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11

INTRODUCTION

I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.

John 14:18

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Coriander seeds and cilantro. The seed 
of a baby and a fleshy face. I thought my countercultural faith and 
my dad’s faith were different, and I discovered that, all along, they 
were really the same.

But the Christianity he passed down to me wasn’t enough to 
keep me steadfast.

In the ’70s, Jesus People and young evangelical converts like Dad 
tried to start a revolution inspired by an eschatology predicated on 
the quick return of Jesus, but its fervor eventually fizzled. By the 
time I was a kid in the opulent ’80s, my parents attended a cookie- 
cutter nondenominational suburban church and had traded ideals 
of a radical faith for a cul- de- sac.

Still, I stayed a Christian after being raised by a Jewish- turned- 
evangelical father so steeped in end- times prophecy that he told 
me I wouldn’t grow up and start a family before the world ended.

I stayed a Christian after my college pastor, a former Jesus Move-
ment hippie, taught me God would make any dream real if I asked. 
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Introduction

Like the flesh of an orange turning purple from mulling wine, the 
blood of the Lamb would permeate any idea if I truly believed.

I stayed a Christian after we followed that pastor’s theology and 
tried to start an intentional community in Seattle. And I stayed a 
Christian for the decade after, while watching many friends leave 
the church. In those years, I began to understand a left- behind 
feeling. I was treading in the same church waters while others were 
riding waves to an evolving or estranged faith. I did not feel set 
apart or hidden with Christ. It was a time of isolation and quiet, and 
I held a constant, sometimes physical unsettledness— the feeling 
of carrying a heavy bag over my shoulder when there was really  
just air.

Sometimes, in those years, I stayed a Christian by choice. Some-
times I stayed because I realized being a Christian wasn’t contingent 
on my striving. It was, of course, about Jesus, and a small liberation 
came from removing myself from the center of the story. Sometimes 
I stayed a Christian by brute force. Because if I wasn’t a Christian, 
where would my identity drift? Who would I become? Sometimes I 
stayed because the church held me up, or my husband held me up. 
Other times I stayed because I sensed God’s quiet hesed, his loyal 
love, in the middle of the drought.

As it became increasingly hard to earn the social capital required 
to identify as a Christian in a city like mine in the early 2000s, I 
became two unequal halves. Each Sunday I attended a Presbyterian 
church. But I moved through the other days of the week with a 
thread bare prayer life and a fledgling belief in Jesus I rarely talked 
about to anyone besides my husband.

I was a middle- class, young, white woman living simply but well 
in Seattle’s abundant, fresh air culture of farmers’ markets, weekend 
hikes, and excellent coffee. In that season, reading the word luke-
warm in the Bible caught my breath and tugged. I walked to the 
11:00 a.m. service most Sundays and participated in a weekly small 
group. But I spent my week working in media, including marketing 
books for a small press and writing about food for an alt weekly. 
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There was no motivation to complicate my professional life by trying 
to explain to colleagues why I was still a Christian.

Mentioning Jesus at a Friday happy hour would have skidded the 
needle on the record and caused a few pint glasses to drop. Or at 
least that’s how I imagined the scene. I got good at truncating my 
identity, and whenever God would tug through Scripture or prayer, 
I’d feel what might have been guilt or might have been conviction— 
but not enough of either to make me change. Looking back, I was 
self- soothing and in a state of young grief for a changing faith in a 
city that was skeptical of Christians for some good reasons. It took 
years for me to find even a little heat.

Children of Boomer evangelicals like I am usually have a faith 
journey that looks a lot different from that of our parents’ genera-
tion. While a 2014 Pew survey of Boomers found that 78 percent 
identify as Christians, and 69 percent were “absolutely certain” in 
their belief, just 57 percent of Millennials checked the Christian 
box, and only 52 percent were “absolutely certain.”1 Like me, many 
younger members of Gen X joined Millennials to form the genera-
tion after modernism and certainty. In the Seattle Metro Area where 
I live, 40 percent of residents in our thirties through fifties were 
“Nones,”2 unaffiliated with any religion but “turning toward more 
individual forms of spiritualism.”3 Skeptical, postmodern, and in-
creasingly postevangelical. And that was nearly a decade ago, before 
the presidency of Donald Trump.

People leave the church, be it the mega or home group variety, 
for any number of reasons. Some of us are exhausted from a life of 
required attendance and feel a sense of release when we leave an 
institution that has become mismatched with our adult identity. 
Some of us have experienced sexual, emotional, or spiritual abuse 
perpetrated by Christian leaders, and my God, it’s next to impossible 
to keep attending a congregation where defenses are heightened 
instead of put to rest.
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Introduction

A lot of us left the church because when we jumped, we fell. There 
was little spiritual formation taught on Sunday or at home. On our 
own in the world for the first time, we quickly lost our footing.

Still, some of us left because we were bored and because church 
didn’t do anything for us. When the idealism of youth that many 
middle- class white kids are born with burns off, committing to Jesus 
when it is not personally aspirational has little appeal. As a general 
rule, affiliating with Christianity in a progressive American city is 
not good for personal brand.

During the Trump administration, the stack of reasons to leave the 
evangelical church grew much higher. For many, the word evangelical 
became synonymous with white and Republican. The Capitol insur-
rection, with its “Jesus 2020” banners and wooden cross propped 
up in a crowd of Christian nationalists, was grief- inducing for many 
Christians. Evangelicalism flavored by our parents’ generation had 
become exclusionary to a lot of our peers. And with the rise of Chris-
tian nationalism and the calcification of cultural Christianity, the 
melting together of those ideologies became especially dangerous.

The undoing of American evangelicalism is a three- legged stool 
supported by politics, culture, and the market. Orphaned Believers 
explores how those stool legs began to wobble as a new generation 
of Christians grew up in the ’80s and ’90s. Our experience may also 
expand across different generations and ages to apply to many, re-
gardless of age or generational affiliation.

Many of us are questioning if it’s worth staying in the church 
as we know it. The problem is, as hard as it may be, and with very 
few exceptions— captivity, a desert island— we can’t fully experience 
Jesus without participating in some form of Christian community.

This book is for you, orphaned believer, weary from loss yet put-
ting full hope in Jesus. It is also for you who have left church but 
remain compelled by the Christian story. Because the Spirit of God 
can work even, and especially, in our wandering.
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Jesus says in John 14:18 that he will not leave us as orphans. Not 
orphaned from our parents’ faith, our children’s faith, or from the 
church. And I am convinced that we can bind ourselves together— 
and, when we need to, carry each other— toward the perfect love of 
Christ. In spite of how people we love may have been misguided. In 
spite of what social capital it costs.

Ultimately, I stayed a Christian because I came to believe, and 
experience, that Jesus’s promise to not leave us as orphans holds true.
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END TIMES

_Billups_OrphanedBelievers_RT_wo.indd   17_Billups_OrphanedBelievers_RT_wo.indd   17 9/20/22   10:32 AM9/20/22   10:32 AM

Sara Billups, Orphaned Believers 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



19

CHAPTER 1

Risky Business

Here is what you risk when choosing to give yourself over to 
the Christian story.

You will be called to believe Jesus was born of a virgin, 
turned water to wine, and was killed and then raised from the dead. 
Instead of such miraculous occurrences being mythology or symbol, 
you are convicted that these things really took place; if you happened 
to have been living two thousand years ago, you might have seen 
them with your own eyes.

Believing there is a living God— with a servant king Son and a 
Holy Spirit who dwells in your actual body— is a wild proposition.

As a Christian, you may be called to hope for impossibilities. To 
think thoughts that are both logical and intellectually aligned with 
science and your senses— while grappling with the possibility of 
holy visitations, physical healings, and the giving of spiritual gifts. 
You sign up for the whole story, even the mysterious or uncomfort-
able parts.

Believing in the Christian story also involves risk to your name. 
Christian conversion comes with claiming an identity that will 
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almost certainly make you look out of touch to secular human-
ists, atheists, the a- religious, the sacrilegious, and probably a few 
agnostics.

As Christians, we know what we sign up for, because Jesus told us 
plainly, “In this world you will have trouble” (John 16:33). Trouble 
beyond failing health, grief after losing a loved one, or financial hard-
ship. Christian trouble reaches down into the middle of us, where 
our identity is being tugged at by the market, our current culture, 
and our own desire to win and be remembered.

To live as a modern American Christian, your belief in Jesus will 
also be pressed down by the past, by the historic church’s bloody 
history and its bad actors who have skewed doctrine in every direc-
tion. In the present day, the church’s taint by nationalism and every- 
other- ism further complicates bearing Christian belief.

For some, however, this last bit is where things can start to get 
easy. Take the person identifying as a Christian who voted for Trump 
in 2016 or 2020. This person may or may not have internal con-
flict about casting their vote for a president who co- opted Chris-
tianity for the power of office. This person may believe the exchange 
was worth it and had little trouble overlooking President Trump’s 
transgressions. People change. Nobody’s perfect. Just look at King  
David.

The American church is not monolithic. There are some denomi-
nations, and also particular churches within large denominations, 
that have been moving forward in an orthodox and beautiful expres-
sion of faith in the midst of our culture wars.

But other churches have rested on the soft bed of cultural Chris-
tianity and may not feel the need to wake up anytime soon. Because 
if your identity gives you access to power, comfort does not demand 
reformation. There are two ways to respond to the fear of change if 
you are culturally Christian but do not yet live a life marked by the 
transformation of Jesus: either you tighten your grip on the sheets, 
pull the covers to your chin, and try to sleep— or you get up and 
make the bed.
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Today, there are a growing number of white Christians estranged 
from the dominant culture of the modern American church, specifi-
cally evangelicalism, in almost every way. I include myself among 
them. We believe whiteness has blinded the church to racism. That 
sexism has suppressed the gifts of women and propagated a culture 
of abuse. That sexual minorities have been banished instead of made 
welcome. That celebrity pastors have led churches with ambition, 
magnetism, and in many times deep moral failure.

Consumerism has stripped away the church’s posture toward 
radical simplicity. Culture wars have severely damaged our cred-
ibility, as we have sought power through political posturing instead 
of spiritual formation.

I feel it in me—a pull toward exceptionalism. Of being glad to be 
one of the few on the right side of history. But the way of Jesus calls 
us to guard against believing we are “in” a remnant of true believ-
ers while others are “out.” In reality, no matter what worldview we 
hold, the earnest Christian who holds the opposite opinion is just 
as much “in” Christ.

We all likely believe we’re sitting on the right side of the vote and 
pew. Many of us have tender and personal stories of conviction that 
led us to our current beliefs. At times we might hear from God, think 
we hear from God— or assume if we did hear something, it would 
be God telling us to hold fast to our political and cultural posture. 
When we miss God, we may be seeing a reflection of us instead of 
submitting to a wholly other Creator.

The 2020 election took a neon highlighter and underlined not just 
what many of us stand against but what we stand for. It was also an 
invitation to remember that we are not called to judge another. In 
Matthew 7:2, Jesus says “in the same way you judge others, you will 
be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.” 
This command is always true and is especially resonant during a 
charged political era. In the case of the evangelical church, the Trump 
presidency put our opinions and convictions on hyperspeed. Yet in 
letting go of judgment, a joyful rebuilding of Christ’s church and a 
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great reconciliation of the saints is possible. Here, hope swaps out 
the suffocating scarcity of being on the right side of the culture wars.

After Jesus says we will have trouble in the world, there is a glowing 
lantern on a dark path: he tells us he has overcome the world. We will 
be estranged in our lives, but we are not to be defensive. Instead, we 
can choose to put our great hope in all being made right in the end.

That great hope can lead us to make changes now that move us 
a little closer to God’s upside- down kingdom, where the first are 
last. Ordinary saints working quietly around the globe with contrite 
spirits will rise up to places of honor.

If I’ve learned anything over the past four decades, it is this: to 
live the Christian life well, to persevere, we have to accept the pos-
sibility that God is not just real but loving. Actively loving. Actively 
loving each of us. Which means change and restoration are possible.

What Is an Orphaned Believer?

God loves the sojourner. Deuteronomy 10:18 says, “He defends the 
cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigner resid-
ing among you.”

This book is for Christian sojourners. For orphaned believers.
The following chapters will attempt to answer the question, What 

happened to a generation of Christians who grew up in the church 
but are left weary and wandering?

Orphans don’t find themselves orphaned by something they did. 
Who is the orphan- maker— the one who does the abandoning? 
Some times it’s one or more persons in our life. Other times it’s the 
church or community we grew up in. Often it’s both.

When I talk about orphaned believers, I mean two things.
First, orphaned believers are cultural orphans. We’re Christians 

in a middle space. We might be politically progressive, moderate, 
or conservative, but we have joined together in standing against 
the deep currents of Christian nationalism that surfaced during the 
Trump presidency. We are troubled by white nationalism’s lasting 
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implications for the American church. We’re often alienated in our 
pursuit of Jesus in a moment when many people equate identifying 
as a Christian as archaic, anti- intellectual, and supporting dominant 
culture and “God and country” rhetoric.

Second, orphaned believers are spiritual orphans. The way we 
express our faith may look different from our parents and peers. 
We’re stirred when cultural Christianity has usurped the gospel’s call 
toward transformational work that leads to discomfort and disrup-
tion. Yet we remain inspired by— and live our lives centered on— the 
gospel story and the call of Jesus to be transformed by grace.

Some of us have experienced a double orphaning, first from 
church culture— reeling from -isms including nationalism, racism, 
and sexism. But we’ve also been orphaned in broader culture, where 
following Jesus costs social capital.

If you identify as an orphaned believer, I want to say three things. 
First, you’re feeling this way for a reason, and it is not an accident or 
just in your head. Second, you have probably been feeling culturally 
and spiritually estranged because of specific societal and political 
forces that are working systemically. Third, you’re far from the only 
one experiencing sadness, heaviness, or confusion. You are not alone.

What Has Shaped Us

I’m interested in finding what’s valuable and true in complicated sto-
ries, and I believe God works in and through everything. Even every 
broken thing. These chapters explore how we landed at this place and 
what orphaned believers can do with our longing for a life formed 
by Jesus. We can do the work of moving forward by looking back.

I believe we can see ourselves— and our future— in a new way 
when we understand our common past. Considering the past helps 
us accept where we’ve come from before we move further ahead. 
Understanding the larger cultural and political context that shaped 
evangelicalism leads Christians on a clearer path toward deepened 
spiritual formation.
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Reading accounts of evangelicalism from the ’60s through the 
’90s and hearing stories from our friends and family of origin can’t 
paint a whole picture of the past for us. We tend to remember his-
tory in ways that idealize or catastrophize what happened before 
we were born or when we were kids. The way we recall memories 
or are told family stories may or may not align with the reality of 
former events. Nostalgia can manifest itself as longing because what 
happened when we were younger solidified the beginning of our 
own spiritual formation.

But time can also make room for finding—through lines con-
necting the dots—how something that happened in our own lives 
was linked to the wider world. For example, a lot of parents in the 
mid-80s were concerned that backtracked vocals on records were 
hiding satanic messages. When no one was watching, kids like me 
were running our fingers counterclockwise across vinyl, trying to 
make out a hidden phrase. The secret message fervor had an illicit 
hidden treasure, cartoon- mystery vibe. We probably didn’t know 
the reason our parents were worried about satanic messages laced 
into music was sparked by Senate hearings with the Parents Music 
Resource Council in 1985. The group worked to earmark songs in 
categories including “occult” on its “dirty 15” list. That throwback 
cultural moment is light and kitschy to most of us looking back 
from the 2020s, but I use it as an example of how understanding the 
larger context of what happened in formative years helps us make 
sense of trends, fears, and behaviors.

Orphaned believers are impacted by three specific failures of 
white American evangelicalism in the ’80s and ’90s that continue 
to shape the church today, regardless of how directly or indirectly we 
interacted with them: specifically, an obsession with the end times, 
culture wars, and consumerism.

End Times

The first area to consider how the American evangelical church 
failed a generation is in its discussion of the last days. You may or 
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may not have been raised with a parent who told you Jesus would 
return in your lifetime, or even before you would be able to start a 
career or have a family. If you heard this message and carried that 
spiritual trauma into adulthood, it never should have happened and 
I’m sorry it did. You are in good company.

Your life may have been deeply impacted by fear- based end- times 
theology, called premillennial dispensationalism, or the whole “left 
behind” era may have been a strange curiosity, a church sub culture 
you didn’t encounter. Regardless of whether or not you have a per-
sonal end- times story to tell, dispensationalism is important to con-
sider because it is directly tied to conspiracy theories, the rise of 
Donald Trump’s presidency, and other power dynamics threaded 
through politics. Christian nationalism has irrevocably damaged 
American Christianity, and end- times culture is a part of the story. 
We are all better served by understanding how obsession with the 
end times in the last decades of the twentieth century still plays a 
role in the church and broader culture today.

Culture Wars

Second, certain cultural forces, from the New Age movement to 
an airport revival, from hippie Christians to modern- day miracles, 
shaped American religion for decades and led to a cultural estrange-
ment for evangelicals, including many Gen Xers and Millennials.

Ironically, some Christians who entered adulthood on the more 
radical side of the culture of their day, as a part of the Jesus Move-
ment, became a force for influencing conservative politics in the 
’80s and ’90s. No culture war issue more clearly unifies and aligns 
American evangelicals than abortion.

When I was a teen, the emotion of abortion, the idea of a baby 
being murdered, landed me in a protest line, praying for young 
women entering into the Planned Parenthood office in my home-
town. There were millions of unborn babies being killed each year, 
I understood, and no one counted their votes. As I moved into 
adulthood, like many I began to consider how few evangelicals I 
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encountered were supporting single mothers after their babies were 
born or advocating for other marginalized people, including im-
migrants and migrant workers.

Beyond abortion, what other culture war issues paved the way 
for Boomers, such as my father, to hold a lifelong allegiance to the 
Republican Party? Christian culture wars had their own flavor in the 
’80s and ’90s, from evolution to censorship. How did conservative 
politics become synonymous with evangelicalism and tarnish the 
witness of the church for us kids, who watched conflicts bubble up 
in the media and from the pulpit?

Consumerism

Third, I grew up spending Sunday morning in church and Sunday 
afternoon at the mall. The influence of the market on the suburban 
church molded my faith as much as youth group. Like a lot of peers, 
I moved to the city after college, leaving my suburban home. I won-
dered how the suburbs and consumerism meshed into the white evan-
gelical church and how those ideals transferred to careerism, burnout, 
and aspirations to live in a certain bracket of lifestyle and class marked 
by hyper- agency and a quest for authenticity that could be both cre-
ated and controlled. How did the suburbs help the church swell in 
size, and how did the church define the white suburban experience?

A Note to Readers

I came up in the Missional church era with a college pastor who was 
saved during the Jesus Movement. I have an English degree from a 
Midwestern Christian liberal arts college and a master’s degree in 
nonprofit leadership from a Jesuit university. I’ve nearly completed 
coursework for a doctorate of ministry in the sacred art of writing 
from Western Theological Seminary. I am a member of the vestry 
at my local church.

I am not a historian, academic, or trained theologian. I am a writer. 
I am an orphaned believer— maybe like you.
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I’ve approached Orphaned Believers journalistically, as is my trade, 
using reporting and research to uncover the cultural and political 
forces that landed us on this particular moment in the history of the 
American church. A church where, as a young Mississippi- based 
pastor named Skyler Flowers wrote, “the rate at which divergent 
views have been revealed has created jarring relational dissonance. 
People in the pews are left questioning the extent to which their unity 
is based on the Apostles or Nicene creeds or other political, cultural, 
and socioeconomic matters.”1 I am writing toward the central ques-
tions, How did we get here? and Where do we go?

In addition to how broader culture shapes the church and our 
daily lives, I’m interested in human stories. This book is as much an 
identity narrative as it is cultural theology.

I’ve also in large part written a story about a father and a daughter, 
which I hope brings the tenderness of generational difference to 
light, as well as the estrangement that can come when our politics 
and theology are a wide river apart from our parents’.

I began the proposal for this book the weekend before my fa-
ther was diagnosed with a treatable but not curable blood cancer. 
The end- times theology Dad told me since I was a child was still 
totally plausible to him when he got sick. The many winter storm 
warnings, earthquakes, wars, and other current events from Y2K 
to 9/11 to the Arab Spring had not been bad enough to trigger the 
end of the world. Nor was the first red heifer born in Israel in two 
thousand years a sign like Dad thought it was back in 2018.2 The 
blood moon and once- in- a- lifetime eclipse were also not indicators 
of the rapture.

Yet my father’s sure- footed belief that cancer would not kill him 
because he would be raptured was something we talked about most 
weeks on the way home from chemo. I wanted to understand if my 
father really, truly believed he would not die from incurable cancer 
because he would be raptured. I share Dad’s story here to illustrate 
how beliefs and values that are big and important to one generation 
can become generational trauma inherited by the next.
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I am literally the child of two Boomer evangelicals. Whether 
or not this describes you, if you were a member of the American 
evangelical church in the ’80s and ’90s, you too are a “child” of 
this tradition as defined and influenced by Boomer evangelicals. 
No matter what generation we were born into, many of us were 
spiritually formed by aspects of Boomer evangelicalism, be we Gen 
Xers, Millennials, or members of Gen Z. We’re all impacted to some 
degree by the same influences: Focus on the Family. See You at the 
Poles. Pledge allegiance to the Christian flag, then shift your gaze to 
pledge to the American flag. One hand over one heart. Indivisible.

I am especially interested in generational trends and am working 
to find the common denominator in our stories. The heart of this 
work is reconciliatory, and I’m ultimately working to make room 
for Christians to move toward— or turn back around— to Jesus. 
As a result, I’ve intended to write about the Boomer generation 
with care, and for nothing to land with a sharp edge of judgment 
or presumption.

If you are a person of color reading this book, or are in a global 
church context outside of Western Christianity, my hope is these 
chapters bring some new slant of understanding about the many 
ways you, as brothers and sisters in Christ, may have been met with 
skepticism, written off, or pushed to the sidelines by white supremacy 
when Christians are instead called to a kingdom of all creeds and 
colors worshiping Jesus. As a white American Christian, I’ve tried 
to research and write with transparency about my own culpability 
and continually recognize the ongoing work to surface racism in 
my own heart.

If you’re reading this book and no longer identify as a Christian, 
or if you have a general curiosity about the state of the American 
church, I hope it will offer some context and backstory. As journalist 
Anne Helen Petersen wrote,

white evangelical culture has explicitly and implicitly shaped the 
dominant ideologies we wade through, no matter our own belief 
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systems, every day. Ideals of masculinity and femininity, of course, 
but also of purity and nationhood, of power and dominance, of how 
tailgate decals . . . became commonplace in so many corners of the 
United States.3

There is an American story within this evangelical Christian story.

Reclaiming “Christian”

Finally, a note about the word Christian. It’s important to use com-
mon and clear language to describe our belief in Jesus, and I can’t 
find a word better than Christian. When we only define what we’re 
estranged from, it’s not enough. In the end, a sort- of Christianity 
falls flat, and a nostalgic Christianity becomes a memory instead of 
a living framework for love and restoration.

Christianity is older, larger, and more diverse than our present re-
ality in the United States. Christianity is a big tent beyond American 
politics, and we are free to speak up and say “I am here.” That free-
dom begins by reclaiming the word Christian. Dropping our claim 
of it essentially allows conspiracy theorists and white supremacists 
to own that real estate.

Reclaiming unifying language and reforming the church carries 
little lasting meaning if we do not center our lives on service. We 
bear witness to Christ’s work in the world when we work for racial 
justice, equal pay for women, universal preschool, clean water, and 
any other systemic reform that lifts up the sidelined and brings 
flourishing.

As we read in James, faith without works is dead. The great joy 
of our faith is lifting each other up, loving each other well, and 
showing up for each other in the ordinary hard of life. As Mother 
Teresa famously said, “Not all of us can do great things. But we can 
do small things with great love.”4

There’s wilderness in all of us. We’re lost and found a little every 
day. Lost or found, followers of Jesus make up the church.
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The church remains our best hope. She’s what Christ left us with. 
The church, the body of Christ, is always being reformed and re-
newed. Orphaned believers can reform the church, because it’s the 
people with consciences that cry out who create change.

Many of us remain convinced Jesus wasn’t only a good prophet, 
a historical figure, or a crucified refugee. We believe because, in 
the presence of our doubts, our lives have been changed and hearts 
softened by the gospel. Whether we’re orphaned spiritually, cultur-
ally, or both, the Christian story is ours.
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