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1

INTRODUCTION

American society has a knowledge crisis, and the American 
church is no exception.

It’s a crisis that’s difficult to fathom or even name, lurking as 
it does among the foundations of our minds, the semiconscious 
corners where we determine what we can know and who we can 
trust. It’s a crisis that concerns me daily because of my work in 
journalism but also because I see it slinking into the lives of my 
loved ones and American evangelicalism writ large, reshaping 
hopes and joys— and fears and rages.

I’m not the only one experiencing that grim advance, be-
cause this crisis is increasingly ubiquitous in our public life. We 
don’t know what is true, what is knowable, what is trustworthy. 
Our information environment is chaotic and overwhelming, 
rife with conspiracy theories, “fake news,” and habit- forming 
digital manipulation. It is breaking our brains, polluting our 
politics, and corrupting Christian community. It may be the 
most pressing and unprecedented challenge of discipleship in 
the American church.

Picking Up Pieces

I began writing about our knowledge crisis in 2018, though 
I didn’t see it then as a single, coherent phenomenon. I saw 
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pieces—a statistic here, a story there— and explored them in 
my articles as a political columnist for Christianity Today and 
as an editor at The Week.1 I wrote about traditional media and 
social media, deception and gullibility, shame and guilt, populist 
paranoia and elite expertise, unjustified certainty and needless 
confusion.

Many of these stories drew on my own experiences: the 
steady stream of political half- truths and hysteria a relative 
has been emailing me for years; complaints from friends that 
Facebook and Fox News have turned their parents into angry, 
obsessive people they barely recognize; conversations with my 
husband about how to keep our twins’ faces off Instagram and 
their brains off YouTube.

With each piece I explored, it became clearer that the knowl-
edge crisis I was gradually investigating wasn’t unique to me 
and my circles. I wasn’t observing isolated incidents. There 
was reason to think the problem I perceived was national in 
scale, and our frenetic news cycle seemed to keep whirling back 
to these same themes. So I started digging deeper, pursuing 
these stories more intentionally, looking for the right words to 
label what I saw so I could help others see it too. The more I 
researched and wrote, the more convinced I became that calling 
our knowledge problem a “crisis” was not hyperbolic.

Then, in the fall of 2020, a former colleague of mine (I’ll call 
him Jim) wanted to buy a house. He and his wife were planning 
to move to be near family in a midsize city. They were getting 
older, and it would likely be their final move. They didn’t have a 
large budget to work with— or, in semiretirement, much regular 
income— but living near their family’s neighborhood in the 
city would allow them to get something both comfortable and 
affordable, maybe even a duplex that could bring in passive 
income when they were fully retired.

All my friends know I love browsing real- estate listings, es-
pecially for old houses and fixer- uppers. As Jim and his wife 
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started their hunt, we texted a lot of Zillow links back and 
forth, and they toured a number of the properties I’d found. 
It was about a month before the 2020 election, and though I 
generally steered our conversations clear of politics— it’s shop 
talk for me, and I don’t like to do it in my free time—I knew they 
were both confident their favored candidate, then- president 
Donald Trump, would win.

But he didn’t win. And as it became clearer that Trump’s loss 
was final, Jim began backing away from his own plans. Trump’s 
departure, he was certain, would lead to mass chaos. Supply 
chains would break down with the Democrats in charge. The 
economy would crumble as some hybrid of dictatorship and 
mob rule emerged. Living in a densely populated area without 
farmland wouldn’t be safe.

“I don’t want to be in the middle of  a million starving 
people,” Jim told me. Afraid of this dystopian fantasy, he didn’t 
buy a house. He spent half of what he’d budgeted for a down 
payment on a used camper instead.

During that conversation— or rather, several hours later, 
as in the moment I was too flabbergasted to muster a lucid 
thought— is when I think I finally realized the significance, 
scope, and severity of our society’s knowledge crisis. Here was 
a fellow Christian making life- changing choices on the basis 
of fear mongering falsehoods. I don’t know how his financial 
decisions will shake out, or if he’ll decide, as normal life con-
tinues, he can live in the city after all. But there’s a chance Jim’s 
final decades will be more difficult than they should have been 
because he mistook lies for truth.

Frothing talk radio, pixelated YouTube videos promising 
to reveal what “they” don’t want you to know, and an endless 
stream of print and email newsletters (each ending with the 
inevitable sales or fundraising pitch) had convinced him. He 
was impervious to pushback, though I share his faith and many 
of his policy preferences and (I thought) held his respect for my 
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work as a journalist. He was sure he could see this imagined 
hellscape looming on the horizon. He made tracks.

The Media Piece

Most people affected by our knowledge crisis won’t so 
dramatically alter their lives. But an accumulation of smaller 
changes matters too. How we handle knowledge and how we 
assess truth claims are crucial for the development and out-
working of our faith as Christians. It’s fundamental to every-
thing in the political arena and so much of our private lives as 
well. The simplest conversations can feel impossible when we 
can’t agree about what is true— or whether and how truth can 
even be found. And if we can’t talk to one another, how do we 
worship together? How do we govern together? How do we 
live together?

Around the same time Jim was shopping for a house, three 
other experiences helped me better grasp the contours of this 
crisis and start to move beyond the stupefaction and helpless-
ness I felt in that “million starving people” moment.

The first came as I was scrolling through Instagram. I noticed 
a friend had shared someone else’s post raising awareness about 
child trafficking and pornography. I knew this wasn’t mere so-
cial media performance. She’s not the type to “pray standing in 
the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others” 
(Matt. 6:5). So I clicked.

The post seemed . . . off, but for a few minutes I couldn’t 
figure out why. Then I looked at the hashtags. Alongside #Save 
TheChildren was #WWG1WGA, an acronym used in the 
QAnon conspiracy movement, which alleges (among other 
things—we’ll explore this further in chap. 4) that our govern-
ment and other major institutions have for decades or even 
centuries been run by a powerful cabal of Satan- worshipping 
cannibalistic pedophiles. The post my friend shared mixed 
truth about modern human trafficking with QAnon delusions.
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I privately messaged her to ask if  she was getting into 
QAnon, hoping to warn her away before she was pulled into a 
movement known to end marriages and estrange families. She 
replied that she’d never even heard of it. She’d shared this post 
totally unaware that it was by design an entry point to a false 
and dysfunctional group that later would be centrally involved 
in the storming of the US Capitol. She’d unwittingly lent her 
good name to a pernicious lie.

But where, exactly, had she gone wrong? She’s right to de-
plore the abuse of children, of course, and she had come across 
this post because she was attempting to accompany her faith 
with action (James 2:17), both online and off.

Should she have recognized the hashtags? I did because it’s 
my job to research this stuff. But my friend doesn’t work in 
press or politics. Because her consumption of political media is 
responsibly limited, she was unaware of what was then a little- 
known conspiracy claim. I could hardly say she should consume 
more political content. If anything, I should consume less.

Was the problem that she was using Instagram? Social media 
is an easy, obvious target here, but my friend’s Instagram use is 
about as innocent and justifiable as it gets. There was no glar-
ing failure, no one place I could point to and say, “Ah, that’s 
your problem. Make this change and you’ll never share political 
misinformation with hundreds of people again!”

My discussions with Jim had directed my attention toward 
disordered political engagement, news consumption, and social 
media use as a means by which our knowledge crisis grows. 
They’re all part of it, yes, and quite a visible part. (Traditional 
and social media are the subject of chap. 2—I address them 
early in the book because I suspect most of us already know 
something has gone wrong there.) But they’re just three con-
tributors among many, and each one is as much a symptom as 
a cause. Ditching Instagram might be wise, but by itself it’s not 
enough to keep the crisis at bay.
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The Community Piece

The second experience was a discernment process at my 
church. We’d heard our denomination was planning to take a 
vote on gay marriage and ordination at an upcoming national 
conference, and we wanted to decide how the representative 
from our congregation should cast his ballot. The trouble was 
we’d never discussed the topic as a community. A lot of us had 
simply assumed everyone else shared our views, but when we 
broached the issue, it became clear we were sharply divided.

The divide was not merely about the question proper, though 
there was indeed division there. What truly made the process 
difficult were the differences among us around how to discern 
the issue, differences that cut across our theological lines.

Some members of our congregation wanted to approach this 
question as a matter of scriptural study: What are the relevant 
biblical texts? How did their original audiences understand 
them? How should they apply to Christians today? Are there 
larger scriptural themes— of love, sexual morality, pastoral 
care, and so on— that should affect our interpretations and 
the church policies they inform?

For others, however, it seemed obvious the decision must be 
far more intuitive and experiential, more about gut instincts, 
personal relationships, the influence of the Holy Spirit, and 
what it would feel like to bring friends and family to a church 
that adopted one policy or another. For many, it was signifi-
cantly about identity: What will it mean for me to be a covenant 
member of a congregation that commits to a given stance? 
What kind of person does that make me? How does it label me?

As I write this, I’m gearing up to move eight hundred miles 
away, so I won’t be involved when the discernment process re-
sumes. (We suspended it when the COVID-19 pandemic began 
because continuing such intense conversations on Zoom seemed 
like a terrible idea.) I don’t know how it will proceed or con-
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clude, but I do know these different means of seeking truth 
will complicate the pursuit of consensus. Even if a theological 
agreement is reached, how to explain and justify it will remain 
a difficult question because we have members reaching the same 
conclusion via wholly different paths.

Before this discernment process began, I would have recom-
mended robust commitment to Christian community as the 
primary counterweight to our knowledge crisis. It’s a recom-
mendation I’ve read from many writers and pastors wiser than 
I, and I’m not saying they’re wrong. I still think thick commu-
nity is incredibly important; I will talk about it repeatedly in 
this book. Yet I no longer think it’s enough.

My church is good at community life. We’re not a Sunday 
social club. We take our covenant with God and one another 
seriously. The congregation started as young people living in 
community houses together, pooling resources and sharing 
meals. That evolved as most got married and left their early 
twenties behind, but we kept our commitment to three adja-
cent neighborhoods in which almost all our members live. We 
bought houses near one another. We share tools and shovel 
one another’s sidewalks and hang out multiple times a week. 
When we started this discernment process, a process we knew 
had rent other churches in two, we reminded ourselves of how 
much we value our community. We promised we would hold 
to our covenant and keep sight of our calling to “love each 
other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins” 
(1 Pet. 4:8).

It still all but broke us. Between people with different as-
sumptions, conversations about how to discern truth were 
nerve- wracking and disheartening. Dear friends suddenly 
seemed to be unintelligible strangers. Some members left. I 
suspect all of us thought about it at least once. I rode home from 
a particularly painful meeting searching “church” on Google 
Maps, tapping through all the results nearby though I already 
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knew what every single one was, fighting tears and panicking 
that my whole community seemed to be coming undone. How 
could this happen to us? I wondered. We promised each other 
it wouldn’t.

Those promises weren’t nothing. I don’t think I’m naive to 
believe the community will survive the discernment process 
mostly intact and without animosity toward or from those who 
have left because of this.

Still, as a community we should have been better bound 
by truth as well as love. We should not have been caught by 
surprise. We should never have tried to discern such a weighty 
matter without first, together, learning discernment itself. We 
should have first determined how, specifically, our community 
would “test and approve what God’s will is— his good, pleas-
ing and perfect will” (Rom. 12:2). Robust community life did 
us so much good, but it alone could not keep the knowledge 
crisis from prowling into our sanctuary.

The Argument Piece

The third experience was the time another friend of mine 
told me about a weird pattern of conversations she’d been hav-
ing with her parents. They’d never been stridently political, 
but that changed when state mandates intended to control the 
spread of COVID-19 left them frequently stuck at home in 
a newly empty nest. In that social vacuum, they developed a 
cable- news habit, and cable news began to change them.

Its fury began creeping into their minds, its complaints and 
cadences into their speech. In the middle of mundane text 
chats with their adult children, they’d suddenly break off on a 
political tangent, ranting about this outrage or that injustice, all 
of it irrelevant to the moment at hand. At first, my friend and 
her siblings didn’t know how to respond. By turns they tried 
ignoring the political tirades or pushing back with arguments 
of their own, often ending up equally frustrated or angry.
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Finally my friend hit on a new strategy. “Why are you angry?” 
she would respond when a parent lurched into cable mode. 
“You’re about to have a grandchild,” she’d say, reminding them 
of her pregnancy. “You’re okay! We’re okay.” Her parents would 
pause, reset, and refocus on the topic at hand. It was as if a spell 
had been broken, and by the time their granddaughter arrived 
their cable- news fixation was no more.

My friend’s success with her parents stood in marked con-
trast to my failure to persuade Jim it was safe to buy a house 
near his family. She’d invited them to look away from their 
screen and out into the world, to remember the goodness in 
their lives, the ordinary hopes and joys never written into the 
cable news narrative. I’d argued about politics, foolishly think-
ing I could overcome Jim’s fear if I simply showed him a few 
more facts.

The Catholic novelist and theologian G. K. Chesterton ar-
rived at this realization a century before I did. If  you argue 
with someone convinced of conspiracy theories (or similarly 
enveloping falsehoods), he wrote in Orthodoxy, “it is extremely 
probable that you will get the worst of it; for in many ways his 
mind moves all the quicker for not being delayed by the things 
that go with good judgment.” If this person believes “men have 
a conspiracy against him, you cannot dispute it,” Chesterton 
continued, “except by saying that all the men deny that they 
are conspirators; which is exactly what conspirators would do. 
His explanation covers the facts as much as yours.”2

When we encounter a mind thus confused, Chesterton ad-
vised that “we should be chiefly concerned not so much to 
give it arguments as to give it air, to convince it that there was 
something cleaner and cooler outside the suffocation of a single 
argument.”3 Instead of fact- checking, maybe throw a party. Play 
a game. Take a walk. Go to church. Remember you’re about 
to have a granddaughter. Remember “neither death nor life, 
neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, 
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nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in 
all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God 
that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38–39).

My friend gave her parents air, and when they’d taken a 
breath, the suffocating frenzy of cable news no longer satisfied. 
I argued politics, and Jim bought a camper.

Putting Pieces Together

If something in these stories feels familiar, if you’ve seen this 
suffocation in your family or church, if a certain disquiet has 
begun to engulf you when you read the news or browse social 
media or otherwise attempt to engage our ever more complex 
information environment, I am writing for you. And I’m writing 
for myself, because engaging that environment is a necessary 
hazard of my work in journalism— which is to say, there is 
always a risk the confused mind may be my own.

For my own benefit as much as that of anyone else, I need 
to be able to name the crisis, identify its rotten fruits, and find 
the air they have not befouled. It is to that threefold project 
we’ll now turn.
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