleback Church in many ways! We ordained our first three women pastors!”98 Al Mohler,99 among others within the most conservative wing of the SBC, immediately condemned Saddleback’s action, calling for an investigation and blaming women clergy for the “feminization of liberal Protestantism” and the decline of American Christian churches: “Liberal theology is the kiss of death for any church or denomination. . . . Little remains but social justice activism and deferred maintenance.”100

            In a related 2019 action, further delineating the “proper” place of women in society at large, the SBC convention also approved a resolution “On Expanding the Selective Service to Include Women.” They reasserted their conviction about gender complementarianism by opposing the inclusion of women in the draft: “Requiring women to register for the Selective Service alongside men would be to treat men and women interchangeably and to deny male and female differences clearly revealed in Scripture and in nature. . . . We honor women who wish to engage in military service as volunteers, however, we oppose efforts to force women into military service by government coercion.”101

            It is the issue of sexual abuse within the church, however, that has most challenged the SBC and other evangelical churches to face the consequences of their ingrained patriarchal attitudes toward women. Church leaders could attempt to block out the sound of the voices in the #MeToo movement102 beyond their walls, dismissing them as part of secular feminism and socialism. But a tipping point finally came when former gymnast and attorney Rachael Denhollander (who had previously been the first to report sexual abuse perpetrated by sports physician Larry Nassar) disclosed repeated abuse at the age of seven by a college student during a weekly Bible study. Denhollander was given the podium at the SBC’s 2019 annual meeting, along with Beth Moore and several other Southern Baptist women, to testify to the extent of unchecked sexual abuse in the church.

            Many mainline churches had begun to grapple with the issue of sexual abuse of both minors and adult congregants over two decades ago, and the Catholic Church has been embroiled in an ever-deepening series of public revelations of abuse. But most conservative Protestant churches have tended to try to keep things under wraps, perpetuating traditional patterns of protecting church leaders, blaming victims, failing to implement meaningful discipline, and keeping abuse secret from public authorities.

            In response to the revelations of sexual abuse within the church in 2019, the SBC passed a resolution “On the Evil of Sexual Abuse,” condemning “all sexually abusive behavior as unquestionably sinful and under the just condemnation of our Holy God” and calling for church leaders to “fulfill their obligation to implement policies and practices that protect against and confront any form of abuse in the future.”103

            Demanding the reversal of a long-standing pattern of secrecy and protection of offenders, the resolution also called for perpetrators to “confess their crimes to civil authorities” and for all persons to report to civil authorities and to exercise “appropriate church discipline.” While the Baptists’ move can be seen as a step forward, as with their actions on racism, it continues to define sexual abuse in terms of “sexual immorality” and individual sin. Here too there is an unwillingness to examine the institutional and structural power imbalance and reassertion of male authority over women and children that have perpetuated such abuse.

            Moreover, the resolution did not prompt any meaningful reforms, as in the case of resolutions against racism104—on the contrary, it seems that it generated more strenuous patriarchal backlash, as revealed just before the SBC convened again in 2021, when two letters written by Russell Moore were leaked.105 Moore, the now former president of the SBC’s Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission (ERLC), exposed the ways in which the executive committee failed to investigate most allegations of abuse, engaged in a deliberate cover-up to please conservative male donors, and threatened the existence of the ERLC itself.

            Meanwhile, the most conservative wing of the Southern Baptists, known as Founders Ministries, seeks to roll back any commitments to refer allegations of abuse to secular authorities or even independent investigators. Jared Longshore, the Founders’ vice president, stated at a gathering one day before the SBC’s June 2021 convention that such calls for outside reviews “do not fit biblical teaching. God ‘has a word to say’ about such reviews. . . . Disputes in the church should be settled internally.”106 The resistance to take sexual abuse seriously within the church mirrors the refusal to competently address and condemn the horrors perpetuated in the home by male “heads of households.” In both instances, patriarchal privilege and lordship provide the foundation and the excuse for outright violence against women in the church, the home, and society.

          
          
            Some Women Resist, Others Emulate Toxic Masculinity

            The masculinity ingrained in modern evangelical Christianity is mainly—though certainly not entirely—promoted and defended by men and justified by church leaders who cling to selective, literalist readings of scripture. While patriarchy is still both a theological and structural given in evangelical churches, however, some women are beginning to resist. Some do this within the church by questioning the rules (together with male allies within the system), and others by defecting, adding to the decline in overall evangelical church membership, especially among young adults.

            Patriarchy is still alive and well in both white evangelical and historically Black churches, and women are often denied positions of leadership in many Black congregations. Multiple studies show that the percentage of ordained women is still very low overall (and many denominations still do not ordain women). Breaking this down, about one-third of mainline congregations (a percentage that has doubled or tripled since 1994107) versus 9% or fewer evangelical churches have female clergy.108 Women being ordained in evangelical churches are often ordained to very specific roles such as chaplains or youth or women’s ministers and very rarely as senior pastors.109 At the same time, women are beginning to be ordained or licensed to preach in the Methodist-oriented Black Church denominations and even elected bishop in a growing number of denominations.110 There was widespread acclaim for the election in 2000 of Rev. Dr. Vashti Mackenzie as the first woman bishop in the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church. Similarly, in 2011, Rev. Dr. Teresa Snorton became a presiding bishop in the Christian Methodist Episcopal (CME) Church—and more Black women have been ordained in intervening years.

            Some African American women who feel called to ministry are not waiting for their particular congregations or denominations to ordain them. Some are striking out as entrepreneurs, forming their own vibrant ministries, both in person and on social media. Stereotypical white femininity has never been a feature of women in the Black Church. But as Rev. Dr. Chanequa Walker-Barnes has so well described, to avoid burnout, African American women today must still battle the stereotype of the “Strong Black Woman” who should be able to take care of everyone and everything without faltering.111

            Many white evangelical women also do not conform to the stereotypically feminine image promoted by Dobson and other white male church leaders, even though in contrast to their Black sisters, socially and politically they still tend to support Christian nationalism. Women evangelists and singers may create a rather uniform, traditionally feminine appearance—not unlike Trump’s “type”—a Barbie doll figure, beautiful clothes and jewelry, a mane of blond hair, and false eyelashes. But a majority of women in the pew do not emulate this look or have time for this lifestyle.

            Denker describes regional differences among women in the Southeast, in Southern California, and in the Rust Belt. She claims that evangelical women in the South are still to varying degrees conditioned by romanticized antebellum ideas of femininity, purity, fragility, and the need to be protected. Some of these women may under the surface be “steel magnolias” as portrayed in the popular film, but they conform outwardly to a stereotypically feminine appearance. Many Christian women in Orange County, California, as Denker describes them, also tend to strive for a more fashionable, perfectly coiffed, high-heeled appearance, befitting the glamour of such megachurch edifices as the (former) Crystal Cathedral.112

            The difference between the Southern and West Coast women that Denker interviewed and many other Christian nationalist women is not merely regional or historical, however. It is also wrapped up in class differences. White working-class women in any part of the country have never had the time or money to spend on lavish wardrobes or expensive haircuts and makeup. They often have no choice but to work, unlike some wealthier evangelical women who may choose not to. Surrounded by other women in the same circumstances, they do not often consider a more glamorous lifestyle within reach—or even particularly desirable. Working women put on their jeans and T-shirts, or for a special occasion, a blouse or dress from Walmart, and get down to the business of keeping their families washed, fed, and perhaps able to achieve more in the next generation than they themselves could afford. They are tough, often because they have to be—they are the steel without the magnolia.

            A woman of my acquaintance, “Shirley,”113 is a good example of the complexity that characterizes many politically conservative white Christian women. Before her divorce after years of physical and emotional abuse, she was a stay-at-home mom who homeschooled her kids, kept chickens and a vegetable garden, dressed simply, and appeared to support her husband’s role as breadwinner and head of the family. When her husband was severely injured in a truck accident, her kids went back to public school so that she could visit him in the hospital every day as he went through multiple surgeries, requiring a two-plus-hour round trip. She got work as a part-time home health aide and took on additional odd jobs. Since her divorce, she still keeps chickens, works part-time, drives a pickup, chops wood, and owns a rifle—and knows how to use it. Like many white women in rural middle America, she is not easily categorizable.

            Both within and beyond evangelical Christianity, there is a shift away from the stereotypically feminine in women’s self-image and self-portrayal. The stereotype of the fragile feminine woman has never washed with poor and working-class women, regardless of religion. And at least among those who show up at Christian nationalist rallies and revivals, regardless of class, women are now taking on more of the toughness that was once the exclusive domain of men.

            At a biker rally I attended in the summer of 2021, hosted by State Senator Mastriano, the women were far from fragile. Although most rode behind their husbands on the motorcycles, their right-wing political T-shirts, jeans, and leather boots matched those of the men. The event also demonstrated how it’s impossible to generalize on the basis of class, since the “dressed down” look belies the reality that many bikers are affluent enough to invest tens of thousands of dollars in luxury chrome and steel. Traditional markers of both gender and class break down at events like these. The common thread is a fierce nationalism undergirded by at least nominal Christian identity.

            Sarah Palin’s sudden appearance on the national scene as John McCain’s running mate may well have redefined for many women—and men—what a Christian nationalist woman leader can be like. Du Mez writes that although evangelicals were concerned about Palin’s violation of some traditional gender norms (which would seem to preclude a woman serving in such a public leadership role), there were more overriding fears—namely, the prospect of retaining in office a Black US president. Palin also possessed the right religious and class bona fides:

            
              Raised in nondenominational evangelicalism with a dose of Pentecostalism, Palin was a self-described “Bible-believing Christian,” a down-to-earth candidate (“just your average hockey mom”) who appealed to plain-folk evangelicals, to those tired of being disparaged by “liberal elites.” She was also a creationist, she was staunchly pro-gun and anti-abortion, and she had just given birth to her fifth child, who had Down syndrome. But Palin didn’t only, or even primarily project a maternal image. A former beauty queen, she embodied an ideal of feminine beauty that had been elevated to a new level of spiritual—and political—significance. She was the ultimate culture warrior, a Phyllis Schlafly for a new generation, a moose-hunting pit bull in lipstick who could give feminists a run for their money, without compromising her sex appeal. In this way, Palin embodied the conservative ideal that “their” women knew how to please men. And Palin delighted in undermining the masculinity of liberal men, especially Barack Obama. Many voters found Palin’s unpredictability and general ignorance of world affairs disqualifying, but to many evangelicals, she was . . . “a rock star.”114

            

            In national politics today, there are a number of conservative white women who have adopted a similar persona. Like many Christian nationalists, they blend religion with politics in the same breath, mainly pointing to their Christianity to appeal to their evangelical base and to buttress their right-wing political conservatism, at its most extreme in some cases.115 One Washington Post columnist noticed that so many Republican women candidates and elected politicians were being photographed wearing or carrying guns that it has become “a new political meme.”116

            Georgian Kelly Loeffler narrowly lost her ultraconservative campaign for reelection to a seat she had held in the US Senate as an appointee. Her challenger was Rev. Raphael Warnock, pastor of the historic Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta. Loeffler, a wealthy businesswoman, owner of the WNBA women’s basketball team The Dream, and longtime donor to Republican politicians, in some ways resembles the evangelical Christian look with her careful makeup and long blond hair. But she also frequently dons jeans and a USA baseball cap and generally displays a Sarah Palin–like, pretty-but-tough demeanor. In one campaign ad, Loeffler described herself as “more conservative than Attila the Hun.”117

            Declaring, “I’m a Christian, I’m a person of deep faith,” Loeffler campaigned proudly on her “100% Trump voting record.”118 Her ads featured vicious attacks against Warnock and his faith, including taking statements from his sermons out of context and accusing him of “us[ing] the Bible to justify abortion and to attack our men and women in the military.”119 In the end, Warnock’s long history of fighting for equality and social justice, following his sense of call as a Black pastor, and standing in the legacy of Martin Luther King Jr., whose church he now serves, convinced a plurality of voters that it was his brand of Christian conviction they wanted to see in the Senate—flipping a long-held Republican Senate seat blue.

            Marjorie Taylor Greene, who won her bid for a seat in the US House of Representatives, represents perhaps the most extreme version of this blond, tough-talking, Trump-supporting Christian nationalist woman. In one campaign ad, “Marjorie Green: Save America, Stop Socialism,” she appeared driving a Humvee onto a field where she took aim with an AR-15 and blasts away one tin can target after another, each with a caption: “gun control . . . open borders . . . the green new deal . . . and socialism.”120

            In another ad soon after winning a primary runoff election, Greene posted a cobbled-together image on Facebook showing herself dressed in a black jacket and white shirt, holding an AR-15 semiautomatic weapon aimed in the direction of a black-and-white montage of House Representatives Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ilhan Omar, Ayanna Pressley, and Rashida Tlaib (all progressive women of color, two of them Muslim, dubbed collectively “The Squad”). The ad’s caption was “The Squad’s Worst Nightmare,” and the text posted below it included an explicit shout-out to Christian nationalists: “Hate American leftists want to take this country down . . . Politicians have failed this country. I’m tired of seeing weak, Establishment Republicans play defense. Our country is on the line. America needs fighters who speak the truth. We need strong conservative Christians to go on the offense against these socialists who want to rip our country apart. Americans must take this country back. SAVE AMERICA. STOP SOCIALISM. DEFEAT THE DEMOCRATS!—Marjorie”121

            Omar and Tlaib responded quickly on Twitter, condemning the post as incitement to violence and noting that there were already death threats in response to the post. They, along with many others in Congress, including Speaker Nancy Pelosi, demanded that Facebook immediately take the post down. Facebook did remove the post the same day, but since nothing dies on the internet, the image is still readily searchable. In January 2019, Greene also “liked” a social media post saying that a “bullet to the head” would be the quickest way to remove Pelosi from the House speakership.122

          
        
        
          “God, Guns, and Guts Made America—Let’s Keep All Three”

          All these threats to a way of life characterized by patriarchy and white supremacy also underlie conservative Christians’ and other right-wing supporters’ adamant insistence on unfettered gun ownership. A poll as of January 6, 2022 revealed that 30% of Republicans are convinced that “American patriots may have to resort to violence” to save the country.123

          Recall the flag brandished by one Trump supporter at the January 6 insurrection: “God, Guns, and Guts Made America—Let’s Keep All Three.” In the gun culture that characterizes much of the geographical regions where Christian nationalists are most numerous, guns are looked upon not as frightening but rather as utilitarian and reassuring. Much of this traditionally has had to do with hunting—a food source as much as a sport in many rural areas. When my spouse Michael first became president of the Lutheran Theological Seminary in Gettysburg, he was promptly informed by staff that the opening of deer season was an unofficial but rigorously observed day off for much of the maintenance crew and other staff. When chatting with Shirley on one occasion, I heard rifle fire in the woods nearby and flinched. She said, “Oh, I don’t worry about that. I’ve always lived around guns.” On another occasion, when we were comparing notes about how we might thwart “Pokey,” our resident groundhog, from devouring all our zucchini, she helpfully offered, “Next time you see him, just give me a call, and I’ll come right over with my rifle.”

          Hunting has been eclipsed in recent years, however, by a desire for protection. Two-thirds of gun owners today say protection is their main reason for owning a gun, while over one-third list hunting, and close to another third cite sport shooting (target, trap, and skeet).124 Denker quotes a Lutheran pastor and former US Marine who coleads a church in Appalachia with his wife. The pastor said he knows people carry guns to worship in his congregation, several among whom are law enforcement officers. He and most of his members have concealed-carry permits. He said, “To a certain extent it’s a fear thing and a control thing. When you have [a gun] in the building, it’s just one less thing to worry about.” Guns are so much a part of his community that when a group of young women asked him to join a class with them one Sunday, he was expecting it to be on yoga “or maybe pottery,” but “they wanted to do a concealed-carry class.”125 Another of Denker’s interviewees, however—a pastor in northwest Iowa who grew up hunting as a regular part of his rural culture—noted his concern “that people want guns for power rather than for practical reasons and hunting for sport.” He noted sadly that “a place that literally means safety does not have that vital purpose anymore. Sanctuary is not sanctuary anymore.”126

          Recent research on religion and gun ownership provides evidence from multiple data sources that evangelical Protestants own more guns than the general American population (41% to 30% according to a 2017 Pew study)127 and are also significantly more likely to own guns than mainline Protestants or adherents to “other religions.”128 Multivariate analysis based on data from a 2012 PRRI report shows that “only among Evangelical Protestants do a majority of respondents report having a gun in the household (57%),” but this is followed closely by mainline Protestants at 49% and “adherents of other religions” at 45%. Based on the same PRRI study, “only 37% of those with no religion report having a gun, followed by 32% of Catholics and 30% of black Protestants.”129

          Black Protestants (at over three-fourths) are the most likely to support passing stricter gun control laws, followed by Catholics and “nones” (both at about two-thirds). Slightly less than half of mainline Protestants also favor stricter gun laws, while evangelical Protestants are the least in favor (at slightly over one-third). Evangelicals are most likely to favor loosening gun control laws (37% versus 23–28% of all other religious groups). Evangelical Protestants are most likely to support the concealed carry of guns in churches (but not by a large margin versus mainline Protestants—29% versus 24%, tapering to 21% in “other religions,” 19% of “nones,” and 14% of both Catholics and Black Protestants).130

          New Yorker writer Eliza Griswold interviewed Shane Claiborne, an evangelical from the millennial generation who is trying to change what he sees as the alignment of evangelical Christianity with conservative politics. Claiborne has coauthored a book, Beating Guns,131 aimed at persuading Christians to turn away from “gun culture” and follow the words of the prophet Isaiah to “beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks” (Isa 2:4). Griswold writes,

          
            Claiborne believes that conservative culture often conflates Christianity and nationalism, placing, as he puts it, “the American flag above the cross.” This has long involved aligning religion with American gun culture. Last year, Wayne LaPierre, the executive vice-president of the National Rifle Association, said, in a speech, that the Second Amendment was not a right “bestowed by man, but granted by God to all Americans as our American birthright.” In 2017, after a shooting at a Southern Baptist church near San Antonio, Texas, left twenty-six people dead and twenty injured, some Christian leaders called for members of their church to arm themselves; Robert Jeffress, the pastor of the First Baptist Church in Dallas, said, on “Fox and Friends,” that he felt more secure knowing that his congregants were carrying weapons. After the shooting in San Bernardino, California, in 2015, Jerry Falwell, Jr., the president of Liberty University, urged his students to procure gun permits. (Along with a year-round ski facility, Liberty’s campus is home to a sprawling firing range.) “I’ve always thought that if more good people had concealed-carry permits, then we could end those Muslims before they walked in,” he told students. Claiborne said, “The irony is that you can’t have a beer at Liberty, but you can have a gun.”132

          

          Guns, of course, are also a multivalent symbol of masculine potency133—and are now enthusiastically carried by many women as well. The protester waving the “God, Guns, and Guts” flag on January 6 was a white woman. During a Black Lives Matter (BLM) demonstration my husband and I attended in the Gettysburg town square on Fourth of July weekend, two men showed up in a Jeep, dressed in full military camo and holding semiautomatic weapons. A similarly dressed small boy stood between them. A woman (dressed in civvies) also strolled amid the BLM protesters with an assault rifle slung casually over her shoulder. This self-appointed militia was a remnant from a right-wing mobilization on the Civil War battlefield just days before to “protect the Confederate monuments from Antifa.” (There was no actual Antifa “invasion”; local police had advised prior to July 4 that this was a social media hoax.) These militia members were vastly outnumbered by the BLM protesters, but we kept a wary eye on them, while a few, refusing to be intimidated, tried engaging them in conversation (to little effect). While all this was occurring, a flatbed truck careened through the square with several men brandishing their own weapons and shouting “Second Amendment! Second Amendment!”

          In the current supercharged political climate, the right to own and carry a gun is often conflated with antimask and antivaccination sentiments under the banner of “personal freedom.” At the same time Doug Mastriano encourages school boards to defy a Pennsylvania mandatory masking policy, he has introduced legislation that would compel law enforcement in the Commonwealth to refuse to enforce any new federal gun control laws. Simultaneously, he has cosponsored proposed legislation that would remove even the current minimal law requiring a permit for concealed carry.

          Following a spate of school shootings, some liberal churches responded to calls for gun control by publicly naming their sanctuaries “gun free zones,” while many conservative congregations encouraged parishioners to carry weapons and even hosted “Bring Your Gun to Church” Sundays. The website www.concealedcarry.com advises its visitors that scripture supports Christians using deadly force in self-defense or defense of others and encourages pastors to recruit and train an armed security team. This section of the webpage features a photo of a pistol resting atop a Bible.134 Conveniently, church leaders can also browse weaponry on the same website and view informational videos on gun owners’ rights.

          Denker interprets the enthusiasm of conservative Christians for guns as a response to all the ways in which they have perceived evidence of America’s moral degeneration:

          
            They saw broken families and lamented the exodus of prayers in schools. They saw a loss of a certain American innocence. They saw young people lacking steady ground on which to stand. They blamed social media and the internet and birth control. The shootings were rooted in people who didn’t speak English and too many refugees and ISIS encroaching on American borders. For many Red State Christians, a world in which people felt cornered led to the Parkland shooting. The “American carnage” depicted by Trump in his inauguration speech came alive in the images of students running out of their schools, hands over their heads, terrified. In this scary, unfamiliar America, Red State Christians would never surrender their guns. They had to hold them tighter. In fact, they had to arm teachers. They had already lost so much that had previously kept them safe. Guns, in this view, were one final defense against the encroachment of an amoral, irreligious world.135

          

          Revival-style worship reinforces the pervasive sense of fear and doom among evangelical Christians. The sensory immersion of this style of worship and preaching often whiplashes back and forth between warnings about not being pure and prepared enough to be raptured or salvaged from among the sinful on the Day of Judgment and warnings of the degradation of America today. As Denker describes, “The necessity of impending doom keeps the fear and defensiveness of many Red State Christians at a fever pitch, which keeps them a captive audience and emotional prey for pastors like Allen [whom she observed preaching at a heavily armed church in Tampa Bay, Florida] or presidents like Trump.” The language of “spiritual warfare” further reinforces the militancy with which Christian nationalists push back against their fear of creeping secularism and loss of their way of life. It justifies taking (or at least considering) extreme measures to defeat the foe, which is variously described as Satan, the Left, or both in one breath.136

          This feeling of being continually embattled bleeds into the prevalent belief that Christians are being persecuted not only in other nations (which in some contexts is horrifyingly true) but in America itself. Goldberg reports, “The refrain that Christians are under siege creates a sense of perpetual crisis among the movement’s grass roots. Talk of persecution is common. I’ve heard well-spoken, kind believers—people who say they long for empathy and understanding to replace the harsh divisiveness in America—worry that one day in the future, the American government might start rounding up Christians and executing them.”137

          Finally, a chronic perception of oneself and one’s group as downtrodden can lead to a perpetual low-level feeling of paranoia. Not long after the end of the McCarthy anticommunist witch hunts, historian Richard Hofstadter observed that American politics has always had more than a faint trace of paranoia. As a nation born out of a revolution against an authoritarian monarchy just 250 years ago (which, in comparison to most countries’ history, is a very short time), a certain suspicion against authority continues to be passed down the generations. It shapes a characteristic American embrace of individualism and personal freedoms and also returns over and over in different generations as a tendency to mistrust institutions and authorities. Hofstadter wrote, “American politics has often been an arena for angry minds. . . . I call it the paranoid style simply because no other word adequately evokes the sense of heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy that I have in mind.”138 He noted a tendency toward obsessively seeking out “evidence to prove that the unbelievable is the only thing that can be believed”—not for the sake of honest debate but as “a means of warding off the profane intrusion of the secular political world. The paranoid seems to have little expectation of actually convincing a hostile world, but he can accumulate evidence in order to protect his cherished convictions from it.”139

          Paranoia, as opposed to realistic fear, is an irrational and all-encompassing belief that the world is evil and that threats are everywhere. Clinically paranoid individuals (as in paranoid schizophrenia) are afflicted with this belief to a delusional degree caused by an organic brain disorder.140 But paranoia exists on a spectrum of mental health diagnoses, from frank psychosis to neurotic anxiety in otherwise rational people. Especially when reinforced by a steady diet of mis- or disinformation on social media or through other social contacts—including fears instilled by persuasive religious leaders—very unreasonable fears can seem at least plausible. And all too often, fear, especially when denied or repressed, can turn to hate.

        
        
          Down the Rabbit Hole: The Irrational Allure of Conspiracy Theories

          Paranoia—comprised of both fear and hate—provides a fertile, receptive ground for the seeds of conspiracy theories to take root and grow. Several years before Donald Trump’s presidency, with its manifold increase in outright lies to the public, Goldberg wrote,

          
            America is full of good people, but something dark [sic] is loose. There’s a free-floating anxiety that easily metastasizes into paranoid and a hatred for the same enemies always targeted by authoritarian populist movements—homosexuals, urbanites, foreigners, intellectuals, and religious minorities. Rationality is losing its hold; empirical evidence is discounted as the product of a secular worldview or a scheming liberal elite. In such an atmosphere, most mainstream sources of information are assumed to be deceptive, so many people find ascertaining the true state of things very difficult. Thus trusted authorities—preachers, politicians, radio demagogues—hold enormous sway. All truth except biblical truth becomes relative, and biblical truth is entwined with American history and national destiny. Democracy suffocates in this atmosphere, and space opens up for something else to supplant it.141

          

          She goes on to quote Hannah Arendt, who wrote in her post-Holocaust analysis of the Nazi terror, The Origins of Totalitarianism, “Before they seize power and establish a world according to their doctrines, totalitarian movements conjure up a lying world of consistency which is more adequate to the needs of the human mind than reality itself. . . . The force possessed by totalitarian propaganda—before the movements have the power to drop iron curtains to prevent anyone’s disturbing, by the slightest reality, the gruesome quiet of an entirely imaginary world—lies in its ability to shut the masses off from the real world.”142

          In my own work, and in my personal life, I have tried to resist the notion of “two Americas” that has become a frequent phrase in political commentary in recent years.143 My research for this book has changed my view. After attending a political biker rally, visiting a gun shop, and viewing televangelists on YouTube and television, I have had the disorienting experience of finding myself in a completely different world, surrounded by people living in an alternate reality. Christian nationalism is, indeed, as sociologists have described it, a political movement with religious symbols and trappings to justify it. But more than that, it is a completely immersive culture. If culture is defined by a combination of social, political, and religious beliefs with food, dress, artistic expression, and ethnicity, then Christian nationalism readily fits the definition. It excludes and derides those who do not fit in a majority of these categories, particularly in their beliefs but also in many of the other markers of cultural belonging. But its exclusivity also reflects a layer of dread—of losing this culture, being “replaced” by a liberal America that its members fear—and this fear leads to hate.

          This fear, hate, and desire to “take back” the rest of America (to be like the America they live in and want to protect) can veer toward violent extremism. When that bridge is crossed, “good people,” to use Trump’s characterization, can end up picking up torches and joining together with activist white-supremacist hate groups such as the Proud Boys, the Boogaloo Bois, and others, as they did in Charlottesville, Virginia, in a Unite the Right march on August 11–12, 2017. David Duke, the head of the Ku Klux Klan (who also endorsed Trump for the presidency), was in attendance. Expressing the hate fueled by fear of losing white Christian supremacy, they chanted, “Jews will not replace us! You will not replace us!”

          At this “Unite the Right” rally, organized to protest the removal of a Confederate statue, a right-wing demonstrator rammed his vehicle into a crowd of antihate counterprotesters, killing one woman, Heather Heyer, and injuring over a dozen others. Two state troopers also died in a helicopter crash while surveilling the scene. The Governor of Virginia declared a state of emergency, while Trump responded with a comment ambiguously condemning an “egregious display of hatred, bigotry and violence on many sides, on many sides,” which most commentators understood to equate the counterprotesters’ peaceful demonstration with the right-wing activists’ violence, pandering to the alt-right members of his base.144 White supremacists have committed at least 73 murders since Charlottesville,145 as mass shootings and hate crimes have been on the rise.146

          Christian nationalists are, as several writers have noted, “vulnerable” to right-wing conspiracy theories, ranging from antivaccine campaigns (even before Covid-19) to QAnon. All these distorted notions (once considered fringe but increasingly amplified by social media and right-wing radio talk shows and TV news) align well with one of the foundational sentiments of Christian nationalism—that their “way of life” is being undermined by a cabal of child-abusing liberal politicians and “anti-American” elites.

          While statistics vary widely on what percentage of overlap may exist between Christian nationalists and groups organized around conspiracy theories, a survey by the American Enterprise Institute found that over a quarter (27%) of white evangelical Christians and almost a third (31%) of white evangelical Republicans agreed “mostly” or “completely” with “the core tenet of QAnon: ‘Donald Trump has been secretly fighting a group of child sex traffickers that include prominent Democrats and Hollywood elites.’”147 Another survey (of over 1,700 Americans) from Denison University found that 50% of white evangelical Christians “agreed” or “strongly agreed” with QAnon.148 ABC news reporter Kaleigh Rogers writes, “Comparative surveys have also shown a correlation between Christian nationalism and conspiratorial thinking, specifically a belief in QAnon. And it’s something members of the church have been sounding the alarm about for months.”149 However, it should be noted from a recent PRRI study that “a nontrivial 15%” of all Americans believe that the government, media, and finance are controlled by Satan-worshipping pedophiles and that American patriots may have to resort to violence to save the country, and a full 20% believe that “there is a storm coming soon that will sweep away the elites in power and restore the rightful leaders.” In this PRRI study, white evangelicals lead other religious groups in believing QAnon theories (at 22%), followed closely by Hispanic Protestants and Mormons (both at 21%). Other Christians fall in a range from 17% to 12%, with unaffiliated Americans at 9% and Jews at just 2%.150

          Marjorie Taylor Greene, described earlier, has made numerous public statements straight from the QAnon playbook, including the spread of conspiracy theories about the “deep state.”151 She ended a “MUST READ” blog post by writing, “The frightening fact that all of us must face is that these articles are not conspiracy theory. They are written with factual data backing them up. The MSM will avoid these real issues, but we must do our part to push them into light, and to force these evil things to stop and be brought to justice.”152 As a lawmaker, Greene may seem like an extreme example, but roughly 230,000 (or 75%) of voters in Georgia’s majority white and Republican 14th District elected her to the US House of Representatives153—a telling result about the current disposition of the right-wing, white, Christian electorate considering that Greene was a candidate who campaigned on far-right Christian nationalism mixed together with a wholehearted embrace of QAnon and other conspiracies.

          As another example of the intertwining of Christian nationalism and QAnon, Jacob Chansley—the horned and furred QAnon shaman at the January 6 break-in at the Capitol (as noted in Chapter 1)—took the vice president’s seat in the Senate chamber and, while brandishing an American flag, shouted into a megaphone,

          
            Thank you, heavenly Father, for being the inspiration needed to these police officers to allow us into the building, to allow us to exercise our rights, to allow us to send a message to all the tyrants, the Communists, and the globalists, that this is our nation, not theirs, that we will not allow the America, the American way of the United States of America, to go down. . . . Thank you, divine, omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent creator God for filling this chamber with your white light and love, your white light of harmony. Thank you for filling this chamber with patriots that love you and love Christ.154

          

          It is interesting in light of QAnon’s focus on child abuse and sex trafficking that evangelical Christians have for more than a decade elevated sex trafficking as their primary campaign against sexual violence, while work to end sexual and domestic violence and other forms of sexual abuse remains largely the domain of secular nonprofit organizations, with some notable faith-based exceptions.155 There is no question that sex trafficking is a worldwide horror,156 involving tens of thousands of women and girls;157 Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns have exacerbated the problem for the victims.158 But emphasizing this one form of sexual violence (mostly targeting women and girls) while often ignoring other issues such as sexual abuse and exploitation in the church itself (as noted earlier) carries the missionary whiff of white saviors helping victims from the Global South escape evil predators (who themselves may be from the Global South). This single-minded zeal for victims of trafficking sidesteps the vast extent of violence against women, girls, and LGBTQ persons perpetrated by and against Americans. Meanwhile, “nice” white Christian American men—whose own wives may be fundraising to end human trafficking—head from their suburban homes at night to certain desolate urban locations, directed there by social media sites, to purchase sexual “services” from enslaved girls and women.

          Child abduction and abuse is, of course, a powerful emotional issue, and QAnon goes straight for the maternal jugular when it comes to recruiting highly protective white suburban moms. Journalist Seyward Darby points to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on women due to the lockdown and isolation: “Stuck at home, fragile, malleable, and absorbing bad ideas that make sense to them.”159 Women are made to feel empowered by the message that they can protect children while staying at home caring for their own families and participating in a movement on social media. Susan Shaw, citing Darby, also writes,

          
            Women no longer have to be part of an organized extremist group to participate; they just have to believe the extremist messages and stand up for them through posting online, going to a rally, or protesting. In fact, as Darby notes, many of these women who have been radicalized wouldn’t even see it that way. After all these ideas have been articulated by the president [Trump] and repeated over and over on media outlets. Often these extremist ideas get softened as they move from organized hate into the mainstream. What is overtly racist language in hate groups becomes coded language about immigration, crime and making America great again.160

          

          This flow from the fringe to the mainstream goes both ways. The fringe, according to Darby, “is just a manifestation of central ideas in US culture. Extremist groups magnify these ideas, and then the ideas come back into the culture in softer language that allows them to be mainstreamed.”161 And the messages are spread everywhere—even apparently sweet online affinity groups such as ones for knitters have been infiltrated, and normal-sounding gossip spreads lies and hate.162

          All too often, then, people can get drawn in by conspiracy theories and political lies without even realizing they have gone down a slippery slope into an alternative universe. In the current media culture, it’s easy to fall into a bubble or an echo chamber, where only certain ideas are allowed, and these ideas are amplified by repetition until they just feel like they must be true.163 As Susan Shaw writes, “Extremist ideas have moved from the dark corners of the internet into mainstream thinking among many conservatives.”164 Some of this happens as unwitting participants repeat and amplify increasingly right-wing messages, but much of it is calculated through deliberate infiltration and reinforced by repetition.165

          The bubble provides a social network and a feeling of belonging that is emotionally appealing. And the core beliefs of the group are held not lightly but with zeal. People become passionate and are cheered on by the others inside the group with “likes” and thumbs-ups on social media. Social media researchers have noticed a “soft” appeal, for example, to the QAnon conspiracy. Women influencers on social media comingle recipes for comfort food, makeup tips, and household advice with comments on child abuse and trafficking that would concern any good person, any good mother. And they ask things like, “I know it sounds crazy, but what if Q is right? What if there really is a child trafficking ring?” Sounds reasonable enough to be concerned and to ask to learn more—“What if we ignore this and it turns out to be true?” Then the next question continues down the slippery slope: “What if Q is right that the government is trying to cover it up because they’re actually the ones doing evil things—there’s a deep state they don’t want us to know about!”

          So when this seed of a “deep state” is planted in people’s minds, wrapped in the natural concern for the safety of children, it is easy to take the next step down that slippery slope (reinforced by media platforms’ algorithms that steer people toward ideas they have already “liked”) and begin to follow threads on social media with the hashtags #qanon, #deepstate, or even the seemingly benign #savethechildren! When this antiauthoritarian passion is conjoined with another—the fervor of self-appointed, heavily armed militias, organizing under the banner of the constitutional rights to free speech and to bear arms—and with groups of white supremacists, both long-standing and new, a violence-prone mob mentality can break out. All kinds of long-simmering resentments and fears can come bubbling up when they are given approval by a strong leader, adding fuel to the fire.

          When a charismatic public leader appears to give permission to this rhetoric of rebellion, even permission to hate,166 it can be the final catalyst that brings the disparate antiauthoritarian groups together to form an armed rebellion. The FBI reported a 20% surge in hate crimes since Trump became president, with hate-related murders at their highest level in three decades and hate crimes generally the highest in a decade.167 The storming of the Capitol on January 6, seen through this lens, should not have been a surprise. There was a fuse ready to be lit, and it exploded into violence.

          Once conspiracy theories take root, they are also very difficult to dislodge. It is frustratingly difficult to prove the nonexistence of something, and there are always lingering questions in the face of all evidence to the contrary: “But what if QAnon is right about child abuse? If I ignore this, am I allowing more children to be harmed? What if the ‘Stop the Steal’ movement is true? The idea that there could be widespread fraud sounds so plausible in this day and age, when there is so much corruption in government.” And how can a person just walk away when it feels so fulfilling to be involved in such a seemingly righteous, patriotic cause?

        
      
      
        Unconscious Motivations

        In the preceding pages, we have explored a range of feelings and motivations that draw people into Christian nationalism. While adherents may not readily articulate these factors that heavily influence them, to a large degree, they are on the level of consciousness. Unconscious motivations are, of course, more difficult to pin down, and by the very nature of the psychoanalytic theory that undergirds this line of inquiry, examining what emotional dynamics may lie beneath the surface of anyone’s adherence to a particular group or ideology is a somewhat speculative exercise. Nevertheless, psychologists studied unconscious group dynamics even before the beginnings of psychoanalysis with Sigmund Freud and his own circle of followers.

        Readers might be wondering, “Why refer to Sigmund Freud in this day and age—aren’t his theories outdated?”168 Of course, yes, many of Freud’s ideas have been superseded by a century of further research and theorizing, particularly regarding women, homosexuality, and gender identity. But Freud’s most basic insight is still relevant: that the mind comprises much more than what is held in conscious awareness, that unconscious drives and our early childhood experiences of caregivers often prompt us to think, react, and behave in ways that we ourselves find puzzling, even self-sabotaging.

        Moreover, when it comes to group psychology, no one to this day has made more keen observations on the ways in which a group also has a kind of collective psyche that encompasses and in certain ways takes over the attitudes and actions of the group’s individual members. Freud wrote his seminal book Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego169 in 1921, just a few short years after the end of World War I. He had lived through fear for his sons’ lives, both of whom had enlisted (they survived). He then lost a beloved daughter and grandson to the Spanish flu, which swept through an impoverished Europe in the aftermath of the war. And all of this was wrapped up in a lifelong experience of being the target of antisemitism—which was rising again in Vienna in overt political rhetoric and public acts of violence by the time he was writing the book.170

        Having come to a feeling of deep disillusionment about patriotism and the leaders of nations—and pessimism about the human capacity for violence and aggression—Freud struggled to understand how seemingly rational people could come under the sway of a group to the point of participating in collective violence that they would never commit as individuals. Given the similar rise in unabashed hate speech and mob violence in the United States today, his observations on the unconscious dynamics of groups remain highly relevant and contribute another dimension to understanding how people can be drawn into groups that are destructive of the social fabric, even leading to violence.

        
          The Magnetism of Groupthink

          Freud himself was not the first psychologist to study groups and to recognize that when people join a group, they begin to participate in a social dynamic that transcends individuals’ particular attitudes—even to the point of sacrificing their own personal morality and capacity for critical thinking. Freud drew heavily in his Group Psychology on the late 19th-century work of Gustave Le Bon (1841–1931), whose treatise The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind171 laid the foundations for the study of groups, especially mass movements. Le Bon’s work, like Freud’s, was prompted by experiences of war (the Franco-Prussian War) and its devastating economic aftermath, including a short-lived antiauthoritarian revolt in Paris in the 1870s. Le Bon wrote, as quoted by Freud,

          
            The most striking peculiarity presented by a psychological group is the following. Whoever be the individuals that compose it, however like or unlike be their mode of life, their occupations, their character, or their intelligence, the fact that they have been transformed into a group puts them in possession of a sort of collective mind which makes them feel, think, and act in a manner quite different from that in which each individual of them would feel, think, and act were he in a state of isolation. There are certain ideas and feelings which do not come into being, or do not transform themselves into acts except in the case of individuals forming a group. The psychological group is a provisional being formed of heterogeneous elements, which for a moment are combined, exactly as the cells which constitute a living body form by their reunion a new being which displays characteristics very different from those possessed by each of the cells singly.172

          

          Le Bon believed that under the pressure of a group, distinctive characteristics of individuals would come to be submerged in a larger group unconscious that tapped into a common human disposition—somewhat like Jung’s later articulation of a “collective unconscious.”173 Freud approvingly quotes Le Bon again: “The individual forming part of a group acquires, solely from numerical considerations, a sentiment of invincible power which allows him to yield to instincts which, had he been alone, he would perforce have kept under restraint. He will be the less disposed to check himself, from the consideration that, a group being anonymous and in consequence irresponsible, the sentiment of responsibility which always controls individuals disappears entirely.”174

          Freud contends, citing Le Bon, that a form of contagion arises in groups, similar to hypnosis. This group contagion or suggestibility can induce individuals to take actions that they would not necessarily take as individuals. Freud also agrees with Le Bon that in groups, people regress—they lose touch with their most highly developed thinking capacity and begin to behave more in accordance with primal drives: “spontaneity, violence, ferocity, and also enthusiasm and heroism.” He quotes the German poet Schiller: “Jeder, sieht man ihn einzeln, ist leidlich klug und verständig; Sind sie in corpore, gleich wird euch ein Dummkopf daraus.” (Everyone, when viewed as an individual, is quite astute and mature; when in a group, they become stupid.)175 Freud adds that a group is more likely to think, as young children do, in images rather than words and concepts, so “agreement with reality is never checked by any reasonable agency. The feelings of a group are always very simple and very exaggerated. So that a group knows neither doubt nor uncertainty.”176 It is easy to see how today social media can reinforce this, since it is a visual world of images including both photos and videos.

          Freud goes on to set his pessimism aside momentarily and allows that groups can be guided by high ideals and not only the most animalistic impulses: “Under the influence of suggestion groups are also capable of high achievement in the shape of abnegation, unselfishness, and devotion to an ideal.” Here the group may have a modifying effect on individuals’ self-interests, and although Freud believed that the group dulls individuals’ intellectual capacity, it may also raise their moral values. So group persuasion can move individuals in two extreme directions: a group’s “ethical conduct may rise as high above [the individual’s] as it may sink deep below it.”

          What is the differentiating factor that makes some groups constructive in their goals and others so destructive? This is where Freud’s own contribution went beyond the observations of Le Bon, which focused mainly on emotional contagion within a group. Freud proposed that the character and aims of a group (altruistic or nefarious) also depend heavily on the character and aims of the leader.

        
        
          The Unconscious Power of the Leader: Identification, Idealization, and Narcissistic Leaders

          Freud describes the relationship of followers to a leader as something more than simple admiration, or even the desire to have a relationship with that person. Two unconscious motivations come into play when group members begin not only to admire or like their leaders but to idolize them. The first is what Freud called “identification,” and the second is idealization. Identification has come into general parlance to some extent—“I identify with the female characters in this book,” “I identify with other introverts,” “I can’t identify with Jan’s hyper work ethic,” “I don’t identify with their frustration about that,” and so on. In psychoanalytic terms, it means unconsciously adopting another person’s characteristics, beliefs, or ways of being as a form of psychic internalization. I take your attributes into myself, and they become a part of me, a part of my identity, my self-image. Unlike admiration or agreement, which are conscious, this is a process that largely happens without a person realizing it (although both admiration and identification can be going on at the same time).

          In infancy, this is the first way in which a child forms an attachment to the parent (Freud thought literally the mother)—by taking her in (bodily, and then by forming internal representations of her in the mind). In normal development, the child begins to experience self and other as separate and can love the other as other (as well as a range of other feelings from positive to negative, depending on the nature of the relationship itself). A positive remnant of early identifications remains in the form of what has been taken in as good and idealized. Freud called this internal part of the self the “ego ideal,” which can be a foundation for one’s values, and the component of the ego related to conscience.177

          For healthy individuals, identification with another person is an element in forming good relationships—an inner sense or intuition of having something in common that resonates with early positive experiences. But identification in adulthood, if it is too prominent, can also lead to a regression to a more dependent state of being, as in early childhood, in which the other person’s traits, actions, and beliefs are internalized and unconsciously begin to shape and even alter identity. This regressive form of identification is often driven by an unconscious sense of lack and a compulsive need to make up for a loss or deficit in early childhood—such as a parent’s chronic emotional misattunement, unreliability, frequent absence or abandonment, or outright abuse.

          It is precisely this type of regression that Freud sees occurring in groups that become attached to a strong leader. The members of such a group have unconsciously substituted the charismatic figure of the leader for their individual ego ideals. The resulting bond creates both forceful emotional ties among the members of the group, who now all share a common ego ideal,178 and a strong bond of loyalty with the leader (who is now a part of themselves). Some of Freud’s more speculative, and many would say outdated, notions come into play in his theory here as well—that the leader is a psychological stand-in for the father and his authority. And since for Freud, these strong emotional ties are “libidinal” (i.e., coming from a primal sex drive), he also sees the attachment to this leader and to other members of the group as fulfilling a deep, instinctual wish (disguised in more socially acceptable form).

          Freud does not account for—or even take into consideration—the possibility of similar attachments to women leaders. There are, of course, groups attached to leaders who are not “fathers” (although women leaders can also be unconsciously identified with as such). There is not space in this book to delve into the extensive debates about women’s leadership, how it might or might not essentially differ from men’s, or how Freud’s views on paternal authority were limited by his own time and culture. There are certainly many examples of strong women leaders at all levels of society. But in our own time, we have not escaped the socialization to expect masculine and feminine models of leadership to be differentiated by an expectation of male authority versus female care. Most women leaders will admit, if only privately, that members of their organization will not automatically grant them the same authoritative style of leadership that would be expected, even admired in men, and that often it becomes strategically necessary to adopt “softer” ways of relating to the group in order to maintain a necessary amount of authority for group cohesion and effectiveness.

          Many feminist writers and thinkers have advocated for a more egalitarian style of leadership, not only as more befitting what is supposedly women’s innately maternal care for the group, but as a healthier model of organization for people of all genders. Any sort of egalitarian model is vanishingly rare in Christian nationalist circles. Freud’s Group Psychology is as relevant a description today as it was in his own time regarding the psychologically symbiotic bond between followers and their idealized patriarchal leaders, a symbiosis that psychologists have variously called “mass hypnosis,” “mutual intoxication,” and “the spell cast by persons—the nexus of unfreedom.”179

          One final element in Freud’s observations about this type of leader is the element of narcissism. Freud understood that the psychology of individual members of a group and the psychology of the father figure leader were symmetrical, not identical. The individual still longed for emotional ties with others, but “the father, chief, or leader . . . had few libidinal ties; he loved no one but himself, or other people only in so far as they served his needs. . . . Even today the members of a group stand in need of the illusion that they are equally and justly loved by their leader; but the leader himself need love no one else, he may be of a masterful nature, absolutely narcissistic, self-confident, and independent.”180 Love, said Freud, “puts a check on narcissism”181 and as such is crucial to civilization. But the narcissistic leader loves only himself and exploits the love and devotion of his followers only and always for his own benefit (as he sees it, according to his whims).

          Heinz Kohut, a psychoanalyst in the generation after Freud and founder of a later psychoanalytic movement called self psychology, extended Freud’s theories on narcissism.182 Kohut distinguished between pathological narcissism and the healthy narcissism in adulthood that is probably a requirement for successful leaders (e.g., possessing reality-based self-confidence and a willingness to be decisive and authoritative when needed—but not authoritarian). Primary narcissism (Freud’s term for the normal self-orientation of infants and toddlers) becomes problematic in Kohut’s view when the very young child does not receive the “mirroring” needed at the appropriate time—admiration, applause, the “gleam in the parent’s eye” when the baby achieves a developmental step like walking or talking, and most of all, empathy for who the child actually is, as opposed to who the parents want or unconsciously need the child to be. Neglect, disregard, or narcissistic parenting—in which the parent views the growing child as an extension of the parent’s identity and needs rather than promoting the child’s own natural personality, interests, and abilities—can result in a depressive sense of emptiness and lack that can persist into adulthood.

          Professor of psychiatry and former CIA profiler Jerrold Post perceives that the narcissism of charismatic leaders has its origin in this developmental deficit in early childhood—what he calls, citing Kohut, a “mirror-hungry personality.”183 Relevant to Christian nationalists, Post notes regarding narcissistic leaders’ use of religious rhetoric,

          
            The invocation of divine guidance and use of Biblical references are surely the currency of American political rhetoric, and no politician worth his salt would ignore them. What is the difference between the politician whose use of such rhetoric rings false, as hollow posturing, and the politician whose religious words inspire? . . . The narcissistic individual who does indeed consciously believe that he has special leadership gifts and accordingly has a special role to play may utilize religious rhetoric much more convincingly. . . . While the ability to convey belief is an important asset, real belief is most convincing. This is also true of the polarization of good and evil, we versus them. Again, while it is a common political tactic to attempt to unify the populace against an outside enemy, the rhetoric of polarization is most effective when, as in the case of Hitler, they are absolutely believed to be the source of the problem, they are evil, and to eliminate them is to eliminate our problems. . . . In order to be effectively charismatic it is a great asset to possess paranoid conviction.184

          

          Post believes this “mirror-hungry” character of the narcissistic leader attracts a particular type of personality as followers—drawing on the other main deficit Kohut identified as a primary infantile need—that of “idealization.”185 Kohut believed that in addition to a need to be applauded for age-appropriate achievements and just being who the child really is turning out to be, there is a second “pole” of development, which is a need to have a person—normally a parent or other caregiving figure in early childhood—who can be idealized, someone they “want to grow up to be like.” Kohut believed that the needs for mirroring and idealizing are lifelong needs that are modulated in intensity by healthy development.186 However, adults can also become “ideal-hungry,” in Post’s wording, becoming especially susceptible to the hypnotic appeal of a charismatic leader: “Leaders such as Trump, who convey this sense of grandiose omnipotence, are attractive to individuals seeking idealized sources of strength; they convey a sense of conviction and certainty to those who are consumed by doubt and uncertainty. . . . Trump’s motto ‘Make America Great Again’ had a strong resonance.”187

          This may sound a bit like blaming the victim—a criticism also leveled at times toward researchers of cults and their recruits.188 Post hastens to add that in times of overwhelming stress, adults who normally would not be vulnerable to following a narcissistic leader may also be drawn in. He points out that especially “at moments of societal crisis, otherwise mature and psychologically healthy individuals may temporarily come to feel overwhelmed and in need of a strong and self-assured leader. But when the historical moment passes, so too does the need. . . . Indeed, the process of idealization carries within it the seeds of disillusion.”189

          Cult expert Margaret Singer further asserts that anyone under the right circumstances can be drawn in by a highly manipulative narcissistic leader: “When we hear of . . . individuals’ being controlled and influenced by others, we instinctively try to separate ourselves from those persons. . . . Just as most soldiers believe bullets will hit only others, most people tend to believe that their own minds and thought processes are invulnerable.”190 Singer calls this the “not me myth,” going on to write that “it has become clear over the years that everyone is susceptible to the lure of these master manipulators.”191

          Based on her research, about two-thirds of cult members “came from normal, functioning families and were demonstrating age-appropriate behavior around the same time,” while about one-third “had diagnosable depressions related to personal loss . . . or were struggling with age-related sexual and career dilemmas.”192 Countering social researchers who assign blame, for example, to “strictly pathological types,”193 Singer writes, “We are all being influenced all the time. And we all are potentially vulnerable . . . especially as our society becomes more and more commercialized, violent and alienating, dishonest and corrupt, polarized and without structure.”194

          Since at least 2015, much ink has been spilled and considerable radio and TV airtime has been spent describing Donald Trump and his blindly obedient adherents in just such terms. Throughout his campaign, and increasingly during and after his term as president, Trump has exhibited the exact traits of Singer’s “master manipulators” and even reveled in them. He has an insatiable need to be cheered by adoring crowds and to ensure absolute loyalty (beyond all reason) from those who worked for him directly. Trump, like other strongmen before him, is still viewed by many right-wing Christians as the divinely ordained leader of the country. Sarah Huckabee Sanders (daughter of Baptist pastor and former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee) said, while serving as Trump’s press secretary, “God wanted Donald Trump to become President.”195 This prophecy was one of the elements fueling the January 6 insurrection196 and has not been abandoned by Christian nationalist True Believers as of this writing. A billboard depicting Trump as the son of God (using a misquote from scripture, attributing “unto us a son is given, and the government shall be upon his shoulders” to “joint heirs Romans 8:17”) appeared as recently as September 2021 in Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia. It was subsequently taken down after numerous protests.197

          It is important to remember, however, that Christian nationalism preceded Donald Trump. At present, even out of office, he continues to wield enormous authority over white churchgoers, the church leaders who have hitched their own wagons to his power, and political leaders who fear retaliation if they defect. But he is not the only charismatic leader in Christian nationalist circles. There is a hierarchy that runs broad and deep, from those “spiritual advisors” closest to him, such as the prosperity gospel preacher Paula White, to those in the leadership of the Southern Baptist Convention, some of the megachurches, and other large conservative church organizations, down to the leaders of smaller congregations and church-related agencies and institutions. On a parallel track are the right-wing Christian-identified politicians, from Trump’s inner circle of Republicans in national government positions, to governors, to state and local officials such as Doug Mastriano. On both these parallel tracks, leaders take their own marching orders from the leaders above them, on up the ladder.198

          A number of commentators have referred to such religiously tinged political groups as a kind of cult. As noted already, while there are many conservative churches and political organizations that do not fall within the definition of a cult, there are many cultlike dynamics within the whole range of Christian nationalism. The further out on the spectrum of extremism and conspiracy thinking one goes, the more cultlike the ethos will be.

          Robert Lifton, one of the preeminent scholars of cults for several decades, has identified the following criteria for a group to be a cult: “First, a shift in worship from broad spiritual ideas to the person of a charismatic guru [sic]199; second, the active pursuit of a thought reform-like process that frequently stresses some kind of merger with the guru; and third, extensive exploitation from above (by the guru and leading disciples)—whether economic, sexual, or psychological—of the idealism of ordinary followers from below.”200 He also observes that a “sense of apocalypse turns out to be present in extremist political movements no less than in extremist religious cults,” motivated by a “strong emotional commitment to apocalyptic world purification.”201 The leader increasingly imposes an alternate, paranoid worldview, which encourages the group to act with some urgency to fight against a creeping “defilement” of the world (or nation) in order to restore an imagined ancient purity. While from a certain postmodern or “constructionist” perspective, we might say that all “reality” is in some way socially constructed,202 facts and evidence still delineate parameters of what is true versus delusional. Cult leaders, or “mental predators” as Lifton calls them, “are concerned not only with individual minds but with the ownership of reality itself.”203

          Mystical fabulations, rigid religious rules for behavior, and outright political lies, when repeated often enough, can become normalized to the point where reality and fiction blend together. At a certain point, especially when input is missing from other sources, this creates an alternate reality. The group becomes bonded even more closely together under the mantle of the leader, not only in an “us versus them” designation of certain enemies, but now in an “insider versus outsider” version of reality itself.

          Cults are distinguishable from healthy groups not merely by their recruiting strategies (some of which are shared by any group keen on membership growth, as described earlier) but by the character of the leaders. In a healthy group, the leader is outward-focused, concerned for the welfare of group members and supporting them in being able to carry out their mutually agreed-upon goals.204 Deception is not used, and critical thinking and evaluation of progress are encouraged.205 In a cult, by contrast, the leader is focused on having the group members serve his own interests, and any apparently good work done by the group is likely to be a mere by-product or even a front for the real reason for the group’s existence—to satisfy the narcissistic needs of the leader (whether it be wealth, fame, admiration, or the sheer ability to exercise power). As Margaret Singer puts it succinctly, “Cult leaders center veneration on themselves”206—quite the opposite of Martin Luther’s dictum regarding Christians’ good deeds: “Soli Deo gloria” (glory to God alone).

          In the case of Donald Trump, who for the moment seems to be the ultimate head and “ego ideal” for the vast majority of Christian nationalists, Lifton describes Trump’s relationship with his band of followers as somewhat different from a more typical “sealed off cultic community”: “Rather, his cultism is inseparable from his solipsistic reality. That solipsism emanates only from the self and what the self requires, which makes him the most bizarre and persistent would-be owner of reality. And in his way he has created a community of zealous believers who are geographically dispersed.”207 Not unlike the preaching style of evangelical church leaders, Trump’s oratory uses the technique of chanting—“Lock her up!” “USA! USA!”—and a malignant form of call-and-response, as in “Build that wall!” . . . “Build that wall!” “And who will pay for it?” . . . “Mexico!” Like the gladiatorial games of ancient Rome, such spectacles lay bare “the lure of the arena,”208 and many of Trump’s remarks as early as his 2015 campaign rallies overtly encouraged violence. Lifton describes this in terms that could also describe many emotionally intense preachers’ performances:

          
            The chants are rituals that generate “high states”—or what can even be called experiences of transcendence—in disciples. The back-and-forth brings them closer to the guru [sic] and enables them to share his claim to omnipotence and his sacred aura. Trump does not directly express an apocalyptic narrative, but his presence has an apocalyptic aura. He tells us that, as not only a genius but a “very stable genius,” he alone can “fix” the terrible problems of our society. To be sure these are bizarre expressions of his extreme grandiosity, but also of a man who would be a savior to a disintegrating world. . . . The wall is a messianic promise, and there is deep confusion in both Trump and his followers between the physical entity (a barrier between Mexico and the United States that will never be built) and the metaphysical vision of safety and racial purity.209

          

          Trump’s oratory also uses other tricks of charismatic speakers—speaking very softly at times and making vague statements that could be filled in by his hearers’ imaginations to mean any number of things that might best fulfill their own goals and desires. I was struck when listening to Trump’s speech to the growing mob on January 6, which was the culmination of a TV and social media buildup to take the Capitol by force, that he really wasn’t yelling very much. As in many of his speeches before large crowds, he often lapses into a singsong cadence that almost sounds like he is bored or asleep. On the contrary, in light of what we know about persuasive speech by manipulative leaders, this is actually one more technique of rhetorical influence in the Trumpian bag of tricks—even a form of group trance or hypnosis, as described in Singer’s list of cult tactics earlier in this chapter.210 Relevant to our study of Christian nationalism and evangelical Christianity, Singer cites a student’s research comparing taped speeches of cult leaders, televangelists, and mainline church leaders, which found that “the speeches by cult leaders and fundamentalist evangelists had more hypnotic qualities than those of the mainstream church leaders.”211

          The rest of us too, who are not Christian nationalists, are not immune to the impact of such persistent lies and distortions of reality. Even if we have not gone down the rabbit hole into the unreality of Christian nationalism, we become desensitized after so much repetition—what Lifton called “reality fatigue.”212 How many of us got tired of trying to fact-check every new pronouncement Trump tweeted overnight?

          Psychologists differentiate between regular delusions and “bizarre delusions.” Regular delusions are unshakably held beliefs that are not true but possibly could be—for example, “My neighbors are watching me all the time.” Bizarre delusions, on the other hand, are unshakably held beliefs that are not true and could not possibly be—for example, “Aliens are watching me all the time and have implanted a chip in my body.” As Trump’s untruths have become more and more fantastic, they have moved from the plausible to the bizarre, but as his followers have become increasingly desensitized, he continues to be believed by millions in his base. Lifton writes, “With extreme forms of solipsism the external world and other minds cannot be known and may, in effect, have no existence.”213 This, in my view, is as good a definition as any of outright psychosis—being disconnected from reality.

          Trump’s insistence nearly one year and a half (as of this writing) after the 2020 presidential election that he actually won “by a landslide,” and the continuing belief in this lie by millions of Americans—including church leaders and elected officials—becomes more obviously delusional by the day.214 Lifton notes how even after a lie is generally recognized as false, the constant stirring up of debate by narcissistic leaders and their closest followers keeps the leader’s alternate reality in circulation.215 And as noted earlier, it is very difficult to prove the nonexistence of something (perhaps even when it is a bizarre delusion. There is always the possibility that aliens exist . . .).

          Perhaps Trump’s most delusional lie to date, alongside his continued insistence that he overwhelmingly won the election, is his refusal to recognize the insurrection on January 6 as a violent mob. In this statement, he manages to subtly praise all those who assaulted the Capitol on that day while telling a completely fictional version of the day’s events: “There was such love at that rally. You had over a million people there. . . . They were there for one reason, the rigged election, they felt the election was rigged that’s why they were there. They were peaceful people; these were great people. The crowd was unbelievable; I mentioned the word love, the love in the air. I’ve never seen anything like it.”216

        
        
          Trauma and Splitting

          Finally, in addition to the narcissistic symbiosis of leaders and followers, there is the issue of trauma and its impact on individuals. While this factor is admittedly speculative because there are no studies (to my knowledge) on the percentage of Christian nationalists who have a history of trauma—although there is an increasing attention among therapists to the ways in which religion itself can cause trauma and how some people may need trauma-informed treatment after leaving a highly controlling church context217—perhaps some of the most vulnerable people who fall prey to extremist views and political agendas are those who (because of prior exposure to violence, abuse, or sexual assault) are prone to see the world in terms of absolute good versus evil.

          One of the most difficult aspects of surviving trauma is that such extreme experience has the capacity to erase nuance from one’s thinking. Witnessing or experiencing violence face-to-face has the shock effect of reframing many subsequent experiences in terms of all or nothing, totally pure and perfect versus utterly bad. Psychoanalysts identify this dynamic as psychological “splitting.” This happens mostly below the level of our conscious awareness, especially because trauma is not established in memory in the same way as ordinary events—the unbearable and overwhelming nature of trauma causes the traumatized person most often to dissociate so that memories become “stored” separately, without creating a coherent story of what happened. Fragments of experience are kept in different parts of the brain, compartmentalized to be experienced as clouds or jolts of memory, not just in the mind, but also separately in the body, in emotions, and in behaviors that seem to just “happen” without our conscious intent.218

          As Melanie Klein, one of the earliest psychoanalysts in the 20th century, described, such unconscious psychological splitting begins in all of us in infancy, as we try as best as we can as tiny nonverbal beings to manage our experiences of good (the milk is tasty and just the right temperature, I have a dry diaper and I’m comfortable, my parent is holding me and I feel safe) versus bad (nursing mom ate garlic for dinner or the bottle is too hot or too cold, I’m wet and scratchy, I’m crying but nobody is coming). Transient experiences of discomfort, if not too frequent, are fairly easily absorbed psychologically in the overall context of what early psychoanalyst and pediatrician D. W. Winnicott called “good enough” parenting.219 No parent can (or should) be perfect (or a child would have no incentive to meet challenges and grow up). Reliable love and caregiving establish in the infant’s psyche what attachment theorist John Bowlby called “a secure base”220 and developmental psychologist Erik Erikson called “basic trust.”221 When bad experiences are too extreme or too frequent, however, as in traumatic situations of abuse and chronic neglect, mentally separating primal sensations of good and bad becomes a psychological necessity, a survival mechanism and defense against overwhelming terror or psychic disintegration.

          In infancy, there is no capacity for what we would regard as rational thought or being able to think about a more nuanced reality over time. Experience is in the body, as here-and-now sensation, all good or all bad. We split off our awareness of badness in the parent because it intolerably threatens our primal attachment to the one on whom we are wholly dependent (and without such attachment, no one can survive intact222). We internalize it unconsciously, psychologically, so that we ourselves contain all the badness. But to feel that we are bad also then becomes intolerable, so then we switch to perceiving our parent as bad and ourselves as good. We are psychically restored to our original state of goodness within ourselves, but now the world outside ourselves (represented mainly by the parents) is bad, and that is terrifying. This is what leads to the destruction of “basic trust” and a state of paranoia.

          The only way out of this unrelenting back-and-forth of projective splitting between all-good and all-bad states kept within ourselves or ejected psychically into our caretakers is, as Klein proposed, that as we mature (even as very young children), we begin to understand that sometimes we are both good and bad and the same is true for our parents. To learn that we are “good enough,” and that our parents are also reliably “good enough” (if they are), is what enables healthy growth. This gradual recognition of the “good enough,” rather than everything and everyone being either perfect or bad, can lead to reparation and a reduction of psychological splitting and projection—which Klein believed was the hallmark of mutual love and the goal of all mature relating.

          Reaching this state of “good enough” is the sign of healthy infantile development. But of course, a good many children do not experience good enough parenting. Childhood abuse and neglect can set up a lifelong tendency toward splitting that can only be healed by a gradual experience of a new relationship (if one is lucky or resilient enough) that is good enough (a grandparent, a wise and caring partner, a good therapist). Under stress, we can all fall back into unconscious splitting, but when we experience real trauma—including well into adulthood—this unconscious dynamic can become the dominant way of perceiving the world. Especially after a sexual violation (as in sexual assault or childhood molestation) or up-close severe violence against oneself or other human beings (as in war or gang violence), or the experience of chronic and unrelenting pain or oppression, a common shared assumption of human goodness may be shattered. Appearances of goodness cannot be trusted.

          It should not be assumed that all traumatic experiences lead to an official diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), with its particular symptoms such as flashbacks, nightmares, dissociation, uncontrollable panic, rage, or depressive anxiety.223 But even in the best of circumstances, when the aftermath of trauma is well processed and cared for in the context of a strong support network, an encounter with extreme violence or suffering can still transform an individual’s worldview from one of basic trust to a deep-seated and fundamental distrust, which is very hard to shake. Such experiences teach a tragic lesson that the world is no longer safe (if it ever was). Personal relationships can become laden with projections toward others that cast interactions in a binary victim-perpetrator dynamic, or, as contemporary relational psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin has described in detail, a polarity of “doer and done-to.”224 The roles people find themselves unconsciously enacting in such relationships may switch back and forth as projections are triggered by different interactions. The psychic hot potato of the role of persecutor is tossed back and forth in the unconscious relationship between two people while both may seek to hold onto the position of innocence. In this post-traumatic type of unconscious splitting, there is very little room for one or the other partner to break out of the binary of perpetrator and victim into a different, less polarized mode of relating.

          I am not suggesting that we should assume that all or even most individuals who have experienced trauma would be attracted to groups where fear and paranoia are major emotional features of the group’s agenda. Many trauma survivors, in fact, have well-attuned radar for the possibility of emotional retraumatization in such organizations or movements. Nor should we assume that all Christian nationalists are survivors of abuse or other trauma! But there are some—perhaps even many—in whom a tendency toward psychological splitting would make the extreme worldview of certain groups compelling, especially when a charismatic leader seems to present an all-good, idealizable protector. Simple (or simplistic) answers to big spiritual, existential, or political questions and unambiguous rules of right and wrong can appeal strongly to an all-or-nothing mindset.

          A high-conformity group, with a highly manipulative leader, can exploit the victim-perpetrator thinking of a trauma survivor by framing everything in terms of good versus evil. Many survivors, having once seen or experienced evil directly, might not be put off as easily as nontraumatized people by the language of purity versus the demonic, and their own conscious or unconscious desire for justice might stimulate a desire to believe in an imminent cosmic day of reckoning.225 As trauma survivors, they have already experienced the fire and the ice. Especially if such earlier life suffering is still deeply repressed and not available to conscious awareness, they may feel a resonance with apocalyptic rhetoric, and they may experience considerable emotional arousal when called to fight whatever or whoever has been named as the enemy.

          This may help answer a question that many commentators posed immediately after the January 6 insurrection: How could so many former military and police participate in such a lawless rebellion? How could protesters be carrying distinctive Blue Live Matter flags one moment, mixing support for police and a strong “law and order” attitude, and the next moment be participating in or cheering on deadly acts of violence against the police who were there trying to maintain order? Countless military veterans and law enforcement officers have been exposed to horrible events, often many times over. Even a strong indoctrination into a military culture of masculinist bravado (which is expected of both male and female police and soldiers) may mask more raw and “unacceptable” feelings of fear and vulnerability.

          Bulletproof vests and helmets and armored vehicles may (imperfectly) help protect soldiers’ bodies, but there are no bulletproof vests for the psyche. An uncompromising “law and order” attitude, especially when amalgamated with white supremacy, is as much a symptom of psychological splitting as is a preference to use violence to solve problems (whether in public or private relationships226). There are good guys and bad guys, and when the fight is on (whether it is to “stop the steal,” or to “take America back for God”) there is no middle ground: “If you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.”

        
      
      
        Conclusion

        In this chapter, I have attempted to present and summarize a broad array of perspectives drawn from personal training and experience as a psychotherapist, as well as the research and insights of many others. Of course, in the end, I am aware that every person who has ever lived is a unique individual and that “personality” is an unreproducible amalgamation of nature and nurture. While many of the dynamics, both conscious and unconscious, that lead people to become Christian nationalists of varying degrees can be identified, there are elements that defy all rational analysis.

        In that knowledge, I encourage readers to use information presented here wisely. Nothing may raise another person’s defenses faster than being “analyzed” or feeling “counseled” by an armchair psychologist! Nevertheless, if we are to be agents of change with hopes of bridging the chasms in our current polarized context, we need to move beyond analysis to finding ways to talk across the divide and recover healing moments of shared humanity. The following chapter will explore this possibility.
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        How to Talk Across the Divide

        Creating Human Ties across (Extreme) Difference

      
      
        If you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.

        —Donald Trump on January 6, 2021

      

      Divisiveness is hardly new in America. It has been with us since the founding of the country and is embedded in the very justifications and rationalizations for white settlers’ arrival here. Fleeing persecution, they became the persecutors of others already living on this continent, also oppressing and fighting one another over both religious beliefs and political loyalties. In colonial and revolutionary times, Anglican royalists opposed Puritan patriots; Puritans condemned Quakers, Lutherans, and Anabaptists; and everybody hated the Catholics. Warring for independence from the English monarchy while fighting with Native Americans for their land (not to mention holding on to a still vivid belief in the continual threat of demonic torment) created a cauldron of terror, violence, and demonization of the other. Everyone was “doer” or “done to,” to borrow Jessica Benjamin’s words again, often occupying both positions depending on the immediate crisis, and there were few mediating forces to break the cycle of violence. In the musical Hamilton, the portrayal of the emerging nation as “young, scrappy and hungry” perpetuates the tired story of American grit and heroism against tyranny and evil.

      The less told and most often repressed (and hence “forgotten”) side of the story is that of the violence perpetrated by these same admired founders of the United States. The whole origin of the United States is steeped in blood and trauma. That trauma continued to roll down the generations, with another catastrophic outbreak in the form of the Civil War—the effects of which continued in Jim Crow and are still felt in mass incarceration1 and in the myriad forms white supremacy takes today. As I have speculated elsewhere,2 beneath the talk of freedom-loving American patriots lurks a mostly buried awareness that what whites most fear from other peoples and nations is precisely what our white colonial forebears perpetrated on the Native American and African peoples—theft, genocide, and slavery. This very dim but ever-present awareness of America’s original sins continues to haunt us in the form of perpetual assertions of America’s greatness and purity of ideals, and constant reminders that there are always multiple “enemies, both foreign and domestic.”3

      If we learn nothing else from psychoanalysis, we know that the repressed always returns. And if it does not return consciously, it will return in bodily suffering and the unconsciously driven repetition of original traumas, until something or someone helps it break through to awareness where it can be thought about and told at long last. It is only when the whole story of trauma—not just a whitewashed version that justifies a great wrong—is intentionally processed, talked about, evaluated, and understood that healing can begin and the unending cycle of reciprocal violence and hatred can be transcended to create a new way of being and relating.

      This is not by any means to say that all points of view are equal when it comes to those who are fighting racism and sexism and fighting for justice versus those forces of conservative backlash who are fighting to maintain a white patriarchal—and Christian-dominated—society. The purpose of this chapter is by no means to suggest that efforts to talk across this increasingly toxic national divide are meant to create a false “unity” forged by once again trying to quiet movements for justice and social change. Calls for unity by forces of white supremacy most often are calls to suppress dissent in order to maintain the status quo.

      New York Times columnist Charles Blow dealt a stinging rebuttal to the idea that unity is always the most important goal. He notes that “political polarization has increased as the percentage of nonwhite people in America has increased.” Observing the election of a “white-power president after Democrats elected a Black one,” he affirms the importance of resistance to such backlash, declaring, “I don’t want to be unified with anyone who could openly cheer my oppression or sit silently while I endure it,” and cautions that “the ‘unity’ of America is often conflated with the silence of the oppressed and the pacification of the oppressors.”4 The prophet Jeremiah knew this dynamic well when he scolded, “They have treated the wound of my people carelessly, saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ when there is no peace” (Jer 6:14).

      From a psychological point of view, it is precisely the forces of conservative backlash that maintain the centripetal force of repression and suppression of the whole truth. White supremacy has been—and continues to be—the most repressed truth in American history. Sexism, heterosexism, and other forms of objectification are closely entwined with it in the twin processes of normalizing oppression and making it invisible. Movements for justice work to uncover the whole truth of such oppression and its impact on real people, while forces of backlash try desperately to keep the lid on in order to feel pure. But again, as psychoanalysis teaches, there is no such thing as purity. Purity is a fantasy born of splitting. Being human is better than being pure, which, in any case, is impossible. It means acknowledging the tragedy of our own impurity (both individual and corporate) in order to see more clearly how our humanity can be mobilized toward care. By letting go of the grandiose wish to be pure, we are also less prone to fall over into the other side of the split and to perpetrate evil. Freed from an endless cycling between neurotic guilt (and fear of guilt) and narcissistic self-inflation and claims of innocence, we can turn our energy toward healing ourselves and others—even our nation and the world.

      By insisting on uncovering the whole truth, such developments as critical race theory and the #MeToo movement, contrary to their opponents, are contributing to the healing of violence—by bringing together the idealized story of America (including its genuine Enlightenment ideals) with its traumatic history. This is not, as the critics have been shouting, teaching our children to “hate America” but rather teaching them to see it for all that it is, both good and evil. And it brings to a broader, more public awareness what we have known for much longer within the movements for human rights—that, speaking in theological terms, hatred not only is a matter of individual sin (as the Southern Baptist Convention has perennially insisted) but has been baked into all our systems and institutions since the first white settler killed a Native American for her land and brought a kidnapped African to our shores to be enslaved. Only once we are fully able to face the shame of these truths—not only our personal but our corporate implication, our historical violence—can we more fully live into the ideals we like to claim as a nation, of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” for all people.

      I believe that American divisiveness is at a crucial turning point. On the one hand, no president (at least in living memory) has incited as much divisiveness and outright hatred as Donald Trump (although the seeds were planted deep in previous decades by some of his predecessors). On the other hand, the eruption of hate speech and violence from under the cloak of civility where it had been festering for decades has aroused the conscience of a new generation of young adults, and reinvigorated those of us who lived through earlier fights for women’s rights and racial justice. The #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements have taken to the streets, the workplace, and the hallways of government to demand an end to long-embedded hatred and subjugation. Will backlash succeed in once again suppressing this truth-telling movement, or will we be able to enter a new era of sober introspection as a nation, toward the building of something more true, more decent, and more just?

      
        Talking Across the Divide

        The powers of backlash, of white supremacy and patriarchy, depend on lies in order to keep unjust systems in place. This goes to the heart of the question: How can I talk across the rift that has happened in my family, my church, my community because we have come to believe diametrically opposing ideas about faith, health, the economy, climate change, and politics? As noted in chapter 2, the combination of resentment, fear of losing the status of whiteness, and paranoia leading to a vulnerability to conspiracy thinking can induce many white Christians to live, for all intents and purposes, in an alternate reality where nationalistic rhetoric, lies, and disinformation look like a last best hope. Splitting between good and evil abounds in the thought world of Christian nationalists and is continually reinforced by a close atmosphere of Fox News, right-wing social media, and conservative religious preaching and evangelism. Is honest, open conversation even possible?

        Psychologist Dolores Albarracin recently commented to an Associated Press reporter, “Once people buy into the lies, there can be no convincing them they aren’t true.”5 Albarracin and her coauthors have done extensive empirical psychological work on the ways in which personal anxiety is fueled by right-wing media with its circumscribed, repetitive messaging. Similarly, psychologist Bandy X. Lee, who on professional ethics grounds spearheaded the movement among mental health experts during Trump’s presidential term to break the so-called Goldwater rule (an American Psychiatric Association rule prohibiting psychologists from publishing diagnostic assessments of anyone they had not personally diagnosed and treated6), has written, “Mental health professionals are indeed frequently confronted with the question: ‘How do we reason with a Trump supporter?’ The quick answer to that query is: ‘You don’t.’”7

        I disagree. As a therapist, I believe in talk—under the right conditions. I will adopt the emergency medical language of “triage” here8 to suggest that the first step toward conversation is to determine whether fruitful conversation is possible. The first point of discernment is: Am I the right person to have this conversation with this person? Just as public health campaigns to convince people to receive the Covid-19 vaccine are relying more and more on respected figures from within the most impacted communities, such as primary care physicians, local clergy, and community leaders, we too might need to recognize that the best conversation partner is someone other than ourselves. “Trusted messengers” may be best positioned for dialogue—people who have (or once had) a foot inside the Christian nationalist or white evangelical worlds, “who sympathize with [their] shared values but are nevertheless willing to talk their comrades down from the brink.”9 In general, there will be more traction when evangelicals talk to evangelicals, Catholics to Catholics, and mainline Protestants to mainline Protestants, although this is not a hard-and-fast rule (other dimensions of common ground such as family or neighborhood may outweigh these considerations).

        Triage involves not only assessing how hardened the potential dialogue partner is in their beliefs, and who is the right messenger, but also assessing the context—is this the right time, the right place, the right social context in which to have such a discussion? I offer three possible choices to make about whether to attempt a serious conversation across a wide religious and political divide, like a traffic light: (1) red light: STOP—talking will do no good—at least not here, not now, not by me; (2) yellow light: try but tread lightly; and (3) green light: go deeper, gently and wisely. Let’s explore each of these options.

        
          Red Light: STOP (at Least Here, at Least for Now)—Talking with True Believers

          It is not possible to have fruitful conversations with everyone who has taken a die-hard position, particularly if they have become embedded in a context where groupthink overcomes critical thinking and to disagree is to be excommunicated. Direct argument will almost never work. When conversing with a True Believer (or “ambassador,” to use Whitehead and Perry’s term described in chapter 1), it’s well to remember that we’re not just relating to this one person we know. We’re talking to their favorite TV news network and the hundreds of tweets and Facebook posts they are consuming in an ever-self-reinforcing bubble of opinion fed to them through algorithms sifting through their clicks and “likes.” When it comes to listening to a firmly entrenched Christian nationalist, we’re also hearing the hundreds or even thousands of members of their church, where they just praised Jesus and asked him to save the “USA” while listening to heart-thumping rock music and indoctrinating sermons. We are hearing all the overlapping ideological groups to which this person is attuned, from Trump followers to adherents of QAnon and other conspiracy theories.

          Arguing may simply reinforce the manipulative predictions of the demagogue and the group that we are not to be trusted. Even within the broad tent of Christianity, Singer writes, someone who has been thoroughly indoctrinated by propaganda “will have been taught that mainline clergy, the outside world, parents, relatives, and friends are evil, simply wrong about everything, and should be disbelieved.”10 Once someone becomes a hard-core True Believer, they are likely to seek out more “information” that aligns with their beliefs and disregard opposing evidence—a form of predisposition that psychologists call “confirmation bias.”

          Argumentation and debate will not work. Period. Nor, as some have suggested, will “godly admonition” or “chastisement”11 from a religious perspective, or any sort of attempts at personal “deprogramming”12 or “deradicalization.”13 “Deprogramming” or “deradicalization” smacks of coercive efforts at “reeducation,” and if it succeeds, it may end up merely replacing one authoritarian dynamic for another—even in the interests of replacing lies with truth.

          Lee advocates for a different, more societal level of reeducation, not in the form of coercive interventions with indoctrinated individuals, but rather in the much-needed movements for social change that will shift the very ground under the feet of authoritarian leaders and conspiracy mongers. Her steps include “reduction of exposure to ‘the leader’” (i.e., first removing the pathogen)—in the case of Donald Trump, she means literally his removal from office; then “reduction of cultic programming” (i.e., finding ways to shut down or diminish the power of right-wing media outlets such as “Fox News, One America News Network, and other sites that promote right-wing conspiracy theories”); and finally, working for a “change of circumstances” that she believes “rendered them vulnerable to predators in the first place,” such as poverty and lack of “access to education, health care, and social mobility.”14

          Here is another STOP moment: There are also simply times midconversation when we have to change the subject or walk away, because to continue a heated discussion about what is essentially a fusion of two taboo subjects—politics and religion—will either (a) violate our own sense of personal integrity by continuing to engage with what we consider to be hate speech or (b) cause harm to ourselves because we are being subjected to verbal violence, ad hominem attacks, and/or micro- or macroaggressions.15 If one is convinced that an abrupt ending of a conversation may push someone over the edge into violence, measures of self-protection may need to be taken.

          Does this mean throwing in the towel, and retreating from the important work of social justice? Is it copping out? I would say no. But recognizing that my having this conversation with this particular person at this time and place will not be fruitful does not mean that we altogether stop advocating for our core values around reasonableness, ethics, faith, and justice. Sometimes simply saying “I disagree” followed by walking (not storming) away preserves our integrity and avoids unintentionally conveying silent acquiescence. In fact, part of our self-care in such a situation is precisely the opposite of retreat—it is simply moving our ethical work and our energy for what we believe to be right where it will fall on more receptive ears, and working actively for justice and for social change in the long run.

        
        
          Yellow Light: Tread Lightly Where We Sense Some Openness

          The first point of discernment of whether conversation is possible is whether there are areas where the other person maintains some independent thinking about the issues—are they a “soft” nationalist-leaning “accommodator” (in Whitehead’s and Perry’s definition) who might be open to meaningful conversation? The longer we have known a person, and the more we already share some common interests apart from issues of politics and religion, the more likely it is that we may already have some sense of how committed they are to an extreme point of view, and how long they have believed it. The more civility—or, even better, mutual liking and trust—is already established in other areas (e.g., with a coworker, a neighbor, a skeptical family member, or a friendly acquaintance), the more possibility there may be for genuine dialogue.

          If after some careful consideration we believe there is an opening for honest talk, the first step is probably not to talk much at all—at least not right away—but to listen, and to show respect. Respect is earned by not talking down, listening not in order to pounce on an error in their thinking, or to immediately “enlighten” or “heal” them, but to try to understand with as much empathy as one can muster what it must be like to be this person and to inhabit their life, with all its challenges and stresses. Note that empathy is not the same thing as sympathy. Empathy means being able to step into the other’s shoes, at least to some meaningful degree, and understand why and how they are thinking and feeling as they do—it does not imply agreement. Sympathy might mean feeling sorry for the other person, but it also can subtly convey a patronizing attitude such as pity, or even contempt. Contempt is an immediate dialogue stopper. Empathy—and genuine curiosity—should be the guiding attitudes. The initial work is to try to understand, not to try to control the other person or to radically change their mind—especially all at once. It’s not a one-time event but a process that requires considerable endurance. This is hard work.

          As in the case of the red light STOP, after putting the toe in the water, there may still be moments when one’s own integrity is too much at stake, and exercising empathy feels too much like signaling agreement and betraying one’s own values. When this happens, it’s time to calmly say, “I’m afraid I just can’t agree with that.” Then, depending on who the conversation partner is and the nature of the relationship, change the subject, call a time out, or simply walk away.

        
        
          Green Light: Go Deeper, Gently and Wisely

          When it appears that there is some real openness to reexamine convictions on a conversation partner’s part, it may be the time to go deeper—with the recognition that a green light may turn yellow or even red at any moment! The following are some of the recommendations I can offer out of my own experience as a psychotherapist and teacher of pastoral and spiritual care. I imagine that many readers will recognize these as ways we naturally listen when we are at our best. But when conversation becomes conflictual, our sympathetic nervous systems can be aroused (more later on how we can momentarily lose the capacity to think rationally), and these practices of empathic listening can be easily forgotten in the heat of the moment. These are not magic formulas, and they will not always work. But sometimes they do.

          
            	1. Building and maintaining relationship always comes first. There are at least three important ways to do this (as marriage and family therapists know well!). First and always is respectful listening. Two additional factors stand out in building relationship: finding common ground, and kindness.
              
                	a. Find common ground. Relationships can be hard, but when issues become points of ongoing tension, it’s helpful to look for other areas where there is agreement, common interest—even common self-interest. Community organizers and union leaders have recognized that alliances can be formed with unlikely coalition partners around solving a problem that affects them all, even where there may be strong areas of disagreement, even opposition, on other issues.16
                  Many years ago, a battered women’s shelter where I worked had a board of trustees composed of a group of progressive social workers, lawyers, victim advocates, therapists, and antiviolence activists, with a mix of races, ethnicities, and sexual orientations—and one burly, straight, white male police officer. Likely leaning to the right of us on almost every political issue, he was invited onto the board because he had seen the devastation that intimate partner violence had wrought in families and in the community, and he was eager to support our work.

                
                  This “public safety officer” became one of the best allies we had in the community! He could say things to conservative town council members and funders that would not have been heard coming directly from some of us. He could tell his fellow officers why domestic violence education was important. He supported a long-term partnership between our organization and the local police for training on appropriate and inappropriate actions when responding to “domestic” calls and how to ensure safety for victims. Over time, we all became much more than strategic partners—we became friends. Another way of thinking about this is that we stopped regarding each other as “Other” and came to know each other as complex persons with our own struggles, hopes, biases, and capacity for care.

                
                  Common ground cannot be faked or manufactured. It must be discovered. As the second-century African Roman playwright Terence wrote, “Nothing human is alien to me.”17 Finding places of genuine connection will provide the necessary first step in building genuine rapport and trust.18

                

                	b. Kindness is an absolutely necessary ingredient. As paradoxical as it may sound, it is even possible to have a heated debate and still be kind. Kindness means being attentive to the other’s well-being. It does not mean trying to make the other person completely “comfortable”—a persistent dynamic that has impeded racial dialogue, in which “white fragility” (to use Robin DiAngelo’s term19) trumps honest talk. In Minor Feelings, Cathy Park Hong describes walking with a white friend and her boyfriend and being subjected to a repeated anti-Asian racist verbal attack by a white man on the subway. When it was all over, her friend reacted by crying and saying, “That’s never happened to me before!” Hong writes, “And just like that, I was shoved aside. I was about to comfort her and then I stopped myself from the absurdity of that impulse. All of my anger and hurt transferred to her, and even now, as I’m writing this, I’m more upset with her than that guy. We walked silently back to our apartment while she cried.”20
                  The now infamous phrase “white women’s tears”21 (or “white tears”) doesn’t mean that white people shouldn’t feel sorrow or a mix of painful emotions when learning about the suffering of people of color. And Hong notes that “of course, ‘white tears’ does not refer to all pain but to the particular emotional fragility a white person experiences when they find racial stress so intolerable they become hypersensitive and defensive, focusing the stress back into their own bruised ego.”22 As a therapist, I will never tell someone not to feel their true feelings in the moment, or not to cry. But this does not mean that the person of color who is much more impacted by racism should have to shift focus and try to lessen the white person’s pain just from witnessing or hearing about it.

                
                  I deliberately do not say, “Care for the white person,” because—especially as a teacher and a therapist—I think that sometimes telling a truth that needs to be said is in itself a form of care: “I trust you enough to tell you this, and I want you to know.” Even when truth telling causes discomfort and the pain of recognizing something horrible that was previously unknown, it is also bringing an opportunity for growth. Truth telling need not be combative, nor should it be a deliberate attempt to inflict harm on the other because of one’s own pain, frustration, or anger. The truth itself is painful enough—for both the teller and the listener—and truth telling is not incompatible with kindness.

                

              

            

            	2. Realize that old family dynamics will be stirred up by new conflicts. Chaplains know that when family members come to the bedside of a hospital patient who is seriously ill or injured, and especially if that patient is near death, whatever chronic family conflicts and divisions were already there are likely to emerge with added intensity in this moment of crisis. In particular, habitual power struggles, resentments, and taking sides begin to come to the fore as family members may be asked to choose options around the patient’s medical treatment, negotiate whose time and money may need to be spent in caring for the patient, and in the most painful instance, make end-of-life decisions. All families exist on a spectrum from “healthy” to “dysfunctional,” and in times of stress, the pendulum tends to swing toward whatever dysfunction is the default. It is useful to hold in awareness that in times of stress, “Oh, yeah, well, Uncle John will start drinking and not show up when he says he will, Mom will start trying to control everything, Dad will sulk, my brother who tends not to be in touch with us very much will suddenly show up all concerned and lovey-dovey, my older and younger sisters will start bickering with each other, and I will . . . [fill in the blank!].” This holding in awareness can help us maintain realistic expectations, recognizing the mix of love and ambivalence that exists in most families, and be emotionally prepared rather than falling into an idealizing fantasy of the family in anticipation of a totally happy gathering!
              It takes perspective (and sometimes therapy) to disembed oneself enough from the family system to see the emotional and power dynamics for what they are—habitual responses to anxiety. So before the sniping even begins at the holiday table about religious and political convictions, it is helpful to keep in mind these habitual patterns, and to make a plan about how to respond. (Some family therapists might suggest: if you know you’re likely to do x or y, try surprising everybody by doing z.) And have an escape hatch handy. To boil it down: recognize the pattern before it happens, don’t get hooked, and if you do, disengage, distract, or go back to STOP as described earlier. Walk out calmly for as long as necessary—that is, “take a time out.” Taking a time out is not storming out in a rage but saying, “I’m going to take a breather, I’ll be back,” then walking away to do self-care to breathe, calm down, and regain perspective.

            

            	3. Breathe. We have all had the experience in a conversation when someone says something unexpectedly that quite literally “blows our mind”—and not in a good way. We respond to speech that we perceive to be violent against ourselves or another person or group we care about as an attack. Our “ancient brain”—the amygdala and other parts of the brain down closest to the brain stem—perceives a threat faster than the parts of the brain responsible for mature, logical, and rational thought.23 Our autonomic nervous system kicks into gear, our heart rate increases, our hands may sweat or shake, and our breath may become rapid and shallow. A chain reaction is set off in which we go into “fight, flight, or freeze” mode. Anger or fear (or often a mixture of the two) predominates in this state, and we are evolutionarily primed to stop thinking (which takes energy) and either run for the hills, retaliate aggressively, or just go silent (or maybe, as in shocking moments of harassment, to lapse into nervous laughter, which is another form of freezing, or dissociating). All these reactions are entirely natural. But they don’t advance communication.
              I am not advocating here for a passive, even seemingly accepting response to hate speech—not at all! But the type of reactive response that comes from our ancient brain will not be received well by the aggressor. On the contrary, it is likely to inflame defenses and create an even more combative situation. If it’s a question of real safety, by all means, go back to the red light STOP section, and leave the scene. But if there is a chance for open dialogue and this moment is more of an aberration, the most important single thing that we can do to regain access to the thinking parts of our brain is breathe.

            
              Remember when someone said, “Count to 10 before you react”? Ten seconds is a fairly long pause, in which we have to take a breath. Breathe, pause, slow down, and allow our rational minds to return and reflect: “What might have prompted that comment? Why now? What state is my conversation partner in right now?” Or even, “What might I have just said that got that reaction?” The goal is to shift from reacting to responding and, if we’re staying in the conversation, to remain calm enough to keep engaging in a constructive way. Don’t bite the bait! When it is possible to think clearly again, it may become possible to reenter productive conversation.

            

            	4. Notice your feelings, especially defensiveness, and try to “bracket.” Set your feelings mentally to one side in order to listen. This may seem like a lot to pay attention to at the same time, but it is important to exercise what Freud himself called “evenly hovering attention”—in other words, listening carefully to the other person and what is being expressed, but also paying attention to what is going on at the same time in our bodies, our fleeting thoughts, and our emotions. If we don’t notice—or try to ignore—when our heart is starting to beat faster, our palms are sweaty, we are breathing less deeply, and we are feeling angry or threatened, then it is much harder to remember to take a pause and breathe. Even before all those emotional and autonomic bodily signals fully kick in, we may find ourselves wanting to argue, or snap back, or defend ourselves in some way. It’s important, and quite possible, to develop the habit of noticing when such impulses begin to come up—as well as any other strong feelings such as rage, overexcitement, overwhelming sadness that makes us want to cry, sexual desire, a personally painful memory, or hate for the other person—and let them pass through us without acting on them or saying something harmful to the other person. A regular practice of meditation or mindfulness can greatly help build this capacity for self-observation.
              Having developed a practice of noticing one’s own thoughts, feelings, and memory triggers—even bodily sensations—it becomes possible with practice to mentally “bracket” them, or put them in a kind of “basket” or another “room” in one’s mind, and importantly, then to return to them later and tend to them with care. It never works to try to stamp out a feeling! It will always return, bidden or unbidden. But it is possible to tell oneself, “I need to set this reaction aside right now so that I can listen, but I promise myself that I will get back to it later and give it the attention and care that it, and I, deserve.” Then it is possible in the moment to get back to being fully present and listening to the other person with undistracted attention.

            

            	5. Learn to listen with intention, and listen more than you speak. My first-year seminary students are sometimes surprised to realize that empathic listening is not an inborn talent or gift but a skill that can be learned. American culture tends to reward extroversion and value talk over reticence. Although very gabby people can be annoying, and interrupting is considered rude (harder to manage on Zoom with time delays!), it is generally the case that from school years to college to high-earning careers, being able to speak up with confidence, poise, and intelligent content is associated with greater success. (This is especially true for white men in a group. There is an entire literature around the gendered ways in which speech, body language, and power can intertwine, including research on who takes up more physical space, who is given credit for ideas, who interrupts, and whose ideas are validated while others’ are ignored or put down.)24 Introversion and speaking less in a group or even one-on-one is generally less valued in the dominant American culture. Even when we are not speaking, we are often listening just enough to be waiting for a moment to break in and formulating our response while our conversation partner is still talking.
              Good listening, in contrast, is intentional listening—giving one’s entire attention to what the other person is saying, without trying to formulate a comeback of any kind. A sign of good listening, in fact, is that there may be a pause between partners’ moments of talking. The first exercise I ask students to do in my Pastoral Listening Practicum course is to get into dyads and take turns for two minutes each as “listener” and “sharer.” The listener’s job is simply to listen to a partner in complete silence (no “uh huh,” no “mmm,” no vocal cord action at all!). They are asked to silently listen with full, warm, empathic attention to their partner. Then we debrief and find out how it felt to be the listener, and how it felt to be listened to in that way.

            
              Every year, many students express how strange it feels as a listener not to say anything back, or to be trying to formulate a response, although some (especially those who are familiar with meditation or otherwise are comfortable with silence) say it comes as a relief. Most students also express surprise and relief to be listened to in this way, to really have their say without fear of interruption or argumentation, and to have an experience of another person’s warm and genuine attention, feeling truly heard—a rare oasis of being listened to in a sea of verbiage in everyday conversation.

            
              Some also comment that they would like some kind of response—eventually—and the point of the exercise is not for a listener to refrain from speaking ever again. The quality of the silent listening is important here. Being open to eye contact (following the lead of the speaker, not staring them down), sitting in an open posture that conveys energy and interest (neither fidgeting too much nor sitting as stiff as a brick), allowing one’s face to register genuine care and emotion (no faking!)—all of these are actually by-products of genuine, caring listening and not “techniques.” These are among the well-known elements of “nondirective” care, pioneered by such gifted listeners as Carl Rogers, who coined the phrase “person-centered counseling.”25

            
              One of the simplest, but most powerful tools for empathic listening beyond listening in silence is a practice variously known in counseling psychology as “mirroring,” “active listening,” or “paraphrasing.” I teach my students that mirroring is the baseline to which they should return if they are tilting in the direction of asking questions (which usually leads the conversation in some direction, even if the question is open-ended), giving advice, or debating. (Asking “why” almost always sounds judgmental even when judgment is not intended.) Mirroring is making a response that captures the essence—both content and feeling—of what the other person has said, without adding anything and without significantly leaving anything important out or, worse, distorting what was said, getting it wrong. It is usually worded as a tentative statement, like, “So if I’m hearing you correctly, you’re saying that you felt really uplifted [feeling] by Rudy’s sermon because it made you think about your parenting in a different way [content].” “So it sounds like you’ve been angry [feeling] about Marge’s drinking for a long time now, but you’ve been afraid [feeling] to say anything because you don’t want to create a big rift between you [content].”

            
              Mirroring serves a further facilitative purpose beyond allowing the other person to feel heard and understood on their own terms. Sometimes it also allows the other person to really hear what they are saying, as opposed to only hearing it inside their own head. And when that happens, they may realize its importance, or how it sounds to someone else (which might require pausing to rethink something), or just get more clarity about something that happened. Mirroring is therefore an art as well as a skill—knowing when to reflect back, knowing what is most salient to pick up on (usually the most glossed over, unresolved, or emotionally charged element), or even knowing what was not said that reveals what might be an important gap.

            
              I’m not suggesting that everyone now become a therapist and start rooting around in other peoples’ psyches! But this kind of active listening extends from silent receiving to checking whether one heard the other person accurately (and being willing to have one’s impressions corrected). It is a more active expression of empathy. Before interjecting our own thoughts and feelings, especially on a controversial subject, it helps to accurately and empathically come to some understanding of what the other person is really thinking and feeling.

            
              Mirroring also helps because it puts the other person’s thoughts and emotions at the center. By becoming attuned in this way, it is possible to have a better understanding of where they are coming from. Attentive listening in silence and mirroring actually draws people out and invites them to share more of the underlying reasons for thinking and believing as they do. It’s true that silence can be an adversarial interviewing technique and is often used that way in interrogations. People, especially when nervous, tend to want to fill the void and say more than they intend. That is not what I am advocating here! But silence combined with care and nonjudgmental curiosity can be an invitation, can create a space for the conversation partner to say more.

            
              This approach to listening is not only for professional counselors. Many couples therapists—for example, those practicing Imago Therapy, developed by family therapist Harville Hendrix and Helen LaKelly Hunt26—adapt such intentional listening practices into their work with couples in conflict. Nonprofit organizations that foster facilitated dialogue across differences—like Braver Angels, Beyond Civility, Living Room Conversations, Bridge the Divide, and Make America Dinner Again27—use many of the same principles for careful listening in their work. Braver Angels was cofounded by a family therapist and community organizer, Bill Doherty, who also directs the Minnesota Couples on the Brink project for the University of Minnesota28 and now hosts workshops specifically designed to help family members who have become alienated over political disagreement.29 They bring “red” and “blue” members from communities together to begin to break down barriers of mutual hostility and stereotyping, and to help them understand one another a bit more empathically even when it is impossible to agree.

            

            	6. Avoid making assumptions. Listening in silence and mirroring can create a helpful buffer against making assumptions about the other person’s thoughts, feelings, and motivations. In everyday speech, we frequently make assumptions about other people before a conversation even begins. We lump people into overgeneralized categories and then assume we know everything they are going to say before they even have a chance to speak. Listening and mirroring allow the other person the space to express themselves in their own words and on their own terms, without being judged, interrupted, debated, or corrected. This, in turn, allows the possibility for more complexity to enter the dialogue.
              Listening with empathy almost always brings an appreciation of the multiple ways in which the other person’s ideas have been formed, why they feel as they do, and—sometimes—also shows that their actions reflect deep-seated fears and concerns beneath what initially we might have assumed was just ignorance or prejudice. Again, this is not to say that we simply listen and nod and appear to convey agreement with violence or hate. More will be said about that shortly. But even when ideas are expressed that we utterly oppose, it is important not to make assumptions about why the person feels as they do. When genuine curiosity replaces assumption making, we may even have the good fortune of cracking open a door that could allow some new light to enter.

            

            	7. Make I statements. When it is your turn to talk, avoid making universal-sounding truth claims. I no longer remember where I first encountered this good advice, but it is often used as a norm for constructive conversation in all kinds of group work, from 12-step programs to church youth groups; counseling support groups; antiracism and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) trainings; and community organizing. One of the more problematic habits many of us have received from educational systems is that truth is a zero-sum game (either I have the truth or you do, but we can’t both have differing truths). As students, we may have been taught to make pronouncements of “truth” that are meant to apply to all times, places, and persons in order to “win an argument” or sound authoritative. As I’ve written elsewhere, postmodern philosophy, quantum physics, and psychoanalysis have all challenged the modernist assumptions that truth is absolute, universal, and quantifiable.30 Every person in a conversation (no matter how misguided—and in my clinical experience, I would say even psychotic) has some genuine piece of truth to share and contribute to a collective understanding that is greater than the sum of (our) parts.
              I do not subscribe to the extreme version of postmodernism that ascribes everything we think we know entirely to social construction (i.e., we can only know reality insofar as we have arrived at some consensus as a society or a culture that something is real). In fact, more than ever since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the irrational politicization of vaccine science and epidemiological evidence, I have come to appreciate the scientific method. I do not want the pilots of my plane debating just before landing where the runway might be! Nevertheless, the white Western overconfidence in the truths “discovered” using European and North American methods since the 18th century has mistaken many interpretations for facts (a blatant example being the pseudoscience of race and racial hierarchy) and asserted Western mores and values as universal. There is no such thing as pure objectivity. Much of what we think we “know” can be challenged, even undone, by all that we don’t. All knowledge—even the scientific—can be superseded by further learning, and everything we think we know is to some degree an interpretation. Postmodernists like to point out that wherever we stand, there is a horizon, beyond which we cannot see until we change our position.31

            
              To bring this back to having fruitful conversations, it is therefore always useful to frame our assertions in terms of what I think and what has been true from my own experience (thus far). I often use the (fictional) example in teaching and group work of two women in a support group for recently divorced persons. The first woman to speak makes the pronouncement “Divorce is a sin!” A second woman, who would have liked to share a different perspective, feels shut down and ends up not speaking. The first woman made a universal truth claim that was a conversation stopper—and even potentially hurtful. But what if she had said this instead: “I feel very guilty for having an affair that ended up in my husband and me getting a divorce. To me, this divorce was sinful.” The second woman might have then felt able to say, “I’m sorry how painful that is for you. In my situation, it’s the opposite. I was being abused for years by my husband, and when I finally had the courage to take the kids and leave, I felt like the divorce was a blessing! It was a huge relief that we were finally safe.”

            
              By making I statements, we own responsibility for our own truths while leaving space for other truths to be expressed. In a group, this can expand comprehension and empathy for the complexity of varying perspectives. I statements are sometimes usefully preceded by saying “In my experience” or “Correct me if I’m wrong.” (And mean it! Note that “In my humble opinion” more often than not comes across as sarcastic or argumentative and does not necessarily qualify as a genuine conversation opener! Similarly with the phrase “With all due respect.” Both of these tend to convey the opposite!)

            
              Tentativeness is often called for, when it’s genuine—for example, prefacing a statement with “I’ve been wondering if . . .” or “It sometimes seems to me that . . .” The nonprofit group OpenMind calls this “intellectual humility.”32 My favorite caveat from several teachers in the Buddhist tradition is “Don’t believe everything you think.”33

            
              In the view of social psychologist Jonathan Haidt, “to get along better, we should all be less self-righteous. We should recognize that nearly all of us are good people, and that our conflicts arise from our belonging to different cultural groups with different moral intuitions. We’re very good at seeing through our opponents’ moral rationalizations, but we need to get better at seeing our own. More specifically, liberals and conservatives should try to understand one another, be less hypocritical, and be more open to compromise.”34

            
              Haidt has posited that “liberals” and “conservatives” are often operating out of six good but separate, and therefore often competing, moral foundations: “care/harm, fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, authority/subversion, sanctity/degradation, and liberty/oppression.”35 Conservatives lean more toward loyalty, authority, and sanctity (that which is to be held in reverence) as their primary foundations, while liberals tend more toward care and fairness. Both in their own way value liberty, and both share aspects of all six.36 Politicians and other charismatic leaders can exploit these tendencies for their own ends. Identifying the underlying moral principles guiding a conversation partner’s beliefs can be a stepping-stone toward common ground.37

            

            	8. Avoid argumentation or debate. This includes when you feel the need to correct your conversation partner, and when you feel you’re being baited and want to bite back. When confronted with someone close to us who has been drawn in by an extremist web of lies carefully constructed by right-wing politicians and ultraconservative church leaders, it is tempting to want to just set them straight. It’s natural to want to disprove lies and conspiracy theories, to try to combat mis- and disinformation about such life-or-death matters as the Covid-19 pandemic and vaccinations with scientific evidence—or even to quote scripture passages to counter the other person’s understanding of “what the Bible says.”
              Argumentation all too often just raises defenses and causes our conversation partners to dig in their heels all the more. Bandy Lee advises to avoid such attempts to refute misinformation—acting as if by providing the right facts, we could simply flip a switch and convince the person to think differently:

            
              
                First, they [die-hard Trump supporters] should not be confronted with facts, for it will only rouse resistance (subconsciously, they already know what is true, which is why they project onto others their own characteristics very accurately). . . . Second, persuasion should not be the goal, for that will only lead to exhaustion: the problem is in their granting an impaired individual power, not in their cognitive system or, most of the time, even their mental health. Third, people should continue to state facts, evidence, and science-based approaches elsewhere, repeatedly, and without apology, intimidation, or shame, so that a delusional narrative does not “bulldoze over” the truth through its sheer emotional force, upon which pathology depends.38

              

            
              Argumentation tends to have the opposite effect from what we intend. It is usually heard as a threat before rational thought can be summoned. While the thinking parts of our conversation partner’s brain are still rummaging around for better counterarguments, the ancient brain has activated the “fight, flight or freeze” reaction described earlier. Red-faced yelling (fight) or a storm of tears (flight) may ensue. Or the person may simply clam up (freeze). Many people hear argumentation as criticism not only of their beliefs but of themselves. Thinking again about much of American education as presenting a zero-sum game where there are winners and losers in the classroom and carried on into one’s adult life, to be proven wrong is not only destabilizing intellectually—it is often experienced as shameful.39

            
              As a final caveat regarding out-and-out conflict, political differences can meld together emotionally with a myriad of other painful conflicts, resulting in a rift that can be unrecoverable, especially with someone we are close to. When violence, physical or sexual abuse, untreated addiction, or continual psychological abuse and manipulation are present, then it is indeed time to go back to “triage,” and safety must be the first priority for oneself (and children and other dependents). Full stop. Physical, sexual, and emotional violence is a painful reality among many couples and families.40 Violence among family members is sadly all too common, and battering of women is reinforced by societal conventions regarding men’s role as heads of households. Intimate partner violence cuts across all racial and class lines in America. In such instances, any kind of reasoned discussion about politics and religion can be dangerous because it can become weaponized against the victim of abuse.

            

            	9. Don’t allow political sparring to become the central feature of a relationship. In families where dynamics are relatively healthy and stable, not laden with chronic severe dysfunction, there are sometimes people who just plain love to argue or play devil’s advocate. Some people genuinely learn by arguing, and some others want to hear a well-articulated opposite point of view so they can consider it later (even if they don’t want to admit it). Indulge this only to the extent that it doesn’t cause you or your dialogue partner pain, and if it devolves into name-calling or ad hominem attacks, it’s time to stop.
              Between couples and family members, it is also not uncommon for there to be a chronic argument that is repeated so often that each “discussion” partner could write the script for the other. Partners in couples who bring somewhat different attitudes toward such things as money, child-rearing, or even the correct position of a toilet seat can begin to polarize until they are shouting “You always . . .” and “You never . . .” (an almost sure sign of overgeneralization). Polarization begins to happen until both partners may end up occupying much more extreme versions of their own point of view than they held originally. Family therapists call this “skew,” and when it hardens into a perpetual fight, it becomes a “schism.”

            
              What is often at the root of such polarization is that the fight symbolizes more than the surface issue being argued about. “You never put down the toilet seat” may really mean “You don’t pay attention to my needs,” or even “You don’t care about me / you don’t love me.” Fights about politics and religion can become symbolic fights as well. In almost every such instance, it is important to consider that by vehemently and repeatedly arguing about social and political issues, there is a value at stake for one or both conversation partners, and beneath that is the feeling that one is being attacked for who they are: “You don’t respect me.” “You don’t love me for who I am.” If a fight over politics or religion becomes intractable, it is worth considering seeing a couples therapist in order to get at the deeper issues underlying the chronic argumentation.

            
              Family systems theorist Murray Bowen offered a good prescription for attempting to maintain relationship without sacrificing one’s core values and principles: “Stay connected and stay differentiated.”41 Too much connection can lead to an unhealthy merger, dependency, or self-sacrifice; too much differentiation can lead to distance and alienation. Severing all ties, or “cutoffs,” as they are called by family therapists, are most often necessary in situations of abuse or untreated addiction because, again, safety must always be the first priority. But in a healthy family or couple, although it is very hard to achieve all the time, staying close while maintaining one’s own integrity and perspective is what builds honesty and trust for the long haul.

            

            	10. Be willing to admit your own failings. This goes back to intellectual humility—but also humility more generally. We are all flawed, and we may, in fact, not know everything we need to know about our conversation partner’s reasons for believing as they do. Just as cult expert Margaret Singer rebutted the “Who me?” myth about cult induction,42 anyone can be vulnerable, at least in certain times and circumstances, to being caught up in a false rumor or a politician’s or church leader’s charismatic lies. The more we try to portray our point of view as 100% correct, the more we are heard by others as self-righteous. The unconscious psychological dynamic is that we are likely projecting all our own inner doubts and “badness” onto the other person, where we can then try to correct what we fear is bad deep within ourselves. No one takes kindly to being the recipient of another person’s unconscious projection of inner badness—even if they have no conscious awareness that it’s happening. When one presumes to stand in the pure position, the “doer–done to” split once again comes to haunt the relationship and can eventually cause damage on both sides.
              As an example, when trying to engage in a serious conversation across a political divide, accusing a dialogue partner of being a racist or a misogynist is an immediate conversation stopper. Ad hominem attacks (“You are a . . . !”) are never helpful. As Ibram X. Kendi has advised,43 being or not being racist as a person actually avoids the larger issue, which is that racism (and sexism) is embedded in our national history and pervade all our institutions and structures—including the church.44 No one is immune to the toxic impact of racism, sexism, or other forms of oppression and supremacy. These poisons have infected us all in different, and unequal, but nevertheless destructive ways.

            
              As a white person, for example, racism is in me. I cannot entirely exorcise it, or outrun it just by trying to be nice to everyone or pretending that “we’re all really just the same” (i.e., trying to be “color blind”). What I can do is work on being antiracist in my words and my actions, and listen to my family, friends, and colleagues of color when I need correction.45 As Robin DiAngelo wrote in her most recent book, progressives can, in fact, inflict some of the worst harm by speaking loudly of their good intentions and liberal “wokeness” (what some have called “virtue signaling”46) but acting in ways that perpetuate white privilege in every arena in which they live and refusing to examine the micro- and macroaggressions they commit on a daily basis.47 Correcting other white people on their racism, while doing little to actively work against systemic racism, is a form of deflection, designed consciously or unconsciously, to preserve a sense of personal righteousness and ward off the shame of being white. Activist Adrienne Maree Brown writes, “People mess up. We lie, exaggerate, betray, hurt, and abandon each other. When we hear that this has happened, it makes sense to feel anger, pain, confusion and sadness. But to move immediately to punishment means that we stay on the surface of what has happened.”48

            
              “Calling out,” so vigorously critiqued and caricatured by conservatives, may sometimes be just plain ineffective. As noted earlier, criticism that is experienced as outright shaming will often just raise defenses and quickly shut down constructive conversation. Brown emphasizes that calling out, if it is to be part of a larger context of transformational justice making, must also invest in relationship: “I don’t find it transformative to publicly call people out for instant consequences with no attempt at conversation, mediation, boundary setting, or community accountability.”49 She advocates, rather, for the kind of accountability and relationality that is more likely to occur “in a supported process with a limited number of known participants.”50

            
              Longtime antiracist, feminist activist, and professor Loretta Ross has countered “calling out” with what she has named “calling in.” Ross sees aggressively calling someone else out on their mistakes in speaking or posting on social media as an overreaction that “assumes the worst” about the other person and perpetuates a cycle of outrage: “The antidote to that outrage cycle, Professor Ross believes, is ‘calling in.’ Calling in is like calling out, but done privately and with respect. ‘It’s a call out done with love,’ she said. That may mean simply sending someone a private message, or even ringing them on the telephone (!) to discuss the matter, or simply taking a breath before commenting, screen-shotting or demanding one ‘do better’ without explaining how.”51

            
              Ross is not averse to having conversations that are uncomfortable. (Therapists know that real honesty often is the opposite of feeling cozy, which is a kind of emotional merger that keeps all tensions outside the circle of warmth and mutual liking.) Nor does she disagree with strategically calling out—or, as she puts it, “calling up”—the abuses of institutions and people wielding power to exploit others. She gives the example of NFL star Colin Kaepernick’s publicly taking a knee during the playing of the national anthem as a form of resistance to racism in America now copied by athletes worldwide. What she asks for is a sense of proportionality—being able to differentiate between major and minor offenses, and not automatically making others into enemies.

            
              Ross’s message today is “I really, really want to build a culture and a world that invites people in instead of pushing them out. It’s called a ‘calling-in culture.’”52 And echoing the words of many advocates of nonviolent resistance, she offers the warning that “when you treat potential allies like enemies, you’re behaving like a cult, not the human rights movement.” She clarifies, “When many different people think many different thoughts and they move in the same direction, that’s a movement. But when many different people think one thought and they move in the same direction, that’s a cult.”53

            
              She differentiates “calling in” from “calling out” in the following way:

            
              
                One of my students once said, “A call-out is not an invitation for growth. It’s the expectation that you’ve already grown.” This is the culture we’re trapped in now. On the other hand, there is calling in. “Calling in” is a phrase invented by Loan Tran, and basically, a call-in is a call-out done with love. So when you think somebody has done something wrong and you want to hold them accountable, you don’t react with anger or hate. You just remain calm and look at them and say—and you can do this online and in person, too—you just look at them calmly, and you tell them, “That’s an interesting viewpoint. Tell me more.” With that, you’ve invited them into a conversation instead of a fight. And you don’t have to agree with somebody to offer loving attention.54

              

            
              Shortly after the January 6 Capitol riot, Rev. Dr. Serene Jones preached a sermon at the First Presbyterian Church of Cooperstown, New York, in which she said,

            
              
                The Christian voice of justice, righteousness, and accountability and the voice of forgiveness and love and healing the divide, are at war inside me, inside us, swirling around the collective psyche of our nation. . . . We are called to hold the tension. We cannot demonize or dismiss or refuse to love the quaking senator or the horned man. God loves them both as so should we. But . . . God’s love is not a “get out of jail free” card when it comes to the world of human affairs. We must love them and in loving them, hold them accountable to the best standards of justice we can muster. Justice and mercy walk hand in hand.55

              

            
              No one says this is easy. Nonviolent resistance isn’t easy. Having the courage to have difficult conversations isn’t easy. It requires just such holding in tension the impulses of care and outrage. Yet change is possible. And personal relationship is the place where it is most likely to begin.

            

          

        
        
          Some General Recommendations

          The suggestions in the previous section may be especially helpful when discussing fraught subjects of religion and politics, and even more critical when trying to understand and defuse what we see as another person’s delusional or destructive thinking! In addition to these recommendations (which mainly apply to “green light” conversations, but are useful in all communications), I would like to offer several more suggestions that can be helpful more generally—in particular when we suspect a conversation might become tense—and especially when speaking with those whose viewpoints are most diametrically opposite to our own:

          
            	1. Be attentive to power and social context. There are few conversations that take place on a truly “level” playing field in terms of social hierarchies of relative status, authority, and access to power. The social location in which both partners stand, and the relative power dynamics those social locations represent, already establishes a foundation under their conversation, which can prime each participant’s relative openness or defensiveness, depending on their relative social position.
              Most often these power differences are more subliminal than overt—in part because social power is largely maintained by pretending it doesn’t exist. Groups who have traditionally held the most power often promote an idea or a semblance of egalitarianism in order to not actually share power but pretend not to have it—and thus be insulated from charges of authoritarianism. The language games that render power invisible undergird most forms of systemic oppression.

            
              A common example is the ways in which “white” people are not labeled racially, but people of color frequently are. The absence of a label is assumed to mean whiteness—which then becomes an unspoken norm, against which the “others” are differentiated. Try the experiment “the Race Game,” recommended by Thandeka in her book Learning to Be White:56 Every time in conversation you mention a white friend, colleague, acquaintance, and so on, add the adjective “white”: “My white friend Linda said . . .” “I asked the white pharmacist . . .” “My white colleague Joe . . .” Thandeka assigned this exercise to her seminary students, and they reported being met with not only puzzlement but outright hostility. To “out” whiteness is to refuse the power of its invisibilization, and backlash often ensues.57

            
              I am not suggesting that it will be helpful or even possible to make every power difference explicit by bringing it into every conversation—although it might be interesting to see what would happen if we did this! But I am suggesting that if we want to have an honest conversation about such difficult topics as Christian nationalism, white supremacy, and gender oppression, we need to at the very least be conscious of where we and our partner stand in the current societal hierarchy, particularly in terms of racial and gender identities. Both in areas where we share a similar demographic and in areas where we are from very different social strata, we need to be cognizant of the ways in which this will shape our conversation partner’s attitudes and our own.

            
              This involves intersectionality as it was originally defined. Legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term not—as it is often now used—to mean that each of us is a complex amalgam of our racial, gender, class, and cultural upbringing and experience (although that is true) but rather to refer to the cumulative stress of multiple ways in which a person is targeted for oppression. Crenshaw originally introduced the idea of intersectionality in order to understand the complex burdens faced by African American women victims of intimate partner violence, who suffered not only from the violence itself but from both racism and sexism within the very systems set up to address their needs as survivors of violence—as well as possible poverty, job insecurity, housing discrimination, disability, and other circumstances added to their chronic experience of oppression.58

            
              Where do we and our conversation partners fall on this spectrum of identities and life circumstances that cause us to be targeted for systemic oppression or to be beneficiaries of systemic privilege (whether we feel it or not, whether we want it or not)? What are the socially constructed assumptions we are bringing with us into the conversation, and in what ways might we be tempted to use what power we do have to impose our point of view rather than to fully hear the other person out? How does this influence how we talk to one another across racial, gender, economic, or other differences—as well as our political differences about Christian nationalism and conspiracy theories? How are we primed to come into such a conversation when we are the same gender identity but different races, or the same race but different gender identities? (And so forth.) Who is more likely to intimidate us or shut us down, and who are we more likely to intimidate or shut down (even without meaning to)? And who are the silent influencers in our minds whom we bring along with us into any encounter (CNN versus Fox News, a liberal church versus a conservative one, one social media bubble versus a very different one)?

            
              Depending on the level of trust already created between us, will we have the courage to raise the power dynamics of the relationship itself as part of the conversation? When and how might that be generative, and when might it not? At least if we bear these dynamics in mind, we may be in a better position to choose consciously how to listen and respond in a more facilitative, open way than if we just ignored them or denied that they exist.

            

            	2. Be attentive to conducive and unconducive times and places. I often advise my students when we are talking about what level of confidentiality we should (and can) expect regarding what is shared in class to consider that what might feel safe to disclose in a small group or in a particular setting might not feel at all safe elsewhere. Even among the same conversation partners where what was shared previously is already known, I ask them to ask permission before assuming it’s OK to continue a conversation from one context to another.59 This is a good rule to observe with any sensitive conversation. Medical professionals are also trained not to discuss patients in a hallway or elevator for the sake of keeping patient information confidential, and teachers must observe similar protocols regarding the privacy of students.
              There is no one right setting for a fruitful and honest conversation about political and/or religious differences. These will vary from person to person. For some, a crowded baseball stadium might be just the right place, where no one else is paying attention to the conversation; for others, a quiet and private spot might serve best. Some prefer to talk over a meal or a cup of tea or coffee. Some would prefer to be standing together looking at some project that physically needs doing, and just “getting around to” talking about more serious things.

            
              Timing is also important. If you or the conversation partner are drunk, high, sick, exhausted, hungry, or some combination (“hangry”), it’s not a good time for a heavy conversation. Similarly, if one or the other conversation partner has just had an emotionally intense experience such as a significant loss, a frightening diagnosis, or even a significant joy, it’s not the time for a political discussion. Broaching the subject of one’s political or religious views requires sensitivity and tact. People on both sides of a divide will be most able to think rather than react when stress is relatively low, physical needs are reasonably met, and there is sufficient time and space to relax.

            

            	3. Choose your battles. Christian nationalism and conspiracy theories abound, and it’s tempting to jump into the fray whenever the subject comes up. But part of self-care—as well as caring for a conversation partner—is not to engage in every potential fight. In fact, if a fight has begun (say, among other people), it may not be the right time at all unless, again, you feel your integrity is at stake. What is the conversation that needs to happen right now, and what is the conversation that can wait? In 5 or 10 years, what encounters will you still remember as important, where you needed to make a contribution? How much energy do you have to give at any given moment—and when should you give it, even sacrificially, and when should you hold it in reserve? These are important matters of discernment, and it’s not always easy to know in any given moment. Again, breathe. Take time to consider where your energy is best used for the sake of justice in the long run.

            	4. Model civility; allow anger. Using some of the practices described earlier, especially breathing and slowing down, it becomes possible not to fly off the handle. While the demand for “civility” can sometimes be used as a tool to suppress legitimate dissent or criticism—especially when a person with relative social power tells someone to “calm down” or “stop overreacting” (a not uncommon paternalistic move)—in general, maintaining a reasonable tone and showing interest and curiosity rather than irate judgment will help build rapport and encourage honest sharing. Note: fake calm and being a blank slate can be as infuriating as yelling and screaming—it is a display of superiority rather than an honest attempt at listening! Sarcasm, yelling, gesticulating, and threats or acts of violence are out of the question.
              The goal is to be genuine, to remain open and caring, while entering truthfully into dialogue that can deepen as more is shared in an atmosphere of trust. If a conversation partner begins to become agitated and to become verbally aggressive, one possible response is to say, “I want to hear what you have to say, but I can’t understand you when you’re yelling at me” (or calling me names, etc.). If this doesn’t work, or if at any point the other person becomes physically threatening or violent, it’s time to go back to the red light STOP and disengage immediately. Walk away, and seek help if necessary.

            
              This should not be taken to mean that anger should not be allowed into a constructive conversation. Washington Post columnist Julie Kohler has critiqued Braver Angels for idealizing what she calls “love politics”—a valorization of gentle communication for its own sake. She writes, “Love politics flattens anger. In their sincere belief that calmer conversations will heal our dysfunctional political system, advocates of a gentler approach to political disputation can end up framing all anger as equal—equally unjustifiable, equally counterproductive. But righteous anger in response to injustice is not the same as the oppressive anger that fuels it.”60

            
              Both she and Charles Blow note how Martin Luther King Jr. posthumously became a beloved American icon (while during his lifetime, “only a third of Americans had a favorable opinion of him”61) but that this was, as Kohler puts it, a “remaking” of King “into a placid icon.”62 She also asks, “Is it a coincidence that calls to lower the temperature of politics have arisen just as women’s anger has begun to fuel progressive political victories?”63 Beverly Harrison validated the importance of women’s anger as an animating force for women’s rights in church and society in her groundbreaking essay “The Power of Anger in the Work of Love.”64

            
              It is important to make the distinction between feelings and actions. To say “I am angry about x because y” is a self-disclosure that, if shared honestly, can further conversation. To suppress such feelings in the interests of maintaining peace at all costs actually introduces an element of untruthfulness. Feeling anger and communicating it honestly—without resorting to yelling, or violent speech or action—can actually deepen trust, especially when there is already a prior foundation of mutual care in the relationship. Breathing helps with this too!

            

            	5. Practice self-care. Conversations across a serious political and/or religious divide take considerable energy—mentally, physically, and emotionally. It’s important to take time after such a conversation to do whatever works best for you, whether it is a time of quiet solitude or meditation or prayer, a highly confidential debrief with a trusted partner or therapist, time for reading or watching a movie, taking a gentle walk or a warm bath, or engaging in vigorous physical activity. Be mindful that any addictive substances or behaviors are more likely to be tempting in the stress following an intense conversation—even if it went well—and be conscious of making a healthy choice. It is important not to rush into the next stressful thing if at all possible and to be intentional about caring for yourself—if not right away, then as soon as you can.

            	6. Social activism is self-care. What do we do with the leftover frustration from being unable to have a constructive conversation with someone “across the divide”? Again, in the interests of self-care as much as effectively continuing to promote the truth, Lee’s suggestion to turn toward advocacy and activism provides us with an outlet for pent-up frustration regarding our inability to change the minds of people close to us. We should not just slink away and be quiet but rather continue to amplify messages that combat racism, health disparities, poverty, and heterosexism and—for those of us who are Christian—to insist that the overarching message of the Bible, both New Testament and Hebrew Bible, is a message of justice and mercy. The alt-right does not own social media, and studies have shown that even by “liking” someone else’s post, one can prompt others to be more likely to take that message seriously.65 One study showed, for example, that individuals are more likely to vote if they are made aware of friends and neighbors who have done so.66 My extended family represents a fairly full range of political views from right to left, and we’re all on Facebook at least occasionally. They are quite aware of where I stand on issues. It doesn’t take face-to-face argumentation for me to make my values and beliefs known to people I know and love who have differing views.
              Writing an op-ed67 for a local newspaper has more impact than one might think. A recent study sponsored by Yale University and the Cato Institute found that people across the political spectrum were statistically significantly more likely to agree with a given op-ed piece after reading it than a control group of people who had not read the piece.68 This effect lasted beyond the readers’ immediate impressions (the authors measured again at 10 and 30 days). The impact may be even greater in smaller local newspapers because while readers of partisan political views may gravitate to large national papers they believe will reflect their views, local papers are read by everyone because they include news from the community, such as town and county council decisions about taxes, school board actions, and notices of local schools’ and organizations’ events and awards that everyone wants to know about.69 Just as sending handwritten letters to political leaders may have more influence than signing online petitions (called slacktivism by some!), taking the time to write a local op-ed may satisfy our need to make an argument that might actually influence neighbors and members of our communities—even some who are close to us.

            
              Direct action in the form of public protest can of course be a powerful tool—but even protest can be a two-edged sword, depending on when and how it is conducted. I know that some of my activist friends and colleagues will disagree with me here, but I do not believe that violent protest accomplishes its aims for social change. Nonviolent protest, on the other hand, humanizes both the protesters and—sometimes—those who would oppose them. In the worst-case scenario, even when nonviolence is met with violence, it can awaken the conscience of bystanders and still move the society in a direction for good. Violent protest and public rage may be cathartic, but they do not in and of themselves create constructive change—they need to be accompanied by the long-haul work of public education and political and legislative advocacy (including voting dangerous demagogues and purveyors of hate speech and disinformation out of office).

            
              In his recently published memoir, Jim Forest describes a retreat of Christian peace activists years ago at Gethsemani Abbey, the home of the well-known monk and spiritual writer Thomas Merton. Forest recalls Merton reflecting with the group: “The grace to protest is a special gift of God requiring fidelity and purity of heart. The goal is not to humiliate an opponent but to assist him seeing the world in a new light. Far from seeing an adversary merely as an obstacle, one wishes for him or her [citing Merton] ‘a better situation in which oppression no longer exists.’ Ideally, protest aims at changes that benefit everyone one.” Forest continues his recollections of that moment:

            
              
                Merton forced us to consider that protest, if it is to have any hope of constructive impact on others, has to be undertaken not only for good reason but with great care for those who feel accused and judged by acts of protest. What is needed, Merton argued, was genuine sympathy and compassion for those who don’t understand or who object to one’s protest, who feel threatened and angered by it, who even regard the protester as a traitor. After all, what protest at its best aims at is not just to make a dissenting noise but to help others think freshly about our social order and the self-destructive direction in which we are going. The protestor needs to remember that no one is converted by anger, self-righteousness, contempt or hatred. Protest can backfire, hardening people in their opposition, bringing out the worst in the other. If it is to be transformative, protest needs to be animated by love, not love in the sentimental sense but in the sober biblical sense of the word.70

              

            
              Bearing this perspective in mind, there are times when public protest is what is most needed—with the understanding that protest will have the greatest carrying power when done in a spirit of love and the care that justice requires. In this spirit, we should nevertheless not underestimate the power of being witnesses to truth and resist the desensitization to outrageous statements and actions as lies continue to metastasize, and demagogues continue to slowly turn up the heat under our feet. Robert J. Lifton describes this desensitization as “malignant normality”: “a norm of destructive or violent behavior, so that such behavior is expected or required of people.”71 Lifton advocates that “as citizens, and especially as [those of us who are] professionals, we need to bear witness to malignant normality and expose it.”72

            

          

        
        
          And What If Someone’s Mind Is Changed?

          Finally, both Bandy Lee and Loretta Ross, coming from very different contexts, make the point that if one or more of our conversation partners end up changing their minds, we should not just dust off our hands and walk away, “mission accomplished.” Renouncing or even critically questioning a deeply ingrained belief system can be profoundly destabilizing—especially if one’s identity and sense of purpose were built on that foundation. Coming out from under the thrall of a charismatic leader often results in shame for having been taken in, doubt in one’s own ability to perceive reality, or a shaken sense of personal morality. There are genuine losses—the loss of belonging to a mutually reinforcing group, the loss of the emotional highs, the loss of friendships, and pain that might feel akin to a divorce or a family schism. There may also be a kind of survivor guilt—worrying about those who were left back in the group, and even feeling that leaving was in some sense a betrayal of people once beloved (or at least bound together in a common cause).

          Loretta Ross recounts how—while directing the Center for Democratic Renewal, an organization that monitored hate groups—she reluctantly attended Ku Klux Klan rallies “because it was my job. I monitored hate groups. But I really wanted to find out how people could hate strangers so much. Mostly I wanted to work for peace and justice. But fortunately for me, my mentor at the time was the legendary civil rights leader, Rev. C. T. Vivian who’d been an aide to Dr. Martin Luther King. And C. T. used to say, ‘When you ask people to give up hate, you have to be there for them when they do.’”73 She initially found this advice puzzling: “If the Klan hated Black folks, I was all right with hating them back. Sounded OK to me. But then something happened.” She describes how her job began to include helping those who were exiting from such groups: “And once I got to know them, I couldn’t hate them anymore.” This eventually led her to reexamine her entire moral foundations, “to shift from hate to love.”

          In some situations, love—especially feeling loving emotions—may be too much to ask. But when something as powerful as a closed belief system with a charismatic leader and a tight-knit bond of True Believers is taken away, there needs to be something positive to fill the void and make up for the loss of intense belonging. As noted above in chapter 2, cult specialist Margaret Singer wrote, “Because of the powerful combination of belief, loyalty, dependency, guilt, fear, peer pressure, lack of information, and fatigue, all of which probably have equal psychological weight, members do not readily leave cults. Decent, honorable people do not easily give up on commitments, and the cult environment is such that it makes leaving practically impossible.”74 To the extent that Christian nationalism shares many common characteristics with a cult mentality—especially when melded together with apocalypticism and conspiracy theories—this is an important caveat regarding the emotional difficulty involved in such a radical change of mind.

          Not only has Christian nationalism provided a firmly held set of beliefs—it has become an identity.75 “Leaving a cult is for many one of the most difficult things they will ever do,” Singer writes. “And it’s especially difficult to do alone.”76 For that reason, support and information that counters the indoctrination of the Christian nationalist demagogues are crucial, both before and after leaving such a group.

          It may have been months or years since the person we care about first became captivated by extremist views and has been bombarded daily by repetitive destructive messages from alt-right talk shows, cable TV, and social media, as well as in-person gatherings and rallies with like-minded individuals. Not unlike an addict in recovery, once having gone through physiological detoxification, it is important to move away from circles of friends who reinforced and encouraged drinking or drugs, both overtly and by example. Cultivating new circles where sobriety is valued is an important element in the prevention of relapse. So too an important part of “recovery” from Christian nationalist thinking requires a weaning away from the surround-sound right-wing evangelism and alt-right media that promote conspiracy theories, amplify and prey on fears, and promulgate paranoid lies.

          We probably cannot accomplish this without what one pastoral care colleague of mine used to call “widening the circle of care.”77 Invitations to a new community, a new church, and a new circle of friends, and perhaps eventually replacing the excitement of right-wing rallies with the energy that comes from antiracism and gender justice activism—all of these need to be sustained over the long haul. Ongoing support is crucial in combating the political lies and biblical distortions that have so harmed both the church and society in recent decades.

        
      
      
        Conclusion

        None of this is easy, and it is important to remain mindful that the many ways in which Christian nationalists can become deeply entrenched and committed to their beliefs, particularly as a politics of fear and hate, have become fused with religious fervor. When such beliefs become virtually existential—tied to a person’s very identity and sense of purpose and meaning—they are very difficult to dislodge.

        Nothing in this chapter is meant to suggest that civil and compassionate conversation will be a panacea for a movement that is one more defensive eruption of white supremacy and heterosexist patriarchy. What distinguishes the approach in this chapter, I hope, is that the skills that promote constructive conversation are not merely an end in themselves. To quote Kohler’s critique again, “of course, it is important that people try to connect, empathically, even across vast political disagreements. Personal relationships can be transformative. . . . But the notion that a larger dose of respectful conversations is all we need to close the deep cleavages in American politics is at best inadequate and at worst disingenuous. Love politics’ proponents frame our nation’s ills as interpersonal and, in so doing, gloss over structural inequities, fundamental clashes in values, and discrepancies in access to power. They also ignore conservative attacks on democratic institutions.”78 Genuinely talking “across the divide” requires honesty, and a commitment to truth—the whole truth, including both the ideals of America at its best and the shameful realities of the past and present. I agree with Kohler’s conclusion: “For love politics to realize its healing potential, it must recognize sins of the past and present and work to build something greater. That’s why the anger that fuels many of today’s social movements, from Black Lives Matter to #MeToo, is itself such an important force for a broader, more encompassing version of love. That passion must not be suppressed to achieve the abstract goal of ‘depolarization.’ . . . Paeans to harmony alone won’t help us harness the redemptive power of love.”

        Making a commitment to talk across the divide may be among the most challenging and arduous work of a lifetime—but it is holy work as well. And it is work for the long haul. Learning and practicing the skills of honest and difficult conversation across this kind of religious and political chasm do not happen overnight. To tolerate the sheer frustration and sometimes the feeling of hitting a brick wall, it’s helpful to remember that whatever we hope to accomplish through dialogue—especially if our hope is to get the other person to see things differently—is not likely to happen in one brilliant flash of light or “aha!” moment after one conversation. Sharing our own point of view, with care, planting seeds of another way of thinking, takes time. Not only is cultivating patience good for the quality of our conversations—it is another practice of self-care.

        Being willing to listen and speak about the whole truth of what is happening in America today is the opposite of psychological splitting, both at the larger national and structural/institutional level and also at the level of the interpersonal. Recognizing and resisting the initially unconscious temptation to split everything into a cosmic battle between good and evil (which is what conspiracy theorists thrive on) requires courage. It takes courage to consciously take both the good and the bad of reality into one’s hands and hold them together, regarding them with both mercy and justice. What it requires to begin, perhaps more than anything else, is to do our own inner work of healing the split between purity and evil within ourselves.79 When we engage in such work—whether through our own therapy, spiritual direction, meditation, prayer, or other means of self-reflection—we are far more able, I believe, to withdraw the worst projections that we have placed on the other person and enter into genuine dialogue. This is tricky because some of the beliefs of Christian nationalists, white supremacists, and misogynists are truly reprehensible—and that is not merely our fantasy or neurotic projection. But if we can hold the badness of the belief together with a belief in the potential for basic human goodness in our conversation partner, then we not only have a chance to exercise the skill of listening. We may also be heard.
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