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Course Plan
• Oct. 15: Secularism, Anti-Secularism, and Post-

Secular Backlash

• Oct. 22: Theological Critiques of Religious 
Nationalism

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

• [[SKIP Nov. 5]]

• Nov. 12: Tragic Conflicts and Hope for Progress
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Setting the Stage: Leo Tolstoy & Eric Trump
• The acceptance of Christianity without the abandonment of 

power is a satire on, and a perversion of, Christianity.
• The sanctification of political power by Christianity is 

blasphemy ; it is the negation of Christianity.
• After fifteen hundred years of this blasphemous alliance of 

pseudo-Christianity with the State, it needs a strong effort to 
free oneself from all the complex sophistries by which, always 
and everywhere (to please the authorities), the sanctity and 
righteousness of State-power, and the possibility of its being 
Christian, has been pleaded.
• In truth, the words a “ Christian State “ resemble the words “ 

hot ice.” The thing is either not a State using violence, or it is 
not Christian.
• Tolstoy, “Church and State” in The Works of Leo Tolstoy: Essays, 

Letters, Miscellanies (New York: Thomas Crowell, 1899), 150.

Leo Tolstoy 
1828-1920
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Trump is Heaven Bound and Touched by God
Donald Trump (aboard Airforce One after Middle East 
Peace deal) : I don't think there's anything going to get me 
in heaven. Okay, I really I think I think I'm not maybe 
heaven bound. I may be in heaven right now as we fly an 
Air Force One. I'm not sure I I'm going to be able to make 
heaven, but I've made life a lot better for a lot of people.
Eric Trump:  Make no mistake he is heaven been bound. 
He's probably too humble in a certain way to say that. I 
could say that as a son because I've I've seen the hand of 
God on him for a very long time. Guiding him through the 
most unthinkable, you know, dark process. And then we 
get to a day like yesterday, which is, you know, was so 
beautiful.

Eric Trump
“The Benny Show” 
Oct. 17, 2025

https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=pBooSr
_wWZI
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Trump is Heaven Bound and Touched by God
But he is heaven bound. And I can tell you maybe the 
one the the one thing he does that might have, you 
know, influenced heaven is I think there's a lot less 
people going to heaven, meaning they're going to 
heaven slower because he stopped the death and 
destruction around the world. I've personally 
witnessed him stop wars 
And believe me, if he wasn't heaven bound, he 
wouldn't have been alive after Butler. If he wasn't 
heaven bound, that flag wouldn't have folded up like a 
perfect angel right above his head. If he wasn't heaven 
bound, if he wasn't meant for this purpose, he 
wouldn't have beaten Hillary.

Eric Trump
“The Benny Show” 
Oct. 17, 2025
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Ephesians 6:11: “Put on the whole armor of God, 
that you may be able to stand against the wiles of 
the devil.”
Trump assassination attempt at 6:11 pm

6
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Trump is Heaven Bound and Touched by God
You couldn't have scripted this. You could not… the 
wildest author could not have scripted this book and 
the trials and tribulations and twists and turns to get to 
where we are today. 
And look how much better humanity and our world is. 
You know, we're saving Christianity. We're saving God. 
We're saving the family unit. We're saving this nation.

Eric Trump
“The Benny Show” 
Oct. 17, 2025
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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. Paradox of secularism: when secularism confronts its anti-secular 

other

8
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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.

9

Varieties of Christian Nationalism and
Secular Compatibility 

Revolutionary 
Theocratic 

Authority to Rule 
in Christ’s Name

To Ban Un-
Christian values

Revivalist
Focus on Cultural 

Power 
Renewal of 

“Christian Values”

Christian 
Democratic

Elect Christian 
leaders to enact 
Christian laws 

within bounds of 
democratic law

Compatible with Political 
Secularism

Not compatible with 
Political Secularism
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Two Models
Religious Nationalism vs. Political Secularism

One True Religion

State

Neutral State 

Religion Religion

Religion Religion

The state is subsumed by religion

The state allows for co-existence among religions.

11

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.
• 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.

12
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The Post-Secular World
• Discussions of post- secularism have emerged in the past 

twenty years or so in the work of Jürgen 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. 
• 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.” 

Jürgen Habermas, b. 1929

Charles Taylor, b. 1931

13

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.
• 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.

14
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https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/202
5/09/04/many-religious-nones-around-the-
world-hold-spiritual-beliefs/ 

Nones
Atheist
Materialist

Pew Research 2025
”The Nones”

15

https://www.pewrese
arch.org/religious-
landscape-study/ 

Religious 'Nones' are now the largest single group in the U.S.
NPR, JANUARY 24, 2024

Pew 2024

16
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Nostalgia for simplicity
Vs. ongoing diversity
• 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.

17

Theological/Political Ideas of the Founding Fathers
Constitution, Article 6, Section 3
• No religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office or public 

trust under the United States.
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
• Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 

prohibiting the free exercise thereof.

Virginia Statute of Religious Liberty (Jefferson)
• No man shall be compelled to frequent or support any religious worship, place, 

or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, molested, or 
burthened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer on account of his 
religious opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by 
argument to maintain, their opinion in matters of religion.

18
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George Washington to New Jerusalem Church of 
Baltimore, January 1793
• We have abundant reason to rejoice, that in this land 

the light of truth and reason have triumphed over the 
power of bigotry and superstition, and that every 
person may here worship God according to the 
dictates of his own heart. In this enlightened age and 
in this land of equal liberty, it is our boast, that a 
man’s religious tenets will not forfeit the protection 
of the laws, nor deprive him of the right of attaining 
and holding the highest offices that are known in the 
United States.

19

John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, 20 June 1815

• The question before the human race is, Whether 
the God of nature Shall govern the World by his 
own laws, or Whether Priests and Kings shall rule it 
by fictitious Miracles? Or, in other Words, whether 
Authority is originally in the People? or whether it 
has descended for 1800 years in a succession of 
Popes and Bishops, or brought down from Heaven 
by the holy Ghost in the form of a Dove, in a Phyal 
of holy Oil?

20
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John Adams to Van Der Kemp, December 27, 1816

• As I understand the Christian Religion, it was and 
is a Revelation. But how has it happened that 
Millions of Fables, Tales, Legends have been 
blended with both Jewish and Christian 
Revelations that have made them the most 
bloody Religions that ever existed?
• How has it happened that all the fine Arts, 

Architecture Painting Sculpture Statuary, Musick 
Poetry and Oratory have been prostituted from 
the Creation of the World to the Sordid and 
detestable Purposes of Superstition? and Fraud?

21

John Adams to Van Der Kemp, December 27, 1816

• Jesus is benevolnce personified. An Example for all 
Men. DuPuis has made no Alteration in my 
opinions of Christian Religion in its primitive Purity 
and Simplicity, which I have entertained for more 
than Sixty Years. It is the Religion of Reason, Equity 
and Love. It is the Religion of the head and of the 
heart.

22



10/29/25

12

John Adams to John Quincy Adams, 28 March 1816

• We Unitarians do not delight in thinking that Plato and 
Cicero, Tacitus Quintilian Plyny and even Diderot, are 
Sweltering under the Scalding drops of divine 
Vengeance, for all Eternity.
• We do not expect to be “Saved” or damned for 

Unitarianism, or any other Philosophical or metaphiscal 
or Theological opinions; but by Sincerity Candour 
Charity Benevolence and Beneficence: or their 
Contraries.

23

John Adams to John Quincy Adams, 28 March 1816

• An incarnate God!!! An eternal, Self existent, 
omnipotent omnipresent omnicient Author of this 
Stupendous Universe, Suffering on a Cross!!! My Soul 
Starts with horror, at the Idea, and it has Stupified the 
Christian World. It has been the Source of almost all 
the Corruptions of Christianity.
• “The Bible a Rule of Faith! What Bible? King James’s? 

The Hebrew? The Septuagint,? The Vulgate? The Bibles 
now translated or translating into Chinese, Indian, 
Negro and all the other Languages of Europe Asia and 
Affrica? Which of the thirty thousand Variantia are the 
Rule of Faith?

24
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Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, 11 April 1823

• This text (the gospel of John) so plainly declaring 
the doctrine of Jesus that the world was created by 
the supreme, intelligent being, has been perverted 
by modern Christians to build up a second person 
of their tritheism by a mistranslation of the 
word λογος.  

25

Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, 11 April 1823

• The greatest enemies to the doctrines of Jesus are 
those calling themselves the expositors of them, who 
have perverted them for the structure of a system of 
fancy absolutely incomprehensible, and without any 
foundation in his genuine words. And the day will come 
when the mystical generation of Jesus, by the supreme 
being as his father in the womb of a virgin will be 
classed with the fable of the generation of Minerva in 
the brain of Jupiter. But we may hope that the dawn of 
reason and freedom of thought in these United States 
will do away all this artificial scaffolding, and restore to 
us the primitive and genuine doctrines of this the most 
venerated reformer of human errors.

26
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Thomas Jefferson to Charles Thomson, 9 Jan. 1816

• I have made a wee-little book … which I call the Philosophy 
of Jesus; it is a paradigma of his doctrines, made by cutting 
the texts out of the book, and arranging them on the pages 
of a blank book, in a certain order of time or subject. A 
more beautiful or precious morsel of ethics I have never 
seen; it is a document in proof that I am a real Christian, 
that is to say, a disciple of the doctrines of Jesus, very 
different from the Platonists, who call me infidel and 
themselves Christians and preachers of the gospel, while 
they draw all their characteristic dogmas from what its 
author never said nor saw. They have compounded from 
the heathen mysteries a system beyond the 
comprehension of man, of which the great reformer of the 
vicious ethics and deism of the Jews, were he to return on 
earth, would not recognize one feature.

27

Theological Critiques of 
Religious Nationalism

Ch 4: God Is Not a Tyrant
Ch 5: The Hubris of Christian Nationalism
Ch 6: A Christian State Is Un- Christian
Ch 7: Against Fanaticism and Hypocrisy
Ch 8: Can We Know What God Ordains?

• There is a substantial thread in Christian theology that holds 
that God is not concerned with dictating the terms of 
political life in the way that Christian nationalists maintain.

• (1) it is better not to conceive of God as a tyrant; (2) if God 
is a tyrant, He is not worthy of our worship; and (3) those 
who aspire to have tyrannical or “God- like power,” are both 
hubristic and theologically confused.

28
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God is not a tyrant
• God is not a tyrant— and that he does not expect us to use political and 

legal structures to enforce conformity and obedience to religious truth.
• Christian nationalists suggest that God wants there to be a Christian political 

authority. This idea risks becoming authoritarian, theocratic, and anti-
democratic. And as I argue here, the idea is un- Christian— or it is un- 
Christian according to a progressive or liberal interpretation of Christianity. 
This interpretation can be found among theologians who emphasize a loving 
God and the importance of human freedom. It also fits with a kind of 
Christian theology that is skeptical of the way that institutionalized religions 
and politicized churches tend to denigrate the majesty and mystery of the 
divine, turning God into a political idol.

29

Non-tyrannical theology
• Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God 

the things that are God’s (Matthew 23:21)
• The liberal or progressive interpretation of Christianity 

holds that Christ is not Caesar. At the time of the New 
Testament, Caesar was the Lord (kyrios) of the world with 
absolute dominion (kyriotes), who demanded sycophantic 
worship. He was a man who was deified. His deification 
was related to his absolute, tyrannical power, which 
included the power to kill. Caesar created peace (the Pax 
Romana) based upon the demands of obedience and 
conformity. On the progressive interpretation of 
Christianity, the Christian story is oriented around a 
different theory of lordship, authority, and theology. 
Progressive Christianity also tends to emphasize virtues 
such as humility, love, mercy, and nonviolence.

30
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Non-tyrannical theology
• To say that Jesus is Lord is not only to suggest that 

there is another kingdom (the kingdom of God— 
which is “not of this world”) but it is also to imagine a 
different kind of lordship. The story is not of a man 
who became God; rather, it is the story of a God who 
became man and died on the cross. To say that God is 
not a tyrant is to emphasize the importance of the 
image of God as love (1 John 4). The dominion of 
Caesar is tyrannical. It is based on power, violence, 
and fear. The kingdom of God is different: it is based 
on love, sacrifice, forgiveness, and freedom. On this 
interpretation of Christian theology, God does not 
want sycophantic worship or fearful obedience; 
rather, genuine piety consists in freely loving the God 
who loves us. This idea is captured in the verse: “We 
love because He loved us first” (1 John 4:19).

31

Non-tyrannical theology
• As Jesus suggests, he is not a new Caesar or a secular 

king. Rather, he represents a transformed notion of 
piety and power. One important source is found in 
the episode in which Pilate asks Jesus whether he is 
the king of the Jews. Jesus replies: “My kingship is 
not of this world; if my kingship were of this world, 
my servants would fight, that I might not be handed 
over to the Jews; but my kingship is not from this 
world” (John 18:36).

32
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Non-tyrannical theology

• Christian piety and love, from the vantage point of 
progressive Christianity, is oriented toward loving 
God and loving the neighbor. It is not focused on 
centralized political authority, external conformity, 
or obedience to the will of a tyrant— or a tyrannical 
God. The Christian version of an anti- tyrannical God 
transforms the idea of the “Lord” into a humble 
servant who is ultimately slaughtered as a sacrificial 
lamb to wash away the sins of humanity. Rather 
than a tyrant, this God is a god who loves, bleeds, 
and dies on a cross.

33

God is not a ”naked sovereign”
• Karl Barth: God is not simply understood in terms 

of absolute omnipotence or as he puts it “empty, 
naked sovereignty.” Rather, God’s power exists in 
relation to human freedom and in God’s 
communion with and love for humanity. From this 
perspective, God wants humanity to respond to 
Him with love and freedom as a child of God.
• Karl Barth, The Humanity of God (Richmond, VA: John 

Knox Press, 1960).

Karl Barth 1886-1968

34
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Against benevolent despotism
• 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. But the Biblical 
texts and theological speculation can also point 
in a different direction. 

35

Against benevolent despotism
• This progressive interpretation begins from 

the silence of Jesus in the face of political 
power and a question 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.

36
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The Problem of violence à Hubris

•A survey from PRRI and the Brookings Institute 
published in 2023, found that 40% of those who 
agree with the basic outlines of Christian 
nationalism also agreed with the claim, “Because 
things have gotten so far off track, true American 
patriots may have to resort to violence in order 
to save our country.”

37

Hubris
• In this chapter, we will consider this in 

relation to the Greek concept of hubris, 
which means pride and arrogance, and 
also violence. One issue here is the 
extent to which God supposedly 
condones violence and would see 
political violence as a positive good. 
• My contention here is that a view of the 

divine that suggests that God would 
encourage violence can be subjected to a 
substantial Christian critique.

38
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Hubris, power, and violence
• Christian nationalists seem to believe that it is up to 

them to make things right in the world. In some 
cases, hubris connects to a kind of fascination with 
power and violence. Some of these folks seem to 
believe that they would be serving God in bringing 
down the walls of Jericho— and perhaps even in 
bearing arms against their enemies. 
• But are we so sure that God would want us to act on 

His behalf in this way? What kind of pride and 
arrogance are involved in thinking that one would be 
entitled to foment a revolution or use violence in the 
name of God? And how do we know that God would 
not prefer a different approach that is nonviolent, 
humble, and less vehement? How, in fact, do we 
know that God would not actually prefer a secular 
system in which each person is left free to live 
according to the dictates of their own conscience,

39

Paul Tillich and Atheists both Critique the 
Tyrannical God
• Tyranny and hubris are theological problems. Paul Tillich noted 

this in Systematic Theology where he relates original sin to 
hubris. For Tillich, the problem is that human beings want to 
elevate themselves into the sphere of the gods. Tillich goes so 
far as to suggest that all human beings desire to “be like God,” 
which is here meant to imply that we want God- like power.

• Atheist author David Lewis: God’s demand that we worship 
Him (under penalty of eternal damnation), makes God into a 
tyrant and that those who worship this tyrannical God are 
behaving like sycophants sucking up to a tyrant.
• Modern theological responses to these kinds of atheistic 

accusations against a tyrannical God led theologians such as 
Tillich to respond by suggesting, in The Courage to Be, that the 
view of God as tyrant is deeply mistaken.
• Tillich (Courage to Be): God appears as the invincible tyrant

Paul Tillich
1886-1965

40
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Paul Tillich: God Beyond Theism
Tillich, “Courage to Be”

• And this is decisive for the necessity of transcending theological theism. 
For God as a subject makes me into an object which is nothing more 
than an object. He deprives me of my subjectivity because he is all-
powerful and all-knowing. I revolt and try to make him into an object, 
but the revolt fails and becomes desperate. 
• God appears as the invincible tyrant, the being in contrast with whom all 

other beings are without freedom and subjectivity. He is equated with 
the recent tyrants who with the help of terror try to transform 
everything into a mere object, a thing among things, a cog in the 
machine they control. He becomes the model of everything against 
which Existentialism revolted. 
• This is the God Nietzsche said had to be killed because nobody can 

tolerate being made into a mere object of absolute knowledge and 
absolute control. 

• It is the participation in the infinite spiritual love with which God 
contemplates and loves himself, and by loving himself also loves what 
belongs to him, human 

Paul Tillich
1886-1965

41

Charles Hartshorne

• Charles Hartshorne: “Tyrannical people may 
worship a tyrannical God but why should the 
rest of us do so?”
• He suggested in his critique of the idea of God’s 

omnipotence that this fundamental theological 
problem stems from the fact that theologians 
“were accepting and applying to deity the 
tyrant ideal of power.”

Charles Hartshorne
1897-2000

42
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We should not worship a tyrannical God

• If God Himself is not best conceived as a tyrant, then no human being 
should aspire to be a tyrant either. No human being deserves to have 
God- like power. Indeed, God Himself does not have the kind of 
tyrannical power that would-be tyrants think He has. Anti-tyrannical 
theology suggests that God is limited by justice and by love— and 
that God is not an arbitrary and willful tyrant…. We ought not 
conceive of God as a tyrant; nor should we worship such a God; nor 
should we aspire to have tyrannical god- like power.

43

Plato’s Euthyphro
• If the gods are tyrannical beings engaged in 

capricious immorality, then the idea of 
worshipping and praising them begins to unravel. 
If the gods are capricious tyrants, then we have no 
real idea about how to honor them— and they 
still might harm us anyway. This is a problem that 
parallels that of the capricious nature of political 
tyranny. A tyrant who behaves with impunity has 
no obligation to deal with his subjects fairly and 
honorably. As a result, the tyrant’s subjects will 
fear him, resent his injustice, and conspire to 
disobey and rebel. 

44
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Plato’s Euthyphro
• In Euthyphro Socrates says it is wrong to think that 

human rituals and piety can somehow manipulate 
the gods into showing us favor. To think of the 
gods as susceptible to our praise turns human 
beings into sycophants sucking up to a tyrant. The 
solution is a better understanding of God in which 
God is not a tyrant, does not behave capriciously, 
and is constrained by objective standards of truth 
and goodness.
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M.L.King, “False God of Nationalism”
• Martin Luther King, Jr., “The False God of Nationalism” (from 

1953): “One cannot worship this false god of nationalism and the 
God of Christianity at the same time.”
• Among the problems that King discusses is the fact 

that nationalism is linked to violence— the violence of militarism 
and war. We might also add nationalism is linked to a kind of 
hubris, arrogance, and pride. Nationalism focuses on the 
salvation (if we are speaking in Christian terms) of a given nation 
and those who live within that nation, while seemingly ignoring 
the need for universal salvation, and brotherly (agapic) love. 
From this vantage point, there is a kind of prideful assertion of 
the nation and its identity, over against others. But a Christian 
ethic that emphasizes agape, nonviolence, and universal 
brotherhood will quickly look beyond the border of nations and 
national identity toward a more universal concern for humanity.
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Problem of Sin
• One important feature of Christian anthropology is 

the problem of sin. The Christian tradition tends to 
teach that human beings are sinful, broken, fallen, 
and in need of redemption. This is true of all 
human beings, including the powerful. And indeed, 
it points toward a fundamental critique of human 
institutions including states: these institutions are 
imperfect human creations. 
• This helps to explain why it makes little sense to 

expect that a Christian government would rule 
piously, wisely, or justly. And it explains why hope 
for a Christian nation is often linked to an 
eschatological expectation about the end times 
when Jesus will return as king of creation and 
finally solve the problem of sin.

47

Idolatry of political power

• On this interpretation we also find a source 
of the worry that politicized Christianity 
becomes idolatrous. If Christ is transformed 
into a worldly lord by human beings, this 
may result in the human beings 
misunderstanding the nature of God and 
worshiping political power rather than the 
glory of God. The worry is that in focusing 
on political power and victories in the 
political world, Christians are focusing their 
attention in the wrong direction.
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Can there be a divinely ordained political 
leader?
Steven Wolfe (The Case for Christian Nationalism)
• Wolfe seems to think that genuine Christians— 

and a good Christian prince— would be 
sanctified by grace such that there were able to 
rule in the name of Christ.

• Fiala: Do many American Christians really believe 
that a Christian prince, sanctified by grace, is the 
righteous way that American political life should 
be organized?
• And if not, what then???
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Karl Barth: political religion becomes 
“demonic”
• Barth makes this clear in his essay on “Church 

and State,” where he says that the state 
becomes “demonic” when it usurps the 
separate and distinct power of the church by 
cultivating a “myth of the state,” which Barth 
associates with “Caesar worship.”
• How certain are we that this is really the 

kingdom of God and not, rather, “the lordship 
of a false Messiah” (as Barth puts it)?

Karl Barth 1886-1968
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Sin is common (not righteousness)
Reinhold Niebuhr 

• One shared truth for Christians who are worried about sin is 
the idea that the problem of sin won’t be solved until the 
lordship of Jesus returns to earth. This is the eschatological 
story of Christianity, with history ending in the rule of God 
on earth, which solves the problem of sin. 
• But until that happens, it is likely that we will be left with 

the problem of human rulers, who assert dominion without 
being wise or just or loving.

• Reinhold Niebuhr: “The Christian faith ought to persuade us 
that political controversies are always conflicts between 
sinners and not between righteous men and sinners. It 
ought to mitigate the self- righteousness which is an 
inevitable concomitant of all human conflict.”

Reinhold Niehbur
1892-1971
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Christian Nationalist Eschatology
Sin will be solved at the imminent end of time
• Pew Research: 39% of Americans believe we are currently living in 

the end times.
• https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/12/08/about-four-in-ten-u-

s-adults-believe-humanity-is-living-in-the-end-times/ 

• Given the problem we’ve raised here— about the reality of sin— it is 
not surprising that belief in the end times goes hand in hand with 
Christian nationalism. From this perspective, the conditions for grace 
to work its magic are present here and now. The kingdom of God is at 
hand. And the work of Christian nationalism is part of that developing 
story.
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Christian anarchism
• Power is sinful
• Sin corrupts political power
• IF there were Christian government it must be 

based on “nonresistance” (love, justice, mercy, 
forgiveness, etc.)

• American transcendentalism (Ballou, Alcott, 
Garrison) à Leo Tolstoy
• Jacques Ellul: “All national rulers, no matter what 

the nation or the political regime, lord it over their 
subjects. There can be no political power without 
tyranny. This is plain and certain for Jesus. When 
there are rulers and great leaders, there can be no 
such thing as good political power.”

Jacques Ellul 
1912-1994
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Adin Ballou, Christian Nonresistance (1846)
• His kingdom is not of this world, and therefore 

excludes all military and warlike defenses. His 
ministers are sent forth unarmed, like sheep in the 
midst of wolves. They are therefore to be wise as 
serpents, and harmless as doves. All things must 
be conducted on the non- resistant principle.
• Government must doff its worldly insignia, its craft 

and its prerogative to punish, and be vested in real 
worth— unglorified, unpampered, and 
undistinguished by exclusive privileges. This is 
Christian government

Adin Ballou 
1803-1890
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Adin Ballou, Christian Nonresistance (1846)
• Let it not be said that the doctrine goes against all 

religion, government, social organization, 
constitutions laws, order, rules, and regulations. It 
goes against none of these things per se. It goes for 
them in the highest and best sense. It goes only 
against such religion, government, social 
organization, constitutions, laws, order, rules, 
regulations and restraints, as are unequivocally 
contrary to the law of Christ; as sanction taking 
“life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth,” as are 
based on the assumption that it is right to resist 
injury with in jury, and evil with evil

Adin Ballou 
1803-1890
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Leo Tolstoy Again
• The acceptance of Christianity without the abandonment of 

power is a satire on, and a perversion of, Christianity.
• The sanctification of political power by Christianity is blasphemy ; 

it is the negation of Christianity.
• After fifteen hundred years of this blasphemous alliance of 

pseudo-Christianity with the State, it needs a strong effort to free 
oneself from all the complex sophistries by which, always and 
everywhere (to please the authorities), the sanctity and 
righteousness of State-power, and the possibility of its being 
Christian, has been pleaded.
• In truth, the words a “ Christian State “ resemble the words “ hot 

ice.” The thing is either not a State using violence, or it is not 
Christian.
• Tolstoy, “Church and State” in The Works of Leo Tolstoy: Essays, Letters, 

Miscellanies (New York: Thomas Crowell, 1899), 150.

Leo Tolstoy 
1828-1920
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Conclusions—and further 
implications
1. Christian nationalism is un-American
2. Christian nationalism is based upon 

flawed theology

3. BUT what about non-Christians 
(including the “nones”)?

4. AND how can Christians themselves 
live together in peace and harmony 
despite their theological differences?

5. Therefore: need for secular political 
system
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