
 

      Jesus and John Wayne:  How White Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation 

                                                  By Kristin Kobes Du Mez (Review by Eric Tober) 

     Years ago, I had lunch in Branford, Connecticut with veteran pastor, Walter Westerholm.  He said 

several things that impacted my life.  He encouraged me to take up the guitar again, to pray the 

Scriptures, and to realize that when someone criticizes me there may be some truth in it.  I approach 

Jesus and John Wayne with ears to hear what truth there may be in Kristin’s harsh condemnation of 

white evangelicals. 

     While my immediate response was that we evangelicals are more into books, church planting, and 

missions than John Wayne as a picture of manhood and Jesus, I sought to be open to Kristin’s thesis.  My 

experience with evangelicalism, and especially the Evangelical Free Church of America, would cause me 

to title a book “Jesus and C.S. Lewis” or “Jesus and J.I. Packer” or any number of other men and women 

missionaries (Jim and Elizabeth Elliott or, more recently, Andrew Brunson). Yet, I kept my mind open to 

her claim.  

     She starts with a Trump rally at her alma mater, Dordt College, in her home town, Sioux Center, Iowa.  

To her, this is personal. The heart of Kristin’s thesis is that evangelical attraction for President Trump 

comes from his John Wayne tough guy image that has been used in various Republican campaigns going 

back decades. Kristin defines the John Wayne image as “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.” She believes evangelicals “replaced the Jesus of the Gospels with a 

vengeful warrior Christ”. Kristin also believes that the white evangelical’s gospel is “inextricably linked to 

a staunch commitment to patriarchal authority, gender difference, and Christian nationalism, and all of 

these are intertwined with white racial identity.” She concludes that “conservative white evangelicalism 

has become a polarizing force in American politics and society.”  

     Kristin takes issue with many Christian leaders, beginning with Billy Graham and his white boy, strong 

leader image, and includes fundamentalist leaders such as Jack Hyles, who was never in the evangelical 

camp. Therefore, I was surprised by this inclusion. It is ironic that Kristin writes about white, evangelical, 

militant, masculinity with the same spirit of vengeful, militant fury that she claims brings division in our 

nation. Perhaps she believes this approach appeals to our supposed tough guy attraction. Her 

introduction is like a shot-gun blast.  The gentle Jesus spirit she says is missing from white evangelicals is 

also missing in her work. The truth is not spoken in love or nuance.  It reads more like a magazine that 

slips into gossip and slander rather than a balanced critique of white evangelicals. Gossip and slander 

can be partially, or mostly, true, but results in suspicion, prejudice, racism, and disunity.  Kristin’s 

critique does not even attempt to bring healing, reconciliation, or unity.   

     Nonetheless, I believe she makes several valid points about abuse of power and the ugly facts of 

several prominent leaders and their downfall. Yet, she uses these points to cut, not cure. She offers no 

hope in Christ who forgives, heals, and restores. As Pastor Westerholm said, there can be some truth to 

a criticism, even if written without love. Kristin does not write to lovingly correct the perceived sins of 

evangelical leaders. She aims to condemn so that you will run away from evangelicalism as fast as you 

can and strip your white skin off your body.  She offers no place to go for restoration for yourself, your 

church, or your country.  When I e-mailed her to learn what she hoped to accomplish through her book 

she simply said “to tell the truth”.  

 



___ 

     In a podcast interview, Kristin identifies herself as evangelical-adjacent. She is not a friend of 

evangelicals and her lens for discernment is clearly focused through gender studies.  She paints with a 

broad brush.  One gets the clear impression that there are no men who actually love their wives 

sacrificially, serve their congregation faithfully without scandal, and live out a healthy complementarian 

role.  Yet, we all know these men exist.  Even positive reviews of her book admit she paints with a broad 

brush.   

     Reviews also praise the vast research and multiple footnotes.  She acknowledges a large team of 

researchers who helped her. I sought to research some of these footnotes. In one footnote, I came upon 

the main inspiration for Kristin’s book.  She quotes Alan Bean as a “Baptist scholar” (although he is not a 

professor at any Baptist School) from an “opinion” article published on Oct. 31, 2016, in the Baptist New 

Global entitled “Jesus and John Wayne: Must we choose?” In the article Bean writes, “The unspoken 

mantra of post-war evangelicalism was simple:  Jesus can save your soul; but John Wayne will save your 

a--.” Kristin uses this quote in a context that makes Bean sound like he is for the John Wayne approach 

when he is not.  If you read Bean’s article, you’ve read a snapshot of Kristin’s book. However, she goes 

further in application than Bean and she is more critical in spirit. 

     Bean’s article makes it clear that the John Wayne image applies to “evangelical leaders of a certain 

age”, meaning an older age. John Wayne died in 1979 - some 40 years ago. Bean writes in 2016 that 

“now we have a generation of young evangelicals that knew not John Wayne” and that “a younger 

generation of Liberty University student wants their Jesus straight”, meaning without the masculine toxic 

John Wayne version.  The conclusion here is that not all evangelicals have infused Jesus with a John 

Wayne image.  Is it a fourth or half?  

     She quotes one poll showing only 20% of evangelicals voted for Trump in the early primaries. When 

evangelicals question the polls defining evangelicals too broadly, she finds a June 2016 survey to rope us 

in and brand us as guilty. The June 2016 survey did not show up in her footnote, but a July 2016 Pew 

Research Center article did. Perhaps this was an editorial error. Surveys have their place but can we 

really conclude that all white evangelicals are guilty by means of a survey?  She even blames the healthy 

“center” of evangelicalism as not defining themselves against the most extreme expressions of “biblical 

patriarchy”. She makes no room for any white evangelical to have a Christ honoring position.  It does not 

fit her narrative.  We are a group, she believes, that “burns down the country”.  I have not conducted 

any surveys, but I have been in ministry for about 30 years and I have interacted with several 

evangelicals, both younger and older, who have no intention of voting for Trump in 2020 for exactly 

some of the John Wayne reasons Kristin provides. 

     As old pastor Westerholm reminds us, “When someone criticizes me there may be some truth in it”.  I 

think there is real, valid, ugly truth to Kristin’s thesis but, as Bean admits, the blame and shame she 

hands out through the lens of gender studies and power structure concerns cannot be pronounced on 

all white evangelicals.  Kristin does remind us of how easily a pastor or leader in a place of prominence 

can fall. She goes into great detail to recount the dark side of evangelical leaders who have fallen.  Most 

of these details are already known.  I did not learn much new information but got old information 

reprocessed with a full condemnation of my whiteness, masculinity, patriarchal, complementarian, 

militant, evangelicalism. The sin of these fallen leaders transfers to me because I am white, male, 

evangelical, and complementarian.  Similar to Critical Race Theory practice, I am considered guilty, 

militant, and racist. I may not realize my racism or I am consciously perpetuating the hegemonic 

structures my race helped create. If I don’t admit this sin of being white, then I am surely guilty.  



___ 

 

     Kristin offers no alternative for how Jesus should be viewed or how male masculinity should be 

expressed.  Who is the real Jesus?  Kristin asks “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.” She seems to see only one side of Jesus and doesn’t want to acknowledge 

what is a common warrior motif of the Messiah and a coming Kingdom repeated in Jewish prophecies.  

Messiah is both. A suffering servant come to be our sacrificial lamb and also a conquering warrior-king. 

Here is a tension or nuance common in theology that Kristin is either unaware of or doesn’t want to 

explore.  Her unwillingness to do so colors her critique. She also doesn’t offer a healthy version of what 

it looks like to be an evangelical while still desiring our leaders to have courage, strength, endurance, 

and discernment when an evil person or army seeks to invade or kill us.   

     Kristin seems to ignore the reality of government and military leaders who have to deal with threats 

to our security. Ironically, while I was reading Jesus and John Wayne, I was also reading Andrew 

Brunson’s “God’s Hostage”. Andrew confesses to being weak in prison and credits his wife for her strong 

support.  Andrew makes no mention of trying to be a John Wayne hero or relying on some masculinity 

from a patriarchal, complementarian ideology to get him through two years of prison.  He asks for his 

Bible and his guitar, and he values relationships with fellow prisoners.  Ironically, Andrew also goes into 

great detail crediting President Trump for playing “hard ball” with Turkey’s President Erdogan to get him 

released. Sometimes being “John Wayne” can save the day when dealing with bad guys. In some ways, 

the movie “A Few Good Men” (1992) grapples better with the tension between necessary military 

strength and the toxic military character of Colonel Nathan Jessup, than Kristin does in her analysis of 

Jesus and John Wayne.  In the movie we are faced with the reality of militant, white evangelical, 

patriarchal, masculinity as wrong. However, not all are guilty of such a pathway.  Some are repentant. At 

the end of the movie, Tom Cruise’s character, Lt. Daniel Kaffee, says we “don’t have to wear a uniform 

to have honor.”  We don’t have to be John Wayne. 

     King David and his mighty men were far more militant than any of the examples Kristin offers us. King 

David makes the John Wayne character look like a weakling. The Bible description of David and his 

mighty men is far scarier in military furor than Kristin’s concerns over Oliver North or Mel Gibson’s 

Braveheart.  David and his men are half-animals in their military skills and execution. And the patriarchal 

structure is throughout David’s life and rule - he is King, after all! Yet, God does not condemn David as a 

Jewish, militant, toxic, masculine man addicted to his patriarchal authority. God, our loving Father, 

confronts David for being a bloody man, for committing adultery and murder.  David is not allowed to 

build the temple because of his bloody ways and his family suffers for his adultery and murder. Yet, 

David’s Psalms fill much of the poetry of our Bible and millions have been blessed by this inspired 

Scripture. Psalm 23 is read at most funerals and David is called “a man after God’s own heart.”  

     If we view life through the lens of the Bible instead of gender studies, we find God does not tolerate 

sinful behavior of anyone - male or female, white, black, rich or poor, but he lovingly confronts us all so 

we may be purified in heart.  As an African-American pastor in Columbus told his congregation recently, 

you can change the power structures of society. Yet, if the heart is not changed, people will figure out 

ways to manipulate even improved power structures.    

 

 



___ 

     Interestingly, Kristin challenges more than just white evangelical politics.  On pages 199-200, Kristin 

not only condemns white evangelicals, but more importantly, their core beliefs.  Kristin sees a “more 

nuanced understanding of Biblical authority” and views inerrancy as “simplistic”.  She seems troubled 

with the teachings on hell, God’s wrath, and Jesus’s substitutionary atonement.  She does believe 

President Obama “could speak with eloquence and theological sophistication about his faith” but that 

evangelicals didn’t care because we are racists.  That is a very broad brush evaluation.   

     What Kristin doesn’t seem to want to acknowledge is that there are other reasons evangelicals may 

have voted for President Trump, reasons that have nothing to do with his John Wayne personality, his 

faith, his whiteness, or our supposed prejudice.  First, evangelicals didn’t have any other choice.  The 

alternative was Hillary Clinton.  Clinton could be easily labeled as someone who came to power from the 

culmination of liberal Christianity’s embrace of militant, feminist ideology that enshrines matriarchal 

authority, erases gender, and condones the callous display of power, at home and abroad.  The same 

case Kristin makes for division in our country by evangelicals can be made about a militant, intolerant, 

campaign in education, media, and politics to force a non-evangelical worldview on people in their jobs 

and in their schools. I have listened to members tell me of requirements for diversity training (meaning 

acceptance of homosexual behavior) or schools pressuring young children to explore their sexual 

identity.  

     We all know of stories of broken marriages and families, lost jobs, and even lost scholarships because 

of diversity influence and policies.  For example, a boy claiming to be a girl beats all the other girls at the 

High School track meet and gets the college scholarship.  Yet, another reason evangelicals voted for 

President Trump is that under President Obama, the government required public recognition of unions 

as marriage opening up a pandora’s box of sexual expression not aligned with Jesus teachings.  Abortion 

is also an ongoing issue that some evangelicals believe is the most important issue of our day.  A future 

President will appoint Supreme Court justices who could potentially overturn Roe vs. Wade.  The John 

Wayne style of Donald Trump may attract some in the older generation of our evangelical family. Kristin 

does prove her case. Kristin also admits to evangelical leaders who have spoken against any such 

militant, toxic statements or actions of the President.   

     Pastor Westerholm was right.  We can learn from the criticism of others.  Our enemies can see our 

sin. We need to confess our sins and align our hearts and actions with the real Jesus of the Bible.  

However, we are not guilty simply for being white, evangelical, and complementarian. (Though there is 

not much difference between a complementarian or egalitarian marriage when lived as a healthy 

picture of Jesus and his church.)  And we white evangelicals (though I am part Hispanic) are not the 

reason for division in our country.  Division in our country is a much bigger book with multiple issues. 

Yet, we can certainly learn to be kinder, listen more, and with wisdom explore how to integrate our faith 

in our political conversations, policies, campaigns, and votes. The good news is that Jesus loves 

everyone, including John Wayne types.  Peter and Paul were John Wayne types but Jesus called them to 

follow him, not John Wayne.    

 

Eric Tober has been married to Chris for 36 years and admits that she is more spiritual. They take turns 

leading in prayer together most every night, praying for whomever is President. They have three adult 

children who follow Jesus but who respectfully disagree with their Dad on politics and minor aspects of 

the Christian faith.  Eric has the joy of pastoring the most diverse congregation in his ministry experience 

with several interracial families.  Some church members will be voting for Trump and some will not. 


