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			For my father—

			who taught me to love the church enough to tell it the truth.

			He would have disagreed with some of what I have to say. He also would have been immensely proud of this book.
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			Preface

			A Personal Word

		

		
			My father was a gospel preacher and a Reagan Republican. He was a child of the Cold War, a staunch conservative, a faithful Christian, and a wonderful man. He loved the Lord, loved the church, and loved the United States of America, and he saw no tension between the three.

			He listened to Rush Limbaugh on the radio. He was heartbroken over what he saw as the moral degradation of American culture. The Clinton presidency troubled him deeply. He believed that Christians have a duty to fight for the soul of the nation, and he fought with the tools available to him: his vote, his voice, and his convictions.

			This was the home in which I was raised. This was the heritage I received. And I received it with gratitude, because my father gave me something far more valuable than his politics. He gave me the gospel. He taught me to love the Bible. He showed me what faithfulness looks like in the daily grind of ministry: hospital visits at six a.m., sermon preparation that took the text seriously, elders meetings that ran long because he cared about getting it right. He modeled a life of integrity, and I’ve spent my adult years trying to live up to his example.

			Dad died in 2004. He was too young, and I wasn’t ready.

			In the years since, I’ve been on a journey. The journey hasn’t been about my political values, which have shifted some but aren’t the point. The journey has been about the relationship between my political values and my spiritual identity. About where one ends and the other begins. About which one gets to define me.

			For most of my life, I didn’t think there was a question to ask. Being a faithful Christian and being a political conservative felt like the same thing, the way being a faithful Christian and being an honest person feel like the same thing. They were fused. They came as a package. I inherited the package from my father, who inherited it from the Cold War and the Moral Majority and a long tradition of American civil religion that none of us had examined very carefully.

			Then I started examining it.

			I started noticing things in the Gospels that didn’t fit the package. Jesus refusing political power. Jesus washing feet. Jesus telling Pilate that his kingdom doesn’t come from this world. I’d read these passages my whole life, but I’d never let them interrogate my assumptions about what the church is supposed to do with political power. When I finally did, those assumptions didn’t hold up.

			I started noticing things in the church that troubled me. Voter guides in the lobby. Sermons that sounded like editorials. Members who talked about elections with more passion than they talked about the resurrection. A creeping sense that the church’s mission had been quietly redefined: we weren’t just preaching the gospel anymore. We were fighting a culture war, and the culture war was consuming everything.

			I started watching what the political alliance was doing to the church’s witness. I watched friends walk away from the faith because they couldn’t separate Jesus from the political movement that claimed his name. I watched young people leave and not come back, convinced that Christianity was just a voting bloc with potlucks. I watched the church’s credibility with outsiders collapse, and I watched the church not notice, because it was too busy celebrating its political victories to count the people it was losing.

			And I grew increasingly uncomfortable with the willingness of some of my brothers and sisters to trade the gospel and the church’s mission for a return to political power and cultural relevance.

			I want to be clear about something. This book is not an act of rebellion against my father’s memory. My father was a good man who loved Jesus and did his best. He raised me in the faith, and that faith is the reason this book exists. If he were alive, we’d argue about it. He’d push back, hard, and some of his pushback would be right. I’d buy him coffee and we’d go another round. I miss those conversations more than I can say.

			

			But I think Dad would also understand what I’m trying to do here, even if he’d disagree with some of it. He cared about the church. He cared about its witness. He cared about whether the world could look at the church and see Jesus. That’s what I care about too. We just came to different conclusions about how the church protects that witness.

			This book is my attempt to think through those conclusions carefully, honestly, and in the light of Scripture.

			I’m writing for the minister who feels the political pressure every Sunday and doesn’t know how to respond. For the elder who watches the congregation fracture along party lines and wonders how to hold it together. For the parent who wants to raise kids who love Jesus without conscripting them into a political tribe. For the church member who feels homeless in their own congregation because the church has become a place where political identity matters more than spiritual identity.

			I’m writing for the people who love the church and are grieving what it has become.

			The thesis of this book is simple. The New Testament envisions a church that lives quietly, minds its own affairs, works with its hands, and lets the quality of its common life speak for itself. That vision is found in 1 Thessalonians 4:11–12, and it runs like a thread through the entire New Testament. It’s the vision Jesus embodied when he refused political power. It’s the vision the early church practiced for three centuries without any political influence whatsoever. And it’s the vision the American church has abandoned in favor of a partisan alliance that has cost it dearly.

			I’m not calling for apathy. I’m not calling for withdrawal from the world. I’m calling for a different kind of engagement: the engagement of a church that serves rather than dominates, that speaks prophetically from a position of independence rather than as a chaplain to a political party, and that trusts the gospel to do its own work without the assistance of the state.

			I’m calling for the quiet life. And I believe, with everything in me, that the quiet life is the most powerful thing the church can offer a world that is drowning in noise.

			A note on the argument: this book is written from within the Churches of Christ, the tradition in which I was raised and in which I preach. Readers from that tradition will recognize some of the references (David Lipscomb especially) and some of the congregational dynamics. But the argument is not limited to any single tradition. The New Testament’s teaching on political power applies to every church of any tribe. I’ve tried to write for the broadest possible Christian audience while remaining honest about where I stand.

			A note on tone: I’ve tried to be fair. Some readers will think I’ve been too hard on the church. Others will think I haven’t been hard enough. I’ve tried to describe what I see accurately, to ground every claim in Scripture, and to treat the people I disagree with as brothers and sisters rather than as enemies. If I’ve failed at any of that, the failure is mine, not the argument’s.

		

	
		
		

		
			Part One

			The Problem

		

	
		
		
		

		
			Chapter one

			The God-and-Country Gospel

		

		
			YOU’VE PROBABLY SEEN IT EVEN if you didn’t have a name for it. An American flag standing next to the baptistry. A voter guide on the table in the church lobby. A sermon illustration that’s really a campaign speech, delivered with the same emotional intensity as the gospel invitation. A Bible class that spent six weeks on Revelation and six weeks on the Constitution, and the teacher seemed more passionate about the latter.

			You’ve seen the Facebook posts from church members: images of Jesus superimposed on the American flag, quotes from the founding fathers formatted to look like Scripture, and angry warnings about the country’s spiritual decline that read less like lament and more like political ads. You’ve watched the tone of church hallway conversations shift from “How can I pray for you?” to “Can you believe what they’re doing in Washington?”

			You’ve watched it happen, and maybe you’ve felt uneasy about it. Or maybe you’ve participated in it and felt like you were doing the right thing. Or maybe you’ve done both at different times.

			This chapter is an attempt to name what’s happening. Not to attack anyone. Not to score points against a political faction. Just to describe, as accurately and fairly as possible, a movement that has reshaped American Christianity over the past several decades and that deserves to be examined in the light of Scripture.

			The name for it is Christian nationalism.

			What Christian nationalism is

			Sociologists Andrew Whitehead and Samuel Perry, in their 2020 book Taking America Back for God, give the clearest academic definition available. They describe Christian nationalism as a cultural framework: a collection of myths, traditions, symbols, narratives, and value systems that fuses Christianity with American civic life.

			That definition matters because it tells you something important. Christian nationalism is a framework, a way of seeing the world. It blends two identities (Christian and American) into one, so that being a good Christian and being a good American become the same thing. When those two identities merge, anything that threatens America feels like a threat to the faith, and anything that threatens the faith feels like a threat to America.

			The framework shows up in specific beliefs. Whitehead and Perry built their research around six survey statements:

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

					The federal government should advocate Christian values.

					The federal government should enforce strict separation of church and state. (Disagreement with this one counts as support.)

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

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

					The federal government should allow prayer in public schools.

			

			How strongly a person agrees or disagrees with these statements places them on a spectrum. Whitehead and Perry identified four groups along that spectrum: Ambassadors (about 20% of the population), who strongly embrace all these ideas; Accommodators (about 32%), who lean toward agreement but hold some ambivalence; Resisters (about 27%), who lean toward disagreement; and Rejecters (about 22%), who disagree across the board.

			The numbers shift slightly depending on which survey you consult. PRRI, drawing on more than 22,000 interviews conducted across 2025, found that about 32% of Americans qualify as Christian nationalism Adherents (11%) or Sympathizers (21%). The exact percentages aren’t the point. The shape of the data is consistent: roughly a third of Americans hold these views to some degree. About two-thirds don’t.

			But within certain religious communities, the ratios flip. Among white evangelical Protestants, about 67% qualify as Adherents or Sympathizers. Among Americans who attend church weekly, the number is 54%. Christian nationalism is a minority position in the country at large, but it’s a majority position in many churches.

			That’s why this conversation matters. And that’s why it has to be handled with care.

			What it looks like on the ground

			Numbers from surveys are useful, but they’re abstract. Christian nationalism lives in specific places, in specific congregations, and in specific habits and assumptions that have become so normal that they’re invisible to the people practicing them. Here’s what it looks like.

			The flag in the sanctuary. Many American churches have an American flag somewhere in or near the worship space. In many congregations, nobody thinks twice about it. But pause and consider what it communicates. The sanctuary is the place set apart for the worship of God. Every object in that space says something about who God is and what the church values. The cross says Christ died. The communion table says he invites us. The baptistry says he makes us new. And the flag says… what? That God is American? That this congregation’s first allegiance is to the nation? That worship and patriotism belong in the same room?

			A flag in the lobby or the fellowship hall carries a different weight. A flag next to the pulpit makes a theological claim whether anyone intends it to or not.

			The patriotic worship service. Many churches hold special services on or near the Fourth of July, Memorial Day, or Veterans Day. Some of these are thoughtful occasions that honor sacrifice and express gratitude. But in some congregations, the patriotic service has become something else: a worship service directed at the nation. Hymns like “God Bless America” and “My Country ’Tis of Thee” replace “Holy, Holy, Holy” and “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.” The sermon focuses on the founding fathers instead of Jesus. Military service is celebrated with an intensity that the church rarely brings to, say, caring for the poor or visiting prisoners.

			The emotional peak of the service comes during the recognition of veterans, not during communion. And nobody notices the shift because it happens every year and because questioning it feels ungrateful.

			The preacher as political commentator. In some churches, the sermon has become a weekly commentary on national politics. The preacher frames elections as spiritual battles, identifies specific candidates as God’s chosen instruments, and treats political opponents as enemies of the faith. Voting is presented as a matter of obedience, not conscience.

			This isn’t universal, and it’s easy to overstate how common it is. But where it happens, it reshapes the congregation’s understanding of what the church is for. The church starts to function as a political action committee with a spiritual soundtrack.

			The Bible as a political document. Christian nationalism reads Scripture selectively, and the selections are revealing. Second Chronicles 7:14 (“If my people who are called by my name humble themselves, and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land”) gets quoted constantly and applied directly to the United States, as though America has inherited Israel’s covenant with God. Romans 13 (“Let every person be subject to the governing authorities”) gets invoked when the party in power is friendly and quietly shelved when it isn’t.

			The Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus teaches his followers to love their enemies, turn the other cheek, and refuse to retaliate, gets much less airtime. It’s hard to build a culture war on “Blessed are the peacemakers.”

			The Christ of the voting booth. In the Christian nationalist framework, Jesus is primarily a figure of authority and power. He’s the coming King who will conquer his enemies, the warrior Christ of certain readings of Revelation. The suffering servant of Isaiah 53, the foot-washing Jesus of John 13, the man who said “My kingdom is not of this world” in John 18:36—these get less emphasis. They don’t fit the project.

			When Jesus becomes a political mascot, his character gets edited to match the platform. The result is a Jesus who looks remarkably like whatever political movement claims him.

			The culture-war economy. Christian nationalism has an industry behind it. Books, conferences, podcasts, streaming shows, and social media accounts generate enormous revenue by telling Christians that their country is under siege and that political action is the answer. The emotional driver is fear: fear of cultural decline, fear of moral collapse, fear that “they” are taking over and “we” are losing ground.

			This industry has financial incentives to keep the temperature high. A calm, measured conversation about faith and civic life doesn’t sell books or fill conferences. But a dire warning about the collapse of Christian civilization does. The result is a feedback loop. Christian media raises the alarm. Congregations absorb the anxiety. Preachers feel pressure to address the crisis from the pulpit. Members forward the content to each other. The sense of siege deepens.

			Social media accelerates this. Algorithms reward outrage. A preacher’s thoughtful thirty-minute sermon on the Beatitudes gets fifty views on YouTube. A ninety-second clip of a preacher railing against the government gets half a million. The incentive structure pushes Christian public voices toward anger, confrontation, and political combat, because that’s what the platforms amplify.

			None of this is the gospel. But for many Christians, it has become indistinguishable from the gospel.

			The cost to congregational life. Perhaps the most visible damage happens inside the church itself. When political identity becomes a test of faith, congregations fracture. Members who vote differently feel unwelcome. Young adults who don’t share their parents’ political convictions leave the church, sometimes for good. Friendships built over decades of shared worship dissolve over a single election. Elders and deacons who disagree about candidates find they can no longer work together on the things that used to unite them: caring for the sick, teaching the Bible, and planning the church’s ministry efforts.

			Ministers feel the pressure most acutely. A preacher who refuses to endorse a candidate gets accused of cowardice. A preacher who questions the marriage of faith and politics gets accused of liberalism. A preacher who simply tries to preach the text gets emails on Monday asking why he didn’t address the real issues facing the country. The pulpit, which should be the freest place in the church, becomes the most constrained.

			The result is a church that has organized itself around the wrong center. When politics dominates congregational life, everything else shrinks: prayer, study, service, fellowship, and the slow, patient work of forming people into the image of Christ. The urgent crowds out the eternal.

			Who holds these views

			One of the most important findings from the research is that Christian nationalism is a predictor of political behavior independent of theology. In other words, it’s possible to be deeply devout, attend church regularly, read the Bible daily, and reject Christian nationalism entirely. And it’s possible to attend church rarely, know little theology, and score high on Christian nationalist measures.

			Whitehead and Perry found that Christian nationalism predicted support for Donald Trump better than simple evangelical identity, church attendance, or theological conservatism. PRRI’s data confirmed this pattern: support for Christian nationalism is nearly perfectly correlated with voting for Trump in 2024.

			This distinction matters because it means Christian nationalism is a political orientation wrapped in religious language, and the two can be separated. A person’s commitment to Christ and a person’s commitment to Christian nationalism are different things. They may overlap, but they don’t have to.

			The demographic profile of Christian nationalism also challenges some assumptions. White evangelical Protestants (67%) and Hispanic Protestants (54%) are the only two major religious groups in which a majority qualify as Adherents or Sympathizers. Among all other major Christian groups, including Black Protestants, white mainline Protestants, and Catholics, majorities oppose it.

			Whitehead and Perry’s research revealed something that surprised many readers. Using the 2017 Baylor Religion Survey, they found that 65% of African Americans fell in the Ambassador or Accommodator categories, the largest proportion of any racial group. (PRRI’s later surveys, using a different scale, place Black Americans at roughly 34%, comparable to white Americans at 33%. The discrepancy reflects different measurement instruments, not contradictory findings. Both datasets confirm that Black Americans embrace Christian nationalist beliefs at rates equal to or higher than white Americans.) But the political expression of those beliefs was entirely different. As Whitehead and Perry observed, being a racial minority and holding Christian nationalist views was associated with “a stronger racial justice orientation, the exact opposite of what we see in white Americans.” PRRI’s research confirmed this pattern: among white and Hispanic Americans, Christian nationalist beliefs strongly predict Republican identity and Trump support. Among Black Americans, they don’t. The beliefs may be similar; the political conclusions are opposite.

			This tells us something crucial: Christian nationalism is not simply a set of theological convictions that lead logically to a political program. It’s a cultural identity that attaches itself to theological language but serves political ends. The same beliefs produce different politics depending on the cultural context, which means the politics aren’t actually coming from the beliefs. They’re coming from somewhere else.

			The spectrum

			Whitehead and Perry’s taxonomy is helpful here because it resists treating Christian nationalism as an all-or-nothing position.

			Ambassadors (roughly 20% of the population) are the most committed. They believe the federal government should declare the United States a Christian nation, that prayer belongs in public schools, and that the success of America is part of God’s plan. They’re more likely to support authoritarian political leaders, to endorse the use of force to defend “Christian values,” and to view immigration as a threat to the nation’s Christian identity. In PRRI’s post-election survey, two-thirds of those the survey classified as Adherents agreed that God ordained Trump to be the winner of the 2024 presidential election. They’re a vocal and organized minority.

			Accommodators (roughly 32%) are the largest single group. They’re sympathetic to many Christian nationalist ideas but hold them loosely. They might agree that America was founded as a Christian nation but feel uncomfortable with the idea of the government formally declaring it. They’re the people in your congregation who nod along with patriotic rhetoric on the Fourth of July but would feel uneasy if the preacher started naming candidates from the pulpit. They create an environment where the more extreme views find room to operate, because they don’t push back.

			Resisters (roughly 27%) disagree with most Christian nationalist propositions but may share one or two of the milder views. They might support the display of religious symbols in public spaces or think prayer in schools isn’t such a bad idea, but they reject the fusion of Christian and national identity.

			Rejecters (roughly 22%) disagree with all of it. They see a clear line between the church and the state and want that line maintained. About a third of Rejecters are practicing Christians, which means their rejection comes from faith, not from indifference to it.

			If you’re reading this book, you’re probably somewhere on this spectrum. Most churchgoing Americans are. The question is where and whether you’ve thought carefully about why.

			

			What Christian nationalism is not

			Definitions work best when they include boundaries. Several things get confused with Christian nationalism that need to be distinguished from it.

			Christian nationalism is not the same as being a patriotic Christian. A person can love their country, appreciate its freedoms, honor its veterans, and participate in civic life without believing that America has a covenant relationship with God or that the government should promote Christianity. Patriotism and Christian nationalism occupy different territory. The first is an affection. The second is a theology.

			Christian nationalism is not the same as political conservatism. There are many politically conservative Christians who reject Christian nationalism because they understand the danger it poses to the church. There are also politically liberal Christians who hold some Christian nationalist views (the data shows this clearly among Black Protestants). The categories don’t map cleanly onto a left-right axis.

			Christian nationalism is not the same as evangelicalism. This conflation has done enormous damage, both to public understanding and to evangelicals themselves. Evangelicalism is a theological tradition centered on the authority of Scripture, the necessity of personal conversion, the centrality of the cross, and the call to active faith. Christian nationalism is a political ideology that borrows evangelical language. Many evangelicals are Christian nationalists. Many are not. The two overlap in the American context, but they’re distinct.

			Christian nationalism is not the same as believing the Bible should shape your moral life. Every serious Christian believes that Scripture forms conscience and guides behavior. The question is whether Scripture also authorizes the church to seize political power and use the machinery of government to impose its convictions on the broader society. That’s the step Christian nationalism takes, and it’s the step this book is asking you to reconsider.

			Why it matters

			You might be wondering why a book that’s supposed to be about the quiet life is spending its first chapter on a political movement. Here’s why.

			You can’t prescribe a cure until you’ve named the disease. The quiet life that Paul describes in 1 Thessalonians 4:11–12—the life of minding your own affairs, working with your hands, and walking properly before outsiders—is invisible until you see what it stands against. And what it stands against, in our moment, is exactly this: a vision of the Christian life that is loud, politically entangled, culturally combative, and increasingly willing to compromise the gospel for the sake of partisan victory.

			The rest of this book will make the case that the New Testament points in a radically different direction. But before we get there, we have to look honestly at where we are.

			And where we are is a church that has, in large segments, traded its birthright for a bowl of political stew. A church that has confused the kingdom of God with the United States of America. A church that has spent decades investing its credibility, its energy, its prophetic voice, and its moral authority in partisan politics and has received in return a Christ who has been remade in the image of a political party.

			The data tells us that about a third of Americans support this project. Among white evangelicals, it’s closer to two thirds. Among weekly churchgoers, it’s about half. These are our people. They’re in our pews, in our Bible classes, and in our elders meetings. Many of them are sincere, devout, and deeply worried about the direction of the country. Their concerns are real. Their love for God is genuine.

			But the path they’ve chosen is wrong. And the most loving thing I know to do is say so clearly and then point to a better way.

			That’s what the rest of this book will try to do.

		

	
		
		
		
		
		
		

		
			Chapter Two

			How Did We Get Here?

		

		
			The merger of Christianity and American politics didn’t happen overnight. It was a long process, unfolding across four centuries, with each generation laying groundwork for the next. Understanding that history matters, because it shows that what feels natural and inevitable today was actually a series of choices, each of which could have gone differently.

			If it was built, it can be unbuilt. But first, you have to see how it was built.

			The city on a hill

			The story usually starts with the Puritans, and for good reason. In 1630, John Winthrop stood aboard the Arbella on its way to the Massachusetts Bay Colony and preached a sermon called “A Model of Christian Charity.” Near the end, he borrowed a phrase from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount: “For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.”

			In context, Winthrop’s words were a warning. He was telling the colonists that if they failed to live up to their covenant with God, they would become a cautionary tale. “If we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world.” The sermon was about accountability and humility. If God had given them a special calling, the consequence of failure would be shame, not glory.

			But that’s not how America has remembered it.

			Over the centuries, “city on a hill” got stripped of its warning and turned into a boast. By the time Ronald Reagan used the phrase in his 1989 farewell address, calling America a “shining city upon a hill,” the meaning had flipped entirely. The city had become the judge of other nations, and America had become a nation that God had chosen to lead the world.

			This is the deepest root of Christian nationalism: the belief that America has a covenant relationship with God, similar to ancient Israel’s. That God founded this nation for a special purpose. That its success is evidence of divine favor, and its decline is evidence of divine displeasure brought on by sin (usually someone else’s sin).

			Winthrop didn’t say any of that. But four centuries of retelling turned his warning into a national creed.

			Manifest destiny and the baptism of expansion

			The “chosen nation” idea gained momentum as the country grew. In the 1840s, a newspaper editor named John O’Sullivan coined the phrase “manifest destiny” to describe the belief that American expansion westward was ordained by God. The continent was America’s to claim because God willed it.

			This was theological language applied to a political and economic project. The displacement and destruction of Native peoples was reframed as the advance of Christian civilization. The Mexican-American War was justified as the extension of God’s providential plan. The marriage of cross and flag was already well underway, and it had real consequences for real people who happened to be in the path of America’s “destiny.”

			The Civil War exposed the danger of this thinking in the starkest possible terms. Both sides claimed God’s blessing. Confederate leaders insisted that their cause was righteous, that slavery was a biblical institution, and that God would vindicate the South. Union supporters made their own theological case for God’s favor.

			Abraham Lincoln, almost alone among prominent leaders, refused to play the game. In his Second Inaugural Address in 1865, he said, “Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes His aid against the other.” He went further: “The Almighty has His own purposes.” Lincoln declined to claim that God was on the Union’s side. He acknowledged that the war itself might be God’s judgment on the entire nation for the sin of slavery.

			That kind of theological humility was rare in 1865. It’s rarer now.

			The fundamentalist retreat

			After the Civil War, American Protestantism entered a long period of cultural dominance. Churches were central institutions in most communities. Protestant values shaped public education, blue laws governed commerce on Sundays, and the default assumption of American public life was broadly Christian.

			But by the early twentieth century, that dominance was under pressure. Darwin’s theory of evolution challenged traditional readings of Genesis. Higher criticism of the Bible, imported from German universities, questioned the historical reliability of Scripture. The Social Gospel movement, associated with liberal Protestants like Walter Rauschenbusch, shifted the church’s focus from personal salvation toward systemic reform, and theological conservatives viewed this as a betrayal of the gospel.

			The result was the fundamentalist-modernist controversy of the 1920s. Conservative Protestants rallied around “the fundamentals”: the virgin birth, the inerrancy of Scripture, the bodily resurrection, substitutionary atonement, and the literal return of Christ. These were theological commitments, but the controversy played out in public and political terms. The most famous episode was the Scopes Trial of 1925, where a Tennessee teacher was prosecuted for teaching evolution. William Jennings Bryan argued for the prosecution; Clarence Darrow for the defense. Bryan won the legal case but lost the public relations battle. The national press portrayed fundamentalists as backward and anti-intellectual.

			The humiliation was real, and it had lasting consequences. For the next several decades, conservative Protestants largely withdrew from public engagement. They built their own institutions: Bible colleges, seminaries, publishing houses, radio stations. They focused on evangelism and personal holiness. They didn’t disappear, but they stepped back from the public square.

			This is an important piece of the story, because it means the political engagement that exploded in the late 1970s was a reversal. For fifty years, conservative Protestants had been mostly absent from organized political life. When they came back, they came back with force.

			Cold War civil religion

			The mid-twentieth century saw a different kind of marriage between faith and national identity, driven primarily by the Cold War.

			The Soviet Union was officially atheist. America defined itself in opposition. In 1954, Congress added “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance. In 1956, “In God We Trust” became the national motto and was printed on paper currency. Billy Graham became the nation’s most prominent preacher, filling stadiums and advising presidents. Dwight Eisenhower was baptized shortly after taking office and encouraged Americans to attend church as a patriotic duty. “Our form of government has no sense unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious faith,” Eisenhower said, “and I don’t care what it is.”

			

			That last clause is revealing. The religion Eisenhower promoted was generic, vague, and defined primarily by opposition to communism. This was civil religion. It used Christian language and Christian symbols to reinforce American identity, but it made no demands on anyone’s actual beliefs or behavior. You could attend any church, believe almost anything, and still be part of the program, as long as you agreed that America was on God’s side.

			This era planted the assumption, still widespread today, that being American and being Christian are naturally linked. The “under God” generation grew up believing that faith and patriotism were two sides of the same coin. They passed that belief to their children. By the time the religious right emerged in the late 1970s, the soil had been prepared for decades.

			The real origins of the religious right

			The conventional story says that the religious right was born in response to Roe v. Wade, the 1973 Supreme
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