Christian Nationalism and the Reformed

1 Pete Hegseth and the link between Christian nationalism and military power

Imagine a church service at the Pentagon, the headquarters of the US military leadership. The
guest speaker is a pastor who explicitly describes himself as a Christian nationalist. What role
does the Christian faith play when it is linked to such power?

In February 2026, Douglas Wilson preached at a service in the Pentagon. Pete Hegseth wel-
comed him. Hegseth belongs to a congregation within the Communion of Reformed Evangeli-
cal Churches (CREC), a Reformed church association co-founded by Wilson, and values Wil-
son’s writings. Here, there is a documented link between a religious movement and an influen-
tial member of the government.

The Reformed tradition encompasses Presbyterian, Congregationalist and Reformed church-

es worldwide, as well as churches of the Early Reformation and United Churches. They share
common theological roots but hold differing theological, ethical and political positions. We shall
explore both Reformed justifications for Christian nationalism and Reformed opposition to it.

Wilson’s church adheres to the Calvinist tradition and to historical Reformed confessions. Like
the Calvinist tradition, Christian reconstructionism affirms that God’s rule encompasses all of
life: family, education, the economy and politics.

‘Reconstruction’ refers to the reorganisation of society on the basis of Old Testament laws,
which are still regarded as binding. Rousas John Rushdoony, who founded the Chalcedon
Foundation in 1965, is considered its principal founder. Other key figures included Greg
Bahnsen and Gary North.

Reconstructionism gained influence within the Christian right in the USA primarily through ed-
ucational work. Schools, home-schooling materials, publishing houses and churches dissemi-
nated its ideas. The religious studies scholar Julie Ingersoll demonstrates how, in the process,
strictly conservative notions of the family and state authority have a significant impact on soci-
ety. This long-term work shapes the political consciousness of future generations.

Not every Christian school is reconstructionist. The decisive factor is whether it prepares
pupils for coexistence on an equal footing or works towards Christian supremacy.

During a devotional service on 15 April 2026, Hegseth recited a prayer in response to a res-
cue mission for a US pilot shot down in Iran. The text, inspired by *Pulp Fiction*, reads as fol-
lows in an abridged German translation:

‘Blessed be those who, in the name of camaraderie and duty, lead the lost through the
valley of the shadow of death. [...] With mighty vengeance and fierce wrath, | will strike
down those who seek to capture and destroy my brother.’

The prayer interprets military force in religious terms. This, together with Hegseth’s church
connections, raises questions about the theological influences on his conduct in office.

=> Thesis 1- The CR seeks to expand cultural influence into political dominance

2 Christian nationalism and its various forms

Christian Reconstructionism is not the only nationalist movement within the religious right in
the USA. Christian nationalism links national identity with a specific form of Christianity. Politi-
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cal primacy, for instance, is derived from a country’s historical character: the country is said to
belong in a special way to Christians, and their beliefs should determine its social order. Peo-
ple of other faiths and non-religious people are then not automatically regarded as equal
members of the nation.

Christian commitment to social justice or conservative family policy is not, in itself, Christian
nationalism. However, the line is crossed when this is used to claim religiously based political
privileges.

For example: a religious minority wishes to open a meeting hall. Fire safety regulations can be
debated objectively. If the proposal is rejected on the grounds that this religion allegedly does
not belong to the country, then national affiliation determines who is permitted to exercise their
freedom.

Modern nationalist movements promise to restore lost privileges to Christianity. In the USA,
this is underpinned by the narrative of an originally Christian nation. The idealised image of a
God-fearing white immigrant society becomes the yardstick for national belonging.

Three manifestations help to provide guidance. They may overlap and do not constitute an
exhaustive classification:

1. A cultural form emphasises Christian heritage and national symbols. Personal piety
may remain secondary. The cross becomes a sign of national identity, sometimes
linked to the racist claim that white Christians, above all, embody the true nation.

2. In parts of the charismatic and Pentecostal movements, prophetic messages and
spiritual warfare justify claims to positions of social leadership. Where this turns into a
claim to supremacy, political opponents may come to be seen as enemies of God.

3. Reconstructionism bases its claim on ‘theonomy’, literally ‘God’s law’. Its classical
proponents seek to make the legal provisions of ancient Israel the foundation of mod-
ern legislation. This programme becomes Christian nationalism where it is linked to the
claim that the nation belongs in a special way to Christians.

Despite theological differences, such movements can work together. They are united by com-
mon adversaries. Their projects range from the display of Christian symbols in public spaces,
through the control of educational content, to the restructuring of the legal system.

Not all those involved are pursuing the same goal. This distinction is also necessary when
considering our own Reformed tradition. The next chapter therefore examines the relationship
between Neo-Calvinism and Reconstructionism.

=> Thesis 2 - Christian nationalism turns religious affiliation into a political privilege

3 Neo-Calvinism and Christian Reconstructionism

Neo-Calvinism emerged in the nineteenth century, primarily in the Netherlands. Abraham
Kuyper and Herman Bavinck sought to demonstrate that the Christian faith can encompass all
of life. Work, scholarship, education and politics are just as subject to God’s authority as the
church and personal faith.

American reconstructionists took up this tradition. However, God’s all-encompassing claim
does not automatically lead to a specific model of government. What is decisive are the politi-
cal consequences drawn from the theological convictions in each case.
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Kuyper wanted Christ’s rule to be realised in every sphere. His ‘sphere sovereignty’ holds that
the family, school, academia, the economy, the church and the state each have their own
God-given mission. They derive their authority neither from the church nor from the state.
Christian responsibility therefore unfolds according to the specific tasks of each sphere. A
school fulfils its mission through education and teaching, academia through research, and pol-
itics through the shaping of the community. No institution may dominate the others.

To this end, Kuyper promoted Christian schools, a university, the press and political organisa-
tions. In this way, he contributed to the Dutch ‘pillarisation’ of society: ideological communities
organised their social life within their own institutions.

‘Spheres’ refer to areas of responsibility such as education or politics; ‘pillars’ refer to ideologi-
cal communities that are active in several areas. Protestant and Catholic schools belong to
different pillars, but both fulfil an educational mandate.

The freedom to put Christian convictions into practice within one’s own institutions should, by
analogy, also be open to other communities. Kuyper linked his comprehensive Christian claim
to truth with equal rights to social self-organisation. The state should protect these rights and

ensure that no community deprives another of its freedom.

A second of Kuyper’s ideas is ‘common grace’. God sustains human life even outside the
Church and enables good to flourish. People who do not share the Christian faith can develop
just laws, conduct responsible research and be reliable neighbours. Christians can work
alongside them without denying their differences in faith.

These ideas provided starting points for further justification of ideological diversity. Historically,
however, this freedom was neither fully realised among all neo-Calvinists nor is it taken for
granted today. Reformed traditions, too, must therefore be judged by whether they actually
grant others the very rights they claim for their own community.

=> Thesis 3 - Christ’s lordship does not preclude the rights of other communities

Like Kuyper, reconstructionists also call for a limited state as well as strong Christian institu-
tions and families. Unlike Kuyper, however, they believe the state should enforce biblical laws
for all, according to leading classical proponents —including Old Testament punishments, right
up to the death penalty. A limited state therefore does not guarantee individual freedom; even
heads of families and church leaders can act repressively.

Many reconstructionists expect Christianity to prevail historically before Christ’s return. This
postmillennialism motivates a work of rebuilding across generations. Neo-Calvinism does not
necessarily presuppose this expectation: social engagement does not require the certainty of
a future political victory.

The examples of Zambia and Samoa illustrate how religious convictions and political power
are linked outside the USA.

=> Thesis 4 - A small state does not in itself guarantee freedom

4 International examples with a particular focus on Zambia and Samoa

Zambia as an example of Christian nationalism and church resistance

Christian nationalism is not an exclusively American phenomenon. Locally, religious ideas are
selected, adapted and linked to people’s own experiences. We must therefore distinguish be-
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tween verifiable links to Reformed movements, influences from other Christian groups, and
local patterns derived from the local context.

In 1991, President Frederick Chiluba declared Zambia a Christian nation. Through this move,
he combined the hope, shared by many, for a fresh political start with the opportunity to
present presidential policy as a divine mandate.

In 1997, the Chalcedon Foundation reported on a conference, the distribution of literature and
meetings with church and political leaders in Zambia. This confirms contacts, but neither ex-
plains the national identity established six years earlier nor proves the adoption of reconstruc-
tionist theology.

Naomi Haynes explains Chiluba’s use of Christianity as a different type of Christian national-

ism and describes the link between religion and politics in terms of Pentecostal expectations

of blessing and national renewal. Shared concepts can facilitate alliances without necessarily
adopting Rushdoony’s doctrine of the Law.

In 2001, Chiluba attempted to secure a third term in office, in contravention of the constitution
in force at the time. During the election campaign, speaking before clergy who supported his
rule, he invoked a covenant with God, which he claimed had been established by the declara-
tion of Zambia as a Christian nation. In doing so, he sought to fundamentally fend off any form
of human control over his policies.

In the Oasis Forum, however, churches joined forces with legal and other civil society organi-
sations to oppose this. The Zambia Council of Churches, comprising United, Reformed and
Presbyterian member churches, was involved. This initiative did not fundamentally oppose a “’
Christian national identity, but rejected the intermingling of religion and politics on the basis of
the doctrine of the two kingdoms.

= Thesis 5 - Christian responsibility demands that limits be set on a Christian president

Samoa: between a Christian national identity and religious freedom

In Samoa, the Christian faith, social community and national self-definition have historically
been closely intertwined. Since 2017, the Constitution has stated: ‘Samoa is a Christian na-
tion, founded upon God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” At the same time, it also pro-
tects freedom of religion. This raises the question: to what extent are people who do not share
this Christian creed naturally included?

Prime Minister Tuilaepa Sa’ilele Malielegaoi felt that the mention of Christian principles in the
preamble to the Constitution was not sufficient. He stated: “This will not stand up in court be-
cause it is not contained in the actual text of the Constitution.” He used this assessment to jus-
tify his intention to give greater legal weight to the country’s Christian identity. MP Ali'imale-
manu Alofa Tuuau called for legally enforceable measures to “limit the spread of potentially
fanatical religious communities in the country”.

The Congregationalist Church of Samoa belongs to the Reformed family of churches. Its his-
tory dates back to the beginning of the work of the London Missionary Society in 1830. The
Reformed tradition is deeply rooted here; in the debate over Christian state authority, it has
both supported and contested the state’s claims to Christian authority.

The history of the two countries raises a common question: is it permissible to establish a
specific political order as binding in the name of God?
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5 Reformed theological critique of Christian nationalism

By what theological standard should Christian nationalism be assessed? The starting point is
God’s love for humanity in Jesus Christ. For the purposes of political debate, we develop this
starting point into three criteria: the limitation of human power, the justice of state law, and the
recognition of a living, changing creation. These relate to different questions: Who is entitled to
claim sovereignty? What may the state enforce? And what understanding of God’s work
shapes our approach to social change?

Who is entitled to claim authority?

We encounter God’s rule in Jesus Christ. No president, no church and no nation has exclusive
authority over God’s Word and will. Anyone who invokes God is themselves subject to his
judgement and may therefore not demand unconditional obedience.

The Barmer Theological Declaration of 1934 sets this out in concrete terms. According to The-
sis |, Jesus Christ is the one Word of God; political powers must not be regarded as an addi-
tional revelation. Thesis V defines the remit of the state: it is to ensure justice and peace in the
as yet unredeemed world, in accordance with human insight and human capacity. It must not
become the total order of life; the church must not make itself an organ of the state.

The first criterion concerns the claim to authority: do those in office remain subject to scrutiny
and accountable, or do they shield their power from challenge by invoking God? Even the
Church’s approval does not confer divine authority.

What may the state compel?

The belief in salvation by grace is the primary defining feature of the Christian life. People are
accepted by God because He turns towards them in Christ, not because they perfectly fulfil
His commandments. Obedience is a response to this act of grace. The Heidelberg Catechism
therefore discusses the commandments in the context of gratitude, whilst at the same time
reminding us of the enduring imperfection of believers.

Reconstructionists, too, teach justification by grace alone. To accuse them of advocating justi-
fication by works misses the crux of the dispute. This concerns the transition from Christian
obedience to state coercion: which biblical prescriptions may the state enforce, even against
people who do not share the Christian faith? The fact that a commandment is significant for
believers does not automatically make it binding as a state law.

The Westminster Confession distinguishes the enduring moral law from the civil laws of an-
cient Israel. These, it holds, lapsed with that society’s political order; only their general justice
remains binding. This is precisely where the interpretative dispute lies: what belongs to the
lapsed historical order of Israel, and which principle remains binding beyond that? One’s own
answer must not be equated directly with God’s Word.

The secular state, too, enforces laws by coercion; no legal system is value-neutral. Christians
are free to publicly express their convictions. But one’s own interpretation of the Bible is not
sufficient to justify state coercion against everyone.

The Belhar Confession emerged from the Reformed resistance to South African apartheid. It
places unity, reconciliation and justice at the centre and thereby also challenges its own tradi-
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tion: Reformed theology has likewise justified exclusion. Where a legal system divides people
and enshrines discrimination, the Church must speak out against it.

The second criterion concerns the legitimacy of state coercion: does a regulation protect the
equal rights of all those affected, or does it secure religious privileges? Anyone proposing a
bill based on the Bible must justify its binding nature, the burdens it imposes and its conse-
guences. The Christian origins of a provision do not replace this justification.

- Thesis 6: - Theological critique examines authority and law

What understanding of God’s work shapes our approach to social change?

The Moana perspective inquires into the understanding of reality underlying such claims to
social order: Is change accepted as a fundamental condition of life, or as a threat to a society
supposedly ordained by God?

Fraser Tauaivale and Brian Fiu Kolia describe Christian nationalism in Samoa as ‘a political
instrument for acquiring and consolidating power’. Their comparison with Constantine and the
‘” at the Council of Nicaea shows how religious unity can underpin political rule. Even resis-
tance from the Church can serve its own prerogatives.

In contrast, their Moana perspective presents the Pacific as a fluid and unifying living space.
This is echoed by Epeli Hau‘ofa’s image: ‘Just as the sea is an open and ceaselessly flowing
reality, so our oceanic identity should overcome all forms of isolation [...]’ The ocean connects
people across borders. At the same time, it eludes human control and constantly demands
new responses to changing conditions.

Fluidity denotes a fundamental life experience: change and unpredictability are part of reality.
Relationships and affiliations are reshaped within it. The familiar is therefore not closer to God
simply because of its permanence; the new is not a deviation from His will merely because of
its novelty.

Indigenous spirituality opens up an approach to reality here that takes continuous change se-
riously. Taken further theologically, this challenges rigid binary oppositions: Christian versus
non-Christian, belonging versus otherness, divine order versus threatening change. Such op-
positions, which we criticise here as Constantinian, obscure the fluidity of life when they as-
sign people unchangeable places.

The theological challenge therefore extends beyond the call for tolerance. The question is
whether encounters and changes can also broaden one’s own understanding of God’s work.
Indigenous and marginalised people are then seen not merely as individuals whose rights
must be protected. Their experiences can teach the Church to perceive anew God’s life-giving
and reconciling care.

The third criterion concerns the understanding of God’s work: is God’s faithfulness equated
with the preservation of a particular social order, or can it also be recognised in the transfor-
mation of familiar circumstances? Christian nationalism must be criticised where it absolutises
a historical form of Christian life and excludes other ways of life from the outset as contrary to
God’s will.
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=> Thesis 7 - The experience of the Pacific challenges a theology of immutable orders

The three criteria are interlinked: power remains accountable, the law must enable justice for
all, and God’s work is not bound to an unchanging society. This challenges the claim that a
particular Christian order should be imposed as an inviolable expression of God’s will.

6 Reformed resistance to Christian nationalism

How can theological critique give rise to church action? In June 2026, the General Assembly
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) adopted a position against white Christian nationalism. It
referred a proposed constitutional amendment to the presbyteries for ratification: the proposal
aims to enshrine the rejection of religious supremacy in the church constitution as well. The
debate therefore concerns the church’s own order and not merely the behaviour of political
opponents. This proposal, which has yet to be ratified, states:

“The church rejects any ideology that seeks to establish Christianity as a privileged or
dominant force through state power, or that equates religious identity with national,
racial or ethnic supremacy.”

For congregations, the practical work begins in worship and in educational activities. How do
we speak about our own country? Which political assertions do we accept simply because
they sound religious? Congregations can examine sources, bring different voices into the dis-
cussion and empower people to form their own judgements. This builds on the very same
long-term educational work through which reconstructionist ideas also take effect. A series of
discussions could, for example, explore how biblical texts on dominion are interpreted and
what consequences the various interpretations have for people of other religions. In doing so,
those whose rights are being discussed should also have their say. In this way, theological
judgement is linked to the experiences of those directly affected.

It is of little help to dismiss concerned parishioners wholesale as extremists. Concerns about
social cohesion or the future of the Church deserve to be heard. A constructive dialogue dis-
tinguishes these concerns from political solutions that deprive others of their rights. It asks
about people’s experiences and examines claims. In this way, the disagreement can remain
clear without abandoning people who have become susceptible to nationalist promises.

Religious freedom becomes a practical reality when a congregation also defends the rights of
a Muslim or non-religious community. To do so, it need not adopt their beliefs. It can join
forces with others when freedom of assembly, equal rights to education or access to public
facilities are under threat. It is precisely in the case of unpopular minorities that it becomes
clear whether the claim to equal freedom holds water.

Finally, the Church itself needs accountable leadership and reliable channels for complaints.
Anyone calling for state transparency must ensure that ecclesiastical power is subject to scru-
tiny and take those affected by abuse seriously. A willingness to change itself is part of public
resistance. This includes clear lines of responsibility and the possibility of challenging deci-
sions without jeopardising one’s membership of the congregation. In this way, congregations
can practise in their own daily lives what they advocate publicly: taking responsibility whilst at
the same time being accountable.

=> Thesis 8 - Ecclesiastical resistance combines public responsibility with self-transformation
This brings us back to the service at the Pentagon. Christian faith is permitted to have a public

impact. However, its witness loses credibility where it shields political power from criticism.
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Precisely because Christians place their hope in God, they must not grant unlimited power to
any state, any political leader or any church.
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