




















Christian Americanism and Texas Politics Since 2008

Former Texas Governor Rick Perry
Former U.S. Secretary of Energy Rick Perry served as Texas governor from 2000 to 2015,

when he was succeeded by Greg Abbott (discussed below). Perry also mounted campaigns
for the presidency in 2011-12 and 2015. While not as outspokenly and definitively Christian
Americanist as Cruz or Gohmert, several of Perry’s public statements suggest some degree
of commitment to the ideology. In a 2011 speech at Liberty University, Perry asked,
“America is going to be guided by some set of values. The question is going to be, whose
values?” and further proclaimed that it should be “those Christian values this country was
based upon.””® In a presidential campaign ad that same year, Perry said: “I'm not ashamed
to admit that I'm a Christian, but you don’t need to be in the pew every Sunday to know
there’s something wrong in this country when gays can serve openly in the military but our
kids can’t openly celebrate Christmas or pray in school.”?” In 2015, he continued to espouse
Christian Americanism: “I do believe that the Judeo-Christian values that this country was
based upon are very much important not only to the history of this country, but the future
of this country.”?”8

Several observers have also highlighted Perry’s links to the dominionist movement,
particularly a branch of Seven Mountains Dominionism called the New Apostolic
Reformation (NAR).2”® As Forrest Wilder reported in 2011, Perry gave “self-proclaimed
prophets and apostles” of the NAR leading roles in organizing The Response, a prayer rally
held in Houston that year. NAR-affiliated pastor Tom Schlueter of Arlington, Texas, told
Wilder that the rally was divinely inspired and that the American government “was
basically founded on biblical principles.”® Yet while Perry’s links to NAR figures are
evident, it remains unclear how far he himself subscribes to NAR thought.

Texas Governor Greg Abbott

Greg Abbott served as Texas attorney general from 2002 until 2015, when he ascended to
the governorship. The extent of his adherence to Christian Americanism is more difficult
to measure than is the case with his more outspokenly Christian Americanist lieutenant
governor, Dan Patrick (profiled below). Though Abbott occasionally deploys Christian
Americanist talking points, he tends to be less forthright than Cruz, Gohmert, or Patrick in
advocating for a Christian nation.

During his 2014 run for the governorship, he told a religious audience: “I believe that we've
seen challenges to the recognition of God in our country as much in the past decade as
we've seen in the preceding 100 years. . . . I think God’s influence on our country is
threatened like we have never seen before.”® Two years later at a church visit, Abbott
described “how Christians are under secular attacks,” and declared that “now, more than
ever, we need representatives who base their decisions on moral clarity rather than
political correctness. . . . As long as we build our house on the fortress of God, America will
never be shaken.”% On his campaign website, Abbott further touts his record as Texas
attorney general in defending “the constitutionality of the Ten Commandments on the
Texas Capitol grounds all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court.”?3® He also defended
religious references in the Pledge of Allegiance the presidential inauguration ceremony.2%
While these comments and stances certainly intersect with Christian Americanist rhetoric,
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they fall short of an explicit call for a Christian nation and could be read as mere
expressions of American civil religion.

In a 2015 interview at a “Pastors and Pews” event in Austin, however, Abbott claimed that “the
values that Christ teaches” were “the values and principles on which this nation [was] founded,”
and that America has begun to decline because we have departed from those values.?® In the
following year, the governor ousted a church-state separation group’s holiday display in the
state Capitol on the grounds that it “mock[ed] our nation’s Judeo-Christian heritage.”?%¢ Such
statements suggest at least some allegiance to Christian Americanism.

Interestingly, despite his call for “representatives who base their decisions on moral clarity
rather than political correctness,” Governor Abbott has taken positions that differ from
those of his denomination, the Roman Catholic Church. A prime example is his attempt to
block Syrian refugees from resettling in Texas, a position opposed by the Texas
Conference of Catholic Bishops.2®”

Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick

Dan Patrick has served as Texas lieutenant governor since 2015. He previously worked as a
conservative talk show host in Houston in the 1990s, and then a state senator from 2006 to
2015.288 Patrick is a far more outspoken advocate of Christian Americanism than Governor
Abbott. In a 2012 sermon, he called the idea that the U.S. was not founded on the Bible a
“myth” spread by the “secular media”; he insisted that the founders built the American
government “around the Word of God.”?® He noted that “when we let those who try to
shout us down and take away our rights tell us we are not a Christian nation, we must stand
[and] we must fight.”??° In a 2014 campaign appearance, he declared that America is a
Christian nation that politics is about “building the kingdom” for God, and that
government policy should be “biblically based,” though he also said (somewhat
paradoxically) that he did not want a theocracy.?*! After becoming lieutenant governor, he
reiterated his claim that the United States was founded on the Bible.2%2

Patrick has also appeared willing to enact his religious and Christian nationalist beliefs in
law and public policy. When asked for his top accomplishments as a state senator, Patrick
noted three achievements: a 2011 measure that required women seeking an abortion first to
undergo a sonogram, as well as bills that added the words “In God We Trust” above the
Senate dais and the words “Under God” to the state pledge of allegiance.?% As a state
senator, he invoked Christian Americanism in his passionate defense of House Bill 2, which
would have forced the closure of most Texas abortion clinics:?%

I don’t apologize for being pro-life and I don’t apologize for being a Christian, and I
listen to the word of God on this issue. The Bible tells us we are born in the image of
God, and I believe when a baby’s life is destroyed we are destroying the image of
God. ... If you believe God, how would God vote tonight if he were here? . .. Are we
a nation that stands for a Judeo-Christian ethic, or are we not? ... So I'm proud to
stand and vote for this bill.2%
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Patrick was also a proponent of religious liberty legislation. In 2009 and 2011, he pushed
for a constitutional amendment that would prevent government from substantially
burdening persons or religious organizations acting on “sincerely held religious belief.”?9
Neither measure made it out of committee.

As mentioned earlier, Patrick also has close ties with Steve Hotze, who presented the
lieutenant governor with the “Warrior for Biblical Values” award at a Conservative
Republicans of Texas event in 2016.29

State Representative Dan Flynn

While members of the Texas House have relatively little power individually, state
Representative Dan Flynn (R-Canton), who has served in the House since 2008, is
noteworthy for his persistent attempts to push legislation drawing on Christian
Americanist principles.

In the 2011, 20138, 2015, and 2019 legislative sessions, Flynn filed a bill that would effectively
allow teachers to prominently post the Ten Commandments in classrooms.?%® “This is
necessary to protect teachers who have the desire to establish that the country’s historical
background is based on Judeo-Christian traditions,” Flynn explained in 2011.2% In 2018,
Flynn justified the bill in similarly Christian Americanist terms:

Our country was founded on Judeo Christian principles. The Ten Commandments,
one of the supreme doctrines of the Christian faith, naturally provided a type of
moral compass for the men who created and founded the rule of law and
government for America. From an historical standpoint, a proper understanding of
the historical importance of these commandments is essential to the necessary
education of our children.3%°

And in 2019, Flynn once again explained the need for his bill in Christian Americanist
terms: “The 10 Commandments were one of the many Judeo-Christian founded
documents used to help guide our Founding Fathers.”?! Flynn’s measure has so far failed
to become law. It remains to be seen whether it will have more success in future.3%2

Another of Flynn’s measures, which he has also defended on Christian Americanist
grounds, has had greater success. After several failed tries, his “American Laws for
American Courts” bill—legislation that would prohibit foreign law, especially Muslim
sharia law, from being applied in U.S. courts—was finally enacted in Texas as HB 45 in
2017.39 Testifying before a House committee in 2015, Flynn explained that “many of his
constituents believe American liberties are ‘under attack’ by nefarious foreign influences,
and need to be assured that American law will continue to be enforced ‘on American
soil.””3%* He justified his bill in a 2014 email warning supporters of the dangers of “religious
Islamic law” and claiming that “the Judeo Christian heritage we covet and aim to protect is
under attack.”%
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Other Legislators
Several other state legislators may well belong in this list of Christian Americanism in

Texas. As I will discuss in Section 3, legislation that arguably privileges Christians and/or
overlaps with the Christian Americanist agenda has been authored by state Representatives
Dustin Burrows (R-Lubbock), Matt Krause (R-Fort Worth), Phil Stephenson (R-Rosenberg),
and Bill Zedler (R-Arlington), along with state Senators Charles Perry (R-Lubbock), Brian
Birdwell (R-Granbury), and Bryan Hughes (R-Mineola). Whether these and other
conservative officeholders are full Christian Americanists or simply proponents of
Christian right policies would be a fruitful question for future research.

Summary

Using Chancey’s definition of Christian Americanism, this section has constructed a
preliminary “dramatis personae” of Christian Americanism in Texas since 2008, consisting
of 12 nongovernment activists and six prominent and influential lawmakers. Profiles of
each figure indicated the degree to which each appears to embrace the ideology and the
type of influence each exerts. The resulting picture demonstrates just how pervasive
Christian Americanism is in Texas politics, including the highest levels of state
government. This section also indicates the variety of ways in which Christian Americanists
express adherence to the ideology—not only through public statements, sermons, and
writings, but also through financial donations, mass media, and events bringing together
pastors and politicians.

The next section examines the different avenues through which Christian Americanist
activists and officeholders in Texas promote the ideology.
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Section 3: Means for Promoting Christian Americanism in Texas

As we have seen, Christian Americanism involves more than historical arguments about the
original intentions of the founders, and more than mere claims about the past. Christian
Americanists seek to reshape the present, to “return” Christianity (or at least their
conservative brand of it) to dominance over law and public policy. To do so, Christian
Americanists need to spread their ideology, change hearts and minds, and gain followers.

How, then, do the Texas Christian Americanist leaders profiled in Section 2 promulgate the
ideology and attract followers? As we will see in this section, they employ a wide variety of
means, including nonprofit organizations, books and other publications, mass media
outlets, social media, churches, other religio-political gatherings, and—perhaps most
importantly—legislation.

This section offers a preliminary survey of how Christian Americanists use these means in
Texas. Though by no means exhaustive, this section maps potential sources of information
about Christian Americanism in Texas and reveals just how active Christian Americanists
are in promoting their cause. It also yields a somewhat surprising finding: despite their
rhetoric asserting Christianity’s right to dominate law and public policy, Christian
Americanist lawmakers in Texas have filed relatively few pieces of legislation explicitly
privileging Christianity, though they have offered many other measures that further their
goal of breaching the wall of separation between church and state.

Nonprofits and PACs

Several of the figures profiled in Section 2 use 501(c)(3) nonprofits,3°°

committees (PACs),3%”
activities.

political action
and super PACs3% to promote Christian Americanist ideas and

A few Christian Americanist nonprofits were described in Section 2. In particular, David
Barton’s WallBuilders develops and offers a variety of materials “to educate the public
concerning the periods in our country’s history when its laws and policies were firmly
rooted in Biblical principles.”% Besides publicizing Barton’s own books, the organization’s
website offers articles and documents that promote Christian Americanism, and provides
access to episodes of the “WallBuilders Live!” radio program and podcast (discussed below).
Two other Christian Americanist-oriented nonprofits, Farris Wilks’ Thirteen Foundation
and his brother Dan’s Heavenly Father’s Foundation, have made substantial donations to
Wallbuilders and to David Lane’s American Renewal Project.

Campaign donations, often channeled through PACs and super PACs, constitute another
way for Christian Americanists to propagate the ideology, and they also serve as an
important form of Christian Americanist “speech.” The Wilks brothers funded the “Keep
the Promise” super PAC, headed by David Barton, in support of Ted Cruz’s 2016
presidential bid. Steve Hotze’s Conservative Republicans of Texas PAC (CRT PAC) and the
associated Conservative Republicans of Harris Country also donate to Texas political
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candidates and fund political email efforts, phone banks, polling, and get-out-the-vote
efforts. In the 2012 election cycle, the CRT PAC not only donated over $47,000 for
Republican political promotions in Texas, but also gave $50,000 to Donna Campbell’s
successful campaign to unseat incumbent state Senator Jeff Wentworth (R-Houston);
Campbell went on to win the senate seat in the general election.?'° During the 2016 GOP
primaries, the CRT PAC spent around $1 million opposing Texas House members Hotze
believed were blocking anti-transgender legislation.?!! It should be noted, however, that the
CRT PAC also donates to politicians who are not associated with Christian Americanism,
such as state Representative Dan Huberty, whose campaign received $5,000 from the PAC
in late 2018.312

Publications

Books and online publications offer other venues for Christian Americanists to push their
message. Barton, Beck, and Jeffress, all prolific authors, have made especially heavy use of
these media.

Many of Barton’s books are published by WallBuilders—in other words, self-published. We
have already examined The Myth of Separation (1992) and Original Intent (1997) in previous
sections of this report. In Barton’s controversial The Jefferson Lies: Exposing the Myths You ve
Always Believed about Thomas Jefferson (2012), he claims to find evidence that the nation’s
third president and author of the “wall of separation” metaphor was in fact utterly pro-
Christian throughout his life.?'* Additionally, Barton’s WallBuilders website contains an
extensive library featuring many of Barton’s other writings, historical documents offered in
support of his Christian Americanist claims, and links to voter guides compiled by
conservative Christian organizations such as the Christian Coalition and the Family
Research Council 3

Glenn Beck has authored several works on the New York Times bestseller list. A few of these,
such as his 2009 Arguing with Idiots (discussed in Section 2), appear to promote Christian
Americanism. In The Original Argument (2011), Beck writes: “in the beginning, it was God
who brought us all together. Restoring His place in the country is the first step toward
restoring the union.”®

Jeffress’ Outrageous Truth (2008) lays out his Christian nationalist arguments, and his
Twilight’s Last Gleaming (2016) asserts that the founders intended that the U.S. government
“show a preference for the Christian faith.”316

Although books no longer have the power to shape public opinion they once had given the
hegemony of social media, the publications of these three authors allow them to lay out
their Christian Americanist claims and arguments in far more detail than is possible in
social media posts, mass media appearances, or even sermons and speeches. These works
thus remain important sources for researchers of Christian Americanism—as well as potent
tools for promulgating the ideology.
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Mass Media

Barton, Beck, and Jeffress also make extensive use of the mass media—especially radio and
television—to spread the Christian Americanist message.

Barton’s WallBuilders features a radio program and podcast, “WallBuilders Live!,”
described as “a daily journey into the past to capture the ideas of the Founding Fathers of
America and then apply them to the major issues of today.”" Its stated mission is “to
Educate people of faith with an understanding of the role of faith in our Nation’s history,”
and to “Empower and Equip them to apply a Biblical Worldview to current events and
cultural challenges.”®® Hosted by Barton, his son Tim, and former Texas state
Representative Rick Green, “WallBuilders Live!” gives Barton a platform for his Christian
Americanist message and features interviews with conservative politicians and activists,
among them Jeffress, Beck, David Lane, and Ted Cruz.?!"® Topics have included “Christian
Nation: When Did This Become A Controversy in America?,” “Christian Heritage Yet
Ungodly Policies,” “The U.S. Constitution—Refuting the Living Document Argument,”
“Immigration Handled The Biblical Way,” and “Presidents Ranked Based On Their Faith In
Christ.”32° According to the WallBuilders website, the program is carried by nearly 300
radio stations.??! Episodes are also available from the WallBuilders website as well as
podcast sources such as iTunes and Tuneln.

Christian Americanist talking points also appear on Beck’s “TheBlaze” television and radio
programs.??? For example, in 2017 Beck, objecting to California Senator Dianne Feinstein’s
statement to a judicial nominee that “the dogma lives loudly within you,” contended that
Christian dogma “lived loudly’ with all of our founders. It lived loudly in Abraham
Lincoln,” Beck said, adding that “the increasingly hostile attitude toward faith” constitutes a
“danger.”?? Furthermore, Beck has often devoted entire episodes to extended
conversations with David Barton.

Jeffress is a Fox News contributor. According to his website, he has made “more than 2,000
guest appearances” on radio and television programs, including Fox News Channel’s “Fox
and Friends,” “Hannity,” and “Lou Dobbs Tonight.”3?* Jeffress also has his own mass media
outlet, the Pathway to Victory (PTV) radio and television ministry, established in 1996. The
daily PTV radio program is carried by more than 900 U.S. radio stations, and the television
version airs on Christian networks Daystar and Trinity Broadcasting Network.??> While
most PTV episodes deal with pastoral issues, one episode was devoted to Jeffress’ 2017

Dallas sermon proclaiming the U.S. “a Christian Nation.”32¢

Social Media

Barton’s WallBuilders also has an active presence on social media. As of February 2020, the
WallBuilders Facebook site had nearly 180,000 follows,??” and its Twitter feed had nearly
32,000 followers.??® One WallBuilders tweet defends the use of the Bible in public
schools??® and another advertises a Trinity Broadcasting Network program in which Barton
and his son Tim claim to reveal the nation’s biblical and religious founding.33°
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Beck has an even more impressive social media presence: as of February 2020, his Twitter
feed had over 1.2 million followers,?*! his Facebook site over 2.7 million followers,??? and
“TheBlaze” Facebook feed over 2 million followers.?33 Beck uses these social media
platforms to offer his conservative take on various issues and to direct followers to episodes
of “TheBlaze.” In 2016, he used Facebook to publicize programs on religious liberty and
the “foundations of freedom,” featuring conversations with David Barton and programs
arguing that the U.S. was founded as a Christian nation.33

Jeffress is also active on social media, with over 217,000 Facebook followers as of February
2020.3% He occasionally uses the site to spread Christian Americanist messages. For
instance, on February 18, 2019, he posted an image of the Statue of Liberty emblazoned
with the quote, “Our country was founded as a Christian Nation”; the post had received
over 2,800 “likes” by the following day.?*® On January 8, 2019, he posted: “The Constitution
must be upheld, and amended as necessary, on the basis of God’s eternal law.”%%’

Social media posts allow Barton, Beck, and Jeffress to spread the Christian Americanist
message to thousands of people who might never have read their books or heard their
sermons. Christian Americanist use of this media form deserves further investigation.

Churches

As one might expect, churches, particularly conservative evangelical ones, are a prime
venue for spreading the Christian Americanist message. I have previously mentioned
Jeffress’ 2017 and 2018 First Baptist Dallas sermons proclaiming America as a Christian
nation. Barton frequently presents Christian Americanist talks at churches. Take, for
example, his 2016 talk at Sojourn Church in Carrollton, Texas. Beginning with a
discussion of the protection of religious conscience in U.S. history, Barton gradually
builds to a claim that America is a Christian nation whose civil government is built upon
Christian principles.33®

Itinerant minister Rafael Cruz has been especially active in promoting the Christian
Americanist message at churches around Texas. In October 2018, Cruz spoke at View
Baptist Church in Abilene, telling the congregation that “America is the only country on
the face of the earth that was founded as a Christian country,” and that “Americans have a
responsibility . . . to elect candidates who uphold the principles on which the nation was
founded.”?3® That same month, Cruz spoke at Generations Church in Granbury, Texas,
where he repeated the claim that America alone “was founded as a Christian nation.”®*° He
gave a similar sermon the following month at First Baptist Texarkana.?*!

Other Religious and Religio-Political Gatherings

National and regional gatherings are another means by which nongovernmental activists
and political figures spread the Christian Americanist message.

The “Pastors and Pews” events, organized by David Lane’s American Renewal Project, have
brought pastors together with right-wing politicians around the country since the 1990s.342
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The left-leaning Texas Freedom Network reports that Lane’s Texas Renewal Project
(originally The Texas Restoration Project) offers free lodging and meals for pastors and
their spouses, enabling them to hear Christian Americanist messages from religious right
leaders such as Rick Perry, Greg Abbott, Ted Cruz, Rafael Cruz, and David Barton.343

As noted in Section 2, Rick Perry worked with members of the dominionist New Apostolic
Reformation movement to organize a 2011 Houston gathering, The Response. The event
drew an estimated crowd of 30,000.3** The Mississippi-based fundamentalist Christian
American Family Association (AFA)—which has been labeled a hate group by the Southern
Poverty Law Center®®® and has called for legislation making the Bible mandatory in
congressional swearing-in ceremonies®**—reportedly donated $1 million to fund the
event.?¥” Speakers included Perry himself and Pastor John Hagee.?4®

In 2015, Steve Hotze and his Conservative Republicans of Texas partner Jared Woodfill
organized a “Faith Family Freedom Tour” of seven Texas cities, featuring several speakers
including David Barton and Hotze himself. Publicity for the tour offered this rationale:

“Enough is Enough!” One need only look around and see that our country is being
radically changed by the left. . . . We must stand on our faith and boldly defend our
religious liberties, our Constitutional freedoms, and our Judeo Christian [sic]
heritage. We have a duty to protect our children and our grandchildren from a
political movement that stands for abortion, redefines marriage and removes God
from the public arena.34?

Gatherings of local Republican organizations and right-wing interest groups are another
means of spreading the Christian Americanist message. For instance, Rafael Cruz spoke to
the Texas Home Schooling Coalition Gala in October 2017,2° the Hopkins County
Republican Club in September 2018,%! the Star Republican Women’s meeting in
Horseshoe Bay in September 2018,2%2 and a STAR Republicans gathering in Frisco, Texas in
December 2018.3% Such gatherings offer a means to build grassroots support for Christian
Americanism across the state.

Legislation

At the heart of Christian Americanism is the effort to give conservative Christianity
preferential treatment in law and public policy. Accordingly, one might expect Christian
Americanist lawmakers in Texas to push legislation explicitly privileging Christianity. It is
therefore quite remarkable that relatively few such measures have been filed in recent
years, let alone become law. Nonetheless, many other measures have been filed that, while
not explicitly privileging Christianity, do advance Christian Americanists’ goal of breaching
the wall of church-state separation. If successful, these measures could open the way for
more explicitly Christian law and policy in the future.

In a search of legislation filed in regular session from 2009%** through 2019, I have found

only five examples of legislation that would explicitly privilege the “Judeo-Christian
heritage” trumpeted by Christian Americanists.3*® First, state Representative Dan Flynn has
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filed bills in several sessions that would allow teachers to prominently post the Ten
Commandments in classrooms.?3® Flynn has justified this legislation on Christian
Americanist grounds, as needed “to protect teachers who have the desire to establish that
the country’s historical background is based on Judeo-Christian traditions.” So far,
however, Flynn’s measure has not made it into law.

Second, HB 1815, filed by state Representative Dustin Burrows (R-Lubbock) in the 2015
regular session, would have prohibited school districts from taking adverse employment
action against teachers “based on the teacher’s instruction to students about the Bible,”
provided that instruction is in accord “with the United States Constitution, federal law, the
Texas Constitution, and state law.” Burrows’ bill did not make it out of committee.?%

Two more measures, both likewise unsuccessful, would have expanded instruction about
the Hebrew Bible and New Testament in public schools. Since the 2009-10 school year,
Texas public schools have been allowed to offer an elective on these Jewish and Christian
scriptures for grades nine and above.?*® HB 3119, filed by state Representative James
Landtroop (R-Lubbock) in 2011, would have made such electives available to middle school
students as well.2%° The far more sweeping SB 2090, filed in 2019 by state Senator Bryan
Hughes (R-Mineola), would have required that instruction on the Bible be included in public
school English classes.?¢!

Finally, HCR 17, a resolution filed by state Representative Phil Stephenson (R-Rosenberg)
in the 2019 regular session, would have put the legislature on record as supporting
“displays of the Ten Commandments in public educational institutions and other
government buildings.”®%? Like the other measures mentioned here, Stephenson’s
resolution did not make it into law.

Still, though legislators have offered few bills explicitly privileging Christianity or the
“Judeo-Christian tradition,” many other measures filed over the past decade have
advanced Christian Americanism’s goal of breaching the wall of church-state separation.
They do so, however, in terms of religion generally rather than Christianity (or the
“Judeo-Christian tradition”) specifically. While many of these measures were
unsuccessful, a few have become law.

HB 3808, authored by state Representative Dwayne Bohac (R-Houston) and signed into law
in 2013, allows public schools to display Christmas scenes and symbols, provided the
school also displays scenes or symbols of more than one religion, or one religion and at
least one secular scene or symbol. It also allows students to say “Merry Christmas” and
“Happy Hanukkah,” as well as “happy holidays.”263

Four other legislative examples were less successful. In 2015, state Representative Debbie
Riddle’s (R-Houston) HJR 65 proposed a constitutional amendment prohibiting
government control or interference with “a student’s voluntary expression of a religious
viewpoint at a school event or graduation ceremony.”*® In 2017, HB 735, by state
Representative Scott Sanford (R-McKinney), would have allowed “school districts,
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employees of a school district, and students . . . to display references or quote versus [sic]
from religious texts which are celebrated during time of historic and/or optional
holidays.”?% In 2019, two measures, HB 2216 by state Representative Kyle Biedermann (R-
Fredericksburg) and SB 679 by state Senator Bob Hall (R-Edgewood), would have required
state government buildings to prominently display the national motto, “In God We
Trust.”®® Another 2019 bill, HB 4151 by state Representative Mayes Middleton (R-
Wallisville), would have allowed public school boards to require a period of prayer before
athletic events and after students recite the Pledge of Allegiance.3®” None of these bills
made it out of committee.

Flynn had more success with his “American Laws for American Courts” (ALAC) legislation,
which he justified on Christian Americanist grounds. Though Flynn’s ALAC measures
failed in the 2013 and 2015 legislative sessions, a resurrected version passed in 2017 and was
signed into law by Governor Abbott.3%

Additionally, many Texas legislators have sought to carve out so-called “religious liberty”
exemptions that would permit individuals and persons in certain professions to
discriminate on the grounds of “sincerely held religious belief.” Such measures have
become increasingly common across the United States since the Supreme Court’s 2015
Obergefell v. Hodges decision legalized same-sex marriage. Strictly speaking, “religious
liberty” measures are not Christian Americanist; yet it is no accident that they are heavily
promoted by Christian Americanists. As historian John Fea notes, in the wake of that
decision, “GOP politicians and the leaders of the Christian Right began preaching the
importance of religious liberty as an essential part of the American founding.”?% Fea notes
that “this use of religious freedom by conservative politicians and Christian cultural
warriors appears to be little more than a clever new way of asserting Christian
nationalism,” since “very few Christian Right defenders of religious liberty have come out
strongly in support of the religious liberty of Muslims or other non-Christian groups.””°
The Trump administration, which has close ties to Christian Americanists like Jeffress and
Patrick, has given favorable treatment to “religious liberty” exemptions in anti-
discrimination cases, prompting critics to argue that the federal government is creating “a
license to discriminate against the LGBTQ community and others.”” “Religious liberty”
carve-outs are also a major focus of Project Blitz, which is a nationwide effort to push state
legislatures to promote conservative Christian values, especially regarding marriage and
sexuality, as described in Section 1.372

A raft of “religious liberty” measures—many bearing a close resemblance to Project Blitz
model legislation®”3—were filed in the 2019 regular session of the Texas legislature. For
instance, SB 17 by state Senator Charles Perry (R-Lubbock), would have prohibited
discrimination against occupational license applicants/holders who deny service on
grounds of “sincerely held religious belief”; the language of this bill closely resembles that
of a Project Blitz model called the “Licensed Professional Civil Rights Act.”*”* Perry’s
measure passed the Senate, but died in the House. State Senator Bob Hall’s (R-Edgewood)
SB 85 would have allowed members of the counseling profession to refuse service on the
grounds of religious belief, while state Representative Tom Oliverson’s (R-Cypress) HB
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2892 and state Senator Lois Kolkhorst’s (R-Brenham) SB 1107 would have extended similar
rights of refusal to health care providers.?”” Furthermore, state Senator Brian Birdwell’s (R-
Granbury) SB 1009 would have allowed those authorized to perform weddings to recuse
themselves on grounds of religious belief.3’® All of the aforementioned bills would have
implicitly permitted religion-based discrimination by state license holders against LGBTQ
persons and, potentially, other groups. However, none of these measures made it into law.

Even more sweeping in scope, HB 3172 by state Representative Matt Krause (R-Fort Worth)
would have prohibited government entities from taking “adverse action against any
person” based on that person’s “sincerely held religious belief.”®”” A similarly broad-brush
“religious liberty” bill, HB 1085 by state Representative Bill Zedler (R-Arlington), would
have prohibited “government discrimination” against any person on grounds of “sincerely
held religious beliefs or moral convictions” about marriage and gender identity.?”® Both
bills would have allowed for widespread religion-based discrimination against LGBTQ
persons and, potentially, other groups. Again, these measures did not become law.

Summary

It should be clear from this preliminary survey that Christian Americanists in Texas
actively use many different means to promulgate their ideology, including nonprofits,
books, and religious and religio-political gatherings. Yet their use of legislation, which
should be their most potent means of privileging conservative Christianity and the “Judeo-
Christian tradition,” remains something of a puzzle, since few measures explicitly favoring
Christianity have been filed in the past decade. Instead, Christian Americanist lawmakers
have promoted bills that advance Christian Americanism’s goal of weakening church-state
separation, but do so in terms of religion generally. I will consider some possible
explanations for this phenomenon in the final section.
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Section 4: Concluding Thoughts and Directions for Further Research

Though the findings presented in this report are preliminary, they clearly show how
pervasive Christian Americanism is on the Texas political scene, reaching the highest levels
of state government. These findings also demonstrate that Christian Americanists in Texas
employ a wide variety of means to promulgate the ideology, ranging from public
statements, sermons, and writings, to financial donations, mass media, events, and
legislation. Christian Americanism is quite evidently an ideology and a movement of
considerable significance in the state. Moreover, the push for conservative Christian
dominance does not appear to be losing power or influence, even as Christians decline as a
share of the U.S. population.?”®

Several issues merit further study. For instance, does the standard for identifying Christian
Americanist activists and lawmakers used in Section 2 adequately encompass adherents of
the ideology, or does it overlook activists and politicians who should be included? What is
the relationship between nongovernmental activists and Christian Americanist
officeholders? How effective are the various means Christian Americanists deploy to
promulgate their ideology?

One finding that merits further investigation is the surprising paucity of legislation filed
between 2009 and 2019 that would explicitly privilege Christianity in law and public policy.
Given the core Christian Americanist contention that Christianity has historically had
privileged legal status in the U.S. and should have it today, one would expect to see
sympathetic legislators introduce bills giving preferential treatment to Christianity or the
“Judeo-Christian heritage.” Despite a few scattered counterexamples, it appears that in
Texas, Christian Americanism has seldom been deployed in such an explicit way
legislatively, at least since 2009. Instead, sympathetic legislators have filed myriad bills
that, though not explicitly pro-Christian, would arguably advance the Christian
Americanist agenda. These include measures requiring biblical instruction in public
schools and allowing school prayer, as well as “religious liberty” legislation. These bills are
couched, however, in terms of protecting religion generally (for instance, shielding persons
who act according to “sincerely held religious beliefs”), rather than Christianity (or the
“Judeo-Christian tradition”) explicitly.

Again, these are preliminary findings; they need to be confirmed through an exhaustive
search of legislation filed since 2008 (the period of research for the present study) and an
examination of public testimony given in support of that legislation (e.g., committee
testimony and floor debates). But if these findings hold up to further scrutiny, then
explanation is needed for the apparent disconnect between (a) the public comments
asserting the nation’s essentially Christian character, and (b) the rarity of legislation
expressly privileging Christian belief and practice. Answering this question would get at
the function of Christian Americanism and the purpose it serves in Texas politics. That is,
does Christian Americanism function primarily as a legislative agenda, or does its main
function lie elsewhere?
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One obvious obstacle to explicitly Christian legislation is the First Amendment’s
establishment clause and the numerous court decisions that prohibit privileging one
religion or denomination over others.?®° Explicitly pro-Christian measures of the sort
suggested by Christian Americanist rhetoric would almost certainly be vulnerable to court
challenge, and that prospect might make legislators think twice before introducing such
legislation. Yet the likelihood of a court challenge has not stopped Texas lawmakers from
enacting controversial legislation, including measures that virtually invite court challenges.
For example, the 2017 Omnibus Abortion bill, SB-8, required that all fetal remains be
cremated or interred, regardless of the mother’s wishes. A federal judge struck down this
provision in 2018.38!

So why have Christian Americanist lawmakers in Texas apparently not followed through on
their rhetoric with legislation that would give Christianity preferential treatment?
Furthermore, does the apparent lack of legislative follow-through call into question Christian
Americanism’s effectiveness, and thus its salience, as a political movement? There are at least
three explanatory hypotheses that merit testing. They are not mutually exclusive.

Hypothesis 1 is that lawmakers rely on a de facto division of labor between state and
church to push the Christian Americanist agenda. In order to shield pro-Christian
legislation from court challenges, Christian Americanist lawmakers tend to avoid using
explicitly Christian language in legislation or using Christian beliefs to justify the legislation
they support. Instead, the task of connecting legislation with conservative Christian beliefs
is left to Christian Americanist activists outside government.82

Hypothesis 2 holds that Christian Americanists are playing the long game, taking an
incremental approach to breaking down church-state separation and privileging
conservative Christianity. “Religious liberty” laws, even without explicitly pro-Christian
language or elements, set legal precedents that could pave the way for more explicitly
Christian-preferential legislation in the future. The Project Blitz legislative playbook for
2018-19 appears to suggest that something of the sort may be at work. In discussing a
model bill that would require “In God We Trust” to be prominently displayed in
government buildings, the playbook’s authors note that such a measure “can have
enormous impact. Even if it does not become law, it can still provide the basis to shore up
later support for other governmental entities to support religious displays.”*? The
document points to “In God We Trust” legislation passed by the U.S. House in 2011, and
claims that though it never became law, “it still had a significant ripple effect on subsequent
measures, policies, and agency actions.” According to Hypothesis 2, then, Christian
Americanist legislative activity is not restricted to legislation that explicitly privileges
conservative Christianity. Instead, it encompasses measures that promote the broader
Christian Americanist agenda, including school prayer and legal shielding of those who
discriminate on religious grounds.

Hypothesis 3 is that Christian Americanism functions in Texas politics primarily as a
symbolic boundary, and only secondarily as a political program or a legislative agenda.
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Thus, the “boundary work”®*> done by politicians’ use of Christian Americanist rhetoric is
as much the “point” as any actual legislation.

Symbolic boundaries, sociologist Kyle Puetz writes, are “demarcations that distinguish one
set of persons, groups, objects, and/or other social entities from another such set.”®%¢ As
Rico Neumann and Patricia Moy explain, such boundaries “conceptually categorize
individuals or communities . . . creating in-groups and out-groups to draw lines between
those who are welcome and those who are not welcome to be part of a community or,
more broadly, society. Symbolic boundaries are identity-shaping and used by individuals
to separate ‘us’ from ‘them,’ the in-group from the out-group.”¥

According to Hypothesis 8, Christian Americanist rhetoric serves to define who is a “real”
American and who is not, whose voices count in political discourse, and whose values
deserve to be enacted in law and public policy. As Whitehead and Perry note, embracing
Christian Americanism “provides the cultural materials used to build walls around
American identity, walls that exclude ethnic and religious outsiders,” and walls that
establish “native- born, white, Christians” as the only “real” Americans.”®*® The use of
Christian Americanist rhetoric by politicians such as Ted Cruz and Dan Patrick gives them
a way to identify themselves as one of “us,” defenders of the nation’s alleged Christian
essence, rather than one of “them,” separationists, secularists, liberals (including liberal
Christians), non-Christians, and so on. More importantly, Christian Americanist rhetoric
also serves to affirm and reinforce conservative Christians’ own sense of identity and moral
superiority. In this sense, it functions in much the same way as Donald Trump’s rhetoric
with respect to white working-class Americans in the 2016 presidential campaign. As
Lamont, Park, and Ayala-Hurtado find, in his campaign speeches, Trump tapped into
symbolic boundaries already recognized by white working-class Americans, “legitimizing
the view that workers had of their superior position in American society.”® In this respect,
Trump illustrates a general phenomenon identified by Lamont, Park, and Ayala-Hurtado:
leading politicians act as “influential cultural intermediaries” whose “boundary work has
the potential to resonate with voters’ frustrations and sense of moral worth, as well as with
the boundaries they draw toward other groups on these bases.”3%

According to Hypothesis 3, Texas politicians’ use of Christian Americanist rhetoric creates
boundaries for Texas Christians similar to the way Trump’s rhetoric helped define and
consolidate white working-class voters. Consequently, the apparent lack of legislative
follow-through does not mean that Christian Americanism is ineffective or politically
insignificant. Rather, Christian Americanist rhetoric is, in a sense, an end in itself, alongside
the goal of implementing pro-Christian legislation and policy. This hypothesis could also
account for the fact (noted in Section 2) that Texas politicians who deploy Christian
Americanist rhetoric are often vague about how they would translate biblical teachings or
“Judeo-Christian values” into public policy. Such specifics are not necessary to affirm and
reinforce the symbolic boundaries Christian Americanists construct.
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To test each of these hypotheses, it will be necessary not only to further investigate
legislation, public testimony, and nongovernmental supporters’ remarks, but also to
interview Christian Americanist activists and lawmakers themselves.?*! Although many
Christian Americanist politicians, and perhaps some nongovernmental activists, may be
reluctant to detail how they would turn their vision of a Christian America into law and
public policy, in-depth interviews could help to tease out the motivations behind and
reasons for the apparent disconnect between Christian Americanist rhetoric and legislative
activity. It would be quite interesting to learn whether lawmakers and activists recognize
that disconnect, and if so, how they account for it.

Whatever the merits and limitations of these hypotheses, Christian Americanism is a force
to be reckoned with on the Texas political landscape. Further investigation of the ideology
and the movement is essential if we wish to gain a clearer understanding of politics in
Texas, and of the relationship between religion and politics generally.

Appendix

An appendix with a detailed annotated bibliography for this research is available at:
https://doi.org/10.25613/0ssp-2x65
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