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But no one believes anything unless he has first thought that it is believable. 
— Augustine



 

INTRODUCTION 

 This is a cultural history of American evangelicalism. It looks at the variety of ways evange-

licals imagined belief in the United States at the end of the twentieth century and beginning of the 

twenty-first.

Centered on bestselling evangelical novels published in the 1970s, ’80s, ’90s, and 2000s, 

Fictions of Belief examines evangelicals’ social imaginary. It shows how they understood them-

selves and their world, the ways in which they imagined things usually go and imagined things 

should go. It’s the study of a cultural imaginary, a mentalité or, to use a word evangelicals of this 

period would themselves use, worldview, but especially the implicit and unarticulated aspects of a 

worldview, the terms and conditions hidden underneath clear propositional affirmations. It seeks to 

explain evangelicals by examining where and how descriptive “is”-statements are merged, in their 

thinking, with normative, proscriptive “ought”-statements. The study asks the question, how did 

evangelicals imagine belief?

According to the best available demographic data, a little more than one quarter of Ameri-

cans today are evangelical. This works out to about 81 million people.  They do not all identify with 1

the term, however, nor do they belong to a single organization, recognize the same leadership, or 

subscribe to a common confession of faith. They don’t even all associate with each other. Historian 

Mark Noll once said that actually existing evangelicalism is just “shifting movements, temporary 

 Pew Research Center, “America’s Changing Religious Landscape,” Pew Research, May 12, 2015, http://1

www.pewforum.org/files/2015/05/RLS-08-26-full-report.pdf; U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, 
“Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for Selected Age Groups by Sex for the United States: April 1, 
2010 to July 1, 2015,” U.S. Census Bureau, June 2016, http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/
pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk.
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alliances, and the lengthened shadows of individuals.”  That makes it a difficult religious movement 2

to define.

The most well known and commonly used historical definition comes from David Bebbing-

ton. Bebbington defines evangelicals by belief. He writes that evangelicals can be defined by their 

conversionism, activism, biblicism, and crucicentrism.  That is to say, they believe that individuals 3

need to personally experience conversion, that that conversion should have real-world, day-to-day 

impact on how they live, that the Bible is the ultimate authority in life, and that Jesus’s death on the 

cross has redemptive power. This definition is generally accepted and widely used in histories of 

American evangelicalism. 

This is a good, workable definition. One problem with it, however, is that it can make 

“evangelicalism” seem much more unitary that it actually is. It can make it seem like evangelical-

ism is one thing, and everyone who is an evangelical agrees on that thing (or those four things), 

when actually there are all sorts of conversations and disagreements and differences of opinion. The 

abstraction is too neat. The reality, where “biblicism,” for example, could mean seventh-day Chris-

tians who keep kosher, oneness pentecostals who reject the Trinity, seeker-sensitive, purpose-driven 

megachurches, annual Bible quiz competitions, annual prophecy conferences, expositional, verse-

by-verse radio preaching, and hipsters having hymn-sings in local bars, is messy.

“We must allow room,” historian Molly Worthen writes, “for diversity and internal contra-

diction, for those who love the label and those who hate it. We must recognize that American evan-

gelicalism owes more to its fractures and clashes, its anxieties and doubts, than to any political pro-

nouncement or point of doctrine.”4

One way to do this, Worthen suggests, is to turn to the evangelical imagination, “a sphere of 

discourse and dreaming framed by abiding questions about how humans know themselves, their 

world, and their God.”  Before one asks, with Bebbington, what evangelicals believe, it might be 5

good to ask what it means to them to believe, how belief is understood as a cultural activity, how 

belief itself has been imagined. Fictions of Belief takes up this task.

 Mark Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 6. More recently, 2

he has made an even stronger nominalist argument. As he put it in 2014, “There is no such thing as evangeli-
calism and David Bebbington has provided the best possible definition for it” (John Fea, “Defining Evangeli-
calism at the Conferences of Faith and History, Part Two,” The Way of Improvement Leads Home, Oct. 3, 
2014, http://www.philipvickersfithian.com/2014/10/defining-evangelicalism-at-conference_3.html).

 David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (London: 3

Unwin Hyman, 1989), 2-19.

 Molly Worthen, Apostles of Reason: The Crisis of Authority in American Evangelicalism (Oxford: Oxford 4

University Press, 2014), 264.

 Worthen 264-265.5
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There is, not coincidentally, an industry devoted to producing works of evangelical imagina-

tion. A specifically evangelical print culture emerged in the twentieth century, as will be recounted 

in the next chapter. It served as the part of the material basis for the “shifting movements, temporary 

alliances, and the lengthened shadows of individuals” that Noll describes. It sustained conversations 

that were marked by conversionism, activism, biblicism, and crucicentrism, and debated what those 

meant, and determined the extent of acceptable disagreement. It also produced thousands and thou-

sands of novels that invited people to imagine what it would be like to know themselves and trust 

God and experience belief.

Fictions of Belief looks at five bestselling novels produced over four decades at the turn of 

the millennium as a way of looking at who evangelicals were in the diversity of their dreaming. 

Doing History with Novels

This study focuses on fiction, but treats novels as historical documents. The fiction is read very 

closely, treated as a site of social imagination.  At the same time, its material conditions and con6 -

texts, how it is produced, distributed, sold, and consumed, are also never far out of sight. Best-

selling evangelical novels are considered alongside historical moments and movements that exhibit 

the same or similar conceptions of belief. In each chapter, a fictional work is put in a broader cultur-

al context, so a romance novel is analyzed alongside a sex-and-marriage manual from the same time 

period or apocalyptic fiction is considered in connection with popular apologetics. The fiction and 

the history, it is argued, offer two windows on the same theme.

In this way, Fictions of Belief seeks to make good on what German Americanist Winifred 

Fluck called the “key promise of American studies,” breaking down disciplinary barriers, so that 

“literary studies could go beyond a narrowly defined formalism and discuss literature again in its 

historical and cultural significance, while historians, on the other hand, would profit from the new 

interdisciplinary approach in their attempts to use literary texts as important sources.”7

Few histories of American evangelicalism have given any serious consideration to fiction. A 

much-lauded work such as Worthen’s Apostles of Reason, for example, makes only a passing refer-

ence to one evangelical novel, Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins’s Left Behind. Worthen links that 

narrative about the end of human history to the religious right’s political concerns, and moves on. 

She doesn’t deal with the fact the book is fiction, nor does she pause to consider the many other 

novels that evangelicals read by the hundreds of thousands, even though more than a few of them 

 See Winfried Fluck, Das kulturelle Imaginäre: Eine Funktionsgeschichte des amerikanischen Romans 6

1790–1900 (Berlin: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1997).

 Winfried Fluck, Romance with America? (Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag Winter Gmbh Heidelberg, 2009), 7

15.
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explicitly address what she identifies as a central question of contemporary evangelicalism, “how to 

resolve the tension between the demands of personal belief and the constraints of a secularized pub-

lic square.”  Matthew Avery Sutton, focusing on evangelical’s apocalyptic imagination, gives only 8

slightly more space to Left Behind in his recent work, American Apocalypse. Sutton characterizes 

the fiction as a simple popularization of End Times theology, and gives a cursory account of the 

geopolitical setting of the novel.  He does not consider the fiction in any detail, looking at, for ex9 -

ample, how the narratives work or the arcs of the characters. Sutton also doesn’t examine the longer 

tradition of evangelical apocalyptic novels, which goes back at least 100 years.  In The Age of 10

Evangelicalism, Steven P. Miller, goes a little further. He mentions the “ongoing commoditization 

of born-again Christianity” at the end of the twentieth century, and points to evangelical bookstores. 

The only novel sold by those bookstores that finds its way into Miller’s narrative, though, is, again, 

Left Behind. Again, it receives only a brief mention.11

These are, without question, excellent works of scholarship. They represent the best of con-

temporary historical work on American evangelicalism. And yet they don’t take evangelical fiction 

into account when they offer their accounts of evangelical history.

There are several arguments they should. 

First of all, there is a lot of evangelical fiction being produced. One industry expert estimates 

evangelical novel sales currently amount to between $75 and $85 million, annually.  In an average 12

month, without any really big hits, the top ten evangelical fiction titles can sell more than 113,800 

copies.  Bestsellers, such as the ones examined in this study, can sell 500,000 copies in a year, like 13

some of Beverly Lewis’s “bonnet” romances, or as many as one million copies per month, like The 

Shack. This is a significant cultural activity that evangelicals are engaged in. The sheer volume sug-

gests it matters.

Compare this to the cultural activity of politics. Evangelicals are frequently understood and 

in fact defined by their political engagement. Miller, Sutton, and Worthen, for example, all exten-

 Worthen 4.8

 Matthew Avery Sutton, American Apocalypse: A History of Modern Evangelicalism (Cambridge, MA: 9

Belknap, 2014), 363-365.

 See Crawford Gribben, Writing the Rapture: Prophecy Fiction in Evangelical America (Oxford: Oxford 10

University Press, 2009).

 Steven P. Miller, The Age of Evangelicalism: America’s Born-Again Years (Oxford: Oxford University 11

Press, 2014), 102-103, 132-133.

 Lynn Garrett, “The Business of Christian Fiction,” Publishers Weekly, May 20, 2016, http://www.publish12 -
ersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/religion/article/70450-the-business-of-christian-fiction.html.

 Nielsen Company, “Nielsen BookScan Report Oct. 2015,” http://www.christianretailing.com/index.php/13

best-sellers/nielsen-bookscan. According to Nielsen, the BookScan captures 85 percent of the market, so 
these sales numbers may be low.
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sively detail evangelicals’ political activism. Several studies show, however, that only slightly more 

than 60 percent of American evangelicals make it to the polls (and about 12 percent vote for Demo-

cratic candidates).  Not everyone votes and not everyone who votes does so as part of the religious 14

right. Nevertheless, understanding the rise of the religious right and continuing power of the reli-

gious right is clearly important to understanding evangelicals.

Evangelicals read evangelical fiction at roughly the same rate in which they vote for Repub-

lican candidates. A survey by the Baptist Lifeways Research found nearly 80 percent of evangeli-

cals reported regularly reading Christian books besides the Bible.  Some expressed a preference for 15

non-fiction, but 51 percent said they liked both fiction and non-fiction or preferred fiction.  Market 16

research further shows that many of those who read evangelical fiction read a lot of it. Fifty percent 

of these fiction readers read more than ten evangelical novels per year.  When evaluated by the 17

percentage of people involved and the amount of time involved, fiction reading is at least compara-

ble to evangelical political engagement.

Another way to look at political involvement is to look at the massive amounts of money 

flowing into politics, particularly in the age of political action committees that can raise and spend 

unlimited funds.

In the 2016 election, the largest super PACs connected with evangelicals were those sup-

porting the presidential aspirations of Texas Senator Ted Cruz.  One was the Keep the Promise 18

PAC, run by evangelical leader David Barton.  Barton is a popular revisionist historian who argues 19

 Phillip Bump, “Ted Cruz Undersells Evangelical Turnout. But He Has a Good Reason,” Washington Post, 14

March 23, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2015/03/23/ted-cruz-undersells-evangel-
ical-turnout-but-he-has-a-good-reason/; W. Gardner Selby, “Ted Cruz Says Today, Roughly Half of Born-
Again Christians Aren't Voting,” Politifact Texas, March 30, 2015, http://www.politifact.com/texas/state-
ments/2015/mar/30/ted-cruz/ted-cruz-says-today-roughly-half-born-again-christ/; Pew Research Center, 
“How the Faithful Voted: 2012 Preliminary Analysis,” pewforum.org, Nov. 7, 2012, http://www.pewfo-
rum.org/2012/11/07/how-the-faithful-voted-2012-preliminary-exit-poll-analysis/.

 Lifeways Research, “American Use of Christian Media,” Lifeways Research, Feb. 2015, http://lifewayre15 -
search.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/American-Use-of-Christian-Media-Online-Survey-Release.pdf.

 Barna Group, “The State of Books and Reading in a Digital World,” barna.org, https://www.barna.org/bar16 -
na-update/culture/735-the-state-of-books-and-reading-in-a-digital-world#.V4P9rFcZDzI. 

 Jet Marketing, “Christian Fiction Readers: Worth Pursing, Worth Keeping,” cbaonline.org, http://cbaon17 -
line.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2015/06/Christian-Fiction-Survey-Report-Final.pdf.

 See Libby Watson, “The SuperPACs Behind Ted Cruz’s Fundraising Juggernaut,” Sunlight Foundation, 18

Feb. 23, 2016, https://sunlightfoundation.com/blog/2016/02/23/the-super-pacs-behind-ted-cruzs-fundraising-
juggernaut/.

 Zachary Milder, “PAC Built by Ted Cruz Mega-Donors Gets Evangelical Leader,” bloomberg.com, Sept. 19

9, 2015, http://www.bloomberg.com/politics/articles/2015-09-09/pac-built-by-ted-cruz-mega-donors-gets-
evangelical-leader.
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that the United States was founded as a Christian nation.  The largest single donor to his PAC was 20

Bob McNair, a Texas businessman and owner of the Houston football franchise, the Texans. Mc-

Nair is a member of an evangelical Presbyterian church, and deeply religious.  Another top donor, 21

Lee Roy Mitchell, founder of the Cinemark chain of movie theaters, is associated with an evangeli-

cal Presbyterian church in Dallas, Texas.  Other donors to the PAC were not evangelicals, but the 22

evangelical influence on the political money was more than apparent.

Keep the Promise III, another super PAC that supported Ted Cruz, was also almost entirely 

financed by the religious right. The money mostly came from Dan and Farris Wilks, Texas billion-

aires who made their money in fracking. The Wilks’s run a small Texas church called the Assembly 

of Yahweh. It is associated with the seventh-day, Sacred Name movement, and teaches that Chris-

tians should continue the Jewish religious rites mandated by the Torah, including keeping the Sab-

bath, the Passover, and the festivals of Leviticus 23.  This puts them well outside evangelical or23 -

thodoxy, but the Wilks’s are, nonetheless, part of the broad religious right, and they also fund a lot 

of evangelical groups, such as Focus on the Family, the Family Research Council, and David Bar-

ton’s organization, WallBuilders.24

The two super PACs together spent about $1.79 million per month in 2016, before Cruz sus-

pended his campaign.  This is notable political involvement. At the same time, however, the top 25

evangelical fiction grossed about $1.55 million in one month.26

 See Thomas Kidd, “The David Barton Controversy,” World Magazine, Aug. 7, 2012, https://20

world.wng.org/2012/08/the_david_barton_controversy.

 John McClain, “Texans Owner Healthy After 10-Month Cancer,” Houston Chronicle, August 7, 2014, 21

http://www.houstonchronicle.com/sports/texans/article/Texans-owner-McNair-gets-clean-bill-of-
health-5673266.php.

 Bill Glass, Blitzed By Blessings: A Journey to Strengthening your Inner Core (Charleston, SC: Advantage, 22

2010), 70.

 Theodore Schleifer, “Billionaire Brothers Give Cruz SuperPAC $15 Million,” CNN.com, July 27, 2015, 23

http://edition.cnn.com/2015/07/25/politics/ted-cruz-wilks-brothers/.

 Peter Montgomery, “Meet the Billionaire Brothers You Never Heard of Who Fund the Religious Right,” 24

American Prospect, June 13, 2014, http://prospect.org/article/meet-billionaire-brothers-you-never-heard-
who-fund-religious-right. 

 Keep the Promise PAC, “Report of Receipts and Disbursements,” Filing FEC-1078258, May 20, 2016, 25

http://docquery.fec.gov/cgi-bin/forms/C00575415/1078258/; Keep the Promise III, “Report of Receipts and 
Disbursements,” Filing FEC-1077904, June 16, 2016, http://docquery.fec.gov/cgi-bin/forms/
C00575423/1077904/.

 The Nielsen Company, “Nielsen BookScan Report February 2016,” Feb. 2016, http://www.christianretail26 -
ing.com/index.php/best-sellers/nielsen-bookscan.
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Similarly, in the first quarter of 2016, the evangelical lobbying group Faith Family Freedom 

Fund, which is associated with the Family Research Council, spent about $60,000 on political ads.  27

This is not nothing. Yet, in one month that same quarter, evangelicals spent more than $95,800 on 

the evangelical Western romance A Daddy For Her Triplets, by Deb Kastner, a moderate seller by a 

mid-list author. 

The National Right to Life Victory Fund—the nation’s oldest anti-abortion lobbying group, 

which brings together evangelicals and Catholics—spent more than $112,000 in the first quarter of 

2016.  In February 2016, for comparison, Wanda E. Brunstetter’s latest evangelical romance novel 28

grossed $154,600.29

Evangelicals clearly care about politics and are involved in politics; historians are right to 

write about this. By multiple measures, though, fiction is a similarly significant activity. There’s a 

lot of it, and it’s clearly a part of evangelical culture and part of how evangelicals engage the world.

This is one reason historians of American evangelicalism should consider evangelical fic-

tion. Another is that fiction is a special kind of source, providing special kinds of insights.

Interpreting fiction’s historical significance can be challenging. It can be difficult for histori-

ans to figure out how representative a given work of fiction is. Does A Daddy For Her Triplets say 

something about evangelicals generally? If Left Behind is historical evidence, and what is it evi-

dence of? It’s worth noting, however, that this problem is not unique to novels. Representativeness 

is a problem, too, with political speech. Does Robert Jeffress speak for all evangelicals? Does Max 

Lucado? If Andy Stanley’s apolitical stance represents something, what does it represent?  As 30

Fluck has pointed out, one of the challenges of cultural history is always to figure out how the part 

 Open Secrets, “Faith Family Freedom Fund,” Open Secrets, June 15, 2016, https://www.opensecrets.org/27

pacs/lookup2.php?cycle=2016&strID=C00489625.

 National Right to Life Victory Fund, “Report of Receipts and Disbursements,” Filing FEC-C00509893, 28

April 15, 2016, http://docquery.fec.gov/pdf/963/201604159012460963/201604159012460963.pdf#nav-
panes=0.

 Nielsen BookScan Report, Feb. 2016.29

 Robert Jeffress, a Southern Baptist pastor, supports Donald Trump’s presidential campaign. Explaining his 30

support, Jeffress said, “I want the meanest, toughest, son-of-a-you-know-what I can find in that role, and I 
think that’s where many evangelicals are” (Robert P. Jones, “The Evangelicals and the Great Trump Hope,” 
New York Times, July 11, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/11/opinion/campaign-stops/the-evangeli-
cals-and-the-great-trump-hope.html?_r=0). Max Lucado, a non-denominational megachurch pastor who gen-
erally avoids politics, spoke out against Trump (Richard Clark, “Why Max Lucado Broke His Political Si-
lence for Trump,” Christianity Today, Feb. 6, 2016, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2016/february-web-
only/why-max-lucado-broke-his-political-silence-for-trump.html). Andy Stanley, a non-denominational 
megachurch pastor, preached against over-involvement in politics, saying government doesn’t “matter as 
much as men and women who understand this word: Faith” (Greg Bluestein and Jim Galloway, “Andy Stan-
ley on Election-Year Vitriol: ‘You’re Scaring the Children,’” AJC.com, Jan. 25, 2016, http://politics.blog.a-
jc.com/2016/01/25/andy-stanley-on-election-vitriol-youre-scaring-the-children/).
  !7



relates to the whole. “As a methodological problem,” Fluck writes, “the question of representative-

ness cannot be evaded.”  The work of interpretation is always necessary.31

Fictional texts are especially problematic, though, because of their fictionality. Novels con-

nect to the world by addressing readers, and the way they address readers requires careful interpre-

tation. Evangelical novels are different from instructional texts or proselytizing tracts, even though 

they can both proselytize and teach. At their most fundamental, however, novels tell stories. And 

specifically stories that are not factually true (while they promise, also, to be true in other, higher 

ways). Fiction address readers with neither information nor injunction nor argument, but rather an 

invitation to imagine. Fiction asks readers to pretend something is true, while of course also always 

being aware that they’re only pretending. 

James Wood, the New Yorker’s book critic, describes fiction as a game of not-quite belief. 

“In fiction,” he writes, “one is always free to choose not to believe, and this very freedom, this 

shadow of doubt, is what helps to constitute fiction’s reality. Furthermore, even when one is believ-

ing fiction, one is ‘not quite’ believing, one is believing ‘as if.’”32

This is the second reason evangelical novels can be useful in understanding evangelical his-

tory. Because of the complicated way that fiction works, the study of fiction can reveal a social ima-

ginary. Novels, if studied carefully, show something of implicit assumptions and unarticulated 

background understanding.

German literary theorist Wolfgang Iser, part of the reader-response school, is helpful here, 

explaining how this works. Iser points out that the “as-if” function is critical to fiction. It is key to 

fictionality. “If we are to attempt a description of what is fictive in fiction,” Iser writes, “there is lit-

tle point in clinging to the old distinction between fiction and reality as a frame of reference. The 

literary text is a mixture of reality and fictions, and as such it brings about an interaction between 

the given and the imagined.”  Fiction, that is to say, involves representation via non-identity. An 33

object in the text refers not to an object in the world, but to an object that could exist in a world. 

This means even realistic, mimetic fiction, when it is successful, creates imaginary objects in the 

minds of readers, which are marked as different from actually existing objects. Fiction discloses the 

way in which its reality is not real, and asks readers to accept it as real, regardless. If readers can 

suspend disbelief, they are engaged by this imaginative interplay between identity and non-identity, 

the real and the as-if. 

 Fluck 40. 31

 James Wood, “Introduction: The Freedom of Not Quite,” in The Broken Estate: Essays on Literature and 32

Belief (New York: Picador, 1999), xv-xxii, here xxi.

 Wolfgang Iser, The Fiction and the Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology (Baltimore: Johns Hop33 -
kins University Press, 1993), 1. 
  !8



“The ‘as-if’ triggers acts of ideation in the recipient,” Iser writes. “Triggering an imaginative 

reaction to the world represented in the text proves to be the function of the ‘as-if’ construction, 

which comes to fruition through the attitudes the reader is induced to adopt to the world exemplified 

by the text.”34

A text’s invocation of a fictional object—a cow, a house, a human psychology, or even an 

intervening act of God—asks readers to think of a fictional world in which it could exist. This hap-

pens subtly, normally, though some texts are more explicit in their world building. The most overt 

example of this request to imagine a world might be in the movie trailers narrated by the late Don 

LaFontaine, who is famous for the phrase, “In a world ….” “We have to very rapidly establish the 

world we are transporting [viewers] to,” LaFontaine explained. “That’s very easily done by saying, 

‘In a world where … violence rules.’ ‘In a world where … men are slaves and women are the con-

querors.’ You very rapidly set the scene.”  Other, less noticeable strategies serve the same end. The 35

background is implied by the text, perhaps through a well-placed detail. A dog, barking somewhere 

in the distance, tells readers that there is a world and it is out there and it is a certain kind of world 

that can be imagined in a particular way.  Readers are invited to imagine the dog, to accept the 36

barking as if it’s real, and to agree to pretend the world exists.

Fluck says that readers, in this way, “restructure reality” in their reading. This is important 

because it can “open up the possibility to articulate something that is otherwise inaccessible and un-

representable to us.”  The imagined reality, called forth by the imaginative play of identity and 37

non-identity, the given and the pretend, relies on readers’ feelings and associations. It draws on their 

working assumptions about life, and how humans are and how they should be, and the morality of 

the order of the universe. It thus—when studied—can provide representative evidence of readers’ 

generally vague and unarticulated background understanding of the world, their social imaginary.

Fiction has an “articulation-effect,” in Fluck’s terminology. A novel, especially a novel that 

people like, that works for people, as fiction, shows something about how those people understand 

themselves and the world, their mentalité. “Through these open structures within the linguistic pat-

terning of the text,” Iser writes, “the imaginary can manifest its presence.”38

 Iser 16. 34

 Dennis Hevesi, “Don LaFontaine, Voice of Trailers and TV Spots, Is Dead at 68,” New York Times, Sept. 35

2, 2008, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/03/arts/television/03lafontaine.html?_r=0.

 See Rosecrans Baldwin, “‘Somewhere a Dog Barked,’” Slate, June 17, 2010, http://www.slate.com/arti36 -
cles/arts/culturebox/2010/06/somewhere_a_dog_barked.html.

 Fluck 114.37

 Iser 21.38
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The Diversity of Readers

Of course, not all novels work for everyone. Not everyone responds to every novel in the same way. 

This is important to keep in mind when considering how popular fiction fits into a larger cultural 

context. Interpretations ought not move too quickly from reports of numbers of readers to conclusi-

ons about how they all agree with theological statements. Readers are not controlled by the novels 

they read. 

Fictions of Belief rejects the idea promoted by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, and 

many following the Frankfurt School, that popular culture manipulates the masses into passive ac-

ceptance of ideology. Horkheimer and Adorno argue mass culture imprints its social imaginary on 

consumers. When people consume mass-produced culture, such as, say, a popular film, “it is the tri-

umph of invested capital,” Horkheimer and Adorno write. “To impress the omnipotence of capital 

on the hearts of expropriated job candidates as the power of their true master is the purpose of all 

films, regardless of the plot selected by by the production directors.”  The mass-produced art tells 39

people who they are and what they desire. Capitalism is imposed on their dreams. It forces itself on 

their structures of thought, their understanding of their own agency, and their sense of how things 

go and ought to go. With the broadcast of a soap opera, the production of pop music, and the publi-

cation of a paperback novel, “the power of industrial society is imprinted on people once and for 

all.”  An updated version of this argument might say that popular narratives are complicit with ne40 -

oliberalism and construct consumers’ subjectivities in such a way that the neoliberal order seems 

natural and necessary.41

It is not uncommon for evangelical fiction to be seen as imposing an ideology on readers. 

Media studies scholar Heather Hendershot noted this in 2004. Scholars and cultural observers have 

been more interested evangelical politics than evangelical media, she said, and “if such researchers 

consider evangelical media at all, they view it as propaganda—overtly political, painfully unsubtle, 

and inherently dangerous.”  Such conclusions are not supported by careful readings of the texts. 42

They’re also not supported by studies of actual readers, and the ways in which they engage with 

 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments , ed. Gun39 -
zelin Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott (stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 98.

 Horkheimer and Adorno 100.40
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ernance (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2009); Laurie Ouellette, “‘Take Responsibility for Yourself’: 
Judge Judy and the Neoliberal Citizen,” in Reality TV: Remaking Television Culture , ed. Susan Murray and 
Laurie Ouellettee (New York: New York University Press, 2009), 223-242; and David P. Pierson, “Breaking 
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(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 15-32.
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fiction. Readers have more freedom and they are more creative than theories of mass-culture’s ideo-

logical manipulation give them credit for.

There have been several important historical studies of working-class consumption of popu-

lar fiction that show this. In the industrial American cities of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century, working men read adventure stories and working women read romances. But they did not 

behave like Horkheimer and Adorno would have predicted. Even these unsophisticated readers had 

complicated responses to the fiction they consumed. They were not so easily controlled, as Ameri-

can studies scholar Michael Denning demonstrates in Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Work-

ing-Class Culture in America. “These popular stories, which are products of the culture industry,” 

he writes, “are best seen as a contested terrain, a field of cultural conflict where signs with wide ap-

peal and resonance take on contradictory disguises and are spoken in contrary accents.”  Looking 43

at the ways in which working-class women consumed, historian Nan Enstad makes a similar argu-

ment. Consumption, even the consumption of the products of the culture industry, can have a vari-

ety of meanings. Its meanings can be contested. “Working women’s relationship to consumerism,” 

Enstad writes, “was shaped in part by the effects of production already inhering in the goods they 

bought. This is not to say that working women simply imbibed ideological messages conveyed by 

these commodities; on the contrary, they wound the products into their own social context and im-

bued them with their own meanings.”  Readers engage fiction in their own ways. 44

A novel can be compared to a theatrical stage, with sets and characters, costumes and 

scripts. Different readings are like different performances, enacting the same story, but with widely, 

even wildly variant meanings. Context matters. A school boy’s performance of Hamlet is important-

ly different than an aging Shakespearean actor’s, even if the words, costumes, and sets are all the 

same. Likewise, a popular cop show such as CSI is seen differently on a prison TV than it is on a 

TV in white suburbia. The differences, however, don’t undercut the fictional work’s historical repre-

sentativeness, when context is taken into consideration, they rather reveal a fuller and more nuanced 

articulation of the social imaginary. Everyone is playing the game of as-if, and imaginatively enga-

ging with the fiction (and the fictive quality of fiction) to some degree, revealing not just what they 

believe and say they believe, but what they understand to be believable.

Cultural theorist Stuart Hall offers a way to think about the variety of readers. “Audience 

reception and ‘use’ cannot be understood in simple behavioural terms,” Hall writes, because readers 

 Michael Denning, Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working-Class Culture in America (London: Ver43 -
so, 1987), 3.

 Nan Enstad, Ladies of Labor, Girls of Adventure: Working Women, Popular Culture, and Labor Politics at 44

the Turn of the Twentieth Century (New York: Columbia University Press), 19.
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are not like Pavlov’s dogs, just responding reflexively to given stimuli.  Readers have choices. 45

Broadly speaking, there are three ways readers can respond to the message of a text, Hall says, three 

positions they can take with regards to a text’s ideology. First, they can accept it. Second, they can 

reject it. Third, they can accept some of it and reject part of it, too. Hall calls these the dominant 

reading, the oppositional reading and the negotiated reading. 

In the dominant position, readers take the text “full and straight.” These readers accept the 

message of the text as the authors intended. They behave more or less like Horkheimer and Adorno 

and the people who see evangelical media as propaganda say they will (though the power of the 

texts to control even these readers can still be challenged).

Oppositional readers, on the other hand, don’t share the assumptions of the text. They reject 

its ideology and interpret the text in a completely or, as Hall says, “globally” contrary way.  One 46

version of this sort of reading can be seen in popular, “psychological” interpretations of the text, 

where the reader identifies all the author’s secret pathologies and suppressed desires. This reading 

position is also often expressed as simple antagonism and dislike. But it can be more complicated 

than that too. Just because people dislike the text, for instance, doesn’t mean they don’t read it. 

There are people who get a great deal of pleasure out of what can be called “hate reading.” This is 

an understudied reader response, but real nonetheless. Dislike-as-enjoyment can be found in TV 

viewers who enjoy watching shows they actively dislike.  It’s also visible in the celebration of B 47

movies. It is an essential element of the American alt comedy tradition, notably associated with the 

characters of Andy Kaufman and standup of Steve Martin and continued by comedians such as Tig 

Nataro, where something is funny because it’s not funny and the people “get it” when they realizes 

there’s nothing to get. 

In each of these cases, notably, the idea of the dominant reading plays a critical role in the 

oppositional reading. People think about how they’re supposed to respond to the text and imagine 

that others, “believers,” do respond that way. They enjoy the text because they’re distinguishing 

themselves with their oppositional reading. Their dislike of the text is an aesthetic evaluation, but 

 Stuart Hall, “Encoding, Decoding,” in The Cultural Studies Reader, ed., Simon During (New York: Rout45 -
ledge, 1993), 90-103, here 93.

 Hall 103.46
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additionally works to separate them from the audience of people who agree with the ideology of the 

text and consume it “full and straight.”

Most readers, however, do not accept the dominant reading. Nor do they read oppositionally. 

Fiction readers, for the most part, seem to fall into a broad middle category. This sort of reading is 

negotiated reading, according to Hall. These readers “accord the privileged position to the dominant 

definitions of events while reserving the right to make a more negotiated application to ‘local condi-

tions.’”  They accept some aspects of the books’ message and ignore others, as it suits them. The 48

suspend disbelief, but perhaps only partially, and only sometimes.

To understand evangelical novels in their cultural context, and to understand how they re-

veal the implicit terms and conditions of a worldview, it is important to consider negotiating and 

oppositional readers, as well as those who just love and embrace everything about the respective 

novels. Actual readers have to be kept in mind. 

Fictions of Belief relies heavily on a number of excellent studies of evangelical readers. 

Amy Johnson Frykholm’s powerful work showed how readers—even readers who completely sub-

scribe to the theology of a novel—use novels in complicated and diverse ways. In Rapture Culture, 

Frykholm shows how evangelicals read Left Behind as a way to connect to family and friends, to 

articulate and navigate religious differences, and to explore ideas and anxieties. She also makes a 

very convincing argument that readers retain a strong sense of the novel’s fictionality. “Over and 

over again in interviews,” Frykholm writes, “I ask the question, ‘Are these books accurate? Is this 

the way the world is going to end?’ Over and over again, I receive the same answer, ‘Yes, but they 

are just somebody’s interpretation. They are only fiction.’”  49

Lynn S. Neal similarly offers a careful and nuanced study of evangelical romance readers. 

Romancing God is a slightly broader work than Rapture Culture, in that Neal writes about readers 

of a genre rather than just one particular novel. Neal shows how fiction reading itself can be devo-

tional, for evangelical women. Many of the readers she interviewed were devoted to the genre. 

“They imagine,” Neal writes, “evangelical romance reading as a devotional practice through which 

to articulate a woman’s faith and a woman’s ministry. The genre becomes an instrument for the per-

formance and composition of evangelical women’s everyday religious lives.”50

Informed by these studies of readers and by an awareness of the diversity of readers, Fic-

tions of Belief thinks about fictional texts as creative spaces, where readers are invited to pretend 
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and imagine. Popular novels can thus be usefully put in historical context and treated as historical 

documents. They have to be interpreted and contextualized, but they can, when carefully studied, 

represent how people felt and thought and what they assumed, at a given historical moment. Fiction 

has an articulation effect, where vague understandings of how the world works and expectations 

about how it should are made clear.

The cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz put it this way: “Any art form,” he wrote,  “ren-

ders everyday experience comprehensible by presenting it in terms of acts and objects which have 

had their practical consequences removed and been reduced (or, if you prefer, raised) to the level of 

sheer appearances, where their meaning can be more powerfully articulated and more exactly per-

ceived.”51

Imagining Belief

When these novels are carefully examined, and their contexts considered, the everyday experience 

imagined again and again is the experience of belief. These bestselling evangelical novels are about 

belief, and invite readers to imagine belief in the condition of secularity.

To think about “the condition of secularity,” this study relies heavily on the work of the phi-

losopher Charles Taylor. In his magnum opus, A Secular Age, Taylor argues that contemporary Wes-

tern society is secular, but not in the sense that people have just stopped believing in God. Rather, 

Taylor argues that what it means to believe and the conditions of belief, have changed. The implicit 

background understanding of belief has become secular.

This is a notable revision of the secularization thesis. Going back to Max Weber, the secular-

ization thesis has held that societies grow progressively less religious as they modernize. With every 

scientific advancement, every technological development, every social liberalization, religion loses 

its power. As a current defender of the theory has written, “the declining power of religion causes a 

decline in the number of religious people and the extent to which people are religious.”  There is a 52

natural, perhaps inevitable, historical progression from the cathedrals of the Middles Ages to the 

rising numbers of the “nones,” those who, today, don’t claim even nominal religious affiliation.

Taylor recognizes that something like secularization has happened over 500 years of West-

ern history. “Why was it virtually impossible not to believe in God in, say, 1500 in our Western so-

ciety,” he asks, “while in 2000 many of us find this not only easy, but even inescapable?”  Howev53 -

 Clifford Geertz, “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight,” in The Interpretations of Cultures (New 51

York: Basic Books, 1973), 412-454, here 443.
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er, Taylor rejects what he calls “subtraction stories.” He doesn’t think it is the case that human be-

ings just “lost, or sloughed off, or liberated themselves from certain earlier, confining horizons, or 

illusions, or limitations of knowledge.” It’s not like the secular understanding of the world was al-

ways there, the natural way to see things, but just obscured or corrupted by religious thinking. Secu-

lar modernity, rather, is “the fruit of new inventions, newly constructed self-understandings and re-

lated practices, and can’t be explained in terms of perennial features of human life.”  People didn’t 54

just stop believing in God; there’s more too it than that. One construal of reality was, according to 

Taylor, replaced by another.

Taylor’s account of how this change happened has been criticized from a number of angles. 

Critical theorist Wendy Brown argues Taylor gets some important things wrong because he doesn’t 

pay attention to material conditions.  Historian Jon Butler argues Taylor errs because he “so sel55 -

dom inquires about the social imaginaries of ordinary people.”  The historical story Taylor tells, to 56

be sure, often only involves ideas. His theory of social change is, at best, underdeveloped. 

However, because Taylor rejects subtraction stories, his revised account of secularization 

spends more than a little time attempting to articulate what he calls the “modern social imaginary.” 

He shifts attention from the historical mechanisms of secularization to the condition of secularity. 

He shifts from the enumeration of expressions of belief to the considerations of its conditions. For 

Taylor, the secularization thesis’s answers to the question “how did we get here?” did not spend suf-

ficient time thinking about what ‘here’ is actually like. As he phrases it in the opening of A Secular 

Age, Taylor wants to ask, “What does it mean to say that we live in a secular age?”57

One important aspect of this is it allows Taylor to account for the persistence of religious 

belief in a secular age. The secularization thesis struggled to account for the continuing vitality of 

religion. It imagined belief as a peculiar rejection of modernity, most likely doomed for eventual 

extinction.  Taylor, on the other hand, wants to characterize religious belief, even in its most fun58 -

damentalist forms, as one possible vector of modernity. He says religious beliefs are also secular. 

That is to say, it is also operating within the modern social imaginary, with this unarticulated secular 

background understanding. The change, between 1500 and 2000, was not just or even mainly a 

change in whether or not believed. Rather, it was a change in how people believed, the terms and 
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conditions of belief. “We’re all secular now,” philosopher James K.A. Smith explains, commenting 

on Taylor. “The secular touches everything. It not only makes unbelief possible; it also changes be-

lief—it impinges on Christianity (and all religious communities).”59

Understanding secularity, then, is helpful for understanding belief. It is helpful for under-

standing how belief is imagined in a secular age. This certainly turns out to be the case in exami-

ning evangelical fiction: the conditions of secularity that Taylor describes can be seen at work in 

how these novels stage belief. Fictions of Belief doesn’t attempt to chart the changes of Western his-

tory, but does make use of Taylor’s philosophy to get a better understanding of how belief is imagi-

ned in evangelical fiction. 

Belief in American Fiction

Evangelical fiction has been left out of histories of the contemporary American novel. The Cam-

bridge Companion to American Fiction After 1945, for example, examines African-American, Ame-

rican-Indian and multiethnic fiction, as well as Jewish fiction, feminist fiction, Southern fiction and 

Cold War fiction. It does not cover evangelical fiction.  In 1,181 pages, The Cambridge History of 60

the American Novel mentions a few authors of evangelical novel, but only in passing.  Wiley-61

Blackwell has published multiple academic works on the American novel, including The Twentieth-

Century American Fiction Handbook; A History of American Literature: 1950 to the Present; The 

American Novel Now: 1980 to the Present; and A Companion to the American Novel, but none of 

these mention evangelical novels.  One Wiley-Blackwell collection of essays, A Companion to 62

Twentieth Century Fiction, includes two studies of crime fiction and one of trash fiction, as well as 

pieces on black humor, the city novel, and the fiction of the Vietnam war. It has nothing on evange-

lical fiction, however.  63
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Some recent studies have called attention to the social infrastructure that shapes the field of 

American fiction, notably Mark McGurl’s The Program Era, James F. English’s The Economy of 

Prestige, and Beth Driscoll’s The New Literary Middlebrow.  These cultural structures go a long 64

way in explaining why evangelical fiction, produced by an entirely distinct publishing industry, as is 

explained in chapter one, has not been included in histories of the contemporary American novel. 

As of yet, however, no one has taken the next step, and included evangelical fiction in a fuller, more 

robust account. 

Fictions of Belief does not try to situate evangelical fiction in the broader fields of American 

literature. It’s worth noting, however, that evangelical fiction is not the only fiction that explores 

questions of contemporary religious imagination.  Religious experience—amid, against, or within 65

secularity—has been a pronounced theme in American literature in the twentieth century.

Several scholars have noted a religious turn in American literature at the end of the century. 

John A. McClure, of Rutgers University, and Amy Hungerford, of Yale University, have both writ-

ten that understanding how secularity shapes belief is key to understanding the higher reaches of 

postmodernist fiction. McClure says that with some contemporary literature, there’s such a focus on 

the supernatural and questions of belief that it can seem like “it may be accurate to speak of the 

project of these texts as one of reenchantment.”  He points to the works of Thomas Pynchon and 66

Don DeLillo, Toni Morrison, Native American writers including Leslie Marmon Silko and Louise 

Erdrich, and the African-born Canadian writer, Michael Ondaatje. In these literary novels, secular 

characters turn or are turned “back toward the religious” and the secular understanding of reality is 

unsettled, in the narrative, with a “religiously inflected disruption.”  Each novel is imaginatively 67

exploring new, religious ways of seeing and being. In the end, though, they don’t try to re-enchant 

the world, McClure says, but rather offer a way of being that can be described alternately as an 

open-ended spirituality and a “stubborn spiritual obscurity.” They suggest it is possible to be open 

 Mark McGurl, The Program Era: Postwar Fiction and the Rise of Creative Writing (Cambridge, MA: 64
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to a spiritual fullness, and a sense of “more,” while not joining up with the “chain of command that 

runs from wrathful divinities through wrathful priests to a bellicose people.”  It’s a half-secular, 68

partially (re)converted religious imagination.

Hungerford, looking at some of the same authors and seeing some of the same things, has a 

darker take. Rather than a new literary spirituality, she sees postmodern writers appropriating reli-

gious language in a desperate and doomed attempt to preserve the cultural authority of literature.  

Postmodern writers since the 1960s, including J.D. Salinger, Allen Ginsberg, Don DeLillo, Cormac 

McCarthy, Toni Morrison, and Marilynne Robinson, have been remarkably religious, according to 

Hungerford. But postmodern literary belief is belief in meaninglessness. These writers have “be-

come invested in imagining nonsemantic aspects of religious language in religious terms,” Hunger-

ford writes, and turned “to religion to imagine the purely formal elements of language in transcen-

dent terms.”  They have chosen form emptied of content. They have turned towards the numinous, 69

but it is a numinous nothingness. What is at stake for these writers, according to Hungerford, is 

nothing less than the hope of literature. It is also nothing more. “The question,” Hungerford con-

cludes, “is whether we need that religiously inflected belief in meaninglessness, or the belief in 

form for the sake of form, in order to believe in literature. Does literature need to be somehow reli-

gious or to cast its power in religious terms in order to assert its value and move its readers?”70

The religious value of literature was never in question, on the other hand, for middlebrow 

American readers. As Erin A. Smith shows in her study of popular religious books in the twentieth 

century, “middlebrow reading and study offered a kind of secularized salvation” throughout the 

twentieth century. Smith starts her study by looking at the religious resonances of popular novels at 

the beginning of the century, such as Charles Sheldon’s In His Steps, and the fiction of Harold Bell 

Wright. She ends as participant-observer in a Unitarian Universalist reading group, reading Dan 

Brown’s The Da Vinci Code. A survey of popular religious fiction might have also included Frances 

Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden, Eleanor H. Porter’s Pollyanna, Julia Peterkin’s Scarlet Sister 

Mary, Lloyd C. Douglas’s The Robe, Thomas Costain’s The Silver Chalice, the works of Chaim Po-

tok, Walter M. Miller’s A Canticle for Lebowitz, the works of Walker Percy, Richard Bach’s 

Jonathan Livingston Seagull, Catherine Marshall’s Christy, and many, many others. Smith finds that 

this fiction specifically encouraged and valorized a kind of religious imagination by calling for a 

certain type of middlebrow reading. Popular religious literature is “resistant,” Smith observes, “to 

our literary ways of reading,” which makes sense when one realizes “how its interpretive communi-
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ty and its mission/goals were distinct from those of literary fiction.”  This non-literary reading is, 71

she argues, religious. “Quite pragmatically,” she writes, “popular readers cared if these texts worked

—that is, made them better people, managed their fears and anxieties, and made them feel as if their 

lives mattered in the larger scheme of things.”  Middlebrow readers have a long history of imaging 72

what belief is like and what it should be like in the creative space of fiction. 

A full survey of the religious imagination in contemporary literature would also, of course, 

have to include the breadth of genre fiction. Religion has never been secularized out of popular, 

“lowbrow” fiction. The religious commitments of some of the most commercially successful novel-

ists of the last 50 years, from the Southern Baptist John Grisham to the Mormon Stephanie Meyer, 

are well known. The themes are evident in their fiction, too.  Other successful writers, such as 73

Thomas Harris, author of the Hannibal Lecter books, and Anne Rice, author of Interview with a 

Vampire and Queen of the Damned, have struggled with belief, and put those struggles into their 

novels.  William Blatty’s The Exorcist was Bantam Books bestselling novel of the 1970s.  Dan 74 75

Brown’s The Da Vinci Code sold more than 60 million copies between 2003 and 2006.  Stephen 76
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King has sold more than 350 million books and he has no trouble talking publicly about his belief in 

God.  He has also been called one of the “most spiritually attuned novelists.”77 78

Horror, of course, as a genre, is particularly open to religious imaginings. Other popular 

genres might be less so. Joseph Bottom, a Catholic critic, notes that “the quantity of casual anti-

Christianity in contemporary mysteries and thrillers is more than a little disturbing, their pages full 

of duplicitous televangelists, fundamentalist cult leaders, and serial killers enacting complex 

Catholic rituals.”  Several scholars have argued that mystery novels are inherently hostile to reli79 -

gion. The detective is understood to be a secular alternative to (and opponent of) obscurantist cler-

gy. The detective, as religious historian Carole M. Cusack has argued, replaces the priest as the per-

son who safeguards society’s moral order, has the power to ascribe “meaning to the otherwise ran-

dom minutiae of existence,” and proves the rationalist regime of knowledge.  This would seem to 80

hold true for classic, hardboiled fiction, such as the work of Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, 

Ross MacDonald and Robert B. Parker. If a religious group appears at all in those men’s novels, it’s 

a strange sect involved in a crime or coverup.81

On the other hand, as Bottum has pointed out, there are “teetering stacks of mysteries with 

actual clerics starring as the detectives.” Of course there are famous British examples, such as G.K. 

Chesterton’s Father Brown novels but there are more than a few American examples as well. The 

novels of Michelle Blake, Anthony Boucher, Donna Fletcher Crow, Dorothy Salisbury Davis, D.M. 

Greenwood, Harry Kemelman, Ralph McInery, Julia Spencer-Fleming, and Aline Templeton all fea-

ture crime-solving clergy. The novels invite readers to imagine that religious authorities have spe-

cial insight into the human heart and the human condition, even on the “mean streets” of a secular 

age. There are also popular crime writers who have imagined devout detectives who rely on their 

religious beliefs for solace and strength. James Lee Burke, for example, has had bestseller after 

bestseller with his Dave Robicheaux series, which started with The Neon Rain in 1987. The protag-

onist, like the author, regularly attends church and Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. He’s shaped by 

 Terry Gross, “Stephen King On Growing Up, Believing In God And Getting Scared,” Fresh Air, National 77

Public Radio, May 23, 2013, http://www.npr.org/2013/05/28/184827647/stephen-king-on-growing-up-be-
lieving-in-god-and-getting-scared.

 Steve Lansingh, “The Gospel According to Stephen King,” Christianity Today, Dec. 1, 1999, http://78

www.ctlibrary.com/ct/1999/decemberweb-only/41.0a.html.

 Joseph Bottum, “God and the Detectives,” Books & Culture, Sept. 2011, http://www.booksandculture.79 -
com/articles/2011/sepoct/goddetectives.html?paging=off.

 Carole M. Cusack, “Non-Mainstream Religions as ‘Other’ in Detective Fiction,” in Carole M. Cusack, 80

Frances Di Lauro and Christopher Hartney, eds., The Buddha of Suburbia: Proceedings of the VIIIth In-
ternational Conference for Religion, Literature and the Arts 2004 (Sydney: RLA Press, 2005), 159-74, here 
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a distinctly religious imagination.  There are religious themes and questions in other popular detec82 -

tive fiction at the end of the twentieth century, as well, such as in the work of Elmore Leonard, Wal-

ter Mosely, and James Ellroy.  Even the secularized genre of detective fiction tells stories about 83

belief.

Lowbrow, middlebrow and highbrow fiction have all engaged with religious themes. 

They’ve all staged stories about belief, and invited readers to imagine what belief is like and what it 

should be like, and in the process revealed something about the secular social imaginary that Taylor 

describes. Evangelical fiction is thus not entirely separate from the wider fields of American fiction.

Fictions of Belief, however, has chosen to focus on evangelical fiction, reading five evangel-

ical bestsellers and considering their contexts and their readers to better understand how evangeli-

cals, specifically, imagined belief. Evangelicals, specifically, in their “shifting movements, tempo-

rary alliances, and the lengthened shadows of individuals,” have been defined by belief. They need 

to be understood in terms of what they’ve imagined it means to believe.

Five Bestsellers Across Four Decades

This study begins with an analysis of Janette Oke’s evangelical romance Love Comes Softly, first 

published in 1979. A landmark work, the novel sold more than one million copies and established 

the market for evangelical fiction. Love Comes Softly invites readers to imagine belief in this-world-

ly, rather than transcendent, terms. It stages belief as a spiritual fullness that occurs in the context of 

daily life. The chapter looks at the history of the emergence of evangelical print culture, showing 

how the practical realities of producing and distribution favored and encouraged a social imaginary 

that was, in Taylor’s terminology, immanentist. Evangelical publishing achieved critical mass in the 

1970s, and turned out a notable number of books that told readers they could have abundant life in 

the here-and-now. One of those books was Oke’s novel. Another was Marabel Morgan’s bestselling 

sex-and-marriage manual, Total Woman. The two books, considered side by side, reveal that at the 

end of the twentieth century, evangelicals imagined belief in an immanent frame. Belief was defined 

by the conditions of secularity. 

Chapter two continues with an examination of Frank Peretti’s spiritual warfare novel, This 

Present Darkness. Peretti, a former Assemblies of God minister, published his book in 1986. It was 

slow to sell at first, but eventually became a phenomenal hit. Peretti was deeply influenced by the 

 See Bill Phillips, “Religious Belief in Recent Detective Fiction,” in Atlantis, Journal of the Spanish Asso82 -
ciation of Anglo-American Studies 31, no. 1 (June 2014): 139-151.

 See Charles J. Rezpka, Being Cool: The Works of Elmore Leonard (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 83
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land, 2014), 169-171.
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leading intellectual of the religious right, evangelical minister Francis Schaeffer. Following Schaef-

fer, he imagined belief as a claim that disturbs the epistemological foundations of pluralistic, public 

discourse. The novel tells the story of a Satanic conspiracy to take over a small American town, 

which is only stopped when the evangelical believers learn to rally together and pray. It pictures a 

local instantiation of the culture wars of the 1980s, but goes behind the scenes, to imagine conflicts 

between angels and demons. The novel, in this way, stages belief as necessary and inevitable public 

conflict. The novel imagines belief has to happen in the public square, within the secularity of that 

space but also challenging the secularity of that space. This chapter shows how evangelical’s politi-

cal activism was shaped and informed by one of the ways they imagined belief.

The next chapter looks at the most successful evangelical fiction of the twentieth century, 

Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins’s Left Behind. An apocalyptic novel, the narrative starts with the 

rapture of all true believers, and charts the conversion arcs of the protagonists who are left behind. 

The novel imagines its characters are compelled to choose belief, staging belief as choice that can-

not not be chosen. The chapter puts this in the context of evangelical apocalypticism, looking at 

how expectation of the end of human history make people feel compelled to act. It puts the novel, 

further, in the context of popular evangelical apologetics, which understood belief to arise out of 

argumentative dichotomies, pushing people into clear, either/or decisions. Taylor talks extensively 

about the “fragilization” of belief, how the availability of multiple, plausible construals of reality 

makes any worldview feel like a choice. This produces a level of uncertainty, which some evangeli-

cals attempt to overcome by imagining a belief that cannot be wrong. Left Behind invites readers to 

think of belief like this. The chapter concludes with an extensive survey of the variety of ways rea-

ders have responded to the novel.

Chapter four looks at the Beverly Lewis’s series, The Heritage of Lancaster County. This is 

an evangelical romance with an Old Order Amish setting and Old Order Amish characters. Publis-

hed in 1998, it has sold more than one million copies and established the incredibly popular subgen-

re of evangelical romance, the Amish romance. Throughout the twentieth century, Americans have 

used the Amish as symbols of authenticity and inauthenticity. They’ve imaginatively engaged with 

modernity and secularity with fictions involving the conservative anabaptist Christians. Lewis picks 

up this conflicted symbol, and puts it to evangelical ends. She tells the story of a girl who discovers 

she was not born Amish, but was secretly adopted. The protagnoist has to overcome the false identi-

ty that has been imposed on her to discover who she really is. As part of that process, she becomes 

an evangelical believer. The novel, like Love Comes Softly, imagines belief in terms of the assuran-

ce of immanent abundant life. It also, like Left Behind, imagines it as a choice that is compelled. 

Bringing the two aspects of the secular condition together, The Heritage of Lancaster County series 

stages belief as the realization of an authentic self. The chapter puts the themes of Lewis’s novel 
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side-by-side with the conservative homeschool movement of the 1980s and ’90s, to show how this 

aspect of secularity formed the background understanding of one of the ways evangelicals imagined 

belief.

The final chapter examines The Shack. This is, to date, the bestselling evangelical novel of 

the twenty-first century. Published in 2008, The Shack has sold more than ten million copies in eight 

years. The novel tells the story of a man who spends a weekend with God in a shack in the woods—

or maybe only dreamed he did. The novel imagines belief happens in indeterminate, in-between 

spaces. In contrast to Left Behind, it imagines God disturbs and unsettles certainties. Belief is un-

derstood to be something that happens in liminality. This is shown to have a long evangelical tradi-

tion, with resonances going back to nineteenth century revivalist Charles Finney’s own understan-

ding of conversion. It is also compared to the self-consciously postmodern emergent church move-

ment, which attempted to create liminal spaces on the margins of evangelicalism, and thought of 

belief as uncertain and open-ended. The chapter argues that some evangelicals have embraced secu-

larity’s fragilization of belief, taking it to be, in fact, a necessary condition of true belief.

The conclusion turns from bestsellers to the rest of the market, including the masses of self-

published evangelical fiction. In the 2010s, there were hundreds of evangelical novels published 

with vanity presses. A look at a few of them shows they too are occupied with the imagination of 

belief. They too understand of belief in the secular terms explained by Taylor. This isn’t something 

imposed on evangelicals from the top down. Rather, across the country, people who understand 

themselves to be believers, people who are defined by belief, are writing novels about belief. Few 

people will ever read them and the authors, though they might hope to be crafting the next unex-

pected bestseller, know that they will likely only sell a small number. Nevertheless, they feel com-

pelled. They want to create their own fictional stage, construct their own fictional game of not-quite 

belief, and imagine what belief is like and what it should be like. In the process they, along with the 

bestselling novelists of the 1970s, ’80s, ’90s and 2000s, reveal evangelical mentalités.

Evangelicals don’t imagine belief in just one way. There is a diversity to their dreaming. 

This cultural history of evangelicals argues that understanding this, examining this, considering 

these fictions and their historical contexts, can serve to uncover the evangelical imagination.
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1 

IMAGINING IMMANENT BELIEF 

Marty does mundane chores. Then she does more chores.

In the days after her marriage of convenience, the protagonist of Janette Oke’s bestselling 

1979 novel cooks, cleans, and sews. The story does not skim over these activities, but dwells on 

them. The chores are not incidental to the fiction. They do not just add mimetic details for readers to 

imagine when they identify with the put-upon heroine, struggling in a strange pioneer cabin on an 

unnamed Western prairie. They are important. Marty thinks they are important and the novel pres-

ents them that way too.

It starts when 19-year-old Martha “Marty” Claridge is forced by circumstance to marry a 

stranger. Her husband Clem—“strong, adventurous, boyish Clem”—has died in an accident as they 

trekked west to claim free farm land on the open frontier.  Their wagon broke down. A horse ran 1

away. Then the other horse fell and killed Clem, leaving Marty a pregnant widow with winter com-

ing on.

“This was the West,” she thinks. “Things were hard out here.”2

She is then presented with an offer. A widower with a small child needs a woman to help 

him take care of the girl, and suggests that Marty needs a place to stay, at least until spring. Clark 

Davis proposes they solve each other’s problems with a quick marriage, on the understanding it is 

simply a practical arrangement. She agrees. They marry. She goes to his house, a log cabin sheltered 

by trees on the north side and a small rise to the west, and she starts doing chores. 

The first morning she makes coffee, which she is good at. Then she struggles with breakfast. 

The struggle is rendered in detail. It takes two pages for the author to describe how the heroine finds 

the eggs, milk, and bacon, which are stored outside in a kind of root cellar, a pioneer cooler opera-

 Janette Oke, Love Comes Softly (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany, 1979), 13.1

 Oke 17.2
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ted with a rope-and-pulley. Then Marty tries to dress the young girl, whose name is Missie. This 

takes four pages. First she has to find the clothes, and Missie starts screaming. Breakfast starts to 

burn because the wood stove is too hot and then there’s a spill and Marty doesn’t know where a rag 

is in this strange kitchen. She burns her finger. Then she goes back to fighting with the crying, ki-

cking child who doesn’t want to get dressed. She finally gets her clothed. She calms the girl down, 

rocking her and whispering to her, and then cleans her face and combs her hair. Breakfast is ready, 

eventually, though only because Clark finished the cooking while Marty struggled with Missie. A 

pioneer wife’s normal morning routine is too much for her to handle on her own. 

Love Comes Softly is a landmark of American evangelical fiction. Oke’s work “inaugurated 

the contemporary form of evangelical romance,” as religious studies scholar Lynn S. Neal put it.  3

Industry experts agree. In 2016, the CEO of the American Christian Fiction Writers association said, 

for all extents and purposes, Oke founded evangelical fiction. “Would any of us who write for that 

market be writing today if not for the impact of her novels?” Colleen Coble asked ACFW writers 

rhetorically.  Evangelicals had written romance fiction before Oke did, of course, and they had cer4 -

tainly read it. But hers was the first really successful romance that was written, published, distribu-

ted, sold, and read as explicitly and intentionally evangelical. The novel was wildly successful, ul-

timately selling more than one million copies. In the process, Love Comes Softly established the 

market for evangelical novels. This market would grow to include the bestsellers considered in this 

study: Frank Peretti’s This Present Darkness, Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins’s Left Behind, Beverly 

Lewis’s Heritage of Lancaster County series, and William Paul Young’s The Shack. The market 

would grow to the point that in 2016, one industry expert would estimate evangelical fiction sales 

add up to between $75 and $85 million annually.  Just counting evangelical romance novels, in one 5

 Lynn S. Neal, Romancing God: Evangelical Women and Inspirational Fiction (Chapel Hill: University of 3

North Carolina Press, 2006), 29. Notable predecessors include Grace Livingston Hill and Catherine Mar-
shall. Both women had clear evangelical commitments, which were evident in their writing. However, their 
books were published by general trade publishing houses and distributed to the general book-buying market, 
and so not perceived as distinctly evangelical until later. Other authors were published and sold by evangeli-
cals and for evangelicals, notably Lois T. Henderson and Argye M. Briggs. These women were not success-
ful enough to demonstrate the possibilities market, though. It is in this sense that Neal is right to say Oke 
“inaugurated” the evangelical romance with Love Comes Softly.

 “ACFW to Honor Pioneer Novelist Janette Oke,” Christian Retailing, June 27, 2016, http://christianretail4 -
ing.com/index.php/newsletter/latest/28631-acfw-to-honor-pioneer-novelist-janette-oke.

 Lynn Garrett, “The Business of Christian Fiction,” Publishers Weekly, May 20, 2016, http://www.publish5 -
ersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/industry-news/religion/article/70450-the-business-of-christian-fiction.html.
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month in 2016, the top ten titles sold a combined 60,400 copies. That wasn’t a particularly strong 

month of sales, either: In October 2015, the top ten sold a combined 89,280.6

In a way, Love Comes Softly started all this. And it’s a novel that spends pages and pages on 

the details of chores.

“The real wonder of contemporary Christian writing,” writes Nancy M. Tichler, in her ency-

clopedic survey of the field, “is the sheer mass of it. Clearly, the world is hungry for conversations 

about ultimate reality—even if the stories are encumbered by mundane descriptions of food and 

clothing.”7

Love Comes Softly does not treat the mundane details of the day-to-day as an encumbrance, 

however. The novel rather imagines religious experience in this context. It imagines this context is 

critical. Love Comes Softly tells a story of a woman finding love and finding faith, and it tells the 

story so the two are very closely connected. Belief, in the novel, is like finding love. Finding love is 

like believing in God. For the protagonist and the readers who identify with her, these things are not 

unrelated to sewing a dress, caring for a child, or doing the dishes. The novel invites readers to ima-

gine that spiritual fullness is not other-worldly, but this-worldly. It’s not transcendent, but imma-

nent. The novel tells the reader that God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life, including 

even the chores.

The Immanent Frame

One way to describe this attention to clothes, food, and the other apparently mundane details “en-

cumbering” belief in Love Comes Softly is to say that belief is being imagined in an immanent 

frame. The philosopher Charles Taylor says the modern tendency to understand human activity in 

immanent terms is an important characteristic of what he calls “a secular age.”

It is common to think of the word “secular” as designating the opposite of religion or the 

absence of religion. A secular government is not a theocracy, for example. Secular music is not a 

church choir. Heaven is not a secular concern. When Taylor talks about a secular age, though, this is 

 The Neilsen Company, Nielsen BookScan Report, Feb. 2016; The Neilsen Company, Neilsen BookScan 6

Report Oct. 2015, http://www.christianretailing.com/index.php/best-sellers/nielsen-bookscan. According to 
Nielsen, the BookScan captures 85 percent of the market, so these sales numbers may be low.

 Nancy Tischler, Encyclopedia of Contemporary Christian Fiction: From C.S. Lewis to Left Behind (Santa 7

Barbara, CA: Greenwood, 2009), xix.
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not what he means.  Religion has not disappeared from human society, not even from the advanced, 8

technological, globally linked, hypermodern West. Nor is it disappearing, which has presented a 

challenge to the many theorists who, following Max Weber, predicted complete secularization.

Taylor, however, is not interested in the presence or absence of religious beliefs and prac-

tices. He is, instead, interested in the conditions of the possibility of the presence or absence of reli-

gious beliefs and practices. He is focused on the common cultural assumptions underneath religious 

activity. If someone doesn’t believe, why doesn’t belief seem plausible to them? If someone does, 

why does it? How have they imagined belief and what do they think belief is like, perhaps without 

even really thinking about it? Taylor directs attention to the “social imaginary.” This is the mostly 

unarticulated background understanding people have of how things work and what makes sense. It 

is seen most clearly in expectations and explanations. “We have a sense,” Taylor writes, “of how 

things usually go, but this is interwoven with an idea of how they ought to go, of what mis-steps 

would invalidate that practice.”  Similarly, there are common assumptions about what counts and 9

what can count as a good justification.

In his massive 2007 work, A Secular Age, Taylor argues Western modernity is secular in this 

sense. Its social imaginary is secular. The secular, he says, “is a condition in which our experience 

of and search for fullness occurs; and this is something we all share, believers and unbelievers 

alike.”  People live and move and understand themselves in secular terms. That is to say, “we come 10

to understand our lives taking place within a self-sufficient immanent order.”  In this immanent 11

order, the highest possible good is thought of as human flourishing. There has been an eclipse of 

any higher, “transcendent” purpose. There are, Taylor writes,  “no final goals beyond human flour-

ishing, nor any allegiance to anything else beyond this flourishing.”  Appeals to something higher 12

 Peter Berger misunderstands Taylor when he writes, “I disagree with its central proposition: We don’t live 8

in a ‘secular age’; rather in most of the world we live in a turbulently religious age (with the exception of a 
few places, like university philosophy departments in Canada and football clubs in Britain). (Has Taylor been 
recently in Nepal? Or for that matter in central Texas?)” (Peter Berger, “How to Live in a (Supposedly) Secu-
lar Age,” The American Interest, March 11, 2014, http://www.the-american-interest.com/2014/03/11/how-to-
live-in-a-supposedly-secular-age/). Taylor is not talking about instances of religious activity. He’s talking 
about the unarticulated background assumptions of human activity. Berger, in earlier work, also talked about 
such things. Where Taylor works to elucidate the “social imaginary,” Berger attempted to describe the social 
construction of reality. See, for example, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of 
Reality: A Treaties in the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Random House, 1966) and Peter Berger, 
Brigette Berger, and Hansfried Kellner, The Homeless Mind: Modernization and Consciousness (New York: 
Random House, 1973). 

 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2007), 172.9
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 Taylor 543.11
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than human good—something transcendent as opposed to immanent, something other-worldly as 

opposed to this-worldly—wouldn’t really make sense.

It’s easy to imagine a world where transcendent explanations for human activity would be 

definitive. The bottom explanation, as it were, would be an appeal to eternal reality. Taylor talks 

about the divine right of kings in this way. Medieval European hierarchies were not justified, when 

they were justified, based on what was good for people. They were, rather, said to correspond to a 

higher, cosmic order. The social structure was understood to be “grounded cosmically, prior to us, 

there as it were, waiting for us to take up our allotted place.”  The most persuasive answer to the 13

question of why the king ruled, if it were asked, would have something to do with God, rather than 

the welfare of the masses.

The same was true for, for example, Puritan household codes. The order of the Puritan hou-

sehold was understood to serve important social functions, not least in establishing the disciplines 

that ensured social order. The family norms were also thought to be the best for all involved. The 

structure was even imagined to serve the best interests of women, thought they were notably legally 

and politically disenfranchised. For the Puritans, however, these good immanent outcomes were not 

sufficient justification. They thought it necessary to appeal to a divine order. This-worldly arrange-

ments had to be grounded something transcendent, so the familial order might be explained by an 

analogy to Christ’s relationship with the Church, or the relationship between God the Father and 

God the Son.14

This sort of transcendent justification can also be seen codified in the Reformed Protestant 

motto, Soli Deo Gloria, “to God alone the glory.” The statement is importantly anti-anthropocentric. 

It suggests that the true measure or value of human activity is something beyond humanity. As John 

Calvin puts it, people ought to “acknowledge God to be, as He is, the only source of all virtue, justi-

ce, holiness, wisdom, truth, power, goodness, mercy, life and salvation.”  Human flourishing is not 15

the standard of justice or goodness; God’s transcendent glory is. Human activity—from worship 

practices to the ways in which people respond to suffering—is to be evaluated only in terms of how 

it affects God.

With that sort of social imaginary, the statement “God’s ways are higher than our ways,” 

might be understood as a robust, legitimate explanation. In the condition of secularity, by compari-

 Taylor 540.13

 See Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Good Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New Eng14 -
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son, saying God’s ways are higher is equivalent to saying, “who knows?” It’s not taken as an ans-

wer, but the denial or at best deferral of an answer.

In a secular age, the only legitimate answer, the bottom answer, has to be something about 

human flourishing. There has been, Taylor writes, a historic, “anthropocentric shift” in the West, 

which results in “the eclipse of this sense of further purpose.”  Appeals to an ontologically higher 16

reality don’t make sense to most people. Sometimes such arguments strike people—even very de-

vout people—as not just nonsensical but ethically appalling. A God whose transcendent purposes 

justify human suffering, for example, is seen as monstrous. That is not to say that appeals to a trans-

cendent reality completely disappear. But they are less persuasive. Most people end up feeling an 

argument has to be ultimately anthropocentric, ultimately about human flourishing. That may not be 

articulated, but that’s the intuitive sense of how things ought to go.

Even religious arguments become “secular” in this way. Between 1500 and 2000, according 

to Taylor, there has been “a revision downward of God’s purposes for us, inscribing these within an 

immanent order which allows for a certain kind of human flourishing, consonant with the order of 

mutual benefit.”  God’s purposes and human flourishing are seen to be one and the same. To pray 17

“thy will be done” is understood to mean “let humans flourish.”  Anti-anthropocentric ideas are 18

seen as being, importantly, in another way, actually anthropocentric. A Calvinistic statement such as 

“to God alone the glory,” for example, is now justified in terms of how glorifying God is actually 

the best and most fulfilling thing for humans. Calvinism, once so austere, can be rendered a kind of 

hedonism. Popular Calvinist pastor John Piper made this case explicitly in his 1986 book, Desiring 

God. “The longing to be happy is a universal human experience, and it is good, not sinful,” Piper 

explained. “The deepest and most enduring happiness is found only in God.”19

There are legitimate reasons to quibble with Taylor’s account of how things got this way. 

One can also question the boundaries of this secular age, who is included in his use of the second-

person plural, “we.”  Nevertheless, his description of the secular condition, of the immanent frame 20

around contemporary religious activity, aptly characterizes Love Comes Softly. His understanding of 

secularity can explain why chores are so important in this popular work of imagination. It can also 

explain why it made sense to so many that a story about falling in love with a man could be, at the 

 Taylor 222.16

 Taylor 290.17

 Taylor 17, 222.18

 John Piper, Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist (Colorado Springs, CO: Multnomah, 19
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same time, the story about finding the love of God. Taylor’s theory offers some insight into how, for 

some evangelicals, believing in God is imagined of as an act of trusting things will work out for the 

best in this life.

This chapter considers the relationship between evangelicals and secularity at the end of the 

twentieth century. It argues that these religious believers were not opposed to or oriented against 

“the secular,” but rather imagined belief in the terms of secularity. It does this first by recounting the 

history of the evangelical booksellers that produced Love Comes Softly and the market for evangeli-

cal fiction. Evangelical bookstores have long been seen as emblematic of how the evangelicalism is 

“embattled but thriving” in secular culture. The historical approach gives a different perspective, 

showing how evangelicals constructed a market that encouraged a secular social imaginary. The 

chapter then looks at two wildly successful evangelical books from that market. These offer two 

windows on the same theme. Marabel Morgan’s sex-and-marriage manual, Total Woman, and Janet-

te Oke’s novel both reveal one way evangelicals have imagined belief. They picture spiritual full-

ness as personal fulfillment.

The Rise of Evangelical Print Culture

Evangelical bookstores fostered a social imaginary within which the idea of immanent belief made 

sense. The evangelical idea of belief as an act of trusting that God will give you abundant life in this 

life was supported by what book historian Janice Radway calls an “institutional matrix.”  It is hel21 -

pful to understand the history of evangelical bookstores to understand how evangelicals have rela-

ted to the secular.

Evangelical bookstores popped up across the United States in the 1970s. When the evangel-

ical Christian Bookseller Association started in 1950, organizers were thrilled to get 279 store own-

ers to come to a conference in Chicago.  The number of CBA-affiliated evangelical bookstores 22

grew to 725 by 1965, and then reached 1,850 by the mid 1970s.  By the end of the decade, there 23

were about 3,000 evangelical bookstores in the United States.   “The 1970s were a wild ride (and 24

 Garrett; Janice Radway, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature (Chapel Hill: 21

University of North Carolina, 1984), 19-45.
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CBA, 1999), 31.
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Yale, 1995), 246.

 Michael Hirsley, “Christian Book Market Booms,” Chicago Tribune, July 22, 1990, http://arti24 -
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we mean that in a good sense),” Bruce Bickel and Stan Jantz report in the CBA’s authorized history. 

“The proof’s in the pudding, and there was plenty of pudding in the 1970s.”25

Not every evangelical bookseller was successful, of course. Many stores were run by people 

with little to no business experience, more interested in ministry than money. One Bible wholesaler 

recalled some bookstore owners would refuse to fill out credit applications to stock Bibles in their 

retail stores. They would just write “the Lord will provide” on the top of the form.  These mom-26

and-pop operations frequently found themselves in financial trouble. And even well-financed opera-

tions could flounder. The evangelical publisher Tyndale, for example, started a doomed bookstore 

chain with three stores in suburban Chicago malls. The stores attracted new customers for evangeli-

cal books, but not enough of them to pay the shopping centers’ high rents. The stores operated at a 

loss until the threat of bankruptcy forced Tyndale to divest.  27

As a whole, though, the religious retailing industry boomed in the 1970s. One successful 

chain, Family Bookstores, doubled its number of retail outlets between 1969 and 1973. And dou-

bled again from 1973 to 1978. By 1980, the corporation had fifty-seven stores across America, and 

brought in annual revenues of $18 million.  That was the trend. The number of evangelical books28 -

tores increased, and the amount each store was selling increased too.  By 1980, annual religious 29

bookstore sales reached an estimated $770 million.30

A number of scholars have pointed out these bookstores embody evangelicalism’s relations-

hip to the secular. This relationship has been conceptualized in a couple of ways, which can be cha-

racterized, following sociologist Christian Smith’s description of American evangelicals, as “em-

battled and thriving.” First, bookstores are understood as a safe space where “embattled” evangeli-

cals take shelter from secular culture. Literary scholar Anita Gandolfo argues this position in her 

study of Christian literature in contemporary America. Evangelical bookstores and the books they 

sell, Gandolfo notes, constituted a subculture, set apart from mainstream American culture. “It 

seems odd,” she writes, “to find this emergence of a distinctly Christian subculture of Christian 

schools, bookstores, and literature, usually the mark of a marginalized group.”  Christianity is the 31
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dominant religion in the United States. It doesn’t make sense to think of it as marginal. And yet the-

se Christians have had a hostile relationship with mainstream culture. They have felt marginalized, 

according to Gandolfo, by the “secularizing forces in American society.”  They thus built a distinc32 -

tive print culture to protect themselves. The goal was “keeping adherents safe.” According to Gan-

dolfo, “the proliferation of Christian literature is to provide conservative Christians an alternative to 

the secularizing influences of the dominant culture.”  33

Other scholars see a different relationship. They conceptualize evangelical bookstores as 

sites of secular adaptation. Evangelicals used to be separate and withdrawn. They were “noncon-

sumers with a vengeance,” according to media studies scholar Heather Hendershot. Then, with 

these bookstores, they “adjusted their tolerance for secular ideas.”  They learned to thrive in a sec34 -

ular environment.

From one perspective, Hendershot says, evangelical bookstores appear to shelter a subcultu-

re, but actually the bookstores are evangelicals’ points of access to mainstream culture. Evangelicals 

learned to produce “alternative versions of secular commodities” and “these products help create a 

place at the table of middle-class consumer culture for American evangelicals.”  The bookstores 35

facilitated a process of appropriation. This was where evangelicals could take popular culture and 

make it their own, and in doing that refashion themselves as consumers. As evidence, Hendershot 

points to evangelicals’ tendencies to produce imitations of popular culture. 

There is some truth to both these characterizations of evangelical bookstores. Some people 

certainly have felt sheltered from a hostile culture in these space. They have experience evangelical 

bookstores as safe spaces providing safe alternatives (especially for their children). At the same 

time, the distinct evangelical products sold in evangelical bookstores can’t be neatly separated from 

American consumerism and popular culture as “alternative.” These stores sold “highly profitable 

expressions of popular culture,” historian Stephen P. Miller points out, “which they billed instead as 

alternatives to popular culture.”  The subculture, in some ways, accommodated what it was suppo36 -

sedly opposing. The stores and their product taught evangelicals to consume culture even when and 

if that consumption was conceptualized as resistance to culture. This fits what Christian Smith has 
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argued. “Evangelicalism,” Smith writes, “thrives on distinction, engagement, tension, conflict, and 

threat.”  That tension can be read in the Christian bookstore37

A historical account of evangelical bookstores offers a different perspective, though. On clo-

ser examination, the history of evangelical print culture doesn’t show evangelicals constructing safe 

spaces, trying to escape secular culture. Nor does it show evangelicals developing ways to accom-

modate themselves to the secular. In fact, it’s not clear that “the secular,” a term equal and opposite 

“evangelical,” is of critical importance to this historical narrative. It is clear, on the other hand, that 

an evangelical identity emerged with the emergence of a specific print culture. That identity, further, 

is constructed in and with secularity. The print culture that made the trans-denominational identity 

“evangelical” widely available when Janette Oke sat down to write Love Comes Softly also sustai-

ned the social imaginary of immanent belief.

The History of Evangelical Print Culture

Evangelical print culture grew out of a long history of changes in the publishing industry. This is a 

story that starts when American publishing came into its own at the turn of the twentieth century. 

The number of new titles that general trade houses put out in the United States tripled between 1880 

to 1900. Population growth and rising literacy rates meant an increasing number of readers in Ame-

rica. At the same time, advances in printing technology meant mass publishing was cheaper, impro-

ving profit margins. Another dramatic change was that family-owned publishers such as Lippincott, 

Harper, Scribner, and Houghton Mifflin reorganized as corporations. They professionalized, capita-

lized, and made bookselling a big business. In 1900, 6,356 new titles were released in the U.S. 

About 7 percent of these titles were categorized as religious. Religious books sold a little better than 

poetry and drama in 1900, though not nearly as well as fiction.  38

This burgeoning book industry was constrained, notably, by problems of distribution. “Book 

distribution,” historian Michael Winship observes, “has often posed a more difficult problem for 

publishers than book production. This is especially true in a country like the United States in which 

production facilities, largely concentrated in eastern urban publishing centers, had to reach a diverse 

population spread over an extensive area.”  Winship calculates that in 1914, there were only 3,500 39
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bookstores in America.  These were mostly in urban centers, inaccessible to a lot of people. Ano40 -

ther way to distribute books was through general stores and department stores, but space was limi-

ted and so sales were limited too. Publishers also used traveling salesmen, who peddled subscripti-

ons. This worked well for certain titles—Ulysses S. Grant’s memoirs, for example—but wouldn’t 

work for thousands of new books every year.

Denominational publishers, by comparison, didn’t have this problem. A denomination could 

double as a distribution network. People across the country were already linked in religious com-

munication channels and they were interested in buying books. Thus, at the start of the twentieth 

century, religious books were mostly produced by religious presses. These were mostly denomina-

tional presses and their distribution channels were denominational. Their readers identified with a 

particular religious group by reading its books and newspapers. In 1915, the Federal Council Year 

Book identified 389 Protestant periodicals. They were divided by denomination. The prolific Me-

thodists printed sixty-nine newspapers and had several book publishers. The smallest Protestant 

group on the list, the 600-member Church of God, Adventist, had two papers.  “Denominations,” 41

writes historian William Vance Trollinger, Jr., “were undoubtedly the organizational structure for 

American Protestantism between 1880 and 1940, and they were the critical locus of identity.”  42

Those identities were constructed and maintained, in part, by print cultures.

Whatever theological similarities a Methodist might have had with a Mennonite, for exam-

ple, they were distinct textual communities in the early twentieth century. These religious groups 

can both be called “evangelical.” They fit under the abstract, scholarly definition of the term.  They 43

might have even both used the term themselves, in their respective theological explanations of de-

nominational distinctive. In their day-to-day reality, however, Methodists and Mennonites were 

separated. Methodists, according to Trollinger, put out “a cascade of hymnals, Sunday School and 

Vacation Bible School materials, evangelicals tracts and a variety of other religious books and 

booklets.”  They were by and for Methodists. The denominational publishers might occasionally 44

turn an eye to non-Methodist book buyers, but they couldn’t really reach them. Just getting books to 
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non-Methodists would be an immense practical problem, requiring new, non-Methodist channels of 

distribution. To appeal to a non-Methodist book buyer, further, they would presumably need to pro-

duce books that were less distinctively Methodist. If they did that, however, publishers ran the risk 

of alienating their core clientele.  The same was true for Mennonites. The Mennonite Publishing 45

House put out 262 books and pamphlets between 1908 and 1945.  It was a small business, but suc46 -

cessful because it served a niche market. These were Mennonite publications, produced, distributed, 

and consumed by Mennonites. They were not readily available to “evangelicals” generally and it 

wouldn’t have worked, financially, to try to sell Mennonite books as evangelical books.

There were some religious print material, of course, that crossed denominational lines. 

There were a number of ambitious publishing projects at the start of the century that brought to-

gether various Protestant groups into cooperative enterprises. Significant examples include the 

American Bible Society, the American Tract Society, and the Bible Institute Colportage 

Association.  These all used colporteurs—independent religious booksellers—to distribute books. 47

The Bible Institute Colportage Association, founded by famed evangelist Dwight L. Moody in 

1894, had about 100 of these booksellers in 1906. According to historian Candy Gunther Brown, 

however, these joint cooperative Protestant publishing ventures “at no point supplanted denomina-

tional identity.”  Such endeavors only worked if the books were sold very cheaply, and if the 48

stream of texts didn’t create a print culture that challenged the denominations subsidizing the cost 

of the books. This was sometimes stated explicitly. Moody’s group, for example, made it clear that 

the goal was to “carry the Gospel, by means of the printed page, where church privileges are wanti-

ng or not embraced.”  The books were not meant to be read by Mennonites or Methodists, or even 49

Christians who might identify with Moody. They were tools for evangelism. They weren’t recruit-

ing readers into a distinct print culture.

A new, trans-denominational print culture emerged with the fundamentalist-modernist con-

troversy. As Protestant denominations divided in theological disputes, the fighting factions someti-

mes discovered they had allies in other denominations. They sometimes identified more with these 
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allies than with people in their own religious groups. New textual communities helped establish the-

se new identities. 

Fundamentalists, for example, could subscribe to the series of books from which they took 

their name, The Fundamentals. According to historian Timothy E.W. Gloege, the editors of The 

Fundamentals sought to “create a generic, nonsectarian, ‘conservative’ Protestantism free from de-

nominational controls.”  The editors developed a mailing list of 175,000 names. These were reli50 -

gious leaders who belonged to very different religious groups and who disagreed—sometimes fier-

cely—about theological issues they considered to be of the upmost importance. The Fundamentals 

told them that what they had in common was more important than what they didn’t. Some agreed, 

identifying with this new religious brand. They subscribed to The Fundamentals and, in doing so, 

embraced this new identity. After the first volume of The Fundamentals was published, the editors 

reported receiving 300 or more grateful letters per day. Pastors from around the country said they 

didn’t feel alone anymore. The publication, Gloege writes, “created an imagined community of Pro-

testants united in their opposition to theological modernism.”  Periodicals, such as Moody Monthly, 51

the Pilot, the King’s Business, and the Sunday School Times, served the same function.52

Some denominational booksellers also joined this trans-denominational Protestant identity. 

Notable, here, are the Dutch Reformed publishers in Grand Rapids, Michigan. At first a company 

like Eerdmans was strictly denominational. William B. Eerdmans himself was affiliated with Chris-

tian Reformed Church, and so was the company he named after himself. The company served the 

Dutch Reformed immigrants of western Michigan, selling theology books to students at Calvin Col-

lege and Seminary and then later publishing the school’s professors.  As Eerdmans expanded, the 53

company relied on the immigrant church as a distribution network. Calvin graduates became pastors 

around the Midwest and Eerdmans sold them and their congregations books. As Dutch Reformed 

immigrants transitioned into English and found their place in America’s religious landscape, Eerd-

mans helped them maintain their distinct identity.  The publisher acted as gatekeeper. In this role, 54

however, it started selling non-Dutch Reformed books to Dutch Reformed readers. The Eerdmans’s 

 Timothy E. W. Gloege, Guaranteed Pure: The Moody Bible Institute, Business, and the Making of Modern 50

Evangelicalism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2015), 9. 

 Gloege 181.51

 See also Trollinger, “Report from the Front Lines of Fundamentalism: William Bell Riley’s The Pilot and 52

Its Correspondents, 1920-47,” in Religion and the Culture of Print in Modern America, ed. Charles L. Cohen 
and Paul S. Boyer (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 2008), 199-214.

 Larry ten Harmsel, with Reinder Van Til, An Eerdmans Century 1911-2011 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 53

2011), 14, 23.

 For a history of Dutch Calvinist immigrants see James D. Bratt, Dutch Calvinism in Modern America: A 54

History of a Conservative Subculture (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1984). 
  !36



brand guaranteed the orthodoxy of American authors who might have otherwise been suspect to de-

vout members of the Christian Reformed Church. In the 1930s, Eerdmans sold the works of funda-

mentalist Presbyterians such as A.A. Hodge and B.B. Warfield, and people associated with Moody, 

such as Harry Ironside, a Plymouth Brethren preacher.55

Zondervan, another Grand Rapids publisher, followed this model. The bookseller was 

founded when two brothers, Pat and Bernie Zondervan, left their uncle William Eerdmans’s compa-

ny and started their own in 1931. The first book they sold was by J. Gresham Machen, the funda-

mentalist champion in the Presbyterian church.  The Virgin Birth of Christ had been published by 56

Harper & Brothers the year before, to disappointing sales. It was supposed to be a great salvo in the 

fundamentalist-modernist controversies, but the New York publisher hadn’t marketed the book suc-

cessfully. Harper & Brothers thought only academics would really be interested in questions of the 

historicity of Jesus’s birth and the problem of the relationship between what German theologians 

termed “Historie” and “Geschichte.” Harper & Brothers priced Virgin Birth at $5 at the height of 

the Great Depression and sent it out for review at the Times Literary Supplement, Christian Centu-

ry, the Anglican Theological Review, and Deutsche Literaturezeitung.  It was also advertized to 57

mainline ministers with a notice in the Religious Book Club Bulletin, a journal associated with the 

Federal Council of Churches.  The publisher was apparently unaware that across Depression-rid58 -

den America, there were religious farmers, shopkeepers, and housewives who were very interested 

in these questions. The Zondervan brothers knew Dutch immigrants in Michigan would be interest-

ed. They saw an opportunity. They bought the remaindered stock for $1 per book, and resold them 
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through Dutch Reformed distribution networks for $1.95.  The nascent company turned enough of 59

a profit to prove the business model worked.

The model had its limitation, though. Zondervan could typically sell only about a thousand 

books using a list of names from denominational year books and business contacts developed from 

the brothers’ time at Eerdmans.  The distribution network was limited. Zondervan also had to com60 -

pete with the more established and more trusted Eerdmans, and sell books to a niche of book-buyers 

who were already pretty well served. Zondervan needed new markets. The company found those 

markets when it tapped into new fundamentalist distribution channels. Zondervan started advertiz-

ing books through the Sunday School Times, the popular fundamentalist periodical. Then Zondervan 

bought its own fundamentalist periodical, the Christian Digest, a monthly magazine with thousands 

of subscribers. The publisher started selling books to and through the Gideons, traveling Christian 

businessmen known for putting Bibles in hotel rooms across the country. Zondervan then opened a 

bookstore at the Winona Lake Bible Conference, a Christian retreat center in Indiana affiliated with 

Moody, and popularized by the famous evangelist Billy Sunday.  61

With these new distribution channels opened, Zondervan started selling an unprecedented 

number of books. Zondervan had its first big hit with John and Betty Stam: Martyrs. The Stams 

were missionaries to China, killed by Communists in 1934. A Christian Reformed Church mission-

ary wrote up the story of the Stams’s death and sent the manuscript to Zondervan because he knew 

the Zondervan brothers personally. The publisher got the president of Moody Bible Institute to write 

an introduction and printed up an unprecedented 5,000 copies. John and Betty Stam: Martyrs sold 

out within a year.62

The books sold to fundamentalists. There were men and women across the country who now 

thought of themselves as part of a trans-denomination Protestant movement thanks to a trans-deno-

minational print culture. And they were ready to buy trans-denominational books. Zondervan pu-

blished a second run of John and Betty Stam in 1936 and a third run in 1937. By the end of the 

1930s, the publisher had sold more than 20,000 copies, more than twenty times the number Zonder-

van could typically sell to Dutch Reformed readers. The publisher all-but shed its denominational 

identity, and became a major supporter of fundamentalism and then, later, evangelicalism. As the 
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company expressed this in a creedo in 1941: “we have pledged ourselves to publish only the soun-

dest of fundamental, evangelical literature.”63

With these new distribution channels opened, publishers’ market incentives changed. A book 

that appealed specifically to Methodists or Mennonites or the Dutch Reformed was not going to sell 

as well as a book that appealed to a broad evangelical audience. Subjects that divided denominati-

ons also divided markets. Of course, books on practical issues like marriage and children and how 

to live day-to-day had perhaps the broadest appeal. Not everyone involved in evangelical publishing 

was happy about this—complaints about the dumbing down of evangelical publishing were peren-

nial. But the market was the market. Further, the changing dynamics spoke to a developing evange-

lical identity and fostered a specifically evangelical imagination. Attention to immanent things was 

encouraged and rewarded.

Eerdmans followed Zondervan, expanding beyond its denominational boundaries to become 

an evangelical publisher. Baker, another Dutch Reformed publisher from Grand Rapids, Michigan, 

started putting out evangelical books starting in 1939. The Bible Institute Colportage Association 

rebranding itself as Moody Press in 1941, and began selling “Christian Classics” to this network of 

book buyers. With the boom of the postwar economy and the push to reform fundamentalism into 

evangelicalism, this picked up pace. When the Christian Booksellers Association was founded in 

1950, there were 48 publishers identifying with the evangelical market, as well as 279 bookstores.  64

The CBA simplified distribution to evangelical bookstores and the number of bookstores increased. 

When this happened, new, explicitly evangelical publishers sprang up. Royal Publishers—which 

later acquired Thomas Nelson and turned it into an evangelical company—started in 1961. Tyndale 

started in 1962. Gospel Light, a Sunday School curriculum publisher, began a line of evangelical 

books under the name Regal Books in 1965. Bethany House was founded in 1966. Multnomah 

Press started in 1969. Whitaker House began in 1970 and Harvest House in 1974. Good News, a 

tract publishing company in Wheaton, Illinois, started an evangelical book division at the end of the 

1970s.
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The market expansion was notable—and noted. The New York Times reported that religious 

books were the “fastest growing segment of U.S. publishing,” reflecting the “spirit of the 70’s.” In 

fact, the paper reported, “firms that emphasize the evangelical and inspirational aspects of religion 

have been growing by leaps and bounds.” One hundred publishing houses were turning out reli-

gious books, but only two of them were big, general trade publishers from New York. There were 

607 new religious titles released in the fall of 1976, but, the New York Times observed, “you’ll find 

few of them in bookstores on New York’s Fifth Avenue.”  They were, instead, being sold in evan65 -

gelical bookstores. Evangelical books were established as a distinct and independent enterprise.

A survey of the bestselling books in these evangelical bookstores shows a distinct sensibility 

emerged with this development of evangelical print culture. The bestselling marriage-and-sex ma-

nual The Total Woman shared shelf space with Love Comes Softly and the other novels that soon 

followed, including Zondervan’s line of historical romances, “Serenade/Saga,” and contemporary 

romances, “Serenade/Serenata.” These were stocked alongside the most popular eschatological 

book of the era, The Late Great Planet Earth, which set out to demonstrate how the apparently ar-

cane and obscure prophecies of the Bible were immediately relevant to current events. Other really 

popular books in these stores were the bestselling biographical testimonies to God’s transforming 

grace, such as Merlin Carrouthers’s Prison to Praise, Chuck Colson’s Born Again, and Joni Eareck-

son Tada’s Joni. There were also child-rearing manuals, such as James Dobson’s Dare to Discipline, 

and popular, practical, theological works, such as Charles Capp’s The Tongue: A Creative Force and 

Billy Graham’s Angels: God’s Secret Agents. Whatever the differences between the diversity of 

books, they were together in evangelical bookstores. They shared shelf space, and because of that it 

was also readily apparent they shared certain assumptions. The various authors agreed with each 

other on big points of evangelical theology, such as the relevant authority and personal applicability 

of the Bible. They shared a social imaginary. In evangelical bookstores in the 1970s, that social 

imaginary notably included ideas about the ultimate concern of human flourishing.

The bookstores created the market for these books. That is especially clear with evangelical 

fiction. Without the bookstores, there wasn’t a sustainable market for evangelical fiction. Evangeli-

cals had been interested in fiction a while before Oke’s novel came out, but with only limited suc-

cess. Eerdmans published the Baptist Argye M. Briggs’s Root Out of Dry Ground in 1948 and sold 
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17,500 copies.  A successful novel such as Sallie Lee Bell’s Until the Day Break, published by 66

Zondervan in 1950, could sell as many as 75,000 copies. That was a big hit. A more moderate suc-

cess, such as James H. Hunter’s Thine is the Kingdom, which Zondervan published in 1951, sold 

15,000 copies.  Many didn’t do that well. Publishers were discouraged from investing in novels. 67

For most of the 1960s and 1970s, evangelical fiction was, at best, published sporadically.

When evangelical publishers first looked at Oke’s novel, they weren’t sure they could sell it. 

Oke sent out half a dozen query letters. Some publishers didn’t respond. Zondervan requested 

sample chapters but then, after reviewing three, rejected the novel. The fiction did not fit the com-

pany’s “present publishing schedule.”  Bethany House asked to look at the manuscript, too. At the 68

time, the company hadn’t published any fiction. Most of the editors weren’t eager to try. 

One, however, championed the book. Carol Johnson, one of the few female editors in evan-

gelical publishing at the time, liked Love Comes Softly. She persuaded the Bethany House editorial 

board to publish it. The risky acquisition quickly paid off: at the CBA convention in 1979, booksel-

lers snatched up forty-four of the forty-five available sample copies of Love Comes Softly. The last 

was shrink-wrapped to a bookstand to keep it from disappearing.  The booksellers knew there was 69

a market for the fiction. Across the country, they stocked the novel and by the end of 1979 it was 

one of Bethany’s bestsellers.  It continued to be a bestseller for years to come, selling an average of 70

50,000 copies a year for 20 years.  The success convinced other publishers to produce evangelical 71

fiction too.  72

When they identified why the fiction was popular, the publishers notably did not talk about 

creating a safe alternative to secular romance novels. Nor did they describe themselves as accom-

modating evangelicalism to secular culture, producing a product that would adjust readers’ toleran-
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ce for secular ideas. Rather, as evangelical publishers understood evangelical novels, they ministe-

red to people’s spiritual needs. The stories were stories of abundant life, helping readers imagine 

spiritual fullness that could be experienced in this, immanent reality. This is apparent in two Zon-

dervan advertizements for romance novels in 1984. In one ad, a line of contemporary romances is 

promoted with the promise these books “capture the imagination…while speaking to the heart.” 

Each romance “reveals the beautiful harmony of lives united in Him.” A line of historical romances 

likewise offers readers stories of the “the accomplishment of living—and living with and through 

faith.” The ad explains: “Our faith is inspired when we read of these people whose lives were in 

many ways more difficult than our own, yet who persevered and overcame hardships 

triumphantly.”  These were books for people who were hungry for conversations about ultimate 73

reality, but who didn’t think spiritual fullness would be better if it was unencumbered by food, clo-

thes, and romance love. 

As Oke put it to a newspaper reporter, her books were “light reads” that help people see they 

can overcome life’s troubles through a right relationship with God.  That, the bookstores, knew, 74

would sell to Methodists, Mennonites, and women across the country who increasingly identified as 

evangelical.

The history of evangelical publishing shows the print culture did not develop either as a safe 

alternative to the general market or in imitation of it. Rather, every step of the way, the people in-

volved rejected the importance of the distinction between religious and secular. “Over and over 

again these people insist that they express their Christian commitments through making, selling, and 

buying,” religious studies scholar Colleen McDannell writes. “Christian retailing is possible be-

cause consumers refuse to separate the sacred from the profane, the extraordinary from the ordinary, 

the pious from the trivial.”  75

The bookstores embody a particular relationship between evangelicals and the secular con-

dition. They imagine Christianity in an immanent frame. Evangelical authors, publishers, distribu-

tors, booksellers and book-readers understood books as a ministry, inspiring and moving readers, 

equipping them and empowering them for triumphant living. They thought belief in Jesus was im-

portant because of how it affects mundane, daily lives. So they produced, distributed, and consumed 

books that imagined spiritual fullness as personal fulfillment.
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Abundant Life Now

For more than a few evangelicals in the 1970s, belief was understood as personal fulfillment, and 

personal fulfillment was understood as good sex. There was a great flourishing of evangelical sex-

and-marriage manuals at the time. These books argued belief—making Jesus Lord of your life and 

accepting the Bible as your daily guide—would bring you abundant life. That abundant life, howe-

ver, was not imagined in transcendent terms of mystical union with God, but as something more 

immediate.

Evangelicals, as religious studies scholar Amy DeRogatis has shown, had their own version 

of the sexual revolution in the 1970s. There were, of course, evangelicals who campaigned against 

changing mores. There were many who made it their business to decry American society’s evolving 

attitudes towards sex.  At the same time, though less noticed, evangelicals “did not turn away from 76

the sexual revolution,” DeRogatis writes, but “simply made it their own, publishing sex manuals, 

running sex workshops, and holding counseling sessions to instruct husbands and wives on the best 

techniques for a sexually satisfied marriage.”  77

There was a general boom of books on sex in the 1970s. The most comprehensive study of 

the literature of human sexuality found that in the 1950s there were only sixteen new books about 

sex published in the United States. There were sixty-one in the 1960s. In the 1970s, the number in-

creased to 258.  Evangelicals didn’t follow this cultural shift, they were part of it. Early examples 78

of evangelical books on sex include God, Sex and You, by M.O. Vincent, published in 1970, and 

The Marriage Affair, by J. Allan Petersen, published in 1971. These were contemporaneous with the 

biggest secular titles on sex. David R. Ruben’s Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex*

—(But Were Afraid to Ask!) came out in 1969 and Alex Comfort’s The Joy of Sex was published in 

1972. The first really popular evangelical book to offer advice on sex was Marabel Morgan’s The 

Total Woman. It was published in 1973 and became the bestselling non-fiction title of 1974. Other 

evangelical titles followed, including What Wives Wish Their Husbands Knew About Sex, by James 

Dobson, in 1975, and The Act of Marriage, co-authored by Tim and Beverly LaHaye, in 1976. 

One thing these books did was assert certain norms. Though evangelical sex manuals varied 

quite a bit when it came to approving or disapproving of particular acts, they all affirmed the im-

portance of monogamous relationships, the rightness of heterosexuality, and the naturalness of gen-
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der roles. They articulated what the authors claimed were biblical principles, which established the 

limits of acceptable sex. At the same time, the 1970s manuals sanctified sex. They legitimated per-

sonal pleasure. In fact, they elevated sexual fulfillment to such an extent that it served to authorize 

moral limits and prohibitions. If some things are forbidden by the Bible, these books said, it was not 

to deny people pleasure, but to give them truer, fuller sexual satisfaction.

It is possible to see these evangelical books about sex as offering Christians reassurance. 

Though some conservative strictures remain in place, evangelicals are assured they can still enjoy 

sex. Though their minds are set on heaven, they can still enjoy this earth. DeRogatis says the manu-

als, in a sense, made sex safe for evangelicals. These books eased conservative Christians’ accom-

modation to the cultural changes of the sexual revolution. The manuals, DeRogatis writes, “allow 

the faithful to participate in an American culture that they often describe as ‘over-sexualized,’ while 

still affirming biblical principles. Readers of these manuals learn that, within marriage, they can ful-

fill all their sexual desires—even those that don’t seem orthodox—and still be assured of their sal-

vation.”79

A close reading, however, shows that is not quite the argument. Evangelicals did not say it 

was possible to achieve sexual satisfaction and still be a good Christian. They said sexual satisfac-

tion was attainable through belief. They argued belief in Jesus and the Bible was directly, causally 

connected to complete personal fulfillment.

Spiritual fullness, in Charles Taylor’s terms, is realized in the immanent frame of the be-

droom.

And not just the bedroom, as Marabel Morgan told readers in The Total Woman. “For a 

change tonight,” Morgan instructed, “place a lighted candle on the floor, and seduce him under the 

dining-room table. Or lead him to the sofa. How about the hammock? Or in the garden? Even if you 

can’t actually follow through, at least the suggestion is exciting. He may say, ‘We don’t have a 

hammock.’ You can reply, ‘Oh, darling, I forgot!’”  Morgan wanted women to be sexually adven80 -

turous, and sexually fulfilled, not despite their belief but because of it. 

Morgan herself had a born-again experience as a student at Ohio State University in 1960. 

As she would recall later, she had always believed there was a God, but God seemed impossibly 

aloof. She grew up in an unhappy home. Her father left when she was 3. The family was poor. Her 

mother wasn’t a good homemaker and never cooked dinner. Morgan adored her stepfather, a poli-

ceman, but then he died of a heart attack when she was 14.  She turned to prayer, but it brought no 81
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comfort. She went to church, but that didn’t help either. “Under it all, there was that one problem,” 

Morgan recalled. “I felt empty inside. I felt guilty. I longed for something more.”  She became a 82

beauty queen, winning several titles in the Ohio Miss American pageant, and got a job as a beautici-

an.  She attended college and was popular in college. She made some money and bought herself 83

nice things. She still felt unfulfilled. Then she heard about Jesus. 

“A friend told me that God loved me and had a wonderful plan for my life,” she recalled. 

“God’s love, for me! And Jesus said He came to give us abundant life. That sounded good to me.”84

The friend, working with Campus Crusade for Christ, lead 23-year-old Morgan through the 

steps of conversion. Morgan acknowledged she was a sinner and prayed the sinner’s prayer, inviting 

Jesus into her life. When she did, “the lights came on.”  For someone like Morgan, Jesus’s death 85

on the cross was understood as substitutionary atonement for sin. Accepting Christ’s sacrifice meant 

you would go to heaven when you died. Heaven, though, fades to the background. The focus is on 

the here-and-now. When Morgan prayed the prayer, she described feeling “plugged in” to the grea-

test possible power. She felt really, truly alive.

Morgan dropped out of college her sophomore year and went to work for Crusade. She went 

to the University of Miami with the parachurch organization to witness to college students. There 

she met Charlie Morgan, a law student two years her junior. They dated and got married in 1964. 

He became a tax lawyer and she became his wife. They had two daughters. They got a split-level 

home with a pool in a nice neighborhood in Miami. 

Quickly, however, this American dream grew stale. In a few short years, the Morgan marria-

ge lost its romance. “We went though the motions,” Morgan wrote, “as though everything was just 

fine. But it wasn’t.”  By the end of the 1960s, the couple barely even talked. For a while, Morgan 86

tried to convince herself this was just how it was. Young love matured, life settled down, and every-

thing, honestly, got a little bit boring. That was only to be expected.

Morgan didn’t accept that, though. She believed God had promised her abundant life. She 

believed that promise applied to her split-level home and the life she was making there. It applied to 

her marriage to a tax lawyer. She wanted abundant life now.

Her malaise might have lead her to feminism. Morgan’s story exactly fit the pattern Betty 

Friedan described in The Feminine Mystique. She could have recognized her own unhappiness in 
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Friedan’s description of “a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suf-

fered in the middle of the 20th century in the United States.” Just as Friedan said, Morgan too, as 

she went about the daily grind of household chores, struggled to articulate how unfulfilled she was, 

to “ask even of herself the silent question—‘Is this all?’”  Morgan could have been the poster child 87

for second-wave feminism, and come, like many at the time, to see herself as trapped by the gender 

expectations of a patriarchal society.

But Morgan didn’t pick up The Feminine Mystique. Though the book felt to some as if it 

“pulled the trigger on history,” as one of Friedan’s obituaries noted in 2006, to the evangelical 

housewife in Miami it made no impression.  Morgan would later tell a reporter she didn’t even 88

know there was a women’s movement going on at the time. “I had a little baby,” she explained. “I 

was knee-deep in diapers.”  Besides, she wasn’t interested feminist-style liberation, especially if it 89

meant divorce. Divorce was the worst thing she could think of. What she wanted was a great mar-

riage.

“I think in superlatives,” Morgan wrote. “I wanted the best.”90

She committed herself to figuring out how to get it. “I read until I felt cross-eyed at night,” 

she wrote in The Total Woman. “I took self-improvement courses. I studied books on psychology. I 

studied the Bible. Over and over certain principles emerged and I began to apply them to my mar-

riage—with stunning results.”91

The principles Morgan discovered were pretty much the opposite of what Friedan and other 

feminists were advocating. What she learned was wifely submission. The problem in most marria-

ges, according to Morgan’s reading, was that there were two egos, clashing. There were two opini-

ons, two views, too often locked in a struggle of wills. The solution to conflict was submission. The 

wife should do what the husband wanted. “Adapting to his activities, his friends, and his food is not 

always easy,” she admitted, “but it’s right.”  Morgan based this on the Bible, citing, in particular, 92

Ephesians 5:22, where Paul instructs women to submit to their husbands “as unto the Lord.” It was 

part of God’s design of marriage, she said, that the woman should submit to the man. Submission 

wasn’t just good in principle, either. It also worked. Morgan tried it, and her marriage changed.
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She started submitting to her husband Charlie and noticed an immediate improvement. The-

re was romance again. Life was full again. The couple talked as they hadn’t talked in a long time, 

real “soul-to-soul communication.”  It was like it was when they were dating. “We began to act 93

like teenagers in love, not like tired, programmed, settled, married folks,” Morgan wrote.  One 94

night, shortly after she began applying the principles she had discovered, Charlie woke Morgan up 

after they had been asleep for several hours just to tell her he loved her. Then he started buying her 

gifts like he never had before. He had a new refrigerator delivered, out of the blue, just because he 

knew she wanted one. 

Morgan was convinced she had discovered something revolutionary.

She decided she had to share. She packaged the principles into a seminar in 1971 and called 

it “The Total Woman.” In living rooms and church fellowship halls, Morgan taught women the se-

crets she had learned. She explained, for example, the importance of the four As: to accept, admire, 

adapt to, and appreciate your husband. One homework assignment instructed women to write down 

a list of things they liked about their husbands and a second list of all his faults. They were then told 

to throw the second list away. In another exercise, each woman was told to practice telling her hus-

band she loved his body. “Practice,” Morgan instructed, “until it comes out naturally.”  For another 95

homework assignment, the women were told to surprise their husbands with sexy costumes.

“Your husband needs you to fulfill his daydreams,” Morgan wrote. “Never let him know 

what to expect when he opens the front door; make it like opening a surprise package. You may be a 

smoldering sexpot, or an all-American fresh beauty. Be a pixie or a pirate—a cowgirl or a showgirl. 

Keep him off guard.”96

A number of prominent women took Morgan’s first seminars and publicly endorsed the To-

tal Woman system. Sue Borman, wife of Apollo 8 astronaut Frank Borman, endorsed the classes, as 

did American pop singer (and future anti-gay rights activist) Anita Bryant.  Bobbie Evans, wife of 97

Dolphins’s offensive tackle Norm Evans, said Morgan’s advice transformed her troubled 

marriage.  Evans was one of eleven wives of Miami Dolphins football players who took the semi98 -
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nar in 1971. The next season, the team went undefeated and won the Super Bowl—a fact Morgan 

didn’t mind mentioning when she promoted her seminars.  99

The seminars were popular and Morgan turned Total Woman into a franchise. Bobbie Evans 

was one of the first teachers. She taught the four As across the country, from St. Joan of Arc Catho-

lic Church in Boca Raton, Florida, to Overlake Christian Church in Kirkland, Washington.  By 100

1975, there were more than 70 instructors teaching the course.  The women who attended the se101 -

minars were mostly white, middle class, and religious, though age range and education level varied 

widely and about one-third had jobs outside the home.  The classes cost $15, with instructors ke102 -

eping $10 and sending Morgan $5.  Many seminars were well attended, according to local news103 -

paper reports from the time. Two hundred women showed up for the classes in Saginaw, 

Michigan.  Courses held in a rented Unitarian church in Waukesha, Wisconsin, were attended by 104

112 women.  Eighty-four took the seminar in a Methodist church in Muncie, Indiana.  In Mani105 106 -

toba, Canada, one woman named Arnette McCrae estimated she taught the Total Woman course to 

25,000 women over six years, starting when she was 24.107

Morgan received testimonials about the power of the Total Woman principles from all over. 

She got as many as 100 letters per day.  Many women found the exercises and homework assign108 -

ments were powerful symbolic acts. They were icebreakers, as Time magazine’s Marion Knox re-

ported after surveying a sampling of Total Woman graduates, “that helped re-establish the habits of 

consideration and generosity after years of mutual resentment and marital coldness.”  One woman 109

wrote Morgan from San Juan, for example. She was in a hotel suite overlooking the ocean on a va-
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cation her husband booked after she started submitting to him. “That course is powerful stuff!” she 

wrote on a postcard. “Those four A’s are the key to making my man come alive!”110

Numerous women wrote to say they had become more sexually adventurous. They took 

Morgan’s advice and put on costumes for their husbands. A physical therapist in Wisconsin met her 

husband at the door in a bikini and ski boots. It had the desired affect.  Another woman reported 111

that, since she didn’t have a sexy costume, she wrapped herself in Saran Wrap.  In Oklahoma, a 112

woman repurposed a Halloween costume. She surprised her husband with a gorilla mask and a rain-

coat, wearing nothing underneath.  Another woman who took the course at a Southern Baptist 113

church greeted her husband in the evening wearing only sheer stockings, high heels, and an apron. 

He reportedly shouted, “Praise the Lord!”114

There was an eager audience for the Total Woman message. The book became a bestseller. 

The evangelical publisher Revell printed 7,500 in 1973, and sold out quickly. Then Simon & Schus-

ter bought the paperback rights for $600,000. The New York general trade publisher had had suc-

cess with The Joy of Sex and believed it could sell a lot of The Total Woman as well. Simon & 

Schuster put out 2.5 million paperback copies in 1974, priced at $1.95 each.  It became the best115 -

selling non-fiction of the year.  The Total Woman even outsold the definitive account of President 116

Richard Nixon’s political demise, All the President’s Men, by 100,000 copies.  At the end of 1975, 117

it was outselling Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying, the classic feminist novel that celebrated the “zipless 

fuck.”  By 1977, nearly 300,000 people had attended a Total Woman seminar and more than 3 118

million copies of The Total Woman had been sold.  119
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The book and its message also offended people. The Total Woman condemned wives to sub-

servient drudgery, critics said. The Total Woman was old fashioned, full of religious ideas unsuitable 

for modern life and modern women. This was the professional opinion of William Masters and Vir-

ginia Johnson, the groundbreaking sex researchers who were working on their third book when The 

Total Woman was published. Masters and Johnson presented their work as scientific. They said 

Morgan, in contrast, was promoting “out-of-style dogma.”  Many critics framed their criticism 120

with this sort of opposition: out-of-date vs. up-to-date, anti-feminist vs. feminist, religious vs. secu-

lar. 

Female journalists, reporting on Morgan and the Total Woman seminars, frequently pointed 

out how out of touch Morgan was. One reporter said Morgan seemed “caught in a ’50s time warp,” 

she was so out of step. “You wonder,” the reporter wrote, “if she has ever heard of feminism, equal-

ity for women, opinions beyond roles in the kitchen and bedroom.”  Another reporter openly 121

mocked the Total Woman program. Morgan made ridiculous assumptions about a modern woman’s 

daily life, Margo Houston wrote in the Milwaukee Journal. Houston couldn’t call her husband at 

4:30 and whisper into the phone, “I crave your body,” because she was stuck in her daily commute 

home from the office at that time of day. She couldn’t surprise her husband with a lunch-time tryst 

at his office, either. “Marabel,” Houston said, “I only get a half hour for lunch and my husband 

works 20 miles away.”  For most women, modern life wasn’t like Morgan thought it was.122

The harshest critics made comparisons to slavery. Sociologist Jean Chenger said the Total 

Woman program should have been titled “Yassuh Boss” because it “relegates women to the position 

of second-class citizen, a master-slave relationship.”  In a long piece published by New York 123

Times Magazine, journalist Joyce Maynard began by reflecting there must have been slaves who 

didn’t want to leave the familiar bondage of their plantations when they heard about the Emancipa-

tion Proclamation. “There are some women, too, who don’t want to be freed,” she wrote. “There is 

a book for these women. It’s called, ‘The Total Woman.’”124

As the critics articulated their criticisms, however, the binary terms of the opposition beca-

me less distinct. The old and out-of-date was also, from a certain perspective, kind of modern. The 

offensive religious elements were also, in some ways, not religious. The anti-feminism contained 
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recognizable elements of feminism. The Total Woman program could not be neatly and clearly op-

posed to secular culture.

Two feminists sat through a seminar taught by Bobbie Evans in 1977, for example, and cri-

tiqued it for a newspaper reporter. Many of their comments were snarky. One said the program 

wouldn’t really fix these women’s real problems. It was just a Band-Aid. The other said it was even 

worse than that: “It’s a Band-Aid on a cancer.” At the end of the sessions, though, the women said 

they were “surprised by the streak of feminism underlying much of Ms. Evan’s discussion.”  They 125

then critiqued Evans for not insisting the ultimate answer to women’s daily problems is to be found 

in God, even though that’s not what they believed.

Maynard, reporting for New York Times Magazine, also saw the feminism in the anti-femi-

nism. Though she started by comparing the women who read The Total Woman to slaves who didn’t 

want to be freed, she came to identify and sympathize with them, to a certain extent. 

Maynard went to a seminar at a United Methodist Church in Muncie, Indiana. Most of the 

more than eighty women, she said, were in their 20s or 30s. They were white, culturally conservati-

ve, Midwestern women. They almost all had bobbed hair and gold cross necklaces. These were 

women who built their lives around their marriages in a town where, Maynard reported, “a lot of 

canning goes on—also sewing and bowling and barbecuing and churchgoing.”  Yet, though it 126

seemed paradoxical, they had a sisterhood of the sort feminists hope for. They had that “instant re-

cognition and understanding among women who’ve never met before, based solely on the common 

experience of femaleness and marriage.”  They came together for the Total Woman seminar and 127

they learned and shared and felt connected and empowered. Wasn’t that a good thing?

Maynard’s perspective shifted when heard the story of one woman who had always undres-

sed in her closet so her husband wouldn’t see her naked. She heard another woman say she was 

pretty sure she had never had an orgasm. The woman wanted to know if she would know, for sure, 

if she did orgasm. 

“This Total Woman business,” one seminar attendee explained to Maynard, “is giving wo-

men permission to be alive.”128

Maynard felt conflicted about this. On the one hand, the Total Woman teachings seemed to 

demean women. On the other hand, the women seemed to be better because of the classes. She 

would prefer they rally to feminism and support political causes such as the Equal Rights Amend-
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ment. At the same time, the Total Woman program spoke directly to their real-life situations. “For 

them,” Maynard concluded, “Total Woman must be more liberating than anything a constitutional 

amendment could provide.”129

Margo Houston, the Milwaukee Journal reporter, similarly felt the terms of opposition be-

come conflicted. Attending a seminar for the newspaper, she started out completely alienated by the 

religious trappings of the Total Woman program. She told her readers she just ignored the parts 

where the instructor quoted the Bible. But then, as women started recounting their experiences and 

their struggles in their marriages, it didn’t seem churchy. When the women shared their dreams and 

desires, Houston reported, they weren’t that different from what you could read in Cosmopolitan, 

the New York magazine where feminist Helen Gurley Brown told women they could “have it all,” 

love, sex, and money.130

It was a comparison Morgan herself recognized. “I realize that much of it sounds like some-

thing out of a slick magazine,” she wrote in The Total Woman, “and in a sense it is.”  Morgan was 131

promising people personal fulfillment. She believed the second-wave feminist and working women 

and evangelical housewives all wanted the same thing, and they were right to want what they want-

ed. They just disagreed about how to get it. Morgan’s answer was belief in Jesus. 

As she explained it, all these women had a God-shaped hole in their hearts and their lives. 

“God is waiting and wanting to fill your vacuum,” Morgan wrote, “to make you complete. Total. 

Right now you can become a Total Woman.”  If they accepted Jesus into their lives, they would be 132

really have it all. They would have abundant life. It wouldn’t only save their souls, it would make 

sex better.

This was the defining argument of The Total Woman and all the evangelical sex manuals in 

the 1970s and after. Even evangelicals who were committed to the cultural wars and opposing the 

sexual revolution made this argument. Tim LaHaye, who was deeply involved in the organization of 

the religious right and would later co-author the Left Behind novels discussed in chapter 4, said that 

God had a wonderful plan for the life of every human. Part of that wonderful plan was amazing sex.

“I am convinced that God never intended any Christian couple to spend a lifetime in the 

sexual wilderness of orgasmic malfunction,” LaHaye wrote. “If it isn’t a pleasurable experience, He 

has something better in store for you.”133
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Belief was imagined in the context of the condition of secularity.

Romance, Human and Divine

Love Comes Softly was a very different sort of book. It was different in comparison to Total Woman 

and it was also something new for evangelical publishers, booksellers, and book buyers. On the 

other hand, it was very familiar. The novel told a story about finding abundant life. It invited readers 

to identify with a woman on the frontier, doing chores, stuck in a marriage, and learning that God 

had a wonderful plan for her life.

When Janette Oke sat down to write at her dining room table in Didsbury, Alberta, in the 

summer of 1977, she wasn’t thinking of the history of evangelical publishing or evangelical books 

about sex. She was thinking, instead, about her own desire to flourish. She wanted to write. She was 

42, the mother of four teenagers, the wife of a Bible college president, a part time accountant, and 

she dreamed of being a novelist. She had written stories as a child. She had written some poetry 

over the years too, but she was so busy with her children and church work and her accounting jobs 

that she couldn’t really write seriously. She once looked at a mail-order writing course offered by 

the Christian Writers Institute, in Wheaton, Illinois. She scored well on the aptitude test, but decided 

the course was too expensive.  She still had the dream, though.134

Oke was an avid reader. Her daughter, Laurel Oke Logan, says Oke usually read more than 

one hundred books per year.  Many of these were popular fiction, romances one could find at 135

shopping centers in nearby Calgary. At the time, there was a notable diversification of romance no-

vels. Previously, the popular paperback market had been dominated by gothic romances. When pa-

perback publishers figured out how to cheaply produce romance novels and distribute them to wo-

men, they had notable hits with Phyllis Whitey’s Thunder Heights and Victoria Holt’s Mistress of 

Mellyn, both gothic romances published in 1960.  The market was soon flooded with similarly 136

themed fictions. Between 1969 and 1972, there were about 400 new gothic romances published 

every year. There was then a slump in sales from 1972 to ’74, and published started to look for so-

mething new, something different.  The change came with Kathleen E. Woodwiss’s paperback 137

original The Flame and the Flower, published by Avon in 1972. The book was described by indus-
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try experts as a “sweet savage romance” or an “erotic historical.”  It is considered the ultimate 138

“bodice ripper.” In fact, in the novel, the heroine’s bodice is actually ripped. 

In The Flame and the Flower, “swashes are buckled; buckles are swashed,” write Sarah 

Wendell and Candy Tan, in their critical feminist appreciation of the romance genre. They say that 

in the 1970s, “there was a veritable arms race” among romance writers “to see who could come up 

with the moistest grottoes and the most potent (and jutting) spears of manhood so they could titillate 

without being considered obscene.”139

To Oke, however, they did seem obscene. She thought some of the newer novels coming out 

weren’t as “clean” as she would have preferred. They also didn’t include faith. Even when the no-

vels were set in a time and place that was really quite religious, they didn’t talk about the charac-

ters’ religious beliefs or their spiritual journeys. Oke started thinking about writing a story that was 

a romance but also about belief.

“She began to pray in earnest,” Logan writes, in her biography of her mother. “She spent 

many nights lying in bed, working through the plot, living with the characters, and thinking of the 

theme—and praying.”140

Oke talked to God about her novel. She told God the desire of her heart and said she trusted 

God wanted what was best for her. In prayer, she recommitted herself to submit to God’s plans for 

her and for her novel. This, for her, was what it meant to believe in God.

Oke became a Christian at age 10 in the summer of 1945. She was at a camp run by the Mis-

sionary Church, a denomination of Anabaptists influenced by Wesleyan and Higher Life 

theology.  During the week, the young Oke, then named Janette Steeves, sat through multiple altar 141

calls. The children, gathered from the Canadian prairie to the shores of Gull Lake, were asked, 

again and again, if they wanted to yield their lives to Jesus. The camp evangelist was a woman na-

med Beatrice Hedegaard, one of the denomination’s “Sister Workers” who ministered to the “needy 

prairies” of the Canadian West.  Hedegaard emphasized that belief was not just a matter of intel142 -

lectually agreeing that God existed and that Jesus lived and died for your sins. Truly believing, 

Hedegaard said, meant turning your life over to Jesus, and truly, totally submitting to God. One 

night, the young Janette went forward.
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As she described the moment more than forty years later, Oke remembered she felt free of 

shame. She had been worried about being embarrassed, standing in front of the other kids and mo-

ving to the front at the invitation. She wasn’t, though. She felt free from shame and from the fear of 

shame. It was just a “wonderful realization of forgiveness.”  143

This became the core idea of how Oke understood belief. She thought of it as an act of sub-

mission. You should submit to God and trust God. “God’s way is the best way,” as one of her favo-

rite hymns put it. “God’s way is the right way / I’ll trust in Him always / He knoweth the best.”  If 144

you did believe, you could fully submit, and if you submitted, Oke thought, God would give you 

abundant life. In your day-to-day experience, in the mundane details, you would be triumphant and 

could live victoriously.

So when Oke felt this strong, renewed desire to write a novel, she knew she had to submit it 

to God. “I’ll give it to you,” Oke prayed, “so you’ll be free to bless it, Lord.”  Then she felt what 145

she always felt when she yielded to God: liberated, empowered, and free.

She started writing immediately.

She wrote the book “in little snatches.” Working longhand, she wrote a little in the morning 

before going to her accounting job at a concrete company. She wrote for a few minutes on her lunch 

break. When the family went on vacation, Oke even wrote on a pad of paper on her knees in the 

front seat of the car. She finished the first draft in three weeks.  It was a romance novel, but also 146

about belief, about how a woman learned to trust God and submit, and then could truly have abun-

dant life. 

The protagonist, Martha “Marty” Claridge, is in some ways a typical romance heroine. She 

awakens to love. At the same time, she is an evangelical heroine. She learns to trust God, to trust 

that God will work things out in her life. The romance narrative is also a conversion narrative.

The story starts with a marriage of convenience. Marty has only just buried her husband, 

Clem Claridge, when a man introduces himself. “My name be Clark Davis,” he says, in the frontier 

dialect unique to the novel, “an’ it ’pears to me thet you an’ me be in need of one another.”  The 147

proposal shocks Marty. “I’d rather die than marry you,” she thinks, “or any man.”  Clark ex148 -
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plains, however, that this will be a practical arrangement. It is a trade: She needs someone to provi-

de for her and a place to live, at least until spring comes and she can return east. He needs someone 

to take of his daughter, “a little ’un, not much more’n a mite,” since his wife has died.  They can 149

help each other out.

It is not clear why marriage is necessary for the arrangement. It’s not an issue of morality. 

Clark is not suggesting they have sex. They will not share a bed or even a room. Clark commits to 

sleep in a lean-to, outside the cabin, giving what was his and his wife’s bedroom to Marty and his 

daughter, Missie. He is asking Marty “jest to be Missie’s mama,” he says. “Nothin’ more.” The mar-

riage is perhaps thought of as an issue of propriety, necessary because people would think they were 

living “as man and wife,” if they were living together in the small frontier cabin. But that’s not ex-

plained. The marriage is just described in the novel as “the only sensible thing to do.”  Marty is 150

forced to agree and this sets up the major conflict in the novel, the conflict between her situation and 

her heart’s desire.

She hates the idea of marrying Clark, but also accepts that this is how it has to be. She does 

need help. The wagon she and her husband were driving is broken down. One of their horses is lost, 

the other dead. She has no shelter for the winter. She doesn’t have enough money to pay for help. 

Also she’s pregnant. The facts of the situation compel her to accept help on whatever terms it’s offe-

red. She agrees to Clark’s proposal, but it’s really not a choice. She doesn’t love this man. Nor does 

she expect to.

The romance novel heroine does not even believe she can find love. She loved her late hus-

band, who “had captured her heart and her hand,” but tragedy has taken that from her. Now there’s 

just life. Just the West. “I hate this country!” she says. “I hate it! I hate him!”  She feels like she is 151

forced to give up a dream, to give up her desire for a good life, the desire to be personally fulfilled. 

The thought of it almost overwhelms her. She tries not to think about it. “She couldn’t face too far 

into the future,” Oke explains, because “she was sure if she let her mind focus on the weeks and 

months ahead of her in this tiny cabin with a husband she had not chosen and a child who was not 

hers, she’d break under the weight of it all.”  Marty thinks she will have to settle. She will have to 152

accept that this is life, day after day without love.

There are signs, though, that Clark cares for her. He wants something better for her. In one 

early scene, he worries she doesn’t have a bonnet to protect her from the sun. “What did he care 
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about the hot sun on her head?” Marty wonders.  But he does. Later, Marty expects him to be mad 153

when she makes a mistake while doing the chores. He’s not. In fact, he seems to assume she’s doing 

her best, and to trust that.  In another scene, Clark urges Marty not to work too hard. She has 154

thrown herself into the chores, learning how to cook and clean, struggling to care for the child. He 

encourages her to take a break.  Clark is even sensitive when he eventually learns Marty is preg155 -

nant. He immediately offers to raise the child as his own. He also says, without prompting, that 

since it is important to Marty, he will make it clear to people that the child is her first husband’s, not 

his, even as he provides for the baby. Clark, it turns out, is gentle, thoughtful, and kind.

Marty doesn’t immediately see this. Or perhaps she doesn’t understand what she sees. At 

first, she describes Clark as a “cold, miserable man.”  She softens a bit when he is not harsh with 156

her and she remembers he has also lost a spouse. She stops being angry at him. Still, though, she 

“felt him to be a stranger to avoid whenever she could.”  She softens a bit more when they have 157

the conversation about the coming child. When Clark makes it clear he understands about the baby, 

and how the child’s paternity is important to her, Marty notes she is still trying to “sort out this 

man.”  She doesn’t know exactly what to think. She starts to reconsider, thinking her initial jud158 -

gement might have been too severe.

The reader can see what Marty does not: Clark cares for her. He does not want her to accept 

the death of her dreams and the deadening of desire. He wants what’s best for her. He wants her to 

thrive and be happy.

The novel suggests that Clark feels this way because of his evangelical belief. He extends 

grace to Marty because he has received grace from God. He wants what is best for her because God 

wants what is best for her. She should have what she wants, because that is God’s greatest desire, 

that people flourish.

This is expressed in a speech Clark gives Marty the first morning. Clark starts out just ex-

plaining where things are, so Marty can find what she needs to do the chores. There are vegetables 

in the root cellar. Some canned goods. They are low on fresh meat, but there’s pork in the smoke 

house and there will be more meat when the weather turns cold and he can hunt and there are fish, 

too, in the nearby creek, and an orchard of young fruit trees that might bear fruit next year. “I’m a 
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tellin’ ya this,” Clark says, “so’s ya be knowing the lay o’ the land, so to speak.” He doesn’t mean 

just the physical lay of the land, though. All of this, he says, is God’s blessing. God has provided. 

That means, he explains, “ya don’t need to apologize for askin’ fer what ya be needin’.”  Clark is, 159

in part, making a theological point. He believes that God takes care of him. He believes that, becau-

se he has a right relationship with God, God is his shepherd, and cares for him.

Clark, Marty will soon learn, has a very personal relationship with God.

Clark is an unusual romance hero. In Pamela Regis’s study of the romance genre, A Natural 

History of the Romance Novel, she writes that the heroes in the twentieth-century novels tend to fall 

into two types. Some are “sentimental.” These male characters are wounded, either physically, psy-

chologically, or emotionally, and need to be healed by the heroine. The other type of hero is the 

“dangerous hero.” The dangerous heroes were especially popular in the 1970s, though they can be 

found throughout the genre. These characters are portrayed as wild men who need to be tamed by 

the heroine.  They can sometimes even seem like they’re the villain, not the hero. In fact, more 160

than one such hero rapes the heroine in these novels. Rape scenes were “practically de rigueur Back 

in the Day,” according to Sarah Wendell and Candy Tan, feminist fans of romance genre who are 

critical of what they call the “Old Skool” romances of the 1970s and ’80s.  The threat of danger is 161

certainly present in Oke’s depiction of Clark, but the heroine quickly learns he is not that sort of 

man. The fiction also hints at the idea the hero is wounded—he is a recent widow, after all. But he’s 

not that kind of character, either. He’s an evangelical hero, who loves God and only wants the he-

roine to trust that he wants the best for her.

Slowly, as Marty makes meals and cleans and sews, she realizes the kind of man this man is. 

She starts to trust him. She starts to believe again, and feel like herself again, and she starts to ima-

gine that she might be able to have a fulfilled life. She is awakening to love, and at the same time, 

developing a personal relationship with God.

When the story starts, Marty is almost entirely unfamiliar with Christianity. She has never 

been to church, “apart from marryin’ an’ buryin’.”  She has never heard a prayer outside of 162

church, and actually doesn’t think she has ever known anyone who has ever said such a prayer. She 

hasn’t read the Bible. She believes in God, but just in the sense of intellectually agreeing that God 

exists. When she suffers, God feels aloof. She has not yielded her life to God.
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There is a little organized religion on the prairie, but not much. There are no churches and 

no regularly scheduled religious services. A traveling preacher—a circuit rider, perhaps—comes 

through, but only on occasion. Some of the pioneers seem to like the man, though one gossip specu-

lates “thet the visitin’ parson had him something to hide, or he’d settle himself to one place.”  163

Marty has only a vague impression of him, even after he buries her husband and preforms her wed-

ding. The reader, likewise, is given no clear picture. Even his name is uncertain. At the beginning of 

the novel, he is “Pastor Magnuson.”  Later, he is “Pastor Simmons.”  The novel does not note 164 165

the name has changed, but is explicit this is the same man.  It would seem to be a continuity mis166 -

take, but if no one caught the mistake it’s because it doesn’t really matter. The name is not im-

portant. To Marty and to the novel, the minister is merely a functionary. At Clem’s funeral he just 

“spoke the words that were fitting for the occasion.”  That’s how religion is, for the heroine.167

The only hint that belief might be something more than that solemnizing formality comes 

from the one personal thing the minister does when he buries Marty’s husband. Before he leaves 

and continues on his circuit, he turns to Marty “and in a simple, straightforward manner took her 

hands in his and wished God to be very near her in the coming months.”  Marty has no response. 168

She’s not even sure what that would mean.

Even basic Christian ideas confuse her. She’s apparently never heard Psalm 23. When she 

does hear it, “Marty’s mind kept puzzling over the Scripture passage.”  She puzzles over the me169 -

taphor, wondering “How could the Lord be a shepherd?” She wonders too about the life application. 

Can anyone just take the words of the psalmist and make them their own? When Clark reads them 

aloud, is he also saying them for himself? Can other people also be comforted by this shepherd-like 

God? Marty notes that “Bible reading hadn’t been a part of her upbringing.”170

Marty is introduced to Christianity through Clark. For him, belief brings comfort. He 

doesn’t talk about Christianity as a worldview. Belief is not about an epistemological theory (as it is 

in This Present Darkness, considered in chapter two). Clark doesn’t talk about it in terms of intel-

lectual assent to ideas, either. Belief is not about facts for him (the way it is in Left Behind, consid-
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ered in chapter three). Clark also never mentions eternity or God’s transcendent purposes. For 

Clark, belief is personal and relevant right now, in this world. Everything, for him, fits in an imma-

nent frame. It’s all understood in terms of personal fulfillment and flourishing.

This is apparent in Clark’s prayers. He prays a lot and Marty is initially shocked by this. The 

first day in his home, when he prays before eating, she “sat wide-eyed looking at this man before 

her, who spoke, eyes closed, to a God she did not see or know—and him not even a preacher.”  171

It’s not just that he is peculiarly devout, he is also so familiar with God. He addresses God as father, 

and assumes God is interested in the details of his daily life. He prays about the weather and the li-

vestock. He compliments his new wife’s hard work. He tells God how he’s feeling. 

Clark also appeals to the Bible regularly—but just a few, specific passages. These invariably 

emphasize the idea that God cares for people personally. Clark reads Psalm 23 several times. He 

leans heavily on the idea that when bad things happen, that can be understood as God’s rod and 

staff, intended ultimately for his comfort. Clark also reads from Psalm 121, which says, “I will lift 

mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.”  For Clark this is the point. As he under172 -

stands the Bible, the message of the book is that God, who runs the whole world, cares about him 

and the apparently mundane details of his life.

Marty starts to refer to God as “Clark’s God.” It’s not a phrase Clark would disagree with. 

As the novel imagines it, God does, in a sense, belongs to him. Clark, for example, consistently 

links God with his own prosperity. In his four years in the West, he has done well. He has chickens, 

pigs, and cows, a vegetable garden, and grain fields, and they’ve all thrived. Clark explains this by 

saying “we have us real good land and the Lord be blessin’ it.”  God, as imagined here, is very 173

interested in blessing this man’s farm. Clark does not understand his own life to be part of some lar-

ger, divine plan. Rather, he understands the divine plan to be oriented around his own flourishing. 

He has a personal relationship with God and God, in an important way, belongs to him.

There are few statements about God’s glory, which could be seen as speaking of transcen-

dence. The character of God is always articulated in immanent terms, though. Clark speaks of the 

goodness of God, for example, but not in an ontological sense, where God is imagined as all-good 

or absolutely good. Rather, Clark talks about God being good in the context of God providing. 

“Thank ya fer this food ya provide,” he prays in one scene, “by yer goodness.”  God is the Al174 -

mighty, but that almightiness is understood anthropocentrically.
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Clark does think that God is, in some sense, beyond human comprehension. What that me-

ans for him, however, is that humans do not always know how God’s actions will result in human 

flourishing. They just have to trust that it will. When a storm comes and cancels plans for a Christ-

mas party, Clark prays, “sometimes, Lord, we be puzzlin’ ’bout your ways.” Then, however, he 

suggests that God sent the storm at that time so that none of the neighbors would be caught outside. 

Clark thanks God for this. The puzzle is thus solved. Clark can’t know, definitively, that that was 

God’s purpose in sending the storm, but it’s a good enough explanation for him. Similarly, when his 

prayers for “an extray cow or two” go unanswered, Clark says this is because God knows it’s better 

for him not to have what he asked for than to have what he asked for.  There isn’t a higher purpo175 -

se. 

With more serious tragedies, this trust that God always and only acts in the best interest of 

the believer can be more difficult. The problems of human suffering can, of course, cause people to 

have serious questions about belief (as in The Shack, considered in chapter five). For Clark, this 

isn't what happens, though. He trusts. When Clark’s barn burns down, for example, there’s not ob-

vious way this will contribute to the family’s flourishing. He nevertheless understands it as an op-

portunity to trust that God intends this for his benefit. How is a mystery, to him, but there’s no ques-

tion that that is the outcome of what God did and does. He reaches for his Bible and re-reads Psalm 

23 to affirm this.176

There is actually a lot of tragedy in Love Comes Softly. There is, of course, the tragedy that 

serves as the inciting incident of the novel, and the tragedy that provides pivotal plot points, such as 

the barn fire. But the romance goes further than that in its depiction of tragedy. Almost every minor 

character is shown to have suffered. The novel imagines a world in which tragedy is always a reali-

ty. It imagines belief in the context of tragedy and imagines belief is important and relevant to this 

suffering.

After Marty has her baby, a stream of pioneer women come to visit. These are new charac-

ters, introduced three-quarters of the way through the story. As the women come through the cabin, 

the world of the novel expands. As it expands, it shows readers that Marty’s tragedy is not unique. 

Every woman bears these burdens. Everyone goes through trials. Some, however, share their strug-

gles with Jesus and have the assurance that their struggles will work out for good.

The first to visit is a woman named Wendy Marshall. Marshall is described as “small and 

young, with blond hair that at one time must have been very pretty.”  She smiles, but still seems 177
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sad. At first it is just a hint. The protagonist intuits the sadness in the woman’s eyes. Then the sad-

ness rises up and overwhelms her. Marshall peeks in at the sleeping baby boy. She sees “the soft 

pink baby face, with lashes as fine as dandelion silk on his cheek,” and she can’t stand it.  She 178

leaves the room, and goes and stands at the cabin window and cries. Marshall apologies to Marty, 

confessing that she had three children of her own but they all died. 

“It’s this wretched country,” Marshall says. “If I’d stayed back east where I’d belong, things 

would have been different. I would have my family—my Jodi and Esther and Josiah. It’s this horri-

ble place.”179

A Personal Relationship with God

The character’s story is similar to Oke’s personal experience. Shortly after she got married to Ed-

ward Oke in 1957, the couple moved from their home in Calgary to Mishawaka, Indiana. Edward 

took classes at Bethel College to complete his B.A., and took a job as an assistant minister at Beu-

lah Missionary Church in nearby Elkhart. They had only just arrived and unpacked their belongings 

in their $65-a-month apartment when tragedy struck. Janette had a miscarriage. 

Her sorrow was made worse by the feeling of being in a foreign county. “In the strange 

apartment,” Oke’s biography says, “miles from her mother, and with no doctor’s care, she lay on the 

fold-out bed and cried.”  180

Her only comfort was her faith. Oke believed that, as she put it, God was God. She would 

submit to this tragedy, believing God would work it out for her good. In her mourning, Oke repea-

ted to herself the refrain of a hymn: “God’s way is the best way / God’s way is the right way / I’ll 

trust in Him always / He knoweth the best.”181

Edward Oke graduated in the spring of 1958 and started seminary classes at Goshen Colle-

ge. Janette Oke took a job in the mail room of a manufacturing company and and taught Sunday 

School at the church where Edward was the pastor. Life seemed to be good and she got pregnant 

again. 
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Oke worried about the possibility of a second miscarriage. She prayed about it, though, and 

found peace. She told God she was surrendering her child, giving the unborn baby to God and trus-

ting that it would all work out.182

She gave birth to a son in October 1959. He died before she even got to hold him. The infant 

had a heart murmur and an enlarged liver, though the pediatricians did not know the underlying 

cause. The doctors spent hours trying to save the child, but couldn’t. The news was shattering. Years 

later she recalled thinking, over and over, “I didn’t even get to hold him. I didn’t even get to hold 

him.”  After she got home from the hospital, Oke spend days looking at the empty crib in their 183

apartment, just crying.

She said to God, “I know that I said you could take him—but I didn’t promise not to cry.”184

Oke, then, could well have been describing herself when, 20 years later, she wrote about the 

crying woman who hates the strange country that she feels took her children. 

Lost children are not the only kind of tragedy the women in the world of Love Comes Softly 

suffer, though. Another character who comes to visit Marty and the new baby is burdened by pover-

ty. She comes on the scene an “ill-clad stranger, with two equally ill-clad children.”  The woman 185

mumbles her name and the names of her children and doesn’t make eye contact—too ashamed, it 

would seem, to be polite company. 

Marty later learns the woman’s husband is, as one neighbor puts it, “one lazy good-fer-not-

hin’.”  Jedd Larson shirks work. He’s generally irresponsible. He will, however, gladly help hims186 -

elf to other people’s generosity. People look at Mrs. Larson—readers never learn her first name—

and they either judge her or pity her. She can’t stand it. But she doesn’t have a choice.

Another woman’s burden is more literal: she is overweight. Marty puts it politely, noting 

Maude Watley is “rather stout,” but it is clear this is not a matter of a few spare pounds. Watley can 

barely walk. She doesn’t walk into the bedroom of the cabin to see the baby, instead asking the baby 

be brought to her. When it’s time to leave, she doesn’t walk to the wagon but waits until it is pulled 

up to the front door. In the meantime, she eats “several helpings of cookies and loaf cake.”  A 187
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neighbor gossips that Watley actually used to be a “dance-hall girl,” before she was married.  The 188

history of what happened is cryptic, but the suffering is plain.

Perhaps the starkest tragedy to befall one of the novel’s minor characters is what happens to 

Laura Graham. Graham is the second daughter of one of the neighbors, 17 years old. She is barely 

mentioned until the last thirty pages, and then her story, her tragedy, is the cap on all the novels tra-

gedies.

It starts when Graham gets pregnant before she is married. No one even knew she was even 

seeing anyone, but Graham, it turns out, has been secretly spending time with a bachelor named 

Milt Conners. And she got pregnant.

Her parents are upset and perhaps also scandalized, but Graham “stoutly insisted that she 

loved Milt and was going to marry him come what may.”189

She does marry him and it seems, for a moment, that tragedy may be averted. The young 

woman “did not seem to carry the glow that a new bride should,” but she does seem determined to 

make it work. She’s committed to her marriage, even if Conners does have a deserved reputation for 

being wild. The women at the wedding hope her love might make her husband a better man.  190

Conners, for his part, looked “rather careless in demeanor and attire,” but remembered to trim his 

beard before the big day.191

Things do not get better. Graham withdraws from the community. She refuses even small, 

neighborly favors. There are signs of spousal abuse: she carries a bruise on her cheek. Then it gets 

worse.

Clark brings Marty the news: “It’s Laura. They done found her in the crik over by the Con-

ners’ cabin.”

“Is she … is she … ?”

“She be dead, Marty.”192

Marty is there when the young pregnant woman is pulled from the water. Graham’s mother 

held the frail corpse in her arms, rocked back and forth, and cried. Then she wiped her tears, squa-

red her shoulder, and began preparing for the funeral.

Everyone suffers in Love Comes Softly. Tragedy is a fact of life. The novel does not invite 

readers to imagine that belief changes that. It does suggest belief helps. Belief comforts. Further, the 
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novel imagines that the context of belief is this context of human suffering, and that belief is im-

portant because it is relevant to the kinds of tragedies these women endure. Put another way, in the 

world of Love Comes Softly, belief brings the reassurance that the meaning of suffering is imma-

nent. God works all things together for the good of those who love him, and not in abstract, trans-

cendent terms.

All of this appeals to Marty, but she is slow to submit. 

Her first step is just thinking it would be nice to have that sense of divine assurance. It 

sounds nice. Like Marabel Morgan, she thinks the idea of “God’s love, for me!” and the promise of 

abundant life is really attractive. But she’s not immediately ready to believe.

She hears Clark reading from Psalm 121 and she wishes she had help coming from the 

hills.  She returns to the thought again, a short time later. While doing more chores, Marty sees the 193

mountains to the west. “Far beyond the rolling hills,” Oke writes, “blue mountains rose in majesty. 

Was it from those peaks that Clark was seeking the help of his God?”  The idea doesn’t seem cra194 -

zy to her. She’s drawn to the thought of a God who cares about her like that.

Before long, Marty finds herself wanting to pray.  The thing she wants pray about is notab195 -

ly not a matter of ultimate reality. It’s a mundane detail. In the process of doing her chores, Marty 

washed the cabin walls, including the chinking holding the logs together. This seems to have been a 

mistake. The hard white plaster turns muddy.  Pieces fall from the wall. It turns out not be se196 -

rious—Clark fixes it easily—but that’s the point. Marty is not interested in a God who would only 

care about serious, heavenly things. She’s drawn to the comfort of a God who would care about litt-

le details that didn’t matter, and care just because she was worried.

She hesitates, though. Marty explains this to herself as a knowledge problem. She doesn’t 

know how to pray.  She thinks because she wasn’t raised religious, she may have “missed out on 197

something rather important,” and so now lacks the skill of prayer that other people have. This ex-

planation is not quite right, though. While it’s true she lacks knowledge, the novel imagines this ex-

planation is really an expression of fear. “Marty found herself wondering,” Oke writes, “if she dared 

to approach Clark’s God in the direct way that Clark himself did. She felt a longing to do so, but she 

held back.”  It’s emotional, not intellectual. Even when it’s a statement about knowledge, it’s a 198
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statement about desire: “She knew very little about God, and sometimes she caught herself yearning 

to know more.”  199

Marty does not take the direct approach, at first. Her first prayer in the novel is a tentative 

whisper. Ma Graham, the Davis’s neighbor, comes by to help Marty learn to take care of a pioneer 

cabin. She teaches her to make bread, gives her a lot of recipes, and offer tips for making it through 

a frontier Winter. She reassures her everything will be OK. She mentions God, though barely. She 

acknowledges Marty’s mourning in passing, and hints that she has had her own tragedies, in the 

past. Speaking from that experience, she says that time and God heal the heart.  When Graham 200

leaves, Marty is so moved she is moved to pray. It’s only tentative, though. She prays God will 

bless Ma Graham for her kindness, but then couches that request in a conditional: She prays that 

God would bless the woman “if there truly was a God up there somewhere.”  She’s not ready to 201

risk more. 

Marty’s second prayer is even more tentative. It’s not even whispered. It happens on a Sun-

day—the Lord’s Day—and she is stirred by Clark’s reading of Psalm 23. As he reads, he stops and 

explains a few things, offering “words of his own as background or setting to the Scripture.”  202

Then he prays. She wants to participate in his prayer, but doesn’t. At the end, however, Clark says 

“amen” and his daughter “declared her loud ‘’men,’ too,” and Marty is so close to joining them. She 

mouths the word, but doesn’t make a sound.203

Marty turns from prayer to Bible-reading. She’s inspired by the Christmas story. Clark reads 

the story aloud on Christmas day, when he and Missie and Marty are snowed in. He starts with the 

angel appearing to Mary to tell her she is going to have a child. In the Bible passage, the angel says, 

“Fear not, Mary: for thou hast found favour with God.”  Clark reads on, about the trip to Bethle204 -

hem, about the inns where there was no room, and the stable with the manager where the infant was 

laid. Clark reads about the shepherds and how the angels appear to them and the one says again, 

“fear not,” and tells them the good news.205

In the Gospel of Luke, the story leaves Mary pondering these things in her heart. In Love 

Comes Softly, the story has the same affect on Marty. “The story captured Marty’s imagination,” 
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Oke writes, “as she waited for the birth of her own first child, and she thought of it as she did the 

dishes.”  Marty identifies with Mary. She thinks about what she would have done if she had been 206

Mary.

As Marty hears the story, the nativity is about God providing in difficult circumstances. The 

story, of course, is also about the incarnation. The angel in the gospel says the child will be con-

ceived miraculously by the Holy Ghost and will be the “Son of the Highest.” Evangelicals under-

stand Luke 1 and 2 as an account of how God became human. Marty notes that aspect, remarking 

that the “little baby born in a stable was God’s Son.”  For her, though, this divine parentage is part 207

of the larger message of God’s love and concern. The incarnation, in a sense, folds into the story 

about God’s plan. Marty thinks Mary probably couldn’t understand why it was part of God’s plan to 

have God’s son born in a barn. Mary could trust, though, that God would do what was best for the 

child. Marty can imagine herself like Mary. This means she can imagine herself trusting God. 

“Wouldn’t be carin’ fer my son to be born in a barn,” she thinks. “Still—God did watch over 

Him, sendin’ angels to tell the shepherds an’ all. An’ the wise men, too, with their rich gifts. Yes, 

God was carin’ ‘bout His Son.”208

God’s plan might look different than one would expect, but you could still trust that God’s 

plan was intended for human good. The incarnation, the nativity, and Marty’s marriage of conveni-

ence are all part of God’s plan, and the plan is fixed firmly in the immanent frame.

Marty ponders these things while attending to the dishes after Christmas dinner. She decides 

she would like to read the story again, so she sits down and picks up the Bible. She doesn’t know 

how to read the Bible, though, just like she didn’t know how to pray. “She wished she knew where 

to locate the Christmas story,” Oke writes, “but as she turned the pages she couldn’t find where 

Clark had read.”  Marty ends up reading an entirely different portion of scripture, but the text still 209

turns out to be about how God cares for people. Marty ends up reading Pslams. She read them “one 

after the other as she sat beside the warm fire.” She didn’t understand what she was reading, neces-

sarily, but it didn’t matter. “Somehow they were comforting,” Marty thinks, “even when you didn’t 

understand all of the phrases and ideas.”  210

The Bible comforts her. It assures her that God loves her and encourages her to take an emo-

tional risk and respond to God. As presented in Love Comes Softly, this is, in fact, the point of the 
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Bible. Marty phrases the key question this way: “Do ya really think thet God, who runs the whole 

world like, be knowin’ ya?” Clark says yes. He says he believes. He’s sure God cares for him. As he 

explains, “I believe the Bible, and it tells me thet He does.”211

Marty finally feels that for herself when the snow begins to thaw. After her child is born and 

she names him after his father, Claridge Luke Davis, after Ma Graham tells her how love sometimes 

“comes sorta stealin’ up on ya gradual like,” after the barn burns down and then the neighbors help 

build a new one, Easter comes.  The traveling preacher, now known as Pastor Simmons, preaches 212

about Jesus’s crucifixion. Marty hears the message. She takes it personally. “She had heard before 

how cruel men of Christ’s day had put him to death with no just cause,” Oke writes, “but never be-

fore had she realized it had anything at all to do with her.”  The preacher explains about sins, and 213

how they separate people from God, and how Jesus came to take those sins, the cross serving as a 

bridge back to God. Marty, sitting on a bench, is moved to tears. “I didn’t know—I jest didn’t know 

thet ya died fer me,” she prays. It’s a spontaneous prayer, from her heart. When she realizes the ma-

gnitude of what Jesus did, and she knows God will go to any length for her, she responds with this 

outpouring of emotion, “her heart filled with such a surge of joy.”  She is unafraid of the emotio214 -

nal risk of belief. She speaks to God directly.

“I’ve given myself to be a knowin’ Clark’s God,” she thinks. And Oke tells readers Marty 

was “awed by the thought.”  215

The novel’s conversion narrative could plausibly have ended there. The story goes on, 

though, to show how belief works out in Marty’s life. At the end of the novel, after her conversion, 

Marty is confronted with two tragedies. The first is Laura Graham’s death. The girl’s tragic end hits 

Marty particularly hard. She goes to the woods, to the place where Graham died, to think about it 

and pray. 

“She really needed a place to think,” Oke writes, “to sort things out.” Marty sits by the wa-

ter, leans against a tree. “I know thet yer good,” she says to God. “I know thet ya love me, thet ya 

died for me; but I don’t understand ’bout losin’, ’bout the pain thet goes so deep I can’t see the end. 

I don’t understand at all.”  The pain and tragedy is a mystery, but because she has found faith, be216 -
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cause she believes, Marty is confident the human suffering can be explained in terms of God’s love 

for her. 

This is similar to how the Okes dealt with their loss, after the miscarriage and the child who 

died in infancy. They understood it as “a growing time.” They believed that God, in fact, would use 

the tragedy in their lives, making it meaningful, in a real and practical way. “They were reminded,” 

Oke’s biography says, “that if they planned to serve in the ministry, in years ahead there would 

doubtlessly be many times when they would be called upon to share the grief of someone in their 

congregation.” That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. It didn’t mean it wasn’t horrible. But, the Okes felt 

that God helped them through the tragedy. In fact, “Janette was thankful that a loving God had 

cushioned the blow as only He could. He had prepared her heart so there was no bitterness, and he 

was with her daily, helping her with her sorry and tears.”217

Oke puts this belief in the mouth of her protagonist: “I thank ye, Lord, that ye be teachin’ me 

how to rest in you,” Marty prays towards the end of the novel. “Ya be comfortin’ me, and I be grate-

ful for it.”

Then there is a near tragedy but it is avoided. In the last chapter of the novel, Marty is men-

ding clothes. She takes the time to teach Missie a little about sewing too. Marty gives the girl a 

scrap of cloth and a button, threads a needle and shows her how to sew the button to the cloth. “Ya 

may as well learn how it be done,” Marty says.  In the process, the girl spills the buttons. When 218

they pick them up again, they miss one. The four-month-old baby puts it in his mouth and chokes. 

The button lodges in his throat and Marty can’t get it out. She tries, but it is stuck, blocking his air-

way.

The family rushes to town to see the doctor. The baby’s breathing is ragged and he is 

“struggling furiously, his little fists flailing in the air as he fought for breath.”  Clark pushes the 219

horses until they’re described as galloping the wagon over the frontier roads. The family gets to 

town, goes straight to the doctor, and the doctor immediately does surgery. Marty, Clark, and Missie 

wait in the front room. The wait is soon over, though. The surgery is successful and everything is 

fine. The doctor tells them they are lucky. 

Clark says, “It weren’t luck.”  Marty thanks God. God is their shepherd, the help from the 220

hills, who preserves them, going out and coming in.
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They don’t imagine that they were somehow guaranteed to be free from tragedy, but Marty, 

following Clark, believes that God has a wonderful plan for her life, and that means this life, in this 

world.

The novel concludes with Marty in Clark’s arms. She didn’t even realize it was happening, 

but now she loves this man. “This man,” Oke writes, “who comforted her when she sorrowed, un-

derstood her joys, gave her strength when her own strength was spent, shared with her his faith, and 

introduced her to his God. There was so much she felt. The strange, deep stirring within her—she 

understood it now.”  The married couple embraces. She yields to him, “looking deep into his 221

eyes” and “feeling the strength of his body tight against hers.”  Love, at the end of the narrative, 222

overcomes all obstacles. Submitting to it and trusting it empowers one to live triumphantly and 

abundantly. They live happily ever after, which is to say, the evangelical heroine enters a state of 

immanent eternity.

In an Immanent Frame

When reflecting on the novel for the 2003 republication, Janette Oke wrote that she really identified 

with the characters. “Each struggle Clark and Marty worked through,” she wrote, “I struggled 

through with them. Each triumph they experienced was my own. Each truth about the faithfulness 

of the God they served was a wonderful reminder to me.”223

Many felt this way. Lynn S. Neal, in her study of the readers of evangelical romance novels, 

reported that evangelical women actually read evangelical romance novels for lots of reasons. Some 

emphasized the pleasure of reading. Some talked about how their reading linked them to other wo-

men. At the same time, Neal says scholars “should not underestimate the importance of evangelical 

romances for understanding how women practice their evangelical identity on a daily basis.”  Re224 -

aders, that is to say, often identified with the protagonist of Oke’s novels and the many romances 

that followed, and identified specifically with the story about belief in the context of everyday life. 

Neal observed that women who were devoted to the genre “imagine evangelical romance reading as 

a devotional practice through which to articulate a women’s faith and a women’s ministry.”  The 225

fiction, as these women understand it and experience it, is about belief. It is about the possibility of 
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belief that leads to spiritual fullness, which can be realized in the context of all the day-to-day reali-

ty that others might see as just an encumbrance.

The same social imaginary that’s visible in a close reading of Love Comes Softly can be seen 

elsewhere. Across the US and Canada in the 1970s, evangelical women thought if they followed 

God’s plan and trusted God’s purposes, they would become total women. Following Marabel Mor-

gan, these women thought it superlatives. Their superlatives, though, were in an immanent frame. 

They wanted the greatest marriage. The best sex. The most fulfilled life. They understood belief as 

an act of trust that things would work out for good—really good—and work out that way in the 

here-and-now.

Other books in the evangelical bookstores that boomed in the 1970s were similarly sold as 

relevant to life right now. It’s normal to think of belief and believing as separate from or opposite to 

“the secular.” It may be, as Taylor argues, that religious belief used to be “some great project of 

self-surpassing,” and “the aspiration to a transformation which goes beyond ordinary human flou-

rishing.”  But that’s not how it was here. In a secular age, secularity is the context of belief. Secu226 -

larity is the conditions of the possibility and plausibility of belief. On the shelves of evangelical 

bookstores, this meant there were books about belief and sex and romance novels that might seem 

to some to spend too much time describing chores. Belief, in the evangelical bookstores, was sold in 

secular terms. It was imagined, in the evangelical imagination, in an immanent frame. 
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2 

IMAGINING PUBLIC BELIEF 

Troubled in his soul and on the verge of losing control of his church, Hank Busche goes for 

a walk. He goes to the center of town and sits on a public bench. 

He says, “I’m here, Satan.”1

Busche is the protagonist of Frank Peretti’s landmark work of evangelical fiction, the spiri-

tual warfare novel This Present Darkness. The fictional small-town pastor is not imagined in the 

fiction as seeing Satan or any of Satan’s minions in the bustling business district in the bright of day. 

He sees only the town center. He has been flailing to reach this town with the Gospel and failing as 

a minster. His evangelical community church is divided and planning a congregational vote on 

whether or not to keep him as pastor. He has been told he will lose the vote. These struggles have 

sapped his strength and confidence and he admits, sitting there on the bench, that his prayers feel 

ineffectual. He admits even to doubting the existence of the supernatural entities he believes are be-

hind the facade of church politics, behind the facade of the town that ignores him and his message. 

“It was amazing,” he reflects, “how well the demons could hide, even behind the doubts he some-

times felt about their very existence.”  Despite his doubts, Busche goes to the center of town to face 2

his adversary directly. From that public space of a city bench, he speaks to the supernatural realms, 

saying, “I can’t see you, and maybe you can move faster than I can, but I’m still here, and by the 

grace of God and the power of the Holy Spirit I intend to be a thorn in your side until one of us has 

had enough!”3

The site of this declaration is important. This is the public square, the public sphere. Peretti’s 

novel stages what it is like for belief to happen here, in this space. This Present Darkness is a novel 
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about belief in the secular space of the public sphere. It invites readers to imagine belief in this con-

text, thinking of belief as pubic and problematically public.

The Secular Public Sphere

In the secular condition, the space of public discourse is secular. It is, in the philosopher Charles 

Taylor’s terminology, immanentized. As discussed in the previous chapter, this means that ultimate 

justifications cannot be transcendent truths, cannot be appeals to a higher metaphysical order. In-

stead, appeals must be made to human flourishing. Theological claims, familial structures, and po-

litical regimes have to be grounded in accounts of how they will, respectively, be good for people 

and help people realize abundant life in the here-and-now.

In political philosophy, this secularity of the sphere of public discourse is critical to solving 

the problem of legitimization. The question is how can a state, which reserves for itself a monopoly 

of violence, justify its own authority? “Legitimacy is a contestable validity claim,” writes philoso-

pher Jürgen Habermas. “Legitimacy means there are good arguments for a political order’s claim to 

be recognized as right and just; a legitimate order deserves recognition.”  Historically, such legiti4 -

mation was religious. Medieval European political orders, for example, appealed to eternal, tran-

scendent realities. They could thus be thrown into crisis by new religious movements, which contest 

the revelation of the transcendent order that grounded the status quo. Habermas offers the spread of 

Christianity in the third century in the Roman Empire and the religious underpinnings of the Ger-

man Peasants’ War in 1524 and 1525 as examples of such legitimation crises. Modern liberal 

democracies, however, claim they are legitimate because doing what is best for people. They claim, 

further, that they know what is best for people because they are acting in accord with the will of the 

people. The authority of the state is grounded, then, in the consent of the governed, in public opin-

ion. 

Public opinion might be determined by popular elections of representatives, or referendums, 

or through opinion polls or other means. Regardless of the specific mechanism for determining pub-

lic opinion, there is this idea that there is such a thing as “the public,” and that the public has a will, 

has a determinable opinion about public matters, which it will express. Public opinion, in order to 

be understood as public opinion, has to be the result of public discourse. The liberal democratic 

state has to be grounded in public opinion and public opinion has to be grounded in public dis-

course.

In his major work, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas shows 

how this fiction of the public arose out of specific institutions and networks of conversation. The 
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public was constituted by its discourse. In practice, this meant conversations in European coffee 

houses, salons, and Tischgesellschaften, and then later “through the medium of the press and its 

professional criticism.” These discourse communities “formed the public sphere of a rational-criti-

cal debate in the world of letters.”5

Such conversations, of course, do not, in fact, include everybody. There are very real barri-

ers to entry. In the eighteenth century, a “stratum of ‘bourgeois’ was the real carrier of the public, 

which from the outset was a reading public.”  For Habermas, however, the public discourse is not 6

public because all of the public or even most of the public participates in the conversation. It is pub-

lic, rather, in principle. The discourse is structurally in such a way that it, in principle, is universal. 

The discourse that grounds the public opinion that legitimates the state is itself grounded in univer-

sal pragmatics, the presuppositions of communicative action.

Habermas identifies four presuppositions of public discourse. He thinks those who engages 

in public discourse have implicitly accepted four things: First, they have accepted that everyone in-

volved in the conversation shares the background understanding that there is a world of indepen-

dently existing objects. The world really is out there. There are objective facts about the world. 

Second, people involved in public discourse accept that everyone involved is rational, and can be 

held accountable to rules of rationality. Third, everyone accepts, at least implicitly, that constative 

statements are constative statements. That is to say, they assume that speech acts declaring some-

thing to be true or false are universal claims. The validity of such statements is not conditional, con-

textual, or subjective. Fourth, everyone involved in public discourse has implicitly accepted the 

preceding three presuppositions about the demands of argumentation.7

Another way to say this is to say that public discourse is secular. It is free from transcendent 

claims and doesn’t depend on religious revelation or dogma. The rules of the discourse are estab-

lished by the discourse itself, and it is universally available to everyone (in principle) because of its 

secular structure. The publicity of public discourse is its secularity.

Habermas makes this explicit when he talks about how religious claims, which appeal to 

special, revealed knowledge, are inadmissible in the public sphere. “The truth contents of religious 

contributions,” he writes, “can enter into the institutionalized practice of deliberation and decision-

making only when the necessary translation already occurs in the pre-parliamentarian domain, i.e. 

in the political public sphere itself.” He thinks that “citizens of faith may make public contributions 
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in their own religious language only subject to the translation proviso.”  Habermas says religious 8

people may be allowed to participated in the conversation about public things, but only if they 

forego all explicitly religious reasoning. They must accept, to start with, that revealed knowledge 

will have no privileged position in the discourse and they must, further, accept “the scientific mo-

nopoly on the production of factual knowledge.” In order to be taken as rational statements and 9

admitted into public discourse, religious statements have to be, as it were, de-transcendentalized. 

They have to be made secular.10

When the public sphere is understood in this way, the religious, in turn, is construed as nec-

essarily private. Indeed, this is often understood as a key feature of secularization and the secular 

condition: beliefs are taken as akin to taste preferences. In the process of secularization, beliefs be-

come “mere beliefs, opinion, or (a term that eloquently expresses what goes on here) ‘religious 

preference.’”  What it means to believe in one or another ultimate good or metaphysical picture, as 11

a cultural practice, is something like what it means to think Ingmar Bergman’s movies are superior 

to George Lucas’s. One is certainly entitled to have beliefs, in this secular condition, but it is con-

sidered wrong to impose them on others and silly to think they have any normative force in public 

conversations.  12

One of the ways evangelicals have imagined belief is to imagine it in the public sphere, 

challenging the secularity of that space. This chapter looks at how evangelicals have imagined be-

lief to be a violation of secularity’s division between public and private. It examines, first, the histo-

ry of American evangelicalism’s engagement with the public square, showing that evangelicals 

were motivated not just by particular issues of concern, but by what they perceived as the secular 

nature of the public space. Second, this chapter turns to the thought of Francis Schaeffer, a key 

player in the political mobilization of evangelicals and the rise of the religious right, showing how 

he made an epistemological argument against secular knowledge. Third, the chapter looks at how 

Frank Peretti’s fiction invited readers to imagine belief. This Present Darkness staged spiritual war-

fare going on being the scenes of contemporary American cultural conflicts as a way of staging be-
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lief as a public conflict over the nature of public space. Finally, this chapter looks at the variety of 

ways readers have responded to this invitation to imagine belief.

Evangelicals and the Public Sphere

Evangelicals have frequently found themselves in conflict over the secularity of public space.

Public engagement has been a key feature of American evangelicalism. Some would even 

say it is the key feature. For a historian such as David Bebbington, of course, activism is only one 

quarter of the classic definition of what it means to be evangelical.  In the standard narrative of 13

evangelical history, though, it can seem like the most important one.

The standard narrative notes that revivalist Protestants who emphasized personal piety and 

the importance of an individual conversion or “born again” experience were a political force in the 

nineteen century. They were reformers. “Commitment to social reform was a corollary of the inher-

ited enthusiasm for revival,” writes historian George Marsden. “Yet social reform was not really a 

secondary concern.”  They were at the forefront of every major social movement, from efforts to 14

ban dueling, to abolitionism, to women’s suffrage, to prohibition.  Something happened in the ear15 -

ly twentieth century, however. These culturally engaged Christians went into retreat. They became 

fundamentalists. The movement “quickly lost its position as a nationally influential coalition,” 

Marsden writes, and “fundamentalists retreated from their notorious national campaigns.”16

They became separatists and cultural isolationists after the 1925 Scopes trial, according to 

the standard narrative. They had campaigned against the teaching of Darwinism in American 

schools and when they took that battle to court in Dayton, Tennessee, they won. But only technical-

ly. In the court of public opinion, the anti-Darwinists were soundly defeated. The historian Randall 

Balmer, along with many others, marks this as the historical pivot. “The ignominy surrounding the 

Scopes trial,” he writes, “convinced evangelicals that the larger culture had turned against them. 

They responded by withdrawing from the culture, which they came to regard as Satan’s domain, to 

construct an alternative universe, an evangelical subculture.”17
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They remained in self-imposed exile for fifty years, reemerging in the 1970s as the religious 

right.  In the 1970s, they shake the separatist, fundamentalist identity, and became evangelicals.18

Recent scholarship has challenged this narrative. What this standard story misses is the 

many ways fundamentalists were involved in politics—even national campaigns—between 1925 

and the 1970s. Fundamentalists were players in the 1928 presidential election, opposing the Democ-

ratic candidate Al Smith because he was a Catholic and against prohibition.  Some were active in 19

opposing Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal.  When Harry Truman ran for president in 1948, fun20 -

damentalists were politically powerful enough that his campaign took them into account. His strate-

gy was to emphasize his own religious faith, and speak with moral clarity to those who felt the 

world, today, was “one unholy confused cacophony.” Truman, a Baptist himself, would address 

Americans as “fellow believers.”  On the other hand, as his campaign manager William J. Bray 21

recalled, the campaign worked hard to keep Truman out of the churches where fundamentalist pas-

tors would preach against him even as he sat in a pew.  During his presidency, the fundamentalists 22

spoke out in favor of his use of nuclear weapons to end World War II, and then against his health-

care plan, which they called “socialized medicine.” They also gave active support to Dwight D. 

Eisenhower in 1952.23

The historical record shows “they never retreated from the public square,” as Daniel K. 

Williams writes in God’s Own Party. What happened in the 1970s was not reengagement. Rather, 

the revivalist Protestants who emphasized personal piety and the importance of conversion experi-

ence, at this moment, overcame their own regional divisions and committed themselves to a particu-

lar party. “Evangelicals gained prominence during Ronald Reagan’s campaign not because they 

were speaking out on political issues—they had been doing this for decades—but because they 
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were taking over the Republican Party,” Williams writes.  It was also during this time that they 24

stopped worrying about and focusing on Catholicism as the main threat to American, and turned 

their attention instead to communism, or, more generally, secularism.25

Historian Matthew Avery Sutton identifies the source of this historical narrative of retreat 

and reengagement to Carl F.H. Henry. Henry was the founding editor of the flagship magazine of 

American evangelicalism, Christianity Today, and worked, as much as anyone, to identify evangeli-

calism with an engagement with the public sphere. He made his argument in a slim 1947 book, The 

Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism. The book makes an argument for engagement and 

in the process mischaracterizes his position, evangelicalism, as a clean break from the past, funda-

mentalism. “Since the publication of The Uneasy Conscience historians and evangelicals have been 

seduced by Henry’s vision of the past and his call for a new, culturally engaged evangelicalism,” 

Sutton writes.26

Henry’s historical narrative of engagement, disengagement and then reengagement needs to 

be rejected. The standard narrative of fundamentalist retreat and evangelical resurgence will not suf-

fice. Henry’s argument does, however, call attention to an important aspect of this engagement as it 

happened throughout the twentieth century. His argument shows how evangelicals have imagined 

belief to be necessarily public. 

Evangelicalism’s “supreme aim,” according to Henry, “is the proclamation of redeeming 

grace to sinful humanity.” Yet, this is concern is not restricted to transcendent things, not just a con-

cern about souls in eternity. It also necessitates cultural engagement. This is because, “the redemp-

tive message has implications for all of life.” It cannot be relegated to “heavenly-minded” pursuits. 

“The implication of this for evangelicalism seem clear,” Henry wrote. “The battle against evil in all 

its forms must be pressed unsparingly,” according to Henry. “We must pursue the enemy, in politics, 

in economics, in science, in ethics—everywhere, in every field, we must pursue relentlessly.”27

For Henry, it was not just particular issues compelling evangelicals into the public sphere; it 

was the nature of belief. And they were not just fighting over particular issues. They were fighting 

against the secularization of that space. 
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This is one way evangelicals have imagined belief. It can be traced back to the nineteenth 

century. Marsden pins the date to 1868, but one need not be that precise to see the larger 

movement.28

In the late nineteenth century, the natural sciences and the humanities both increasingly em-

braced methodological naturalism, accepting only natural accounts of natural phenomena as valid 

knowledge. Religious authority and dogmatic claims lost credibility; supernatural entities not sub-

ject to empirical tests were—in a literal sense of the common metaphor—ruled out. Scholars gradu-

ally became convinced that “attributing the phenomena they investigated to the will of God was too 

facile and insufficiently explanatory.”  29

By the beginning of the twentieth century, as Jon H. Roberts and James Turner explain in 

their history of these intellectual developments, “the very idea of what counted as an explanation 

had changed.”  Knowledge had secularized. Rationality had become immanentized. 30

The shift was recognized and opposed by Christian fundamentalists (as they were known at 

the time). Presbyterian theologians at the Princeton Theological Seminary are symptomatic, here. 

Starting in the 1880s, B.B. Warfield and others responded to the rising dominance of methodologi-

cal naturalism in their defense of the Bible, simultaneously seeking to defend the Bible as a valid 

source of knowledge in its own right and to show its credibility in matters of history and science. 

The articulation of this became increasingly important to them. Presbyterians declared the Bible’s 

inerrancy an essential doctrine in 1910, 1916, and 1923.  31

The next generation of conservative Presbyterians theologians, following Warfield, contin-

ued this fight. J. Gresham Machen reiterated the argument that the Bible is a storehouse of facts and 

contended that theology is “just as much a science as chemistry.”  For Machen, scientific facts 32

could only be thought of as true if they were true in the same way that theological facts were true. 

Truth was a matter of metaphysical reality and not confined to only what could be discovered using 

a naturalistic methodology.  Though Machen’s epistemological arguments were taken more seri33 -

ously than, say, William Jennings Bryan’s, the end result was the same. Machen eventually felt he 
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had to leave Princeton. This marked the end of a struggle that had started in the 1880s. The first 

Bible Colleges were established. Nyack College in 1882, Moody Bible Institute in 1887.  Each re34 -

jected the idea that knowledge could be neutral, that knowledge could be secular.

By 1920, there were thirty-nine Bible Colleges in the United States, offering alternative ed-

ucation, with alternative standards of scholarship, based on different criteria for determining what is 

true. The conservative Presbyterians at Princeton continued longer than most other conservative 

Christians, but finally came to the same point. For them, Machen’s more-or-less forced exit from 

Princeton in 1929 signaled the complete triumph of secular, naturalist epistemology in academia.35

The secularization of public political debate followed. The Scopes trial has probably been 

over-emphasized in its importance, but it evidences the same theme.  Legally, the case was about 36

teaching evolution in the public schools. Popularly, however, the case was about whether or not re-

ligious revelation would be taken as legitimate knowledge in the public sphere. This was apparent 

in the trial itself. 

Attorney Dudley Malone, for example, argued that only scientific authorities could properly 

say what should be taught in a public high school. The Bible had no place in the discussion. “Keep 

the Bible,” he said. “Keep it as a consolation; keep it as your guide, but keep it where it belongs, in 

the world of your own conscience, in the world of your individual judgement.”  William Jennings 37

Bryan, on the other hand, sought to argue religious knowledge was not only legitimate knowledge, 

it was the basis of all knowledge. “Christians know,” he said in a speech following the trial, “that 

‘the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’ now just as it has been in the past, and they there-

fore oppose the teaching of guesses that encourage godlessness among the students.”  This was, 38

importantly, an epistemological debate.

The same challenge to the nature of the public sphere can seen in the fight over religious 

broadcasting. Starting in the 1920s, the mainline Federal Council of Churches pushed broadcasting 
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corporations to stop accepting paid religious programing. Instead, they should give a portion of air-

time to the ecumenical organization as a public service, which they could use to justify their federal 

communication licenses. The free programing wouldn’t be political. It would present religion ecu-

menically, non-controversially, and respect the line between politics and religion in public dis-

course. The change would also effectively exclude fundamentalists from the airwaves. Many fun-

damentalist preachers had their own radio programs, but these were paid programs, supported by 

religious groups who opposed the Federal Council of Churches. The most well-known was Charles 

Fuller, who’s Old-Fashioned Revival Hour was carried on hundreds of stations and reached an es-

timated 20 million people.  In 1929, the Federal Council of Churches convinced the National 39

Broadcasting Corporation to give them free programming and end paid religious programming. 

Other broadcasting corporations followed until, in the 1940s, only the Mutual Broadcasting Corpo-

ration would air fundamentalist programs.40

To the theological conservatives, it seemed clear that an argument for the religious neutrality 

of public discourse was, in practice, an argument for their exclusion. They could not participate in 

public discourse, then, without challenging the terms and conditions of that space.

This was important to the founding of the National Association of Evangelicals. The first 

president of the group, Harold J. Ockenga, was one of J. Gresham Machen’s students and a close 

associate of Carl F.H. Henry’s. He defined the NAE’s mission as engagement with the public 

sphere.  For him, this also meant challenging the public sphere’s secularity. The task, as he ex41 -

plained it to seminarians at the newly founded Fuller Theological Seminary a few years later, was to 

“redefine Christian thinking.” Ministers were charged with showing their followers that the “secu-

larist, rationalist lie of ‘scientific naturalism’” was incompatible with Christian belief.42

One of the NAE’s first actions was to form a lobbying arm devoted specifically to the issue 

of religious broadcasting, the National Religious Broadcaster’s association. The association eventu-

ally won, convincing the Federal Communications Commission that broadcasters could fulfill the 

public service requirement of their license with paid programming. This ruling provided the founda-
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tion for the rise of televangelism and the great evangelical media empires of the last decades of the 

twentieth century.43

It wouldn’t be right to say that every political engagement of evangelicals was actually an 

epistemological argument about the foundation of the public sphere. But more than a few of them 

were. From the fight over prayer in schools, to Bible reading in schools, to current battles over reli-

gious liberty, this issue was key. 

Francis Schaeffer Imagines Belief

In the second half of the twentieth century, there was a serious, sustained effort on the part of evangeli-

cal leaders to get lay evangelicals, the people in the pews, to reimagine their religious commitments 

as inescapably political. Evangelicals in this period argued that this is what belief means in cultural 

practice. Belief requires opposition to the secular, or what evangelicals in this era increasingly 

called “secular humanism.”44

An important figure in this history is Francis Schaeffer. According to historian Barry Hank-

ins, “Schaeffer was the most popular and influential American evangelical of his time in reshaping 

evangelical attitudes towards culture.”  Schaeffer developed a powerful articulation of the Christ45 -

ian worldview and an argument for the importance of thinking about worldviews, which became 

very important to American evangelicalism. 

Schaeffer was a conservative Presbyterian with a deep interest in art and philosophy. He es-

tablished a mission in Huemoz, Switzerland in 1955 called L’Abri. There, Schaeffer and his wife 

Edith ministered to wayward American and European youth, teaching them that Christianity offered 

the only meaningful way to live, the only coherent alternative to existential despair.  Schaeffer’s 46

grasp of philosophy, art, music, popular culture and modern theology was often very tenuous. Even 

evangelicals who are fundamentally sympathetic to Schaeffer’s project have pointed out that Scha-

effer often made factually incorrect claims. “While there can be no certainty on this point, it is high-
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ly unlikely that Schaeffer ever actually read Hegel, Kant, Kierkegaard, and the other modern 

thinkers he would later critique in his lectures and books,” Hankins notes. “Schaeffer was a vora-

cious reader of magazines and the Bible, but some who lived at L’Abri and knew him well say they 

never saw him read a book. It appears highly likely, therefore, that Schaeffer learned western intel-

lectual history from students who had dropped out of European universities.”  Those who defend 47

Schaeffer maintain that these details don’t particularly matter. It’s just nit picking. As Philip Yancey, 

an editor for Christianity Today, wrote in 1979, “He speaks in italics.”  Many evangelicals found 48

him very compelling.

Schaeffer saw despair in contemporary philosophy, art, music, popular culture, and liberal 

theology. Moreover, he argued modern people were not wrong to despair. Despair was only the log-

ical conclusion of worldviews that did not start from Christian presuppositions about the reality of 

God and the nature of truth. 

This was the Schaefferian apologetic. For him, the fundamental argument for Christianity 

was an argument about presuppositions. He critiqued Western culture from G.W.F. Hegel to Marcel 

Duchamp (“whom every Christian ought to know,” Schaeffer wrote), and from Ingmar Bergman to 

the Beatles.  He analyzed each in terms of expressed worldview. He analyzed worldviews as 49

regimes of knowledge, the outworking of the most basic tenets about truth and truth’s knowability. 

Secular presuppositions, he said, made a coherent and meaningful life impossible. This was the 

dilemma of the modern condition. 

The evangelical worldview, in Schaeffer’s account, was based on the presupposition of 

God’s existence, which entailed ideas of objective reality and absolute truth. The “antithesis,” a 

word Schaeffer used to mean an irreconcilable opposite, was secular humanism.  Secular human50 -

ism was the predominant worldview in Europe and America, according to Schaeffer, found in 

everything from Phänomenologie des Geistes to “St. Pepper’s Loney Heart Club Band.” It was anti-

thetical to Christianity because it started from human experience rather than God’s existence. In this 

system of thought, “men and women, beginning absolutely by themselves, try rationally to build out 
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from themselves, having only Man as their integration point, to find all knowledge, meaning and 

value.”  51

This, notably, is the kind of knowledge that Habermas would say is public. It is kind of 

knowledge necessary for the public discourse to be equally open and available to all. Schaeffer was 

not alone in finding this secular foundation for knowledge problematic. The question of how mod-

ern societies can decide questions of value without appealing to arguments by force, from authority, 

or special revelation, dates at least to Max Weber’s argument that such choices are always irrational. 

This is the problem of the “polytheism,” or pluralism, of modernity. Conflicts of values are irrecon-

cilable, he wrote, a kind of “war of the gods.”52

The year Schaeffer went to Switzerland, this question was popularized by the public intel-

lectual Walter Lippmann in his book The Public Philosophy. Lippmann, no conservative culture 

warrior, was skeptical of mainstream liberalism’s belief that liberty and democracy were possible 

without a commonly shared criterion for determining “the good,” without first principles and a tran-

scendent moral order. In the modern, secular age, Lippmann wrote, it “became the rule that ideas 

and principles are private—with only subjective relevance and significance.” And yet, “if what is 

good, what is right, what is true, is only what the individual ‘chooses’ to ‘invent,’ then we are out-

side the traditions of civility,” and the public discourse can only collapse into arguments by force 

and from authority.  Lippmann and others who followed him, including Habermas, would argue 53

that there was a way to save secular reason and public discourse and avoid this breakdown.  54

Habermas would argue from the pragmatics of communicative theory. Schaeffer’s response was 

more radical.

In his lectures on Western intellectual history, Schaeffer would grant that secular human-

ism’s approach to knowledge seemed promising at first. Many were originally very optimistic about 

what they could know and how certain they could be of what they knew, working only with knowl-

edge that was available to all equally. Without revelation, however, without God to guarantee the 

absolute quality of truth, that optimism was unsustainable. The rationalist project collapsed into 

anti-rationalism. Soon they were lost. When men and women begin thinking “absolutely by them-

selves” they can’t really know anything, because their knowledge isn’t objective. A naturalistic 
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methodology could only lead to confusion and disorientation. “We can see it in the drug addict—he 

has often lost the distinction between reality and fantasy,” Schaeffer wrote. “But the scientist can be 

in the same place. If he loses the epistemological base, he, too, is in a serious position. What does 

science mean once you are no longer sure of the objectivity of the thing, or you are no longer on an 

epistemological base which gives the certainty of a correlation between the subject and the object, 

or a clear base for the difference between reality and fantasy?”  Modern philosophers ended up, 55

logically and inevitably, in the existentialist despair Jean-Paul Sartre imagined as hell in No Exit. 

“It was as though the rationalist suddenly realized that he was trapped in a large round room 

with no doors and no windows, nothing but complete darkness,” Schaeffer wrote. “From the middle 

of the room he would feel his ways to the walls and begin to look for an exit. He would go round 

the circumference, and then the terrifying truth would dawn on him that there was no exit, no exit at 

all!”  The culture at large, the culture that the real-life counterparts of Hank Busche were trying to 56

reach, had merely followed the philosophers into this crisis. 

Peretti cites Schaeffer as one of the biggest influences on his thinking.  This image of a fea57 -

tureless room seems to have made a particular impression. Peretti turned this example from Schaef-

fer’s first book, The God Who is There, into a talk he gave at a Christian worldview conference in 

the 1990s. The talk was broadcast widely on evangelical radio stations by Focus on the Family.  58

Peretti reprised the speech in 2005 as an address at Liberty University, the school founded and at 

that time run by religious right leader Jerry Falwell.59

“Imagine a really really big room,” Peretti told the students at Liberty, “but this a featureless 

room. There is nothing in this room. It’s dark in this room. There aren’t even any corners in this 

room. It’s a round room. I’m groping about, trying to find where I am. You need to have some point 

of reference to tell you where you are.” 

On stage, a few feet from Falwell, Peretti acted out the problem of being lost in this space 

without fixed references. Waving his arms and walking with exaggerated steps through the imagi-

 Schaeffer, He is There and He is Not Silent in The Complete Works of Francis Schaeffer: A Christian 55

Worldview, Volume One, A Christian View of Philosophy and Culture (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1982) 
275 - 384, here 338. 

 Schaeffer, The God Who is There, 10.56

 Peretti, The Wounded Spirit (Nashville, Tenn.: Word, 2000), 191; Kevin Martineau, “Interview with Author 57

Frank Peretti and Book Giveaway,” Shooting the Breeze (blog), March 28, 2012 http://kevinmartineau.ca/
frank-peretti-interview-giveaway/.

 Focus on the Family, “What We Believe (feat. Mr. Frank Peretti),” Focus on the Family Daily Radio 58

Broadcast, August 28, 2014.

 Peretti, “The Chair,” Liberty University Convocation, Oct. 21, 2005, YouTube video, http://youtu.be/M-59

YQXFkN8aY.
  !85

http://kevinmartineau.ca/frank-peretti-interview-giveaway/
http://youtu.be/M-YQXFkN8aY


nary formless void, Peretti finally found what, in his performance, stood for a moral absolute: a 

chair. From the fixed point of the chair, he could measure and explore the space. The chair could 

serve as the basis for knowledge as long as, like absolute truth, it didn’t move. 

“In order for a fixed point of reference to be any good,” Peretti said, “it has to be separate 

from you, and it can’t move …. This is the essence of Christian thought, is that we do have a fixed 

point of reference by which we measure Right, Wrong, True, False, Good, Evil, all those big abso-

lutes.”60

Elsewhere, Peretti argues that it is this lack of absolutes that is to blame for modern atrocities from 

the Holocaust to the 1999 Columbine High School shooting. Citing Columbine-shooter Eric Harris’ state-

ments about evolution and natural selection, Peretti writes, “with God rejected, morality becomes arbitrary. 

The rights and dignity of others become secondary. Unbridled violence by a Hitler or a Harris, to get what he 

wants, to guard what is his, or to seek revenge, becomes a perfectly logical alternative.”61

Without a presupposition about the existence of God as the fixed point of reference, Schaef-

fer argued that despair was the only logical conclusion. Most humans, however, can not live consis-

tently with their beliefs. They dwell in contractions and often attempt half-hearted, jerry-rigged so-

lutions. This dilemma of inconsistency could be found throughout modernity, Schaeffer noted, 

where “in men like Ingmar Bergman we find a denial of the existence of God but an interest in de-

monology.”  Without the existence of God, what other choice did he have?62 63

Calling for conflict

 Peretti, “The Chair.”60

 Peretti, Wounded Spirit, 110.61

 Schaeffer, Death in the City (1969: repr., Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, 2002), 38. The Swedish director 62

Bergman’s films are known for their existentialist angst and religious themes. The connection to demons that 
Schaeffer references here was more explicit than that, though. Bergman described his life as permeated by a 
“heavy inheritance of universal terror.” He said anxiety was “my life’s most faithful companion, inherited 
from both my parents, placed in the very center of my identity—my demon and my friend spurring me on 
(John Lahr, “The Demon-Lover,” The New Yorker, May 31, 1999, http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/
1999/05/31/the-demon-lover). These references were commonly treated metaphorically, but Christians com-
mitted to supernaturalism might treat them as literal. Bergman included a small drawing of a demon in his 
signature from the 1950s onward (Jan Holmberg, “Angels and Demons,” Ingmar Bergman, May 8, 2012, 
http://ingmarbergman.se/en/universe/angels-and-demons). Peretti was not someone who watched arthouse 
cinema, however. His novels were informed by concerns about re-emergent neo-paganism and the demonic 
influences in popular films such as Star Wars, Superman, and the Indiana Jones movies (Peretti, “Forward,” 
in This Present Darkness (New York: Howard Books, 2012, i-ii).

 Schaeffer never says why people should be so committed to consistency, even in cases where they reject 63

the presuppositions necessary for rational thinking. He seems to believe that this value, logical consistency, 
is valued in every worldview. That would contradict a core commitment of presuppositionalist argument, 
though.
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It was with this line of argument that Schaeffer imagined the defense of the faith. To argue for 

Christianity was not to argue for specific propositional truth claims, such as “God exists,” “the 

Bible is the word of God,” or “Jesus died for your sins.” Rather, to argue for Christianity was to ar-

gue that propositional truth claims are only possible if knowledge is based on an absolute. The 

Christian position, for Schaeffer, was that “there are no neutral facts, for facts are God’s facts.”  64

The conflict between the believer and the non-believer was not over facts, but over worldviews un-

dergirding the possibility of facts. Everyone had a worldview, according to Schaeffer, whether they 

reflected on it or not.  Most accepted the worldview they were given, directly and indirectly, in the 65

culture they consumed. Because in Western culture the publicly acceptable knowledge was secular 

knowledge, the culture had drifted towards relativism. Many now doubted the possibility of propo-

sitional truth claims. “There is no use talking today until the presuppositions are taken into 

account,” Schaeffer wrote.66

After a decade of engaging with whatever English-speaking youth wandered into L’Abri, 

Schaeffer took to the American evangelical lecture circuit to make the case for this sort of apolo-

getic engagement.  His first talk was at Park Street Church in Boston in 1964, pastored at the time 67

by Harold J. Ockenga.  The next year, 1965, Schaeffer gave a week-long series of lectures at 68

Wheaton College, Billy Graham’s alma matter and a preeminent evangelical institutions.  In 1968, 69

as his previous lectures were edited into book form and published under the titles The God Who is 

There and Escape from Reason, he returned to the U.S. and did a 14-city tour. In each city, he made 

the case that evangelicals should think of beliefs in terms of clashing worldviews and irreconcilable 

presuppositions.

Schaeffer’s message had significant impact on American evangelicals. It convinced them to 

take culture seriously and to engage with it critically. It convinced them such engagements and con-

 Schaeffer, The God Who is There, 138.64

 David K. Naugle glosses this point in his book Worldview: The History of a Concept: “All people have a 65

worldview and nobody, whether a ditchdigger or professional thinker, can live without one. Philosophy is the 
only unavoidable occupation” (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002, 29-30). This is a paraphrase of Schaef-
fer. See Schaeffer, He Is There and He Is Not Silent, 279.

 Schaeffer, The God Who is There, 138.66

 The language of Huemoz, Switzerland was French, but Schaeffer did not speak French (Philip Yancy, 67

“Schaeffer on Schaeffer, Part I: An Interview,” Christianity Today, March 23, 1979, 21). Records of atten-
dance were not kept at L’Abri, so it is unclear how many people came there. According to one of Edith Scha-
effer’s fundraising letters, in one six-week period in 1956 there were 187 visitors at L’Abri. Whether that 
number was usual or not is unclear (Hankins, Francis Schaeffer, Kindle loc. 846).

 Hankins, Francis Schaeffer, Kindle loc. 1071.68
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flicts were not just good, but necessary, because of the nature of belief.  As historian George Mars70 -

den writes, “Schaeffer provided what became the most influential analysis of what he believed was 

the larger issue at the heart of the new culture wars. The choice for America, he proclaimed, was 

simply between a return to Christianity or a takeover by secular humanism and eventually authori-

tarianism.”71

There are many examples of young evangelicals changed by Schaeffer’s lectures, but one 

case especially notable in this context is Lane Dennis. In 1965, Dennis was working in the tract-

publishing company his father had founded in Westchester, Illinois, less than 15 miles from 

Wheaton. He was a production manager in the printing division, helping to publish 14 million 

gospel tracts per year.  Dennis went to Wheaton to hear Schaeffer lecture in 1965 and “began, for 72

the first time, to find a way to understand the flow of life in history and philosophy,” according to 

the authorized history of the family’s publishing company.  Dennis “learned from Dr. Schaeffer 73

how to integrate these new understandings into such diverse realities as everyday business and so-

cial upheaval in the 1960s.”  Because of this new understanding, Dennis started Crossway, a book-74

publishing division of the business, with his brother Jan Dennis. 

The Dennis brothers published The Complete Works of Francis Schaeffer: A Christian World 

View in five volumes in 1982, two years before Schaeffer died. With a mission inspired by Schaef-

fer, they published a whole list of books in the 1980s that were important to the nascent religious 

right. A brief catalog shows how Christianity was being conceptualized—or re-conceptualized—as 

necessary worldview conflict: A Time for Anger: The Myth of Neutrality, by Franky Schaeffer 

(Francis’ son) in 1982; The Stealing of America, by John Whitehead in 1983; The Healing of the 

Homosexual, by Leanne Payne in 1984; Who Speaks for God? by Charles Colson in 1985; The Way 

Home: Escape from Feminism, Back to Reality, by Mary Pride in 1985; The Child Abuse Industry, 

by Mary Pride in 1986; Dark Secrets of the New Age: Satan’s Plan for a One World Religion, by 

Texe Marrs in 1987; Prodigal Press: The Anti-Christian Bias of the American News Media, by 

Marvin Olasky in 1988; and Beyond Good Intentions: A Biblical View of Politics, by Doug Bandow 

in 1988. 

 Hankins, Francis Schaeffer, Kindle loc. 1263.70

 Marsden, Twilight of the American Enlightenment, 141.71

 Good News, Where There Is a Vision: The Inspiring True Story of God’s Faithfulness Through Fifty Years 72

of Publishing The Good News (Westchester, Ill.: 1988), 72.
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Lane and Jan Dennis also accepted a novel manuscript titled “The Heavenlies” from Frank 

Peretti after fourteen other publishers rejected it. The brothers were looking for novels written from 

a Christian worldview. The idea was to promote evangelical fiction that would compete with popu-

lar American novelists, who, they thought, “could write well only about the confusion and chaos 

they experienced in their own lives and saw reflected in the wider culture … below the line of de-

spair, as Francis Schaeffer so aptly put it.”  This work, about the cosmic spiritual conflict behind 75

the cultural wars, seemed like it was what they were looking for.

Evangelical Horror

Peretti’s manuscript was an unlikely fit for the evangelical fiction market of the late 1980s. The 

proven sellers were romance novels and this was a story about angels and demons fighting to con-

trol a small town. Peretti’s work, by contrast, is recognizably part of the tradition that H.P. Lovecraft 

called the “spectrally macabre.” 

Lovecraft, one of the most significant twentieth-century writers of America horror, said the 

genre’s supernatural elements served to give readers a shiver of the numinous. Readers “tremble at 

the thought of the hidden and fathomless worlds of strange life which may pulsate in the gulfs be-

yond the stars, or press hideously upon our own globe in unholy dimensions which only the dead 

and the moonstruck can glimpse.”  The genre imagines a world that is like the readers’ everyday 76

reality, but then, using the style of realism, disrupts that mimetic representation with depictions of 

spectral and occult forces. 

The most popular author of the “spectrally macabre” at the time Peretti wrote was Stephen 

King. Peretti’s work is thematically similar to King’s. King’s novel ’Salem’s Lot, published in 1975, 

is about unnatural evil taking over an iconic American town and it was a huge commercial success. 

His novel It, published the same year as This Present Darkness, imagines another small American 

town haunted by another malevolent force, which memorably takes the shape of an evil clown. 

Peretti borrowed this genre and repurposed it to evangelical ends. In Peretti’s adaptation, it 

is not the moonstruck who sense cosmic horror, but evangelical believers. Nor does this expanded 

perception of reality drive them insane. Instead, they come to grasp an expanded understanding of 

reality. Peretti’s protagonists recognize the truth of the evil lurking beneath mundane reality. As 

they become aware of what Lovecraft describe as “the beating of black wings” and the “scratching 

 Good News 83, 101-102. Ephesians 6:12, in the Revised Standard Version, reads, “For we are not contend75 -
ing against flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, against the world rulers of this 
present darkness, against the spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places”

 H.P. Lovecraft, Supernatural Horror in Literature (Mineola, NY: Dover, 1973), 14.76
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of outside shapes,” they’re moved to true belief, which is imagined in the novel as belief that chal-

lenges the secularity of public space.77

Though horror was unheard of in evangelical fiction, then, the Dennis’s had reason to be-

lieve the story would resonate with readers. It appealed to them, additionally, because of how it 

staged the worldview thinking promoted by Schaeffer’s ministry. a main protagonist makes a deci-

sion to confront Satan in a public space, he could have directly quoted the dramatic closing of one 

of Schaeffer’s 1968 lectures: “There is death in the city; there is death in the city; there is death in 

the city.”78

Jan and Lane Dennis wanted a novel with broad appeal that would allowed readers to easily, 

imaginatively engage with the problems their other writers approached prosaically, a novel which 

would not just make assertions about the condition of evangelical believers’ belief in the secular 

humanist world, but invite readers to experience themselves in that conflict. This seemed like the 

right novel. They retitled Peretti’s work This Present Darkness, hoping evangelical book buyers to 

recognize the reference to Ephesians 6:12 and the similarity to C.S. Lewis’s That Hideous Strength. 

It was published in 1986.79

The fiction met a receptive audience. Sales were slow at first, but then blossomed beyond 

anyone’s expectations. Peretti was working in a ski-equipment factory at the time, having burned 

out as the minster of a small pentecostal church. He was initially disappointed with the book’s re-

ception. “I’d call the publisher every month,” he said. “I’d go into the locker room there at the fac-

tory, and there’s a pay phone on the wall and I’d call the publisher and I’d get the last month’s sales 

figures. And we were doing, oh, 40, 50 copies. I mean, it was just trickling out the door. I was think-

ing, I’m going to be working in this factory forever.”  Then evangelical pop singer Amy Grant be80 -

 Lovecraft 16. For more on how This Present Darkness fits into the broader literary landscape, see Daniel 77

Silliman and Jan Stievermann, “Reading the Supernatural in Contemporary American Ethnic and Christian 
Fiction,” in Reading Practices: REAL  of Research in English and American Literature Vol. 31, eds., Win-
fried Fluck, Günter Leypoldt, and Philipp Löffler, (Tübingen: Gunter Narr Verlag, 2015): 101-126.

 Qtd. in Hankins, Francis Schaeffer, loc. 1529. In his book with this title, Death in the City, edited from a 78

student group’s transcription of the 1968 lectures by Jim Sire for InterVarsity Press, the thrice repeated 
phrase has been modified. The book reads, “Because man has turned from God, there are hungers on every 
side; there is death in the polis, there is death in the city!” (39).

 Good News, 83, 101-102.79

 Susan Wingate and Joshua Graham Interview Frank Peretti, Dialogue: Between the Lines, BlogTalk Radio, 80

April 5, 2012 http://www.blogtalkradio.com/dialogue/2012/04/05/dialogue-between-the-lines, accessed Oct. 
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gan to mention the book on stage during her 1987 tour.  Grant dominated Contemporary Christian 81

Music at the time and was the genre’s first crossover success.  Her promotion of Peretti’s novel had 82

an immediate impact. “Amy Grant plugged it and was excited about it,” Peretti recalled. “Whoa. 

4,000 copies. Well, I called in the next month, ‘we sold about 30,000 copies.’ And the next month, 

‘we sold about 60,000 copies.’”  By the end of 1989, about 500,000 copies of the book had sold 83

and more than 200,000 copies of the sequel had been pre-ordered.  Crossway had to subcontract 84

the printing to other publishers to meet the demand. It was an evangelical blockbuster. According to 

a Christian Bookseller Association history, “people were coming into (Christian bookstores) bleary-

eyed after staying up all night to finish the book. They wanted five more copies to give away to 

friends.”  The novel ultimately sold more than 2.5 million copies.85

Reading This Present Darkness

This Present Darkness is the story of a the fictional small town of Ashton, whose civic leaders have 

joined in a secret New Age, neo-pagan group. The faculty of the local liberal arts college, law en-

forcement officers, city council members, and liberal ministers, “a cross section of Ashton’s best” 

have formed a local branch of the Universal Consciousness Society.  They are working towards a 86

sort of New Age parousia, a coming of the Universal Mind, in which “all the inhabitants of the 

world will make a giant evolutionary leap and meld into one global brain, one transcending con-

sciousness.”  The Universal Conscious Society is fronted by a global corporation, the Omni Corpo87 -

ration. The Omni Corporation is secretive and powerful, with controlling interests on every level of 

the global economy, from oil production to banks to retail outlets.  The Omni Corporation has sig88 -

 Peter Gardella, “Spiritual Warfare in the Fiction of Frank Peretti,” in Colleen McDannell, ed., Religion in 81
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nificant political influence, nationally and internationally.  All of the world systems are being quiet89 -

ly taken over. This is not just the work of a new religious movement or a conglomerate of the global 

economy, though.  It is ultimately spiritual. As one character who has been driven out of the town 

says, “You have no idea who you’re really dealing with. There are forces at work in that town—.” 

He clarifies: “political, social … spiritual too, of course.”  The conspiracy is the work of a demonic 90

lord known as the Strongman. The Strongman is an intimate of Satan himself and commands an 

army of lesser demons, “a vicious global tyrant responsible over the centuries for resisting the plans 

of the living God and establishing Lucifer’s kingdom on earth.”  His plan, as the novel starts, in91 -

cludes taking over Whitmore College, the fictional school at the center of Ashton, and then Ashton, 

turning the small American town into a beachhead for a New World Order.92

The demons occupy the town at the novel’s opening. They inhabit physical space in this fic-

tional world and are described by Peretti in visceral, fleshy terms. Many have thick, leathery hides. 

They have talons and yellow eyes and speak in gargling voices. The Strongman is described as 

looking like “a monstrous, overweight vulture” who resides at the center of a violent, churning 

cloud of lesser demons, who fly like flocks of bats. Individual demons often have particular features 

fitting specific tasks. One has “knuckles honed into spikelike protrusions” while another is “like a 

slimy black leech.”  At the same time, the demons are not corporal, but spiritual. They can’t be 93

perceived directly by the people of Ashton. They are invisible, not-there presences, immaterial and 

yet interacting with the world. One demon is described as a “breach torn in space,” a shadow with 

“an animated, creaturelike shape” that “crawled, quivered, moved along the street.”  Another is 94

described as “an eerie projection in midair, a glowing painting on black velvet” that seems like 

something only imagined.  These demons are all over the town and yet the town doesn’t appear 95

any different than normal. Ashton looks, Peretti writes, “like the background for every Norman 

Rockwell painting.”96
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Regular people in the town know something is wrong, but can’t quite identify the change. 

“People around here are starting to act weird,” one notes. “I think we’re being invaded by aliens.”  97

A retired dean of the college observers an influx of newcomers, noting they “all seemed to have a 

very unique rapport with each other—their own lingo, their own inside secrets, their own ideas of 

reality.”98

The leader of this secret group of human conspirators is a character named Juleen Langstrat, 

Whitmore College’s professor of psychology of the self. She teaches classes such as “Pathway to 

Your Inner Light,” “Introduction to God and Goddess Consciousness and the Craft,” and “How to 

Enjoy the Present by Experiencing Past and Future Lives.”  Outside of class, she leads Ashton’s 99

elite in the experimental spiritual practices of the Universal Consciousness Society—worshiping 

demons through meditation aimed at achieving the universal mind. She leads the group in a chant of 

the name of the demon Rafar, the Strongman’s deputy devil, an ancient prince of Babylon who now 

is lord of Ashton. These secret religious sessions are also politically powerful. “Our purpose here,” 

Langstrat says to one gathering, “is to combine our psychic energies to assure the success of today’s 

venture. Our long awaited goal will soon by realized: The Whitmore College campus, and afterward 

the whole town of Ashton, are going to become part of the New World Order.”100

The take-over effort is effected through practical measures, in addition to these combined 

psychic energies. Peretti describes how a growing number of Ashton’s businesses are secretly con-

trolled by the Omni Corporation. The members of the Universal Consciousness Society all give 

what they own to the corporation or one of its fronts, possibly to gain membership. Others not inter-

ested in turning their property over are forced to sell. Small businesses, for example, find them-

selves hit by bills for taxes they have already paid. Their protests unheard and unheeded, the prop-

erty is seized and put up for auction, only to be bought by a representative of the Omni Corporation. 

Likewise, civic leaders who don’t voluntarily associate with the neo-pagan group are driven out. 

This includes elected officials and those on every level of the judicial system, but also the town’s 

pastors, the man who runs the local newspaper, and the administrators of Whitmore College. Sever-

al who attempt to stand against the conspiracy are set up on charges of child molestation. Others are 

falsely accused of rape and extra-marital affairs, hounded by rumors that destroy their reputations or 

their mental health, or both. Each leaves Ashton convinced that standing against this quasi-secret 

 Peretti, This Present Darkness, 142.97

 Peretti, This Present Darkness, 212.98

 Peretti, This Present Darkness, 122.99

 Peretti, This Present Darkness, 471.100

  !93



movement would result in their personal destruction.  Each is replaced by an associate of the Uni101 -

versal Consciousness Society. The conspirators then use their position to further the planned take-

over, harassing opponents, and putting the college in such a precarious financial position that it will 

seem legitimate to sell the school itself to the Omni Corporation.

“Let the Devil have that town!” one beleaguered character says at a point where the protag-

onists are not sure if the evil referenced is a metaphor or a living being. “If he wants it so bad, let 

him have it.”102

Remapping the Sacred and the Secular

One of the ways to read the novel is to treat the supernatural forces as metaphors. As metaphors, 

many of the threats imagined here map directly onto the concerns of the nascent religious right in 

the 1980s. Conservative Christians at the time This Present Darkness was published, for example, 

were very worried about the New Age movement.  Other anxieties—the changing economy; 103

recreational drug usage among teens; fathers’ place in the family; the possibility of false accusations 

of child molestation—are also really representative of common white evangelical fears. More than 

other novels considered in this study, This Present Darkness can seem to be a work of propaganda. 

As the novel connects cultural concern to cosmic struggle, it can seem the spiritual aspects function 

in this fiction to valorize the real concerns, which are secular. This is how journalist Daniel Radosh 

reads This Present Darkness. “Peretti’s preferred form of warfare was not spiritual but cultural,” he 

writes.  104

The spiritual aspect, for Radosh, is best interpreted as an intensifier. What the fictional pas-

tor, sitting on a public bench, is really worried about is the practical question of whether or not he 

will keep his job as minister. By talking about Satan and invisible demons, Busche makes that 

everyday crisis seem more special than it is. He makes it otherworldly. Likewise, in an early scene 

when demons gather at the college—descending “into the catacombs of the basement level” a “dis-

mal nether world” of low ceilings, heating ducts and water pipes all painted a dirty beige”—that 
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only highlights evangelical’s existing concerns about higher education.  What would otherwise be 105

simply secular concerns about sources of authority are, here, reimagined so as to seem to be some-

thing more than that. 

In this reading, the spiritual aspect of spiritual warfare is being staged in such a way that a 

particular voting bloc’s concerns are seen as very important, their issues presented as non-nego-

tiable. Those who disagree with the religious right are demonized, literally. The issues are no longer 

available to everyone equally for rational public discussion. Debate is just ended with demons. 

“Common ground will never be possible because they don’t object to specific ideas that can be re-

framed or adjusted,” Radosh writes of the audience for This Present Darkness. “We want to per-

suade them, reason with them, listen to them, and accommodate them. They want to save us. It’s not 

even the same playing field.”106

That’s not quite right, though. It’s not the case that spiritual warfare fiction stages these cul-

tural conflicts as part of a different playing field, it’s that it invites readers to imagine the playing 

field differently. Throughout the novel, major and minor characters come to this realization. Again 

and again, they model for the reader a re-imagination of the relationship between metaphysical 

commitments and the issues of the secular public sphere. In one example of this, eighteen to twenty 

people from the church gather at “a modern log cabin on the outskirts of town.”  They are brought 107

together by their concerns for the town, including the curricula at the college. The group is repre-

sentative of the grass roots of the 1980s religious right. These are the people who would buy the 

books published by Crossway. This is Jerry Falwell’s constituency, which he described in the early 

days of the Moral Majority as “people from many church backgrounds, concerned about the na-

tion’s moral drift and its impact on their families, but unorganized and unable to stop the 

decline.”  This group would also be the intended audience for Schaeffer’s lecture tours. One man, 108

in this group, reflects the cultural clashes they have all been witness to in Ashton have left him feel-

ing threatened. “Oh, it’s a war, all right,” he says. Another, echoing a common argument made by 

the religious right in their attempts to mobilize evangelicals, says the real reason for the town’s 

moral decline is Christians’ lack of engagement. “The problem is we’ve all just sat to the side and 

let it happen,” he says. “It’s time we got concerned and scared.” Here, though, the act of getting 
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concerned is not the kind of act recognized in the secular public sphere. The characters are por-

trayed as coming to the realization that the political playing field is not what they’ve been taught. 

The group in This Present Darkness does not call for a boycott or a get-out-the-vote campaign. 

They call for prayer. “It’s time we got concerned and scared,” the one man says, but continues, “and 

on our knees to see that the Lord does something about it.”109

Concerns about moral conditions are presented in This Present Darkness as more properly 

concerns about spiritual conditions. The meeting that starts with discussions about public issues in 

the town ends in prayer and worship. “Someone started a simple song of worship,” Peretti writes,  

“and those who knew it sang, while those who didn’t know it learned it.” Above them, unseen and 

invisible but also physically there “in the rafters,” warrior angels join the song, “their voices smooth 

and flowing like cellos and basses in a symphony.”  The spiritual aspect of this scene functions 110

not so much to affirm the rightness of these nascent culture warrior’s concerns as it does the right-

ness of this response. As an angel comments in an opening passage that introduces Busche, who is 

shown “kneeling in earnest prayer, his head resting on the hard wooden bench, and his hands 

clenched with fervency,” the point is that praying is “not so insignificant.”  If that’s the case, 111

though, it cannot be completely separated from the sphere of cultural concerns, a private matter of 

belief. The novel invites readers to imagine that the private and the public, the sacred and the secu-

lar, are not so neatly separated. 

Another example of this is staged with the character Edith Duster. She is an older woman, a 

former missionary to China, now retired, who is greatly respected by the minister and others in the 

church. Busche goes to her to discuss church politics, and when he does, Duster turns the conversa-

tion to spiritual things. “That church can’t possibly survive if half the congregation removes its 

support,” the minister says. The older woman replies, “Oh, but I’ve had dreams of angels lately.”  112

This is not a non sequitur, in the novel, but rather meant to adjust expectations of what is sequitur. 

Those angels later state the point directly, waking Duster from her sleep to tell her Busche 

has been arrested. The demonic take-over of the town has attempted to stop the pastor with the jus-

tice system, putting him in jail on false charges. Duster is told this news and told it is urgent she re-

spond—by praying. An angel explains, “we are going into battle for the town of Ashton. The victo-

ry rests on the prayers of the saints of God.”  Duster gets out of her bed and down on her knees. 113
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“She prayed,” Peretti writes. “She prayed. She prayed.”  This is shown to have an immediate ef114 -

fect, as the novel pulls back to look at Ashton from above, quiet in the pre-dawn hours, and then 

turns to the sky, where angel warriors are stirred by the old missionary’s intercession.

Of course, what is being imagined here are angels rallying to defend an evangelical pastor 

who has been arrested on trumped-up rape charges when he takes a stand against the evil forces 

threatening to take over an idyllic American small town. This can certainly be interpreted as a val-

orization of the religious right. Yet, what is most directly valorized by the depiction of the stirring 

angels is actually an older woman’s prayers. The novel is not clarifying the sides of a cultural con-

flict but inviting readers to re-imagine the terrain of that conflict. As religious studies scholar Jason 

C. Bivins notes in his study of evangelical erotics of fear, “Peretti’s fiction has energetically identi-

fied tools of Satanic machinations, frequently naming long-standing sources of evangelical 

concern.” This, however, is not a simple matter of representation, but a remapping. These concerns 

of the religious right “are advanced through a medium of popular entertainment engaged in the kind 

of boundary negotiation central to the religion of fear,” Bivens writes. “Such narratives remap the 

world.”115

In one of the few academic studies of some of the religious practices associated with the 

spiritual warfare fictionalized by Peretti, that remapping is seen as key. Prayerwalks, of the sort 

Busche takes when he goes to the center of Ashton to confront Satan, are an evangelical practice 

that emerged under the influence of experimental pentecostal theology in the 1980s.  David Walk116 -

er McConeghy writes that the practice challenges common conceptions of the designation of sacred 

and spiritual places. Traditionally, theorists of sacred space have connected sacrality with the quiet 

of a religious sanctuary. The sacred has been understood as walled off and set apart from the hustle 

of the ordinary world.  In this schema, the division between sacred and secular and between spiri117 -

tual and ordinary is the division of private and public. Spiritual space has been understood to be 

spiritual specifically in how it’s not public, while public space has been understood to be public 
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specifically because it is postmetaphysical. Practices of spiritual warfare, however, replaced the sa-

cred/secular bifurcation of space with other oppositional relationships, God/Satan, angels/demons, 

the Christian worldview/secular humanism. The practice of prayerwalking involved acting out this 

alternative understanding of the world, where “the world was not either sacred or profane. It was 

either God’s kingdom or reader for spiritual warfare to make it God’s kingdom.” 

As McConeghy explains, “Through prayerwalking, all space was in the process of becoming 

sacred …. This drove prayerwalkers to move continuously and deliberately through the world to 

judge the battle lines and make a stand against Satan. Their motion itself produced religious 

space.”  Beliefs are taken outside the four walls of the church and made public, an act that 118

changes their experience of the sacred and of the secularity of public space.

This Present Darkness likewise made it possible for people experience the relationship be-

tween their beliefs and that secular space in a different way. The novel invited readers to think of 

beliefs as public, and to entertain the idea that that was problematic. Of course, many have read the 

novel as simply a re-telling of the culture war, with the cosmic aspects of the story interpreted in 

much the same way that white and black hats are understood in classic Westerns. This reading is 

especially common for those who struggled to suspend disbelief enough to enjoy the novel. A closer 

reading, though, shows that the fiction is less devoted to representing certain beliefs as true and 

right than it is to imagining or reimagining those beliefs as public. Belief, here, is a cultural practice 

in the secular public sphere, but more, a cultural practice that challenges the nature of the public-

ness of that sphere.

Contesting Public Space

In addition to remapping the relationship between the public sphere and beliefs, This Present Dark-

ness also reimagines the public sphere itself. The novel represents the publicness of the space of 

public discourse as contested. In contrast to the normative ideal of open pre-political discourse ar-

ticulated by Habermas, This Present Darkness represents public discourse as always political, the 

conditions always part of a power struggle. The novel is full of meetings where this happens. It be-

gins and ends this way. 

This Present Darkness can actually be thought of as a novel about meetings. There are gov-

ernment meetings, business meetings, college meetings, church meetings, prayer meetings, family 

meetings, and more. People meet for counseling and spiritual guidance, for political conspiracy and 

confrontation, to gather information and give it. And those are only the human meetings: This 

Present Darkness is fascinated by the concept of supernatural meetings and spends not a little time 
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describing the organizational structure and rules of order for the meetings of both angels and 

demons. The demons are shown as obsessed with respect and decorum.  Rules are enforced with 119

sudden violence and superiors humiliate underlings at will.  Angels, on the other hand, have pro120 -

ductive meetings. They trust each other, can disagree without threatening anyone’s status, and end 

in purposeful unity, re-dedicating themselves to their mission in unison, “For the saints of God and 

for the Lamb!”  121

There are a great variety of meetings in this novel. The variety alone is a challenge to a 

normative vision of what a meeting should be. The structure of the discourse is not always the 

same. Meetings do not always operate according to the same rules and presuppositions, and the 

communicative practice is different in different meetings, so one cannot easily deduce pragmatic, 

self-evidencing principles of communication, such as publicness. Instead, what is imagined in this 

is novel is a world of meetings where meetings are not only the site of conflict, they are the subject.

Illustrating this, the first meeting in This Present Darkness takes place in the shadows. In 

fact the meeting is described as “some shadows moving stealthily.”  This secret meeting—a gath122 -

ering of the conspirators who, as readers and protagonists will later learn, are taking over Ashton—

is also peculiarly public. It is at a carnival. At the dark edge of warm summer night of “roaming, 

cotton candied masses,” five people meet. They are behind a booth where teenagers throw darts at 

balloons to win prizes. It is never explained why the conspirators meet here, but presumably, on the 

level of plot, it is the very publicness of the place that allows it to be inconspicuous. Carnivals also, 

of course, have a long literary tradition, including in John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and François 

Rabelais’ Gargantua and Pantagruel. They have frequently served as sites of deconstruction, where 

hierarchies are inverted and existing orders are subverted from within. Literary critic Mikhail 

Bakhtin famously argued that for Rabelais, the carnival was internal to the religious, medieval 

regime, and also a hidden polemic against it. With the carnival, “Rabelais’ polemical task,” Bakhtin 

wrote, was “to purge the spatial and temporal world of those remnants of transcendent worldview 

still present in it.”  Peretti’s carnival can be seen as reversing this reversal, since it is precisely in 123

this “purged” space that angels first appear in the novel. They disrupt the space, showing it to be, in 

literary terms, liminal. The carnival in This Present Darkness is both public and not. It is in the 
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middle of the town, put on by the town, and open to all. Yet it is also on private property, a vacant 

lot owned by a private individual. The carnival is also owned and operated by private contractors, 

“a traveling troupe of enterprising migrants.”  It is neither simply public or private, but is prob124 -

lematically both. This meeting that happens in the first few pages of This Present Darkness happens 

in this public/private space and is itself arguably public, but arguably private. The narrative starts by 

starting that argument. 

A young reporter, guided by angels, takes a picture of the meeting. The shadows are lit up 

by the flash of her camera. The conspiracy is documented and brought out into the open.  The re125 -

porter, Bernice Krueger, is reprimanded when she takes her picture, told “This is a private 

meeting.”  She recognizes two of the people, the police chief and a leading liberal minister. The 126

other three she doesn’t know. A short time later, she is arrested on charges of prostitution. She is 

convinced the arrest is retaliation for exposing the meeting, part of a cover-up, and is fiercely com-

mitted to exposing that meeting.  127

On the other hand, the new editor of the Ashton Clarion, Marshall Hogan, initially assumes 

the whole thing is a mistake. However, when the police chief and the liberal minister both deny be-

ing at the meeting and at the carnival, and even deny knowing each other, Hogan reacts, like his re-

porter, by trying to uncover the secret and make it public. He quickly catches the two men in a lie, 

proving they do know each other.  The film that would have documented the meeting also turns 128

out to have been destroyed by the police without explanation, convincing the editor something ne-

farious is going on.  Hogan identifies a third member of the conspiracy as the psychology profes129 -

sor at Whitmore College, Juleen Langstrat.  As reporter and editor begin to piece things together, 130

figuring out who knows who and what their connections are, Hogan pauses to ask whether this in-

formation they’re gathering is rightly public or private. Are they “blurring the lines”?  Where are 131

the lines? They don’t decide the question, but choose to take an aggressive position contesting the 
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claims of privacy, committing themselves to making these things public. “If it’s a stone,” Hogan 

says, “turn it over.”132

The editor comes to this position at least in part because he is aggravated by another meet-

ing where publicness is contested. This is the meeting of a college class. Hogan’s daughter, Sandy 

Hogan—“a beautiful redhead … nothing but potential”—is a freshman enrolled in several of 

Langstrat’s lectures.  Hogan is working at the small town newspaper in part to slow down and be 133

a better father to his daughter. In one early scene in the novel, he goes to to Whitmore College to 

pick up Sandy after work. The school is presented as an idyllic space, an ideal institution of higher 

learning. “The campus looked like most American campuses,” Peretti writes. “It was everything a 

college should be.” There are wide lawns with sophomores throwing frisbees, long brick walkways, 

and elm-lined streets. The oldest lecture halls are red brick with white pillars, and the newer psy-

chology building is “patterned after some European cathedral with towers and archways.”  This 134

secular temple of knowledge is not clearly secular, however, in the sense of being public. The col-

lege at the center of the town is, in fact, privately endowed. Immediately on entering the psychology 

building, Hogan wonders if he was wrong to assume he would be welcome there. 

When he finds the room where Langstrat is teaching, Hogan knows, intuitively, that the rules 

of discourse in this space do not allow him to engage or to question what is being said. Privately, he 

is very critical of the lecture, which he describes as a “funny conglomeration of sixty-four dollar 

words which impress people with your academic prowess but can’t get you a paying job.”  Hogan 135

decides, nonetheless, that he would like to quietly listen in the back of the lecture hall while he 

waits for his daughter, if for no other reason than to understand what she is being taught. “Then it 

happened,” Peretti writes. “Some kind of radar in the professor’s head must have clicked on. She 

honed in on Marshall sitting there and simply would not look away from him.”  Hogan is kicked 136

out. It’s not immediately clear why. The rules of the space, the pragmatic presuppositions on which 

it operates, are mysterious to him. Hogan knows that he violated a discursive norm, but not what 

that norm is. “So who stole all the ‘No Parents Allowed’ signs?” Hogan asks his daughter. “How 

was I to know that she didn’t want me in there? And just what’s so all-fired precious and secret that 

she doesn’t want any outsiders to hear it?”  The professor, of course, is leading a local effort in a 137
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neo-pagan conspiracy to establish a New World Order. And conspiracies depend on keeping secret 

meetings from becoming public. 

In the democratic ideal of public discourse, the form of a meeting is imagined to be pre-po-

litical. The shape of the space in the culture for debate is conceived of as uniform in every impor-

tant way. For Habermas, the universal aspect of this claim is critical. The discourse must be ground-

ed in the pragmatic principles of the public sphere in order for it to be rational. “These universal 

claims,” Habermas writes, “are set in the general structures of possible communication. In these va-

lidity claims communication theory can locate a gentle but obstinate, a never silent although seldom 

redeemed claim to reason.”  The claim of rationality is undercut if meetings, and the silent rules 138

that give shape to the space for that discourse, are not neutral. Peretti’s novel of spiritual warfare 

fiction focuses on ways in which meetings are not neutral, not pre-political, and not universal. The 

contest of cultural conflicts, as staged in This Present Darkness, starts with the rules about what is 

allowed in meetings and who is allowed in meetings. The first pragmatic principle of the public 

sphere, its publicness, is challenged. 

As the protagonists of This Present Darkness learn to re-conceive of the relationship be-

tween the spiritual and the secular, and between the public and the private, they also learn the im-

portance of challenging the form and the rules of public discourse. The novel climaxes with a meet-

ing where this happens. Busche and Hogan lead the mobilized Christians to the college where the 

beachhead of the New Age conspiracy is about to be established. The the “fired up saints,” the 

“Remnant,” stay outside and pray.  The now-converted newspaper editor and the pastor go in to 139

the administration building and find the conference room where the board of regents is meeting with 

the head of the Omni Corporation and a team of lawyers to complete the secret sale of the school to 

the Universal Consciousness Society front. 

Hogan goes in first, bursting in, interrupting, and shocking the gathered conspirators. “How 

did you get here?” he is asked. Hogan responds literally, “I took the elevator!”  140

As a newspaper editor, his presence in the room, like the novel’s opening camera flash, 

makes the conspiracy public. Busche follows Hogan and, in this now-public space, immediately 

addresses the demonic forces, which are described for the reader in the same way that everything 

else is described, presented here as real as the lawyers even though, from the perspective of the 

characters in the room, the spirits are invisible. For them, the demons still hide behind the facade of 
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the secular. The novel, however, presents the demons as facts. Busche, Peretti writes, now “knew 

whom he faced.”  The meeting becomes an exorcism.141

Worldview thinking

Ashton is saved, in the end, by a remnant of the Christian worldview. This is true in the sense that 

the “Remnant,” a biblical term Peretti uses for the culturally engaged evangelicals who challenge 

the secular public sphere, are activated and thwart the Universal Consciousness Society’s conspira-

cy.  It is also true in another sense. In the novel, the remnant of the Christian worldview is strong 142

enough in the town to enable the people of Ashton, in the last minute, to recognize a choice between 

irreconcilable presuppositions. By engaging in what those following Schaeffer have called world-

view thinking, characters in the novel see themselves to be facing a choice between Christianity and 

existential despair. They see their thinking must start from a fixed point of reference, the absolute of 

God’s existence, or, as the dichotomy would have it, they lose their grasp on reality. They will be-

come disoriented, no longer able to say with any certainty what is true. That’s the choice. Peretti, 

here, is staging the Schaefferian apologetic. He imagines the town being seduced away from Christ-

ian truth in the process that Schaeffer describes taking place in Western history. He imagines, fur-

ther, that Schaeffer’s worldview thinking can work to save this idyllic American town and, by ex-

tension, America. Belief is presented here as a totality built on an epistemological presupposition, 

which is necessarily irreconcilable with other sets of beliefs, which are also totalities that follow 

logically from their own epistemological foundations. Thinking about belief like that is shown, in 

This Present Darkness, to be of critical importance.

Sandy Hogan is a symbolic stand-in for the town in the novel. Her arc is presented directly 

in the text, a narrative of demonic seduction, while the town’s parallel seduction is revealed in a 

more fragmentary manner, with bits of fact uncovered and minor characters coming in to offer 

pieces of exposition. Sandy’s story shows the human costs of the take-over while the parallel ac-

count of Ashton shows the scale of the conspiracy. There are other characters who follow this same 

trajectory. The police chief, a demonized high school student, and others all have this narrative arc. 

Sandy’s is the most fully told, though. Tracing her seduction and how the remnant of the Christian 

worldview in her saves her from the demons will show how Peretti stages the Schaefferian apolo-

getic in this novel. 
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Sandy starts as girl defined, most of all, by her rocky relationship with her father the news-

paper editor.  She has been raised on a healthy diet of pop psychology and taught a very liberal 143

form of Christianity on Sundays. She learns to look within herself for truth. “Each person must find 

his own way, his own truth,” the liberal minister of Ashton explains. “What had remained in the 

darkness of tradition and ignorance, we find now revealed within ourselves … we are inherently 

divine in our very essence, and have within ourselves the capacity for good, the potential to be-

come, as it were, gods.”  At Whitmore College, in the guise of open exploration and self-discov144 -

ery, she has come to fully embrace what Peretti will describe as the “doctrine of demons,” which is 

that the self is the source of knowledge.  She is taking Langstrat’s classes. Langstrat’s lecture, pre145 -

sented in snippets early in the book, starts with the modernist epistemology of Rene Descartes, “the 

simple ontological formula, ‘I think, therefore I am,’” and then veers off in a mystical direction.146

Veering off, the education of Sandy Hogan soon moves outside the class room. An older 

student encourages Sandy to “tune in” to the universe. He tells Sandy that the only way to find 

peace is to stop worrying about who’s right and who’s wrong. She should give up the idea that op-

posites are irreconcilable and embrace, instead, the oneness of everything. “The peace, the unity, the 

wholeness are really there,” the boy says. “Once you stop listening to the lies your mind’s been 

telling you, you’ll see very clearly that God is big enough for everybody and in everybody.”  147

Sandy, like the town, finds this foreign at first. She says, “I’m from the old Judeo-Christian school 

of thought, you know.”  Nevertheless, she values an open mind and tries to “tune in” to truth be148 -

yond the antithetical. The novel at that point pulls back, giving the reader the spiritual perspective 

of what’s really happening: “Meanwhile,” Peretti writes, “with very gentle, very subtle combing 

motions of his talons, Deception stood behind Sandy, stroking her red hair and speaking sweet 

words of comfort to her mind.”   149

The next step in Sandy’s seduction by the demon Deception is private therapy sessions in 

Langstrat’s home. Sandy is taught to meditate. She learns to explore other levels of consciousness, 

to sink within herself to “the deeper level where true psychic ability and experience could be 

found.” In that process, she is connected to a spirit guide, Madaline. Visualized as a young girl with 
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cascading blonde hair and dressed in shimmering white linen, the spirit guide tells Sandy that each 

life is “simply a step upward.” The guide takes her hand and leads her into the illusion of 

paradise.  The girl with the concerned father and the formerly Judeo-Christian worldview thus 150

accepts a demon into herself willingly. 

The horror of this becomes apparently only in the last step of the seduction, when Sandy is 

about to sacrificed in a Satanic ritual. She follows her spirit guide deeper and deeper in her medita-

tive practices, seeking spiritual fulfillment, higher consciousness and self-realization.  Then, in a 151

climactic scene, as Marshall Hogan and Busche rush to confront the regents who are meeting with 

the Omni Corporation to turn the college over to the New Age conspiracy, the Universal Con-

sciousness Society gathers in another room of the building and chants the name of the demon Rafar. 

Sandy goes into her trance, following her spirit guide into the darkness, and finds heavy chains 

locked to her wrists.  The spirit guide gives Sandy a knife and tells her to cut the chains. “These 152

chains are the chains of life,” the demon says, “they are a prison of evil, of the lying mind, or illu-

sion! Free your true self!” At the same time, in the waking world, one of the neo-pagan devotees 

places a real knife in “the entranced Sandy’s hand.”  If she cuts her chains in the trance, she will 153

slice her wrists in real life. 

In the final moments, though, Sandy finds some source of strength to resist the consumma-

tion with evil. There is yet, Peretti writes, a “last remaining shred of her old, discarded Christian 

heritage still holding her.”  She cannot accept that synthesis of antithetical concepts, that freedom 154

is slavery, that pain is pleasure, that death is life. Before it is too late, she sees the true nature of her 

spirit guide. Madaline is not a beautiful blonde girl, but an ugly demon, her skin “soot-black and 

leathery,” her eyes, “huge yellow orbs,” her jaws are a lion’s, with drool to complete the picture. 

The vision of the truth awakens Sandy: “From the somewhere in the blackness, this tunnel, this 

nothingness, this altered state, this pit of death and deception, she screamed from the depths of her 

tortured and dying soul.”155

The space that Sandy finds herself in—“this tunnel, this nothingness”—is not dissimilar to 

the featureless darkness that Schaeffer offered as a metaphor for the philosophical dilemma of 

modernity in The God Who is There. In that moment, as she screams for a way out, Sandy’s recog-
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nizes the existential despair that Schaeffer argued was the only logical alternative to the Christian 

worldview. She comes to the edge of suicide, which Schaeffer thought was actually a reasonable 

response to a meaningless universe. “These people are in total desperation,” Schaeffer writes. “We 

are fighting for our lives. If we love people, this is no age for a lack of comprehension, no age to 

play small-sized games.”  How she got there similarly matches Schaeffer’s account of Western 156

history. First she rejected the idea that there was an external absolute that was the source of knowl-

edge. She tried to build a worldview starting from herself as the source of meaning and knowledge. 

In this, she gave up the certainty of the truth, and started to believe that the truth and its opposite, its 

antithesis, could be reconciled. She accepted there was no fundamentally importance difference be-

tween what was true and what was not. This experiment in rationalism without the foundational 

Christian presuppositions then led to anti-rationalism. Secular humanism led to neopaganism. 

Sandy Hogan, like Ingmar Bergman before her, gave up God and ended up with demons.

This slippery slope, from epistemological atheism to mystical irrationality, may seem far 

fetched. It’s worth noting, however, that the quandary that Sandy is in is related, in certain ways, to 

the quandary that Descartes encountered when he tried to establish a firm, humanistic foundation 

for rational thought. Descartes’ approach to assuring himself of the veracity of Enlightenment 

thought was systematic skepticism, which included raising the issue of a hypothetical evil demon 

deceiving him about everything. When he believed himself to be sitting by the fire, how could he 

know he wasn’t being deceived by an evil demon? Descartes solution to the evil demon problem 

was God, specifically a God who, via the ontological argument, both exists and is good. He saves 

the modernist project of certain, rational knowledge by this move. Sandy Hogan’s cry from the dark 

tunnel is the same move. While Descartes wouldn’t have agreed with this characterization, for 

someone like Schaeffer or Peretti or Jan and Denis Lane, this Cartesian turn to a God who ensures 

the correctness of knowledge is a turn away from humanism and back to Christianity. The mod-

ernist project of certain, rational knowledge, can only succeed if it is firmly founded on the presup-

position of God’s existence. “Christianity has the opportunity,” Schaeffer argued, “to say clearly 

that its answer has the very thing modern man has despaired of …. It provides a unified answer for 

the whole of life. True, man has to renounce his rationalism; but then, on the basis of what can be 

discussed, he has the possibility of recovering his rationality.”157

Sandy, crying out, recovers her rationality. She recovers the idea the truth is the truth. She 

re-grasps the idea that in order to know the truth, she cannot look within herself, but needs to start 
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from an absolute point of reference. Secular humanism cannot provide a firm foundation for knowl-

edge. While Sandy herself doesn’t put it in these terms, she is saved by worldview thinking. In pre-

senting this moment in this way, the novel presents Christianity as most essentially a system of 

thought. Belief, here, has been imagined as public conflict. It is a totality, a worldview, which is 

necessarily public and necessarily in conflict with other beliefs. In This Present Darkness, this is 

what belief means. To believe is to clash with the secular worldview. That clash isn’t over specific 

propositions, most essentially, or specific matters of public concern. It is a clash, instead, over 

regimes of knowledge and over the nature of the public discourse in which the clash occurs. 

Imagining belief

The fictional account of this conflict of belief was thrilling to many. Jim Daly, president of Focus on 

the Family, was so enthralled with the story that, as he later recalled, he and his wife couldn’t stop 

reading it aloud to each other as they drove across the country.  158

Not everyone found the story so compelling, though. On the social cataloguing site 

GoodReads, nearly 67,000 readers have rated the book. More than 1,000 gave it only one out of five 

stars. One disapproving woman wrote the novel “basically brainwashes you into thinking that any-

thing other than the specific type of Christianity it condones is in fact a lie of the Devil.”  Another 159

reported she “just couldn’t get past Mr. Peretti’s simplistic, black and white style.”  A third 160

woman, more harshly, wrote, “I found this book on the train in Ft. Lauderdale and honestly consid-

ered throwing myself on the tracks.”161

There were those, however, who took the fiction “full and straight,” who embraced what 

Stuart Hall would call the dominant reading. Some of these readers suspended disbelief to the point 

that they began to experiment with practices of spiritual warfare in their real lives, reading the novel 

as a kind of prayer manual. It’s hard to know how many readers tried on the interpretive framework 

of This Present Darkness to this extent. This popularity of the practice of prayer walking and spiri-

tual warfare seems to owe more to the classes on the subject taught at Fuller than to the 2.5 million 

fiction sales. There were frequent enough reports of people reading the novel in this way, however, 

that Peretti felt the need to speak against it. By the 1990s, his books were prefaced with a disclaimer 
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stating they were works of fiction.  Peretti was not trying to be didactic. He was rather inviting 162

readers to imagine belief in the secular condition. 

The majority of readers seem to have read it in this way. They negotiated through the text, 

suspending disbelief but also always being aware they were playing a game of “as-if.” They were 

imaging a world, and on that mental stage, imaging what belief was like and what it should be like. 

On GoodReads, numerous positive reviews specifically speak to the text’s fictionality. One writes, 

for example, that the book was both true and fiction. “Sure it’s fiction but man,” she writes, “this 

particular fiction has become my fact by deliberate choice because for me there is no down side in 

doing so …. If you’re a christian, Frank Peretti pulls away the curtains and give a view of what 

‘might’ be going on in the day-to-day goings on angels.”  Another five-star reviewer of the book 163

writes, “It is absolutely fascinating to get a glimpse of what the spiritual realm of our existence 

might be like!”  She is approaching the work as fiction, but finds it plausibly not just as a story, 164

but as a perspective on reality.

The novel’s real significance is as a novel. Those who read it accepted an invitation to sus-

pend their disbelief and imagine the world in a particular way. They imagined angels and demons. 

The imagined Satanic conspiracies in small-town America. They imagined a praying pastor was not 

so insignificant, and followed that pastor when he went to the public square to pray, and directly 

address the supernatural. In this, the novel helped some evangelicals entertain certain ideas about 

what belief is like in the modern, secular condition. While Henry, Ockenga, Schaeffer and others 

were arguing that Christians should and must culturally engage, that their belief needed to be 

brought to the public square, and that, further, they need to understand their faith as a challenge to 

the public square, Peretti gave readers a chance to experience what belief like that would be like. 

This Present Darkness staged a story where belief was presented as problematically public, 

a challenge to secular space. Belief, as a cultural practice, imagined as sitting on a public bench and 

announcing, “I’m here, Satan.”165
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3 

IMAGINING COMPELLED BELIEF

There is no room for respectful disagreement in the apocalyptic world of Left Behind. There 

is, instead, a fierce dichotomy: things are either true or false.

You believe. Or you think believing is wrong.

The leading protagonist of the novel articulates the force of the dichotomy as he tries to 

convince the other characters of Left Behind that the mass disappearance they experienced is the 

rapture foretold by biblical prophecy. Rayford Steele is convinced he is living through the earth’s 

last days, the end of human history. Some people disagree with him and he understands that. What 

he doesn’t understand is when people agree-to-disagree with him. He doesn’t understand how peop-

le can be neutral and think all views on the matter are equally valid and should all be respected.

One woman, for example, says she doesn’t know if Steele’s apocalyptic theories are true, 

but she knows he “is sincere.”1

Steele scoffs. 

“What good was that?” he thinks. “If he believed and she didn’t, she had to assume he be-

lieved something bogus or she would have to admit she was ignoring the truth. What he told her 

carried no other option.”2

This is a critical feature of the bestselling evangelical novel Left Behind. This is how this 

work of fiction stages belief. Authors Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins imagine the world after the 

rapture, when, according to some evangelicals, all true Christians will be caught up into heaven. 

They imagine a world where the Antichrist rises to power and rules as a global tyrant. In Left Be-

hind and its twelve sequels and three prequels, published between 1995 and 2007, LaHaye and 

Jenkins tell the story of a plucky band of rebels who convert and believe in Jesus in defiance of that 

 Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins, Left Behind: A Novel of the Earth’s Last Days (Carol Stream, IL: Tyn1 -
dale, 1995), 389.

 LaHaye and Jenkins 397-398.2
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new world order. The novels’ central theme is belief, and they stage belief in the condition of that 

conflict. As they present it, belief is best understood as a compelled choice. This is different than in 

Love Comes Softly, considered in chapter one, where belief is imagined as personal reassurance, or 

The Shack, considered in chapter five, where belief is pictured as thriving with uncertainty. In Left 

Behind, belief means inescapable intellectual assent. True belief comes out of a forced dichotomy, 

the either/or, where there is no other option. The believers of Left Behind are strong, bold, and most 

of all certain. They’re completely confident in their beliefs because, in the world of these novels, 

real belief, true belief in Jesus and in a particular version of evangelical eschatology, is a choice you 

can’t not choose.

The Possibility of Unbelief

The idea of belief as a choice is important to the character of secularity. The philosopher Charles 

Taylor helpfully distinguishes between secularism, secularization, and secularity. Secularism is a 

political philosophy, which holds that public discourse and the public square should be free from or 

neutral towards religious beliefs.  Secularization is the process in which, according to some now 3

mostly discredited sociological theories, societies inevitably become irreligious as they modernize.  4

Secularity, in contrast, is about conditions and possibilities. Taylor says secularity can be “described 

in terms of the possibility or impossibility of certain kinds of experience.”  Chief among these is the 5

experience of belief. Specifically: the experience of belief as individual choice.

There was a time in Western history, according to Taylor, when belief was not a choice. Un-

belief, in fact, was virtually unthinkable. It wasn’t a real possibility. No one didn’t believe in God 

and, what’s more, people were not practically able to not believe in God. “People,” rather, “lived 

naïvely within a theistic construal.”  They dwelled in a cosmic order. This meant people experien6 -

ced their social reality as being embedded in a transcendent reality, secular time embedded in sacred 

time, and human drama within a providential one. People not only assumed the ontological reality 

of God, God was the assumption of their assumptions. God was part of the common background 

understanding that made the world make sense. The explanation of simple cause and effect, for in-

 See Jocelyn Maclure and Charles Taylor, Secularism and Freedom of Conscience (Cambridge, MA: Har3 -
vard, 2011); Jürgen Habermas, Communication and the Evolution of Society, trans. Thomas McCarthy (Bos-
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Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989).
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stance, involved, in the background, the idea of the logical necessity of the uncaused cause. The ex-

planation for the relationship between animals and humans, in the same way, assumed the concepti-

on of the hierarchical order of the great chain of being. People experienced the world as 

“enchanted,” or, as Taylor describes it, they experienced their selves and their own minds as “po-

rous.” Even the experience of their own minds was linked with what they understood to be the ex-

perience of impinging outside entities, from humors to spirits to saints to God. Everyday social life, 

the “utterly solid and indispensable reality” that normal people lived in without any active concep-

tualization, was “intertwined in the sacred, and indeed, it was unimaginable otherwise.”  God could 7

be taken for granted. God was taken for granted. There was no atheism in the modern sense.

Taylor pinpoints this time as the year 1500. He’s not alone in this claim. French historian 

Lucien Febvre has argued that in sixteenth-century France, not believing in God was a cultural im-

possibility. Despair was possible, and could go by the name of unbelief, but “a coherent rationalism 

was not yet in existence at the time.” It is completely wrong, Febvre writes, “to think that the unbe-

lief of men in the sixteenth century, insofar as it was a reality, was in any way comparable to our 

own.”  8

Even in late eighteenth-century America, not believing in God appears to have been prac-

tically, if not theoretically, impossible. There were men who attacked Christianity, such as Ethan 

Allen and Thomas Paine, but they didn’t reject God as such.  Allen was considered in his day to be 9

a horrible infidel, but his target was “priestcraft.” He was quite willing to invoke “the name of the 

Great Jehovah” when he captured Fort Ticonderoga from the British in 1775. He just wouldn’t al-

low that any class of men had privileged access to the Supreme Being. Paine, likewise, famously 

started his landmark Age of Reason with a confessional claim: “I believe in one God, and no 

more.”  To do otherwise would have made as much sense to him as to denounce reason itself, since 10

the ontological and the epistemological were understood to be bound together. The concept of a 

knowable natural order depended on the idea of a Providential deity. “Without some sort of God, 

the world disintegrated into incomprehensibility,” historian James C. Turner explains. “Giving up 
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God meant abandoning any coherent world picture. Unbelief therefore came close to being, in the 

primal meaning of the word, unthinkable.”  11

There is perhaps only one identifiable early American who managed to disbelieve in God for 

any length of time: Joel Barlow, a mostly forgotten diplomat and poet.  Barlow didn’t focus so 12

much on whether or not God existed, however, but on whether or not a Supreme Being could be 

sentient. According to Barlow’s biographer, he embraced radical materialism between 1799 and 

1802. In European salons, engaging with the thought of some of the most radical elements of the 

French Revolution, Barlow came to believe “there was no such thing as an intelligent God and that 

all religions were illusions.”  He was, it seems, alone among his countrymen in his unbelief. Bar13 -

low did not publicize his atheism and there is some evidence he gave it up, adopting a more respec-

table Deism before too long. Unbelief, it would seem, was very difficult to do.

Belief was the default. Of course not everyone was devout and not everyone pious. Not 

everyone turned their thoughts towards God. But people lived with the certainty of the reality of 

God, whether they thought about it or not. Belief in that condition could be naïve. In secularity, by 

contrast, belief is always at least partly a conscious choice. “We live in a condition,” Taylor writes, 

“where we cannot help but be aware that there are a number of different construals, views which 

intelligent, reasonably undeluded people, of good will, can and do disagree on. We cannot help loo-

king over our shoulder from time to time, looking sideways, living our faith also in a condition of 

doubt and anxiety.”  There are multiple choices, always available, so each choice is always also a 14

provisional rejection of another plausible option. “What previously was fate now becomes a set of 

choices,” sociologist Peter Berger writes. “The individual may choose his Weltanschauung very 

much as he chooses most other aspects of his private existence.”  15

People continue to believe in this secular condition, of course. In some cases, they even use 

the exact same words to confess their beliefs in the exact same rituals. But that belief is qualitative-

ly different. No matter the choice, it is experienced as a choice, and not something that can be taken 
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for granted. As Taylor says, belief is necessarily “open to doubt, argument, mediating explanations, 

and the like.”  Belief is not naïve anymore.16

This broad historical shift may be overstated. Though not directly in response to Taylor, his-

torian John H. Arnold has argued, for example, that at least some forms of unbelief existed among 

common people in medieval Europe, though finding it requires a very careful reading of the silences 

of the historical record.17

Taylor’s picture of what belief was like before secularity is important quite apart from its 

historical veracity, however. Cultural memories move and inspire people whether or not they’re fac-

tual. His before-picture is important as an articulation of what many people today think belief 

should be like. There are people who don’t believe, but feel nostalgic for what they imagine belief 

was like before it became so implausible. And there are people who go to great lengths, in various 

“fundamentalist” projects, to attempt to recapture the possibility of that kind of belief. They want an 

old-time religion or an ancien régime when belief wasn’t a choice.

The desire for old-time belief can be somewhat complicated for American evangelicals. 

American evangelicals do sometimes want belief like this and imagine belief could be so certain as 

to be beyond doubt, but that also creates a bit of tension for them. The ancien régime that Taylor is 

describing, after all, was not an evangelical one. From a certain Catholic perspective, in fact, evan-

gelicals, with their theology of individual salvation and the importance of making a personal decisi-

on for Jesus, are a prime example of how Protestantism is a secularizing force. One need not em-

brace historian Brad Gregory’s narrative of The Unintended Reformation, however, to recognize the 

historic importance of choice for evangelical theology. From Charles Finney’s anxious bench to Bil-

ly Graham’s altar calls, the concept of individual choice has been central to evangelicalism.

Belief has to be chosen, for evangelicals. And yet, they have also sometimes imagined that 

choice as unavoidable. It wouldn’t be an act of will as much as a surrender. They have imagined 

belief as so certain it would feel like it was beyond doubt, because it arose out of a either/or with no 

middle option. This is how Left Behind, the bestselling evangelical fiction of the twentieth century, 

imagines belief. The series stages the condition of secularity, where every belief can always be 

doubted, and then imagines one situation where doubt is impossible. It stages a scenario where, as 

one Left Behind character puts it, “the only logical explanation is God.”  There is a choice that 18

cannot not be chosen.
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This chapter considers how evangelical belief is sometimes imagined as compelled. It looks 

first at apocalypticism, considering how anticipation of the end of human history can shape people’s 

imagination, putting them in a place where they feel compelled to act. The chapter then turns to the 

history of evangelical apologetics, examining how belief was also conceptualized as compulsion in 

the development of popular arguments for Christianity. This chapter continues with a close reading 

of the first book of the Left Behind series, showing how compelled belief is the central theme. Final-

ly, it turns to the mass audience for the novels, looking at the diversity of readers’ responses and 

how people reacted to the novels presentation of the struggle to believe.

The Compelling Apocalypse

Tim LaHaye thinks the apocalypse is important because it is compelling. He doesn’t think it is ne-

cessarily as essential a Christian doctrine as, say, the Trinity or believer’s baptism, but he thinks it 

should be prioritized for pragmatic reasons. Long before he came up with the idea for a novel fic-

tionalizing the rapture and the tribulation, LaHaye was arguing evangelicals should be giving the 

doctrine of the imminent end of human history a special emphasis. 

LaHaye holds to a theology of the End Times called premillennialism. In this view, Jesus 

Christ could return from heaven at any moment, and gather up true believers in a rapture. Jesus will 

then allow a period of tribulation, where the world is ruled by the Antichrist. At the end of that peri-

od, Christ and the saints will meet the Antichrist and his followers on the plains of Armageddon in a 

final battle, which ushers in Jesus’s 1,000-year reign over earth from the restored city of Jerusalem.

This theology is not universally agreed upon, either by American evangelicals now or by 

Christians historically. A 2016 survey of Protestant pastors in the United States found that about 

half subscribe to this theology, broadly speaking. Others embrace an eschatology called amillennia-

lism and others postmillennialim.  Premillennialism is more popular among Baptist and Pentecost19 -

als, less among Methodists and those in Reformed traditions. Among premillennialists, too, there is 

a range of beliefs. Some, in recent years, have specifically opposed their understanding of the theo-

logy to LaHaye’s popular representation. A 2009 collection of essays on premillennialism, for ex-

ample, carried the subtitle, “An Alternative to ‘Left Behind’ Eschatology.”  This disagreement is 20

also reflected in the recent survey. Though about half of Protestant identify as premillennialists, 

only 36 percent agree with LaHaye about the rapture. Similarly, 51 percent have a different idea of 

the Antichrist: 19 percent emphasizing it isn’t an individual person, 14 percent saying the biblical 

 For a survey of Protestant eschatologies, see Robert G. Clouse, ed., The Meaning of the Millennium: Four 19
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figure is better understood as a personification of evil, 11 percent saying they didn’t know, and 6 

percent identifying the biblical character with a historical person, such as the Roman Emperor 

Nero.  21

LaHaye would argue these people are wrong, and they’ve read the Bible wrong. But he 

would also say, and has said, that his understand of the End Times is best because it moves people 

and motivates them to action. LaHaye is a Baptist minister and one of the architects of the religious 

right. He played a key role in almost every significant Christian Right campaign of the late twenti-

eth century.  He has committed his life to activating evangelicals and to convincing non-Christians 22

to accept Jesus as their Lord and Savior. He has found his evangelical eschatology is most effective 

to those ends. The idea of the rapture has an impact on people. LaHaye argues his understanding of 

the apocalypse is compelling in three ways: It moves evangelicals to evangelize, and to become po-

litically active, and it moves non-evangelicals to convert.

Evangelicals evangelize more and more fervently, according to LaHaye, when they think the 

rapture will happen soon. If they are waiting for Jesus to return and think he could return at any 

moment to snatch true believers from the earth before the beginning of the reign of the Antichrist, 

they are not waiting passively. The doctrine “provides Christians with an at-any-moment expectan-

cy,” LaHaye writes, which “produces an evangelistic church of soul-winning Christians.”  He ar23 -

gues there is a causal connection between missions movements and the doctrine of the rapture. Ac-

cording to LaHaye, the Plymouth Brethren minister John N. Darby recovered—some critics say 

“invented”—the doctrine of the rapture in the nineteenth century. Since then, “the gospel has spread 

to every continent of the globe.”  The one thing followed the other. The connection is very clear in 24

at least some cases. Bill Bright, founder of Campus Crusade for Christ, is one twentieth-century ex-

ample. A 1948 seminary class on prophecy moved him to leave school and start evangelizing. “I’m 

not going to be sitting here studying Greek when Christ comes!” Bright said.  The idea of the apo25 -

calypse works, here, by forcing people to face a dichotomy. Either one is evangelizing, or one is 

not. There is no third option. The expectation that Jesus could return at any moment forces this eit-
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her/or, which forces people to make a conscious choice. American evangelicals such as Bright have 

responded positively to this dichotomy. 

LaHaye claims the same eschatological idea had the same result in the first century. He says 

early Christians held to the rapture, though the doctrine was later lost in the Catholic corruption he 

attributes to Origen and Augustine, among others.  When the church imagined that Jesus was com26 -

ing back soon, though, they “turned the world upside down.”  Anywhere and everywhere Christi27 -

ans have thought the rapture would happen and could happen at any moment, they have become 

“soul-winning, missionary-minded, and spiritually productive” believers.28

The doctrine of the rapture doesn’t just turn Christians into missionaries. It also, according 

to LaHaye, motivates American evangelicals to political activism. This seems counterintuitive to a 

lot of people. If the world has no future, why would anyone work to make it better? The logic of the 

theology would seem to suggest, as historian Paul S. Boyer argues, that believers’ energies “are bet-

ter spent in winning souls for Christ than in trying to shape world events.” In fact, Boyer says, the 

theology should logically “imply passivity, since society’s evils and injustices merely bore out the 

prophesied degeneracy and wickedness of the present age.”  All this talk of the end of human his29 -

tory could justify cultural separatism and a retreat from public life. It could allow religious commu-

nities to opt out of political engagement and even civil discourse. Religious studies scholar Robert 

Fuller argues it does. He says for Christians awaiting the end, the “belief that Jews, Catholics, so-

cialists, humanists, or feminists are in league with the Beast has made the most uncivil behavior 

toward the ‘social other’ a badge of piety and religious devotion.”  Evangelicals, Fuller claims, 30

don’t care about the neighbors they are actively preparing to leave behind. 

Some proponents of the idea of the rapture have more or less agreed with this. Cultural wi-

thdrawal makes sense.  Political retreat seems logical. Hal Lindsey, a twentieth-century prophecy 31

popularizer, put it colorfully: “God didn’t send me to clean the fishbowl. He sent me to fish.”32
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For LaHaye, however, the compelling need to evangelize is also a compelling reason to get 

involved in politics. If time is short, the need to spread the gospel is urgent. Evangelicals therefore 

need to get involved in politics to protect the freedom they need to preach the gospel at home and 

abroad. “Anyone who will not use his influence to preserve his freedom while he has the liberty to 

do so,” LaHaye writes, “does not deserve freedom and will surely lose both his freedom and his in-

fluence.”  This is a familiar rhetoric on the right wing of American politics. This is not surprising, 33

since LaHaye was a part of the right-wing movements that developed in the 1960s. He supported 

Barry Goldwater for President in 1964 and in 1965 wrote the actor Ronald Reagan a two-page fan 

letter urging him to run for Governor of California.  LaHaye was also an active member of the 34

John Birch Society, a secretive group which opposed communism and what it held to be the conspi-

racy behind the conspiracy of communism.  Many in those movements were quite pessimistic 35

about the long-term prospects of preserving liberty and resisting tyranny. They were all committed, 

however, to holding out as long as possible. LaHaye took the same stance, and justified it evangelis-

tically. As he said in a John Birch Society-recruitment film in the early 1960s, “if we don’t stop the 

advance of communism, none of us will be free to preach the gospel.”  Some in the John Birch So36 -

ciety were worried LaHaye’s apocalyptic preaching would “neutralize” people, politically. But he 

said that wasn’t the affect at all. The evangelical eschatology actually showed people why they 

should care about political issues. Expecting the rapture, American evangelicals would support a 

bold foreign policy that allows them to send missionaries around the globe. Imagining the apoca-

lypse reveals the eternal stakes of fights over even apparently amoral issues, such liberal plans for 

“over taxation and exorbitant government spending.”  Waiting for Jesus, they would oppose the 37
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expansion of government, fighting for the freedom that allows them evangelize until they’re snat-

ched away. 

Not all evangelicals who held to premillennialism have been political, of course, but that 

wasn’t because they were waiting for the rapture. “That has nothing to do with prophecy,” LaHaye 

wrote, “but it has everything to do with apathy.”  If people embrace the idea of the rapture, they 38

realize they have to act and act now.

The historical record says LaHaye is right, by and large. Evangelicals have been motivated 

by the rapture to get involved in politics, as historian Matthew Avery Sutton has shown in his book 

American Apocalypse. “They never retreated,” Sutton writes. Because of their eschatology-inspired 

confidence that Earth’s time was running out, evangelicals “have consistently insisted that God has 

called them to use their talents to occupy, reform, and transform their culture in ways that matched 

their beliefs and ideologies.”  39

One example Sutton cites is James Gray, who trained preachers and evangelists at Moody 

Bible Institute from 1904 to 1934. Gray preached political involvement from the pulpit of Chicago 

Avenue Church (later renamed for Dwight L. Moody) along with the doctrine of the rapture.  Apo40 -

calyptic expectation also inspired opposition to Franklin D. Roosevelt. Across the country, people 

who were waiting for the rapture saw Roosevelt’s New Deal as a satanic trick, preparing their unbe-

lieving neighbors to accept the dictatorship of the Antichrist.  They “moved seamlessly from pro41 -

phetic utterances to political critiques of New Deal programs and back again,” Sutton writes.  Op42 -

posing liberalism, for them, was necessary groundwork for evangelism. This was true, too, in the 

1970s and 1980s, when evangelicals organized into a solid voting bloc and aligned themselves with 

the Republican Party, and in the 1990s, when LaHaye conceived of the idea of the novel, Left Be-

hind. 

LaHaye was generally right about the impact of the theology. There may be an argument 

that people shouldn’t be compelled by the idea of the end of the world to get involved in politics, 

but they frequently are. Perhaps this is a contradiction, or perhaps critics of rapture theology don’t 

understand it as well as they think. Boyer concludes, somewhat begrudgingly, that “the contradic-

tion may be more apparent than real, since the spiritual and secular realms obviously overlap.” After 

all, “their political involvement could be justified as a legitimate extension of their evangelistic 

 LaHaye, No Fear, 147.38
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mandate.”  For a lot of rapture-believers, this was exactly right. Political activism wasn’t even a 43

question. It was a divine mandate.

The third way the idea of the rapture is so compelling, LaHaye argues, is to non-Christians. 

The theology of the apocalypse is an important tool for evangelism. LaHaye had personal experi-

ence with this. He recalls one instance on a flight from Salt Lake City to San Francisco, when he 

was “seated next to a salesman who claimed he had never read a Bible.”  The man was, by his own 44

account, almost completely unchurched. He preferred to golf on Sundays, if he did anything. La-

Haye asked the man to read a passage from Revelation. “I handed him my Bible,” LaHaye writes, 

“with only a brief instruction: ‘This is a prophecy about a future event.’”  The salesman was quick45 -

ly converted. The apocalyptic vision compelled him to give his life to Christ. The idea he was rea-

ding about a future event was powerful because it showed him how the Bible was relevant to the 

present moment. With the brief reading instructions, LaHaye showed the salesman the Bible applied 

to him directly and immediately. The vision of the end of human history was compelling, also, be-

cause it presented the man with a dichotomy. He was either saved or unsaved. His name was in the 

book of life, or it wasn’t. He would be taken up in the rapture or he would suffer the tribulation.

This was the motivation behind the creation Left Behind. It was the motivation, in fact, for a 

lot of apocalyptic fiction. Consider the early examples of the evangelical genre from the beginning 

of the twentieth century. Titan, Son of Saturn: The Coming World Emperor: A Story of the Other 

Christ was published in 1905. By 1917, the novel was in its tenth printing, with 10,000 copies 

sold.  Little is known about the author, an Ohio doctor named Joseph Birkbeck Burroughs. In the 46

introduction, though, Burroughs states his reasons for writing a novel about the world after the rap-

ture. “The book Titan has been written in the form of a religious story,” he says, “that these coming 

events may be vividly real to the reader, and lead many to search the Scriptures to see whether these 

things are so.”  The book is didactic, in some ways, but it is also a novel. It invites readers to ima47 -

gine the rapture and the world after, suspending their disbelief to engage with the author’s eschato-

logical vision. It the context of fiction, the novel presents believing readers with the dichotomy of 

whether or not they’re doing enough to evangelize the world. It presents non-believing readers with 

the choice of who to identify with in the story, the characters who are raptured or those left behind? 
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Imaginatively engaging with these dichotomies can, Burroughs thought, transform readers before 

it’s too late. 

A 1937 novel had similar evangelistic intentions. It was written by an Indiana home-furnis-

hing salesman named Forrest Loman Oilar. The purpose was stated even in the title: Be Thou Pre-

pared for Jesus is Coming. The publishers’ notice for the apocalyptic novel proclaimed it would in-

spire Christians, but would have an even more powerful impact on those who didn’t believe. “Every 

non-Christian who reads it,” the publisher promised, “will receive a new line of thought.”  Readers 48

would be forced to face the dichotomy: Either you’re ready for Jesus to come back or you’re not. 

These novels, and others in the genre published before Left Behind broke through to main-

stream book markets, were probably read mainly by people who were already waiting for the raptu-

re. Nevertheless, the authors believed the fictional stories would and could convert people. Tim La-

Haye and Jerry B. Jenkins thought that too. 

The two men talked about the evangelistic potential of the story in their first meeting. La-

Haye and Jenkins met in a hotel near the Chicago O’Hare airport, brought together by their agent to 

discuss the potential writing project. LaHaye proposed he would outline the prophetic timeline and 

Jenkins would write a compelling story to fit it. LaHaye thought his eschatology needed to be made 

into a novel to reach more people. Jenkins’s first question was whether the intended audience would 

be believers or non-believers. LaHaye said: both.  The novel was supposed to make the eschatolo49 -

gical ideas clear and accessible, but more importantly, it was supposed to move Christians to action 

and convert non-Christians to belief. Jenkins tried to write the novel so that readers would suspend 

their disbelief, imagine the rapture and life after the rapture, and identify with the protagonists as 

they are converted to evangelicalism. Some evangelical publishers were skeptical that such a story 

could work. Jenkins started, however, with a scene LaHaye had seen on another airplane, where a 

married pilot flirted with a woman who didn’t seem to be his wife. “When my agent shopped the 

first ten-page chapter of the first book,” Jenkins later recalled, “it contained one scene written from 

the perspective of the pilot of a 747. In the middle of the night, over the Atlantic, about a third of his 

passengers disappear right out of their clothes, leaving everything material behind. That’s enough 

drama to engage the reader.”  50

The apocalypse, Jenkins thought, could grab people’s imagination. Jenkins tried to write it 

so that, in the safe space of fiction, readers would be drawn in, and come face-to-face with the di-
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chotomies that would make they feel like they had to make a choice. Left Behind would stage those 

apocalyptic dichotomies so readers would feel they either had to believe or disbelieve.

Demanding a Verdict

Rapture novels are not the only place where American evangelicals have imagined belief like this. 

The same picture of true belief as a certainty that arises out of a dichotomy can be seen in popular 

evangelical apologetics. In The Case for Christ, for example, apologist Lee Strobel asks readers to 

imagine they are on a jury. They should weigh the evidence for and against Jesus. They should be 

open minded. But they have to come to a decision. “Ultimately,” writes Strobel, “it’s the responsibi-

lity of a jury to reach a verdict.”  People have to choose: belief or unbelief. 51

The apologist William Lane Craig, similarly, starts his popular textbook with an attack on 

relativism. There cannot, he says, be multiple right answers to the question of Christianity’s truth. 

There can be no middle ground. Christianity is true or false. God exists or does not. If one person 

believes and another doesn’t, it makes no sense for them to agree to disagree. “Now I can imagine 

some of you thinking,” Craig writes, “‘Rational arguments for the truth of Christianity no longer 

work! Rather in today’s culture we should simply share our narrative and invite people to participa-

te.” That approach, however, “could not be more mistaken.”  Even if not everyone will be persua52 -

ded by evidence and arguments, evangelicals should still force that confrontation. 

Craig himself does this professionally. He has had at least ninety-eight public debates with 

atheists since 1982. Videos of his debates with New Atheists have been viewed more one million 

times each on YouTube.  As religion writer Nathan Schneider notes, such debates literally stage the 53

dichotomy of belief/unbelief. “In these debates, there can only be two sides, with nothing in bet-

ween,” Schneider writes. “One side must be right, and the other must be wrong.”  The loser is 54

overwhelmed by facts and arguments and, at least theoretically, should convert or deconvert becau-

se of it. 

The idea of forcing the dichotomy is perhaps most clearly stated in the title of evangelist 

Josh McDowell’s extremely popular apologetics manual: Evidence that Demands a Verdict.
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This has never been the dominant way evangelicals have talked about belief. In fact, some 

of the most famous evangelical conversions disregard arguments. They have relied on internal, 

emotional evidence, rather than the sort of facts one could cite in a debate. The revivalist John Wes-

ley’s famous evangelical conversion, for example, happened when he felt his heart “strangely war-

med.”  55

Billy Graham, similarly, has talked about belief as a kind of trust, rather than an intellectual 

conclusion. In his autobiography, Graham writes about struggling over whether or not he could be-

lieve the Bible. He ultimately decided to trust the reliability and personal relevance of the text wi-

thout depending on arguments. He prayed, “Father, I am going to accept this as Thy Word—by 

faith! I am going to allow faith to go beyond my intellectual questions and doubts.”  The evangeli56 -

cal bestsellers considered in this study also show other ways belief has been imagined. In The Heri-

tage of Lancaster County series, examined in chapter five, belief is conceived as a realization of 

personal authenticity. The Shack, examined in chapter six, pictures belief as something that happens 

amid ambiguities and tensions, as opposed to certainty.

Evidentialist-driven arguments are not new to American Protestantism, however. Apologe-

tics was established as an academic discipline in the United States in the nineteenth century. In res-

ponse to the rise of deism, the young republic’s top universities developed courses on Christian evi-

dence. These relied on Baconianism to defend the reasonableness of Christianity.   Harvard started 57

such a course in 1807, Princeton in 1821, and Amherst, Dartmouth, Williams, and Yale followed in 

1822. The most popular text in these classes was William Paley’s Natural Theology.  Paley’s ar58 -

guments, such as the blind watchmaker argument, would later play a role in debates over the exis-

tence of God. In the context of the early nineteenth century, however, the existence of some sort of 

God was assumed. The question was whether observations of nature could support orthodox Chris-

tian conceptions of God, proving them to be as rational or more rational than the Deist conception.

This kind of apologetics project was notably not aligned with the enthusiastic and experien-

tial kinds of belief associated with the Second Great Awakening. The academic apologists of this 

era were not part of what historian Nathan Hatch memorably called “storming heaven by the back 
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door.”  The reasonable Christianity these apologists defended was, for the most part, of the more 59

formal variety.

When apologetics was adopted for revivalist Christianity, there was a marked emphasis on 

forcing a choice. Alexander Campbell, an active figure in the Second Great Awakening, agreed to 

publicly debate Christianity with the utopian socialist Robert Owen in 1829. Campbell had been 

reluctant to get caught up in debates, originally. He thought they were a distraction from the true 

issues, which were issues of the heart. He changed his mind, however, when he saw how a debate 

could grab and hold people’s attention.  A staged debate could, further, put the audience in the po60 -

sition of experiencing a dichotomy. Campbell began and ended the debate with Owen with compa-

risons between light and darkness. He concluded by insisting people take sides. “My proposition 

is,” Campbell said, “that all the persons in this assembly who believe in the Christian religion, or 

who feel so much interest in it, as to wish to see it pervade the world, will please to signify it by 

standing up.”61

In the twentieth century, a number of evangelicals engaged in academic apologetics. Edward 

J. Carnell is a prime example. With an advanced degree from Harvard and another from Boston 

University, he was, historian Mark Noll writes, “a leader among those [evangelicals] who sought 

training at the nation’s best graduate schools.”  He was seen as living proof that evangelicalism 62

was not an anti-intellectual project.  For him, apologetics could prove the intellectual credibility 63

and respectability of evangelicalism. “My concern,” he wrote in the preface to his award-winning 

1948 book, An Introduction to Christian Apologetics, “is to encourage those who, like myself, feel a 

burning within them to know if Christianity can be accepted with the consent of all our faculties.”  64
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As a professor at Fuller Theological Seminar, he made a notable impact. About 80 percent of gra-

duates in the 1950s named him their most influential instructor.65

Carnell’s apologetics could seem too abstract, though, and inaccessible. It was not clear his 

philosophical approach could be useful for evangelicalism. He also, on several occasions, seemed to 

back away from confrontation.  The appeal of apologetics, however, was how it could force an eit66 -

her/or question.

For American evangelicals, the golden example of successful evangelical arguments was 

C.S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity.  Lewis was BBC radio’s “voice of faith” in Great Britain during 67

World War II. The public broadcasting service wanted “a sensible, engaging, and authoritative voice 

that commanded confidence and elicited affection.”  Lewis, a literature professor at Oxford and 68

Cambridge, filled the role. He gave twenty-nine talks to an estimated average audience of 600,000 

people.  The talks were collected into a single volume and published in 1952. The resulting text 69

made a common-sense case for the reasonableness of Christianity. His arguments were smart, but 

not inaccessible. Lewis wasn’t interested in a big philosophical project. He just wanted to show 

Christianity comported with reality. In clear and friendly language, Mere Christianity asserted belief 

was at least plausible and should be considered. The book took apologetics out of the classroom and 

made it useful for evangelism.

Lewis himself quickly turned away from apologetics. Even before Mere Christianity was 

published, he decided he wasn’t enough of a philosopher to make the best case for the rationality of 

Christianity.  In 1948, he debated the subject of philosophical naturalism with Catholic philosopher 70

Elizabeth Anscombe. The two were on the same side of the issue, but Anscombe though Lewis’s 

argument for their side was seriously flawed. Anscombe, making use of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s phi-

losophy, showed Lewis he was making some basic philosophical mistakes. He failed to distinguish 

between “reasons” and “causes” and misunderstood the difference between “irrational” and “non-
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rational.”  The encounter was embarrassing and “slightly bruising” for Lewis, according to histori71 -

an Alister McGrath’s 2013 biography.  72

Lewis, besides, felt more drawn to the imaginative work of fiction. He explained this in a 

letter to Carl F. H. Henry a few years later. Henry, a proponent of smart and culturally engaged 

evangelicalism, wanted Lewis to do more of what he had done in Mere Christianity. Henry invited 

Lewis to write apologetics for Christianity Today. Lewis declined. He was done with “frontal at-

tacks,” he explained. He was turning his attention to “fiction and symbol.”73

Mere Christianity was, regardless, incredibly important to American evangelicals. Lewis 

became kind of the patron saint of evangelicalism, though he did not himself identify with the mo-

vement or adhere to its standards.  “Lewis’s writing,” writes Noll, “constituted the single most im74 -

portant body of Christian thinking for American evangelicals in the twentieth century.”  75

By the 1970s, whenever there was a high-profile evangelical conversion, Mere Christianity 

seemed to be involved. The book was everywhere. When a dozen or more of the musicians in Bob 

Dylan’s Rolling Thunder Revue had born-again experiences in 1976, there was a copy of Mere 

Christianity circulating behind the scenes of the tour.  When President Richard Nixon’s “hatchet 76

man” Chuck Colson converted before being sent to prison for obstruction of justice in 1973, he ci-

ted Mere Christianity.  When Campus Crusade decided it needed an apologetics textbook to help 77

campus evangelists, the central argument was taken from Mere Christianity.

One reason the book was so important was that it presented readers with a dichotomy. Lewis 

claimed there was no third way between belief and unbelief. One has to choose. Look at Jesus, he 

wrote. A lot of people don’t want to believe in Jesus, but they don’t want to disbelieve either. They 

want a middle option, where they reject the idea that Jesus is God but accept him as a great moral 

teacher. But that’s illogical. 

“A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great 

moral teacher,” Lewis argued. “He would either be a lunatic—on a level with a man who says he is 
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a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man 

was and is the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse.”  78

Colson said it was this passage that pushed him to accept Jesus as his Lord and Savior. “Le-

wis puts it so bluntly,” he recalled in his memoir, Born Again, “that you can’t slough it off: for 

Christ to have talked as he talked, lived and he lived, died as he died, he was either God or a raving 

lunatic.”  As Colson was reading, he could feel the middle ground disappearing. It was now impos79 -

sible. He knew he had only two options. “Either I would believe,” he wrote, “or I would not—and 

believe it all or none of it.”80

Josh McDowell felt similarly compelled by Lewis’s argument. When he first encountered 

the passage in Mere Christianity, though, he wasn’t particularly impressed. In 1958, 19-year-old 

McDowell left his native Michigan on a quest to disprove Christianity. God, as he saw it, was “a 

public relations myth.”  The quest led him to the British Library where, as he recounts it in his au81 -

tobiography, he presumptuously examined the Codex Sinaiticus in its bulletproof display case. He 

could only see two pages of the manuscript, and he didn’t read Greek, but the object nonetheless 

reassured him in his unbelief. This was, after all, “still a copy of a copy of a copy of a copy.”  It 82

couldn’t be trusted. McDowell approached a librarian and demanded to know how much the text 

had been altered. The librarian sent him to Alan Cobb, a British barrister and amateur evangelical 

apologist. Cobb introduced McDowell to the works of C.S. Lewis. Cobb pointed McDowell to this 

specific passage of Mere Christianity, about how Jesus claimed to be God and so was either a liar, a 

lunatic, or correct. McDowell ignored it at the moment. But later it hit him. Sitting in an evangelical 

library near the Baker Street tube station in London, McDowell suddenly knew that Cobb and Le-

wis were right. It seemed, in an instant, irrefutable and unavoidable. “I felt like a train lurching into 

the station,” McDowell later wrote, “letting off a last burst of steam while coming to a final stop. I 

was speechless. I didn’t know where I was. I only knew I had arrived.”  He returned to Michigan 83

and responded to an altar call on December 19, 1959, at 8:30 p.m.  It felt, to him, like he was sub84 -

mitting to an obvious truth. 

The dichotomy had forced him to surrender to Jesus. 
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McDowell made this dichotomy the centerpiece of his apologetics textbook, Evidence that 

Demands a Verdict, which has sold more than one million copies and which one editor of Christian-

ity Today judged to be “doubtless the most popular apologetics handbook of our time.”  When it 85

was published in 1972, McDowell was a staff member for Campus Crusade for Christ. He helped 

train evangelists to go to college campuses and convert people. To help them answer skeptics, Mc-

Dowell compiled what he called “documentation of historical evidences for faith in Christ.”  The 86

documentation consisted mostly of long quotes pulled from various Christian scholars. As the title 

indicates, though, the evidence of the book was imagined to carry an explicit demand. 

Bill Bright, the founder of Campus Crusade, explained this in the foreward. “The evidence 

proving the deity of the Lord Jesus Christ,” Bright wrote in the forward, “is overwhelmingly con-

clusive to any honest, objective seeker after truth.” There would be some, of course, who wouldn’t 

believe. Those people, Bright assured readers, were “simply unwilling to believe!”  There is no 87

such thing as honest disagreement. The verdict of belief is truly being demanded.

McDowell rendered Lewis’s dichotomy in a chart that could be easily recreated by evange-

lists on any chalk board on any college campus. 

The top line said, in all caps, “JESUS CLAIMS TO BE GOD.” 

Below that, McDowell wrote, “(TWO ALTERNATIVES).” An arrow pointing left indicates 

one option: “Claims were FALSE.” Below that, another either/or: “He KNEW His Claims Were 

FALSE” or “He DID NOT KNOW His Claims Were False.” If the former is true, according to the 

chart, Jesus was a liar who died because of his lie. If the latter is true, Jesus was sincerely deluded. 

That’s one set of choices. 

An arrow pointing to the right side of the page shows the other: “Claims were TRUE.” Be-

low that, the conclusion, “He is LORD.” 

This is followed by another two alternatives, “You can ACCEPT” or “You can REJECT.”  88

If the dichotomy isn’t clear, McDowell states it multiple times on the following page. “Jesus 

claimed to be God,” he writes. “He did not leave any other options. His claim to be God must be 

either true of false.” Then he repeats himself. “Jesus’ claim to be God must be either true or false,” 
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he says. “If Jesus’ claims are true then He is the Lord and we must either accept or reject His 

Lordship.”89

McDowell wants to force people to make a choice. He is also very clear he doesn’t think the 

choice is a choice. He personally experienced conversion as a realization. He was, in a sense, 

overwhelmed by the facts. He thinks the dichotomy of Mere Christianity can force people to have 

that kind of moment of recognition, where they will be faced with a choice they can’t not choose. “I 

cannot personally conclude that Jesus was a liar or a lunatic,” McDowell writes. “The only other 

alternative is that he was the Christ, the Son of God, as he claimed.”  If others are not so persua90 -

ded, McDowell, following Bright, thinks they probably aren’t being honest with themselves.

This wasn’t the main way Campus Crusade approached evangelism. The group relied more 

telling people that Jesus loved them and had a wonderful plan for their lives.  At the same time, the 91

popular apologetics manual shows that belief could be imagined like this, as a forced choice. 

One way that evangelicals imagined belief was as something arising out of a sharp dichoto-

my. They thought of it as something that could be compelled. Belief could feel, they suggested, so-

mething like the old-time belief that Charles Taylor describes, even though in the condition of secu-

larity it is never simply naïve. In secularity, believers can feel their belief is real, because for them, 

it is something they personally chose. And it can feel certain because it’s something they couldn’t 

not choose. When faced with someone who wants to agree to disagree, the believer can scoff like 

the main protagonist of Left Behind. This is an either/or.

Reading Left Behind

Left Behind is about belief. The central theme of the novel and its sequels is the struggle with secu-

larity and this same idea, belief that is a choice that cannot not be chosen. Other features of the fic-

tion have attracted more attention from critical observers, however. The novels are almost always 

read as political commentary or theological argument. Cultural studies professor Hugh B. Urban, 

for example, writes that Left Behind is “clearly a commentary on the processes of globalization and 

America’s role in a transnational era.”  He argues the novels offer insight into the President George 92

W. Bush’s foreign policy. He reads Left Behind side-by-side with neo-conservative policy writing. 
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While Urban admits there is no “coded message woven subliminally into the Left Behind books,” 

there is, he writes, a deep link between the political vision and the fictional narrative. He sees an 

“affinity” between “the Evangelical Ethic and the Spirit of Neo-Imperialism.”  93

This is fairly typical. Many people have seen the novels through this political lens, especial-

ly at the start of the Iraq war.  “We understand immediately,” the essayist Joan Didion wrote on 94

reading the novels in 2003, “this will be an end-times scenario with a political point.” For Didion, 

the politics of the books—which had then sold about 55 million copies—offered insight into the 

religious radicalism of Bush and the evangelicals who had voted for him. “The President’s preferred 

constituency,” according to Didion, “feel secure about whatever destructive events played out in the 

Middle East because those events were foreordained, necessary to the completion of God’s plan, 

laid out in prophecy, written the books of Genesis and Jeremiah and Zechariah and Daniel and Eze-

kiel and Matthew and Revelation, dramatized in the fifty-five million copies of the ‘Left Behind’ 

books.”  95

Other critics have paid less attention to the politics, looking more at the theology. They have 

read Left Behind as most essentially a project of eschatological explication. Religious studies pro-

fessor Glenn W. Shuck, for example, treats the novels as theology that is only lightly coated in fic-

tionality. Left Behind is “taking the seemingly allegorical language of Revelation and transforming 

it into a literal set of predictions for the immediate future,” Shuck writes. “The upshot, of course, is 

that LaHaye and Jenkins warn their readers that time is running out and God is losing his 

patience.”  96

There is some truth to these interpretations. The novels do stage a specific evangelical vision 

of the Earth’s last days, presenting those theological ideas in narrative form. The novels are also 

political. They tell stories that include conflict in the public square, and those fictional conflicts re-
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flect the religious right’s political concerns. LaHaye understood both the theology and the politics to 

serve a higher purpose, though. And a close look at the novels shows the political issues and the 

theological issues are secondary. The aim is to compel belief. Left Behind “highlights belief about 

as dramatically as any fictional scenario could,” writes Amy Hungerford in her study of American 

literature and religion since 1960. “Believing in Christ is not only, for these writers, the defining 

characteristic of true religion, subject only to the free choice of the individual, but it defines the fate 

of every character in the novel.”  The heart of the fiction is the struggle to believe in a secular age.97

For Jerry Jenkins, the most important element of popular fiction is the characters. In his no-

vel-writing-advice guide, Writing for the Soul, the man who wrote Left Behind says “character is the 

foundation for fiction.”  Plot is important, but beginning writers (and some critics) make the mista98 -

ke of thinking the plot keeps people turning pages. Actually it’s the characters. Jenkins says that 

even a literal cliffhanger, with a mother and baby plunging off the edge of a mountain road, is more 

compelling if the reader knows the characters’ backstory. Readers feel more invested if they know 

something about that fictional mother and baby. The best plot, further, isn’t imposed on the charac-

ters, but comes out of internal tension. Jenkins is a strong advocate of plot and personally loves 

cliffhangers. But when he writes fiction, that’s not where he starts. He starts with his characters. “I 

put the characters on the page,” Jenkins explains, “give them opposing goals or opinions and let the 

consequences play out in my mind as I record what happens.”  Whether or not one agrees with this 99

position aesthetically, it can be helpful in understanding Jenkins’s writing. The narrative events that 

stage a version of evangelical eschatology and political conflicts are less important to him than the 

characters and how they change. In Left Behind, the story is built on the protagonists’ transformati-

on. Those character arcs, critically, go from unbelief to belief.

There are two protagonists in the first novel in the series. The story of the first days of the 

apocalypse, is told from these two perspectives. Both characters start out skeptical. They do not be-

lieve in Jesus and do not believe in the rapture, two beliefs which are, for the purposes of this fic-

tion, so closely linked as to be almost indistinguishable. Both characters go through the same pro-

cess of change, as they experience the aftermath of the rapture, and end up in the same place, achie-

ving total certainty. With these characters’ transformations, the novel presents a specific understan-

ding of what conversion is like and what belief is like. The novels stage the conversion experience, 

inviting readers to identify with these characters as they go through this change and experience be-

lief.

 Amy Hungerford, Postmodern Belief: American Literature and Religion since 1960 (Princeton: Princeton, 97

2010), 120.
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Narrative Arc to Belief

The characters’ arcs to belief follow these steps: In the opening exposition, they are indifferent to 

belief. One has been told about the imminent return of Jesus, but can’t and won’t imagine it. He 

doesn’t think it really relevant to his life. He is not antagonistic towards belief but is uncomfortable 

being put in situations where he has to take a position. The other doesn’t know about the doctrine of 

the rapture, specifically, but has had friends push him on the question of whether or not God is ac-

tive in human history and in his life. He doesn’t actively disbelieve, but avoids answering the ques-

tion. Then the inciting incident happens, in literary terms, and everything changes and the charac-

ters are confronted with a different world. In the opening pages, Jesus returns in the rapture and cat-

ches all the true Christians up into heaven. All the true believers vanish suddenly and everyone else 

is left behind. The thing that seemed completely unthinkable is now very thinkable. Both characters 

are forced to recognize they will have to make a choice in his response to this event. They are faced 

with a pressing dichotomy. They are compelled, and will have to either believe or not believe. They 

cannot remain ambivalent. The characters’ conflict, here, are primarily internal. Even as the novel 

deploys the tropes of a disaster story, depicting a world of crashed cars, jammed phone lines, and 

panicked people, the real challenge is belief. In the rising action of the character arcs, they are con-

fronted with obstacles to certainty. They want to be certain about the rapture. They are confronted, 

though, with the many other possible explanations of the cataclysmic event. These range from spon-

taneous human combustion to secret weapons technology to alien invasion. The characters resist 

belief even as they long for it. One is over-analytical and hyper-critical, by nature. The other has 

made a career out of skepticism and professional distance. At the climax of the character arc, howe-

ver, each protagonist puts aside other theories and accepts what they know to be true. They surren-

der. They acknowledge the evangelical eschatology, and give themselves to Jesus. This is shown as 

an act of submission they are compelled to make. In one sense it is a choice, of course, but the cha-

racters experience it as a choice they can’t not choose. Thus compelled, they achieve certainty. The 

conflict resolves and they each really, truly believe.

The Left Behind series was phenomenally successful. For the first printing of the first book, 

Tyndale did a run of 35,000 copies in 1995. The series then broke through to mainstream markets to 

become the bestselling evangelical fiction of the twentieth century. The fifth installment sold 3.5 

million copies in 1999, and became the first novel from an evangelical press to appear on Publis-

hers Weekly’s annual bestseller list. Four printing presses worked for forty days to print the seventh 

book in May 2000 and it took seventy-nine semi-trucks to deliver the 2 million copies to distributi-

on warehouses across the country. All those copies were sold in less than a month. The books flew 

off the shelves. When publishers stopped counting, more than 65 million copies of the sixteen-part 
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series had been sold and Left Behind and its vision of the apocalypse was firmly lodged in the Ame-

rican popular consciousness.  The novels reached a mass audience with their stories imagining 100

belief as absolute certainty. How the novels stage conversions and imagine belief deserves to be 

read very closely. 

The first person to go through the narrative arc to conversion in the first novel of the series, 

Left Behind, is Rayford Steele. Steele starts out an unbeliever—specifically not believing in an 

evangelical vision of the apocalyptic future. Before the rapture happens, he does not think it will 

happen. He doesn’t even entertain the thought. His wife tells him about the evangelical apocalyptic 

narrative over breakfast. She is excited about the prospect of Jesus’s imminent return. “Can you 

imagine, Rafe,” she asks him, “Jesus coming back to get us before we die?”101

He can’t.

It seems so implausible.

He won’t: even just imagining the idea requires him to take a step towards belief that he 

doesn’t want to take. 

Irene Steele is not asking her husband to believe, in this scene, but only to suspend his dis-

belief with her and imagine the rapture. He resists even that, though. He finds even the idea of the 

exercise humiliating. Just entertaining the possibility of the rapture would require an act of humility 

and submission he finds distasteful. That’s not who he is. “He didn’t want to articulate it,” he thinks, 

“but the fact was, he was brighter—yes, more intelligent.”  His wife tends to get carried away 102

with her enthusiasms. She’s not as rational as he is. She is a “more emotional, more feelings-orien-

ted person.” He, in contrast, wants to remain in control of his emotions and sees himself as being in 

control of his own life, captain of his own destiny. He doesn’t want to cede any of that, even if it’s 

just to imagine being snatched up into heaven. He won’t consider the possibility of his wife’s theo-

logy. It’s fine for her, though. They can agree to disagree.

Willingness to imagine the Rapture divides the Steeles. Irene Steele has joined a new, evan-

gelical church that focuses a lot on personal relationships with Jesus and the doctrines of the End 

Times. The Steele family had been nominally religious before. New Hope Village Church, however, 

is different. It’s different in part because the people won’t let Rayford Steele not care. They prac-

tically force him to have a position on whether or not God is active in the world and in human histo-

ry. At this church, before he stopped going, people asked him—directly—“what God was doing in 
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his life.”  The Steeles’ previous church, by contrast, had “demanded little and offered a lot.”  It 103 104

was respectable and gave the family certain social connections in their suburban Chicago communi-

ty. Irene Steele grew dissatisfied with that mainline Protestant placidity, however, and found a 

church that was more “literal and personal and challenging.”  She started listening to evangelical 105

radio. She started reading her Bible, praying for her husband to “get saved,” and thinking about how 

Jesus could come back at any moment to snatch true believers into heaven. Rayford Steele just che-

cked out. He put his energy into his career as a pilot with Pan-Continental Airlines. He spent his 

Sundays fixing things around the house or resting. He didn’t actively oppose his wife’s religious 

activity, but tried to avoid it. He didn’t want to be put in a position where he had to have a position, 

and either believe or disbelieve. He preferred the ambiguity of uncertainty. “I’m happy for you,” 

Steele tells his wife, adding, with a bit of an edge, “that you can be so cocksure.”106

When the rapture does happen, Steele knows what it is. This, notably, is not presented as 

being the same as belief. Steele does not immediately convert when the rapture happens and all the 

committed Christians disappear off the earth. He, rather, is moved to think that what his wife said 

would happen has probably happened. When he’s forced to care, to have an opinion, he leans 

towards thinking his wife was right. The event does not change what he believes, at first. It changes 

what he can imagine.

The rapture happens in Left Behind while Steele is flying a 747 from Chicago to London. 

He’s thinking about having an affair with a flight attendant, Hattie Durham, though not sure if he 

really would. He’s entertaining the idea. Then the flight attendant tells him “people are missing.”  107

It’s a lot of people. Dozens. At least. Their clothes are still on the airplane, but the people have va-

nished. Steele says he doesn’t know what has happened, but he does. “The terrifying truth,” LaHaye 

and Jenkins write, “was that he knew all too well. Irene had been right. He, and most of his passen-

gers, had been left behind.”108

At the same time, Steele can also conceive of other possible explanations. He remains un-

certain because there are other theories. Another pilot, flying in the opposite direction from Paris to 

Chicago, tells Steele his first thought was spontaneous human combustion. The disappearances are 

also reminiscent of “the old Star Trek shows” where people were dematerialized and 
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rematerialized.  It occurs to Steele the event could be caused by a weapon, “some world power 109

doing this with fancy rays.”  That’s only the start of the many explanations that are going around. 110

When Steele tunes in to an all-news radio station, “every conceivable explanation was proffered.”  111

Given that kind of confusion, he can’t be sure. He knows, according to the novel, but doesn’t belie-

ve like his wife believed. He isn’t “cocksure.”

Steele turns the plane around and returns to Chicago. The world is a mess of crashed cars 

and planes and panicked people trying to check on loved ones. Steele calls home but no one ans-

wers. “If you’re there, pick up,” he says, leaving a message on the answering machine. “I sure hope 

you’re there.”  He doesn’t think they are. Steele sees other people convinced that what has happe112 -

ned is the rapture and it strengthens his feeling that that’s what has happened. On a TV in the air-

port, for example, he sees a story about how the event unfolded at a soccer game at a school for 

missionary kids in Indonesia. Most of the spectators disappeared. All but one of the players vanis-

hed mid game, leaving their jersey and the soccer ball behind. The remaining student, suddenly alo-

ne on the field, killed himself. Steele thinks the student was driven to suicide because he knew the 

truth. “Of all people,” Steele speculates, “that player, a student at a Christian school, would have 

known the truth immediately. The Rapture had taken place. Jesus had returned for his people, and 

that boy was not one of them.”  Steele himself is still not a believer, but this interpretation of 113

events is now the version he can imagine most easily. Seeing someone so absolutely convinced has 

the affect of making it more plausible.

When he gets home, the question of belief really becomes personal. Steele’s wife and young 

son are gone. They have vanished out of their beds. When his wife talked about prophecy over bre-

akfast, it didn’t really seem relevant to his life. Now it is very relevant. Waiting in the empty house 

for his college-age daughter Chloe, who has also been left behind, Steele wonders “how they had 

missed everything Irene had been trying to tell them, why it had been so hard to accept and 

believe.”  He commits himself to seriously considering the Rapture. He “would be on a mission, a 114

quest for truth.”115
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Once he has done this, he feels the rapture is the only possible explanation for what has 

happened. The other theories don’t make sense. The rapture is true. As it’s presented in the novel, 

Steele reaches this conclusion without getting any new information. He thinks the rapture is plausi-

ble, feels he’s forced to have a position on the question of whether it’s true or not, decides he’s go-

ing to be serious about it, and then reaches the conclusion the evangelical eschatology is not only 

true, it is the only reasonable thing to believe. The either/or compels to this point. He does not deve-

lop additional arguments. He doesn’t get this from reading the Bible. Steele does turn to the Bible at 

first, but finds the text isn’t particularly helpful. He flips through. He can’t find anything that speci-

fically speaks to being “left behind.” There’s no index with a listing for the Rapture. Nothing ob-

vious jumps out. He reads several passages from Revelation where Jesus says “I am coming quick-

ly,” but he doesn’t know what that means since the Bible is very old.  Then Chloe Steele comes 116

home and Rayford tells her her mother was right about the Rapture. Chloe argues with him. She 

says there are lots of possible explanations and it’s just not clear what to believe. “In California,” 

she says, “they’re actually buying into the space invasion theory.”  It might be easier to think their 117

vanished loved ones are in heaven, but how could you know? How could you be sure? Rayford 

Steele is sure. To him it is now clear. He has moved past doubt. Chloe asks him, “You’re saying the 

only logical explanation is God, that he took his own and left the rest of us?” Rayford agrees: 

“That’s what I’m saying.”118

According to the elder Steele, he has, at this point, considered all the possibilities. It can’t 

have been aliens. That is just silly. It can’t have been a mysterious weapon, because the Cold War is 

over and “there’s no Soviet threat anymore.”  Besides, only certain people disappeared: the real 119

Christians, who all believed Jesus was coming to take them exactly like he did. These arguments, 

however, are all retroactive. Critical evaluation follows rather than precedes Steele’s certainty. Fur-

ther, he is not endorsing the rapture as the most likely scenario or the best explanation he’s heard 

thus far. He believes this theory is more than a theory. When Steele sees the rapture as a real possi-

bility, he sees it as the only possibility. Other theories are not serious and don’t have to be seriously 

considered. Steele got to this point through a process of imagination, and now he’s absolutely sure.

This conception of certain belief emerging from a dichotomy is affirmed when the Steeles 

visit New Hope, Irene Steele’s evangelical church. An assistant pastor there named Bruce Barnes 

has been left behind, along with some members of the congregation. They are certain the rapture 
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was the rapture, and represent belief to the Steeles as this sort of total certainty. Barnes is complete-

ly confident, though he confesses this was’t always the case. That’s why why he was left behind. “I 

thought I believed everything there was to believe in the Bible,” Barnes says.  But he wasn’t a real 120

Christian. Because he wasn’t really committed. “It should have been obvious to me,” he says. 

“When people found out I was on the pastoral staff at New Hope, I would tell them about the cool 

pastor and the neat church, but I was shy about telling them about Christ.”  Before the rapture, he 121

was worried about what other people thought and always aware, in his thinking, of other people’s 

views. When people asked him “if New Hope was one of those churches that said Jesus was the 

only way to God,” he “did everything but deny it.”  Barnes didn’t want to have to take a strong 122

position. He didn’t want to be put on the spot, like Rayford Steele when people asked him what 

God was doing in his life.

Barnes, more than anyone else, gives voice to the theology of the authors of Left Behind. 

However, he seems disinterested in explicating the details of the apocalypse at hand. He doesn’t talk 

about the rapture itself, either what it is or how it fits into God’s larger plan. His focus, instead, is on 

belief. Barnes explains how people are sinners, in God’s eyes, but “Jesus took our sins and paid the 

penalty for them” when he died on the cross.  This is a “supernatural transaction.” But the credit 123

from Jesus’s death can only be applied to the individual’s life through belief. And you have to really 

believe. You have to “see the truth and act on it.”  The apocalypse is important only because it 124

makes it clear belief is personally relevant. It is important because it forces confrontation with a 

critical dichotomous question. Everything comes down to a single either/or.

Chloe Steele argues with Barnes, just like she argued with her father, and like her father ini-

tially argued with himself. How can one be sure when there are other possible explanations? 

“There’s every kind of theory you want on every TV show in the country,” she tells the pastor. “And 

each is self-serving.”  Barnes doesn’t answer this directly. Instead, he makes a little speech about 125

the suspension of disbelief. “I have asked for a few moments of your time,” he says. “If I still have 

it, I want to try to make use of it. Then I’ll leave you alone. You can do anything you want with 

what I tell you. Tell me I’m crazy, tell me I’m self-serving. Leave and never come back. That’s up 
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to you. But can I have the floor for a few minutes?”  This is about one-third of the way into the 126

novel, and can be read as a metafictional comment, addressed to skeptical readers as well as the 

skeptical character. In his fiction-writing-advice guide, Jenkins says the suspension of disbelief is 

very important to him personally. “Readers are to temporarily choose not to disbelieve what might 

otherwise trip up their logical minds,” he writes. “All I’m asking is what any novelist asks: a tempo-

rary, willing suspension of disbelief.”  As a novelist, Jenkins knows readers have good reasons to 127

not believe the story he’s telling, so he only asks them to take the first step toward belief. Barnes, 

likewise, asks that objections and alternative explanations be put aside, at least for the moment. His 

listeners and the novel’s readers should take the first step towards belief, deciding the story is at 

least plausible.

Barnes is here rephrasing Irene Steele’s original question to her husband, “Can you imagine 

Jesus coming back to get us before we die?” The question, for his listener, and by extension the 

novel’s reader, is whether the account is believable enough to be imagined. The novel suggests that 

if people can see the rapture is possible, and if they feel forced to take a position on the question 

and take the question seriously, they will realize, as Rayford Steele did, the rapture is the only pos-

sibility. There’s a direct line from believing something is plausible to believing it with absolute cer-

tainty. Barnes strategically pushes his listeners (and the novel’s readers) to take the first step. They 

must begin with the simple “yes” or “no,” accepting there is no third choice.

Steele is very impressed with this mode of argument and how it blocks off alternative expla-

nations. It forces the listener’s hand, in a sense. Presenting people with an initial dichotomous 

choice compels them to face the truth they know, deep down, is true, or to acknowledge their own 

active disbelief. “Rayford thought Barnes was brilliant,” LaHaye and Jenkins write. “He had put 

Chloe in her place, leaving her no smart remark.”  Chloe Steele thinks she is being intellectually 128

honest. She’s asking questions because she wants to know the truth. Rayford Steele, however, re-

flecting on his own thinking process, now believes bringing up the diversity of possible positions 

one could take is not honesty, but dissembling. Looking at his daughter, he thinks she is just finding 

ways to avoid being forced to reckon with the truth. “You’d have to be blind not to see the light 

now,” Rayford thinks. “Had he been this pseudosophisticated at that age? Of course he had. He had 

run everything through that maddening intellectual grid—until recently, when the supernatural 

came crashing through his academic pretense.”  Barnes’s approach of asking for the suspension of 129

 LaHaye and Jenkins 190.126

 Jenkins 130-131.127

 LaHaye and Jenkins 190.128

 LaHaye and Jenkins 237.129

!137



disbelief disables the “maddening intellectual grid.” It forces people, whether they are “pseudoso-

phisticated” or not, to start by agreeing the rapture is plausible or taking the position they won’t 

even consider it.

Steele goes on to adopt this strategy himself. He presents evangelical eschatology as the 

only theory that can be considered. In one scene, he starts his explanation of the rapture by announ-

cing that his theory is “more than a theory.”  He pays a waiter so the discussion will not be distur130 -

bed.  He then speaks for “a little over half an hour” without interruption.  In another scene, he 131 132

starts by setting out the terms of his proselytizing. “I’m not here to argue with you,” he tells a wo-

man he wants to convert, “or even have a conversation.”  She must accept those terms. “I don’t 133

see how I have a choice,” she says.  Steele says she he is giving her one choice, to listen to him or 134

not. If she is going to agree to listen to his story, though, she has agree to submit in the act of listen-

ing.

For himself, Steele responds positively to being forced to submit to belief. He is moved by 

Barnes’s presentation on the need to see the truth and act on it, and do his part of the “supernatural 

transaction” of salvation. Listening to Barnes, Steele “felt he had found exactly what he was loo-

king for. It was what he had suspected.”  He has the same response of recognition he had when 135

the rapture happened. Now, however, he is ready to forsake all the other theories. He nevertheless 

hesitates. “He wanted to pray, to be sure,” LaHaye and Jenkins write. “Could he be more sure?”  136

The novel’s implication is that he couldn’t. Steele leaves New Hope with a video tape of a sermon 

about the rapture. The pastor of the church recorded the message before the apocalypse, and left it 

at the church for the eventual day it would be needed. Steele takes home a copy. He puts it in the 

VCR and settles in front of the TV.  The now-raptured pastor, Vernon Billings, addresses the ca137 -

mera and says the rapture has happened. He says this with complete confidence. What is perhaps 

more remarkable is that Billings believes the person watching the video after the Rapture will also 
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have that confidence. “You know what I’m saying is true,” Billings says.  He explains that the Bi138 -

ble predicted everything that is happening, but tells his future viewers, “You won’t need this proof 

by now, because you will have experienced the most shocking event of history.”  139

Billings shows them a proof text for the eschatological doctrine, 1 Corinthians 15:51-57. 

“We shall not all sleep,” the pastor reads, “but we shall all be changed—in a moment, in the twin-

kling of an eye, at the last trumpet.”  Steele doesn’t know what this means. To him, the text is 140

confusing. Some of it just sounds like gibberish. As he listens to the pastor, though, he understands 

the Bible applies to his present situation and can be used to shed light on how God is at work in 

human history. Billings tells viewers they are going to face special challenges, because they’ve been 

left behind. Steele understands, too, that the point of the rapture and the subsequent time of tribula-

tion is to force him to submit to belief. The rapture is compelling him to believe. “It was time to 

move beyond being a critic,” Steele thinks, “an analyst never satisfied with the evidence. The proof 

was before him: the empty chairs, the lonely bed, the hole in his heart. There was only one course 

of action.”  Steele goes to his knees. He puts his palms down on his living room carpet, and put 141

his face to the floor in a gesture of supplication. In the video, the pastor says, “Pray after me,” and 

Steele repeats the words he is told to say: “Dear God, I admit that I am a sinner. I am sorry for my 

sins. Please forgive me and save me. I ask this in the name of Jesus, who died for me.”  As he sees 142

it, Steele has no other choice.

Submission is key to how Left Behind imagines belief can be certain. Steele’s conversion arc 

climaxes when he submits to belief. His internal conflict resolves when he reaches this point where 

he feels forced to believe and feels he can be certain, in his belief, because he didn’t have a choice. 

Amy Hungerford detects a homoerotic charge in this submission. She locates the tension of the sto-

ry in the opposition of “feminine” passivity and “masculine” action. Belief becomes a gender pro-

blem. To believe, Steel has to do this characteristically feminine thing, submit, while maintaining 

and reaffirming his place in the heteronormative and patriarchal order. “Submission,” Hungerford 

writes, “is an essential aspect of belief,” as it’s imagined in Left Behind, “but one surrounded with 

anxiety.” The “somatic accompaniments of conversion” are particularly troubling for the straight 

male characters concerned about emasculation, because they “cannot fail to look like signs of erotic 
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attraction.”  If submission is thought of as feminine, however, the resultant certainty is conceived 143

as masculine. Steele is presented as a man’s man, and more so after his conversion. He rejects am-

biguity, overcomes uncertainty, and achieves belief beyond doubt. Whether or not it is useful to 

think of this resolution in gendered terms, the novel makes submission central. Belief—real be-

lief—is imagined as certainty. The first step to certainty is the suspension of disbelief, which invol-

ves a dichotomy and then submission. The last step is accepting what one is compelled to accept.

The other hero and convert of Left Behind is a reporter, Cameron “Buck” Williams. Wil-

liams’s character follows the same arc. He too starts in a place of unbelief. A journalist, he is profes-

sionally skeptical. Unlike Rayford Steele, however, Williams starts out open to at least the possibili-

ty the rapture is the rapture. This openness is also part of his job as a journalist. He wants to get to 

the bottom of things and is attuned to the idea that things are not always as they appear. He is not 

gullible. He does his own reporting. But he will follow a lead that might, at first, appear outlandish. 

He will accept, at least as a working premise, the idea that the outlandish might be true. This is his 

job. And Williams is good at his job. He has won journalism’s top prizes—a Pulitzer before turning 

25 and a prestigious war correspondence award before he was 30.  Williams is introduced to rea144 -

ders as the “youngest ever senior writer for the prestigious Global Weekly,” jetting around the globe 

and reporting on the most important stories.  Further, as he’s done that reporting, readers are in145 -

formed, he has seen things that make him think the evangelical eschatology is—at the very least—

plausible.

A little more than a year before the rapture, Williams reported on Russia’s surprise attack on 

Israel. He was in Israel reporting on another story when it happened. The scene unfolds in a flash-

back early in Left Behind. “The assault became known as the Russian Pearl Harbor,” LaHaye and 

Jenkins write. “The Russians sent intercontinental ballistic missiles and nuclear-equipped MiG figh-

ter-bombers into the region. The number of aircraft and warheads made it clear their mission was 

annihilation.”  The Israeli military scrambled, but they were outnumbered and out-gunned. The 146

nation seemed obviously doomed and “from what he heard and saw in the military bunker, Buck 

Williams knew the end was near.”  The destruction of Israel was miraculously averted at the last 147

moment, however. An inexplicable firestorm, accompanied by a hailstorm, rain, and an earthquake, 

destroys the airborne Russian forces. “The sky was afire,” Williams recalls. “He stood in stark terror 
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and amazement as the great machines of war plummeted to earth all over the city, crashing and 

burning. But they fell between buildings and in deserted streets and fields. Anything atomic and ex-

plosive erupted high in the atmosphere, and Buck stood there in the heat, his face blistering and his 

body pouring sweat. What in the world was happening?”  148

Williams thinks it could have been a miracle. Possibly it was God divinely intervening into 

human affairs to protect the Jewish nation-state. He’s impressed when Jewish scholars point out the 

apparent connection between the event and biblical prophecy. He was “stunned when he read Eze-

kiel 38 and 39,” which describes an army attacking from the north “like a cloud” “in the later days,” 

only to be thwarted by “flooding rain, great hailstones, fire, and brimstone.”  Williams is not mo149 -

ved to belief, though. He thinks it plausible the events were divinely foretold in the Bible, but he’s 

also aware of other explanations. His editors at the newsweekly are not convinced the event was a 

miracle and Williams admits to himself he wouldn’t buy this theory either,  “had he not been there 

and seen it himself.”  In fact, even his firsthand knowledge is not strong enough to enable him to 150

rule out those other possibilities and be certain he saw God acting in human history. He comes close 

to believing, but hesitates. He can’t be certain. Christian friends pushed him to commit to belief, but 

Williams “wasn’t prepared to go that far.” The event nonetheless has changed him. It expanded 

what he could imagine. After this inciting incident, he is, he knows, a different person. Now, “to 

him,” LaHaye and Jenkins write, “nothing was beyond belief.”  This is not to say, however, that 151

he believed.

Williams was raised a Christian. He is from Arizona, where his dad and brother make a li-

ving as truckers, transporting oil and gasoline. Williams went to church and Sunday school with his 

family but quit as soon as he was allowed to decide for himself. His family’s religion was too nomi-

nal to seem to matter to him. There was a “lack of any connection between the family’s church at-

tendance and their daily lives.”  Williams had basically nothing to do with religion after leaving 152

Arizona and the family business for an Ivy-League education and a high-powered career as an up-

and-coming journalist. “He had built his life around achievement,” LaHaye and Jenkins write, 

“excitement, and—he couldn’t deny it—attention. He loved the status that came with having his 

byline, his writing, his thinking in a national magazine.”  While Williams has occasionally said a 153
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prayer when in trouble, he “had never considered himself religious.”  He “never claimed any de154 -

votion to the faith.”  This is true even after the apparently miraculous firestorm in Israel. He iden155 -

tifies himself as, at most, a Deist.156

When the rapture happens, Williams is sleeping in first class on Rayford Steele’s Chicago-

to-London flight. He’s following a tip that the world’s bankers, a “secret group of international mo-

ney men,” are secretly meeting and planning to establish a global currency.  Williams is not con157 -

vinced it is true, but just because it is a conspiracy theory “doesn’t mean it’s not true.”  He’s awa158 -

kened when another passenger, an old woman, cries out that her husband is missing. “He’s gone!” 

she says. Williams assures the woman that her husband is probably just in the bathroom and will 

return momentarily. She doesn’t think that’s right. Her husband’s clothes are on his seat. “The pant 

legs still hung over the edge and led to his shoes and socks,” LaHaye and Jenkins write. The seni-

or’s glasses and hearing aid have also been left behind and are sitting on top of the clothes. When 

Williams goes to look for the man he finds many people are missing on the plane. “All over the pla-

ne,” he sees, “people were holding up clothes and gasping or shrieking that someone was 

missing.”159

Williams does not immediately know what this is. Unlike Steele, he is not familiar with the 

idea of the Rapture. He apparently doesn’t even know the term. His first thought, trying to make 

sense of things, is that it might be a new kind of kidnapping. “His mind searched its memory 

banks,” LaHaye and Jenkins write, “for anything he had ever read, seen, or heard of any technology 

that could remove people from their clothes and make them disappear from a decidedly secure envi-

ronment. Whoever did this, were they on the plane? Would they make demands?”  No one comes 160

forward with demands, however, so Williams abandons the ransom explanation.

When the plane lands in Chicago, Williams still doesn’t know what has happened. He still 

hasn’t heard the word “rapture.” He races to the exclusive Pan-Con Club and checks his email. His 

editor has asked the reporting staff to “begin thinking about the causes. Military? Cosmic? Scienti-

fic? Spiritual?”  It is not clear from the text how these categories are to be understood. The cate161 -
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gories are apparently not important. What is important in the editor’s email is the breadth of possi-

bilities. They are going to consider every explanation. The number of possible answers, however, 

seems to move the reporters to a place where they don’t need to know the answer. “Whether we’ll 

come to any conclusions,” the editor says in a personal email to Williams, “I don’t know, but at the 

very least we’ll catalog the reasonable possibilities.”  Just as the great plethora of possible theo162 -

ries to choose from made Steele’s quest for certainty more difficult, Williams is going to have to 

wade through a lot of explanations. “Ideas are like egos,” his editor says, mangling a familiar idiom, 

“everybody’s got one.”  People will have to agree to disagree.163

When Williams is introduced to the idea of the rapture, it is within this evaluative frame-

work of plausibility. In the Pan-Con Club, there is a doctor working. He treats Williams for free, 

calling it “a Rapture Special.”  Williams doesn’t know what this is and the doctor doesn’t have 164

time to explain. He only says, “Is there any other explanation that makes sense?”  It’s a yes-or-no 165

question. The doctor seems to have reached the point in the conversion process where he has appar-

ently considered and rejected all the theories, determining the rapture to not only be the best expla-

nation but the only one a reasonable person could believe. The doctor doesn’t have time to explain, 

though. He only declares how obvious it is, and then moves on. Williams thinks the doctor is ma-

king an assumption. But he wants to know more. He’s eager to investigate an apparently unsuppor-

ted and outlandish assumption, and is more than willing to adopt the premise the rapture could be 

true. “How could you rule out anything at this point?” Williams thinks.166

Williams teeters on the edge of belief for a long time. In one scene, for example, he finds 

himself almost praying, but hesitates. Trying to travel twenty miles through the mess of New York 

City in the aftermath of the rapture, he says, “Oh, God, help me,” even though he doesn’t mean it as 

a prayer. He was, LaHaye and Jenkins write, “more exasperated than praying.”  He was close to 167

praying, though. He immediately finds a bicycle leaning against a wall with a sign saying it is free 

to borrow and he thinks, in that moment, about really praying. But he doesn’t. He isn’t forced to 

take a position, forced to submit to belief, so he doesn’t. He puts it off. 
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Williams does not immediately investigate the rapture, after it happens. He goes off on ano-

ther investigation, following a rabbit trail of secret bankers and world currencies. This seems initial-

ly unrelated to the rapture, and it’s not clear why the news magazine should give this investigation 

priority. It is important to the plot, though, as it sets off the novel’s other storyline about the rise of 

the Antichrist. Williams’s editor is convinced there is something going on while the world is distrac-

ted, and wants his best reporter to look into it. As the novel unfolds, the shadowy connections be-

come visible. The “international monetarists setting the stage for one world currency” turn out to be 

connected to religious Jews interested in rebuilding the holy temple in Jerusalem. This, in turn, is 

connected with a group with representative leaders from the world’s religions who are trying to es-

tablished a one-world religion.  The religious, financial, and political powers are all converging at 168

the time the rapture happens.  All are giving authority to an obscure Romanian politician “who 169

looked not unlike a young Robert Redford.”  Williams is investigating the rise of the Antichrist as 170

it happens in the final third of Left Behind.

This global conspiracy is important to the authors. The details matter to LaHaye, whose 

commitment to conspiracy theories dates back to his involvement in the John Birch Society. The 

conspiracy serves Jenkins as well, allowing him to keep up the pace of the action of the narrative. 

While one protagonist is going to meet with a left-behind pastor and ask how he can be certain in 

his belief, the other protagonist barely escapes dying in a car bomb, fakes his own death, and goes 

on the run with a phony passport. This “keeps the storyline moving,” as Jenkins explains in his 

how-to book on writing fiction.  171

The conspiracy is also important, though, because it illuminates the novel’s ideas about be-

lief. As Williams pursues and is pursued by shadowy forces, Left Behind articulates some principles 

about how the world works. Williams’s investigation shows that things are not always what they 

seem. There is “the power behind the power.”  Random and apparently meaningless events are 172

actually part of a plan. Frequently, “something is cooking” behind the scenes.  The truth of what is 173

happening is hidden. Many people, of course, dismiss even the possibility of hidden truth, waving it 

away as crackpot, conspiratorial thinking. “There are books about this stuff,” Williams acknowled-

ges. “People make a hobby of ascribing all manner of evil to the Tri-Lateral Commission, the Illu-
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minati, even the Freemasons, for goodness sake.”  Important aspects of the conspiracy theory are 174

shown to be true, though. And Williams’s investigations proves the foundational principle of con-

spiracy theories, that the truth is cloaked, but can be uncovered by serious investigation. This is cri-

tical to conspiracy theories and to the evangelical eschatology staged in Left Behind. Doubt is dan-

gerous.

Doubt, in this view of how the world works, is at best an indication someone has not inves-

tigated seriously enough. At worst, doubt is part of the disguise of truth, part of the deception that is 

enabling the power behind the power to get away with its plan. There is no good-faith doubt. Ho-

nest doubt, in fact, is just what it feels like to be deceived. As it’s imagined in the investigation of 

interlocking conspiracies in Left Behind, doubt has to be overcome in order for one to apprehend the 

truth. The truth isn’t grasped tentatively and cautiously, with careful analysis of all the evidence. 

Rather, it’s a matter of clear and distinct perception. As Steele explains, “most people are blind and 

deaf to the truth until they find it; then it makes all the sense in the world.”  175

To really know what’s going on, one has to be free of doubt.

Williams, following the same character arc as Rayford Steele, see someone who is free from 

doubt before he himself is ready to believe. Witnessing someone’s confident belief that the rapture 

is the rapture helps move him in that direction. This happens when Williams is at the airport. He 

tries to contact an editor at the Chicago offices of his newsmagazine. Lucinda Washington is a fifty-

ish black woman, according to LaHaye and Jenkins. She and Williams have interacted previously. 

The editor, a committed Christian, gently pushed the aggressive young reporter towards faith. 

“Come on, Cameron,” she said during one exchange. “You know you got your mind right when you 

saw what God did for Israel.”  He demurred. Washington pressed on: “Stay in town long enough 176

to come to my church,” she said, “and God’ll get you.”  Trying to arrange a way out of Chicago in 177

the mess of the aftermath of the mass disappearance, Williams thinks Washington might be able to 

help him. He calls her at home. She isn’t home. A boy answers the phone and identifies himself as 

Washington’s son and says his mother isn’t there. “Is she still at the office?” Williams asks. The boy 

says no. In fact, “she’s nowhere.” Washington is one of those who disappeared, along with her hus-
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band the rest of the Washington family, except for this one son. Williams expresses his condolences 

but the left-behind son says he is not upset. “I know where they are,” he explains. “If you know my 

mama, you know where she is, too.” In case that’s not true, he adds: “She’s in heaven.”  The boy 178

is completely convinced of this and his belief affects Williams’s own view. 

Williams is shown in the next scene convinced that the rapture is at least plausible. He calls 

his father and finds the elder Williams is convinced the disappearance couldn’t have been religious. 

The elder Williams considers himself a Christian, after all, and he was left behind. If Jesus was ta-

king people to heaven, he would have gone to heaven too.  The younger Williams disagrees. His 179

father wasn’t really Christian. He wasn’t like Washington, who was “bright, healthy, happy, strong, 

and a forcefully personality,” which communicated her commitment to her belief. The elder Wil-

liams, by comparison, went to church, but there was a distinct lack of “any connection between his 

family’s church attendance and their daily lives.”  Cameron Williams think his father’s doubt is 180

only self-deception. His father is trying to avoid the obvious truth, that the Rapture is the Rapture, 

by denying even the possibility it could be.

And it could be, Williams thinks. He struggles with even this tentative claim of plausibility, 

though. The rapture is so strange. Like Bruce Barnes, Williams thinks of this in terms of the suspen-

sion of disbelief. If this were a movie, would he be willing to put aside his skepticism at least for a 

little while? Would he be able to submit to the narrative and accept the invitation to just imagine the 

Rapture? He doesn’t know. “Nothing could have been scripted like this,” he thinks. “If somebody 

tried to sell a screenplay about millions of people disappearing, leaving everything but their bodies 

behind, it would be laughed off.”  There is something a little unusual in this reflection. The novel 181

sets up a paradox for the reader, here. The protagonist of the novel is speculating that audiences 

would find the story that he’s in unbelievable. If readers, agree, and find it unbelievable, then they 

believe him and so Left Behind is, after all, believable. If they disagree with the character, on the 

other hand, that means they don’t find it unbelievable that it’s unbelievable, and so it is believable. 

Either way, Left Behind turns out to be believable. With this trick, the novel attempts to force rea-

ders to recognize they are open to the possibility of belief. Their answer to this yes-or-no question 

has to be yes. Williams himself answers “yes.” He still has doubts. He is not ready, yet, to close off 

and reject all the other possible explanations for the disappearance, but he becomes certain the rap-

ture is believable.
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Williams recommits himself to the plausibility of the rapture when he returns to the investi-

gation of the mass disappearance in the last quarter of Left Behind. An editor at the newsmagazine 

points out that respectable opinion is coming to a consensus. In the weeks after the event, smart 

people are all arriving at the same conclusion. They think “it was a natural, some kind of a pheno-

menon where all our high-tech stuff interacted with the forces of nature and we really did a number 

on ourselves.”  This view has become so dominant, other views are starting to seem silly. It 182

couldn’t have been aliens. It’s ridiculous to think it was Jesus. “I’ve got an uncle who thinks it was 

Jesus,” the editor says, “but he also thinks Jesus forgot him. Ha!”  Williams won’t dismiss the idea 183

so cavalierly. He feels some social pressure to reject the evangelical eschatology. And yet, “some-

thing made him wonder if there wasn’t something to this Rapture thing.”  It’s believable—and 184

maybe more.

He can’t be sure, though. Investigating the theories of the mass disappearance, Williams in-

terviews Steele. He wants the perspective of “a professional,” and “someone who was right in the 

middle of the turmoil when it happened.”  Williams is very impressed by the pilot. Most of all, he 185

is impressed with Steele’s adamant certainty. “I have more than a theory,” Steele tells him. “I belie-

ve I have found the truth and know exactly what happened.”  Steele explains how the unfolding 186

events were foretold by Biblical prophecy. He cites chapter and verse. Williams is unfamiliar with 

the citations. As Steele reads to him from Revelation, Williams thinks the verses could be “mumbo 

jumbo.” The confidence of Steele’s reading, however, makes Revelation “appear clear.”  For a 187

moment, Williams gets a glimpse of the kind of certainty he wants, the kind of certainty he could 

have if he believed. Other, alternative explanations are blocked, pushed away. Steele’s theory that 

the Rapture is the Rapture appears “profound and convincing.”  It is, for Williams, “the only theo188 -

ry that tied the incidents so closely to any sort of explanation.”  The thought gives him chills. His 189

pulse races and his heart beats loud in his ears.

Williams again stops short of belief. Even as he finds Steele’s argument persuasive, he is not 

compelled to make a personal decision about what he believes. He is, after all, a journalist. “This 
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had not begun as a personal quest, a search for the truth,” Williams notes to himself. “This was me-

rely a fact-finding mission.” His job was to “round up all the theories, from the plausible to the bi-

zarre.”  While he leans towards Steele’s theory, it’s not personal and he doesn’t have to take a po190 -

sition. He’s not forced to take a position. So he doesn’t, at least at first. 

Despite the pretense of professional distance, Williams is compelled by Steele’s reasoning to 

recognize he either believes or he does not. He personally has to take a position. He “knew instinc-

tively,” LaHaye and Jenkins write, “that if any of it was true, all of it was true.”  There isn’t any 191

legitimate middle ground and he is going to have to make a choice. He is being compelled. It keeps 

him awake that night. “Could he be on the cusp,” he wonders, “of becoming a born-again 

Christian?”  Williams gets up and paces, thinking over the pilot’s explanations of evangelical es192 -

chatology. He thinks about his doubts and starts to see that, like his father’s, they are not honest, but 

rather function to protect his self-deception. Doubt is just a way to avoid tough questions. After God 

so directly intervened into human history, though, “everyone in the world, at least those intellectual-

ly honest with themselves, had to admit there was a God.”  Williams wants to be intellectual ho193 -

nest. He has built up his emotional defenses, over the years, to avoid being put into this position 

where he would have to take a personal stance. Now it was personal, however, and Williams is “un-

able to separate himself from his story.”194

This rising action reaches its resolution when Williams goes to meet the Antichrist. The ob-

scure Romanian politician connected to the interlocking conspiracies of global currency and one-

world religion has risen to power. Nicolae Carpathia is made head of the United Nations. He de-

monstrates an ability to “capture the imagination of the world.”  He starts making bold, unexpec195 -

ted moves: Carpathia wants to relocate the UN headquarters from New York city to “New 

Babylon,” and calls for a resolution unifying the world’s religions.  As he does so, the “core 196

group” of left-behind converts tries to figure out if Carpathia is the Antichrist, or if it’s someone 

else. They are pretty confident he is the Antichrist. “I don’t see,” one reflects, “how I could come to 

any other conclusion.”  The group warns Williams before he travels back to New York to report 197
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on a big announcement from the newly empowered Carpathia. Williams takes note of the accusati-

on, scribbling it down: “Carpathia. End times. Antichrist?”  It is at this moment he realizes he is 198

ready to submit to belief. He’s ready to reject all doubts and embrace the evangelical eschatology 

with certainty. “He was no longer wondering or doubting,” LaHaye and Jenkins write.  “This 199

business of an Antichrist who deceives so many … well, in Buck’s mind it was no longer an issue 

of whether it was literal or true. He was long past that.”  Williams goes to the men’s restroom in 200

the UN. He locks the door and prays, surrendering his life to Jesus. He makes the supernatural tran-

saction and it works: all doubt disappears. Belief, here, is presented as something he chose, but the-

re is no question it was the right choice. When Williams steps out of the restroom and goes to Car-

pathia’s press conference, he possesses total certainty.

The brand new believer possesses a certainty so strong it can withstand even the Antichrist. 

Carpathia controls perceptions of reality at the press conference. He exerts a “hypnotic power,” de-

ceiving people, controlling their minds. He commits a double murder in front of the whole room, 

then tells them that’s not what they saw. It was a murder-suicide. He wasn’t involved. They will re-

member only that and, more significantly, that he, Carpathia, is in power. “You will understand co-

gnitively that I am in charge,” the Antichrist tells those gathered in the room, “that I fear no man, 

and that no one can oppose me.”  Everyone there is deceived. Except the newly converted Wil201 -

liams. He and he alone knows the truth.

Williams’s knowledge notably is not troubled by other theories. He’s not disturbed by the 

fact that other people saw what he saw and saw it differently. Previously, Williams was concerned 

about collecting the whole range of explanations, weighing different theories. He questioned his 

own firsthand experience because there were other theories out there. Now, he’s certain. He meets 

with an editor who adamantly disagrees with him about what happened at the meeting. Williams 

knows the man is deceived. There is, further, no room to agree to disagree. Disagreement only rein-

forces Williams’s certainty: “The power Carpathia held over those people knew no limits. If Buck 

had needed any proof that his own faith was real and that God was now in his life, he had it.”  He 202

knows what he knows. Williams calls the believers in Chicago after the press conference that turned 
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into a murder cover-up. “Let me tell you this: Carpathia is your man,” he says, “no question.”  203

Belief has changed him. 

At the end of his character’s arc, Williams has achieved absolute certainty. He started out as 

unbeliever who didn’t even think belief was relevant to him. He was indifferent to belief. Then the 

inciting incident happened. He was moved to think the evangelical eschatology was plausible. Wil-

liams defends the plausibility of the evangelical eschatology, but is still always aware of other in-

terpretations and explanations, and so cannot be certain that one particular view is right. This is this 

character’s internal conflict. He faces external conflict at the same time, as he investigates and re-

ports on an international conspiracy. That investigation importantly informs the character’s (and the 

novel’s) sense that reality is not always as it appears and that doubts function to conceal, rather than 

reveal the truth. The rising action reaches its climax when the character is compelled to take the is-

sue of belief personally. The force of the logic of apologetics push him to see there is no legitimate 

middle ground. One either believes, or doesn’t. The character submits to belief, achieving absolute 

certainty.

The novel concludes with Williams declaring his belief to Rayford and Chloe Steele and 

Bruce Barnes. They form themselves into a “Tribulation Force,” dedicated to opposing the new 

world government and world religion and all the deceptions of the Antichrist. In the final scene, the 

four believers are leaving the Chicago O’Hare airport, “striding four abreast, arms around each 

other’s shoulders, knit with common purpose.”204

The Final Dichotomy

The rest of the Left Behind series is the same way: belief is the core theme. This can be illustrated 

with a quick look at the fifth novel in the series, Apollyon, and the final installment, Kingdom Come. 

The fifth book is the first that was made available to a mass audience, through distribution at Wal-

Mart, Barnes & Noble, and Amazon.com. It is set during the seven-year tribulation period of the 

apocalypse. The Antichrist has been killed, but has then risen again. He is more powerful than ever 

and is trying to crush the last opposition to his reign, a network of underground house churches. The 

novel narrates the conflict between the Antichrist and the remnant of believers, but that conflict is 

not the real conflict. As one character says early in Apollyon, “who will win in the end was determi-

ned before the beginning of time.”  The stakes are so low they can seem to be “just a matter of 205
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going through the motions,” as another character describes it. “The Bible’s already told the story,” 

he explains. “We win.”  206

The conflict that creates the tension in the novel is the struggle of various characters to be-

lieve. The stakes of these plot lines are incredibly high, the outcome very uncertain. Williams and 

other members of the underground church try to convert Chaim Rosenzweig, a prestigious scientist 

and Israeli hero. Rosenzweig is skeptical of evangelical end-times theories. More than that, he re-

sists having to have a theory, trying to take refuge in safe, respectable agnosticism. He sees multiple 

prophecies literally fulfilled, though, and hears a Messianic Jewish rabbi accurately predict each 

event before it happens. “I don’t know what to make of it,” Rosenzweig says, “except that I feel a 

bigger fool every day.”  Even as he teeters on the edge of conversion, though, the scientist resists. 207

Numerous people around him find themselves compelled to believe—including his driver, a minor 

character who converts in the first fifth of Apollyon, following the same arc from unbelief to total 

certainty. Rosenzweig himself has too much pride to submit, though. Williams pushes him until he 

admits that he can believe, he just won’t.208

The last novel in the series is set during the one-thousand-year reign of Christ. Satan is 

bound in hell and the world in Kingdom Come is an idyllic, edenic utopia. The first chapter opens 

with a leopard and bear climbing into a tree to eat leaves. Even wild animals are free of violence in 

the new world.  God’s natural order has been restored and all conflict has been put to rest. All con209 -

flict except, importantly, the internal conflict over the need to believe. Even in the millennium, as 

imagined by LaHaye and Jenkins, people wrestle with belief. Children born in the millennium have 

to submit and totally trust Jesus, just like their parents did to get into the kingdom in the first place. 

That doesn’t always come easy. “Despite being born and raised in homes of believers and in a so-

ciety where every adult was a follower of Christ,” LaHaye and Jenkins explain, “children old en-

ough to understand” “still had to come to faith in Jesus on their own and for themselves.”  210

On the one hand, doubt is impossible in the millennial kingdom. Jesus is obviously God. 

This world is something like how the Ancien Régime is imagined, in that way. At the same time, 

naïve belief is still impossible and belief is a choice one has to make. And many don’t make it. One 

woman explains this after her conversion. “I could not doubt that Jesus was the Lord and the Son of 
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God and God,” she says. “I just didn’t know what I wanted to do about it.”  Others rebel against 211

the millennial order, and choose to ally themselves with Satan, despite his subjugated state. They 

will only submit to belief when they are forced to. They are forced to, along with Satan, on the last 

day of the millennium. A “millions-strong enemy” gathers to make war on God and out in front is 

Satan himself, “a shining light, a gleaming sword raised high.”  Satan screams, “charge!” but Je212 -

sus says “I AM WHO I AM.”  The Satanic army is instantly vanquished and Satan is forced to his 213

knees. Before being cast into an abyss, he surrenders. He submits. Satan is compelled to say, “Jesus 

is Lord! Jesus is Lord!”  214

Watching the final judgement, Rayford Steele has the realization that every human being had 

a choice and each one’s ultimate, eternal fate was based on that choice, even if the choice didn’t al-

ways seem to be a choice to the one doing the choosing. Steele reflects that, “Jesus sent no one to 

hell,” for example. “They chose their own paths.”  Heaven is the same way. Gathered together at 215

the end, the members of the Tribulation Force, along with billions of believers, and millions of rea-

ders, are shown that great city, made of pure gold, like clear glass, with pearl gates and lit with a 

light “like a most precious jasper stone.” Jesus speaks: “On the basis of your faith,” he says, “I invi-

te you into the eternal city the Father and I have been preparing for you.”216

From beginning to end, Left Behind is about belief. For sixteen novels and more than 6,600 

pages, belief is imagined as something compelled.

Readers’ Responses to Left Behind

The novels’ readers were not all moved to belief. Some were, though. As millions of people read 

these novels, some felt compelled to believe. Suspending disbelief and imagining belief like this, 

they experienced belief for themselves. There are no reliable figures, but LaHaye and Jenkins have 

estimated that thousands came to Jesus because of the books. The authors have received an untold 

number of emails expressing sometimes ecstatic appreciation for the fiction, specifically for how it 

grabs readers and pushes them to new or renewed Christian commitment. The Left Behind website 

features hundreds of these testimonials. 
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Some of the more riveting testimonies have been retold in These Will Not Be Left Behind. 

The book was put out by Tyndale in 2003, one of a number of official companions to the novels. It 

is written by Norman B. Rohrer, an evangelical author of as-told-to autobiographies and the founder 

of an evangelical writing correspondence course.  These Will Not Be Left Behind features 30 nar217 -

ratives, each the story of how someone read Left Behind and was completely changed. 

The first story in the book is about a Littleton, Colorado woman named Darlene Snyder. 

Snyder had a very hard life. Her father, an evangelical minister, died of colon cancer when she was 

young. She grew into a rebellious 1960s teenager, talking back to authority, skipping out on her 

high school classes, and staying out late at night. When she was 15, her mother sent her to what 

Rohrer describes as “a Christian home for troubled kids,” but things only got worse. She started ha-

ving sex with “a rebel named Gary.”  Then she was raped. At 16, Snyder ran away. She went to 218

Florida and did a lot of drugs. “She used LSD, mescaline, and marijuana,” Rohrer writes. “She took 

hallucinogenic mushrooms, barbiturates, quaaludes, methedrine, and cocaine—whatever gave her a 

buzz in her reckless pursuit of pleasure.”  Snyder’s life “stabled off” in the 1990s, but she still 219

drank, used foul language, and avoided church. 

Her life changed, however, when she started listening to Left Behind on audio cassette. On a 

drive between Littleton and Denver, Snyder “popped the first cassette into her player and turned up 

the volume.”  The story soon overpowered her. “Somewhere in the Rocky Mountains,” according 220

to Rohrer, “conviction shook her. She griped the steering wheel with all her might, gasping with 

sobs as the narrator on the cassette tape continued. Two decades of rebellion were melting away like 

the snowpack in the spring.”  Snyder was transformed. In much the same way that characters in 221
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Left Behind are compelled to believe, she was compelled to believe. As Rohrer recounts it, that 

moment in the car changed everything. As a sign of her belief, she got baptized and bought the rest 

of the Left Behind audio books. 

There’s no way to know how many of the millions of people who read LaHaye and Jenkins 

fiction were like Darlene Snyder. There is ample evidence, though, that there were some. Snyder 

and people like Snyder read the novels about belief and felt compelled by the fiction to submit their 

lives to Jesus, and really, truly believe. They fulfilled LaHaye and Jenkins’s hopes for the novels. 

This is one of the ways people have read Left Behind.

Cultural studies theorist Stuart Hall would describe Snyder’s reading as a “dominant” rea-

ding. According to Hall, not everyone receives a text in the same way. Readers have choices. They 

start from different places. This is important to keep in mind when trying to understand the cultural 

import of a bestseller like Left Behind. Too often, as religion writer Amy Johnson Frykholm has 

argued, “the audience of Left Behind is assumed rather than investigated.”  The books were read 222

by masses of people. The readers weren’t all evangelicals, nor were they all moved to become 

evangelicals. Broadly speaking, as discussed in the introduction, there are three ways readers can 

respond to the message of a text. First, they can accept it’s social imaginary. Second, they can reject 

it. Third, they can accept some of it and reject part of it, too. Hall calls these the dominant reading, 

the oppositional reading and the negotiated reading. With Left Behind, these reading positions are 

best understood in terms of how belief is imagined. In the dominant position, readers take the text 

“full and straight.” These readers accept the message of the text as the authors intended. They re-

spond like Snyder did when she felt compelled to belief while driving through the Rocky Mounta-

ins. In the case of Left Behind, these readers believe and experience belief as a choice they are com-

pelled to make.

Among the millions of readers of Left Behind, more than a few didn’t like the book. They 

also need to be taken into account as part of the mass phenomena of these bestsellers. There is, 

again, no way to determine how many, exactly, responded to Left Behind this way, but there is amp-

le evidence these oppositional readers exist. 

On the social cataloguing site GoodReads, for example, more than 11,000 readers have gi-

ven the book a one-star rating. For every five people on the site who loved the first novel of the se-

ries, one absolutely hated it. One Seattle woman gave the book one-star and reported that she 

loathed Left Behind. She says she read the book because her partner liked the series. She hated it, 

though, and ultimately also broke up with the man. “They’re the only books he ever read,” she wri-

 Amy Johnson Frykholm, Rapture Culture: Left Behind in Evangelical America (New York: Oxford, 222

2004), 179.
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tes, “so maybe that should have told me something.”  Another GoodReads user writes his parents 223

forced him to read Left Behind in 1998 when he was a senior in high school. They found and threw 

out an armful of objectionable literature, including books by Henry Miller, Ralph Ellison, and 

Friedrich Nietzsche. As punishment for the bad books, they assigned him Left Behind. The whole 

experience is remembered in terms of force, but where the man’s parents hoped the compelled rea-

ding would turn into compelled belief, it didn’t work out that way. “It was quite possibly the very 

worst book I’ve ever choked down,” the New York man writes, “and remembering these pages of 

absolute shit brings bile to my throat to this day.”  224

For some people, disliking the book was really personally important. It allowed for separati-

on and distinction from believers over matters of belief. People respond to the text with declarations 

they don’t believe or that they believe differently. Anthropologist James Bielo discovered this sort 

of reading of Left Behind in his study of emergent evangelicals. These evangelicals self-consciously 

cultivate criticism of what they see as mainstream evangelicalism, and position themselves as outs-

iders within evangelicalism. In conversations with Bielo between 2007 and 2010, emergent evange-

licals regularly referenced Left Behind to make these critiques. They book was very important to 

them, as something they disliked. “It was a readily identifiable source against which they formula-

ted and articulated their own kingdom theology,” Bielo writes. They “constantly used Left Behind 

and its eschatology as a foil.”  225

Perhaps the most intense oppositional reading comes from progressive evangelical blogger 

Fred Clark. Clark has been criticizing the Left Behind series on his popular blog, line by line and 

plot-point by plot-point, for more than a decade.  He spent five years just on the first book in the 226

series, starting in October 2003 with an analysis of the pornographic allusion of the name Rayford 

Steele.  Clark concluded his review of the first book in September 2008, criticizing how unbe227 -

lievable the story was. 

“This is the great and insurmountable failure of Left Behind,” he writes. “It set out to be a 

work of propaganda, a teaching tool mean to demonstrate—the authors would say to prove—that 

 Kelly H. (Maybedog), “Kelly H. (Maybedog)’s reviews,” GoodReads, Sept. 13, 2008, https://www.223 -
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the events it describes could and indeed will really happen. Yet their attempt to present a narrative 

of such events instead demonstrates—I would say proves—that these events could not and indeed 

will not ever happen.”  228

As Clark reads Left Behind, it is not only implausible, it is so implausible as to compel dis-

belief. “Those events are not about to occur,” he writes. “They will never occur. They can never oc-

cur. Don’t believe me? Go read Left Behind and see for yourself.”  229

Clark uses the text to make important distinctions between his evangelical belief and the 

way belief is imagined in Left Behind. He and others read the book oppositionally. This still means 

imaginatively engaging with the question of what belief is like in secular conditions, but coming to 

contrary conclusions.

Most readers are probably somewhere between Clark and Snyder, between belief and disbe-

lief. This sort of reading is negotiated reading, according to Hall. This is apparent in some of the 

mixed reviews of Left Behind on GoodReads. About 20 percent of people who rated the book on the 

site gave it three out of five stars. More than 28,000 people wrote that there were parts of the book 

they liked, parts they didn’t. An Indianapolis, Indiana woman reported she enjoyed it, but only be-

cause she “was able to get past the preachiness” and “just read it as a mystery/thriller type 

novel.”  Others respond similarly. A Saint Paul, Minnesota man says he only started reading be230 -

cause he worked in a chain bookstore in the 2000s and people repeatedly asked him if the series 

was good. “Turns out, it wasn’t too bad,” he writes. “It’s a fairly action-packed trip across a post-

apocalyptic Earth, following a rag-tag group of unlikely guerrilla fighters determined to fight the 

power. I enjoyed it as such.” 

The bookstore clerk gave up on the series after several installments, when, as he puts it, “the 

praying started to get out of hand.”  231

Readers were sometimes very aware of their negotiations with the religious message of the 

text. One woman picked up Left Behind at the end of November 2014, noting this was her second 

attempt at reading the book. “Made it halfway last time,” she wrote, “but it’s been three years.” She 

read sixty-eight pages the first day, and read another eighty-nine in the next three days. She marked 

the book as “read” on her Goodreads page three days after that, and gave it three stars. She loved 
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the set-up for the plot and thought the villain was “awesome,” but there were other parts she strugg-

led with. “I wish I thought I would enjoy the rest of the books in this series,” the Goodreads user 

writes, “but I think because my own inner religious fight I would have a hard time feeling as though 

the religion push wasn’t a personal thing.” She concluded she would return to the series “if I figure 

out my religion.”  By her account, the woman doesn’t feel compelled to believe, nor to reject be232 -

lief. She might actually prefer to be so moved by the book that she would have a conversion experi-

ence while driving over the Rocky Mountains, but that’s not what happened. She and many others 

read the book and think about belief, but don’t go through any dramatic change. She could suspend 

disbelief enough to imagine being compelled to belief, but then she could and would put the book 

down. It was fiction, and worked, sometimes but not always, on the level of fiction.

Even some of the readers who identify as evangelical believers read Left Behind this way. 

Amy Johnson Frykholm studied these readers specifically in her book Rapture Culture, looking at 

how Left Behind is received, as the subtitle put it, “in Evangelical America.” The reception, she 

found, is more varied and more negotiated than one might expect. There are, for example, evangeli-

cal readers of Left Behind who are not committed to the novel’s eschatological vision. Even evange-

licals who read the books and enjoy the books “are not unanimously convinced,” Frykholm writes, 

“that the end will be soon, nor are they convinced that Timothy LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins’s version 

of the end is correct.”  The novels, in fact, seem to encourage theological disagreement among 233

evangelical readers. 

Because of its status as fiction, Left Behind invites imaginative engagement with its theolo-

gical themes. That books open up a space for speculation, and thus disagreement. One reader told 

Frykholm her reading lead her to disagree with her Baptist pastor about whether people could be 

saved after the rapture. Another evangelical woman, through her reading, ended up having a lot of 

conversations with her Catholic husband about whether or not devout Catholics who don’t believe 

in the rapture will be raptured or left behind. The fiction didn’t simply settle questions. Some evan-

gelical readers, of course, are “committed to belief in the rapture and tribulation before they open 

the first page” of Left Behind.  For them, “the rapture is a tangible hope and a pressing reality.”  234 235

Reading a novel about life after the rapture makes that hope really vivid. But they too are reading 

fiction, and engage Left Behind as fiction. 
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“Over and over again in interviews,” Frykholm reports, “I ask the question, ‘Are these 

books accurate? Is this the way the world is going to end?’ Over and over again, I receive the same 

answer, ‘Yes, but they are just somebody’s interpretation. They are only fiction.’”  236

These believing readers are negotiating with the text. They accept parts, but not everything. 

For them it is true, but fictional at the same time. The book doesn’t compel them to belief. It rather 

invites them to play with the ideas. They can, as fiction readers, experience what it might be like to 

believe beyond all doubt.

No Room to Disagree

Left Behind shows one way American evangelicals have conceived of belief. It is imagined as a 

choice that cannot not be chosen. In the secular condition, as Charles Taylor explains, the idea that 

belief is a matter of choice and that there are a range of possible choices has undercut the possibility 

of certainty in belief. Evangelicals have sometimes wanted certainty. They have, at the same time, 

insisted belief must be a choice. This creates a tension characteristic of the struggle to believe in the 

secular age. A close reading of Left Behind illuminates this tension and shows how, for evangelicals 

who imagine belief in this way, the tension is resolved. The history of popular evangelical apologe-

tics reveals the same. A study of evangelical apocolypticism gets at this, too. Evangelicals have 

thought of belief in terms of a response to a dichotomy. They imagine a forced question: yes or no, 

true or false, belief or unbelief. Other options are excluded, and one is faced with an either/or. The 

answer, then, is compelled. Belief is compelled. There’s no room to agree to disagree.

 Frykholm 133.236
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4 

IMAGINING AUTHENTIC BELIEF 

The week before she gets married, Katie Lapp’s father and mother sit her down for a talk. 

They need to tell her something. “You see,” says her mother, “we never told you the truth, Katie—

not all of it.”

The young Amish woman feels a rising panic. Her heart beats hard and she’s crying. Every-

thing sounds like it’s far away. Her ears are ringing. She is afraid of what she doesn’t know and, 

more, of what she does. Deep down in her heart there is something bothering her that she cannot 

articulate. She is soon to marry the religious leader of her Old Order Amish community in Lancaster 

County, Pennsylvania. He is a widower with five children. Her first love, a boy her own age, has 

died, and though she has lingering feelings for him, she’s about to be wed to this respected older 

bishop. As she takes her marital vows, Lapp will be transformed from a girl to the woman she has 

spent her life preparing to be. She will take her place in her community and tradition. She will fulfill 

her destiny as a woman, becoming a wife, mother, and homemaker. Yet it feels wrong. She cannot 

say exactly how, but that’s how it feels. This destiny somehow, she senses, doesn’t fit. As the day 

approaches, the question she cannot ask becomes more and more insistent until this moment when 

her parents tell her they have not told her the truth.

“What … truth?” she asks.

“The truth,” her mother says, “about who you are … really.”1

The Shunning, by Beverly Lewis, is the 1998 Amish romance novel that launched that 

phenomenally popular subgenre of evangelical fiction. These books are written and published by 

evangelicals, distributed and sold by evangelicals and mainly read by evangelical women. Their 

protagonists and settings, however, are Amish. Much as Regency romances take a specific and real 

historical moment in British history and make it the backdrop for their contemporary fantasies, 

 Beverly Lewis, The Shunning (Bloomington, MN: Bethany House, 1997), 167. All ellipses and italics are 1

original.
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Amish romances use the conservative anabaptists to tell evangelical stories about faith. The first 

evangelical author to do that was Beverly Lewis. The Amish, as she imagined them, were the set-

ting for the struggle for self realization and belief.

The Shunning sold about 100,000 copies per year in its first ten years of publication, passing 

the 1 million mark in 2008.  Lewis’s other novels, many with similar settings and themes, have also 2

done well. To date, she has sold more than 17 million books. Her success has inspired many evan-

gelical writers and publishers, and the Amish have become very popular in evangelical fiction. By 

the second decade of the twenty first century, Amish romances were the dominant genre of evange-

lical novel. In 2012, there was a new Amish romance novel published, on average, every four days. 

For the Christmas-shopping season of 2015, an Amish romance novel was published every two.3

Lewis’s incredibly successful and influential Amish novel is most basically the story of how 

a young woman learns she is adopted. Katie Lapp, it turns out, was born Katherine Mayfield. She 

was not born “Plain.” Over the course of The Shunning and its two sequels, The Confession and The 

Reckoning, she discovers who she is, really. The novels stage the drama of the heroine’s journey, 

her quest to find herself and be herself. Readers follow along as the character achieves authenticity. 

This is one way that evangelicals have imagined belief at the end of the twentieth century. 

The three novels stage a search for authenticity, and invite readers to imagine that true belief is self 

realization. As they present it, belief is best understood as becoming who you really are. This is si-

milar, in a number of ways, to how belief is sometimes conceived as an assurance of abundant life, 

as in Love Comes Softly, discussed in chapter two. It is similar, too, to how belief is imagined in 

Left Behind as an overwhelming certainty, discussed in the previous chapter. Here, however, the 

certainty doesn’t come from a forced dichotomy but out of the individuals’ self realization. 

To believe, in Lewis’s trilogy, is to experience personal fulfillment as a choice that can’t not 

be chosen. To believe is to fulfill the authentic imperative to be yourself.

The Authentic Imperative

The idea of authenticity is important in secularity. The philosopher Charles Taylor goes so far as to 

suggest the secular age might be thought of as the “Age of Authenticity.”  It forms an essential part 4

of the unarticulated background understanding of the contemporary conditions of belief. In seculari-

ty, belief has to feel a certain way, to feel right. It has to be connected to human flourishing, enab-
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ling people to achieve their own individual fullness. It has to, further, feel somehow personal. The 

modern social imaginary, Taylor writes, assumes that “each one of us has his/her own way of reali-

zing our humanity, and that it is important to find and live out one’s own, as against surrendering to 

conformity with a model imposed on us from the outside.”5

Authenticity is related to the immanentist order, discussed in chapter two, and to the pro-

blem of choice, discussed in chapter four. According to Taylor, there has been, first, an anthropo-

centric shift in the social imaginary of the West, so that now, at bottom, the most legitimate and le-

gitimating argument has to be an argument about human flourishing, rather than a claim about hig-

her, transcendent reality. Of course, appeals to human flourishing can still be impossibly abstract. 

People have to seek out ways to make flourishing real in their own lives. There has been—not unre-

latedly—an explosion of possible choices in the modern world. One level of the unprecedented mo-

dern choice is entirely mundane: people have a lot more freedom to make personal decisions about 

where they will work, where they will live, and who they will marry. People get to choose whether 

they prefer spicy spaghetti sauce or extra chunky.  On another level, people can choose whether or 6

not to believe in God. They can choose their construal of reality, the Weltanschauung of their prefe-

rence. Of course, people don’t just get to choose, they have to choose. This can undercut the cer-

tainty of any choice, however, since the person who made the choice can always imagine they could 

have made a different decision.

Authenticity works as a way to legitimate a choice with a powerful appeal to intimate, indi-

vidual flourishing. Authenticity can explain how a choice wasn’t a choice, but had to be chosen. At 

the same time, it works as a way to personalize and individualize “human flourishing.” To say so-

mething is authentic is to say it wasn’t imposed from the outside; it is personal. Belief, sometimes, 

is imagined in this way as the fulfillment of the imperative to “be yourself.”

Taylor traces the ideal of authenticity back to the Romantic poets. They felt called to live up 

to their own originality. “This is the idea,” Taylor writes of authenticity, “which grows in the late 

eighteenth century that each individual is different and original, and that this originality determines 

how he or she ought to live.”  Self-expression was key. People need to express themselves freely 7

and truly and be themselves, to be fulfilled. “The good life,” Taylor writes, “comes to consist in a 
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perfect fusion of the sensual and the spiritual, where our sensual fulfillments are experienced as ha-

ving higher significance.”  8

Whatever the historical provenance, this ideal became widely available to middle class 

Americans in the consumer revolution of the twentieth century.  The consumer revolution gave 9

people more choices. The increase of choices had the effect of making even minor choices appear 

individually meaningful. Each choice said something about the consumer. Each was an expression 

of identity. This was heightened further when the mass markets of prosperous post-war America 

segmented into distinct demographic categories. Marketers combined psychology and demogra-

phics (“pyschographics”) to address consumers personally. “Rather than aim to sell commodities in 

as much volume as possible to the mass,” writes historian Lizabeth Cohen, “the modern-day marke-

ters, equipped with advanced psychographic tactics, identify clusters of customers with distinctive 

ways of life and then set out to sell them idealized lifestyles constructed around commodities.”  10

Marketing focused in on the consumers identity, connecting the consumption to people’s concepti-

ons of themselves. The question was always, what does this product say about you as a person? 

Consumption was promoted as self realization. 

The authentic imperative is baldly expressed in many famous advertizing slogans, from 

Mac’s injunction to “Think Different,” to Burger King’s “Have It Your Way!” Taylor cites a beer 

commercial from the 1970s which enjoined people to “be yourself in the world of today.”  11

There is, notably, an internal tension in these injunctions. The authentic imperative can be 

seen as somewhat self-contradictory. “Authentic” implies something given. It implies something is 

true, or good, or right, by virtue of its giveneness. The imperative indicates the opposite. The impe-

rative says you are not you, and you should be. You should be what you already are, but which you 

are also not. That tension is apparent in these ads, which might seem to condemn people for not li-

ving up to their full potential, for failing to do something that should come quite easily, to just be 

yourself in the world of today. (For, really, who else would you be? And when?). 

On the other hand, these ads can be seen as upbeat affirmations. They address the prospec-

tive consumer as someone who is always right, and necessarily right. You are doing what you have 

to do, the ads say, and choosing as you have to choose, because you are being you. That kind of au-

thenticity is critical. As Burger King put it in a corporate press release explaining the message of its 

advertizing, “Self-expression is most important and it’s our differences that make us individuals ins-
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tead of robots.”  Consumers are affirmed by the consumer society. Their individual choices are va12 -

lorized.

“This contemporary social imaginary is crystallized in terms of authenticity,” writes philo-

sopher James K.A. Smith. “So the primary—yea, only—value in such a world is choice.”  13

An individual choice is right because it is chosen by an individual. At the same time, that 

value is undercut by the imperative nature of the command to make a choice as an expression of 

identity. The implication of the imperative is that a choice is only right when and where it is authen-

tic. Partly, this seems to emerge from the anxiety of having too many choices. As the number of 

available brands of a particular commodity multiplies and diversifies, it’s increasingly difficult to 

differentiate on the basis of use value. There can be little apparent reason to prefer this beer over 

that one, or one hamburger place over another. It’s only a matter of taste. And taste is an expression 

of individuality. The authentic imperative makes this the paradigmatic case of a correct choice. You 

should be authentic. You should be your individual self. In which case, you could not have done 

otherwise than you did, which is to be what you already are. A choice is thus presented as the right 

choice when it cannot not be chosen. Choices must be authentic choices.

The tension of this dilemma is important in romance novels. In the genre, the heroine has to 

choose the hero. But she cannot just choose the hero. It must be a choice that she has to make, that 

she couldn’t not make, authentically. This is a key element, necessary for the narrative to have its 

satisfying end. In her study of the history of the genre, for example, literary scholar Pamela Regis 

found that despite changing fashions, the narratives always trace the arc of a heroine as she achieves 

individual emotional fulfillment and a sense of personal, spiritual fullness.  Regis refers to this as 14

“affective individualism.”  In the happy denouement, the heroine gets her heart’s desire and it has a 15

higher significance, brining together the sensual and the spiritual in an immanent frame.

The moral rightness of fulfilled desire empowers the heroine to overcome the barriers to her 

emotional fulfillment, frequently social and religious barriers. “The romance novel puts the heroine 

at the center of the book,” Regis writes. “Her desires are central.”  The heroine asserts her right to 16

make choices, and self-actualizes through those choices. At the same time, the choices are authori-
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zed by their authenticity. The heroine doesn’t argue that she must be free to love the hero just be-

cause. Rather, she argues her love is true and good and right because it will be emotionally fulfil-

ling, and it will be emotionally fulfilling because it is authentic to her. It is who she is—really. The 

romance heroine adheres to the ideal Taylor describes as an important part of the operative back-

ground assumption of secularity, that “each one of us has his/her own way of realizing our humani-

ty.”  That is central to romance novels. It is also central to how The Shunning, The Confession, and 17

The Reckoning stage belief. 

In the Heritage of Lancaster County trilogy, the heroine experiences the call to believe as 

the call to be herself. The struggle to believe is shown as the struggle with the contradictions and 

tension internal to the quest for a fulfilled emotional life. The founding novels of the most popular 

genre of evangelical fiction, the Amish romance, are about belief and about what belief is like. The 

story invites readers to imagine belief as the choice that cannot not be chosen, the choice which is 

completely emotionally satisfying and also eternally meaningful. 

This chapter considers how evangelical belief is sometimes imagined as authenticity. It 

looks first at the fantasy of the Amish, and how Americans have imagined them as ideal examples 

of authenticity and also inauthenticity. The chapter then looks at two evangelical movements that 

have understood belief as authenticity. These are distinct, but both exhibit the same imaginary at 

work. The first is the radical homeschooling movement of the 1980s and ’90s, which was partly in-

spired by the Amish and which sought to reclaim an authentic Christian way of life. The second is 

Lewis’s romance novels, which stage belief in terms of the imperative of an emotionally fulfilling 

sense of self. Finally, this chapter will consider how reading Amish romances can shape an evange-

lical imaginary, giving readers a sense of what belief is like in the condition of secularity.

Imagining the Amish

The Amish are a fantasy of authenticity. Or, alternatively, they are a fantasy of inauthenticity.

The Amish have long been, as historian David Weaver-Zercher writes, “remarkably useful 

symbols” in the American imagination.  These traditionalist anabaptists, known for their iconic 18

black buggies and conservative dress, have been understood as rejecting “modernity.” Sometime 

these pictures are entirely inaccurate, but they’re nonetheless powerful.  Accuracy isn’t that im19 -

portant, when it comes to cultural symbols. Various visions of how and why the Amish reject what 
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they reject enable Americans to give shape to otherwise vague ideas of the nature of the present age. 

Thinking about the Amish allows people to identify particular aspects of contemporary life and then 

take a position on whether they like it or not. The Amish are conjured, as Weaver-Zercher has de-

monstrated, so that people can pledge themselves to particular values. Chief among these is the va-

lue of a fulfilled, authentic self.

When the Amish are criticized, their critics frequently appeal to the ideal and imperative of 

authenticity. The Amish are judged for suppressing individuality and free expression. This criticism 

was especially pointed at the beginning of the twentieth century. As the more conservative of ana-

baptist communities, including some of the Amish, resisted technological changes and gradually 

became more distinct from their neighbors, they were frequently discussed as examples of failure. 

The Amish had failed to progress. They had failed to see the value of modern advancements. This 

was not just a matter of technology, either. The Amish way of life failed to provide people with the 

conditions necessary for personal fulfillment and fullness. 

An observer in 1907, for example, commented that the conservative anabaptists were 

“lacking in courtesy, in suavity of manner, in politeness.” They were rude. And this affected their 

aesthetic sensibilities as well. They were lacking, the observer continued, “in delicacy of tastes, in 

appreciation of the beauties of nature and in love of art, painting, sculpture, music and literature.”  20

Rejection of modern fashions and technologies was interpreted as personal deficiency. It was 

thought, Weaver-Zercher writes, that “the asceticism of the Amish people had robbed them of their 

humanity, including the happiness that under natural circumstances accompanied the wonder of mo-

therhood.”21

The first novelist to write about the Amish made this lack of emotional fulfillment a central 

theme. Helen Reimensnyder Martin said the Amish were characterized by their “bovine dullness.”  22

The title character of Martin’s 1905 novel Sabina: A Story of the Amish is too stupid, notably, to 

know whether or not she is happily married.  The romantic ideal and the central theme of romance 23

novels, individual happiness, are unattainable for her. More than that, she is not just, like so many 

romance novel heroines, prevented from personal fulfillment by her society or religious strictures or 

the world imposing a particular way of life, she doesn’t even know she’s is unfulfilled. She doesn’t 

know to ask herself whether she is or not. The woman lacks not just the technology and gadgets of 
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modern convenience, but even her own subjective sense of self. She cannot be herself; she cannot 

know herself.  24

There are reasons to question the accuracy of Martin’s representation of the Amish. The fic-

tional presentation is less committed to what the Amish are really like, however, than it is to the 

standard of affective individualism. Sabina’s condemnation to an old order of wifely drudgery at the 

end of the novel stands in contrast to the novel readers’ experiences, in reading a novel. It can thus 

serve as a negative comparison, increasing appreciation for the fulfilling, modern lives of readers. 

The image of the backwards Amish woman underscores certain values. Imagining the Amish in this 

way allowed people to position themselves on the side of progress. It allowed them, more import-

antly, to demonstrate that they favored progress not for its own sake, but because it contributes to a 

particular kind of human flourishing. They judged the Amish negatively as a way of expressing the 

value of personal emotional fulfillment.

Perceptions of the Amish generally grew more positive over time, but as symbols they con-

tinued to serve this purpose. Imagined positively, the Amish also helped Americans conceptualize 

the present and commit themselves to affective individualism. As the twentieth century progressed, 

the Amish were “quickly and thoroughly recast as virtuous Americans” and “became increasingly 

robust representatives of America’s past.”  25

This shift can be dated to the New Deal’s Work Progress Administration, which funded ef-

forts to find and document an authentic American folk culture. The market for “Amish country” 

tourism started at this time, and became big business with the construction of the interstate system 

in the 1950s. By 1963, roughly 1.5 million tourists drove out to Lancaster County every year, spen-

ding $45 million annually.  Though some were still suspicious of the apparently authoritarian and 26

dogmatic religion, increasing numbers of modern Americans looked at the bearded men, bonneted 

women, and multiplying children with nostalgia. They approached the Amish wistfully, with a sense 

of loss, even if they couldn’t exactly articulate what they admired about that way of life. It seemed 

better, simpler, more fulfilling. It seemed exempt from the many modern ills that plagued the tou-

rists’ own communities and families. The Amish became a kind of free-floating critique of the hol-

lowness of modern life.

The Amish served a whole range of conservative political critiques in this way. The writer 

Albert Jay Nock, for example, saw these religious communities as havens of authenticity, protected 

from the moral degradation wrought by government aid. “The Amish best the New Deal’s whole 
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program of social security, hands down,” he wrote in 1941. “So also with ‘relief.’ No Amishman’s 

name was ever yet on the relief roll in Lancaster County, and none ever will be.”  27

President George H.W. Bush similarly pointed to these communities as living proof of con-

servative values. He went to Lancaster County in 1989 to promote for his anti-drug program 

D.A.R.E., Drug Abuse Resistance Education. Though traditionalist anabaptists are generally reti-

cent to engage in any political activity, Bush found a way to use them as political props.  “As we 28

look at a national drug problem,” the President said, “we find that in communities such as yours, 

because of your adherence to family values and faith, the problem appears to be close to nonexis-

tent.”  This might not have been exactly accurate, but it also didn’t matter. The Amish were a sym29 -

bol and a fantasy. 

They were imagined as a critique of the hollowness of modernity: the modernity of social 

safety nets, for Nock, and the modernity of drug abuse, for Bush. In these conservative critiques, 

society was supposed to provide personal fulfillment and opportunities for self actualization. It fai-

led. The Amish were conceived as an alternative reality, where life was richer, more fulfilling, and 

meaningful. In thinking about the Amish, conservatives made an argument about their commitment 

to human flourishing.

The Amish have been especially symbolically powerful when it comes to education. Ameri-

cans across the political spectrum grew critical of public education in the 1960s and ’70s.  For con30 -

servatives in particular, schools came be seen as places where the worst of modernity was imposed 

on local communities. Public schools were places where local community leaders sometimes sud-

denly had no power. Parents and pastors were frequently frustrated to find they had little or no say 

over what children learned about sex, human origins, the meaning and purpose of life, or even what 

constituted good literature. The federal government racially integrated schools, erasing long-esta-

blished boundaries and interfering with social practices that had existed for generations. When the 

government imposed new rules for religious pluralism, Protestants were required by force of law to 

act as if Protestantism was not the official religious culture even though it was, without question, 
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the dominant one. Many on the right objected. These critics found their objections were more popu-

lar when represented by the Amish.

The central principle of American conservatism, as articulated by conservative political phi-

losopher Russell Kirk, was that “the best possible—or least baneful—form of government is one in 

accord with the traditions and prescriptive ways of its people.”  That principle was more palatable 31

to the broad American public when the people and their prescriptive ways were imagined as Amish 

than when they were imagined as Mississippi racists. Kirk did not himself engage with questions of 

segregation. He avoided the issue, even when it was a defining feature of American conservatism.  32

He did write, however, about government interference with the education of the Amish. Catholic 

himself, Kirk trumpeted the Amish cause in conservative journals such as National Review and 

America, and in syndicated columns published in newspapers from Pennsylvania to South Carolina 

to Florida.  33

Likewise, Wisconsin state legislator Kenneth Merkel, a member of the conspiratorial anti-

communist John Birch Society, found it easier to attack public education in the name of the Amish 

than on behalf of his own controversial organization.  Another group, the National Committee for 34

Amish Religious Freedom, was organized on this same basis in 1967. None of the members were 

Amish. They were, instead, conservative opponents of public education who found the Amish use-

ful in advancing their cause.  They defended the Amish in court in Wisconsin vs. Yoder when the 35
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Amish, for religious reasons, wouldn’t defend themselves. The case was made in the name of the 

Amish, if not quite on their behalf.  36

The lawyer in that case had a long history of fighting for private, religious education.  Wil37 -

liam Ball was (like Kirk) a conservative Catholic. He represented the Catholic Church in Pennsyl-

vania for more than a decade. He lobbied the Pennsylvania legislature to provide funds for Catholic 

charities and drafted legislation that would channel state money to the church schools. He defended 

the constitutionality of the practice before the Supreme Court in 1971, in Lemon vs. Kurtzman.  38

There were no Mennonites or Amish involved in that case. Ball nonetheless found it useful to invo-

ke the iconic image of a bonneted young women during oral argument.

Justice Byron White asked if religiously committed teachers could be trusted to teach strict-

ly secular subjects, if that was the requirement of the state funding for their salary, without bringing 

religion into the class room. Ball said they could. 

“We have girls in Mennonite bonnets,” Ball told the court, “they’re as religiously committed 

as human beings can be. But we trust, we trust these people, having made a commitment under a 

state contract, we trust these people to observe the law.”39

The religious commitment, here, is turned from a reason not to trust someone into a reason 

to trust them. The imagined religious woman is actually especially trustworthy because she is au-

thentically religious. She is imagined as the ideal American, respecting the legal boundaries of the 

separation of church and state while engaged in the civil practice of volunteerism necessary to a 

free republic. Ball knew the rhetorical force of the figure of the bonneted woman.

In Wisconsin vs. Yoder, argued the following year, Ball went further, and presented the 

Amish as an ideal American community. They had maintained an idyllic form of life, which served 

as a critique of contemporary society’s spiritual emptiness. They resisted public education, he said, 

not out of opposition to education per se. Rather, the Amish “do not want their children and they do 

not want themselves to be exposed to the spirit of luxury, lust, temptation, of strife, consumerism, 

competition, speed, violence, and other such elements, as are commonly found in our American 

way.”  The religious community was not stopping its members from fully developing as individu40 -
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als. It was not condemning them to lives of bovine dullness. It was, instead, providing them a con-

text in which they could flourish and lead meaningful and emotionally fulfilling lives by being 

themselves, by being Amish. Further education, in this case, would not lead to self-actualization. It 

would subvert it. The argument that had once been used against the Amish and for modernity was 

re-purposed as an argument for the Amish and against laws requiring school attendance. In either 

case, the Amish were imagined in a way that rallied people around the ideal of authentic self-ful-

fillment.

The legal impact of Wisconsin vs. Yoder was limited. The Supreme Court ruled in favor of 

the Amish but circumscribed the ruling so that it did not generally apply to all religious claims of 

exemption from state and federal education laws.  The ruling nevertheless was important to the 41

many conservatives who had begun to think of education as a religious practice. There was signifi-

cant growth in the number of Christian schools at the time. The American Association of Christian 

Schools, for example, had 80 affiliated schools at its founding in 1972, with a total of 16,000 stu-

dents.  By 1983, it had grown to 1,100 schools with 160,000 students. Three regional organizati42 -

ons, which would later merge to form the Association of Christian Schools International, represen-

ted 308 schools in 1973. A decade later, ACSI had 1,900 schools with total enrollment of 270,000 

students.  Many of these depended, legally, on the Yoder decision. They were also inspired, in part, 43

by how they imagined the Amish. 

Homeschoolers were also inspired. Homeschooling advocates based some legal arguments 

on Wisconsin vs. Yoder.  More importantly, though, they have used the example of the Amish in 44

making their case in the court of public opinion. Homeschoolers could win public sympathy by lin-

king their cause with the Amish, even if that link was only tenuous. 

When a state legislator in Virginia, for example, sought to study homeschooling reporting 

regulations, the Home School Legal Defense Association characterized the move as a threat to the 

Amish. The proposed resolution would have studied the state’s religious exemption to education 

reporting rules. The state had about 32,000 homeschool students in 2014. Of those, about 7,000 
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were considered exempt from all reporting or testing under a 1976 law providing a religious exemp-

tion from all government oversight. Thomas Rust, a Republican from Fairfax, Virginia, wanted the 

state’s eduction department to study how eligibility for the exemption was determined and whether 

or not the children withdrawn from the public schools under the exemption were getting an ade-

quate education. The homeschooling advocates claimed the study was only a pretext for a more ne-

farious agenda, expanding state power and curtailing religious liberty. If the study went forward, 

homeschooling advocates warned, it could lead to criminal prosecution of bonneted women in bug-

gies.  They argued the Amish “could be in danger of criminal prosecution if the religious exemp45 -

tion statute is threatened.” They then drew a direct comparison to “many other deeply religious 

families” who (unlike the Amish) object to providing the state any documentation of what happens 

in their homes.  46

On its face, this was a bizarre claim. The Amish don’t homeschool their children. The reso-

lution not only didn’t target the Amish, it is difficult to conceive of any circumstance in which it 

could have applied to them. The point, however, was the comparison. Like the Amish, homeschoo-

lers had constructed this alternative way of life to protect their children from the problems “com-

monly found in our American way.” They had created this space where their children could flourish 

and really, truly, be themselves. Any legislation that threatened homeschooling was just like legisla-

tion that would criminalize the Amish way of life. The Amish were, here, a very useful symbol. 

People who were skeptical of homeschooling would change their minds if they thought about it in 

these terms. They allowed people to align themselves politically with homeschoolers, even if they 

didn’t find homeschoolers themselves particularly likable. To be against the regulation of home-

schoolers was to be in favor of children’s emotional fulfillment. The Virginia legislation was quas-

hed.

The Amish could be imagined as exemplars of authenticity, or inauthenticity. Sometimes, in 

fact, they could be imagined as kind of both. As a child, Beverly Lewis felt conflicted about the 

Amish. She grew up in Lancaster County, the heart of so-called “Amish Country,” where her father 

pastored an Assemblies of God church. One Amish family near her had thirteen children. It seemed 

like an amazing, wonderful way of life to young Lewis, but she was also taught to condemn the 

 HSLDA, “Call Now to Thwart Attack on Religious Homeschooling,” HSLDA E-Altert Service, Jan. 13, 45
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Amish for thinking they could save themselves with good works instead of trusting in Jesus. She 

felt similarly conflicted when she heard her maternal grandmother’s stories. Her mother's parents, 

Omar and Ada Ranck Buchwalter, had left a strict Mennonite church and become pentecostals. 

When Ada Buchwalter told young Beverly stories of her childhood, the girl sometimes had the sen-

se her grandmother’s childhood was amazing. Other times, the stories presented a picture of an op-

pressive community that imposed rules on young Ada and tried to keep her from becoming who she 

really was.47

The Amish could be a fantasy of authentic life, or the opposite. The pursuit of self realizati-

on could look like a woman in a bonnet, a man in a buggy, or like the rejection of that life of rules.

Homeschooling and the Logic of Authenticity

Conservative Christian homeschoolers upheld authenticity as an ideal and understood belief in 

terms of authenticity. Inspired, in part, by the Amish, these homeschoolers attempted to construct 

their own lifeworlds according to the imperative to “be yourself.” This countercultural movement—

which in the early 1980s and peaked in the late 1990s—thus exhibited the internal tensions of the 

idea that belief is the realization of who you are, but aren’t yet, but should be.

For these homeschoolers, the location of their children’s education was only one aspect of a 

larger cultural project. Homeschoolers have been, of course, quite diverse. John Holt, an early ad-

vocate, pointed out that homeschoolers do not agree on what’s wrong with public schools. “Some 

may feel that the schools are too strict; others that they are not strict enough,” Holt wrote. “Some 

may feel that the schools teach a dog-eat-dog competitiveness; others that they teach mealy-mouth 

socialism. Some may feel that the schools teach too much religion; others that they don’t teach en-

ough, but teach instead a shallow atheistic humanism.”  48

The people most commonly associated with homeschooling in the 1980s and ’90s, however, 

were conservative evangelical Christians.  By some estimates, 85 to 90 percent of homeschoolers 49

 “Interview,” ChristianBook.com, n.d., http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/cms_content?47
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fit this classification.  These religious homeschooling notably saw homeschooling as about more 50

than just education. It was part of a larger cultural project.

Cheryl Lindsey Seelhoff, a leader in the movement from 1989 to 1994, describes how it in-

volved a whole lifestyle. “Pregnancies and births were celebrated and welcomed,” Seelhoff writes, 

“gardens were planted, wheat was ground for homemade bread, home businesses were created, 

books on discipline and Christian parenting were read and discussed thoroughly, simplicity was 

viewed as desirable. These homeschoolers’ lifestyle made them very different from the cultural 

mainstream.”  Seelhoff, her family, and many other families sought to create a counterculture. 51

The movement had no central organization or formal incorporation but was held together by 

a network of magazines and seminars. Seelhoff’s monthly magazine, Gentle Spirit, had more than 

15,000 subscribers in the early 1990s, at the height of its popularity.  A year’s subscription cost 52

around $20 and a single issue could cover topics as diverse as children’s games and how to make 

cottage cheese, a discussion of natural medicine and instructions on how to sew a prayer bonnet.  53

Almost every issue featured articles on gardening. 

The most influential homeschooling seminars, likewise, were about a lot more than home-

schooling. A week-long seminar taught by Bill Gothard, for example, emphasized “basic life princi-

ples,” such as the importance of submission to authority. It also touched on topics as diverse as con-

traception, debt, and rock music. More than 10,000 students enrolled in Gothard’s homeschooling 

correspondence program, Advanced Training Institute, after their parents attended one of his semi-

nars in the mid 1980s. 

Greg Harris, another popular speaker on the homeschool circuit during this time, treated 

homeschooling as an aspect of a larger theology of the family. His seminars treated homeschooling 

as one aspect of a complete worldview, a home-centered lifestyle movement. He also advocated 

home birth, house churches, and home-based business.  It was a “total lifestyle.”54 55

This was a separatist movement that sought the space and the freedom to really live out of 

an alternative way of life. “Inside my home,” wrote Mary Pride, perhaps the most influential early 

leader, “we are building a Christian culture. We don’t have to guess and wonder about deep political 
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theories such as theocracy v. pluralism v. natural law v. who-knows-what. My home is a Christian 

nation.”  56

For many, the choice to homeschool and to radically re-orient one’s life around the home 

became, in fact, synonymous with true Christianity. This is what it meant to live out Christian be-

lief. This is what it meant to follow the Bible in every aspect of life. Real commitment to Christian 

living looked like this. 

There were a series of choices involved in this journey, starting with the decision to educate 

children at home and the decision to not use birth control. Each choice, however, was conceived as 

not being a choice. One movement leader, Skeet Savage, described how the lifestyle wasn’t a 

choice even when her husband left her and their six children. “I believed with all my heart,” wrote 

Savage, the editor of the magazines An Encouraging Word and Homeschool Digest, “that God had 

given me six children to raise to his glory, and homeschooling, in my estimation, was not an opti-

on—it was a mandate!”  57

In the early days, many homeschoolers were, in fact, breaking the law. They took that risk 

because they saw the choice as a religious duty. They were called by God to separate themselves. It 

was divine command. Many homeschoolers were so concerned about this religious mandate to puri-

ty that they even pulled away from their local churches, and split from fellow homeschoolers who 

were not as religious, not as radical. 

“These people became increasingly separated,” Seelhoff writes. “They often felt that God 

had led them to this lifestyle, that they were part of a ‘remnant’ of obedient Christians in an age in 

which most Christians were less obedient. They looked to the Amish, Conservative Mennonites, 

and other ‘plain’ churches as role models.”58

The radicalness of conservative homeschoolers was often signified with women’s “plain” 

clothing. Like the Amish, they saw clothing as a way to distinguish themselves from and break with 

the culture around them. The comparison was occasionally explicit. One woman in Texas, for ex-

ample, expressed her desire for this alternative lifestyle in terms of her willingness to change her 

clothes. “I was ready to join an Amish church,” she recalled to journalist Kathryn Joyce, “and only 

wear gray or tan dresses.”  Women in the movement did not restrict the color palette of their clot59 -

hing in quite that way, but they did adopt very strict standards of dress. They wore long, homemade 

dresses. They wore denim skirts and jumpers with high-necked blouses. They grew their hair long. 
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Some, citing 1 Corinthians 11:6, covered their heads. The fashion has been frequently described as 

“Little House on the Prairie,” connecting the style to Laura Ingalls Wilder’s memoir of the Ameri-

can frontier of the 1870s and ’80s and the TV show that fictionalized that story for NBC from 1974 

to 1982. The style, that is to say, evoked a past heavy with nostalgia. The clothes seemed to be from 

a time when people valued modesty and simplicity. They seemed to be from a time before consume-

rism. They communicated a rejection of the present in favor of a preferred, imaginary past. 

That rejection, of course, can be framed in terms of the imperative of authenticity. In age of 

mass production and mass consumption, many of these clothes were hand made. Rather than accep-

ting their assigned role of “consumer,” these women created with their own hands. Instead of buy-

ing something off a rack, accepting what someone else thought a woman should look like, these 

women made their own decisions and made their own clothes. The clothes they did buy—such as 

the denim jumpers—were valued for being unfashionable and out-of-step. The style was distinctive, 

making a statement against cultural conformity.

At the same time, what was most distinctive about these clothes was their conformity. The 

look seemed to be a uniform, worn by every conservative Christian homeschooling mom.  As a 60

uniform, the clothes communicated a job. They didn’t express a person’s personality or individual 

taste. They didn’t represent self-expressive choices. The clothes showed, rather, that these women 

were effacing their identities, sacrificing their selves to the responsibilities of their role as home-

schooling mother. Here, the internal tensions of authenticity are apparent. These clothes are choices 

against choice. In choosing to wear clothes that communicated an absence of choice, these women 

rejected the idea of the importance of individuality and self-actualization while, at the same time, 

expressing their identity and actualizing themselves through that act of self-erasure. According to 

the ideals of Romantic identity, people are most truly, authentically themselves when they throw off 

societal expectations to be who they truly are. With their jumpers and homemade dresses, the wo-

men of this homeschool movement fulfilled that ideal. By rejecting it. 

The same dynamic can be seen in how homeschooling women rejected feminism. Kathryn 

Joyce argues this was the core of the cultural project of conservative Christian homeschoolers: they 

were deeply anti-feminist and militantly pro-natalist. Joyce calls the movement “Quiverfull.” The 

name is taken from Psalm 127, which compares children to arrows and fathers to warriors. Joyce 

writes that these families made that metaphor central to their lives. Having children was thought of 

as a militant act. The domain of women was conceived as the site of a world-historical battle. “Qui-

verfull women are more than mothers,” Joyce writes. “They are domestic warriors in a battle 

against what they see as forty years of destruction wrought by women’s liberation: contraception, 
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women’s careers, abortion, divorce, homosexuality, and child abuse, in that order.”  The name 61

“Quiverfull” was not widely used by the people Joyce is describing. Some have explicitly rejected 

it.  The more common self-appellation in the 1980s and ’90s was simply “the homeschool move62 -

ment.” Opposition to feminism was central to the movement’s self understanding, though. Mary 

Pride, for example, described herself as someone who rejected feminism—or “radical” feminism—

to become a Christian.

In her very influential 1985 book, The Way Home: Beyond Feminism, Back to Reality, Pride 

argues that feminism has infected American churches. Christians have accommodated themselves to 

modern culture, starting with the acceptance of birth control and the idea of family planning.  They 63

have, in their daily lives and practices, implicitly endorsed feminism. Some have even endorsed it 

explicitly. In her mocking, outraged style, Pride heaps scorn on the prospect of ever reconciling 

women’s equality and the gospel message. “Stop and think calmly about this for a minute,” she wri-

tes of evangelical feminists. “We are being asked to kill our babies, endorse homosexuality (and 

perhaps become lesbians), nag our husbands to do our jobs so we can do theirs—under threat of di-

vorce—and all in the name of Christ!”  64

Pride holds that feminism and Christianity are not only incompatible, they are diametrical 

opposites. Christianity calls for people to worship and submit themselves to God. Feminism, on the 

other hand, promotes self fulfillment. It is fundamentally self-centered, according to Pride. Femi-

nism says that women find meaning and satisfaction in themselves, by becoming and being who 

they truly and authentically are. For feminism, Pride writes, “the burning question becomes, ‘What 

will fulfill me as a woman?”  65

This promise of self fulfillment is a trick, though. She argues that feminism focuses women 

on themselves and that this wrong, but also ineffectual. Women aren’t fulfilled by pursing their own 

interests. Women are deceived into seeking after and even engineering their own oppression. Desi-

ring meaningful work and a sense of purpose, women are conned into abandoning their meaningful 

work and their true purpose as mothers. “With all our modern talk of liberation, women fail to reali-

ze that the homeworking wife is actually the only liberated female!” Pride writes. “Feminists have 

foolishly claimed that women’s role as a homeworker is the result of male patriarchal bias. The op-

posite is true. Non-Christian male patriarchal societies have always enslaved women outside the 
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home; Christianity sets us free.”  This line of argument contains a notable reversal. Christianity 66

and feminism are completely opposed at the start of the argument but then, on a deeper level, they 

share a goal and share an understanding of what makes a woman’s life meaningful. For Pride, it 

turns out, it is not wrong for women to pursue personal fulfillment. Feminists are just pursuing it 

wrong. In rejecting feminism, then, Pride is rejecting the ideal of self fulfillment. By embracing it.

This is the internal tension of the imperative to authenticity. It is, in fact, the same tension 

internal to Romantic narratives. In Romantic narratives, as Regis recounts, the heroine is forced to 

deny who she truly is and live a life that has been imposed on her. She then breaks free. The heroine 

claims the right to say for herself who she is. She claims the agency to make her own choices. She 

claims that power, though, in the name of that which cannot be chosen. By an act of will, she sur-

renders her will. Happiness, in these narratives, is achieved by the release from societal strictures. It 

is also, importantly, achieved by a surrender of personal agency. The heroine gives up agency, ack-

nowledging that she cannot chose whom she loves, cannot chose who she is. She embraces her own 

sexual desire—but only accepts it as legitimate because it is “awakened,” rather than chosen.  Only 67

when the Romantic heroine really reckons with her lack of choice will she be truly happy. In the 

very traditional form of the Romantic narrative, affective individualism is achieved by expressing 

oneself. And one expresses oneself—one’s identity—by submitting oneself, one’s free will. In this 

way, the internal contradiction within the ideal of the subculture constructed by conservative Chris-

tian homeschoolers was not unusual. Homeschooling moms imagined themselves in Romantic nar-

ratives, in a popular dialectic of self fulfillment and abnegation.

This is certainly how Pride tells her story. As a young woman with a background in compu-

ter programing, she was pressured to go to work to provide for her husband when he was in semina-

ry. “Women today are being pushed,” she writes, extrapolating from her own experience, “in some 

cases with the church’s blessing, into working outside the home whether they want to or not” (em-

phasis original).  Some women, according to Pride, were being forced into this situation by the mi68 -

sogynistic men in their lives. A modern man sees their wives like a farmer sees a cow, “$10,000 a 

year on the hoof!” He “brutally forces his wife to put the children in day-care, forbids her to beco-

me pregnant, and sends her out into a job she does not want.”  The violent imposition of an identi69 -

ty didn’t just happen at work, either. It happened in the bedroom. Women were being pushed and 

pressured by their husbands, by society, by marital counsellors, and by “modern sexperts” to submit 
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to “freaky sex.”  Women were forced to participate, Pride writes, in “the stuff on which X-rated 70

movies thrive.”  This was demeaning. It was demeaning not just because the acts themselves are 71

ridiculous (Pride gives the example of a wife wrapped in Saran Wrap, which was popularized by the 

Total Woman seminars discussed in chapter two) or perverted (Pride seems particularly appalled by 

oral sex). More than that “freaky sex” demeaned women because it forced an identity on them. 

They were not given the opportunity to realize their own humanity, to be themselves and 

express themselves in their own way. Instead, women were told they have to behave a certain way. 

“We are now seen,” Pride complains, “as fancy vessels for men to relieve their sexual frustrations 

…. We are women,  females, able to bear and nurse children. We don’t need to dress like prostitutes 

or behave like actresses in an X-rated movie to enjoy our sexual nature.”  72

Society tried to force an identity on Pride. It tried to force her to be someone she wasn’t. It 

tried to tell her who she was and who she should be, but she resisted. Following the Romantic nar-

rative arc, she chose to be who she really was, declared she had no choice in the matter, and found 

personal fulfillment.

There are hints in Pride’s book that the reality of her journey of self discovery was not quite 

as smooth as the narrative would have it. Pride, in some passages of The Way Home, deeply resents 

society telling her who she is and who she is supposed to be, but there are other passages where she 

acknowledges she embraced this identity society assigned her. It felt, at least at times, like this was 

who she really was. Giving up her career to become a “homeworker” felt like becoming someone 

she wasn’t. “I myself did not know how to cook decently, sew respectably, or do the laundry when I 

started,” she notes in the final pages of The Way Home. “I had never been a hostess or taught a 

child. All I was good at was writing computer programs and passing tests!”  This new identity did 73

not immediately seem authentic. Pride does think it’s right for a woman to be a homeworker, 

though, and she thinks that because it is right it should be personally, emotionally fulfilling. 

If Christian wives and mothers accept the truth of this, of who they are, and submit, they 

will be fulfilled. They will find they are at home, both in the literal sense and in the deeper sense of 

being authentic. “Don’t you enjoy holding a sweet, warm little baby and watching him contentedly 

nurse at your breast?” Pride asks. “Don’t you treasure that first little smile as your baby drinks you 

in, the most important person in his world? … Doesn’t it make you feel special that God has trusted 
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you to nurture and protect this tiny morsel of helpless humanity?”  These are rhetorical questions. 74

The answer should be “yes.”

For Pride and for the many women who joined the conservative Christian homeschool mo-

vement in the 1980s and ’90s, that was the right answer. They testified to the truth of this answer in 

the terms of personal fulfillment. Pride collected some of these testimonies in her follow-up book, 

All the Way Home. Women from around the country wrote to Pride to tell her how they had been 

influenced by her writing to “come home” and find themselves. 

A woman from Delaware told Pride she was apprehensive about breastfeeding her baby, but 

did it because she was supposed to. “Now I can say,” she writes, “that nursing my children has been 

one of the sweetest experiences of my life!”  A woman from California reported her joy at having 75

another child.  A woman from Oklahoma wrote that her husband has gained influence in their 76

community because of their family. “Our joy about our family is evidence,” she tells Pride, “and 

although some think we’re crazy, I think they secretly admire us for taking a stand and following 

God’s perfect will in this day.”  77

Pride, who herself once struggled to answer those rhetorical questions in the affirmative, as-

sured her readers that this radical lifestyle was not only God’s will, it was rewarding. “As I look 

around at our six children studying, playing, and helping around the house,” she writes, “our home 

office and basement warehouse; our shelves lined with books full of ideas for future projects; our 

garden-to-be, full of beautiful dreams; and my dear husband who has worked so hard with me—my 

heart overflows with thanksgiving to God …. now I can report that God blesses those who are faith-

ful in even tiny things.” This was the promise of going home, and all the way home. There, you 

would flourish. There, you could be yourself. 

This conservative Christian homeschool movement peaked in the late 1990s. Historian Mil-

ton Gaither pinpoints the date as 1998.  One need not be that precise, though, to note there was a 78

change around that time. This seems to have been a result of a mix of factors. For one thing, at the 

turn of the century the eldest homeschool students came of age. Despite the hopes of the movement 

and the fears of critics that these young people would become shock troops in the culture wars, 
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many did not replicate their parent’s radical lifestyle.  It has been reported, for instance, that fewer 79

than one percent of graduates from Bill Gothard’s homeschooling program enrolled their own child-

ren in the Advanced Training Institute.  Many homeschool graduates moved on with their lives and 80

went on to do other things. 

The movement was not simply a failure, though. It was also partly a victim of its own suc-

cess. Schooling children at home achieved wider public acceptance. Antagonisms eased and home-

schoolers felt less of push towards separatism.  The number of new people interested in the radical 81

lifestyle movement slumped, and the market for seminars declined. Gothard’s seminars, for examp-

le, grossed $8 million in 1980.  A decade later, they grossed $3.3 million.  In 2010, they grossed 82 83

$219,372.  Homeschool leaders who depended on seminars for their income transitioned to other 84

things.

Still others were pushed out of the movement when they failed to live up to its standards. 

Seelhoff, for example, was ostracized when her marriage ended. She had a troubled marriage. Her 

husband was physically abusive and abandoned the family. When she quietly filed for divorce and 

started a relationship with another man, there was a scandal. Her magazine, which had been gros-

sing $300,000 annually, soon failed as subscribers and advertisers learned of the personal details.  85

Seelhoff sued a number of homeschool organizations and leaders, including Harris and Pride, for 

violating antitrust law by conspiring to take her business. Most of the lawsuits were settled out of 

court for undisclosed amounts. In the one that went to trial, a jury awarded Seelhoff $1.3 million.  86

 For more on people who rejected their homeschool-movement upbringing, see “The Raised Quiverfull 79

Project,” Love, Joy, Feminism, http://www.patheos.com/blogs/lovejoyfeminism/raised-quiverfull-project; 
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Even without collusion or personal problems, many movement magazines ran into financial 

trouble in the 1990s. Pride’s magazine, Help for Growing Families, stopped publishing in the midd-

le of the decade. A popular magazine for fathers in the movement, Quit You Like Men, folded in 

2000. Sluggish subscription rates and increasing competition from internet message boards made 

sustaining a profitable magazine difficult. The movement that was once held together by a network 

of magazines and seminars was forced to change and become something different.

The conservative Christian homeschool movement didn’t cease to exist, of course. It decli-

ned, but also diversified, evolved, and continued in different forms. In the 2000s and 2010s, there 

were conservative Christian lifestyle movements involving homeschooling that were organized 

around churches, such as Boerne Christian Assembly outside of San Antonio, Texas. In 2014, there 

were 205 such churches in 41 states listed in the “Family-Integrated Church Directory.”  There 87

were also celebrities in this period performing the “Quiverfull” lifestyle on Reality TV, notably Jim 

Bob and Michelle Duggar and their show, which aired from 2008 to 2015 and attracted as many as 

2.9 million viewers per episode.  Some parts of the broader movement continued to be just as radi88 -

cal and separatist as they were in that earlier era. Others have been more moderate. 

Even more moderate homeschooling mothers still struggle with this tension of authenticity 

and self-realization, though. For example, Tricia Goyer, an evangelical homeschooler who has writ-

ten Amish fiction series for several evangelical publishers, describes feeling guilt at not being devo-

ted enough to her children. She started homeschooling in 1995, but also wanted to become a nove-

lists, even though she was, as she puts it, “a young, homeschooling mom who hadn’t even finished 

college.” She decided to teach her three children in the morning and then write in the afternoon. She 

tried to protect her writing time. Her children inevitably needed her, though, and she would feel sel-

fish and guilty if she rebuffed their pleas. “I was sure I was the worst homeschooling mother there 

was,” Goyer recalls. The homeschooling ideal was held up as emotionally fulfilling and self-actua-

lizing, but also self-sacrificing. For Goyer, the lived reality was a contradiction. Like more radical 

homeschooling mothers, however, Goyer found a way to reconcile the contradictions inherent in the 

imperative to authenticity. Where, for Pride, sacrifice was fulfilling, for Goyer, fulfillment was sa-

crifice. “Over time I began to see how following my dreams benefited my children in numerous 

ways,” she writes. “I didn’t need to teach my kids that we should follow God’s dreams for us and 
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work hard to share His truth with others. They saw that lived out on a daily basis. Being a servant of 

God was modeled.”  89

Not incidentally, Goyer shared this personal struggle on a group blog named “Not Quite 

Amish.” On the website, Goyer and thirteen other women write about homeschooling, home-

making, mothering, their evangelical faith, their experiences in Amish tourism, and their writing 

careers. They are not promoting a radically separatist lifestyle. They are, nonetheless, trying to con-

struct an alternative to modernity. They have conceptualized the modernity they want to reject 

through the imagination of the Amish. For them, the Amish represent an ideal of emotional fulfill-

ment, but not without some internal tensions. 

The Context of the Heritage of Lancaster County Series

The tension of the authentic imperative also sets the context of Beverly Lewis’s trilogy, The Shun-

ning, The Confession, and The Reckoning. Lewis was the mother of three adopted children, inclu-

ding developmentally disabled twins whom she homeschooled. She was also a piano teacher, 

teaching about 40 students per week. Despite her busy schedule, her husband David Lewis encou-

raged her to pursue her life-long dream of being a writer. “Dave felt I had something to say that the 

world needed to hear,” Lewis recalled in 2007, “and he urged me to do everything I could to find 

out about marketing, how to approach a publisher and all the guidelines for submitting my work.”  90

She started with evangelical children’s books, such as The Double Dabble Surprise and The 

Chicken Pox Panic, both published in 1995. The efforts were met with some success. But it wasn’t 

easy. Lewis found it was only possible to be a homeschooling mom and an author because, as she 

put it, “all things are possible to those with a clock and a strict schedule.” It required “steely deter-

mination to make the day fit into the allotted hours.” She could allow herself to write, she said, 

“only when my family’s needs were met.”  She kept writing, though, and her imagination turned to 91

the Amish. She had conflicting feelings about the Amish. 

Lewis first experimented with an Amish character in in a young-adult mystery novel, Whis-

pers Down the Lane. She then wrote her first adult fiction, a story based loosely on her grandmo-

ther’s conversion experience. 

Bethany House immediately recognized potential in The Shunning. Carol Johnson, the edito-

rial director who had made a name for herself with Love Comes Softly, was captivated by the story. 
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Based on a sample of the first-person prologue and the first few chapters, the evangelical publisher 

contracted Lewis for a trilogy.  Steve Oates, vice president of marketing, thought “we could maybe 92

sell about 25,000 of that.” It was a wild underestimate.  93

The first installment of the Heritage of Lancaster County series was published in 1997. 

More than 150,000 copies sold that year. It was a phenomenon, launching Lewis into the ranks of 

the most-read evangelical women of the twentieth century. The second book was published the 

same year. The first printing of 75,000 copies sold out.  The final installment of the series was pu94 -

blished the next year and sold more than 100,000 copies. There success was recognized in the in-

dustry, and soon other Amish romances were being written. Lewis’s books began the massively 

successful genre of Amish romance novels. 

As Valerie Weaver-Zercher has documented, the genre has grown exponentially in two de-

cades. It now takes up substantial real estate on the shelves of Christian bookstores and its presence 

is also very visible at suburban Barnes & Nobles, big-box warehouse stores, and on online retail 

outlets.  It is one of the dominant genres of evangelical fiction, far more popular than some that 95

have been more widely considered by scholars and cultural critics, such as apocalyptic fiction. Le-

wis herself has continued to be very successful, publishing seven additional series of Amish roman-

ces, as well as some stand-alone novels. A number of these have become bestsellers, with some sel-

ling more than 500,000 copies.

What readers find, when they read these novels, is a story of a woman who breaks free of 

her restrictive religious community and the identity it has imposed on her. She searches for her true 

self and finds it. She finds her biological identity, her religious identity and her romantic identity, in 

that order. This is not unusual for romance novels. The broad arc of the narrative is fairly standard. 

The ideal romance, according to Janice Radway’s classic 1982 study of romance-novel readers, is 

the story a this kind of transformation. Radway found that among her survey group, the most popu-

lar romances start with the destruction or loss of the protagonist’s social identity. The narrative be-

gins with the “heroine’s removal from a familiar, comfortable realm usually associated with her 
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childhood and family.”  By the end of the story, through a series of interactions with the hero, the 96

heroine achieves a new identity. 

Radway’s reader don’t have the same taste as the readers of Amish romances, but both 

groups agree on the importance of this narrative arc, from identity lost to identity regained. Lewis’s 

novels sometimes focus on the psychological aspects of this transformation. Other times, the novels 

are not so introspective. The plot is constructed of major twists. The story is carried along by ob-

jects hidden where they will be found, hastily disguised identities, poorly executed cover-ups, gene-

rally ill-kept secrets, and sometimes incredible misunderstandings. This too is typical of romance 

novels, as Sarah Wendell and Candy Tan explain in their feminist celebration of the romance genre, 

Beyond Heaving Bosoms. Wendell and Tan say these plot devices are hoary and cliched, but also 

some of the most beloved. “The key to satisfying romance,” Wendell and Tan say, “is to layer the 

internal and external conflicts so that they compliment and contrast against one another.”  Lewis’s 97

heroine experiences just this kind of external and internal conflict. 

At the happy end she overcomes both personal and societal barriers to her emotional fulfill-

ment. The arc to this conclusion has eight narrative steps, essential to the romance genre, according 

to Pamela Regis. Regis’s definitive examination of the genre takes Jane Austen’s novels as para-

digmatic, but shows how popular, contemporary novels have maintained the form and the vitality of 

the romance genre.  Whether highbrow or low, the romance novel puts the heroine at the center 98

and tells the story of how “she rejects various encumbrances imposed by the old society to arrive at 

a place where society stops hindering her.”  99

There are eight steps in this story: the initial, flawed state of society, in which the heroine is 

unfulfilled; the meeting of the heroine and the hero; the barrier to their union; the attraction that in-

spires the heroine to surmount the barrier; the hero’s declaration of love; the point of ritual death, 

when the hoped for resolution is presented as impossible; the recognition, where the barrier to union 

is removed; and the final, joyous betrothal.  Lewis’s trilogy fits this form exactly, and also appeals 100

to evangelical readers by showing each step in the heroine’s journey has a spiritual dimension. Le-

wis’s fiction fulfilled the expectations of romance readers. And, it would seem, in many cases sur-
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passed them. Lewis spun a story of liberating transformation that appealed and continues to appeal 

to many, many readers. 

They open the first page expecting to find and finding a woman in search of her true identity. 

Katie Lapp’s True Identity

Katie Lapp has been told her entire life she is Amish. Her identity has been given to her. All of her 

life confirms this identity. Society tells her she is Amish. Her friends are Amish, her family is 

Amish, the food she makes is Amish, her husband-to-be is a bishop of the Amish, her house, her 

horse, and the boy she would have married if he hadn’t died in an accident are all Amish. In the tru-

est possible sense of the term, Lapp lives in “Amish country.” She has no reason to question this 

identity that envelops her. Yet she does. Dissent rises unbidden from within. She knows—in a deep 

way she cannot quite articulate—that she cannot just accept this imposition of who she is supposed 

to be. She feels she cannot just conform. She has to be true to herself. 

Lewis alerts readers to this inner dissent from the first page. The novel opens with a first-

person prologue narrated by the heroine. The first thing the heroine says is that there is a conflict 

between how she is supposed to be and who she really is. 

“If the truth be known,” Lapp announces, “I am more conniving than all three of my bro-

thers put together. Hardheaded, too.”  101

She has attempted to behave as she is supposed to behave, but it has been a struggle. She 

was baptized, her “heart filled with good intentions.”  She hoped that this would mark her and 102

make her “an honest-to-goodness Amishwoman,” like her mother and her friend Mary Stoltzfus.  103

Her mother and her friend, however, flourish in this life. Rebecca Lapp—“Dear Mam”—thrives in 

her given role. She is never as fully herself as when she is in the company of Amish women and 

they are doing Amish-women things. At “a quilting frolic or a canning bee,” “snapping peas or hus-

king corn,” the elder Lapp tells stories that are heart-felt and funny. She tells the stories of her life 

among the Amish and the Amish women around her love them and hang on them. Katie Lapp noti-

ces, too, that the stories seem to come from deep within her mother. For as long as she can remem-

ber, whenever her mother has told a story, “her hazel eyes held all the light of heaven.”  104

Mary Stoltzfus also seems herself among the Amish. At the start of the novel, she has stop-

ped attending school, where she “got the highest marks through all eight grades,” to focus on beco-
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ming a wife and mother. This doesn’t cause her any consternation, though. She greets her new life 

with joy. 

Lapp, on the other hand, describes coming of age as turning her back on the things she 

loved. She can’t live up to the community standards. She can’t suppress who she truly is. Even 

though she doesn’t want to, she fantasizes about other ways of life. The sight of a satin baby gown 

in the prologue awakens deep desires within her. “I was lost,” Lapp narrates, holding the dress, “in a 

world of my vivid imagination—colorful silk, gleaming jewels, golden mirrors. Turning and swir-

ling, I flew, light as a summer cloud, over the wooden floorboards. But with my dancing came the 

old struggles, my personal tug-of-war between plain and fancy. How I longed for beautiful 

things!”   For her, being Amish is not being herself. It isn’t authentic. And because it’s not authen105 -

tic, she doesn’t flourish and doesn’t feel emotionally fulfilled.

When Lapp is emotionally fulfilled, she is singing. As imagined by Lewis, the Amish are 

very strict about music. Lapp’s bishop (and fiancé) calls the guitar an instrument of evil.  He will 106

only allow people to sing from the church-approved songbook. These songs are not from the heart. 

Lapp’s songs, on the other hand, are. They come from within her, unbidden, pure expressions of 

who she is. Because of that, the music is not a choice, even when and where it is a choice. Music is 

a choice she has to make. 

“Ever since I was little, being Plain has been burdensome to me,” Lapp explains in one early 

scene. “It’s the music—all those songs in my head. I can’t make them go away.”  107

Pushed by her father and her bishop to confess this music as sin and conform to community 

standards, Lapp tries to suppress it. She stops singing the songs. She even stops humming. This 

doesn’t make her feel good, though. She thinks the religious rules ought to have the same affect on 

her they have on her mother and her best friend, creating a context in which she can flourish and be 

fulfilled as an individual. But they’re not having that affect on her. Instead of feeling restored to the 

community, Lapp feels estranged from herself. She feels trapped, “her heart imprisoned along with 

the forbidden songs.”  Lapp is confused by this. She feels her feelings are wrong. The third-per108 -

son narration, however, instructs readers of the truth. “The music had been a divine gift within Ka-

tie,” Lewis writes. “God, the Creator of all things, had created her to make music. It wasn’t Katie’s 

doing at all.”109
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There is a similar dynamic at work when Lapp changes her name. She rejects the name she’s 

been given—for her given name. She decides not to be called Katie Lapp. That is the only name 

she’s known, but it is her Amish name. It has been assigned to her by her adopted parents without 

her knowledge. She comes to a point where she would also say it has been assigned to her against 

her will. This might not seem like a particular violation of her identity, since most people in most 

Western cultures are assigned names in this way. But Lapp experiences her name as a violation. The 

novel, further, presents the name as somehow, importantly false. The name is not her name, even 

though functionally it is. When her Amish mother and father sit Lapp down to tell her she is adop-

ted, they tell her specifically that she is not Katie Lapp. There is no Katie Lapp. There are a lot of 

unstated assumptions, here, about what a name is, how a name works, and what it means to say that 

a name functions to name an object in the world. Lapp, however, just accepts her name is false. The 

name has been imposed on her, and with it an identity not her own. “If I’m not Katie Lapp … then 

who am I?” she asks. Rebecca Lapp answers, “You’re Katherine Mayfield, Katie, that’s who you 

really are.”  110

The novel imagines the inauthenticity of the name even undercuts the authenticity of other 

acts undertaken by Katie Lapp, making them false because they were done with a false name. Her 

baptism wasn’t real, for example. “The kneeling baptism never happened to me,” she says.  “I 111

wasn’t who I thought I was back then.”  The act of will, the act of choice, by itself, is not enough 112

to make her who she chooses to be. She didn’t really get baptized. She can’t really be Katie Lapp. 

That identity is false. Conversely, when she choses her real name, it’s a choice but a choice she can't 

not choose. When she chooses to be called Katherine Mayfield, it’s described as if it’s a recognition 

of an existing reality. “I’m supposed to be Katherine Mayfield,” she thinks, “whoever that is!”  113

Lapp initially tries to resist her real name. She tries to choose to be Katie Lapp. Even up to 

the moment she is preparing for her wedding to the bishop, a widower with children who need to be 

taken care of, Lapp is attempting to accept this identity. Alone with her mother upstairs, dressed in 

her white wedding apron and cape, Lapp says, “‘I’m just Plain Katie, ain’t?” The question is answe-

red affirmatively by her adoptive mother, but not before the third-person narrator notes that “even 

now” the Amish bride is “thinking of the satin baby dress, resisting the thought of its splendid feel 
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beneath her fingers.”  There is a sense in which she isn’t plain, which is to say a sense in which 114

that plainness is chosen, and thus not authentic.

Lapp decides she can’t do it. It’s just impossible. Being Katie Lapp will never stop being a 

struggle, because this is not who she is. She stands up at the last moment and objects to her own 

wedding. Lapps flees from her wedding, from the Amish, and from the world that has told her she is 

Amish. In doing that, she exercises her will and self-actualizes, overcoming the classic Romantic-

narrative barrier to affective individualism. It is at this moment the novel changes the heroine’s 

name. “She turned and fled down the narrow aisle, through the crowd of relatives and friends,” Le-

wis writes, “Katherine, called Katie, burst out the back door and ran from her childhood home.”  115

This is a moment of agency, in which she becomes herself. 

In a Romantic gesture, the protagonist then declares her identity literally to the heavens. 

“I’m Katherine now,” she says to the sky. “My name is Katherine Mayfield.”  Yet, here again, the 116

choice is presented as not being a choice. The discarded name was an identity that she wore like 

clothes. The new name—the “true” name—is different. It is given. The new name is who she is un-

derneath her skin. Shortly after she claims the name by an act of will and after she declares it to the 

sky, Mayfield explains to her brother that the name isn’t chosen at all.

“Don’t call me Katie anymore. My name is Katherine,” she says. 

“Since when?” he says. 

“Since the day I was born.”117

She has to be herself in the world of today.

Inherited Belief

Another way the Heritage of Lancaster County series stages the internal tensions of the imperative 

to authenticity is by presenting the heroine’s true self as genetic. Even if she could stop singing, 

even if she could accept her inauthentic name, Katherine Mayfield would still have auburn hair. The 

protagonist’s hair sets her apart. This is a standard for the Romance genre. As Wendell and Tan note, 

“Heroines—especially Old Skool heroines—are colorful, colorful creatures. Hair of titian, flax, ho-

ney, deepest auburn…no heroine ever has plain old brown hair.”  Lewis’s heroine, firmly in this 118
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tradition, insists on describing her hair as auburn, though some might say it is red.  “Red,” she in119 -

sists, is “for worldly English barns and highway stop signs—not for the single most beautiful fea-

ture God had ever given a woman.”  The special color is what first attracts the attention of the va120 -

rious suitors in the series. Mayfield thinks of her hair as her “crowning glory.”  Her hair, however, 121

also sets her apart in another way. It shows that she isn’t Amish. 

While it might be true that, as the bishop says, “lots of folks have red hair,” his observant 

son is right when he counters, “not around here.”  122

Mayfield’s hair is evidence she is unrelated to those around her, that she’s adopted. It’s not 

even necessary to do a genetic test. The truth is readily apparent to anyone who notices. “Katie 

Lapp” doesn’t look like she has inherited a single gene from her mother or father. “Where was the 

broomstick hair and the hazel eyes—the family mark?” an aunt wonders. “Not even as far back as 

great-great-Grandmammi Yoder had there been a speck of red hair.”  The Amish notably require 123

Lapp to cover up her hair with a devotional kapp.  This is another way they force the heroine to 124

deny who she truly is. She self-actualizes, at the end of the first novel, by taking off her head cover-

ing and showing her hair. She chooses to celebrate her hair.125

This idea of genetic belonging plays a major role in the plot of the second novel of the se-

ries, The Confession. Mayfield leaves Amish country in search of her biological mother. She finds 

Laura Mayfield Bennett at her wealthy estate in upstate New York. It’s a few days before Christmas. 

Her long-lost mother is on her death bed, praying she might be reconnected with her daughter. By 

the time Mayfield reaches her mother, though, a fake “Katie Lapp” has already ensconced herself in 

the household, part of a conspiracy to take the dying woman’s money. The imposter is a model hi-

red by Bennett’s husband, Dylan, the villain of the novel, who smokes cigars and thinks villainous 

things, such as, “I will not be dethroned.”  126

Mayfield takes a job as a maid. Finding her place as rightful heiress is occupied, she preten-

ds to be looking for employment at the estate and is quickly hired. She is incorporated into the busy 

work of preparing for Christmas and the long-hoped-for reunion of mother and daughter. Soon the 
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real daughter and fake daughter are side-by-side. The New York model pretends she is Amish and 

goes by the now doubly-fake name, “Katie Lapp.” She is not very good at being Amish, though. 

Her hands are too soft.  Her accent doesn’t seem quite right, even to those only casually acquain127 -

ted with the dialect.  She wears silky, skimpy lingerie under her “Plain” costume.  She uses the 128 129

telephone.  130

It is not the woman’s inauthentic imitation of the Amish that exposes her scam, however. It 

is genetics. As a maid notes, “Anyone could see that Katie Lapp was not the mistresses’ daughter. 

Had not a single physical trait in common.” Just as Mayfield had no biological connection to the 

Amish, the fake Amish woman has no physical resemblance to the woman she is pretending is her 

mother. “The young Amishwoman had not a speck of Laura Bennett in her!” one member of the 

household staff observes.  131

By comparison, though Mayfield is in disguise, she has obvious physical traits in common 

with Bennett.  Mother and (true) daughter clearly belong together because they both have the 132

same hair. “Not many people,” says one character, an artist hired to paint a Christmas portrait, 

“have the privilege of wearing the rich colors of autumn all year long.”  Of course, the model hi133 -

red to pretend to be the daughter also has red hair. But it’s not quite right. It’s more a strawberry 

blond color. This is pointed out by the imposter herself. At a pivotal moment, she decides she can 

no longer stand to be a part of the deception. “I’m not your daughter, Mrs. Bennett,” she says. As 

evidence, she takes off her head covering, pulls two hairpins, and shakes her tresses free. No further 

proof is needed.  The same is true with the true daughter’s hair. Just a glimpse of it is evidence 134

enough. One character comes up with the idea that the recently hired maid is actually the long-lost 

heiress in disguise just because he saw the color. The man is instantly convinced of what might 

seem a rather implausible or at least unusual scenario. But he has seen the hair.  Mayfield, for her 135

part, attaches the same significance to her chief genetic trait.  When she confronts Dylan Bennett 136
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about his deception, he demands proof she is the true daughter. She says simply, “I have her 

hair.”137

This understanding of genetic identity is critical to the plot. It also is critical, however, to 

how the novel imagines belief as the unconditional belonging that enables an individual to truly, 

fully be themselves, and flourish. The Heritage of Lancaster County stages belief as, in some sense, 

inherited. This is visible in how the Amish are depicted as an ethnic group. 

It is not unusual for white ethnic groups to be defined religiously in the United States. Unli-

ke Jews or Irish Catholics, however, the Amish have been historical characterized by their convic-

tion that religious belonging cannot be inherited. The key distinctive of anabaptist theology is adult 

conversion and baptism. In these novels, though, belonging to this religious group is not imagined 

as a choice or an act of will. Lewis, instead, imagines Amishness as something acquired at birth. In 

these novels, even someone who is no longer part of an Amish church or community, who has not-

hing to do with the Amish way of life, who is not Amish by act of will, is Amish in the sense of ha-

ving an Amish “heritage.”  138

Outside of the fiction, Lewis also talks about heritage this way. She regularly claims she is 

connected to the religion ethnically. When readers inquire if she was raised Amish, a frequently as-

ked question on her website, Lewis responds by talking about how she is related to the religious be-

liefs on her mother’s side, and knows the way of life from family reunions she went to as a child.  139

The front matter of many of her books mention “her mother’s Plain family heritage.” Partly, to to be 

sure, this works to assure readers she knows what she is writing about, but it also depicts belief as a 

matter of inherited belonging. This is how she imagines Amishness. 

This is why the heroine, adopted into an Amish family, can’t be Amish. Mayfield is not real-

ly Amish because she is “English by birth and Plain by adoption.”  Her adoptive mother tries to 140

insist that one can belong to the religion without being born to it. Rebecca Lapp says her adopted 

daughter is Amish “in every way, ’cept blood.” But Mayfield rejects that. To be Amish “’cept 

blood” is inauthentic. To embrace this religion and its way of life is to be “turned into someone she 

is not.”  The novels endorse this view of given belonging. Shortly after the heroine reaches this 141

conclusion about the nature of Amishness, for example, it is echoed by an older woman. She is 

known to the community as the Wise Woman. The Wise Woman tells Mayfield she doesn’t belong 
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in the anabaptist community. This, however, is not a condemnation. Mayfield cannot believe among 

the Amish and cannot flourish there because she isn’t authentically Amish. “I was born Amish, and 

I’ll die the same,” the Wise Woman explains. “The Plain life is the only life I’ll ever know.” By 

comparison, she tells the girl, “you seem out of place somehow” and “always have.”  The older 142

woman then helps the heroine find her birth mother. If living out one’s belief is a matter of being 

yourself, then one’s beliefs have to be given before they can be believed.

The revelation of true belonging has been important to the genre of Amish romance. As the 

genre has developed since Lewis’s first novel, though, direction of the discovery has reversed. It is 

more common for the novels to feature modern American women discovering they are “really” 

Amish than the other way around. Heroines frequently discover “the Amish within,” as the stories 

cater to the readers’ “fantasy of discovering that one is of true Amish stock,” according to Valerie 

Weaver-Zercher. And, “in each case, the protagonist finds that her previously disheveled life gathers 

into coherence and calm as she learns the truth of her essential Amishness.”  This reversal leaves 143

intact the key assumption that Amishness is inherited. True emotional fulfillment is presented as the 

product of being who you really are. That authentic identity is shown to be the end result of a self-

actualizing quest, in which the heroine discovers the choice she can’t not choose.

It isn’t just Amish belief that is presented as an inheritance. Evangelicalism is also imagined 

in this way in The Heritage of Lancaster County. Laura Bennett is an evangelical Christian and 

longs to pass this on to her long-lost daughter. Her religious practices are very private and very in-

timate, consisting of quiet devotions, Bible study, and spontaneous, free prayer. She understands 

herself to have a personal relationship with God. In one scene, for example, she is left “alone with 

her thoughts,” and she starts to pray. Without closing her eyes, or moving from where she sits at the 

window surveying the view from her New York mansion, she says, “Well, Lord, it’s the two of us 

again.”  Bennett earnestly prays for her reunion with her daughter, if it’s God’s will, that she 144

might pass on her inheritance. That bequest includes the estate and riches, but also, importantly, re-

ligious beliefs.

Bennett shares her beliefs, first, with the imposter pretending to be her daughter, “Katie 

Lapp.” Bennett makes it clear that her evangelicalism is important to her and it is her deep hope to 

impart this to her daughter. The woman pretending to be Lapp protests that she couldn’t just “throw 

away my Amish beliefs.” She is committed to those beliefs, though, specifically because of her fa-

milial connect to them. “My parents,” she says, and then corrects herself, “my adoptive parents 
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would be so hurt. And my brothers and sisters.”  One can easily imagine a person having a deeper 145

and stronger connection to her adoptive family than the biological mother who gave her up at birth, 

but Lewis presents this as evidence Lapp is an imposter. She is only interested in money. Bennett’s 

true daughter, by comparison, wants the greater inheritance. Mayfield wants the religious inheritan-

ce. “She figured,” Lewis writes, “that because of Laura Bennett’s close connection with the Almigh-

ty, she, too, was somehow linked to righteousness.”  When the two women are reunited in the fi146 -

nal pages of The Confession, the very first thing Mayfield says is “I’ve missed you all my life” and 

“I’ve never been truly Amish, not through and through.”  She is ready for her birthright, her true 147

faith. 

She still has to chose to believe and she does in the final novel, The Reckoning. But May-

field is imagined as choosing it authentically. She choses to believe that Jesus died for her because 

she can’t not chose it. She choses belief because that’s who she truly, authentically is. When she 

hears the evangelical message of a personal God, it resonates with what is already inside her. May-

field is shown going to church almost two-thirds of the way through the third novel. Lewis descri-

bes how the once-“Plain” woman who had always longed for fancy things takes in the sight of stai-

ned glass windows and thrills to the majestic organ. Then she hears the sermon. “She was captiva-

ted,” Lewis writes, “by the message on the love of God … a personal heavenly Father who adored 

and cared for His children.”148

The message is, importantly, not new to Mayfield. Rather, it comes to her with the emotional 

resonance of something she already knows. The minister’s words give form to an unarticulated sen-

se she already has, “shaping something life-giving inside her.”  The message awaken a sense me149 -

mory, much like a smell can transport one back to childhood. Mayfield hears the gospel message 

and has a feeling of “something she’d experienced as a child on several occasions but had had no 

idea what to do about.”  Later, in the privacy of the mansion she has inherited, Mayfield studies 150

the scripture the minister quoted. She looks up 1 John 3:1 in a leather-bound King James Bible, 

which she has also inherited from her biological mother. She reads the first part of the verse. “Be-

hold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of 
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God,” it says, speaking to the novels’ theme of an unknown inheritance.  Mayfield feels incredibly 151

moved. She converts. Yet, as she describes it, the conversion is not as much a decision to be diffe-

rent or change as it is a recognition and acceptance of what is true. 

“I’ve felt it for months now,” she says. “God is calling me.”  152

Then, immediately after praying the sinner’s prayer, she thinks of her biological mother who 

connected her to this belief and how happy she must be in heaven. In this way, evangelical belief is 

present as being given. Like her hair and her name, belief is presented as a choice, but a very speci-

fic kind of choice.

Personal, Individual Flourishing

In the process of telling this story, Lewis ends up taking a curious position towards the Amish. To a 

certain extent, the Heritage of Lancaster County series condemns the Amish it imagines. In Lewis’s 

fiction, the Amish are presented as dogmatic, authoritarian religionists standing in the way of hu-

man flourishing. They adhere to the man-made rules, the “Ordnung,” which Lewis imagines as “un-

spoken list of church rules and regulations.”  Evangelicalism, on the other hand, is a religion of 153

the heart. They are not true Christians, because they don’t have that conversion experience and a 

personal relationship with Jesus. Mayfield, after her conversion experience, articulates this. “Follo-

wing the Ordnung isn’t what matters,” she says. “Don’t you see, being a follower of Jesus is what 

counts?”154

The opposition is explained several times by Daniel Fisher, Mayfield’s childhood love and 

the suitor she ends up with at series’s end. More than any other character, he speaks as for evangeli-

calism, contrasting evangelical belief with the Amish he left behind. For the Amish, Fisher says, 

belief was a matter of taboos and traditions. It was all alien and (seemingly) arbitrary. “So much of 

what I knew about religion and God had been passed down to me,” Fisher says, “from our par-

ents—their parents before them.”  Evangelicalism, on the other hand, is emotional and immediate. 155

Fisher’s narrative arc to conversion is only revealed in retrospective bits and pieces in the three no-

vels and never with the depth or attention to emotional detail given Lapp/Mayfield’s conversion. 

Readers learn only a little about Fisher’s backstory. In the first novel, Fisher is presumed dead in a 
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tragic boating accident. By book’s end, it is revealed he didn’t die.  In the second book, it is ex156 -

plained he used the accident as cover to run away from home and become an evangelical. He comes 

back from his fake death to tell his family about Jesus. 

In the third book, Fisher pursues the heroine. This is partly out of romantic interest, partly 

seeking forgiveness and, most importantly, to tell her about Jesus. Fisher thinks what happened to 

him is insignificant in comparison to what happened in him. “Someday I hope you’ll allow me to tell 

you the whole story, everything that happened,” Fisher writes Katherine. “In the meantime, I have 

found a love I’ve never known … this I find in Jesus.” Finding Jesus means finding that one can be 

saved by grace, rather than works. It means being certain of one’s salvation. Fisher’s new faith is 

summed up by the idea that “God’s Word clearly states the way to redemption—through faith in Je-

sus, the Savior.” This is contrasted to the Amish, who are “bound up in the rules and requirements 

of a church.”  They are burdened with guilt, since they can never know if they’re good enough to 157

earn God’s favor.

Fisher does not simply say the Amish are not true Christians, though. He hedges on this 

point. He says, “I know a good many Plain folk who’ve experienced God’s gift of salvation through 

grace same as I have.”  And there are things about the Amish that Fisher admires. In an observati158 -

on Albert Jay Nock might have made, for example, he notes the Amish don’t need nursing homes or 

hospice care for their elderly.  He makes a point of saying he is not ashamed of what he calls his 159

Amish “heritage,” “not in the least.”  Other characters, similarly, find things they like about the 160

Amish. Many minor characters approach the Amish as tourists and they are not imagined, by the 

novels, to be wrong. They adore “traditional Amish quilting patterns,” specifically “the popular Ni-

nepatch” and “the Country Songbird.”  They treat the quilts as art objects and quilting as a craft 161

they can take up as a hobby. The religion is perceived as a lifestyle, which can then be consumed in 

modern, middle class leisure. 

A notable character who takes this approach is Laura Bennett, who is enraptured by these 

“strangely ordinary people.” Despite the specifics of her individual story, she is like a lot of tourists: 

She leaves the city, leaves behind what she thinks of as the modernity of factories and shopping 

malls, and goes to “Amish Country.” Soon, the landscape opens up. The patchwork of fields looks 
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like a quilt and there, “under the benign sun, farmers were busy working the land, using the simple 

tools of centuries past.”  Bennett is strongly affected by what she sees. She is moved to tears 162

watching Amish children pick strawberries, but doesn’t know why. She describes herself as enchan-

ted.  “Perhaps it was the way the ribbon of road dipped and curved past fertile fields on every 163

hand,” the narrator says. “Or the nostalgic sight of horse-drawn carriages. Or the gentle creaking of 

a covered bridge, flanked by groves of willows—their long fronds stirring in a lazy breeze.”  Like 164

so many tourists, Bennett cannot quite articulate her feelings, but is overwhelmed.

Lewis herself can seem similarly affected. She is moved by the Amish, even if her admirati-

on for them is not without reservation. Sometimes she cannot help but wax rhapsodic about this al-

ternative way of life. Often, this comes through in descriptive passages. Lewis can get momentarily 

distracted from the story she is telling by the thought of an Amish cellar. The third-person narrator 

describes the rows and rows of canning jars and piles and piles of home-grown produce, even while 

noting they are not relevant to the story.  165

If any character was going to take an unambiguous position critiquing the Amish, it would 

be the heroine. Yet Mayfield, who has felt the oppressive force of Amish dogmatism personally, re-

mains warmly disposed to the Old Order religionists. “I suppose it does seem strange,” she says, 

when asked why she is “still drawn to Plain folk.” “I really don’t have any animosity towards my 

People. I don’t dislike them … not at all.”  Despite some sharp criticisms of the Amish, and the 166

negative contrast with evangelical belief, these novels ultimately leave a lot of space for celebrating 

and appreciating the alternative lifestyle of the Amish.

Even the clearer condemnations are qualified. The Heritage of Lancaster County series ul-

timately, for example, takes an ambivalent position towards the practice of shunning. On the one 

hand, shunning is oppressive and cruel. Just the thought terrifies people. “Die Meinding, the shun-

ning, was a frightful thing,” Lewis writes. “The word itself stirred powerful emotions among the 

People. Feelings of rejection, abandonment … fear.”  The practice is imagined as being in some 167

ways worse than death. The shunned person is not only separated from loved ones, the loved ones 

must deny their love and not mourn the person or remember them in any formal, public way. In Ka-
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tie Lapp’s case, her (adopted) family is even forbidden from saying her name.  On the other hand, 168

as imagined by Lewis shunning is not bad in and of itself. Multiple characters note the shunning of 

Lapp/Mayfield was particularly harsh. Mary Stoltzfus comments that “it’s much too harsh, seems to 

me.”  Another character says, “Our bishop’s mighty hard on the People, ya know. Doesn’t bat an 169

eye ‘bout puttin’ the Ban on someone who shows signs of arrogance.”  Rebecca Lapp reflects that 170

this particular shunning was the “harshest one she’d known in all these parts.”  Even the bishop 171

ends up agreeing he went too far. He publicly apologizes and eases off of the total ban of all contact 

with Mayfield.  172

The particular exercise of the religious practice is imagined as bad, then, but the practice 

itself is insulated from critique. Shunning can be cruel, but is not necessarily cruel. “It’s legitimate 

origins are found in the New Testament,” Fisher says. “I’d have to say, though, that too often folks 

are shunned for mighty petty transgressions.”  Lewis’s fiction finally takes this ambivalent attitude 173

towards the Amish way of life. When it is good, it’s good. When it’s bad, it’s bad.

The difference, on closer examination, is based on the standard of personal authenticity. 

Amish religious practices are judged in the novels in terms of individual emotional fulfillment. 

When and where a particular aspect of the way of life is shown to help people be themselves, it is 

deemed good. If it is not good, that’s because it denies the unique expressions of an individuality 

created by God. The restrictive rules about clothes, for example, are shown to be bad for Mayfield. 

When she is forced to conform to community standards, such as “the way they pulled their hair into 

tight buns at the back of their heads, the severe clothing, the devotional head covering,” it “made 

her feel empty.”  When she was adopted by the Amish as a baby, she was wearing satin. She has, 174

in the years since, only worn Amish clothes, but she’s never gotten used to them. The dresses still 

feel heavy; their colors still seem dull.  Her heart yearns for finer fabrics. When she leaves the 175

Amish, the first thing Mayfield does is find clothes that feel right to her. “She loved the swishing 
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song of the fabric,” Lewis writes, “the silky feel of it against her skin. And, oh glory, the open neck-

line, free and unrestrictive.”  The clothes make her feel good, and so are good. 176

For her friend Mary Stoltzfus, on the other hand, swishing, silky dresses have a different 

affect. They don’t make her feel like herself. The don’t help her express who she truly is. She re-

coils from fancy clothes, seeing that endless freedom of expression as a vortex of choices in which 

one would lose one’s sense of self. She says, “They—those worldly moderns—keep changing and 

changing their clothes and themselves ’til they don’t know which end’s up. They don’t know who 

they are or whatnot all!”  Stoltzfus choses for herself the conformity Mayfield rejects, exercising 177

her agency through self-effacing submission of her will. For Stoltzfus, the religious stricture is good 

because it helps her be herself. 

Unlike Helen Reimensnyder Martin and others who have imagined that “there is no way to 

be both Amish and self-actualized,” Lewis takes this relativistic approach.  In the world that she 178

imagines in The Heritage of Lancaster County, the Amish way of life is emotionally fulfilling for 

some and not for others, and individuals should choose what is right for them.

True religion is affective religion. It is emotionally fulfilling and individualistically expres-

sive. The novels present evangelicalism in these terms. As an evangelical, it is important to Lewis 

that the Bible is the word of God and the Ordnung is not. Yet she explains this difference in terms of 

its affect. The Bible is the Bible because it gives life. The Ordnung is shown to be wrong because it 

makes people feel bad. It forbids them from expressing themselves, as in the case of music.  It is 179

only a list of rules to control people.  It discourages and dismays people, making them feel like 180

they don’t measure up.  Mayfield reflects that the Ordnung “put a damper on my every word, 181

deed, and oftentimes my thoughts, too.”  The Bible is qualitatively different. The Bible speaks to 182

the heart’s desire. “Read the book of John in the New Testament,” Fisher writes Mayfield. “You’ll 

find what your heart searches for.”  183

What her heart searches for, what humans are yearning for, according to this fiction, is the 

assurance of the love of a personal God. People want to know there is a God who cares about every 
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detail of their daily lives, not in a controlling way, but out of compassion.  As one Amish woman 184

explains it, “We don’t often hear that kinda thing about the Good Lord. It would be awful nice to 

know that what you say is true about almighty God bein’ interested in every person’s life.”  When 185

Mayfield goes to church, she hears a different message than she heard from the Amish. She hears 

passages from the Bible that she never knew existed and they say God cares for her personally. 

“She was captivated by the message of the love of God,” Lewis writes, “a personal heavenly father 

who adored and cared for his children.”  Her heart longs for this. God, in turn, longs to give her 186

what her heart desires.  God wants to be found and God wants Mayfield to flourish and fully be 187

who she is meant to be. Rather than correcting people or instructing them on how they are supposed 

to behave, the Bible helps people realize their true selves, and flourish. The Bible is shown to have 

affected Fisher so positively that “his face purely shown with a radiance.”  This is taken as evi188 -

dence of the truth of the Bible. Fisher reads the first half of 1 John 5:10 and all of verse 11 in the 

King James Version to make this point: “He that believeth in the Son of God hath the witness in 

himself … and this is the record, that God hath given to us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.”  189

The evidence of an evangelicals’ belief is inside them. It rises, unbidden, an authentic expression of 

who they truly are. In a personal relationship with Jesus, people can be themselves in the world of 

today. 

The novels start with the heroine’s declaration of the disjunction between how she is suppo-

sed to be and how she actually is. They end with the resolution of the struggle between the internal 

and external. The heroine is united with the hero and “past and present faded with his kisses, and 

her heart sang, responding with joy.”  In the epilogue, Mayfield address the reader, reporting that 190

she and Fisher got married “before God and the many witnesses—mostly Mennonites—who as-

sembled at the Hickory Hollow meetinghouse.”  She carried a white Bible with her wedding bou191 -

quet. At the wedding, Mayfield reconciled with her adoptive mother and told her she is praying for 

her and the Amish. She said, “My search is over, Mamma. All the scraps and pieces of my life are a 
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God-ordered design … like one of your beautiful quilts.” The design, Mayfield says, “is all right 

here” in the Bible.  192

The Heritage of Lancaster County concludes with the couple living happily ever after, in 

accordance with the romance genre. They sing to each other. They share the love of Jesus. And they 

tell their children and grandchildren the story of how they sought and found themselves, and flou-

rished.

Reading Beverly Lewis

More than one reader thrilled to the romance of the Heritage of Lancaster County. Sales numbers 

alone testify to the popularity of Lewis’s work and the genre she started. Amish romances have 

grown popular enough to attract the attention of some cultural critics. One of the questions critics 

have routinely focused on is the genre’s authenticity.

When scrutinized for factual veracity, the novels don’t hold up too well. Critics have found 

numerous errors, ranging from small details about clothing and speech to preposterous plot ele-

ments. The fiction is not as mimetic as it presents itself. These errors are often quite minor. Lewis, 

for example, has been blamed for perpetuating the inaccurate information that the Amish don’t have 

indoor plumbing.  Other errors are more major. The Shunning’s depiction of shunning is inaccura193 -

te in important ways.  194

Perhaps most critically, Amish romances tell evangelical stories with evangelical heroines. 

This can seem, as religion writer Ann Neumann put it, like an “opportunistic appropriation of a 

heretofore sheltered subculture on a staggering scale.”  Neumann accuses Lewis and the genre she 195

started of being “singularly careless” about accuracy. Beth Graybill, former director of the Lancas-

ter Mennonite Historical Society, is more generous when she suggests “many of these writers do try, 

in fact, to get their facts right.”  Lewis has said she cares about these details. In The Shunning, the 196

acknowledgements thank the Lancaster Historical Society, the Mennonite Information Center, the 

county’s public library, and a private museum of Amish Life in Intercourse, Pennsylvania called the 
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People’s Place. The acknowledgements also thank “Amish friends and contacts, most of whom 

choose to remain anonymous.”  The para-text also mention Lewis’s anabaptist “heritage.” 197

These claims to research lead some critics, including Neumann, to say the genre has “staked 

its reputation largely on its unvarnished authenticity,” and failed to live up to that standard.  Au198 -

thenticity, however, is presented in the Heritage of Lancaster County as something more important 

than the correct recording of facts. Authenticity is the truth of identity. It is the self discovery essen-

tial to self realization. The fiction focuses readers on this experience, above all else. It directs rea-

ders again and again to an authenticity that isn’t accounted for in facts, but in a feeling spiritual 

fullness.

Readers, of course, read these texts in many ways. They are creative in their uses of fiction 

and the novels do not bind them to particular interpretations. Valerie Weaver-Zercher’s study of the 

allure of Amish romance novels found many readers were interested in how the novels made them 

feel. She found they liked the imaginative alternative to their daily lives. One woman, a vice presi-

dent of an international business, described reading of Amish romances as an extension of her thri-

ce-yearly family trips from Philadelphia to Lancaster County.  Another woman reported reading 199

fiction is better than touring Amish communities because the novels allow her to experience peop-

le’s lives. 

Steve Oates, who was in charge of marketing Lewis’s first novels, called them “mini-vacati-

ons.” The fiction might be classified as escapism, though “escape” is perhaps too judgmental a 

word. Weaver-Zercher suggests “transported.” Readers desire to be moved out of their own modern 

lives in an “Amish country getaway.” Like tourists, they leave their own worlds for a short time, 

hoping to return to them rested, revitalized, and maybe inspired.  200

The stories of affective individualism, in this way, are read as a private practice of affective 

individualism. Readers pursue the same sort of authenticity that the characters pursue: the authenti-

city that calls them to individual, emotional fulfillment. The connection—or even conflation—of the 

characters’ spiritual search and the readers’ is not lost on the readers. In fact, it’s frequently cited as 

the reason for reading. Discussions of these texts, Weaver-Zercher found, are frequently conversati-

ons about belief. 
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At a women’s book club in Plano, Texas, for example, discussion of an Amish romance no-

vel moved freely “between the content and characters of the book itself and the stuff of their own 

lives, especially faith. Always they return to faith.”  201

The text encourages this. As readers pick up these novels and imagine what it would be like 

to be Amish and what it would be like to go on a quest to find yourself, they imagine, too, what be-

lief would be like if it were like authenticity. They imagine discovering the truth of who they are—

really.

The Search for Authenticity

In some ways, the readers of Amish romances, who express themselves in their consumption of the-

se novels, are different than the heroine of the Heritage of Lancaster County. They are not, for the 

most part, red-haired heiresses who were given away at birth. They have no personal experience 

with the Amish, and certainly weren’t raised being told they were Amish. On the other hand, of 

course, readers really identify with Katie Lapp and Katherine Mayfield, and the story of how the 

former realizes she is really the latter. When they look at the cover and see a girl in a bonnet, they 

see something the recognize. They too long to be themselves in the world of today.

Conservative homeschooling women in 1980s and ’90s, who were identified by their dis-

tinctive homemade dresses and denim jumpers, looked more like the Amish romance heroines. At 

least on the surface. The similarity can obscure the deeper difference. Katie Lapp feels her clothes 

hid who she truly is. In the homeschooling movement, by contrast, the clothes were understood to 

reveal true selves, the women’s authentic identity as mothers. In that difference, however, the fictio-

nal Amish women and the real homeschooling mothers share a social imaginary. The unarticulated 

background, for both, is this imperative of personal, individual flourishing.

Belief, in each case, is conceived of as the realization of self, the fulfillment of the authentic 

imperative. Faced with the condition of secularity, where there are always choices and too many 

choices, and each one can feel fragile, one of the responses from evangelicals was to ask the questi-

on, “Who am I really?”  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5 

IMAGINING LIMINAL BELIEF 

 When Mackenzie Allen Phillips finds what he’s looking for, he thinks he’s going crazy. 

 The protagonist of The Shack, the bestselling evangelical novel of the start of the twenty-

first century, is looking for the place where his daughter was murdered, the titular cabin in the 

woods. He finds it, and reality itself seems to buckle. 

 At first it is momentary, a wavering, where the abandoned cabin is also something else: 

“The shack itself looked dead and empty, but as he stared it seemed for a moment to transform into 

an evil face, twisted into in some demonic grimace.”  Then the evil of the place is so overwhelming 1

that Phillips feels like he should kill himself. He feels “the emptiness of the place invading his 

soul.”  He doesn’t do it, though part of him wants to, but instead sits down in the shack. This is 2

where his daughter was killed. He sees a bloodstain. He sees what she must have seen, in her horri-

ble last moments. Phillips dozes off, for probably only a few minutes, and then gets up to leave. He 

walks away—and as he does he sees everything change.  

 Winter becomes spring. 

 Snow becomes flowers and birds are singing.  

 The run-down shack becomes something sturdy and beautiful, a well-constructed, well-

maintained cabin by a lake in a flower-filled glade.  

 He thinks he must be going crazy. Phillips feels “as if he had opened Pandora’s box and was 

being swept away into the center of madness.”  3

 William Paul Young, The Shack (Newbury Park, CA: Windblown Media, 2007), 76.1

 Young 78. All italics and ellipses in all quotations are original.2

 Young 80.3
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 He goes back to the cabin door. Before he can reach the handle, God answers. God is not 

what he expected.  

 “It was all so impossible,” Phillips thinks, “but here he was, or was he really here at all?”  4

 The Shack was published in 2008, and has since sold more than ten million copies. The no-

vel tells the story of a weekend encounter with God. It tells the story of how a man who was angry 

at God because of the evil that had happened to him and the tragedy in his life nonetheless comes to 

trust God and believe in God.  

 In The Shack, belief is imagined as the embrace of ambiguity. Like the bestselling evangeli-

cal fiction of the end of the previous century, the central theme of the novel’s narrative is the strugg-

le to believe in a secular age, in the secular condition. Unlike some evangelical fiction, such as the 

bestselling Left Behind series, however, The Shack invites readers to imagine belief happens in the 

struggle with doubt, that belief doesn’t settle what has been unsettled or finally resolve all uncer-

tainty, but arises out of that condition. Ambiguity and indeterminate in-betweeness are presented as 

important for true Christian belief. The novel invites readers to imagine that uncertainty, in fact, is 

the necessary condition of belief. 

The Uncertainty of Secularity  

Uncertainty is a dominant aspect of secularity. In one sense, it is a simple byproduct of a pluralistic 

society. There are historical reasons for this, which can be traced back to the Industrial Revolution 

and before that the Enlightenment. But even just the bare demographic reality of cultural diversity 

and global exchanges creates the condition where a choice to believe is made in the context of other 

possible choices. There are always other people who have made other choices and believe other 

things. In that context, philosopher Charles Taylor writes, “faith, even for the staunchest believer, is 

one human possibility among others.”  However confident one might be in a particular choice, the 5

presence of other options produces a sense of tension. Any choice, in that context, is a little bit fra-

gile, a little bit vulnerable. In a more homogeneous society, a belief might be a default option. It 

might not even be experienced as a choice. God could be taken for granted, perhaps in the way that 

gravity or germs are taken for granted at the start of the twenty-first century. It is possible to not be-

lieve in gravity today, of course, but almost incomprehensible. Such a belief would be so at odds 

with common assumptions, so anti-social, that that kind of dissent would be commonly perceived as 

 Young 87.4
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crazy, sick, or otherwise deviant. It’s not a live option for most people. Relatedly, even as people 

mentally assent to the idea of gravity, they don’t experience it as act of choice. It’s a default. Reli-

gious beliefs do not have that status. Religious belief in the secular condition is an individual act, 

done in a cultural context where any such act will be contested, at least implicitly. Believers each 

individually bear the burden of proof, even if only for themselves. As Catholic writer Paul Elie put 

it, for the modern believer, “there is no one true faith, evident at all times and places. Every religion 

is one among many.”  The sociologist Peter Berger offers a similar diagnosis of the secular conditi6 -

on.“The modern individual,” he writes, “is faced not just with the opportunity but with the necessity 

to make choices as to his belief.”  Part of the experience of believing is the experience of knowing 7

there are other options. 

 Taylor, in his 2007 tome, A Secular Age, argues that Western thought has undergone a 500-

year transformation. In 1500, not believing in God was almost inconceivable. In 2000, many take it 

to be the default option. People persist in believing, but they experience their beliefs as being al-

ways contested. There are good reasons to be skeptical of Taylor’s historical account, as discussed 

in chapter three. Regardless of whether there ever was an era of truly naïve belief in Western histo-

ry, however, his description of the secular condition of contestability is critical for understanding 

how some evangelicals have imagined belief. 

 Contestability can make belief harder for people, “fragilizing” belief. A belief not shared by 

the surrounding society is deviant knowledge, sociologically speaking. With the highest levels of 

social affirmation, implicit cultural confirmation allows particular knowledge to be taken for grant-

ed. More moderate social affirmation makes a belief appear reasonable and acceptable, although it 

is not obvious or universally agreed upon. When a belief isn’t socially affirmed, it’s perceived as 

not being credible. “The plausibility, in the sense of what people actually find credible, of views of 

reality depends upon the social support these receive,” Berger writes.  “The plausibility of ‘knowl8 -

edge’ that is not socially shared, that is challenged by our fellow men, is imperiled, not just in our 

dealings with others but much more importantly in our own minds.”  A common example of this, 9

which Taylor uses, is the culture shock an atheist from New York or San Francisco can feel in mov-

 Paul Elie, The Life You Save May Be Your Own: An American Pilgrimage (New York: Farrar, Strauss and 6

Giroux, 2003), 427.

 Peter Berger, The Heretical Imperative: Contemporary Possibilities of Religious Affirmation (Garden City, 7

NY: Anchor, 1979), 28.

 Peter Berger, A Rumour of Angels (1969; repr., Middlesex, UK: Penguin, 1971), 50.8
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ing to the American Bible Belt, or an evangelical Christian going in the opposite direction. Berger 

gives the example of a social scientist among witch doctors or a witch doctor among social scien-

tists. Things that were once taken for granted might start to waver. Things that were once plausible 

might begin to appear less so. One becomes a “cognitive minority,” and “the status of a cognitive 

minority is invariably an uncomfortable one.”  Of course, there are atheists in Alabama and evan10 -

gelicals in Manhattan. This pressure does not make believing impossible; it may actually make be-

lief a more powerful marker of social identity and increase the intensity with which beliefs are held. 

The secular condition more directly affects how people believe than whether they believe. James 

K.A. Smith explains that “faith endures in our secular age,” but it has some peculiar characteristics. 

“Faith is fraught,” he writes. “Confession is haunted by an inescapable sense of its contestability. 

We don’t believe instead of doubting; we believe while doubting.”  The co-existence of a lot of 11

different beliefs means belief cannot be naïve. Each is always understood in terms of its difference 

from others. It is always relationally situated, one option in between others. 

 This idea of the secular condition has also been described as “the postmodern condition.” 

The phrase can mean a lot of different things, but Jean-François Lyotard famously defined it as 

“incredulity toward metanarratives.”  This is notably not the same as simple disenchantment. It is 12

not a claim that people have given up on metanarratives. It is a claim, rather, that people live with a 

sense of liminality or in-betweenness. People in the postmodern condition are perpetually between 

metanarratives. They live in the intersections, Lyotard says. They occupy an intermediate, inter-

structural, interstitial situation, which, according to Lyotard, “refines our sense of differences and 

reinforces our ability to tolerate the incommensurable.”  In postmodernity, then, one shouldn’t ex13 -

pect to find broad disenchantment or secularization, but rather to see people with an acute sense of 

the multiplicity of options and, perhaps, a wide acceptance of in-betweenness. The secularization 

thesis argued that this kind pluralization would result in the sunset of belief. Postmodern theory 

claims that, instead, people find ways to cope with and manage the existence of multiple metanarra-

tives. 
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 One widely discussed “postmodern” response to the secular condition is irony and sarcasm. 

People develop ways to believe while distancing themselves from belief.  Another response to the 14

secular situation is fundamentalism. People maintain their beliefs by taking a more aggressive, 

counter-cultural stance. They believe “in the teeth of a cognitively antagonistic world,” as Berger 

puts it, “the world (literally or otherwise) be damned.”  A lot of people in twenty-first century 15

America, however, find ways to tolerate and live with and in the multiple metanarratives. A large 

number of Americans understand their own religious beliefs in terms of intersections and liminal 

spaces. This can be seen in the high rates of conversion: about 40 percent of Americans change reli-

gious identification at least once, and some change many times.  They choose to believe, but other 16

options remain viable options for them. It can also be seen in the widespread prevalence of what 

Robert Wuthnow and, after him, Wade Clark Roof have called the spirituality of seeking. Many 

people put more value on spiritual journeys than destinations.   17

 The Shack imagines belief in these terms. This bestselling evangelical novel stages belief in 

the secular condition of uncertainty. With the fictional narrative, readers are invited to embrace un-

certainty and cross pressures and liminal in-betweenness. They are invited to imagine belief is 

stronger, clearer, and realer in these conditions. The story suggests the secular struggle for belief is 

not a threat to belief but makes real belief possible. “Faith,” God says in The Shack, “does not grow 

in the house of certainty.”  It is found, instead, in the in-between space of a religious experience of 18

a shack in the woods. 

 This chapter considers how some evangelicals imagined belief in the context of uncertainty. 

Looking at several distinct cultural phenomena, the chapter shows how some didn’t see secularity 

as a problem, but as the condition for real belief. In contrast with the idea of compelled belief, as 

imagined in Left Behind, or the necessary conflict of belief, as imagined in This Present Darkness, 

or the realization of an authentic self, as imagined in The Heritage of Lancaster County series, there 

were evangelicals in the first decade of the twenty-first century who thought of belief as uncertain 

 See Slavoj Žižek, The Pupped and the Dwarf: The Perverse Core of Christianity (Cambridge, MA: MIT, 14
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and open-ended. This chapter first looks at an important American tradition of religious experiences 

in liminal, wilderness spaces. It will then turn to a lose movement of evangelicals who have been 

self-consciously postmodern. These emergent or emerging Christians attempted to create a liminal 

space on the margins of evangelicalism, conceiving of their belief as both inside and outside at the 

same time. Finally, this chapter turns to the bestselling evangelical novel The Shack, considering 

how it also stages these themes of the secular struggle of belief. 

Liminal Religious Experience 

The Shack is actually part of a long American tradition of religious experiences in the woods. Dis-

cussions of secularity and postmodernity often assume pervasive doubt is a new phenomenon. Reli-

gious liminality has, however, always had a prominent place in American imaginations.  

 One famous literary example is Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story “Young Goodman 

Brown.” In that story, first published in 1835, the title character ventures forth from Salem, Mass-

achusetts on an indeterminate errand. He exits his house, “but put his head back, after crossing the 

threshold, to exchange a parting kiss with his young wife,” Faith.  Then he leaves the town as the 19

day turns into night, enters the forest where civilization turns to wilderness, and sees things that 

may or may not be real. In every way, Goodman Brown is in-between.  

 This makes everything uncertain. The character encounters a person who may be “the devil 

himself.” He follows an uncertain glimpse of a woman who may be his wife to a gathering that may 

be a witches’ sabbath. As the semi-secret religious ceremony commences, he thinks he recognizes 

“a score of the church-members of Salem Village famous for their especial sanctity,” including 

Faith, who is going forward in a conversion ritual to dedicate herself to evil.  Young Goodman 20

Brown cries out and, it would seem, wakes up. The reality of what he saw—or what he thought he 

saw—is shown to be uncertain. The character is deeply affected by all this ambiguity and is left in a 

crisis of doubt. He loses his faith, just as, in the woods with what seemed to be witches, he lost his 

wife, Faith.  

 Readers themselves are also left in doubt. They are left with a choice that cannot ever be 

uncontested. “Had Goodman Brown fallen asleep in the forest and only dreamt a wild dream of a 

 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Young Goodman Brown and Other Short Stories (New York: Dover, 1992), 24.19
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witch-meeting?” Hawthorn writes. “Be it so if you will.”  The truth of the matter is not only unk21 -

nown, but unknowable. It can’t be resolved, and readers are suspended in a moment of indecision. 

 This was not only a literary trick. As religious historian Amanda Porterfield has shown, 

there was an emphasis on structural uncertainty in early American religious experiences. “Religious 

institutions grew as much to manage mistrustful doubt as to relieve it,” she writes. “Individuals cel-

ebrated for maintaining their religious edge went back and forth between doubt and trust, each ten-

dency renewing intensity in the other.”  Porterfield cites several model converts, upheld by Ameri22 -

can preachers at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries. They were 

praised for their belief, but especially for the way they continued to doubt the veracity of their belief 

even as they believed. The kept themselves is a space of heightened religious tension.  

Evangelical conversions are characterized by these liminal tensions. For those unsatisfied by a for-

mal, creedal, “churchly Christianity,” conversion narratives became an essential element of belief. 

In these narratives, the conversion is imagined as the threshold between mortality and eternity. 

Conversion stories frequently emphasize the specific, historic moment of the conversion, with exact 

dates and times, while also depicting its timelessness, as the convert is caught up in an expansive, 

eternal present, losing all track of time. The narratives are also situated simultaneously as a personal 

and universal story.  The model of the narrative and the model converts in the narratives are criti23 -

cally in between: in between belief and unbelief, and in between seeking and finding, in between 

sin and salvation, in between time and eternity, in between wilderness and civilization. 

 This liminal experience is a recurring motif in evangelical narratives, from Jonathan Ed-

wards’s personal narrative to Billy Graham’s autobiography.  One famous model covert to have a 24

religious experience in a liminal space is Charles Finney. The famed nineteenth-century revivalist—

famed especially for creating the conditions for people’s conversions—experienced his own conver-

sion in a New York forest. “I turned and bent my course towards the woods,” Finney recalled in his 

memoir, “feeling that I must be alone, and away from all human eyes and ears, so that I could pour 
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out my prayer to God.”  He went over a hill and about a quarter of a mile into the wilderness. The25 -

re, just like Young Goodman Brown and Mackenzie Allen Phillips, he was overcome with a sense 

of evil.  

 He prayed and prayed until he felt something break inside. Finney wrote, “This passage of 

Scripture seemed to drop into my mind with a flood of light: ‘Then shall ye go and pray unto me, 

and I will hearken unto you. Then shall ye seek me and find me, when ye shall search for me with 

all your heart.’ I instantly seized hold of this with my heart.” In that moment, he passed over from 

doubt to belief. “I knew it was God’s word,” he wrote, “and God’s voice, as it were, that spoke to 

me.”   26

 For Finney, the important part of the story is the breakthrough. Belief is the certainty that 

comes with the resolution of the ambiguity of the liminal space. The story nonetheless ascribes a 

specialness to that liminality. It valorizes the anxiety of the in-betweenness, calling attention to it, 

recommending it, and promoting it. 

 Finney was always attuned to the religious power of liminal spaces. His first revivals were 

held on the frontier, in Evans Mills and Antwerp, New York, villages on the banks of Lake Erie, 

near the Canadian border, the edge burgeoning young republic.  In his revivals, he instituted the 27

use of the “anxious bench,” a place for those interested in converting but not yet ready. He also 

didn’t preach from the customary elevated pulpit but stood in the front of the church in the center 

aisle, emphasizing the threshold of the altar.  Even when his revivals were not on the frontier, 28

Finney found ways to symbolically mark the revival site as a space for transitions. He and support-

ers turned a New York City theater into a church in 1832. Such a conversion was unheard of at the 

time, but the location was deemed suitable for revivals in part because it was only accessible 

through a single archway and a garden. “Finney’s invitation to sinners to leave their ‘wicked ways’ 

and enter the spiritual seclusion of God’s love was reinforced,” writes religious historian Bradley 

Wright Griffin “by the chapel’s literal seclusion from the city.”  Revivals themselves, of course, in 29
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Finney’s theology, were imagined as spaces of awakening, in between the sleep of sin and the light 

of the life of Christ. Finney never intended people to stay in such spaces, but he thought that places 

of in-betweenness were very, very special. 

 When Mackenzie Allen Phillips feels compelled to go to the shack, he’s following a well-

trod path. More than a few of The Shack’s readers could be expected to recognize the narrative form 

of a religious experience in the woods. Hawthorn’s stories are widely taught in American schools. 

“Young Goodman Brown” is one of the most-assigned short stories in college English classes, ran-

king tenth in a corpus of 300,000 college syllabi, above even such classics as The Great Gatsby and 

Huckleberry Finn.  Finney’s conversion narrative would be familiar to evangelical readers as well. 30

His sermons are a staple for evangelical publishers and widely available in evangelical bookstores 

and church libraries. At least eight publishers have packaged and sold Finney’s sermons on prayer 

and revival, with several publishing more than a half dozen Finney titles at the turn of the twenty-

first century.  There are a number of popular biographies available, and multiple editions of his au31 -

tobiography. Bethany House published a condensed version of the autobiography in 1977 and re-

released it in 2006. Zondervan put out a 784-page scholarly edition with the restored, original text 

in 1989 and published a paperback version stripped of scholarly commentary that same year. Zon-

dervan re-released The Original Memoirs of Charles G. Finney in 2002 and came out with a Kindle 

edition in 2010. Finney’s story was widely known when the protagonist of The Shack felt he too had 

to be away from all human eyes and ears and bend his course to the woods. The theme of a religious 

experience in that liminal space was familiar. The issue of structural uncertainty—of being in a 

place where it felt impossible not to doubt—was not new to readers. The question of the interrelati-

onship of belief and doubt—how the vulnerability of doubt seemed like the necessary condition of 

the experience of faith—was one that many felt. 

Evangelicals Embrace Doubt 

Liminality was an especially pressing issue for a number of American evangelicals in the beginning 

of the twenty-first century. In the 2000s, emergent Christians, also called emerging Christians and 
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emergence Christians, tried to put forward a postmodern evangelicalism. This was a loose network 

of people using the same or similar branding for a theological project. Emergent Christianity is ge-

nerally described as a movement, but emergent Christians themselves more often characterized it as 

a conversation. They were very resistant to fixed definitions of what they were doing, in part becau-

se the “new kind of Christianity” they claimed to be talking about was an evangelicalism that would 

thrive in the anxious space of Finney’s woods or the ambiguities of the multiplicities of Lyotad’s 

metanarratives. They wanted to live in the intersections, as Lyotard would say. Against evangelical 

elders who were worried about cultural cross pressures and the fragilization of faith, they sought to 

embrace uncertainty. They worked to enact an evangelical Christianity that was purer because it 

was perpetually contested and show that faith was truer when it was vulnerable to cross pressures. 

 Emergent Christianity came out of the Leadership Network, a church-growth think tank 

founded by Bob Buford, a wealthy cable-TV magnate in Dallas, Texas. The Leadership Network 

was the behind-the-scenes research-and-development engine of the megachurch movement in the 

1990s.  Buford sought out successful leaders, including Rick Warren of Sattleback and Bill Hybels 32

of Willow Creek as well as corporate management experts, and brought them together to talk about 

what worked, and created church models that could be replicated across the country. The Lea-

dership Network had an extensive influence though the group’s programs, conferences, and 

retreats.  Megachurches, however, despite massive growth, didn’t reach twenty-somethings. The 33

Leadership Network was increasingly concerned about the missing 18-to-35 demographic, which 

was termed the “dropout hole.”  The Leadership Network convened a study of the problem in 34

1996. It formed a special research group of younger evangelicals.  The group was headed by Doug 35

Pagitt, a 30-year-old youth pastor of a Minneapolis megachurch. He was supported by Chris Seay, 
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25, a third-generation Texas pastor who had successfully started a church among the disaffected 

evangelical students of Baylor University in Waco, Texas, and Mark Driscoll, 26, who had founded 

a self-consciously postmodern church in Seattle, Washington.  These were supposed to be the next 36

celebrity pastors. They could reach a new generation.  

 At a Christian conference center operated by the Navigators in Colorado Springs, Colorado, 

in 1997, however, this group became convinced it was necessary for evangelicalism to take a post-

modern turn. Brad Cecil, a youth pastor from Fort Worth, Texas, had read some contemporary phi-

losophy and argued to the group that their real problem was philosophical. This was more than a 

generational disconnect, he said. They couldn’t just market the church to a new generation the way 

Warren and Hybels had, finding new targeting techniques for a new demographic. It wasn’t a mar-

keting problem.  It was “primarily a shift in epistemology—the way people process information 37

and view the world.”  Driscoll had also been reading some contemporary philosophy. He had stud38 -

ied the modernism of Rene Descartes in college and knew the work of the philosopher John Caputo, 

the foremost proponent of deconstruction in the U.S. at the time.  Driscoll declared himself “glad 39

to see the end of modernity.” He encouraged the group to think of themselves as missionaries to 

“emerging and postmodern cultures.”  The idea of a complete new paradigm electrified the young 40

evangelicals.  

 A seminarian interning at a Denver megachurch recalled the meeting was the first time he 

had heard the word “postmodern.” But it immediately made sense. “For the first time,” Tim Keel 

later wrote, “I heard people describing out loud an expression of the Christian faith in a language 

that was native to me, that named the tensions I was holding within myself related to the church, 

our culture, and the gospel.”   41

 In the next few years, with the sponsorship of the Leadership Network, the group began to 

develop new religious practices and rhetoric to bring evangelical Christianity to postmodernity. 
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There were conferences, speaking tours, and books they subsidized and promoted, including A New 

Kind of Christian, by Brian McLaren, a landmark work of the emergent movement. 

 There was not a clear consensus on what it meant to be postmodern. Postmodern philosophy 

is notoriously difficult to understand, and few of these men had more than a secondhand knowledge 

of major theorists such as Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault. For some of these young evangeli-

cals, it seemed like they were really talking about new, more culturally savvy style. There was not 

real agreement here, either, though. Driscoll, for example, whose church quickly grew from hund-

reds to thousands, offended some with his swearing. He was invited to be a guest preacher at a 

church in Texas, but told he couldn’t use the same foul language he did at his hip Seattle church, 

Mars Hill. Driscoll said “fuck” in his first sentence from the pulpit.  Some in the group were 42

worried about being known as the “young assholes of evangelicalism,” as emergent theologian 

Tony Jones recalled.  Others embraced the identity.  43 44

 Even when it wasn’t that aggressive, the postmodern rhetoric and style could create pro-

blems for these young evangelicals. There was increasing dissonance between the younger pastors 

and their sponsors. The Leadership Network wanted to “platform innovators.” It was looking to de-

velop strategic plans, organize training retreats, and franchise new church-growth programs. The 

younger pastors resisted. They wanted to do more philosophy and theology. They wanted to develop 

thoroughgoing critiques of existing models of church. When one of the youth pastors involved in 

the group came out with a book on “postmodern youth ministry,” it opened with a disavowal of ex-

actly the kind of thing the Leadership Network thought it was financing. “This book will not give 

you a model for your youth ministry,” it said. “Instead of promoting a new paradigm, we must de-

construct the old paradigms and then propose a series of reflections on culture, the church, and the 

state of youth ministry.”  The younger pastors thought they were challenging the corporate mindset 45

of platforming and franchising, and their sponsors did feel challenged. They were uncomfortable 
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with the rhetoric of “deconstruction” and unhappy with the attacks on existing evangelical programs 

(many of which had been developed with the financial support of the Leadership Network).  

 It seemed the younger men were starting a movement of “ecclesial discontent.”  By 2000, 46

according to Jones, “the wheels were coming off the relationship.”  47

 There was an attempt at rebranding and re-directing in April 2001. Brad Smith, president of 

the Leadership Network, announced the think tank had identified a cohort more interested in con-

struction than “deconstruction.” They were a “groundbreaking group of innovators,” Smith said, “a 

new breed, with a new calling, new tone and new priorities.” They would “spend more time exper-

imenting with new creations than critiquing past assumptions.”  With that goal, the think tank 48

backed McLaren’s 2001 book. The Leadership Network released A New Kind of Christian with the 

publisher Jossey-Bass, a secular San Francisco press, as part of a line of titles promising to help 

church leaders “multiply their own dynamic Kingdom-building initiatives.”  The book was pro49 -

moted by Phyllis Tickle, the religion editor of Publishers’ Weekly. Tickle, not an evangelical her-

self, praised the book to mainstream journalists covering the Christian Bookseller Association.  A 50

New Kind of Christian sparked a public conversation about something different happening in Amer-

ican evangelicalism.  The rebranding effort didn’t fix the problem, though. The Leadership Net51 -

work had to postpone a 2001 conference. The new “positive and pragmatic” group, tasked to “move 

toward more creation and less critique,” wouldn’t accept a traditional format of speakers and work-

shops, but also had not come up with an alternative.  In May 2001, some of the younger pastors 52

decided they still wanted to pursue theological and philosophical critique. They decided to label 

their project “emergent.” They founded Emergent Village as an umbrella-group for ongoing conver-
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sations. The relationship with the Leadership Network ended the next month. Funding stopped and 

the research group was disbanded.   53

 The movement was thus born in a marginal space. It was from the megachurch movement, 

but also sharply critical of and opposed to that movement. It existed in this in-betweenness, which 

was captured in the name, “emergent.” In important ways, the movement (or conversation) was 

sustained by the institutional matrix of evangelical publishing discussed in chapter two. Early 

emergent conferences were sponsored by Youth Services, a California-based evangelical youth 

group resource and training company.  These were held in conjunction with the National Pastor’s 54

Convention, which was jointly organized by Youth Specialities, Zondervan, and Christianity Today. 

To some observers, the only difference between the Emergent Gathering and the National Pastor’s 

Convention was that one was for evangelical pastors under 35, the other for evangelical pastors 

over 35.  Youth Services and Zondervan also partnered to release a line of emergent books with a 55

special imprint, emergentYS.  Baker had its own line of emergent books.  It was called the Emer56 57 -

gent Village Resources for Communities of Faith series, produced in cooperation with the Emergent 

Village.  From a certain perspective, the movement could look like a marketing ploy to push evan58 -

gelical books to younger readers. 

 Many of these books, however, were about critiquing past assumptions. Emergent Christians 

targeted and opposed evangelicalism as they had experienced it, even while themselves being a part 

of it, in some ways. There was an attempt to be inside and outside evangelicalism at the same time.  

 The tension of this liminal position was apparent in one of the very first books to identify 

emergent Christianity by name, as a movement. Dan Kimball published The Emerging Church with 

Zondervan in 2003. The book had two forewords. The first was by Rick Warren, the country’s most 

famous megachurch pastor. Warren explicitly endorsed the emergent project, connecting it to the 

“purpose-driven” “seeker-sensitive” ideas of church growth that had made him an evangelical cele-

brity. “While my book The Purpose-Driven Church explained what the church is called to do,” 
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Warren wrote, “Dan’s book explains how to do it with the cultural creatives who think and feel in 

postmodern terms.”  The second forward was by Brian McLaren. McLaren’s endorsement of the 59

book opened with an attack on megachurches and the kind of programs identified with Warren. 

“Too often in recent years, church leaders have acted as if being sensitive to seekers means sliding 

into a one-size-fits-all, franchise, clone, mimic-the-model mentality,” McLaren wrote. These 

churches have been “gimmick-prone and thoughtlessly (sometimes desperately) pragmatic.” Emer-

gent churches, in McLaren’s account, were the antidote to what was wrong with contemporary 

evangelicalism.  The book does not go on resolve the tension between these two positions. Both 60

things are true.  

 Emergent Christianity grew rapidly from 2001 to 2008.  As it grew, emergent ideas were 61

adopted and adapted by different people, in different contexts. There were a variety of practices and 

techniques developed under the name “emergent.” There were new sermon styles, which were more 

conversational, story-based, and open-ended. There were new worship practices, often incorpora-

ting Catholic rituals or spiritual exercises that participants identified with esoteric, pre-modern 

sources, such as “Celtic Christianity,” into a postmodern pastiche. There were experimental new 

approaches to evangelism, congregational structure, and congregational life.  These were all, in 62

some way, “deconstructive,” as Gerardo Marti and Gladys Ganiel explain in their study, The Decon-

structed Church. “It appears that ambiguity is a necessary and strategic aspect of Emerging Christi-

ans’ religious orientation,” they write. Emergent Chrisitans wanted to embody “a willingness to live 

with tension, ambiguity, and gray areas.”  None of these new practices, however, became a defi63 -

ning characteristic of emergent Christianity. This was celebrated.  

 “You can’t box-in the emerging church,” wrote Dan Kimball. “Instead of one emerging-

church model, there are hundreds and thousands of models of emerging churches. Modernity may 
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have taught us look for a clean model to imitate. But in today’s postmodern context, it’s not that 

simple.”  64

 In all that diversity, though, there were common characteristics. However polyvocal the mo-

vement was, emergent Christians were unified by how they defined themselves in critical relations-

hip to evangelicalism. They were unified by rhetorical practices.  

 The ethnographer James Bielo points this out in his study of emergent Christians in Michi-

gan and Ohio. He did three years of field work, interviewing ninety emergent Christians and study-

ing forty emergent communities from 2007 to 2010. He found his informants defined themselves 

and explained themselves in narratives of deconversion. “Invariably,” Bielo writes, “when asked to 

tell their Christian story Emerging Evangelicals posit a distance between their sense of self and the 

conservative Evangelical subculture. They explain various elements of Evangelicalism that they no 

longer accept, how their distastes became realized, and how the details of their current life respond 

to those perceived shortcomings.”  Not all of these deconversion narratives were identical, but they 65

shared the same form. Each was a personal story about being an outsider within evangelicalism.  

 One woman told Bielo she was alienated by the rigidity of gender roles at the major evange-

lical seminary where her husband was studying for ordination. She “did not fit the mold,” she said, 

explaining: “I don’t want to make lace covers for Bibles.”  Another woman’s criticism focused on 66

evangelical worship practices. She felt the churches were not creative enough, or open enough in 

developing ways for people to encounter God.  A man told Bielo he disagreed with evangelical in67 -

stitutional formations, which he felt promoted “tribalism.” He said evangelical churches were struc-

tured to protect people from their pluralistic societies.  Another man was less focused on the eccle68 -

siology of evangelical churches than their location in suburbia. He told Bielo he was especially cri-

tical of “the close coupling of suburbia, consumerism, and the conservative Evangelical mega-

church.”  A third man described a persistent but vague incredulity. From his evangelical youth, to 69

his Christian college, to his first job on the pastoral staff at a church, to his next church, where he 
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lead a Bible study in his home, he always struggled because he could never “fully buy into the con-

servative Evangelical worldview.”  He always felt like an outsider. 70

 He was not exactly an outsider, though. Bielo’s informant felt like an outsider, while also 

being an insider. The deconversion narratives all emphasize this. The emergent identity exists in 

that space of tension. Emergent Christians were who they were, in the stories they told Bielo, be-

cause they were in (critical) relation with evangelicalism. Like Finney, they called attention to 

thresholds and the specialness of in-between spaces. Bielo’s informations relied on evangelical cul-

ture to construct their identity, making frequent reference to megachurches such as Saddleback and 

Willowcreek, but also consumer objects, such as WWJD bracelets and punning Christian tee 

shirts.  They frequently talked about the bestselling Left Behind series and how they disagreed with 71

it.  Buying these objects can, of course, be a way of constructing an evangelical identity. Critici72 -

zing them can serve the same purpose. Emergent Christians’ practices of critique positioned them, 

in their own understanding, on the margins of evangelicalism, on the liminal edge, living in the pro-

ductive vulnerability of that space. 

 McLaren’s landmark emergent book sought to valorize the tension of that in-between space. 

A New Kind of Christian suggested that many people within American evangelicalism were having 

this kind of crisis of in-betweenness. It made the case that that feeling of liminal tension was not 

wrong. It should, rather, be embraced. 

 The book stages a dialogue between two characters talking through a crisis of belief. Daniel 

Poole is an evangelical minister, considering leaving the ministry. He is, he says, “running out of 

gas” after fourteen years. “I feel like I’m losing my faith,” Poole says. “Well, not exactly that, but I 

feel that I’m losing the whole framework for my faith.”  The other character is a former minister, 73

who now teaches high school science. Neil Edward Oliver, “Neo,” explains how this isn’t a crisis of 

belief, or doesn’t have to be. It can be an evolution, a transition to a new paradigm, an open-ended 

adventure. “You’re suffering from an immigration problem,” he says. “You have a modern faith, a 

faith you developed in your homeland of modernity. But you’re immigrating to a new land, a post-

modern world. You feel like you don’t fit in either world. You can’t decide whether to settle in a litt-
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le ghetto or to move out into the new land.”  Poole should greet the demise of his old framework 74

gladly, and welcome the new era, open to what it might bring.  

 In the introduction, McLaren connects this to his own biography. He writes that in 1994, at 

the age of 38, he was sick of being an evangelical pastor and was going through a personal crisis. 

He felt disillusioned. He felt “disembedded” from contemporary evangelicalism. He went into the 

mountains of Pennsylvania and from a cabin overlooking a valley, acknowledged the thought he 

had been avoiding: he was going to leave the ministry. He compares the thought to thoughts of sui-

cide. He couldn’t live with the internal conflict anymore, and wanted to end it.  As he had that 75

thought, though, another broke through. “What if God is actually behind these disillusionments and 

disembeddings?” McLaren asked. “What if the experience of frustration that feels so bad and de-

structive is actually a good thing, a needed thing, a constructive thing in God’s unfolding adventure 

with us?”  He had been trying to avoid the feeling of internal conflict. He had been afraid of the 76

risk of ambiguity. Now he wanted to embrace those things. 

 These themes resonated with a lot of people in a lot of different situations. There were many 

people who were not associated with the emergent movement in any way who, nonetheless, made 

the same or similar moves, to create or find a liminal space on the margins of evangelicalism. 

Younger evangelicals, in particular, seemed to want to reclaim doubt and embrace a more fragile 

faith at the start of the twenty-first century. For example, Barnabas Piper, the eldest son of the con-

servative evangelical pastor John Piper, has hewed pretty closely to his father’s Calvinist theology. 

Writing about his experience as a celebrity pastor’s son, however, he emphasized his struggle with 

doubt. “Often the church is not a safe place to have doubts, or at least it doesn’t feel safe,” Piper 

wrote.  With his second book, Piper went so far as to make the case that belief without doubt isn’t 77

belief. “Christians who don’t know the tension of ‘I believe; help my unbelief,’” wrote Piper, quo-

ting Mark 9:24, “might not be Christians at all, or at least they might be very infantile ones. Our 

faith is one of brutal tensions.”   78
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 Similarly, memoirist Addie Zierman, writing about her evangelical childhood and her 

struggle to “redefine her faith one cliche at a time,” talked a lot about that “brutal tension.” She de-

scribes realizing one could be an outsider within American evangelicalism. She was listening to the 

Contemporary Christian Music star Amy Grant, when her mother told her some evangelicals were 

upset Grant had gone “mainstream” with her 1991 crossover success, “Baby Baby.” Recalling that 

moment, Zierman addressed her younger self: “You were born into a world within a world, and 

suddenly, you could see the marked boundaries. You could see that there was in here and there was 

out there and between them, there was a yawning chasm. You could see that it was big enough 

swallow you whole.”  Zierman doesn’t characterize herself as emergent or emerging. In her me79 -

moir, though, she describes how, as she becomes an adult, she learned to be more open, more vul-

nerable, and less scared of the space between “in here” and “out there.”  

 Neither Zierman nor Piper think of themselves as “postmodern” or talk about postmodernity. 

They nonetheless narrate a struggle for social space in which to be incredulous towards metanarra-

tives and explain how they aspire to learn to live in between incommensurables. The idea of belief 

as liminality resonated widely.  

The history of The Shack 

William Paul Young also had a conflicted relationship with evangelicalism. He is not connected 

with the emergent Christian movement in anyway. His personal story, however, is about moving 

from a defensive and certain belief to a belief that accepts gray areas and tolerates tensions.  

 Young was raised evangelical, a pastor’s kid and a missionary kid. As he described it in a 

2010 interview, however, for most of his life his evangelicalism was “a thin layer of perfectionist 

performance that covered up an ocean of shame. And shame and lies are what keep this whole thing 

together. And then bad doctrine keeps it all locked up on the inside.”  His belief was “in the teeth” 80

of his own feelings and questions. It worked to make him invulnerable, and protect him against the 

risk of real relationships.  

 Young’s father was a minister in the Christian and Missionary Alliance. The family moved 

from Grand Prairie, Alberta, Canada to the highlands of Netherlands New Guinea when Young was 

10 months old. His father and mother were missionaries to the Dani tribe, an animist people. Young 
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was raised as one of the tribe. Starting at age 4, he also was routinely sexually abused by the Dani. 

“It’s a devastating thing, for a child,” Young recalled. “It breaks a child into pieces.”  At 6, Young 81

was sent away to a boarding school for missionary kids. There was abuse there too.  Older children 82

abused younger, weaker children. Young kept all this secret. He felt deep shame and covered it up 

with religious belief. He tried to become a perfect Christian who lived up to all the ideals and fol-

lowed all the rules and did all the things he was supposed to do.  

 “A religious performer,” Young said. “I was working hard to create a religious persona that 

people would admire and approve and have affection for.”  This was Young’s experience with 83

evangelicalism. This what belief meant in his life. 

 His performance failed him in 1993 or 1994, at the age of 38, when his wife Kim caught 

him having an affair with one of her close friends. She confronted him. The crisis forced Young, 

now a church-going adult living in Oregon with children of his own, to face his problems. “I was 

spewing my crap on everything I thought was wonderful or good,” he said. “This was life or death 

for me. I mean, there was no other place anymore.”  He contemplated suicide, going so far, he 84

said, as to plan a trip to Mexico where he could kill himself and leave his body where his wife and 

children wouldn’t have to deal with it. He turned instead to counseling. He decided he needed hea-

ling. He decided his theology was sick and he needed to find a new way to live, a new way to be 

Christian. He had to get rid of all his secrets and his need for protective certainty. He had to risk 

being open and vulnerable. He embraced the slow and open-ended process of getting better. After 

eleven years of healing, Young’s wife asked him to write something for their six children explaining 

how he had dealt with the pain and suffering in his life and how he had come to understand his rela-

tionship with God. She expected him to write a few pages. Instead, he wrote the first draft of The 

Shack. 

 He wrote it in four months. Young had no dreams of sharing his work with the wider world. 

It was for his family. He made fifteen copies at Office Depot and gave them to those closest to him 

for Christmas in 2005.  He also emailed a copy to Wayne Jacobsen, a former pentecostal pastor 85
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whose writing on God’s love had been influential on him. Jacobsen liked the novel. He shared it 

with another former pastor, Brad Cummings. The two men co-hosted a popular evangelical podcast 

called “The God Journey” and the book spoke to the themes of many of their discussions. Jacobsen 

and Cummings decided they wanted to revise the book and get it to a larger audience.   86

 More than twenty publishers declined the manuscript. According to Young, Jacobsen, and 

Cummings, the book was too religious for secular publishers, but too “edgy” for evangelical publis-

hers. It was either too evangelical or not evangelical enough. They couldn’t find home for the ma-

nuscript. The three men then started their own publishing company with a pooled investment of 

$15,000 and called it Windblown Media. Jacobsen and Cummings advertized the book on their 

podcast and got about 1,000 pre-orders. They printed a first-run of 10,000 copies in May 2007.  87

They sold out in four months. A second print-run of 22,000 sold in two months and a third-run of 

33,000 sold in a month.  88

 By the end of the year, Windblown had sold 88,000 copies. The novel had still not made it 

past the gatekeepers of American evangelicalism or the publishers of America’s thriving market of 

spiritual-but-not-religious literature. But the changes in the book market in the twenty-first century 

meant there were other ways to distribute books. The Shack took these alternative routes to readers. 

Most early copies were sold through the Windblown website. Amazon.com also started selling The 

Shack, purchasing the book by the thousands and listing it on the website as a mystery/thriller. Bar-

nes & Noble’s—one eye on their online competition—started selling The Shack in their suburban 

stores in November. They stocked the book cautiously at first and saw it fly off the shelves.  By 89

May 2008, 880,000 copies had sold.  90

 Orders came in so fast, the men struggled to keep up. The books were packaged and shipped 

out of Cummings’ Southern California garage and a nearby storage center. They then made a deal 
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with the multinational media company Hachette.  Based in France, the corporation had recently 91

acquired Time Warner Book Group and its imprints. Hachette had the highest rate of titles-to-hits of 

any publisher at the time, according to Forbes magazine.  It did a robust business in religious titles. 92

One of the conglomerate’s four U.S. locations was in Nashville, Tennessee, and focused specifically 

on evangelical books. While the New York and Boston offices handled literary stars such as Sher-

man Alexie, David Foster Wallace, and J.D. Salinger, the Nashville offices sold evangelical stars 

such as Joyce Meyer and Joel Osteen. The Nashville offices took on Young. They began moving 

large volumes of The Shack through big box retailers and traditional booksellers. The New York 

Times reported people were buying the book ten-at-a-time from suburban retail chains.  Hachette 93

sold 6 million copies in six months.   94

 The Shack was popular enough, even early on, to be recognized beyond the borders of the 

evangelical subculture, even though it was seen as an evangelical book. Jay Leno used the title as 

the set-up to a joke about sub-prime mortgages on his late-night talk show in 2008, trusting enough 

of his middle-America audience would be familiar with The Shack for the joke to work.  Oprah 95

Winfrey mentioned the title on her show the same year while talking to Jeff Bezos, the founder of 

Amazon.com, about the company’s new e-reader, the Kindle. Winfrey hadn’t read The Shack, but 

knew it was a top-selling Kindle title that fall. Some audience members cheered just at the mention 

of the name of the book.  By the end of 2009, Hachette sold 10 million copies.  Four years after 96 97

Young made photocopies of his novel, he had personally earned more than $10 million from book 

sales. In one three-month period in 2010, profits from The Shack totaled $990,182.  The Shack held 98

the top spot on the New York Times bestseller list for 50 weeks, and was on the list for 177 weeks.   99
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 The book also succeeded in evangelical distribution channels. Evangelical publishers hadn’t 

believed there would be substantial evangelical interest, but they were wrong. Dwight Baker, 

chairman of the Evangelical Christian Publishers’ Association and president of Baker Publishing, 

said evangelical publishers were “humiliated” by the success of The Shack. “For all the analytics, 

all the tools we have, you still get humiliated on such a regular basis,” Baker said. “God’s saying, 

‘There’s a guy with a message and he has a big job to do and you publishers can’t catch on, so I’ll 

get that message to readers in my own way.”  Christian bookstores started selling the book to 100

compete with everyone else and sold massive numbers of copies. The Shack stayed at the top of 

ECPA’s list of best-selling fiction for nearly two years. It fell to number 10 only in March 2011.  101

 The novel was a triumph for evangelical publishing, comparable to the commercial jug-

gernaut of Left Behind. The response of a number of conservative evangelical leaders was to attack 

the book. They tried to disassociate the book from evangelicalism and keep The Shack out of evan-

gelical hands and homes. These would-be gatekeepers focused criticism specifically on issues of 

ambiguity. Correct Christian theology, they said, could not allow The Shack’s both/and, open-ended 

depictions of God. Chuck Colson, a prominent figure on the religious right, said the book was 

wrong to say there are “many equally valid ways in which God reveals Himself.” The book wasn’t 

all bad, Colson told his Christian radio audience of millions, but, “sadly, the author fails to show 

that the relationship with God must be built on the truth of who He really is, not on our reaction to a 

sunset or a painting.”  Others were less conciliatory. Al Mohler, president of Southern Baptist 102

Theological Seminary, called the book “sub-biblical and dangerous.” He suggested The Shack was a 

referendum on evangelicalism’s commitment to true Christian doctrine. “The Christian church has 

struggled for centuries,” Mohler said, “to come to a faithful understanding of the Trinity in order to 
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avoid just this kind of confusion.”  The book, evangelicals were warned, was subversive. It sought 103

to dismantle readers’ belief.  104

 The novel presents a different vision of evangelical Christianity. It assumes confusion is an 

unavoidable condition—if not of human life, then at least of contemporary life. The novel imagines, 

further, that this might not be a bad thing. It invites readers to be open to confusion and conflict, and 

to imagine belief is really belief in these conditions. Belief, in The Shack, happens in searching and 

being uncertain and open. Belief is contested and vulnerable. It dwells in the tension between inside 

and outside. It’s not something you can take for granted of should take for granted, because belief is 

belief in the in-between spaces.

Uncertain Belief 

The book starts by addressing readers in their own liminal space in between belief and doubt. “Who 

wouldn’t be skeptical,” the opening line asks, “when a man claims to have spent an entire weekend 

with God, in a shack no less?”  There are good reasons to be dubious about this supernatural story 105

of a religious experience in the woods, according to the first-person narrator who addresses readers. 

The narrator says, “It is a little, well … no, it is a lot on the fantastic side.”  106

 The narrator has doubts himself. In an introduction, he describes how those doubts persist, 

but he believes even though he doubts and has come to think that is OK. The narrator is the prot-

agonist’s neighbor. He has known Mackenzie Allen Phillips for “a bit more than twenty years.”  107

The two men are close. They go to the same church. They get coffee and talk. But even though 

they’re intimates and narrator can vouch for his friend’s good character, he cannot just assume Phil-

lips’ story of his experience with God is true, naïvely taking it for granted. “I desperately want 

everything Mack has told me to be true,” he tells readers. “Most days I am right there with him, but 

on others—when the visible world of concrete and computers seems to be the real world—I lose 

touch and have my doubts.”  However much he believes, he can always not believe. He can choo108 -
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se to believe, but he’s always aware this choice is a choice, only one option, and a somewhat im-

plausible one. It’s fragile. He can see why readers might not make this choice to believe this story. 

 The narrator models a specific sort of belief, though. He doesn’t try to resolve the uncertain-

ty or reject the way in which the belief is contested. Instead, he embraces a broader, more generous 

sense of how something can be “true.” “While some things may not be scientifically provable, they 

can still be true nonetheless,” he tells the reader at the start.  He returns for an afterword to make 109

the same point: “Do I think it’s true?” he asks. “I want all of it to be true. Perhaps if some of it is not 

actually true in one sense, it is still true nonetheless—if you know what I mean.”   110

 This sort of belief, of course, is familiar to fiction readers. The claim is basic to fiction: that 

something that is untrue in one way can be importantly true in another. A fictional story that doesn’t 

correspond to real events in real life is not simply a lie. It isn’t just false, but rather false for the sake 

of showing something true. In made-up characters and made-up situations, readers seek out mo-

ments of recognition, where they can nod and say, “that’s right.” They agree to pretend something is 

true, and act like it is true even though they know they are pretending, because the untruth commu-

nicates a truth. The untruth and its truth might be rationally incommensurable, but this poses no real 

problem to fiction readers. They can believe a story while also freely admitting they don’t believe it. 

Literary critic James Wood says this is how religious belief and literary belief are different.  The 111

narrator of The Shack, on the other hand, suggests religious belief and literary belief can be the 

same. Believers can be skeptical, and continually aware they can always “close the book, go outs-

ide, and kick a stone.”  The narrator of The Shack positions himself in this in-between space, and 112

addresses readers at the start of the novel to affirm their doubts. He reassures them that their doubts 

do not preclude belief. He advocates for ambiguity.  

 Readers, the narrator says, should accept the narrative’s open-endedness, be OK with tensi-

ons, and value the journey.  

 If there were any question this novel would not simply resolve all ambiguities for readers, 

the first-person forward is signed, “Willie.” Since this is a diminutive form of William, the signature 

could be taken by readers as identifying the narrator as the author, William Paul Young. Supporting 

that, the narrator identifies himself as the writer of the story. He says the protagonist needed a 
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ghostwriter because he “is not comfortable with his writing skills.”  The identification of character 113

of the author inside the text with the author outside of the text, however, is complicated by the fact 

that on the cover of every English-language edition of The Shack, the author’s first name is abbre-

viated as “Wm.” Further, while promoting the book, Young told people he doesn’t use his first 

name. He goes by his middle name, Paul. While it’s possible the narrator’s name might still be best 

understood as a reference to the real-world author, there are several degrees of separation between 

Willie, William, Wm, and Paul. The signature signals that the link between the text and the world is 

at best tenuous. 

 There is also some question about the book’s authorship in the real world. Even if Willie is 

Young, Young might not simply be “the author.” The version of the book published by Hachette 

identifies The Shack as “A novel by Wm. Paul Young,” but adds: “In collaboration with Wayne Ja-

cobsen and Brad Cummings.”  

 Collaboration can mean many things. The respective parties’ role in the production of the 

final text is not clear. It has been reported Jacobsen and Cummings just made suggestions that guid-

ed Young in revisions. Alternatively, it is sometimes reported Jacobsen and Cummings “reworked” 

Young’s novel.  Young has acknowledged but downplayed that reworking in some interviews, es114 -

timating that Jacobsen and Cummings only “augmented the storyline about 20 percent.”  In oth115 -

ers, however, he has given them more credit. At one point Young called the revisions “a highly col-

laborative process.”  The book’s acknowledgements say that Jacobsen and Cummings “bore the 116

lion’s share” of the revision process “that brought this story to its final form.”  Jacobsen and 

Cummings, for their part, have claimed a large role for themselves. In a legal fight over the division 

of royalties in 2010, they demanded to be named co-authors.  They told the court Young’s original 117

manuscript was “cumbersome, laden with agenda, and devoid of a clear storyline.” They said they 

suggested revisions but “it was clear that Young lacked the ability to make the signification 

changes” necessary for publication.  They alleged they did multiple major re-writes over a period 118
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of eleven months. In the re-writes, according to documents filed in the lawsuit, Jacobsen and Cum-

mings rearranged the narrative, changed dialogue, added dialogue, and made-up more plot. These 

were not minor edits. Jacobsen and Cummings calculated the re-writing made up about 60 percent 

of the final product.  119

 Young’s lawyers countered the two former pastors were trying “to take credit for a book 

they didn’t write.” Whatever role they may have had in revisions, the lawyer told the Los Angeles 

Times, they weren’t co-authors. “They agreed in a written contract that Young was the sole author,” 

he said. “Before the work was known to be a bestseller, both parties filed a copyright notice indicat-

ing that Young was the sole author.”  The case was settled out of court in 2011. The terms were 120

confidential.  The question of who-wrote-what was left undecided. 121

 Even if readers weren’t aware of this, the novel itself encourages questions about the stabili-

ty of the identity of the author. Willie, who may or may not be Young, who in turn may or may not 

also be Jacobsen and Cummings, raises the problem of the identity of authors. Speaking in the first 

person, the narrator warns readers that he appears in the text in the third person.  As the ghostwri122 -

ter, he says, he describes himself from the protagonist’s perspective, possibly unreliably. The narra-

tor is extradiegetic, in literary terms, in part to warn the reader that he is intradiegetic, and that there 

is an unstable relationship between the ways the narrator is inside and outside the story.  

 This problematization of the identity of the author is rare in popular fiction and practically 

unheard of in evangelical fiction. But it is a familiar issue to postmodernism. Postmodern theorists, 

starting with Roland Barthes’s essay “The Death of the Author” in 1967, have sought to deconstruct 

the idea of the author. Barthes argues a writer becomes a writer in the act of writing, but also, 

through writing, relinquishes any claim of special, authorial access to the true meaning of the text. 

The writer is constructed in the disjunction between author and text. “Writing begins,” according to 

Barthes, when “this disjunction occurs, the voice loses its origin, the author enters his own 

death.”  Texts, because they can be read, are open to being read and re-read, understood and re-123

understood. The true meaning can always be contested, and any interpretation is always only one 
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option among many. The condition of the text is this openness. Postmodernists have described this 

as the author’s necessary absence. “The mark of the writer,” as Michel Foucault explained, “is re-

duced to nothing more than the singularity of his absence; he must assume the role of the dead man 

in the game of writing.”  There is no author, in the sense of someone who can authoritatively an124 -

nounce what a text means, so it can just be taken for granted forever after. Authors are liminal, 

being between presence and absence. Texts are liminal, always between different interpretations. 

 Postmodern novelists have taken this theoretical idea and incorporated it into their fiction. 

They have tried to write stories that call readers’ attention to the way fiction is open ended by cal-

ling attention to the instability of the identity of the author.  

 David Foster Wallace, for example, has done this multiple times. In one of Wallace’s short 

stories, the first-person narrator is obsessed with the paradoxical relationship of fraudulence and 

authenticity. If readers fall into the familiar trap of thinking the speaker is the author, the end of the 

story contains a surprise. The speaker imagines how his suicide will be imagined in the distant fu-

ture by a high school classmate, Dave Wallace.  If that Dave Wallace is thought of as the author, 125

of course, then the story is the author imagining a character imagining the author imagining the cha-

racter, ad infinitum. In Wallace’s posthumously published novel, The Pale King, the narrator of one 

chapter self-identifies as “the real author, the living human holding the pencil, not some abstract 

narrative persona,” “David Wallace, age forty, SS no. 957-04-2012.”  This David Wallace both is 126

and isn’t David Wallace the person-in-the-world, though. In turn, he also is and isn’t the novel’s fic-

tional character by the same name. The fictional character, notably, gets further mistaken in a bu-

reaucratic error for another character also named David Wallace.  The text thus signals to readers 127
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that all identifications of David Wallaces are suspect, and their relationships to each other are not 

simple one-to-one identities. The text alerts readers that they need to be open to a certain structural 

ambiguities. 

 The narrator of The Shack is part of this postmodern tradition of problematization and de-

stablization. Willie goes out of his way to call attention to the contestability of the claims of his nar-

rative, how even his identity is not certain, and how everything has been mediated. Even before the 

reader gets to the narrative, the novel is making an argument about making peace with ambiguity. 

The novel is inviting readers to believe in this alternative way. The narrator then recedes to the 

background. The story unfolds, describing how the main character learns to be this kind of believer, 

who believes in a postmodern way, embracing the uncertainties of the secular condition.  

Coming to Terms with God 

The Shack is the story of Mackenzie Allen Phillips coming to terms with God. The novel puts the 

problem of the existence of evil at the center of Phillips’s struggle to believe. For him, the problem 

is not that there’s not enough evidence for God. What he wants is the certainty imagined in Love 

Comes Softly, examined in chapter one, where the protagonist is reassured that God will work ever-

ything out to her benefit, and that God guarantees believers an abundant life in the here-and-now. 

Phillips, in the world imagined by The Shack, can have no such guarantee. He has to find a belief 

that isn’t ever so certain. 

 The story starts as a crime story. Phillips’s young daughter Missy is kidnapped during a fa-

mily camping trip in the Oregon woods. The police were called. The FBI came. The FBI thought 

the girl was the fifth victim of a serial killer they had been trying to catch for five years across nine 

states. They noted the serial killer preferred young girls, under the age of 10. He hunted in camping 

grounds around state parks, disappearing each time into the wilderness and reappearing in a state 

further west to snatch another girl.  

 “We have good reason,” an FBI agent said to Phillips, “to believe that none of the girls have 

survived.”   128

 Investigating Missy’s abduction with Phillips in tow, law enforcement officers found the kil-

ler’s car abandoned in the woods off a narrow mountain road. Further in, they found the site of the 

child’s brutal death. It is the shack of the title. The narrator describes it as “a run-down little shack” 

in a hidden valley near a lake. “A century or so earlier,” he speculates, “it had probably been a sett-
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ler’s home. It had two good-sized rooms, enough to house a small family. Since that time, it had 

most likely served as an occasional hunter’s or poacher’s cabin.”  Then it became something 129

worse. Phillips only glimpsed through the door. He saw an old table, a sofa, and, on the floor by the 

fireplace, his daughter’s ripped and bloody dress. 

 The tragedy leaves Phillips feeling “numb, adrift in a suddenly meaningless world that felt 

as if it would be forever gray.”  He is overcome by depression, which he calls “The Great Sad130 -

ness.” He cannot be comforted. Religion especially seems useless in the face of his suffering “Sun-

day prayers and hymns weren’t cutting it anymore, if they ever really had,” for Phillips. “He was 

sick of God and God’s religion, sick of all the little religious social clubs that didn’t seem to make 

any real difference or effect any real change.”  He is then invited back to the shack by God. He 131

gets a note in the mail during a snowstorm—apparently supernaturally signed by God. He goes to 

the liminal space of the woods looking for the shack and for God, and is surprised, doubly, when he 

finds what he’s looking for. 

 More than then other bestselling evangelical novel considered in this study, The Shack focu-

ses on the object of Christian belief. The novel explores the question of what belief is like in part by 

asking the properly theological question of what God is like. The Shack’s answer is that belief is 

uncertain, contestable, vulnerable, and open-ended, because God is beyond human categorization. 

God, as imagined by The Shack, dwells in liminality. 

 Even before his daughter’s death, Phillips is conflicted about God. His first religious experi-

ence was at the abusive hands of his father, a violent alcoholic and strict church elder. Both the 

drinking and the praying were abusive. According to the narrator, young Phillips was “beaten with a 

belt and Bible verses.”  If that wasn’t enough to turn him against God, at age 13 Phillips reported 132

the abuse to a church elder while confessing his sins at a youth revival, only to have the elder in-

form his father of the betrayal and get brutally punished for it. His father tied him to a tree for two 

days and beat him badly. This makes it hard for Phillips to relate to God as a father.  The concept 133

of a loving paternal figure is difficult for him.  

 When he thinks about God, he suspects God is “brooding, distant, and aloof.”  134
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 At the same time, Phillips is not entirely alienated from belief. He still attends church as an 

adult with some regularly. He belongs to a pew-and-pulpit Bible church, as it’s described in the no-

vel, a non-denominational institution that the narrator jokes could be called “the Fifty-fifth Inde-

pendent Assembly of Saint John the Baptist.”  Phillips is uncomfortable at church. He feels more 135

spiritual “surrounded by nature and under the stars.”  He nonetheless attends frequently enough to 136

be an established member of the congregation.  

 His wife is more religious than he is, but he doesn’t use this fact to dismiss or diminish be-

lief as unmanly. He respects his wife’s faith. He envies it, actually.  Nannettee Samuelson Phillips 137

had a good relationship with her father and has such a personal, intimate relationship with God that 

she calls God “Papa.” She is a chaplain who specializes in working with terminal oncology patients 

and “thinks about God differently than most folks.”   138

 The Phillips children have learned their religion from their mother. But Phillips is not unin-

volved. In one early scene, he prays with his children before bed.  In another, he explains the rela139 -

tionship between God the Father and God the Son in the crucifixion. His daughter Missy is troubled 

by the idea that a father would make his child die. Phillips explains that God the Father didn’t make 

Jesus die; Jesus chose his death out of love.  Where someone else might have stumbled at the 140

question, or struggled with the thornier problems of Christ’s atonement, Phillips has an answer. De-

spite a passing protest that he doesn’t know how to respond to his daughter, he seems adequately 

prepared to explain tough theological issues. Perhaps this is because of his years in church or be-

cause Phillips has some seminary education.  Readers are told very little about this education, but 141

it’s mentioned several times. Phillips is alienated from his faith, but also is a church-going father 

who raises his children in the faith and a seminary-educated spouse who supports his wife’s Christ-

ian ministry. He’s a committed, practicing Christian. Religion is important in his life and he’s 

deeply interested in theological questions. And yet, he’s uncomfortable at church and skeptical of 

Christian leaders who have said any modern experience of God has to be mediated through church 

and the Bible.  “Nobody wanted God in a box,” Phillips notes sarcastically, “just in a book. Espe-
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cially an expensive one bound in leather with gilt edges, or was that guilt edges?”  According the 142

narrator, Phillips “seems to have a love/hate relationship with religion” and conflicted feelings 

about God.  143

 He has several different ideas of God. These are somewhat traditional, at the start, but none 

of them are firmly fixed in his mind and he hasn’t clearly reconciled them with each other, either. 

When he thinks about addressing God, he hesitates. Should he call him “Father”? Should he say 

“Almighty One”? Maybe “Mr. God”?  Partly he thinks of God as a father, which is problematic 144

for him. Partly he pictures him as an idealized grandfather, even though he knows that’s problemat-

ic for different reasons. He also has a more abstract conception of God, the conception expressed in 

the ontological formula familiar to evangelical worship songs, all mighty and all loving. He doesn’t 

wholly buy any of these pictures. “I don’t know,” Phillips says. “Maybe he’s a really bright light, or 

a burning bush. I’ve always sort of pictured him as a really big grandpa with a long white flowing 

beard, sort of like Gandalf in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings.”  For Phillips, each image is tinged with 145

the thought that it’s wrong. That conflicted feeling may be the strongest feeling Phillips associates 

with God. 

 The real problem, however, is not belief in the existence of God, as such. He is too angry at 

God not to believe God exists. He blames God for his daughter’s death. God, in some ways, is even 

imagined as being the killer. When Phillips gets a note in the mail from God summoning him to the 

shack where the murder happened, he considers the possibility the note is actually from the serial 

killer. As he considers it, the distinction between the child murderer and Almighty God disappears. 

It’s a distinction without a difference: “Whether it was God or the killer or some prankster, what did 

it matter?”   146

 The real problem for Phillips is the problem of evil. How can he believe in God, whether 

God is thought of as a father or an all-mighty and all-loving being, when bad things happen? How 

can he tolerate the ambiguities and uncertainties of a violent, evil world? 

 The theodicy problem, critically, is grounded in the traditional monotheistic conception of 

God. The problem is a problem because the object of evangelical belief is thought of as all power-

ful, all knowing, all present, and all good. If God is thus ontologically perfect, the horrible things 
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that happen to people have to be ultimately attributed God. God could have stopped the serial killer 

and didn’t. God is culpable. Of course, if God were not all powerful, evil could be explained 

through divine weakness. A good but weak God might be imagined as wanting to stop evil but not 

being able to. Similarly, if God were not all knowing, evil could be explained through divine 

ignorance. If God were not all present, evil could be explained by divine absence. If God is omnipo-

tent, though, and omniscient, and omnipresent, and didn’t prevent a serial killer from killing Phil-

lips’s small daughter, then the actions of the killer have to be attributed finally to God. It is difficult 

to reconcile that with the idea God is all good.  

 Phillips struggles with the idea of God’s goodness in particular. If God is not good, of cour-

se, the problem of theodicy goes away. A malevolent deity could allow evil without any internal 

contradiction of character.  Yet Phillips does not abandon the idea that God is good. He hangs on 147

to his conception of a good God even as he doubts it. He thinks God betrayed him. He thinks, at the 

very least, God isn’t trustworthy.  He thinks that while God may be good in some abstract or offi148 -

cial sense, God doesn’t care for and love him personally, perhaps because he doesn’t deserve it.  149

At the same time, he confesses that “part of me would like to believe that God would care enough 

about me to send a note” inviting him to a shack in the woods.  He takes this idea seriously en150 -

ough to accept the invitation. He remains open to the possibility that God is good, really wanting 

that to be true even when the old ontological definition of divinity is incredibly difficult for him to 

believe. He remains open to the idea that God is like a loving father, even though he has to strain at 

the concept. Phillips goes to the shack with this hodgepodge of conflicting conceptions. 

 God confounds his expectations. God appears in the novel neither as an ontological formula 

nor an idealized father or grandfather. God appears as a rejection of categories, insistent on unsett-

ling expectations.  

 As Phillips is wondering whether to call God “Mr. God” or “Father,” he’s met at the door of 

the shack by a large black woman. She rushes out and hugs him. She greets him “with the ardor of 

someone seeing a long-lost and deeply loved relative.”  She shouts his full name and then calls 151
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him the short version familiar to friends and family, Mack. “Mack, look at you!” she says. “My, my, 

my, how I do love you.”  This is God the Father. 152

 Phillips is confused. He stands there “with his mouth indeed open and an expression of be-

wilderment on his face.” He says, “Am I going crazy? Am I supposed to believe that God is a big 

black woman with a questionable sense of humor?”  God doesn’t present herself or himself to 153

Phillips as an imperative, however. Phillips isn’t “supposed” to do anything. God, as Phillips is told 

by God, isn’t interested in obligating him to do anything and doesn’t value anything done out of ob-

ligation. He should respond to God how he wants to respond to God. He is free to believe or disbe-

lieve, to be open or closed, to accept what he sees or not. God is not trying to move Phillips to a 

conversion, but rather to effect a kind of deconversion.  

 “You’re asking me to believe you’re God, and I just don’t see …,” Phillips says, not comple-

ting the sentence. God disagrees: “I’m not asking you to believe anything, but I will tell you that 

you’re going to find this day a lot easier if you simply accept what is, instead of trying to fit it into 

your preconceived notions.”   154

 According to God, Phillips’s expectations and pre-conceptions about God, his “religious ste-

reotypes,” are wrong.  God presents herself in a way that reveals this. God, first of all, is not whi155 -

te. Phillips is surprised by this but also surprised that he is surprised. He never consciously attribu-

ted a racial identification to God the Father. Nonetheless, he had assumed God the Father would be 

white.  Seeing God appear as black calls attention to his false assumption and helps him realize 156

that God does not rightly fit into his racial categories. He had assumed other things, too, without 

actually articulating them. He had assumed, for example, that God the Father would be “churchy.” 

Without really thinking about it, he had imagined God, for example, would prefer the music of Ge-

orge Beverly Shea, the musical mainstay of Billy Graham’s evangelistic crusades. Instead, Phillips 

finds God the Father listening to music he’s never heard before—or even heard of. When he goes 

into the shack, God is listening to some “West Coast Juice.” According to God, it’s “like Eurasian 

funk and blues with a message, and a great beat,” from a group called “Diatribe,” made up of boys 

who haven’t been born yet. Phillips finds the whole thing disorienting.  
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 Seminary, he notes, was not helpful here.  157

 More disorienting than the unexpected music or skin color, however, is God the Father’s 

gender. Phillips finds it disturbing that God is wearing a dress.  He didn’t expect God the Father to 158

be feminine. He didn’t expect to find her referred to as “her” and “she.” He finds it upsetting that 

even though she presents as female and identifies as female, she is still God the Father.  

 Some conservative Christian critics have found The Shack’s depiction of God as a woman to 

be particularly offensive. Mark Driscoll attacked the book on this point. “It’s Goddess worship,” 

Driscoll told his Seattle congregation in 2008. “If God the father is really God our mother, that 

changes everything. That means when Jesus prayed ‘Our Father in heaven,’ he should have prayed 

‘Our Mother in the shack.’ Right?”  That isn’t right, though. Or at least it’s not the point the novel 159

is making with the feminine depiction of God the Father. In the book, God is not more properly 

identified as female than male. God is not “really” one way or the other. God, rather, rejects the ei-

ther/or of gender as she rejects all the oversimple categories of human classification. God is gen-

derqueer. “I am who I am,” God says. “I’m not trying to fit anyone’s bill.”  She is upsetting the 160

binary of gender. She is expressed in the liminal space between male and female and is both male 

and female. Her preferred pronoun in “she” but her name is the masculine “Papa.”  

 Phillips tells God it is “a bit of a stretch” to call her Papa when she appears as a woman. She 

asks him why. “I’m not trying to make this harder for either of us,” she says. “But this is a good 

place to start.”   161

 He reflects that “in his head, at least,” he didn’t believe God was male. And yet, he did be-

lieve that. He didn’t believe it in the sense of making a mental assent to the proposition, “God is 

male,” but that’s how he imagined God. “All his visuals for God,” in fact, “were very white and 

very male.”  According to God, this thinking is wrong—not just the content of it, but the structure. 162

If God had been merely misidentified, correcting Phillips’s understanding would be a simple matter 

of replacing one identity (“our Father in heaven”) with another (“our Mother in the shack”). The 
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novel suggests, though, that God is postmodern in Lyotard’s sense. In God, there is a tolerance of 

incommensurables. God deconstructs the two identities, male and female, showing how each relies 

on the other and is defined by the difference from the other. Each is constituted in part, by the other. 

The idea of “male” includes the idea of “not female,” which involves the idea of “female,” and the 

idea of “female” likewise includes the idea of “not male” and thus “male.” As Jacques Derrida put 

it, “difference cannot be thought without the trace.”  The opposition that creates the respective 163

identities collapses. It’s an unstable opposition, which God exposes by expressing herself decon-

structively in the liminality of gender.  

 Phillips has constrained his ideas of God within human categories. He has imagined, like so 

many have imagined, that belief would come with the resolution of ambiguity and ambivalence. 

God, however, wants him to embrace in-betweenness, not try to escape it. God can deliver Phillips 

by confounding these categories. As she explains it, “for me to appear to you as a woman and sug-

gest that you call me ‘Papa’ is simply to mix metaphors, to help you keep from falling so easily 

back into your religious conditioning.”   164

 God appears to Phillips in such a way to disturb his too-human images of divinity, but God 

also intends to upset the more abstract definitions, as well. “Many folks,” God tells Phillips, “try to 

grasp some sense of who I am by taking the best version of themselves, projecting that to the nth 

degree, factoring in all the goodness they can perceive, which often isn’t much, and then calling that 

God.” But that is not God. “I am far more than that,” God says, “above and beyond all that you can 

ask or think … By nature I am completely unlimited, without bounds.”  Even the ontological for165 -

mulations of a God who is absolute and great in every way are critically wrong. They are too limit-

ed and limiting. 

 The other two persons of the Trinity are not so confounding, but they also unsettle the cate-

gories Phillips has used to understand the world. Jesus unsettles the opposition between God and 

man, between sacred and profane. He is first seen in jeans and a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled 

up. He’s wearing a tool belt and carries work gloves.  He looks Arabic, but tells Phillips he is “a 166

 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni163 -
versity, 1976), 61.
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stepbrother of that great family,” a “Hebrew,” “from the house of Judah.”  He jokes about his Je167 -

wish nose.  He goes by the name Jesus, but also Yeshua, Joshua and Jesse.  168

 Jesus pretty much matches Phillips’s expectations, except Phillips thought Jesus would be 

more handsome than he is. Phillips feels more immediately comfortable with Jesus than he did with 

Papa. Jesus attributes this to their shared humanity. There are moments, though, when Phillips focu-

ses on the fact this human is also God and is struck by the strangeness of that. Laying on the dock in 

the lake by the shack, watching the stars with Jesus, Phillips wonders how Jesus can be inspired to 

awe by the sight and also, at the same time, be the stars’ creator. Jesus explains that when he created 

the stars he was the pre-incarnate Word but now he sees them as the incarnate Word, as God who is 

fully human.  He is God and man. Jesus uses the incarnation, how God became man, to talk to 169

Phillips about how his own spirituality is limited when he accepts the false division between natural 

and supernatural realities, not recognizing the sacred in the profane, and the spiritual in his own 

carnality. Jesus heals humans by unsettling this opposition.  

 “The human,” Jesus says, “formed out of the physical material of creation, can once more be 

fully indwelt by spiritual life, my life.”   170

 Phillips pronounces this almost unbelievable. Almost, but not quite. He is then “struck anew 

by the absurdity” of the claim. “Here I am,” he says, “lying next to God Almighty, and you really 

sound so ….” Jesus finishes his sentence, “human,” and then jokes, “but ugly.” The two share a 

good laugh.  Even at his most unsettling, Jesus is comforting and friendly.  171

 The Holy Spirt also messes up Phillips’s categories. The Holy Spirit appears in the narrative 

as “a small, distinctively Asian woman.”  Her name is Sarayu, though Jesus suggests she has oth172 -

ers as well.  This word is a masculine Sanskrit word-stem meaning “wind” and it is the name of a 173

tributary to the Ganges. Sarayu herself is gendered female. The text does not call attention to her 

indeterminate gender, however, but to her indeterminate appearance. Phillips thinks she looks Chi-
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nese, “or Nepalese or even Mongolian,” but she shimmers like a mirage.  She is there and not 174

there at the same time, present and absent, liminal to sight.  

 “Her nature was rather ethereal,” he notes. “She obviously is not a being who is 

predictable.”   175

 Where Phillips cooked in the kitchen with God the Father and went stargazing with God the 

Son, he gardens with God the Holy Spirit. Sarayu takes Phillips to a garden. He thought God’s gar-

den would be “perfectly manicured,” but instead sees “blatant disregard for certainty.”  Every176 -

thing seems to be everywhere. There’s no order, no reason. Except there is. He just can’t see it. Phil-

lips is surprised to learn that the garden is laid out in a fractal pattern, a never-ending series of pat-

terns repeating within patterns that looks, from a distance, simple and perfectly, intricately desi-

gned.  It doesn’t look like that up close. It looks beautiful, but appears without order. “Looks like 177

a mess to me,” Phillips says, and Sarayu is thrilled by the comment.   178

 For her, the order is not contradicted by the chaos, nor the chaos by the order, since the two 

are interrelated. Both things are true. This is the moral of the garden. “This garden is your soul,” the 

Holy Spirit explains. “And it is wild and beautiful and perfectly in process. To you it seems like a 

mess, but I see a perfect pattern emerging and growing and alive—a living fractal.”  God is work179 -

ing in the liminal space between order and chaos. Phillips’s life is both/and, where he had assumed 

it had to be either/or. His categories for understanding his own life, like his categories for under-

standing God, were falsely fixed and certain. In truth they are unstable. In truth, everything is 

caught up in the “verdant wildness” that keeps Phillips just a little off balance.  180

 God tells Phillips disorientation is part of the point of the weekend at the shack. God wants 

to show Phillips his images of God were wrong. More than that, though, God wants him to let go of 

the conflicted feeling he associated with God. God wants Phillips to believe in a new way: embrac-

ing ambiguity and living in the tension. Phillips doesn’t need to comprehend God or correctly cate-

gorize God. He doesn’t need some way to reconcile his different conceptions of divinity or the ap-

parent contradictions that characterize those respective ideas. God disorients Phillips to show him 
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his “religious stereotypes” were wrong but also, importantly, God doesn’t replace those fixed 

images with other, better depictions. God just wants to get the “head issues” out of the way.  

 “I realize,” Phillips says towards the end of the weekend, “how few answers I have … to 

anything.”   181

 Papa agrees, but says answers aren’t actually that important. What’s important is a relations-

hip with God. “All I want from you,” Jesus says, “is to trust me with what little you can and grow in 

loving people around you with the same love.”   182

 If Phillips gives up on dogma, on the quest for certain knowledge and the need for the right 

answers, he can enter into the open-ended (and thus always ambiguous) activity of “sharing life.”  183

A Personal, Open-Ended Belief 

This alternative way of relating to God is modeled by God. The Trinity, as imagined in The Shack, 

is a mutually affirming relationship between the three persons, characterized by love and open-en-

ded trust. Phillips at first wonders which one of the three persons is “really God.” The three answer 

in unison: I am.  God exists in between singular and plural.  184

 God, however, is less interested in explaining Trinitarian theology than in revealing the pic-

ture of the relationship of the persons of the Trinity, the interrelationship of God with God. “What’s 

important is this,” God the Father says, “if I were simply one God and only one person, then you 

would find yourself in this creation without something wonderful, without something essential 

even.” Humans would be without true, open relationships. “All love and relationship is possible for 

you only because it already exists within me, within God myself,” Papa says.   185

 Phillips accepts as mystery that three are one and one is three, but still assumes there must 

be a hierarchy in the Godhead.  

 “Isn’t one of you more the boss than the other two?” he asks.   186

 No. There is no hierarchy in the Godhead.  
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 “Once you have hierarchy,” Jesus explains, “you need rules to protect and administer it, and 

then you need law and the enforcement of the rules, and you end up with some kind of chain of 

command or a system of order that destroys relationship rather than promotes it.”   187

 The key characteristic of the Trinity, as imagined in The Shack, is that God the Father, the 

Son, and the Holy Spirit relate to each other differently, without needing a chain of command or a 

final authority. The relationship is not structured by power. They are in a “circle of relationship.” 

They regard each others’ interest as important as their own, and trust that the others each regard 

their interests in the same way, and avoid the conflicts that create the need for control. They trust 

each other. They don’t try to contain each other, either in definitions or with other forms of control. 

They are thus truly free because they are totally vulnerable. This image of God is so critical, God 

believes, because it liberates people. It can free them from the need for control. “You were made in 

our image,” Jesus says, “unencumbered by structure and free to simply ‘be’ in relationship with me 

and with one another.”   188

 For evangelicals, of course, one way of talking about belief has always been as having a 

personal relationship with God. The Shack, here, is staging a conception of belief that is notably si-

milar to how belief was imagined in Love Comes Softly, the novel considered in chapter two. Belief 

in that bestseller was conceived as submission, as trust that God wants only what is best for you and 

will work things out for your good in your life. What The Shack adds is a note about how uncertain 

and open-ended that trust must be. 

 This, ultimately, is the novel’s solution to the problem of theodicy. Phillips has to believe. 

This, in The Shack, is imagined to mean he has to embrace ambiguity, uncertainty, and learn to love 

the liminal spaces. In the end, Phillips embraces exactly the sort of pluralism of perspectives that 

Charles Taylor says results in the fragilization of belief. He becomes postmodern, and accommoda-

tes multiple metanarratives. Phillips sees that evil can also be seen as good. He sees that doubt can 

also be seen as belief. He sees that God wants to deconstruct his categories. He sees that trust is not 

rightly thought of as certainty, but rather an open-ended and ongoing. He learns to accept that things 

do not have to be either/or. They can be both/and. 

 When Phillips leaves the cabin in the woods, it goes through the same radical and sudden 

transformation it did at the start, when he approached it and reality seemed to waver, and buckle. 

Now, however, he accepts it. At the beginning, the sudden change in perspective made him feel like 
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he was being “swept away into the center of madness.”  Now he can accept both perspectives, un189 -

perturbed. The cabin is, in some sense, dead and empty. It is, in some sense, like an evil face, a de-

monic grimace. This is where his daughter died. There’s a blood stain by the fireplace. But also it is 

the place where he met God. It’s the place where he came to belief, and experience healing, and 

went on amazing spiritual journey. All these things are true. The shack exists in incommensurable 

terms, pluralistically, contestably, always in-between, and the protagonist of The Shack grows and 

changes so he can accept this, and even embrace it. 

 Phillips leaves the shack a man who believes. And belief, as it’s imagined here, means dwel-

ling in the indeterminacies. That’s the novel’s resolution. 

 The Shack, however, cannot leave things settled and successfully make the point that people 

should value the journey over the destination and appreciate the process of being unsettled. It has to 

problematize the resolution. In the last fourteen pages, the novel therefore calls the reality of the 

experience into question in multiple ways and challenges readers to adopt the protagonists’ way of 

believing. First, Phillips wakes up. He falls asleep without meaning to, as he prepares to leave. Then 

he wakes up, not knowing how much time has passed. The shack is once again a decrepit, decaying 

building. His daughter’s blood has left a stain on the floor. It’s winter again, and cold. As he crosses 

this threshold, however, and his sense of reality is contested, Phillips makes a conscious choice to 

believe what he experienced. He knows he could make a different choice, and that the one he’s ma-

king might not be the most plausible one. He’s fine with this.  

 “He was back in the real world,” the narrator says. “Then he smiled to himself. It was more 

likely he was back in the unreal world.”   190

 Phillips then drives away and is immediately caught in a car wreck. When he wakes up in 

the hospital, he doesn’t know how much time has passed. He has only vague memories of what 

happened, and what he does remember is uncertain. “He wasn’t sure,” readers are told, “if they 

were real or hallucinations conjured up by collisions between some damaged or otherwise wayward 

neurons and the drugs coursing through his veins.”  Then he does remember, and the reality of the 191

experience seems settled. In the fictional reality of the novel, the weekend with God in the liminal 

space really did happen.  
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 Then it’s unsettled again. Phillips is told he has been in the hospital the whole time. He ne-

ver made it to the shack. The car accident happened on Friday. The weekend never happened, even 

though he experienced it. 

 The protagonist makes a decision, at this point, to believe what he believes anyway. Perhaps 

the facts do not all fit and some of the things he believes don’t fit, exactly, with other things he be-

lieves. He can live in that tension. At the conclusion the narrator says Phillips has become someone 

who “lives life with such simplicity and joy.” At the same time, “he embraces even the darker 

shades of life.”  192

 The narrator notes that Phillips is, here at the conclusion, someone readers can relate to. He 

doesn’t have it all figured out. He is on a spiritual journey. “He’s a human being who continues 

through a process of change,” Willie says, “like the rest of us.”  He doesn’t have some special ac193 -

cess to certain truth. He doesn’t live above or beyond the ambiguities. Phillips is just someone who 

knows he can go back to the wilderness, back to the liminal space, back to the shack, “just to see if 

… well, you know ….”  194

If You’re Into Soul Searching 

Many did know. A lot of readers resonated with Phillips’ story about coming to terms with God. In 

his very specific story, they found something of their own experience. They identified with the un-

certainty and internal conflicts, and the arc of the character, as he learned to live in the tensions of 

the secular condition, the postmodern situation. They felt like they too had a religious experience in 

the liminal space of The Shack. 

 The novel remained in print and widely available even seven and eight years after it was 

first released, along with Young’s bestselling follow-ups, Cross Roads and Eve. In August 2015,  for 

example, booksellers reported selling 6,913 copies.  The next month, The Shack sold another 195

6,530 copies, grossing $78,114 in just that one month.  The next spring saw similar sales num196 -
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bers: in February 2016, the $15 version of the paperback was the sixth best-selling evangelical no-

vel. The $9 version was the thirteenth best-selling evangelical novel.  197

 Readers didn’t universally love the book, of course. In one representative week in 2016, 

twenty-three people reviewed the book on the social cataloguing site GoodReads. Three gave The 

Shack a bad review. One called the book racist, another complained about the writing, and a third 

wrote simply, “Ugh.”   198

 More than half of the online reviews, however, gave The Shack five out of five stars. More 

than eight years after the book was released, people were still raving about it. “Wow Wow WOW!” 

wrote one woman from New York. “I loved this book!”  Another woman from Arizona posted that 199

“this was about the 4th or 5th time” she’d read the book.   

 “It always brings me closer to God in a ‘real’ way,” she explained. “There are lessons that I 

need to learn over and over again, and they are knit into the fabric of this beautiful and fantastical 

story.”   200

 A Minneapolis woman similarly found herself incredibly moved while reading. “This book 

make me bawl my eyes out,” she wrote. “I highly recommend this book if you’re into soul sear-

ching.”  201

 A lot of people were into soul searching at the start of the twenty-first century.  

 Many Americans identified with a spirituality of searching, and talked about valuing the 

journey over the destination, and being open to the process of personal progress and discovery. A lot 

of people found they didn’t identify with one specific religious group. Even when they did, they 

thought of their beliefs in relationship to other beliefs, as one of the options to choose from. They 

believed, but in the secular condition, not being able to take a belief for granted but always knowing 
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it as a choice. For some people, that made beliefs seem fragile. Everything was always contested, at 

least in the believers’ own minds, and that made belief seem threatened.  

 But what if that wasn’t a bad thing?  

 The emergent Christian movement, through practices of critique, tried to create and cultivate 

that sense of contestability. They positioned themselves as outsiders inside evangelicalism, feeling 

belief was better and purer in that kind of marginal, in-between spaces. The Shack spoke to those 

same themes. Drawing from a long American history of stories of religious experiences in the 

woods, the novel invited readers to acknowledge their own doubts and admit their skepticism, but 

find ways to believe anyway. “Faith,” God says in The Shack, “does not grow in the house of cer-

tainty.”  Readers who could suspend their disbelief followed the main protagonist as his ideas 202

were unsettled and unsettled again and as he learned to do without easy resolutions. A bestseller for 

years on end, the novel invited readers to imagine belief happens, when it happens, in liminal 

spaces like The Shack. 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CONCLUSION 

Steve Laube has a nondescript office in a strip mall in Phoenix. On the one side there’s a 

UPS store. On the other, a Chinese restaurant. There, in his office, he gets email after email after 

email. Three people, five people, sometimes seven people write him every day.

“I’ve written a novel,” they say. “God called me to write this novel.”1

Laube is a literary agent who specializes in representing evangelical authors. He started his 

career managing a Berean Christian Bookstore in Phoenix. He was good at it. In one year in the mid 

1980s, his store did $1 million in sales. By the start of the 1990s, annual revenue was up to $1.9 

million. Laube rose to be a book-buyer for the fifteen-store chain and later joined Bethany House, 

where he edited thirty to fifty evangelical titles per year.2

Now he runs a literary agency he named for himself, The Steve Laube Agency. Its slogan is 

“Changing the World … Word by Word.” Laube has three agents working under him, each with 

their own history in the business of evangelical print culture. One, Dan Balow, led the Left Behind 

marketing team at Tyndale. Another, Tamela Hancock Murray, has written more than twenty evan-

gelical romances. The third, Karen Ball, has worked with four different evangelical publishers, over 

the years, heading up their respective fiction departments. Ball has also authored multiple works of 

fiction herself, including a bestselling novel about a troubled marriage restored by faith, The Break-

ing Point. Between them, they estimate they have more than 100 years experience in evangelical 

publishing.  They are veterans in the industry. 3
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The agency represents more than 130 evangelical novelists, as well as non-fiction authors, 

and has negotiated more than 800 contracts with publishers. In 2010, the agency signed a new con-

tract, on average, every ten days.  A successful novel, by the agency’s standards, sells around 4

12,000 copies in the first few months. A break-out success sells between 30,000 and 35,000 in the 

first year. A real blockbuster—and the small Phoenix office has had a few—sells more than 

100,000.5

Fictions of Belief focuses on bestselling evangelical novels, and particularly the bestsellers 

that defined a field or a genre and captured widespread attention. The five bestsellers examined in 

this study are works of fiction that were, each in their own right, literary phenomena. This study ar-

gues these novels reveal the variety of ways evangelicals have imagined belief at the end of the 

twentieth century and the start of the twenty-first. They are evidence of an evangelical social imagi-

nary, of the critical “sphere of discourse and dreaming” that historian Molly Worthen wrote about.  6

These bestsellers were read by millions. They staged themes of belief for millions, inviting their 

readers to imagine the world, and what belief is like, and what it should be like. It is worthwhile to 

study these bestsellers because, as German Americanist Winifred Fluck explains, they “open up the 

possibility to articulate something that is otherwise inaccessible and unrepresentable to us.”7

The phenomenal bestsellers, however, are just the tiniest fraction of evangelical print cultu-

re. There are just the most successful product of an industry that produces thousands and thousands 

of fiction titles. For each evangelical novel that makes a bestseller list, there are many, many more 

that are written, published, shipped to distribution warehouses around the country, and sold from the 

shelves of evangelical bookstores, big box retailers, and the websites of online booksellers. Every 

day, thousands of people pick up novels like Deb Kastner’s A Daddy For Her Triplets, Valerie Han-

sen’s Small Town Justice, Scarlet Dunn’s Promises Kept, and Wanda E. Brunstetter’s The Restorati-

on.  They take them home. They read them. They engage these fictions, put themselves in the posi8 -

tions of diverse characters, and image what belief is like when it’s in an immanent frame, or part of 

a conflict over public space, or compelled, or authentic, or liminal. More than a few of these readers 

 Chuck Sambuchino, “Agent Advice: Steve Laube of the The Steve Laube Agency,” Writer’s Digest, Jan. 4

26, 2010, http://www.writersdigest.com/editor-blogs/guide-to-literary-agents/agent-advice-steve-laube-of-
the-steve-laube-agency.

 Karen Ball, “You Guys Are Keeping Me Busy!” A Christian Worldview of Fiction, May 29, 2007, https://5

rebeccaluellamiller.wordpress.com/2007/05/28/open-letter-karen-ball/comment-page-1/.

 Molly Worthen, Apostles of Reason: The Crisis of Authority in American Evangelicalism (Oxford: Oxford 6

University Press, 2014), 264.

 Winifred Fluck, Romance with America? (Heidelberg: Universitätverlag Gmbh Heidelberg, 2009), 114.7

 Deb Kastner, A Daddy For Her Triplets (New York: Love Inspired, 2016); Valerie Hansen, Small Town Jus8 -
tice (New York: Love Inspired, 2016); Scarlett Dunn, Promises Kept (New York: Zebra, 2015); Wanda Brun-
stetter, The Restoration (Uhrichsville, OH: Barbour Books, 2016). 

!248



are so engaged, imagining these things, that they feel compelled to imagine their own stories. They 

write their own evangelical novels. And then they email Steve Laube, at his office in Phoenix to say 

they’ve written a novel. 

According to Laube, he and his agents get proposals for fifteen to thirty new works of evan-

gelical fiction every week. In a year, they see around 1,000 emails from people who say they’ve 

written a story and they would like an agent to represent them, to sell their fiction to an evangelical 

publisher. If the aspiring authors have correctly followed the agency’s instructions, they send a short 

synopsis of their novel, as well as a longer one, and the first several chapters. They frequently also 

write to explain how the novel is connected to their personal belief in Jesus. They explain how wri-

ting the novel was an act of devotion and belief, how this is something they believe God wanted 

them to do.

To get a sense of the scale of the industry that produces work after work of evangelical ima-

gination, one can look at the output from Steve Laube’s office. One can also look at the many, many 

authors that Laube turns away.

The Steve Laube Agency rejects more than 99 percent of book proposals. 

Some are just not written to Laube’s standards. “The story is weak,” he says. “Poor writing. 

Flat clichéd characters.” Other times, the story is underdeveloped and maybe needs more work. Oc-

casionally the manuscript is fine, but the agents just don’t think they can sell this particular story. In 

2005 and 2006, for example, the agency received so many plots about terrorism and terrorists, they 

didn’t think the market could handle them all. Allegories in the tradition of Pilgrim’s Progress are 

also popular with would-be authors, but don’t typically sell well. Sometimes the reasons are more 

nebulous. “You may love a book that I was bored with and vice versa,” Laube tells writers. “This is 

the subjective nature of the business.”9

Pay-to-Publish

Some writers, rejected by an evangelical literary agent, give up. Others try another agency or spend 

some time revising their novel, perhaps going to a writing group or attending fiction workshops, 

reworking the story before sending it out again. Still others decided to go around the gatekeepers of 

evangelical print culture. They have their novels self-published. Enough people choose this last op-

tion to support a booming pay-to-publish business.

In 2009, Writer’s Digest put together a directory of self-publishing companies. There were 

sixty-six, at the time, with six of those identifying as evangelical businesses. New Book Publishing, 

in Florida, charged a minimum of $788 for authors to see their books in print and ebook format. A 

 Steve Laube, “Interview,” The Steve Laube Agency, http://www.stevelaube.com/interview/.9
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listing on Amazon.com cost extra. Xlibirs, a Pennsylvania self-publisher, offered arrangements cost-

ing between $499 and the “platinum” deal for $12,999. Destiny 11, in Virginia, Innovo Publishing, 

in Tennessee, and Pleasant World, in Washington, all offered similar packages.  The list was not 10

complete, though. Many more have also started since then. The total size of the self-publishing 

market in the United States, measured by output, has grown more than 300 percent since 2009.11

WestBow, the self-publishing arm of Thomas Nelson, started in 2009. The company does a 

lot of bussiness. WestBow employs more than sixty people and publishes about 1,000 titles per 

year.  In its first six years, WestBow published more than 160 evangelical romances and nearly the 12

same amount of historical fiction. Charging authors between $1,099 and $17,999, the company has 

published forty-seven works of evangelical science fiction, more than thirty suspense novels, five 

war novels, seven Westerns, and one alternate history.13

WinePress Publishing, one of the oldest evangelical self-publishers until it shut down amid 

scandal in 2013, published 35 to 50 evangelical novels per year.  Xulon, the largest evangelical 14

self-publishing company, charges $999 for the basic options. The “Best Seller Package” costs 

$2,223, and includes press release service, two book-marketing webinars, and cover art. More than 

800 people have signed up for these services to see their evangelical novels printed.15

There are reasons to be skeptical of the ethics of the economic model of self-publishing. For 

these authors, though, spending this money is an act of belief. 

 Keith Ogorek, WestBow’s senior vice president of marketing, explained this in an interview 

with Publishers Weekly. “Most people who write in the Christian and inspirational space really be-

lieve they have a message, that they think can impact the lives of others,” he said.16

 “Directory of Self-Publishing Companies,” Writer’s Digest, Jan. 29, 2009, http://www.writersdigest.com/10

writing-articles/by-writing-goal/get-published-sell-my-work/directory-of-self-publishing-companies.

 Bowker, “Self-Publishing in the United States, 2008-2013,” Bowker, http://media.bowker.com/documents/11

bowker_selfpublishing_report2013.pdf.

 Lynn Garrett, “Keeping the Faith and Opening Doors,” Publishers Weekly, Nov. 4, 2013, http://www.pub12 -
lishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/pw-select/article/59841-keeping-faith-with-authors.html.

 WestBow Press, http://www.westbowpress.com.13

 Ann Byle, “Self-Publishing: Changing Model, Getting Respect,” Publishers Weekly, Aug. 16, 2010, http://14
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The self-published evangelical novels, like the bestsellers examined in Fictions of Belief, 

imagine belief in the conditions of secularity. They stage their own stories, with their own charac-

ters and sets and scripts. But the themes are the same. The self-published evangelical fiction also 

reveals not just what evangelicals believe and say they believe, but the unarticulated and generally 

vague background understanding of what it means to believe, and what belief is like. The secular 

social imaginary can be seen here too. 

Self-Published Fictions of Belief

Consider three self-published evangelical novels:

The Secret Path of Destiny, by M.B. Tosi, tells the story of a nineteenth century German-

American girl who was born with the disability of a club foot. When he father dies, she and her mo-

ther leave New York for the German-immigrant settlement of Fredericksburg, Texas. In the first 

chapter, the first-person narrator, Isolde Bachmann, explains how she will be sustained by the belief 

handed down to her. “My parents believed there was no place on earth that God was not,” she says, 

“and I found myself relying on that assurance more and more as I journeyed into the unknown.”  17

In Fredericksburg, the disable girl and her mother are taken in as housekeepers by a man who mist-

reats them. The old man attempts to force the girl into marriage, but she flees, and is captured by the 

Comanche tribe. Isolde falls in love with one warrior and tames him with her love. Isolde learns to 

live with the Comanche and realizes she belongs there. They come to accept her, even though she is 

a white woman who walks with a limp.

The Fredericksburg settlers attempt to rescue Isolde, but end up shooting her in the process. 

In a near-death experience, she sees her father, who tells her that her time has not yet come. Her de-

stiny is not yet fulfilled. He sends her soul back to her body with instructions. “Realize God is with 

you no matter where you are, and don’t give in to discouragement or self-pity,” he says. “Tell about 

this glorious place called Heaven to help others have faith. Commit yourself in love to your Co-

manche Indian and his people to show them the path of peace is always the better path.”  18

At the end of the novel, Isolde teaches her band of Comanche to accept the white settlers 

and adapt peaceably to white society. Her Comanche husband stops being a warrior and becomes a 

peace chief and a successful businessman. Despite her disability, Isolde runs a school teaching Co-

manche children English and has four children of her own.

“With God,” she tells the reader, “there are no disabilities, only possibilities.”19

 M.B. Tosi, The Secret Path of Destiny (Bloomington, IN: WestBow Press, 2012), 4. 17

 Tosi 91.18

 Tosi 206.19
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Like Love Comes Softly, Tosi’s novel imagines belief as the realization that God has a won-

derful plan for each individual, to be realized in their immanent, day-to-day life. Her abundant life 

is not in heaven—at least not yet—but with her husband and her children and the people around her. 

If the protagonist’s story is more exotic and more adventurous than readers’, they can nonetheless 

imagine what it would be like to be faced with difficult circumstances and resist discouragement 

and self-pity. They can find themselves imaginatively engaged with the idea of God’s love and care.

Similar themes are staged in the self-published crime-and-romance novel Splashdown. The 

protagonist of Linda K. Rodante’s fiction is an accomplished, modern woman. She wears designer 

jeans and carries a Gucci handbag. She drives a Lexus and works as an administrative assistant for a 

Florida congressman. She’s also an evangelical Christian. Lynn Stapleton is socially active, working 

with the congressman to try to end sex trafficking and with her evangelical church to provide shelter 

for homeless women. When one of the homeless women the church is trying to help is murdered, 

Lynn teams up with a blue-eyed detective named Rich Richards to solve the murder. The pair’s 

conversations soon turn to questions of belief. 

The detective believes there is a God and God has a purpose, a plan, and he had a conversi-

on experience as a child. His faith has grown cold, though, and he doesn’t trust churches, because 

he’s seen some church-goers involved in horrible crimes. He has been psychically wounded. In one 

of their initial conversations, Lynn explains to him him how he can trust Jesus, even if not everyone 

who claims to love Jesus can be trusted. “Not all that go to church are believers or are following 

Him,” she says. Besides, “trusting what Jesus did to remove our sins doesn’t make us perfect.”  20

She too, in fact, struggles with belief, specifically the belief that God will bring her a husband to 

share her life with. 

A secondary plot involves Lynn’s pastor and pastor’s wife, continuing a storyline from a 

previously self-published novel. The pastor flies to Indonesia, bringing people aid after a natural 

disaster. The pastor’s wife stays behind, ministering to the homeless people the church cares for. 

While her husband is away, a local doctor tries to seduce her. She resists, and he brutally assaults 

her. 

Lynn and the detective, meanwhile, have a strong attraction for each other and Rich attempts 

to have sex with Lynn, but she resists him. “I don’t hook up,” she says, “toss salad, or give benefits 

to anyone.”  She is saving herself for marriage. She is trying to stay true to her belief, though she 21

acknowledges this is not always easy and she has failed to remain pure in the past. 

 Linda K. Rodante, Splashdown (Amarillo, TX: Lone Mesa Publishing, ), Kindle Loc. 879.20

 Rodante, Kindle Loc. 2005. “Tossing salad” is slang for oral-anal sex.21
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When she realizes how much this man wants her, Lynn starts to think maybe God has 

brought him into her life. Rich has similar thoughts. He realizes his attraction, however, is also spi-

ritual. “Her faith challenged him,” Rodante writes. “She appeared to live it.”  He realizes he’s star22 -

ting to trust people again, and that this is God working in his life, healing him.

As the plot unfolds, Lynn and the Rich discover the homeless woman who was murdered 

was actually a private detective, undercover, investigating sex trafficking. The doctor reappears, and 

attempts to kill the pastor’s wife. He is, it turns out, a pedophile deeply involved in sex trafficking. 

He killed the undercover private detective because she was on to him and attempted to seduce the 

pastor’s wife to find out what she knew. He flees the city and there’s a car chase and Rich arrests the 

man.

In this process, Lynn learns to be less worried about her appearance and material things. She 

learns to trust God more, to be stronger in her belief. The detective renews his commitment to 

evangelical Christianity and proposes to Lynn. “I’m no model Christian as you know, but I’m wil-

ling to work on that,” Rich says. “Still want to marry me?”  She accepts.23

Belief, in the novel, is imagined to provide solace and strength, and moral character, which 

can have a great influence. It is imagined to result in a happy denouement—solving a crime, healing 

a psychic wound, and bringing a hero and heroine together to live happily ever after.

A third novel, The Gathering, by Gail D. Prentice, imagines belief differently. This novel is 

about spiritual warfare, in the tradition of Frank Peretti’s This Present Darkness, and the End Times, 

in the tradition of Left Behind. It opens on a small Texas town, where, “in the depths of the city 

hall,” a demon warrior is speaking.

“We have very effectively driven out of this community all of the preachers that boldly de-

clared the Word of the God of Heaven,” says Supreme Commander Goth. “We have many strong-

holds in the United States, but we cannot be satisfied with that. We are going to widen our grasp to 

the surrounding areas here in the United States.”24

The human manifestation of this is a political conspiracy. In Washington D.C., liberal U.S. 

Senators are plotting the final take-over of America. They only need to smear Tom Pearson, the 

Conservative Christian Party’s presidential candidate, to win a total victory for “our Lord Satan.”  25

Person, a pastor, is so moral, honest, and full of integrity, Prentice writes, that he makes “all other 

 Rodante, Kindle Loc. 3141.22

 Rodante, Kindle Loc. 3680.23

 Gail D. Prentice, The Gathering (Bloomington, IN: WestBow Press, 2016), Kindle Loc. 90. 24

 Prentice, Kindle Loc. 201.25
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candidates look like Nixon, the Clintons, and Obama.”  The demons and the politicians neverthel26 -

ess plant false stories he has secretly used money from the church for political purposes, in violation 

of tax law. The pastor spends a good portion of the novel in jail, falsely accused.

The plot toggles back and forth between the unfolding political campaign and the IRS inves-

tigation, on the one hand, and the supernatural battles, on the other. In many scenes, the heavenly 

and earthly characters actually mingle, as when, at the Democratic National Convention, the vice 

president introduces a popular entertainer to preform for the crowds. In the midst of the party faith-

ful, Supreme Commander Goth moves unseen, taking his place in the upper reaches of the conven-

tion center, where he can survey the whole scene.  The political conflict is thus imagined as being 27

also simultaneously a spiritual conflict. 

For a political novel, though, The Gathering spends very little time on political issues. The 

characters don’t devote much energy to outlining a platform or arguing for policy. Pearson spends 

significantly more time praying and talking to people about their need for Jesus than he does cam-

paigning in any traditional sense.

The one significant political issue the novel does stage is the issue of religion in politics. It 

presents secular public space as necessarily and inevitably contested. There is no neutral space, no 

common ground, because belief affects everything. The Christian Conservative Party’s vice presi-

dential candidates explains that non-believers do not have a reliable perception of reality. “Without 

Jesus as Lord and Savior, Satan and his demons have the opportunity to manipulate and even con-

trol those who are not Christian,” he says. “When a person accepts Jesus as their Lord and Savior, 

Satan no longer has power of them. He will attack them, but that is all he can do. He can no longer 

have demons possess them.”  Belief entails basic epistemological conflict. 28

When Pearson converts one of his political rivals, the Republican Speaker of the House, it is 

political and spiritual both. The man commits himself to God, and then feels compelled to switch 

his party affiliation, joining the Christian Conservative Party even if that effectively means giving 

up his career. 

The novel ends when Pearson goes to debate the Democratic candidate who supported by 

the Satanic and Senatorial conspiracies. As he approaches the front door, the rapture happens. “The 

sky rolled back like a scroll,” Prentice writes, “and the Lord Jesus stood in the Heavens. He shouted 

with the sound of a mighty thunder, and a trumpet sounded distinctively clear and tremendously 

 Prentice, Kindle Loc. 256.26

 Prentice, Kindle Loc. 2738.27

 Prentice, Kindle Loc. 1014-1017.28
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loud. The earth reeled and trembled at his presence.”  All the true Christians are gone from the 29

earth. The people who remain, like the main characters in Left Behind, are either compelled to belief 

or completely blind. 

Each of these authors have appended a note to their novels, which explains why they wrote 

this fiction and why they paid to have it published. Each says something about belief. Tosi writes 

directly to the reader, suggesting they take her fictional protagonist as a faithful example. “Although 

Isolde’s life takes place in a different century, her story could happen today,” Tosi expalins. “She’s a 

quiet hero like many of you, always trying to do what is right and following a path of peace and 

love.”  Rodante puts hers in the form of a prayer. She thanks God for shaping her and forming her, 30

and asks that her fiction may have that same affect on others. Prentice notes that his novel is fiction, 

except the parts that are the “Truth of God’s Word.” He hopes readers will suspend disbelief in a 

such a way that they will be moved to belief. “If you have never asked Jesus to be your personal 

Lord and Savior, please do so right now,” he writes. “It has been prophesied for years and years that 

Jesus is coming to take His saints away. Don’t take time for granted and think it won’t be anytime 

soon.”31

Few people appear to have read these self-published books, however. On the social catalo-

guing site GoodReads, no one has rated or reviewed The Gathering. Frank Peretti’s first novel, by 

comparison, has more than 66,000 ratings, while Left Behind has nearly 150,000. It is about as far 

from a literary phenomenon as one can imagine. Tosi’s novel, The Secret Path to Destiny, appears 

to have a few more readers. There are eight reviews on GoodReads and three ratings, two of which 

are positive. Rodante’s Splashdown is slightly more popular, with twenty ratings and ten reviews. 

Half the reviews mention the readers were given free, promotional copies, in exchange for reader 

reviews. Each of these gives the book five stars. 

Self-published novels, however, are also part of the larger field of evangelical fiction. And 

they too stage belief in the secular condition. They share in the “sphere of discourse and dreaming” 

that defines the industry’s bestsellers and motivate evangelicals around the country to imagine new 

stories of belief, and then email Steve Laube week after week after year. 

The Evangelical Imagination in a Secular Age

Evangelicals live in a secular age. They imagine belief in the conditions of secularity. 

 Prentice, Kindle Loc. 6253.29
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Studying these novels reveals an evangelical cultural imaginary. It makes the implicit terms 

and conditions of the evangelical worldview more apparent. American evangelicals can of course be 

usefully defined by what they believe, their conversionism, activism, biblicism, and crucicentrism. 

But it is also worth looking at the variety of ways in which they believe, how they understand be-

lieving, and what they imagine belief to be like. At the turn of the millennium, they were very ac-

tively engaged in this work of imagination, and they can be understood by the examination of that 

imagination. This is a major thing that evangelical did at the end of the twentieth century and the 

beginning of the twenty-first. They produced and distributed and consumed thousands upon thou-

sands of fictions of belief.
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