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Religion, Nationalism,
and The Constitution

Dr. Andrew Fiala

afiala@csufresno.edu ‘

Course Description

* Dr. Fiala will lead participants in a discussion of religious nationalism,
based upon his new book, Christian Nationalism and the Paradox of
Secularism. We'll discuss perennial issues in Christian theology,
contemporary political controversy, and carefully consider religious
liberty in the U.S. Constitutional system. Expect to gain insight into
the strength and value of the First Amendment and the secular
orientation of the American tradition. As with his other popular OLLI
courses, Dr. Fiala encourages dialogue about controversial subjects
and invites “questions and an open mind.”
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First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution

Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment ?f religion, or prohibiting the free @ELIGIQ
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of . .
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the
Government for a redress of grievances.
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United Nations Declaration of Human Rights Article 18

* Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and
religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or
belief, and ’freedom, either alone or in community with others
and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in
teaching, practice, worship and observance.

Andrew Fiala

' Course Plan

* Oct. 15: Secularism, Anti-Secularism, and Post-
Secular Backlash

Philosophical, Theological, and Historical
Reflections on Religious Nationalism

* Oct. 22: Theological Critiques of Religious
Nationalism

* Oct. 29: A Defense of Secular Values in the
American Tradition and Modern Philosophy

* [[SKIP Nov. 5]]

* Nov. 12: Tragic Conflicts and Hope for Progress

BRILL

Christian Nationalism and
the Paradox of Secularism
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Fiala on Free Speech and First Amendment

Fresno Bee, Oct 5, 2025: https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article312355327.html

The American Constitution wisely limits the law in ways that prevent authoritarianism.
These limits are reflected in the separation of powers, and in the fundamental rights and
liberties set forth in the First Amendment and other Constitutional amendments. The First
Amendment protects freedom of religion, freedom of speech, and of the press, as well as
the right to assemble and petition the government.

These rights are increasingly at risk. A federal judge, William G. Young, argued in a recent
ruling that the Trump Administration is engaged in a “full-throated assault on the First
Amendment.” The case involved the question of whether the government can deport
noncitizens for exercising their right to freedom 3{ speech. The result of the
A_dhministration’s efforts, according to the judge, has been to “chill” the exercise of basic
rights.

Adding to this chilling effect are Trumpian lawsuits against newspapers and the threat that
broadcasters could lose their licenses if they cross the President. The President even
suggested that it is “illegal” for reporters to write negative stories. This week, when the
President suggested using American cities as “training grounds” for American troops, he
warned military leaders %f an “invasion” by “the enemy from within.” He also attacked the
press as “sleazebags” and “really corrupt.” Trump has often referred to the press “the
enemy of the people.”
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' Fiala on Free Speech and First Amendment

Fresno Bee, Oct 5, 2025: https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article312355327.html

In this chilly environment it might seem wise to keep your mouth shut. But if
we remain silent, the chill will deepen. Now is the time to speak up in defense
of the Constitution and our basic rights.

One important part of this task is to recall that the liberties we enjoy today
were not always ours. The background condition for understanding American
liberty is the bad old world of medieval authoritarianism, when heretics were
burned, books were banned, and freethinkers were censored.

As we all learned in school (or should have), the American colonists often
came here to escape persecution in the old world. But there was also
censorship and persecution in the new world. Benjamin Franklin’s brother,
James, was jailed in 1722 by authorities in Massachusetts for publishing a
controversial newspaper. While his brother was in jail, Benjamin took over,
publishing the following famous remark, “Without freedom of thought, there
can be no such thing as wisdom; and no such thing as public liberty, without
freedom of speech.”

' Fiala on Free Speech and First Amendment

Fresno Bee, Oct 5, 2025: https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article312355327.html

This point is a common one made by modern philosophers, who assert that liberty is
needed for progress and enlightenment. John Stuart Mill said that attempts to limit
freedom of speech and of the press are “noxious” and “illegitimate.” The attempt to

silence people ends up “robbing the human race” of the opportunity to argue and
think.

Even after the Constitution was ratified Americans struggled with the temptation to
censor. The Alien and Sedition Acts of the 1790’s punished those who questioned
the government. One congressman, Matthew Lyon, of Vermont, was jailed for
criticizing President John Adams in a newspaper he printed. Lyon had said that
President Adams had “an unbounded thirst for ridiculous pomp.”

During this time, Thomas Jefferson worried that his mail would be intercepted and
his political ideas would be punished. He said in a letter, “the circumstances of the
times are against my writing fully & freely.” He added, “I know not which mortifies
rze most, that | should fear to write what | think, or my country bear such a state of
things.”
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' Fiala on Free Speech and First Amendment fresno see, oct 5, 2025:

https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article312355327.html

are free to express ourselves.

The chilling effect of censorship makes us think twice about expressing our
opinions, thus undermining our liberty and stifling debate. If someone with
Jefferson’s stature was afraid to write candidly in a private letter, ordinary
people will likely also fear to express themselves freely.

History shows that bad ideas do not last forever. James Franklin was released
from jail. Benjamin Franklin went on to play a vital role in the Revolution.
Matthew Lyon was re-elected to Congress while imprisoned. After John
Adams was voted out, his Federalist party eventually disappeared. The
Sedition Act expired when Thomas Jefferson took office.

Progress can and does happen. Bad laws can be repealed. Bad leaders can be
voted out. And wisdom can replace stupidity. But this can only happen if we

Four basic claims

Christian nationalism is un-American.

2. Christian nationalism is based upon
flawed theology.

3. Secularism is a wise response to
religious disputes.

4. A ‘paradox of secularism’ occur when
secularism confronts its anti-secular
other.

Andrew Fiala

Christian Nationalism and
the Paradox of Secularism

Philosophical, Theological, and Historical
Reflections on Religious Nationalism

BRILL
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* In this book, Christian nationalism will
be defined as a political movement
that intends to institute Christian laws
and which holds that national identity
should be understood in Christian
terms.

What is Christian Nationalism?
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Rev. Kevin Jessip, December 2020
Washington, DC, “Jericho March”

* Some have said this is not a Christian nation. I'm telling
you this is a Judeo-Christian nation. ... Today, | call this
the warrior mandate, a battle cry, a call to arms ... a
mobilization of God's men made holy by the blood of
Jesus Christ and empowered by the gift of the baptism
of the Holy Spirit. This battle cry is a Christian call to all
Christian men ... as weJ)repare for a strategic gathering
of men in this hour to dispel the Kingdom of Darkness.

* Quoted by Andrew Seidel in Coniressional Testimony on the
January 6, 2020 attack on the U.S. Capital

* Seidel also said: “Christian Nationalism is the biggest
threat to America today. An existential threat to a
goverlnrlpent of the people, for the people, and by the
people.

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GP0-16-DOC-CTRL0000062431/pdf/GPO-16-DOC-
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ev. Kevin Jessip delivers a “battle cry,” a “call to arms,” at the
sricho March's Let the Church ROAR event on December 12.
sricho March / Video Squirrel
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Christian Nationalism Survey 2024
Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI)

https://prri.org/research/christian-nationalism-across-all-50-states-insights-from-prris-2024-american-values-atlas

Statements Constituting the Christian Nationalism Scale

Statement Rercent
who agree

God has called Christians to exercise dominion over all areas of American society. 20

The U.S. government should declare America a Christian nation. 28

Being Christian is an important part of being truly American. 30

If the U.S. moves away from our Christian foundations, we will not have a 37

country anymore.

U.S. laws should be based on Christian values. 40

@PRRI ®
13
Christian Nationalism Survey 2024
Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI)
https://prri.org/research/christian-nationalism-across-all-50-states-insights-from-prris-2024-american-values-atlas/
The Christian Nationalism Scale
Percent who qualify as:
mAdherents = Sympathizers = Skeptics = Rejecters = No score
29
37
Source: PRRI American Values Atlas, Mar. 13-Dec. 2, 2024.
@PRRI ©
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Christian Nationalism Survey 2024
Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI)

https://prri.org/research/christian-nationalism-across-all-50-states-insights-from-prris-2024-american-values-atlas/

Support for Christian Nationalism (Adherents and Sympathizers)
Among All Americans, by State
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Source; PRRI American Values Atlas, Mar. 13-Dec. 2, 2024,
@PRRI ®
15
Christian Nationalism Survey 2024
Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI)
https://prri.org/research/christian-nationalism-across-all-50-states-insights-from-prris-2024-american-values-atlas/
God Ordained Trump to Be the Winner of the 2024 Election,
by Christian Nationalism Groups
Percent who ____ God ordained Donald Trump to be the winner of the 2024 election:
m Completely agree = Mostly agree = SKipped Mostly disagree = Completely disagree
. o2z 732 V777777 777777777777 v,’/f;f""" 7 '///// /”/'////’ A /’/’ "
Skeptics
Rejecters ! 5
0 20 40 60 80 100
Source: PRRI Post-Election Survey, Nov. 8-Dec. 2, 2024.
PRRI @
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Four basic claims

1. Christian nationalism is un-American.

2. Christian nationalism is based upon
flawed theology.

3. Secularism is a wise response to
religious disputes.

4. A ‘paradox of secularism’ occur when
secularism confronts its anti-secular
other.

Andrew Fiala

Christian Nationalism and
the Paradox of Secularism

Philosophical, Theological, and Historical
Reflections on Religious Nationalism

BRILL
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1. Christian Nationalism is Un-American

* The United States is a motley collection of diverse people
who come from diverse faith traditions, and in which the
fastest growing religion is “no religion.” This is a nation of
laws intended to protect religious liberty and prevent the
establishment of a national religion. The American
identity is not easily understood as “Christian” because
national identity and religious identity are more complex
than any simple reductive claim such as this can account

for.

18
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1. Christian Nationalism is Un-American

* The “Christians” of the American founding included figures like

George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and John Adams. These
founding fathers were not “Christian” in any sense of the term
expressed by contemporary Christian nationalists. Washington
and Jefferson were deists, while Adams was a Unitarian: each

of these figures denied the trinity, while also doubting the
existence of miracles, and the divinity of Christ. Furthermore,
they advocated on behalf of religious liberty because they
understood that enforced religious orthodoxy was often used
to foster and support what they saw as the absurd beliefs of
traditional trinitarian Christianity.

19

2. Christian Nationalism as Theologically Flawed

e Christian nationalists tend to agree with Augustine and Dante
in thinking that there ought to be a good benevolent
patriarchal kind of political system. One extreme version of
this idea holds that God is a tyrant who ought to be obeyed—
and that the political system should reflect this hierarchical
structure. A less extreme version holds that God is a
benevolent despot and that obedience to God is obedience to
the moral structure of the universe. From this approach, the
political system ought to reflect this theological structure to
some degree, with the state acting as a benevolent despot and
maintaining a system of order in the world that reflects the
divine order of things.

20
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2. Christian Nationalism as Theologically Flawed

* But the Biblical texts and theological speculation can also point
in a different direction. This progressive interpretation begins
from the silence of Jesus in the face of political power and a
guestion of the mystery of what Jesus really expects with
regard to political power and national identity. The progressive
interpretation also emphasizes pacific virtue such as love,
mercy, and toleration. Those values do not reflect a tyrannical
God or even a benevolent despotism. As we’ll see in a
subsequent chapter, it is even possible to derive a kind of
Christian anarchism from this interpretation of Christianity.

21

3. Secularism is a wise response to religious disputes

» With the diversity of Christianity on the table, we
return in conclusion to the need for a neutral political
system in which Christian sects can co-exist....

* The idea of the separation of church and state is
supported by a theological vision that holds that
worship of God ought to be a matter of free

conscience...

* Political secularism allows Christians to live in peace
despite their differences.

22
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4. Paradox of Secularism: Confronting anti-secularism

* Political secularism is about including a variety of
people who may not really feel tolerant toward each
other. And in fact, individuals and individual religious
congregations may be allowed, within a secular
system, to be somewhat intolerant toward one
another. A church may be allowed to teach that
another church is wrong, or it may not be required to
include and welcome those from another faith. Within
a secular system, intolerant parties can be included,
so long as they do not infringe upon the rights of
others to freedom of religion..

23

4. Paradox of Secularism: Confronting anti-secularism

* But within such a system, the state has an obligation to be
neutral: it ought not use its coercive power to exclude a
believer or congregation; nor should it use its power to
privilege one religion or set of beliefs in comparison with some
other faith. In short, this is the idea found in the First
Amendments two principles of religious liberty and the non-
establishment of religion.

* The paradox of secularism is reached when this political system
confronts is anti-secular other: those who do not want to allow
for the religious liberty of everyone and those who seek to set
up an establishment of religion.

* Is there a place in the big tent of secularism for those who
claim that the big tentis inherently evil?

24
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Andrew Fiala

Settin g the sta ge Christian Nationalism and

* Examples of Christian nationalism the Paradox of Secularism

Philosophical, Theological, and Historical

e Current issues in Louisiana and Oklahoma

Reflections on Religious Nationalism

Breaking News (October 15, 2025): New state
superintendent has ‘no plans to distribute
Bibles’ in Oklahoma public schools

State Superintendent Lindel Fields, who was
appointed to the position this month,

BRILL
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Preface to Christian Nationalism

* In Oklahoma, the state superintendent of education issued an order requiring
the Bible to be taught in schools.

* In Louisiana, the governor signed a law requiring that the Ten Commandments
be posted in schools. When he signed the Louisiana law, Governor Jeff Landry
said, “If you want to respect the rule of law, you’ve got to start from the
original law- giver, which was Moses.”In defending the law, Governor Landry
said, “This country was founded on Judeo- Christian principles and every time
we steer away from that, we have problems in our nation.”

* As the Louisiana law made headlines, Donald Trump posted in support of it, in
all caps, on his Truth Social account: “I LOVE THE TEN COMMANDMENTS IN
PUBLIC SHOOLS, PRIVATE SCHOOLS, AND MANY OTHER PLACES, FOR THAT
MATTER. READ IT—HOW CAN WE AS A NATION GO WRONG?? THIS MAY BE,
IN FACT, THE FIRST MAJOR STEP IN THE REVIVAL OF RELIGION, WHICH IS
DESPERATELY NEEDED IN OUR COUNTRY.”

26
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Preface to Christian Nationalism

* As | understand it, Christian nationalism is connected to efforts like these
which hold that the law itself is thought to be dependent on the will of
God and Biblical tradition— and which want to impose this idea on the
legal and political system.

* This effort ignores the fact that the Constitution is a social contract and a
human creation, which was intended to prevent the institution of
religious nationalism.

* As we will see, Christian nationalism comes in variations and degrees.
Some Christian nationalists are forthrightly interested in creating a
theocracy. Others appear less extreme. But they tend to agree with
Governor Landry that the U.S. is a Christian nation and that the law
depends on the will of God.

More on the Louisiana Law

Louisiana llluminator, Oct 6, 2025
https://lailluminator.com/2025/10/06/louisiana-ten-commandments-2/

* The entire U.S. 5th Circuit Court of Appeal will weigh the legality of Louisiana’s law that
requires the Ten Commandments to be displayed in all classrooms. A procedural order
issued Monday vacates a prior ruling from a tﬁree-Juage panel that declared the law
unconstitutional.

* The Louisiana Legislature and Gov. Jeff Landry approved the measure in 2024, and it was set
to take effect at the start of this year until a group of parents filed suit against the state. A

federal district court put enforcement on hold in the plaintiffs’ respective parishes while the
case made its way through court.

e On June 20, a 5th Circuit panel ruled that the law violates the establishment clause of the
First Amendment, which bars the government from endorsing a religion or creating laws
that favor one religion over another. Judge Irma Castillo Ramirez, who former President Joe
Biden appointed to the appellate court, wrote the opinion. Judges James Dennis, a Bill
CAint(jon appointee, and Catharina Haynes, who George W. Bush chose for the court, affirmed
the decision.

* The plaintiffs consist of nine families with children who attend public schools across five
parishes — East Baton Rouge, Livingston, Orleans, St. Tammany and Vernon. They represent
a range of religious and non-religious beliefs, including Catholics, Presbyterians, Jews,
Unitarians and others. They have argued the Protestant version of the Ten Commandments
the Legislature adopted differs from the versions they follow.
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More on the Louisiana Law

https://lailluminator.com/2025/10/06/louisiana-ten-commandments-2/

* Gov. Landry has been among the most ardent supporters of the law
that calls for 11-inch by 14-inch posters of the Ten Commandments to
be placed in every classroom. Schools do not have to spend their own
money to acquire the posters, but they can accept donated versions.

* “| can’t wait to be sued,” Landry told the crowd at a Republican
fundraiser in Tennessee after signing the law.

* When asked later about students who don’t have Judeo-Christian
beliefs, the governor said they shouldn’t look at the posters.

* “| think we’ve forgotten in this country that democracy actually means
majority rule,” Landry said at the time

29

More on Oklahoma
Oklahoma Voice, July 1, 2025

https://oklahomavoice.com/2025/07/01/new-lawsuit-claims-social-studies-standards-violate-oklahomans-religious-freedoms

» A second lawsuit, this time appealing directly to the Oklahoma Supreme Court, aims to
overturn the state’s new academic standards for social studies on religious freedom and
procedural grounds.

* A group of 33 parents, teachers and faith leaders on Tuesday asked the state’s highest
court to block the controversial new standards, which will dictate what topics public
schools must teach in social studies classes starting in the 2025-26 academic year. They
requested Oklahoma'’s previous social studies standards, enacted in 2019, be reinstated
until a new version is validly approved.

* The plaintiffs contend the pro-Bible standards are unenforceable because they would
unconstitutionally impose Christian beliefs on public-school students...

* State Superintendent Ryan Walters, whose administration developed the standards, said
the lawsuit is “yet another reminder of the harm that has been done to this country by
woke political activists.”

* “l am unashamed that Oklahoma students will get an America First education based in
facts this fall,” Walters said in a statement. “The Left continues their attempts to destroy
Christianity, our history and America herself. Our students will know Americans never
have, and never will, bow to their tyrannical hatred of liberty and American values.”

30
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More on Oklahoma
Oklahoma Voice, July 1, 2025

https://oklahomavoice.com/2025/07/01/new-lawsuit-claims-social-studies-standards-violate-oklahomans-religious-freedoms

* The new social studies standards would require elementary students to learn
Bible stories and Jesus’ teachings “that influenced the American colonists,
founders and culture.”

* In fifth and eighth grades, students would have to learn the Judeo-Christian
values that influenced America’s founders.

e Walters has said biblical instruction is essential to ensure students understand
more context of American history.

* But the plaintiffs contend this infringes on their religious freedom and their legal
right to direct their children’s moral and religious upbringing. Most of the
plaintiffs are not raising their children in a particular religion, or they have
different Christian and Jewish beliefs from what the new standards include,
according to their lawsuit.

* The lead plaintiff is a Baptist minister, the Rev. Mitch Randall, of Norman.

* “To reduce the Bible to a history book — rather than treating it as a theological
text — does a disservice to public school students, their families, their teachers
and those who consider the Bible to be a book of faith,” Randall said in a

statement.
31
BREAKING NEWS: Oklahoma
Oklahoma Voice, OCTOBER 15, 2025
https://oklahomavoice.com/2025/10/15/new-state-superintendent-has-no-plans-to-
distribute-bibles-in-oklahoma-public-schools
* Breaking News (October 15, 2025): New state superintendent has
‘no plans to distribute Bibles’ in Oklahoma public schools
* State Superintendent Lindel Fields, who was appointed to the
position this month, indicated Wednesday he will not fight in court to
defend Walters’ order that Oklahoma public schools teach from the
Bible and keep a copy of it in every classroom.
* A lawsuit, which 32 Oklahomans filed with the state Supreme Court
last year, challenged the mandate and Walters’ attempt to purchase
55,000 Bibles and a biblical curriculum through a public bidding
process.
32
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Defining/Understanding Christian Nationalism

33

Christian Nationalism Defined as Anti-Secular

* In this book, Christian nationalism will be defined as a political movement that intends
to institute Christian laws and which holds that national identity should be understood
in Christian terms. On this definition, Christian nationalism can be understood as an anti-
secular movement that seeks to “establish” Christianity as the religion of the land, while
also supporting and encouraging the liberty of Christian believers.

* Some scholars have linked Christian nationalism to white supremacy, to Trumpism, or to
an anti-homosexual, anti-trans, or “anti-woke” political agenda. Some of those links do
exist. But | do not think that those should be the primary focal point for analysis. What
I’'m interested in here is Christian nationalism as a broader political and theological idea
that holds that Christian faith and values should play a central role in legislation and in
national identity.

* And so, at the risk of over- simplification, | offer an interpretation of Christian
nationalism that sees it primarily as an anti-secular political and religious movement,
which is larger than any particular grievance about homosexuality, trans-inclusion,
abortion, or race.

34
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Three features of Christian Nationalism

1. A theological claim: that the Christian God is concerned with the
political structure and religious identity of one’s country.

2. A historical and anthropological claim: that one’s country is and
ought to be working on behalf of the Christian faith.

3. A political agenda: that Christians ought to support laws, policies,
and candidates that support 1 and 2.

35

Christian nationalism as religious nationalism

* On my account, Christian nationalism is about theology, history,
politics, and the law— and not merely about race, gender, sexuality,
and the like. We could extend this analysis beyond Christian
nationalism by substituting some other specific religion in context.
Thus, political Islam would make historical and anthropological claims,
theological claims, and advocate a political agenda focused on Islam;
and Hindu nationalism would do something similar with regard to
Hinduism.
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Varieties of Christian Nationalism

Revolutionary Revivalist DChristia:\_
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IR Focus on Cultural o
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37
Varieties of Christian Nationalism and
Secular Compatibility
Revolutionary Revivali Christian
Theocratic evivalist Democratic
Authority to Rule FocusPon Cultural Elect Christian
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To Ban U Renewal of Christian laws
0 ban Un- “Chricti ” within bounds of
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The Anti-Secular Backlash
- Secularism as Satanic

* Rev. Franklin Graham (on X/Twitter): “Godless, atheistic secularism has
taken over our country.”

* Douglas Wilson (Mere Christendom): “The Wickedness of Secularism” is
defined as “the idea that it isc[)ossible for society to function as a coherent
unit without reference to God.”...

“Our naked public sphere has been purged of any reference to Jesus, but
we are now left with the devils and the swine.”

“The current laws are not standing between us and the devil. These laws
are the devil.”

* Jay Leach (Bread of Life Bible Institute): “Satan has been successful with his
deception of secular humanism— a belief system that began as a religion,
but after many years, withdrew the claim in order to fully engage their
secular agenda without the restraints of religion. Secularism’s diabolical
goal is to wipe- out God, Christ, Christians and all things of God.”
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Political Secularism Defined

* Secularism, as interpreted here, is a political framework that is inclusive of

religion and not opposed to faith. Political secularism is fundamentally a
political system grounded in religious liberty. It presumes that religion and
politics ought to remain distinct and that freedom of religious belief is
fundamental. Secular principles provide substantial reasons to reject
Christian nationalism and other anti-secular ideologies that seek to
combine exclusivist religion with narrowly nationalistic view of political
power. Political secularism is also antithetical to atheistic nationalism and
overt attempts to destroy or eliminate religion. Secularism, as defended
here, is inclusive: it includes atheists, theists, and other believers who
each benefit from religious liberty. Nonetheless, political secularism is
opposed to the political aspirations of Christian nationalism and other
kinds of religio-political exclusivism (such as political Islam, Hindu
nationalism, or state-mandated atheism).
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Political Secularism Defined

My focus here is political secularism, defined as a system of legal norms
that limit the state from overt religiosity and which ensure that individual
religiosity is protected. In the American system, secularism is grounded in
the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which explicitly recognizes
a fundamental right to religious liberty, and which also stipulates that
government should not favor or “establish” any religion. Secular systems
locate religion in a place outside of political power, preventing any
religious group or organization from acquiring political power. This may
seem to “exclude” religion. But in excluding religion from political power,
a more inclusive and diverse social and political world is supposed to
result. And individual believers and religious communities are supposed
to be left alone to pursue their own freely chosen faith.
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Anti-Secularism

* Anti-secular religious ideologies such as Christian nationalism throw a
wrench in the works, since they advance the idea that religion and
politics should be more closely wedded. In response, secular systems
find themselves in a bind. In excluding exclusivist and nationalistic
faiths, secular systems appear to violate the spirit of inclusivity and
impose a limit on some kinds of religious liberty. Furthermore,
religious critics may claim that secularism itself is a new kind of
“religion” that seeks, as some Christian critics have suggested, to
deify the human in opposition to God.

* Thus, in thinking about the problem of Christian nationalism, we
encounter the problem that is described here as “the paradox of
secularism.”
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The Paradox of Secularism

* The paradox of secularism described here is similar to the “paradox of
toleration,” as discussed in the literature on toleration and liberal
political theory. This paradox can be formulated as a question: should
secular systems include religious beliefs that are anti- secular? The
problem with Christian nationalism, from a secular vantage point is
that it is antithetical to the inclusive vision of secular politics, and thus
may have to be excluded. But if Christian nationalism is excluded, this
may violate the spirit of inclusion and respect for liberty that are
hallmarks of secularism.
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Two Models
Religious Nationalism vs. Political Secularism

One True Religion

Religion Religion

Religion Religion

The state is subsumed by religion

The state allows for co-existence among religions.
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The Post-Secular World

* A secular system allows diverse religions (and non- religious) people
to co- exist and to engage one another in communal living despite our
differences. If you value liberty, inclusiveness, nonviolence, and
tolerance then secularism is useful and wise. There are other values,
of course, and not everyone will agree to the wisdom of secularism.
Some of the anti- secular backlash of the Christian nationalist
movement is fueled by resistance to change and a reluctance to
embrace diversity. But those anti- secular folks are themselves living
in the modern world in which freedom of expression, democratic
government, and religious diversity are taken for granted.
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The Post-Secular World

* This means that contemporary Christian nationalism is a post-secular
movement. It unfolds as a reaction against secularism, that is, as backlash
against a legal, political, and social world in which secularism is ascendant.
Discussions of post- secularism have emerged in the past twenty years or
so in the work of Jirgen Habermas and others who have responded to the
apparent re- emergence of religion from out of a world that has been
progressively de-sacralized, disenchanted, and secularized.8 As Charles
Taylor has explained, modern, Western societies have evolved from a world
in which “it was virtually impossible not to believe in God, to one in which
faith, even for the staunchest believer, is one human possibility among
others.” This is, in Taylor’s words, “a move from a society where belief in
God is unchallenged and indeed, unproblematic, to one in which it is
understood to be one option among others, and frequently not the easiest
to embrace.”
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The Post-Secular World

* In understanding Christian nationalism as post-secular it is worth noting
that in the past half century there have been a number of obvious changes
in American law and culture, which can be viewed by Christians as
threatening. One fact involves the rapid growth of nonreligion and the
correlative decline of Christian faith as a percentage of the population. A
recent estimate from the Pew Center predicts that within a few decades,
Christianity will no longer be the majority religion in the United States.10
And Supreme Court cases such as Engel v. Vitale (1962), which ended
school prayer, and Abington v. Schemmp (1963), which ended Bible
readings and other school prayers, helped to create the impression that
religion was under attack by the secular political establishment. Christian
nationalism must be understood as arising out of this historical context, as
a post- secular backlash against the apparent triumph of secularism.

48

24



10/16/25

Conclusion

* It is easy to imagine that in this post-secular

condition, some religious people will long for a
return to a simpler world. But this longing is a
kind of nostalgia for a time that may not have
ever really existed.

As I'll show in this book, religious diversity has
always been an issue and it is unlikely that there
ever was a world in which religious identity and
belief were easy, simply, and obvious. As
examples, we might confront the Bible itself—
which contains lots of religious conflict— or the
diverse and often unorthodox religious views of
the American Founders— and which lead the
Founders to craft the First Amendment as a
safeguard for religious liberty.
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