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PRAISE FOR AMERICAN CRUSADE

“Seidel deftly guides us through some of the most explosive religious freedom cases of the last few decades. He shows how proponents of white Christian nationalism in the United States are refashioning the legal concept of ‘religious freedom’ into their preferred weapon for maintaining cultural supremacy. The implications of Seidel’s razor-sharp work are clear: such weaponization of religious freedom harms us all. This book will soon become the go-to text helping Americans of any or no religious faith make sense of an ongoing crusade that is sure to reshape our society for generations to come.”

—Andrew L. Whitehead, coauthor with Samuel L. Perry of Taking America Back for God: Christian Nationalism in the United States

“Christian nationalism is real; and it threatens our democracy. But as Andrew Seidel documents, Christian nationalism is something more than an ideology or set of myths. It is also a richly funded and coordinated legal strategy that is transforming ‘religious freedom’ from a shield into weaponry—a sword to slash at one’s cultural enemies and a battering ram to demolish the wall of separation between church and state. . . . Seidel minces no words about solutions. Confronting a legal system now weaponized for Christian nationalist goals requires serious court reform—and now.”

—Samuel L. Perry, coauthor with Philip S. Gorski of The Flag and the Cross: White Christian Nationalism and the Threat to Democracy

“American Crusade is a brilliant must-read for Americans. We are in the midst of a war on democracy by a Christian minority intent on inserting their beliefs into the Constitution and the law. For the theocrats, facts are often irrelevant, because the mission to impose their God justifies whatever means it takes. Seidel has marshaled the stories behind many aspects of this movement and pierced the taboo against putting religion in a bad light even when the religion has acted horribly toward others.”

—Marci A. Hamilton, Fels Institute of Government Professor of Practice, University of Pennsylvania, and Founder, CEO, and Academic Director, CHILD USA

“It is hard to imagine a more necessary book at a more important time in our nation’s history. . . . Seidel expertly navigates the symbiotic relationship between the evangelical right and the Supreme Court that has resulted in a weaponization of religious liberty ideals for a singular political purpose—to insulate white evangelical Christians from democratic governance. . . . American Crusade is a must-read for anyone hoping to understand our new political and cultural landscape.”

—Jessica Mason Pieklo, Executive Editor of Rewire News Group and coauthor with Robin Marty of The End of Roe v Wade: Inside the Right’s Plan to Destroy Legal Abortion

“Seidel writes a timely and poignant follow-up to his book The Founding Myth . . . making the depths of ‘legalese’ accessible and engaging. . . . Will stir controversy and debate and likely be on many readers’ lists whether they agree or disagree with Seidel’s arguments.”

 —Library Journal

“In this compelling account, Seidel weaves together seemingly disparate threads to demonstrate the modern-day perversion of true religious freedom. Instead of representing a shield against inequitable government overreaching, conservative Christians have turned ‘religious liberty’ into a sword in their efforts to recreate America as a Christian nation where Christians are privileged. Seidel’s meticulous research and persuasive argument will convince all doubters about this troubling threat to our pluralistic, secular society.”

—Steven K. Green, author of Separating Church and State: A History

“The Supreme Court’s assault on Roe v. Wade was a gut punch to those of us who felt that our hard-won rights were secure. Just in time comes American Crusade, a brilliantly argued analysis of the methods and magnitude of the threat. Andrew Seidel carries Thomas Paine’s torch to illuminate the danger to our most precious constitutional protections and human rights.”

—Ann Druyan, author of Cosmos: Possible Worlds

“The Supreme Court is dismantling our secular state in favor of a Christian nation, Andrew Seidel shrewdly demonstrates in American Crusade. Seidel tells the real history of important religious freedom cases and exposes the powerful, monied network working to eliminate the last vestige of political neutrality that is supposed to lie at the heart of constitutional interpretation.”

—R. Laurence Moore, coauthor with Isaac Kramnick of The Godless Constitution: The Case Against Religious Correctness

“Andrew Seidel provides an insightful, deeply researched, and well-written account of how Christian zealots are using the term ‘religious freedom’ as a way to abrogate the rights of other Americans. Anyone who cares about the First Amendment—which should be everyone—must read this book.”

—Windsor Mann, editor of The Quotable Hitchens: From Alcohol to Zionism

PRAISE FOR THE FOUNDING MYTH

“Brilliant, ambitious, well-researched, and compelling. . . . Seidel has written a masterful book. No one henceforth can attempt to discuss the claim that America was founded as, and is today, a Christian nation without seriously addressing his work.”

—Los Angeles Review of Books

“Seidel, a constitutional attorney, provides a fervent takedown of Christian Nationalism in his furious debut. . . . His well-conceived arguments will spark conversations for those willing to listen.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An indispensable book dismantling the idea that America was founded as a Christian nation.”

—GQ UK

“[Seidel] demolishes the myth that America is based on scripture. . . . In this beautifully written book, he powerfully shows that Christian nationalists are arguing for a vision that is at odds with the essential nature of the Constitution and American government.”

—Erwin Chemerinsky, Dean and Jesse H. Choper Distinguished Professor of Law, University of California, Berkeley, School of Law

“Andrew Seidel does a marvelous job debunking the ‘Christian nation’ myth. He reminds us that we’re not a country founded on biblical principles and we should all be grateful for that. This book should be required reading for every member of Congress.”

—Hemant Mehta, editor of Friendly Atheist, and author of I Sold My Soul on eBay: Viewing Faith through an Atheist’s Eyes

“What if [‘Judeo-Christian’] values are not only not the foundation of our country but are actually in conflict with America’s bedrock principles? That is the stunning thesis of Seidel’s new book—and it’s one he backs up with ample evidence. This book is a game-changer. I can think of several politicians (and would-be politicians) who would greatly benefit from reading it.”

—Robert Boston, Editor of Church & State, Americans United for Separation of Church and State, author of Why the Religious Right Is Wrong About Separation of Church and State

“At a time when too many religious and political figures trumpet the notion that the precepts of traditional Christianity were built into our national values, Seidel persuasively demonstrates that such an assertion is simply unfounded. This is an important insight that Americans of every political and religious stripe should understand and embrace.”

—Geoffrey R. Stone, Edward H. Levi Distinguished Professor of Law, University of Chicago, and author of Sex and the Constitution: Sex, Religion, and Law from America’s Origins to the Twenty-First Century

“With wit and brio, Seidel demolishes the Christian nationalist talking point that the United States was somehow founded on ‘Judeo-Christian’ principles (or on a list of nine or ten often offensive ‘Commandments’ allegedly delivered by a Near Eastern deity a few millennia ago). Along the way, his wide-ranging and well-researched narrative offers a much more inspiring vision of the American experiment than the bigoted exceptionalism of today’s mythmakers.”

—Matthew Stewart, author of Nature’s God: The Heretical Origins of the American Republic
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This book is dedicated to American Christian nationalists.

We’re not coming for your rights, we’re coming for your privilege.

* * *

“When liberty becomes license,
dictatorship is near.”
—Will and Ariel Durant1
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Foreword

We should be scared. That is the message of Andrew Seidel’s brilliant and chilling book detailing the dramatic changes in the current Supreme Court’s approach to the religion clauses of the First Amendment. Because change in constitutional law generally happens incrementally, case by case, sometimes it is difficult to fully realize even radical changes until they have occurred. Seidel’s book shows us that we are in the midst of the Court overruling decades of precedent and obliterating any semblance of a wall separating church and state.

How did we get here? Between 1960 and 2020, there were 32 years with a Republican president and 28 years with a Democratic president. But during that time, Republican presidents appointed 15 Supreme Court justices, while Democratic presidents appointed only eight. Put another way, President Donald Trump appointed three justices in his four years as president. But the prior three Democratic presidents—Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama—served a combined 20 years in the White House, but appointed only four justices in those two decades.

Republican presidents have consistently, and especially in more recent years, appointed very conservative justices to please their political base. Above all, they have appointed individuals who would be perceived as sure votes to overrule Roe v. Wade.1 They are, as Seidel explains, “crusaders” who want to dramatically change constitutional law. They reject the law that has been followed with regard to the religion clauses for decades. Their approach is not based on history or precedent, but on a conservative political ideology favored by the right wing.

There are two provisions in the First Amendment concerning religion: the Establishment Clause and the Free Exercise Clause. Seidel’s book tells the story of how the law concerning both of these provisions is in the midst of profound change.

The First Amendment begins with the words, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion.” In 1947, when the Court first said that this provision also applies to state and local governments, all nine justices agreed that it is best understood through a metaphor coined by Thomas Jefferson, that there should be a wall separating church and state, and the Court said that it should be “high and impregnable.”2 Government should be secular; the place for religion is in people’s lives, including their homes and places of worship.

There are many reasons for separating church and state.3 Inevitably, there is coercion to participate when the government becomes aligned with a particular religion. Separating church and state allows all of us to feel that it is our government, something impossible when the government is supporting a particular religion. As James Madison long ago observed, it is just wrong for the government to tax people to support religions of others. Even from an originalist perspective, there is strong evidence that the founding generation wanted to make sure that the government was not involved in religious activities.

For decades, a majority of the justices on the Supreme Court, believed in the separation of church and state. But as Seidel shows, all six of the current conservative justices reject this and instead believe that the government violates the Establishment Clause only if it coerces religious participation. Under this view, little ever violates the Establishment Clause.

No longer are there restrictions on religious displays on government property. The Court’s most recent decision about this, American Legion v. American Humanist Association, which Seidel discusses, upheld a 40-foot cross on public property at a busy intersection.4 A majority of the justices were clear that they see no problems with religious symbols being prominently displayed by the government.

The conservative majority also sees no problem in overtly Christian prayers at government events. As Seidel explains, in Town of Greece v. Galloway, the Court upheld a practice where a town board invited Christian clergy for a long period of time to deliver invocations that almost always were explicitly Christian in their content.5 There is no doubt that the current Court would not have imposed the limits on prayer in public schools and these decisions, too, may be reconsidered soon.

For decades, the Court limited the ability of the government to provide direct assistance to religious schools. Now, though, cases like Trinity Lutheran Church v. Comer 6 and Espinoza v. Montana Department of Revenue 7—each the focus of a chapter in Seidel’s book—hold that the Free Exercise Clause requires that the government provide religious schools with the same aid that is given to private secular schools. It is an enormous shift from seeing the First Amendment as restricting government aid to religion to now the Court holding that the First Amendment obligates the government’s subsidizing of religious education.

At the same time, the conservatives on the Court are moving to overrule decades of precedent concerning the Free Exercise Clause. In 1990, in Employment Division v. Smith, the Court held that generally people cannot get an exemption from a law on account of their religious beliefs.8 Conservative Justice Antonin Scalia wrote for the Court and said that the Free Exercise Clause cannot be used to challenge a neutral law of general applicability no matter how much it burdens religion. In other words, if the law is neutral, in the sense that it was not motivated by a desire to interfere with religion, and if the law applies to everyone, there is no basis for a religious exemption from the law. Employment Division v. Smith, which Seidel covers in chapter 8, involved whether Native Americans could have an exemption from a state law prohibiting the consumption of peyote.

As Seidel explains, the Court got it right in Smith. In a society that is tremendously diverse with regard to religious beliefs, it is unwieldy and even dangerous to begin granting exceptions whenever someone has a religious objection. Besides, if exemptions based on religious beliefs are granted, then it will be necessary to define what is “religion” and to determine what is a sincerely held religious belief. Such determinations by courts are deeply problematic. And giving exceptions to laws for religious convictions, but not for secular ones should raise grave problems under the Establishment Clause.

But it seems clear that there is a majority on the current Court to overrule Employment Division v. Smith. In 2021, in Fulton v. City of Philadelphia—the subject of chapter 9—Justices Alito, Thomas, and Gorsuch expressly called for Employment Division v. Smith to be overruled.9 Justice Barrett, joined by Justice Kavanaugh, expressed support for that view. Justice Barrett wrote, “In my view, the textual and structural arguments against Smith are more compelling.”10 But Barrett and Kavanaugh did not see a need to overrule Smith in that case.

Seidel shows the profound implications of overruling Smith. For example, businesses will have the constitutional right to violate laws that prohibit discrimination. Initially, this will be seen in cases where businesses, on account of the religious beliefs of their owners, want to refuse service or to employ gay, lesbian, and transgender individuals. But there is no reason why this would not also permit race and sex discrimination as well.

One cannot help but be afraid after reading Seidel’s stunning book that explains all of this and what it will mean to have six justices committed to radical change with regard to religion and the Constitution. Soon before retiring from the Court, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor said: “By enforcing the [Religion] Clauses, we have kept religion a matter for the individual conscience, not for the prosecutor or bureaucrat. At a time when we see around the world the violent consequences of the assumption of religious authority by government, Americans may count themselves fortunate: Our regard for constitutional boundaries has protected us from similar travails, while allowing private religious exercise to flourish. . . . Those who would renegotiate the boundaries between church and state must therefore answer a difficult question: Why would we trade a system that has served us so well for one that has served others so poorly?”11

Why indeed? And that is the central point of this wonderful book.

—ERWIN CHEMERINSKY

May 2022









PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

This text was finalized in early June, about two weeks before the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade and decided two major cases also mentioned by the author. To read the author’s commentary on these important cases, please visit https://AndrewLSeidel.com/moreAC.









Introduction: Jesus Take the Wheel

“Those who would renegotiate the boundaries between church and state must therefore answer a difficult question: Why would we trade a system that has served us so well for one that has served others so poorly?”

—Sandra Day O’Connor1

She “let go and let God take the wheel.” That’s what she told the police. Her eleven-year-old daughter was riding shotgun in her teal Ford Taurus. “Trials and tribulations” had plagued her like Job, and she believed it was time to “test her faith in God.” So she “let her fear go and went for it.” She blew through a red light at 120 mph, sliced the front off another car, careened backward off the road, toppled power lines, and ended up in a house. She reportedly told police “she did the right thing.”2 After all, nobody was hurt.

This wasn’t the first time someone let Jesus take the wheel, nor the last. It’s disturbingly common.3 A Pennsylvania woman drove around for hours expecting a “calling from God.” When the call finally came, she obeyed it and drove into oncoming traffic on Route 93.4 The crash sent two people to the hospital, but “God took care of her by not letting her [get] injured,” she told police. She had no remorse. Why would she? She was carrying out God’s will. A Tennessee man flipped his truck five times when “Jesus was calling him and advised him to let go of the wheel,” which he did. He also fled the scene, or, as he put it, left because he was “being called . . . to bow before someone.”5

One woman deliberately rear-ended a line of cars at nearly 100 mph, causing a five-car pileup involving eighteen people and sending two to the hospital. When the police asked her why, she responded that “God told her to” and she “does whatever God tells her to do.”6

A Florida man drove his Ferrari off a pier into thirty feet of water because “Jesus made me the smartest man on Earth and it’s so hard to have this much responsibility,” according to the police report.7

Some were fined. Some lost their licenses. Some were charged with crimes, including endangering a child and twelve counts of attempted murder. “Good,” we might think. Let’s hope they get some counseling, too. Letting Jesus drive is reckless behavior that kills or injures others, risks killing and injuring others, and destroys property.8

But hang on. What about their religious freedom?

In a day where millions of Americans believe religious freedom includes the right to risk the health and safety of others by worshipping in huge crowds without masks or vaccines during a pandemic, why is religious freedom not part of these news stories about Jesus taking the wheel? Where are the overfunded Christian legal outfits clamoring to vindicate the rights of these oppressed Christians who can’t even drive on public roads the way their god intended? They’ll take the case of a business that wants to violate civil rights laws and refuse LGBTQ customers all the way to the Supreme Court but not defend these prophets hearing directly from God? Why isn’t this the culture war issue of our times?

Because it’s absurd. And we understand that at a visceral level. The religious claim that Jesus will take the wheel is deadly. And the legal claim is ridiculous. There are laws against speeding, running red lights, and endangering children. If the driver doesn’t want to comply with traffic laws, she doesn’t get to drive; she loses her license. The same is true even if one’s god is a bit of a backseat driver. Religious freedom isn’t a license to drive recklessly.

This scenario is easy. But legally, it’s the same as the cases we’ll explore in this book, such as the Hobby Lobby case or the gay wedding cake case, or churches claiming that the Blood of Jesus will prevent the spread of a lethal pandemic. So why is it ridiculous to claim religious freedom to justify careening through a red light at 120 mph with your kid, but not to recklessly spread a lethal virus?

Along the religious freedom spectrum there are plenty of cases that seem easy, including in the other direction. In 1999, one federal court decided that two Muslim cops in Newark could grow their beards, as their sect of Islam required, even though department regulations said no. The regs sought a “professional and dignified image to the public,” but seemed a bit arbitrary given the mustachioed chief.9 Here too the result is obvious. Let them grow a beard, who cares? Nobody else is affected; nobody’s rights are threatened by the religious exercise.

But a lot has changed since 1999. And even these seemingly innocent and easy cases are used to further a crusade against true religious liberty.

What Does Weaponizing Religious Freedom Mean?

The Book of Isaiah tells of a time when people “shall beat their swords into plowshares.”10 Repurposing weapons of war into implements of production, security, and stability is a lovely sentiment, but American Christians are proving the prophecy false. They’re beating plowshares into swords. In particular, they’re beating religious freedom into a sword. Turning a hallowed tool that protected conscience from government overreach—more of a shield than a farm implement—into a weapon. A network of faithful and well-funded activist groups are attempting to redefine and weaponize religious liberty. I’ll call them “Crusaders” throughout this book. The Crusaders are perverting this constitutional protection to reshape it into a weapon to impose their religion on others.

The weapon is exclusive. You may wield it, if you’re of the “right” religion. If you’re a Christian or, really, if you’re the right kind of a conservative Christian. Successfully forging this weapon will codify the receding privilege of this dwindling minority in the face of equality and demographic change. They’ll become a special, favored class to which the laws do not apply.

But to do that, they have to redefine what religious freedom means for the average American, and judges have to agree to redraft a long-standing constitutional right. Quite a few are ready to do so.

Our Supreme Court is on the verge of consummating this contradictory notion of religious liberty and grafting it onto our Constitution. Unless we stop it and undo the damage done, the First Amendment will mean supremacy for conservative Christians and sanction for bigotry in the name of Jesus.

Our Constitution gives “to bigotry no sanction,” wrote George Washington in a famous letter to the Touro Synagogue in Newport, Rhode Island.11 Our first president toured the country in 1790 to shore up support for the new national government, unite the new country, and rally support for the constitutional amendments that would become the Bill of Rights, including the First Amendment. He visited the synagogue and wrote the congregation a letter condemning the idea that the government would simply tolerate religious minorities.12 Toleration claims power, but does not exercise it. Thomas Paine put it like this a year later: “Toleration is not the opposite of intolerance, but is the counterfeit of it. Both are despotisms. The one assumes to itself the right of withholding liberty of conscience, and the other of granting it.”13 In her remarkable book, Caste, Isabel Wilkerson tells us, “It is not enough to be tolerant. You tolerate mosquitoes in the summer, a rattle in an engine, the gray slush that collects at the crosswalk in the winter. You tolerate what you would rather not have to deal with and wish would go away. It is no honor to be tolerated.”14

Instead of toleration, Washington focused on individual rights, which the constitutional amendments set out to protect:


The Citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves for having given to mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy: a policy worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship. It is now no more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights.15



The Crusaders, however, want to return to “tolerance.” They want to go back to a time before the Constitution, when Christians were in charge of everything, unfettered by legal restraints, and when religious minorities and nonbelievers existed on sufferance.

The famous line from Washington’s letter rejects this: “happily the Government of the United States . . . gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance.”

This understanding of religious freedom, which “requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens,” as Washington phrased it, is antithetical to claims that religious freedom allows one person to violate the rights of others. This version of religious freedom gives bigotry a sanction.

Can a business refuse to serve a gay couple in violation of civil rights laws because the owner is a conservative Christian? Can the government refuse to issue lawful licenses or documents to a gay couple because the issuing official is born-again? Can businesses and officials refuse to serve Black Americans because their personal god says so? Do Christian parents have a right to use the government’s taxing power to fund their children’s Christian schools? Can they do this even though our taxes already pay for an entire school system that’s open to all? Can a city council ban certain religious practices in an effort to drive a church out of town? Can business owners thwart laws that grant employees’ health-care rights because of what the owners’ holy book supposedly dictates? Can government officials use state power and resources to spread Islam? What about Christianity? What about erecting and maintaining a 40-foot-tall Christian cross on government property? Can believers ignore rules that protect public health?

The answer to each question, posed in real cases, should be “no.”

Legal questions of religious freedom are not always simple. They can be complicated and, more often, emotionally fraught. Especially when they involve children. But in their push to weaponize religious liberty, the Crusaders have misled and confounded many Americans about where we draw the legal lines for this founding American principle. While religious freedom cases may not raise simple questions, they’re not very hard either.

Who Are the Crusaders?

The people and groups fighting to weaponize religious freedom are not formally affiliated under a single name or banner (other than the Christian flag16), but theirs is a holy war. A battle to privilege the few who believe in the correct version of the correct god, waged at the expense of those who do not. They’re not conquering land, but it is a war of conquest. At the most basic level, they’re seeking privilege. To codify supremacy.

The Crusaders’ legal challenges are superficially about Christian crosses and veterans, or playgrounds, or private school vouchers, or bakeries and gay weddings—but really, they’re about religious privilege. Often literally about privileging religion over nonreligion, Christianity over other religions, and the “right” kind of conservative Christian over other Christians. The Crusaders want to elevate Christian beliefs above the law and exempt Christians from the law, while disfavoring nonreligious and non-Christian citizens who are required to follow the law. Privilege and supremacy. Religious freedom could be their weapon to reclaim and entrench their dominant caste status. They can undo equality in the name of religious freedom.

We’ll meet various Crusader groups as we discuss the cases, but there are commonalities. Usually, the group was started by a white Christian man, often one with early racist leanings and a professed homophobia. Quite a few groups, including the Alliance Defending Freedom, the Family Research Council, and First Liberty Institute, have early ties to James Dobson—an anti-gay white Christian with early racist and eugenics leanings.17 Some were started with Koch brothers’ seed money. Cash infusions from the DeVos empire are typical. The network is shadowy, complex, and vast, too much to fully cover in this book. Jane Mayer (Dark Money), Katherine Stewart (The Power Worshippers), and Jeff Sharlet (The Family) are excellent resources to get the curious started. But a taste of this small, wealthy, and opaque network is important because it has captured the Supreme Court. One Catholic couple, Ann and Neil Corkery, created the Wellspring Committee to funnel hundreds of millions into the fight for conservative Christian judges.18 Ann is a self-professed member of Opus Dei, an uber-conservative wing of the Catholic Church that practices self-flagellation.19 Using millions from the Koch brothers and their friends, the couple funded this “dark-money conduit, effectively laundering billionaire donations so no one would have to be accountable.”20 Wellspring, one of many such dark-money groups, partially funded two of the biggest players fighting to take over the court: the Judicial Crisis Network and the Federalist Society. Leonard Leo runs both.

Leo is universally recognized as the man who orchestrated the hostile takeover of the Supreme Court. A former employee described Leo’s mission: “He figured out twenty years ago that conservatives had lost the culture war. Abortion, gay rights, contraception—conservatives didn’t have a chance if public opinion prevailed. So they needed to stack the courts.”21

The Judicial Crisis Network spent tens of millions to confirm Gorsuch, Kavanaugh, and Barrett, spreading misinformation about the court and the nominees.22 Carrie Severino is listed as the sole employee on the JCN website23 not because it’s small, but because it’s a shell and Leo runs the show: “JCN is Leonard Leo’s PR organization—nothing more and nothing less.”24 Severino runs JCN for Leo, while her husband, Roger, worked in the Trump administration as a director in Health and Human Services. Tasked with enforcing anti-discrimination laws at HHS, Roger, who’s virulently anti-LGBTQ, instead created a new Conscience and Religious Freedom Division with an eye toward allowing Christians to deny patients access to health care by claiming religious freedom.25 Roger describes the couple as “serious Catholics.”26 He previously worked for two Crusaders: the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty and the Heritage Foundation, where he ran the DeVos Center for Religion and Civil Society (yes, that DeVos). Carrie clerked for Clarence Thomas, whose wife, Ginni, has deep ties with the Crusader network, including the shadowy Council for National Policy, the Heritage Foundation, and many others, including those litigating cases before her husband.27 One of JCN’s original founders is also a former Thomas clerk. She wrote other Thomas clerks that she and her friends “had been praying our knees off that January 6 would see light and truth being shed on what we believe in our hearts was likely a stolen election,” that “Trump would be determined to be the legitimate winner,” and that on that day she marched, and “prayed and shared another important message, ‘Jesus saves.’ ”28 John Eastman, the legal architect of the failed January 6 insurrection, who also tried to instigate a new wave of birtherism against Kamala Harris, is another former Thomas clerk; he weighed in on the listserv against the election result, too.29 The network is highly religious, incestuous, and nepotistic.30

Leo began his takeover of the Supreme Court while at the Federalist Society and drove hard to get Roberts and then Alito installed, the rocks on which he would build his conservative supermajority. Leo and his network blocked Merrick Garland’s nomination for nearly a year (with an anonymous $17 million donation to JCN, half of which was spent blocking Garland31). Leo also wrote the lists of potential Supreme Court nominees that Trump made public and from which Trump chose Gorsuch, then Kavanaugh, then Barrett.32 The Washington Post estimated Leo raised $250 million for this judicial mission and his network between 2014 and 2017.33

Leo is a conservative Catholic and a member of the Knights of Malta, a Catholic order that traces its origins back to the Knights Hospitaller and the First Crusade. He’s quite literally a Crusader. The Catholicism and reach of Leo’s shadowy kingdom “seem ripped from the pages of a Dan Brown novel,” as one journalist put it.34 His “faith is paramount to him,” said his former media director; when Leo travels, his staff finds the closest Catholic church so that Leo, like Clarence Thomas, can attend daily mass.35 In 2007, George W. Bush appointed Leo as chairman of the US Commission on International Religious Freedom, where he was promptly sued for employment discrimination for terminating a Muslim, with other employees resigning in protest.36 Leo was also involved in a group organized by Clarence Thomas’s wife that opposed the “Ground Zero Mosque.”37 He even has his own highly rated law school, the acronymically challenged Antonin Scalia School of Law (ASSOL).

Yes, the Crusaders Are Christians

Some readers will—already have—reflexively countered some points with variations on a common theme: They’re not real Christians. True Christians don’t X, Y, or Z. These people are fake Christians. This argument is part of the problem. Inevitably, “such fundamentalisms will arise within the complex cultural systems that religions represent. Fundamentalism cannot be stamped out, and it is no use treating it as ‘not really religious,’ ” explains Chrissy Stroop in an essay on this subject.38 These Christians justify their beliefs with their bible, sermons, and church. Often, the messages they receive have a longer history and more biblical support than the newer, more inclusive strains of Christianity.

The “fake Christian” counter typically pops up when people feel personally attacked because they identify as a Christian or because they equate “Christian” with “good person.” That myth, that to be a Christian is to be a good person, and vice versa, is persistent and problematic. Morality is independent of religion, and we must divorce these two concepts. Good people are good people. Christians are Christians. The two are not synonymous, and the more we link them, the more we encourage people to adopt the easy label rather than evaluate the behavior that makes a good person. The conflation of the two is one reason we’ve been so blind to this ongoing Crusade.

Put simply, Christians can be bigots, authoritarians, bad people. Most aren’t. Many Christians fight for true religious freedom, including pro-choice pastors, nuns saving the environment, and the Unitarian minister arrested for giving food and water to immigrants coming across the southern border. Their religious freedom cases tend to be clearer and cleaner, and involve helping others, not harming them.39 It’s crucial for kind, empathetic, equality-minded Christians to stand up and fight against this Crusade, not just the theological label. Pretending that the Crusaders are not Christian doesn’t solve the problem; it makes it insoluble.

The Weapon Is a Silver Bullet

There will never be enough privilege and power to satisfy the Crusaders. Even if the Crusaders successfully weaponize religious freedom, that’s only the beginning. The power of this particular weapon is that it is a silver bullet. It can trump any law or rule or norm. Religion is a permission structure that grants people the moral justification for any action, however harmful; a weaponized religious freedom is the legal justification for those harmful acts.

Once religious freedom is weaponized, they’ll carry it into every other legal fight. Public health measures and civil rights laws are two areas where religious freedom trumping good citizenship was once unthinkable but is quickly becoming the norm (see chapters 5, 11, and 16). And the license to harm others won’t end with discriminating against LGBTQ citizens. Crusaders will use it to reestablish white supremacy—something that was made hauntingly clear in oral arguments at the Supreme Court (see chapter 5, pages 71–73 and 86–89). They’ll also bring religious freedom into unexpected arenas, like the fight for voting rights.40

Even the absurd idea that people have a religious freedom right to violate traffic laws is conceivable. The Mississippi House passed the “Jesus Take the Wheel” act in 2015, a law that would have allowed church-owned vehicles to transport busloads of people without the appropriate commercial license. Because why do you need a license to maneuver a 40-foot-long coach bus when Jesus is driving? The bill died, but the Crusade has gained ground.41 The entire point of a weaponized religious freedom is that it is limitless.

A Hierarchy of Rights Enshrines Inequality

The Crusaders are reformulating our coequal, coextensive human rights into a hierarchy of rights. Some rights will be placed above others as more worthy of legal protection, with one right above them all: religious freedom. By placing atop the hierarchy of rights the free-exercise rights of conservative Christians, a demographic that is shrinking every day, they can act on those beliefs no matter what the cost to society, our secular government, or the rights of others.

This is easy to spot in the wild. One blatant example is Mississippi’s “religious freedom” law, a law drafted by Crusaders. Governor Bryant signed the Protecting Freedom of Conscience from Government Discrimination Act in April 2016 (the state’s third “religious freedom” law in as many years.42) The law doesn’t defend freedom of conscience from government overreach; it singles out specific conservative Christian beliefs about sex for special legal recognition.

The second section of the bill lists all the “religious beliefs or moral convictions protected by this act” and, in its entirety, reads:

(a) Marriage is or should be recognized as the union of one man and one woman;

(b) Sexual relations are properly reserved to such a marriage; and

(c) Male (man) or female (woman) refer to an individual’s immutable biological sex as objectively determined by anatomy and genetics at time of birth.43

The State of Mississippi examined the vast expanse of available theology and singled out three precepts from conservative Christianity for special protection. Never mind science, biology, or the beautiful complexities of human sexuality. This doesn’t protect religious freedom; it codifies conservative Christian doctrine in the name of religious freedom. Not only does the Mississippi law prefer these beliefs to all others; it privileges actions inspired by the beliefs. Business owners, organizations, and even government officials who hold these special beliefs may deny marriage licenses, housing, foster care and adoption placement, and “marriage-related goods or services,” like photography, baking, and floral arrangements, to anyone they feel has transgressed the sexual dictates of their god. It’s easy to imagine what the reaction would have been if Islam or Hindu or Jewish beliefs were codified like this. Millions would suddenly muster to defend the wall of separation between state and church, and argue that the government has no power to legally recognize religious tenets.

When blocking the law, the lower court explained that it violated the separation of state and church as well as anti-discrimination principles. The law “violates both the guarantee of religious neutrality and the promise of equal protection of the laws.” And yes, the law preferred conservative Christian beliefs: “The State has put its thumb on the scale to favor some religious beliefs over others.”44 The well-written decision surveys American law dating back to the colonial period, but in the end, the decision was simple. The law was unconstitutional because it “establishes an official preference for certain religious beliefs over others.”45 This is what a weaponized religious freedom does.

The lower federal court’s analysis was spot on. The law is unconstitutional. But three Republican judges on the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals—two appointed by George W. Bush and one by Reagan—overruled the lower court. Not on the merits, but on a jurisdictional issue that rendered the challenge impotent.46 The law is still on the books today.47

This bill was not the brainchild of any elected representative of the people of Mississippi. It was written, promoted, and shepherded through the legislature by a Crusader we’ll hear more about, the Alliance Defending Freedom. Formerly the Alliance Defense Fund, ADF has wormed its wealthy tentacles into every aspect of the Crusade. Not just here in the states, but also abroad.48 Emails revealed ADF’s widespread involvement with the Mississippi law, including handling legal challenges, drafting legislative language, and producing talking points and signing statements.49 This law privileges conservative Christianity because that’s ADF’s goal.

This law is a stark warning of what the Crusade might look like if successful. A hierarchy of rights and a hierarchy of religions. The weaponized version of religious freedom replaces our egalitarian understanding of the concept with conservative Christian privilege. That right is the top of a pyramid. This “superright” (see chapter 9) then trumps other rights and others’ rights. Religious freedom becomes a weapon—a shield beaten into a sword.

The Crusaders were explicit about their hierarchy. Mike Pompeo is a conservative Christian who yearns for the end times and said that politics is “a never-ending struggle . . . until the Rapture.”50 As Trump’s Secretary of State, he slapped together the Commission on Unalienable Rights specifically to argue for this hierarchy. That commission produced a report, based in part on “biblical teachings,” to argue that “foremost among the unalienable rights that government is established to secure, from the founders’ point of view, are property rights and religious liberty.” Religious freedom and property are raised up, “foremost,” with other rights framed as lesser, “ad hoc rights,” while still others, “abortion . . . same-sex marriage,” were downgraded as “social and political controversies.”51 None of this is true, as hundreds of experts explained to Pompeo’s commission repeatedly: “It is a fundamental tenet of human rights that all rights are universal and equal.”52 But the Crusaders’ version of human rights is Christianity over humanity.

But Why the Crusade?

It’s largely a backlash against equality realized. Christianity was once able to discriminate on the basis of race; now that’s largely unthinkable. Christianity was once able to legally subjugate half the population. Christianity was once able to discriminate against LGBTQ people but now isn’t. As more people realize rights due to them by virtue of being human, the sphere of religious imposition shrinks. The Crusade seeks to reclaim this lost ground.

Obamacare expanded equality by recognizing the reproductive rights of American women. Hobby Lobby’s conservative white Christian owners fought against that expansion of rights under the guise of religious freedom.

The Obergefell decision expanded equality by recognizing the rights of LGBTQ citizens to marry. Masterpiece Cakeshop’s conservative white Christian owner and a host of other businesses fought that expansion, claiming religious freedom.

Brown v. Board of Education expanded equality by recognizing the rights of Black Americans to equal access to public education, and in the name of religious freedom, Christians pushed for school choice and vouchers and segregation academies.

White Christian Americans facing equality act like martyrs suffering for their faith; they feel that these expansions violate their rights. But parity is not oppression. Equality, even when it means the erosion of privilege, is not discrimination. If you’re given $100 that was stolen from someone else and the law demands that you give it back, you’re not being robbed. Rather, justice has been achieved. To you, it may feel unjust to be forced to give up the money, especially if the law has not cared about the victim in the past or, worse, if the law had previously said that the victim wasn’t human. It may feel doubly unfair if the law had, until recently, agreed with your religion. Slavemongers stole enslaved people’s lives and complained about the unfairness of losing their property when the United States belatedly abolished slavery and recognized humans as humans. The only injustice would have been the continual refusal to do the latter. To fight against equality is to fight for supremacy.

Equality Is a Threat to Christianity as the Dominant Caste; Religious Freedom Is Their Answer

If we put all this together—the silver bullet, the hierarchy of rights, the fight against equality and for supremacy—the Crusade begins to look like a quest to find a holy grail that will reverse inexorable demographic trends. White Christian Americans’ status as the dominant group is threatened, and when the dominant group or caste in society feels threatened or left behind by circumstances, it reacts or overreacts by seeking a way to retain that status.

Some political scientists credit dominant group status threat for Trump’s 2016 electoral victory. Fearful White Christians aligned with the person claiming he’d bring back the America they knew, the America where they dominated all others. Diana Mutz, a leading proponent of this theory, argues that the 2016 election “was an effort by members of already dominant groups to assure their continued dominance and by those in an already powerful and wealthy country to assure its continued dominance.”53 In Caste, Wilkerson posits that the source of their discontent is the “end of an illusion, an awakening to the holes in the article of faith that an inherited, unspoken superiority, a natural deservedness over subordinated castes, would assure their place in the hierarchy. They had relied on this illusion, perhaps beyond the realm of consciousness and perhaps needed it more than any other group in a forbiddingly competitive society.”54 The disillusion strikes at their identity, and they choose to fight reality rather than diminish their self-image.55 Fox News’s success comes partly because the hosts tap into this fear, so that White Christians sitting comfortably on the couch safe at home feel threatened.56

Other researchers are finding evidence for the preservation of dominance as well, and it ties closely to Christian nationalism, the subject of my first book. A 2021 survey found that simply mentioning the fast-changing religious demographics in America elicited a threat response and triggered defensive political stances among Christians. Simply acknowledging shifting demographics created a feeling that their religious freedom was threatened and pushed them toward Christian nationalism and Donald Trump.57 They conflate demographic loss with a threat to their freedom, which suggests that they fundamentally misunderstand religious liberty as privilege. That they believe freedom means enjoying the trappings of their dominant status.

Studies agree that “religious freedom” means something very different to White American Christians than it does to other Americans. One 2020 election study showed that voters who believed “religious freedom” was the most important issue and chose their 2020 presidential candidate accordingly also thought that the federal government should declare America a Christian nation.58 These voters ranked religious freedom above the economy and abortion, and they want a Christian nation. As Sam Perry, one of the researchers, explained, it’s “almost as if ‘religious freedom’ is code for ‘Christian freedom.’ ”59 The government aligning with one religion is the death of religious freedom; they see it as the definition of religious freedom. This is the essence of Christian nationalism and the antithesis of true religious freedom.

The Crusade is a quest to remake a protection into a weapon for maintaining a dominant group’s status in the face of waning demographic power. This isn’t a novel observation. “This legal offensive to elevate ‘religious liberty’ over other civic goals is coming even as the share of Americans who ascribe to no religious faith is steadily rising, and as white Christians have fallen to a minority share of the population,” wrote Ronald Brownstein in The Atlantic.60

Religious freedom is a weapon for White Christian Americans to plant their crosses on public land, declaring it theirs, not ours.

For White Christian Americans to discriminate against lesser groups, lesser castes.

For White Christian Americans to remove their children from the public school system—integrated and diverse—and put them in private religious schools at taxpayer expense, forcing taxpayers to maintain two educational systems, one for everyone, the other for the waning dominant caste.

For White Christian Americans to deny bodily autonomy and reproductive freedom to people deemed subservient by their holy book.

For White Christian Americans to opt out of public health measures meant to protect everyone in a pandemic.

Most importantly, for this dominant caste to declare unconstitutional any failure to recognize any of these privileges. To declare that equality is hostility.

The expansion of equality and withering religious and racial hegemony is the contested territory in many religious freedom cases. This means that Christian privilege should be losing, not winning more often. In reality, we’re not expanding rights or giving new rights; we are recognizing rights that have always existed under the law but were never enforced. We are affirming the humanity of our brothers and sisters and admitting that we’ve been wrong. As we realize the aspirational values implicit in “We the People,” “equal justice under law,” “all . . . are created equal,” and other founding maxims, as we recognize that humans are human and worthy of rights, White Christian America is dying a slow demographic death and rebelling. They are raging against the dying of their privilege.
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