
Book Review: “Jesus and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and 
Fractured a Nation” by Kristin Kobes Du Mez. 

Kristin Kobes Du Mez, an author and professor of history at Calvin University, set out to 
answer the question that baffled many in the wake of the 2016 American Presidential election: 
how Donald Trump emerged victorious with the support of a whopping 81% of white 
evangelicals.  Her answer forms the basis of the book Jesus and John Wayne: How White 1

Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation. With this provocative title, Du Mez 
lays her cards on the table. The idea she develops throughout the book is that white evangelical 
support for Donald Trump was neither a result of people “holding their noses” and voting for 
someone that they disliked, nor was it a pragmatic choice to put an otherwise undesirable person 
into power in a trade for getting concessions to a particular political agenda. Instead, Du Mez 
argues that white evangelical support for Donald Trump was “the culmination of evangelicals’ 
embrace of militant masculinity, an ideology that enshrines patriarchal authority and condones 
the callous display of power, at home and abroad…. In reality, evangelicals did not cast their 
vote despite their beliefs, but because of them” (Jesus and John Wayne, p. 3). The term 
“evangelical” as defined by the National Association of Evangelicals refers to a diverse and 
global movement bounded by four “evangelical distinctives,”  and as such is ostensibly a big-2

tent collection of Christians who are not supposed to be defined by politics or even theological 
convictions. However, Du Mez states that “for conservative white evangelicals, the ‘good news’ 
of the Christian gospel has become inextricably linked to a staunch commitment to patriarchal 
authority, gender difference, and Christian nationalism, and all of these are intertwined with 
white racial identity” (Jesus and John Wayne, p. 7). As the subtitle for the book indicates, Du 
Mez sees these as a corruption of the Christian faith which have led to the polarized nature of 
public discourse in the United States that exists today.  

Du Mez supports her argument by weaving a narrative starting back in the early 20th Century 
with the likes of Theodore Roosevelt. However, the main focus of the book is the past 70 (ish) 
years since the end of WWII. She names the movement’s ultimate heroes, including military 
figures such as Oliver North and Gen. Douglas MacArthur, historical figure William Wallace (as 
portrayed by Mel Gibson in Braveheart), and the actor John Wayne from her provocative title. 
She also names the many leaders who became influential in white evangelical Christianity – 
including James Dobson, Bill Gothard, Jerry Falwell, Tim and Beverly LaHaye, Mark Driscoll, 
Franklin Graham, Phyllis Schlafly, John Eldredge, Doug Wilson, and John Piper (among others). 
She traces the political movements in the United States from the 1960s onward in which the 
evangelical movement came to be largely synonymous with the Republican Party, culminating in 

 Sta%s%c is the one cited on the inside cover of the book.1

 The dis%nc%ves, according to the Na%onal Associa%on of Evangelicals, are: a) the Bible is upheld as the ul%mate 2

authority; 2) the centrality of Christ’s atonement; 3) emphasis on “born-again” conversion and; 4) ac%vely 
spreading the gospel. 



the evangelical support for Ronald Reagan in the 1980s. Du Mez also traces some larger 
movements that sprung up from within this culture, such as the Promise Keepers, the Council on 
Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (CBMW), purity culture, and the Quiverfull movement. 
Although the individuals and movements are diverse, together they have built a distribution 
industry that markets books and other merchandise, as well as distributing radio and TV 
programs, movies, blogs and conferences. This tight network also creates an environment where 
the leaders amplify each other, giving platforms and further driving the sales of their books and 
other products. She talks about the culture of fear and the use of a “common enemy” to drum up 
support and raise funds for the various evangelical causes. While she does not dismiss that 
people may feal a sense of fear, she notes that evangelical leaders have also worked to stoke 
those fears. These heroes, leaders, political movements and marketing industry have come 
together to fuse the gospel of Jesus Christ with Christian nationalism, strict gender roles and 
masculine authority, to the point where you cannot have one without the other.  

Du Mez’s narrative is compelling. The strength of this work is in describing the cultural 
moment in the United States, and she has the historical research to back up her assertion that the 
recent phenomenon of wide evangelical embrace of Donald Trump is exactly in line with the 
values that have been shaping evangelical Christianity (specifically in the United States) for the 
past seventy years. “Family Values” complete with rigid gender roles and male authority, 
militarism, and Christian nationalism have become indistinguishable from the gospel in some 
circles – in this she is correct. She succeeds in demonstrating that this is not a foregone 
conclusion if you carry what you find in the Bible to its ultimate end, but instead is a cultural 
creation. She asserts that “although the evangelical cult of masculinity stretches back decades, its 
emergence was never inevitable” (p. 304).  

What this book does not do is to investigate is if these various forces that she names 
throughout have any basis in Biblical understanding. She asks this question: “Is their savior a 
conquering warrior, a man’s man who takes no prisoners and wages holy war? Or is he a 
sacrificial lamb who offers himself up for the restoration of all things? How one answers these 
questions will determine what it looks like to follow Jesus” (Jesus and John Wayne, p. 5). 
However, she does not spend any time in this book investigating how one should answer these 
questions, or what Scriptural support there would be (either for or against) anything that she 
describes. Because she presupposes the negativity in the current cultural evangelical moment, her 
outlook is gloomy, and she does not give much hope that things will change in the future 
(although the final line of the book, “what has been made can be unmade” holds out the faint 
hope that things could change, with time and intention). However, expecting an investigation of 
the Biblical text might be asking for a different book than Du Mez set out to write. While Du 
Mez grew up within the church  and would describe herself as a person of the Christian faith 3

 Du Mez states that she grew up in the Chris%an Reformed Church, aPended a Chris%an grade school, and her 3
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today, her aim is not to wrestle with Scripture but to examine the present through her lens as a 
historian. If you happen to be someone who benefits from this moment in evangelical culture, or 
who thinks that the culture that she describes is good, this book may rub you the wrong way. 
Indeed, many people have taken issue with it on those grounds. However, while Du Mez weaves 
a story, it is not a personal story that is subject to evaluation or criticism from people who might 
hold a different perspective or have had different experiences. If you want to disagree with Du 
Mez’s basic thesis, then you would have to refute her meticulous historical research. You might 
not like her take on it, but she captures the moment.  

From our perspective as Canadian Baptists of Western Canada, I think that we need to 
grapple with Du Mez’s work, even though she is describing the evangelical cultural moment in 
the United States. One could argue that as Canadians, we do not tend to have the same kind of 
nationalism that has infused pockets of American Christianity. However, the evangelical culture 
she describes has been exported. In Canada we have access to the same distribution network and 
can consume the same books, podcasts, blogs, TV and radio programs. Indeed, they can become 
so much a part of our people’s formation for so many hours a week, that a pastor’s influence for 
an hour on Sunday can hardly compare. In addition, I remember singing the song “I may never 
march in the infantry, ride in the cavalry, shoot the artillery, I may never fly over the enemy, but 
I’m in the Lord’s army” in church. As a child. This song is not based on a Bible verse, but 
instead is an expression of the Christian militarism that she describes. We would do well, as we 
consider ourselves “people of the Book” (that is, the Bible) to do the work that Du Mez’s book 
did not do (and did not set out to do), which is to think theologically about how much of our faith 
expression is cultural, and how much of it is actually Biblical.   

Review submitted by Amanda Hecht 

 


