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You never ask questions when God’s on your side.

—Bob Dylan, “With God on Our Side”

I believe in you even though I be outnumbered.

—Bob Dylan, “I Believe in You”
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1

Introduction

It’s predawn. Loud music and shouting are coming from the 
basement. It’s 1997, my second year of college.

But it’s not a party. I’m in my parents’ house in the DC 
suburbs. I’m alone in my bedroom. I’m singing and dancing and 
shouting while listening to religious revival music: a live recording 
of the Stoneleigh International Bible Week conference that year 
in Britain.

My chest grows warm with emotion. My eyes are closed in 
prayer. The feelings of euphoria are elusive, but I hunt them like 
a hound. They’re like a holy drug. But I remind myself that even 
if I don’t feel like worshiping God, I should anyway. That’s why I 
am up at this ungodly hour, making such a ruckus that a friend of 
my brother’s who is spending the night is awakened by the noise. 
He opens his eyes and wonders what the hell is going on.

This is the time, this is the place
We’re living in a season of amazing grace.1

1. Stoneleigh Worship Band, “I Hear the Sound (Distant Thunder),” You-
Tube video, posted by Brien Doran, October 17, 2016, https://www .youtube .com 
/watch?v=Rb26qlfYSvk.
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That’s how I feel: that something special is happening around 
me and has happened to me. The song proclaims that I and other 
Christians are at the precipice of some great moment in which we 
will change the world. I sing my readiness to do whatever God 
commands.

I never could have imagined those words in the way I read them 
now, after what I’ve seen during the past two decades. Certainty 
disguised as faith, it turns out, can take people to some bizarre 
places.

———
What is it, that spark that makes our lives worth living?

Amid the exhaustion and boredom, the frustration and sadness, 
the grief and heartbreak, there is something that keeps us going. 
It’s a small and quiet sound. I often hear it, or feel it, in the early 
morning hours. But then it appears in the midst of a lazy sum-
mer afternoon, or in an autumn sunset, or in the car on a bleak 
midwinter Monday morning when I’ve just dropped the kids off 
at school and life feels pointless.

It’s a sensation in the chest sometimes, a faint burning or warm 
feeling. Other times it’s just a serenity. And sometimes it’s a small 
whisper. It’s too quiet for me to make out any words, but that 
doesn’t matter. I listen attentively.

This is an elusive thing. It runs away the moment I try to put it 
into words. Sometimes I sit down and try anyway. Unless I attempt 
this right away, the spark is too ineffable to capture later.

The feeling I get from this small flame is that there is a point 
and a purpose to all this, to my life, to what is happening around 
me in this big, tragic, beautiful world.

It is the voice of God. I was trained to hear it when I was a child, 
and this was a great gift.

———
All my life I have been a mearcstapa, or a border- stalker. Mearc-
stapa is an Old English word used in Beowulf. Painter and au-
thor Makoto Fujimura used this term, and his modern transla-
tion of border- stalker, to describe those who “are uncomfortable 
in homogenous groups” and yet are still present in them, and 
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thus they live “on the edge of their groups, going in and out of 
them.”2 That’s how I existed during my upbringing in a conserva-
tive church. I never felt entirely comfortable there. I walked into 
church one day and a young woman about my age said, “Where’s 
your smile, Jon?” I wanted to scream. I hated the constant pres-
sure to look happy.

My childhood was dominated by talk of demons and angels, 
speaking in tongues, the return of Jesus, and the end of the world. 
I was the son of a pastor and the oldest of seven kids. My father 
led protests outside abortion clinics. I was ambivalent about church 
until I turned twenty, when I became a radical and was put on the 
fast track to becoming a pastor. But I could not bear the uniformity 
of thought in that world. I needed to escape the psychological and 
emotional distress of trying to meet the exacting standards of our 
church. This is not a tale of growing up amid corrupt charlatans 
who used the name of God to amass riches. The leaders in my 
world were true believers whose intensity of belief blinded them 
to their errors. It’s the same road I am still prone to go down even 
now in the way I critique the evangelicalism I have left behind.

That world held me tight for many years, and my separation has 
been a long process. My voyage out into the broader world—this 
place I had been told was evil and dangerous—came largely via 
the tradecraft of journalism. I remain a border- stalker who is not 
fully at home inside the church, but neither am I all that comfort-
able inside the tribe of journalism and American political elites. 
I am not fully one of them either. This book will make that clear.

Fujimura’s writings have shaped my thinking about how to be a 
Christian and live in the world. His book Culture Care lays out a 
vision opposed to “culture war,” and in this vision, border- stalkers 
have an important role: “They can become good Samaritans to 
a divided culture,” he writes. They do this through “overcoming 
caricatures and injecting diversity, nuance, and even paradox into 
the nature of the conversation, and then moving on to teach society 

2. Makoto Fujimura, Culture Care: Reconnecting with Beauty for Our Com-
mon Life (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2017), 58.
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a language of empathy and reconciliation.”3 As long as I can re-
member, I’ve wanted to do that: reduce confusion, build bridges, 
tear down lies, slow down the rush to easy answers.

I thought, naively, that this was a straightforward task. It never 
is. Dishonesty pays—and pays well. These have been especially 
hard years for the pursuit of truth. The modern world is a violent 
environment for a border- stalker. It is now the norm to be intoler-
ant of opposing views, to see others as the other: to fear them, 
to hate them. Black- and- white thinking is everywhere. Nuance is 
vanishing. Complexity is demonized.

The tumult of the last few years has forced me to reassess what 
I really believe (a process I’ve gone through a few times in my life 
now). I’ve had to pull myself away from the easy anger of opposi-
tion and redouble the search to know what I stand for, not just 
what I’m against. And, of course, beyond the what is the why, a 
set of questions that require even more work to answer. My soul- 
searching has taken me to the Mississippi Delta and to the Rust 
Belt, and down the ancient paths of the Christian church. My 
anger has burned too hot at times and has been cooled by that 
most precious regulator of dehumanizing passions: face- to- face 
interactions with others whom I don’t understand.

I have thought long about what a more faithful Christian wit-
ness would look like. The answers seem more tenuous than ever. 
So do my blessings, which are many. Maybe as a result, I feel more 
grateful than I ever have in my life.

———
This book is more than an essay or an argument. It is my testimony.

The word testimony has special meaning for Christians. It is 
when an individual stands before a congregation and shares what 
God has done in their life. They talk of working through chal-
lenges and struggles, and they share how God reached down and 
plucked them out of difficulty or helped them through adversity. 
This was a regular part of church during my childhood. A testi-
mony was always met with hearty amens and ended with applause. 

3. Fujimura, Culture Care, 61.
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But sometimes as I sat listening, I got the feeling that these stories 
sounded so wonderful that maybe they were too good to be en-
tirely accurate.

This is my account of trying to walk the path Jesus spoke of, 
despite all the ways I’ve seen the pursuit of truth sidelined, dis-
missed, and blocked, often in the name of faith. It has felt bleak 
at times. This has pushed me deeper into the most essential teach-
ings of my childhood faith. I do still believe that Christianity has 
much to contribute during this time. But “we need to lay down 
our weapons based on fear,” Fujimura writes. “Weapons of cul-
ture war will only lead to a Darwinian victory, if that. Instead, 
let us become nurturers of lasting beauty, tending to our culture 
with care, and with tears. Culture is not a territory to be won; it 
is instead a resource we are called to steward.”4

I am not expecting a chorus of amens, however. Telling the 
truth often elicits hostility and anger. As Fujimura says, “Beauty 
is also sacrifice.”5 Truth is beautiful, but it also exacts a cost—on 
those who tell it and on those who choose to listen.

From a young age, I latched on to the idea that truth is central 
to Christian faith. I’ve always loved the way that Jesus stood for 
truth. “I am the way and the truth and the life,” Christ said (John 
14:6). At another point, he promised that his Spirit would “guide 
you into all the truth” (16:13). When he was about to be executed, 
Jesus told a Roman official, “The reason I was born and came 
into the world is to testify to the truth” (18:37). “What is truth?” 
replied Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor (18:38). It’s a haunting 
question. And yet in some ways, the insularity of my upbringing 
shielded me from the worldly knowledge about what happens to 
those who seek truth in the real world. This knowledge can lead 
to cynicism. History shows that those who seek truth are often 

4. Makoto Fujimura, “Tears for Fragile Emanations: A Lenten Reflection,” 
March 2, 2014, https://makotofujimura .com /writings /tears -  for -  fragile -  emanations 
-  lenten -  reflection -2014 /.

5. Makoto Fujimura, “Messiah College Commencement Address, 2013,” May 
20, 2013, https://makotofujimura .com /writings /messiah -  college -  commencement 
-  address -2013 /.
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destroyed by those who will not or cannot face it. Truth is often 
horrifying in what it reveals about humanity.

But it can also be fuel for adventure. We know truth more fully 
when we realize it is not easily found. It is elusive and multifaceted. 
The process by which we find it is maybe the most important 
thing. It takes work to locate, and often as soon as we think we 
have grasped it, it slips away. Truth is not a script. It is not a cheat 
sheet for life. Truth does not come from picking a set of answers 
and then arranging all the questions so that they line up correctly. 
Truth starts with the questions. It requires an openness—to other 
points of view and experiences, to being wrong, to changing one’s 
mind. A commitment to truth involves a passionate embrace of 
critical thinking.

First and foremost, truth- seekers don’t search for battles out-
side themselves to win. Instead, they examine their own point of 
view, searching for holes, weaknesses, errors. Truth- seekers don’t 
pretend to understand other points of view. They inhabit them, 
walk around in them, try to gain perspective. They hold their 
conclusions with an open hand. And yet, at the end of the day, a 
truth- seeker doesn’t shy away from speaking up.

We can step into the dark night of not knowing, clinging to 
whatever faith we might be blessed to have, and ask to see and 
understand. We can walk in gratefulness and the humility of sin-
cere need. Some call this prayer.

Journalism has made me more of a Christian, a better Chris-
tian. It has exposed me to the richness and complexity of life and 
has led me into the kind of adventurous pursuit of truth that 
has durability, integrity, and honesty. The job of a journalist is to 
push back against reductionism and dumbing down. It is to stand 
against self- assured know- it- alls and angry know- nothings and 
promote the humility of admitting what we cannot know for sure. 
It is to open one’s self toward empathy for the circumstances of 
others, to develop an appreciation for history, and to acquire deep 
knowledge in some areas. It is to live a life of curiosity and wonder.

Journalism has taught me to stand in the wash zone of culture 
and politics. In the ocean, the wash zone is that small area where 
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the waves crash in toward the shore while at the same time water 
is flowing in the opposite direction, down from the sand and back 
out to sea. It is hard to stand up amid the tumult: thunderous 
waves pound your upper body one way, while the undertow tries 
to pull your legs in the other direction. In real life, this push and 
pull comes when people in different groups tell a journalist to pick 
a side. “You are either with us or against us,” they say. A journal-
ist’s task is to stand firm in that middle ground as the tides of one 
tribe try to pull them out to sea while the waves of another crash 
over their head.

Truth has been my North Star over the last two decades as a 
journalist. I have believed we can know it and that we should strive 
to do so. Twenty years ago, I thought that the biggest threats to 
truth were postmodern relativism and godless liberals. Today, to 
my shock, my own tribe of Christians has taken a battering ram 
to truth. I think this book will shed some light on why that is.

This world may be hostile to unpleasant truths and complicat-
ing narratives. Even so, I offer my story to you.
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PART 1

Growing Up 
Evangelical 
1977–2000
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1

Revival Child

The women in flowing red dresses danced and twirled on 
stage as the rock band played on. I was four years old, 
trans fixed by the color and movement. I danced to the beat 

of the drums and the bass guitar. Around me, adults sang their 
hearts out—eyes closed, hands raised to the sky, heads tilted back. 
They were seeking absolution, escape, salvation. I was oblivious. 
It was 1981.

The band included an electric keyboard, electric guitars, and 
sometimes a horn section. Music was vital to our church. We did 
a lot of singing. Services were at least two hours long, and the 
first hour was always thirty to forty- five minutes of what we called 
“worship.” After that, there were twenty minutes of announce-
ments and miscellanea as a procession of young men strode to the 
mic to talk about this or that. The second hour was for preaching. 
The sermon was usually close to an hour. Brevity was not highly 
valued. We called each sermon a “message.” The implication of 
that word? There was a messenger, and preachers were there to 
deliver a memo direct from the heavens. The adults sat at rapt 
attention, taking copious notes.
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If we did more singing after the sermon, things stretched well 
past two hours. That was when things got most interesting. This 
was when you could get slain in the Spirit, drunk on the Holy 
Ghost. The leaders would “release” everyone who wanted to leave 
to go get lunch, but the band would keep playing. The hardcore 
folks stuck around to sing, pray, and have others lay hands on 
them. We believed God’s power could be transferred from one 
person to another this way. Most Sunday mornings I watched all 
this happen. Whenever I looked to the back of the room, inside 
the public high school auditorium that we rented, I saw a giant 
pharaoh head looking down on us. It was a prop from the school’s 
production of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.

I spent most of my childhood merely passing time in church, 
waiting for the service to end so I could go play outside or look-
ing forward to my baseball game later that day. But sometimes 
the hair stood up on the back of my neck. I would jump up and 
down, close my eyes, raise my hands, and shed tears.

My parents were leaders in this church when I was a young 
kid. They entered the world of evangelical Christianity in the 
early 1970s, and I came along in 1977. I’m the child of a religious 
revival, a bona fide spiritual phenomenon that swept the nation 
that decade. My earliest years were saturated by this fixation with 
euphoric experience that had captured my parents’ generation.

When I was twelve, I fell down to the floor and lay prostrate on 
the ground. I was at a youth retreat, with high schoolers playing 
guitar and keyboard to set the mood. Parents clustered together 
with their kids: standing, hugging, praying, singing, trying to save 
them from hell.

———
I was raised in the Maryland suburbs outside Washington, DC. 
We lived among the sprawling federal government workforce, full 
of middle- class families who commuted into the city each day. But 
we cocooned ourselves inside our church culture so tightly that 
we could have been anywhere: the plains of the Midwest or rural 
Appalachia. My dad was a pastor of this church, which he and 
his friends started from scratch.
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I was the oldest of five kids for most of my childhood, until my 
parents had two more kids when I was in high school, making me 
the oldest of seven. My parents named me Jonathan David, after 
two Old Testament characters. Jonathan means “gift of God,” a 
fact my father often reminded me of. I was a typical oldest child: 
self- assured to the point of arrogance, with strong perfectionist 
tendencies. I clashed often with my next youngest brother, Frank, 
usually when he and our younger brother Lucas were fighting. The 
three of us shared a room for many years, playing tackle football 
on our knees and trading baseball cards.

We were taught that anyone not in the church was in “the 
world.” The world was, pretty obviously to us, a bad place. So it 
was better if we spent the majority of our time with people from 
church, doing church things, and not thinking too much about 
non- church things.

I was a pastor’s kid until I was ten, but instead of playing the 
role, I often bristled against it. One time during a church service 
my dad told me to participate more enthusiastically. I spoke up. 
“Dad, you’re just telling me to do that so you’ll look good to other 
people.” To my dad’s credit, he admitted I was right and left me 
alone.

The church meeting location moved around a lot. “Constant 
change is here to stay,” the leaders said with pep every time some-
thing had to be switched up. Many years we held our services in 
public high schools. I walked down the hallway of one of those 
high schools amid concrete brick walls painted a bright yellow. The 
hallways were lined with lockers and florescent lighting overhead. 
Adults were praying out loud, saying something about demons in 
the building, even in the walls. They believed they were evicting 
demons out of that physical space by the power of prayer.

My child’s brain concluded that we were all living on a knife’s 
edge, with invisible forces at work that could reach out and touch 
me. I did not suffer night terrors or obsess about these things, but 
they nonetheless entered my psyche. And, of course, public school 
was never a place I would want to go for my education, with its 
filthy demon- infested walls.
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I read the Bible constantly. I started as a child with a picture 
Bible, a sort of comic book version with illustrations and nar-
ration. I moved on to the real thing. Most every morning Dad 
would read us a selection from the Bible at breakfast. Usually it 
was from Psalms or Proverbs. One of his favorite passages was 
from the first chapter of the book of James in the New Testament. 
“Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to 
become angry,” says James, one of Christ’s disciples (v. 19). My 
dad modeled this. I can count on one hand the number of times 
growing up I saw him lose his temper, and he showed us how to 
think for ourselves and respect others. Another one of Dad’s fa-
vorites was this mantra: “Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man 
healthy, wealthy, and wise.” We all rolled our eyes at that one. I 
don’t anymore.

My brothers and I often spent our family devotional times 
squirming and cracking jokes. A few times, we brought a Nerf 
ball to Dad’s Bible study meetings. One of us would sit on it until 
we broke wind, then pass it to another for a smell test, and then 
we’d all fall to pieces. Sometimes even Mom, who had no teach-
ing role and had to sit there with the rest of us, would giggle too. 
Dad put up with this admirably, forging ahead with his lesson.

We read the book of Proverbs over and over growing up. Dad 
loved Proverbs. “Get wisdom,” the author wrote. “Though it cost 
all you have, get understanding” (4:7). We spent a lot of time in 
passages that talked about wisdom and understanding and dis-
cernment. This was, in retrospect, the biggest emphasis of my 
religious instruction growing up, at home anyway. And it had a 
personal flavor, because the second chapter of Proverbs, for ex-
ample, begins with the author addressing the reader as “my son.”

My father would read these words with feeling, clearly wanting 
to impart the lessons to us for our well- being. He wanted to train 
us and protect us. “My son, if you accept my words and store up 
my commands within you, turning your ear to wisdom and ap-
plying your heart to understanding—indeed, if you call out for 
insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as 
for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will 
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understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God” 
(Prov. 2:1–5).

There is a lot of talk in Proverbs about how wisdom will protect 
us from “the adulterous woman,” and in an evangelical culture 
that obsessed over sex, this was a particular focus. But in Prov-
erbs 2, just before the warning about the “wayward woman . . . 
who has left the partner of her youth,” whose “house leads down 
to death” (vv. 16–18), there is another cautionary passage about 
a different sort of figure: “Wisdom will save you from the ways of 
wicked men, from men whose words are perverse, who have left the 
straight paths to walk in dark ways, who delight in doing wrong 
and rejoice in the perverseness of evil, whose paths are crooked 
and who are devious in their ways” (vv. 12–15).

As a child, I was limited in my imagination of how this verse 
applied to real life. I thought of teenagers who smoked and drank 
and cursed. Little did I know, this warning would have increasing 
relevance as I grew older.

And I could not have comprehended that the Christian culture 
I was being raised in—separate from my instruction at home—
was actually making me and others around me more vulnerable 
to manipulation by men “whose paths are crooked and who are 
devious in their ways.”

———
My dad was the great- grandson of Irish- Catholic immigrants 
from County Galway. His father’s father was a police detective in 
Elizabeth, New Jersey, with five sons and one daughter. My dad’s 
dad, Bob Ward, was a two- time consensus All- American football 
player at the University of Maryland in the early 1950s. The Terps 
were a national powerhouse during this time. In 1951, my grand-
father’s senior year, Maryland won ten games with no losses. They 
beat the first- ranked Tennessee Volunteers in their final game, the 
Sugar Bowl, and were designated national champions by several  
analysts.1

1. “Football Bowl Subdivision Records,” http://fs .ncaa .org /Docs /stats /football 
_records /2018 /FBS .pdf , 113.
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We heard one particular quote about my grandfather a lot 
growing up. He was the greatest player “pound for pound” that 
his coach said he had ever seen, my dad would tell us. (That quote 
was accurate, although his coach had said “ounce for ounce”2 and 
a teammate had said the same thing but used “pound for pound.”3) 
The main point is that Hardguy, as he wanted us to call him, was 
not physically imposing at all: about 5′9″ and 185 pounds. And 
yet he was one of the best football players in the country. Even 
more extraordinary, he played on the line, where modern players 
average around 300 pounds. Linemen were smaller in the fifties 
than they are now, but Hardguy was still quite undersized at the 
time. He made up for it with an otherworldly tenacity. Everyone 
who knew our grandfather talked about what an exceptional 
player he was. He was inducted into the College Football Hall of 
Fame when I was three, and every time we went to a Maryland 
football game we saw our last name on the stadium, next to his 
number 28.

My father’s brothers were exceptional athletes as well. One 
wrestled at Iowa State and became an NCAA national champion. 
The other brother was a star football and baseball player at West 
Point. My dad played golf and was very good at it. But he was 
more interested in intellectual pursuits than his siblings were. He 
was a gentle soul, soft- spoken, who to this day has rarely uttered 
a word in anger and has gone through life trying to win people 
over through kindness and reason rather than charisma or ma-
nipulation. I still don’t know how much this part of my father was 
shaped by reacting against his own dad’s volatile temper. There 
was very little emotional support in his household growing up, 
where it would have been unnatural to verbally express feelings. 
Words like “I love you” went unspoken, and this left my father 
emotionally stunted in some respects.

2. “Bob Ward,” National Football Foundation, https://footballfoundation .org 
/hof _search .aspx?hof=1746.

3. “Robert Ward Sr., 77, Football Player, Coach,” Washington Times, May 2, 
2005, https://www .washingtontimes .com /news /2005 /may /02 /20050502 -102907 
-5201r /.
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Both of my father’s parents rejected the label of grandparent. 
My dad’s mother insisted we call her Miss Ellen. We didn’t see 
her too often, though she had me over once for a sleepover when 
I was about ten or twelve after she and my grandfather divorced. 
We stayed up late watching Clint Eastwood in Heartbreak Ridge 
and eating ice cream. I was shocked and thrilled by all the cussing.

My empathy and emotional intelligence come from my mother. 
She was the second oldest of four sisters. Her father left the home 
when she was in high school. He was a World War II veteran, hav-
ing served on a navy destroyer in the South Pacific. I never knew 
what he did besides shovel coal into the ship’s boiler, and he never 
really talked about it. His favorite thing to do was to take my 
little hand in his whenever we came over to visit and to squeeze it 
until I cried uncle. Usually, we would spend Christmas Eve at his 
house in the northern Virginia suburbs. We’d show up, and Pop 
George would be chewing tobacco and spitting into a cup. His 
hands were as tough and blistered as any I’ve ever felt. Every inch 
of the skin on his palms and fingers was hardened by decades of 
working with those hands—on a navy destroyer, in his garden, 
and as an electrician. He’d squeeze my hand and test my limits 
for tolerating that vicelike pressure, and then when I gave in he’d 
laugh a deep, gravelly mumble. After that he’d take us on tractor 
rides in his backyard, and later I’d look through his collection of 
Time Life books on World War II and the Vietnam War.

My mom’s mom, Joanne Foster, made a career for herself work-
ing as a meeting planner for the National Association of Counties 
at a time when the workforce was still male dominated. She came 
from a family of English and Irish descent that had settled in the 
Maryland suburbs outside Washington, DC. Grandma Jo was 
always the most involved of our grandparents. She was at every 
birthday and big life event. She came to many of our baseball 
games. She always showed up.

Religiously speaking, my father saw the Catholic church of 
his upbringing as all stoicism and empty rote. He considered it 
dead ritualism. My dad often told me the story of how he be-
came a born- again Christian. He left the Air Force Academy after 
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marijuana was discovered in his possession. He was hitchhiking 
back home, where he would have to tell Hardguy and Miss Ellen 
what had happened. (His mother was actually known as Drac, 
short for Dracula, among my dad’s brothers and their friends 
because of her imposing and intimidating personality.) In Iowa, he 
reconnected with a friend who took him to an evangelical church, 
and my poor, dejected father experienced a kind of church envi-
ronment where people were friendly and seemed to be excited 
about Jesus. He heard, for the first time, that Jesus cared about 
him and wanted to be part of his life. Dad gave his life to Christ. 
When he got back to DC, dad found that some of his friends were 
also “high on Jesus.” Many young people were getting into this 
Jesus movement. My mom was part of that scene, and my mom 
and dad met up going to Bible studies, church meetings, and social  
outings.

They were swept up in something called the Jesus Movement, 
which had begun at the end of the 1960s and spread throughout 
the country in the 1970s. My childhood was dominated by the 
story of this revival that they and their friends experienced in the 
years before I was born. It was a national phenomenon, so much 
so that Time ran a cover story on it in 1971.4 The cover design 
featured a drawing of a bearded Jesus, his face shaded in purple, in 
front of a psychedelic background of bright red and yellow and a 
rainbow. Positioned above him like a halo, the headline read, “The 
Jesus Revolution.” And at the center of that revolution was this 
same thing I would be chasing in my bedroom two decades later: 
a personal, profound, emotional experience of God.

My dad’s best friend from high school was now “born again.” 
C. J. Mahaney had been an athletic type who came from a rough- 
and- tumble household and relied on his sharp wit and charisma 
to draw others into his orbit at Springbrook High School in Silver 
Spring, Maryland. He was a pot smoker with long, scraggly blond 
hair, thinning even at a young age. His eyes always seemed to be 

4. “The Alternative Jesus: Psychedelic Christ,” Time, June 21, 1971, https://
content .time .com /time /subscriber /printout /0 ,8816 ,905202 ,00 .html
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half- closed, as if he were perpetually squinting. My dad and C. J. 
were born a few days apart from each other in 1953 and met in 
ninth grade. Dad became close with C. J.’s family and spent con-
siderable time at their home. C. J. also knew my mom growing up 
and dated her after high school, before she met my dad.

C. J. found purpose in this new religious movement and turned 
his life around. He became the leader of a group of young people 
who were all drawn to whatever it was that was happening. There 
was something in the air, an excitement, an emotion you can still 
tap into most easily by listening to some of the music from that 
era. Find a live recording of the popular musicians of that time—
Keith Green or Second Chapter of Acts—and you’ll hear the raw 
power. They were fed up with the conventionalism of their par-
ents’ generation, with its emphasis on conformity, duty, stoicism, 
and bourgeois materialism. And they were unfulfilled with the 
free- love movement of the 1960s. So they took the hippie culture 
and merged it with Jesus’s teachings on loving their brothers and 
sisters in the faith and on returning to a communal ethic. They 
wanted to act out the vision in Acts 4:32–35, where Christians 
shared their belongings and devoted themselves totally to Christ. 
One leader told the Washington Post in 1981 that their community 
rejected “American individualism” and wanted to live commu-
nally.5 Melody Green, Keith Green’s wife and a leader in her own 
right, called the revival “a spontaneous combustion of the power 
of God colliding with a hungry and willing generation.”6

While there were elements of hippie culture in the Jesus Move-
ment, there was also a rejection of the purely hedonistic, live- and- 
let- live ethos of the 1960s. The 1960s had ended with assassina-
tions, domestic terrorism, massive social unrest, incredible racial 
tension, and the peak of the Vietnam War. By the time the 1970s 

5. H. Bradford Fish, “Author Waiting for Judgement Day,” Washington Post, 
February 12, 1981, https://www .washingtonpost .com /archive /local /1981 /02 /12 
/author -  waiting -  for -  judgment -  day /a0bc0fa6 -4e62 -46b3 -a975 -96f1ca03a53b /.

6. “A Message from Melody Green,” Last Days Ministries, September 2013, 
https://www .lastdaysministries .org /Groups /1000028701 /Last _Days _Ministries 
/LDM /Our _e _letters /Our _e _letters .aspx.
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rolled around, America was in a dark, foul mood. My parents were 
coming of age as the nation wanted stability and reassurance that 
everything was going to be okay.

The Jesus Movement was a special time. Those teens and twenty-
somethings felt close to God and to one another. They came to-
gether and sang songs, broke bread, and held each other. They felt 
drawn into something big. It wasn’t just historic. It was eternal. It 
was life- changing.

The Jesus Movement planted seeds of a radical Christian com-
munity. It promised to produce a Christian presence that had a 
prophetic edge in American life: captive to neither political party, 
speaking boldly for the poor, the weak, the unborn, the neglected, 
and the downtrodden. This Christian presence would not be swayed 
by the appeals to fear used by demagogues over the ages. These 
Christians questioned the myth of the American dream. They 
celebrated hard work, individual freedoms, and personal integrity, 
but they also rejected the consumption, hyper- individualism, and 
racism that were often part of conservative culture. They were no 
longer comfortable with the status quo as it related to racial and 
economic injustice.

———
C. J. and another leader named Larry Tomczak started leading 
regular meetings of these young people, and the meetings quickly 
grew so popular that they moved to a church in DC. The group 
had begun as a Bible study in the living room of a woman named 
Lydia Little in 1969 and quickly grew into a large meeting that 
became known as Take and Give (TAG).

This went on for a few years. Then, in 1977, C. J. and Tomczak 
started a church and called it Gathering of Believers. I was the 
first baby dedicated in the church. The end of TAG in the late 
1970s was a major shift. This was no longer a loosely organized 
Bible study. It was an actual church with a budget and member-
ship requirements. It was the end of the honeymoon period and 
the beginning of a years- long slow- burn conflict between C. J. 
and others over control and direction. C. J. and Tomczak started 
to clash, and Tomczak moved to Cleveland—where he’d grown 
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up—to start his own church while still remaining affiliated with 
the church back in Maryland.

The seeds of harm were planted with good intentions. The 
men who shaped my childhood, who formed my mental archi-
tecture and my inner life, simply wanted something real. There 
were women around, of course, but they were considered mostly 
irrelevant when it came to decision- making.

There must have been moments during those formational years 
when someone said something like this: “We don’t really know 
what we are doing. We need to join a larger group or institution 
or denomination. We need oversight and accountability and guid-
ance.” But that attitude did not prevail. If these young, headstrong 
men had more fully embraced all that history and tradition had 
to teach them, they might not have tried to reinvent the wheel. It 
would have spared many people some of the pain to come.
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2

Pro- Life Child

It was so cold. I sat in the back of a pickup truck that was cov-
ered in snow, shivering, wondering if we’d ever get home. The 
wind and snowflakes whipped around our faces as the blizzard 

of January 22, 1987, roared on. The storm would end up dumping 
more than two feet of snow.

Will we be stuck out here and freeze to death?
We were part of an exodus from downtown DC that had turned 

into a debacle after the Metro trains stopped running, stranding us 
miles from our house in the suburbs. Unable to get home the way 
we had come, we had to settle for that frigid ride while exposed 
to the elements. My father sat beside me and kept his arm around 
me, trying to keep me warm. By the look on his face, I could tell 
he was worried about me.

But in reality, nothing could have kept us away from the March 
for Life. We had gone to join thousands of other Christians who 
saw themselves as noble crusaders seeking to end a demonic evil: 
the murder of unborn children. Stopping abortions had become 
a mission for my father. The year before, my dad had gone to the 
march even though my mom was due to give birth to their fifth 
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child at any moment. He had to be called on a mobile phone to 
hurry home because Mom had gone into labor with my sister.

By this time, in the mid-1980s, Dad was still a pastor with the 
church started by C. J. Mahaney and Larry Tomczak, which by 
then was under the new name Covenant Life Church. For a time, 
the church was split into a few separate campuses, and Dad was 
the head pastor at one in College Park, near the University of 
Mary land. He also led regular protests in front of area abortion 
clinics and sometimes brought me along. “We find it very incon-
sistent for a hospital run by a Christian church to be practicing 
murder of unborn children,” Dad told the Washington Post during 
a protest outside Washington Adventist Hospital in Wheaton, 
Maryland, in 1985.1

At one protest, I was interviewed by the local newspaper. The 
reporter seemed intrigued by the idea of a young boy speaking 
out for the cause. At another protest, a woman slapped Dad in 
his face. According to him, he accepted the abuse without anger, 
which would have been very much in character for him. He would 
tell us this story and quote from another verse in the book of 
Proverbs: “A gentle answer turns away wrath” (15:1). Dad waded 
into the world of public discourse as well. He appeared on local 
television a handful of times, at one point debating a spokesperson 
from the National Organization for Women.

Yet Dad’s activism was overshadowed by the increasing violence 
of some in the antiabortion movement in the 1980s. Between 1977 
and 1988 there were 110 cases of arson, firebombing, or bombing 
carried out by antiabortion activists.2 A number of these attacks 
took place in the DC area, and my dad showed up to one of the 
clinics after hearing about the bombing on the radio. He told a 

1. Ruth Marcus, “Abortion Opponents Picket Two Hospitals,” Washing-
ton Post, October 6, 1985, https://www .washingtonpost .com /archive /politics 
/1985 /10 /06 /abortion -  opponents -  picket -  two -  hospitals /8ff8a71d -  ac76 -4b2d -8402 
-7e18fc232615 /.

2. D. A. Grimes, J. D. Forrest, A. L. Kirkman, and B. Radford, “An Epidemic 
of Antiabortion Violence in the United States,” American Journal of  Obstet-
rics and Gynecology 165, no. 5 (November 1991): 1263–68, https://doi10.1016 
/0002-9378(91)90346-s. PMID: 1957842.
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reporter for the New York Times, “I’m here to make it clear we 
have nothing to do with this. I believe abortion is the worst civil 
rights [violation] in the nation. We repudiate the bombing. That 
is violence begetting violence. As Christians, we are committed 
to nonviolence and to peace. We would not lower the nobility of 
our cause with violence of any kind.”3

Dad also told New York Times reporter Dudley Clendinen that 
he was familiar with one of the men who had been arrested along 
with two others for planting bombs at seven abortion clinics in 
Maryland, Virginia, and Washington, DC: Michael Donald Bray.4 
Bray was thirty- two years old, the same age as my father, and 
claimed to belong to a self- proclaimed terrorist group called Army 
of God. He sometimes came to the protests outside clinics that 
were organized by my father. Over time, Bray hasn’t moderated. 
In 2009, he praised the murder of George Tiller—a doctor who 
performed late- term abortions—on the Army of God website: “We 
are anti- abortion without apology and we rejoice in the death of 
this wicked man without apology and without shame.” He lauded 
the man who shot Tiller in the head, Scott Roeder. “We do not 
blush in our praise of Mr. Roeder,” Bray wrote.5

In the late 1980s, a group called Operation Rescue organized 
massive civil disobedience protests outside abortion clinics. And 
then in 1993 a gynecologist named David Gunn, who also per-
formed abortions, was shot and killed by an antiabortion activ-
ist. Six more murders were committed between 1994 and 1998 by 
antiabortion extremists. That does not include the 1996 Olympic 
Park bombing, which killed one person and injured 111 others 

3. “Office and Abortion Clinic Damaged,” New York Times, November 20, 
1984, https://www .nytimes .com /1984 /11 /20 /us /office -  and -  abortion -  clinic -  dam 
aged .html.

4. Dudley Clendinen, “Abortion Clinic Bombings Have Caused Disruption 
for Many,” The New York Times, February 6, 1985, https://www .nytimes .com 
/1985 /02 /06 /us /abortion -  clinic -  bombings -  have -  caused -  disruption -  for -many.html. 
On the bombings, see “3 Men Charged in Bombings of Seven Abortion Facili-
ties,” New York Times, January 20, 1985, https://www .nytimes .com /1985 /01 /20 
/us /3 -men -  charged -  in -  bombings -  of -  seven -  abortion -  facilities .html.

5. Michael Bray, “Rejoicing in the Death of the Wicked,” June 2, 2009, https://
www .armyofgod .com /MikeBrayRejoicinginTheDeathofTheWicked .html.
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and was committed by antiabortion extremist Eric Rudolph. In a 
statement years later, Rudolph said he planted the Atlanta bomb 
“to confound, anger and embarrass the Washington government 
in the eyes of the world for its abominable sanctioning of abor-
tion on demand.”6

My dad always rejected violence, as did most pro- lifers. But his 
turn to antiabortion activism in the early 1980s was a transition 
away from where he’d been a decade before. His parents were 
conservative, but he had voted for George McGovern for president 
in 1972, his first presidential election, and then for Jimmy Carter 
in 1976. He’d been drawn to Carter’s faith and his appeals to 
character and integrity, which were a contrast with the corrup-
tion of Richard Nixon and the Watergate scandal. But a massive 
shift occurred in the late 1970s as the Republican Party began to 
exploit abortion as a political wedge issue, and my dad was one 
of the evangelicals who were drawn to the GOP during that time. 
In 1980 he voted for Republican Ronald Reagan, and he has voted 
for Republicans ever since.

My father’s path mirrors that of millions of White evangelicals 
in America. The shift wasn’t accidental; the Republican Party had 
identified abortion as a way to consolidate religious conservatives. 
They were able to merge religious conservatives like my father 
with cultural conservatives from the South who held on to their 
White supremacist views. Some scholars have argued that it wasn’t 
abortion that brought evangelicals into the Republican fold dur-
ing the late 1970s and early 1980s. Instead, they say, it was racism 
and a reaction against the gains of the civil rights movement.7 But 
abortion was truly at the center of my parents’ worldview. I was 
raised in a world of ignorance about the racial disparities in our 
country. I never heard either of my parents utter anything that was 

6. Jennifer Bayot, “A Subdued Rudolph Is Sentenced for Bombings,” New 
York Times, August 22, 2005, https://www .nytimes .com /2005 /08 /22 /national 
/a -  subdued -  rudolph -  is -  sentenced -  for -  bombings .html.

7. Randall Balmer, “The Real Origins of the Religious Right,” Politico Maga-
zine, May 27, 2014, https://www .politico .com /magazine /story /2014 /05 /religious 
-  right -  real -  origins -107133 /.
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hostile to Blacks or other racial minorities in any way. Our sins, 
when it came to racial justice, were those of omission and apathy.

———
There were still remnants of the free- spirited 1960s floating around 
in the 1980s. My dad was into a heavy rock band called the Rez 
Band. Rez was short for Resurrection, a reference to the revivifi-
cation of Christ after the crucifixion. Most Christian music was 
uninspiring. But the Rez Band actually did rock. There were other 
exceptions. I loved Mylon LeFevre and Broken Heart’s album 
Sheep in Wolves Clothing. LeFevre and his bandmates were all 
dressed in wild outfits: a rainbow of colors, designer vests cut off 
at the shoulder, with LeFevre sporting long hair and a red nylon 
jacket and pants. They were almost like Star Wars characters. They 
played a few concerts at our church.

For a time, my dad was in charge of pastoring college students 
and young singles in our church, and so he’d drive a bus of them 
up to southern Pennsylvania for a Christian music festival called 
Creation. It was the longest- running Christian music summer 
festival, basically a Woodstock for Christians and their families, 
substituting prayer in place of pot. Separate music festivals were 
part of the separatist mindset that many evangelicals adopted for 
much of the twentieth century. Non- Christians, the thinking went, 
carried sin like a virus, and the point of following Jesus was to 
remain as pure as possible. Christians established their own com-
munities, educational institutions, and music festivals, isolated 
from the rest of the world.

Creation had a direct line back to the Jesus Movement. In the 
1970s, it had been one of several festivals that sprang up to show-
case artists like Keith Green, Larry Norman, the Rez Band, Phil 
Keaggy, Mylon LeFevre, Amy Grant, and many more. There would 
be preaching during the day and then a bunch of music acts in 
the afternoon and evening. I loved it. One year I saved my money 
from my newspaper route and bought a sleeveless camouflage shirt 
with some Christian design on the front. I was walking on air. But 
even as a kid, I knew that some of the music was just okay, and 
much of it was terrible.
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My parents didn’t expose me to any music or culture unless 
it was Christian. I wasn’t allowed to listen to “secular music” or 
watch He- Man or Sesame Street. But so much of Christian pop 
culture was derivative of mainstream culture: just an attempt to 
take something everybody liked and make it about Jesus. South 
Park got it right in the episode in which Cartman forms a band and 
realizes he can make it big by catering to an evangelical audience. 
“All right, guys, this is going to be so easy. All we have to do to 
make Christian songs is take regular old songs and add Jesus stuff 
to them. See? All we have to do is cross out words like ‘baby’ and 
‘darling’ and replace them with ‘Jeeesus.’”8 John Jeremiah Sul-
livan captured this in a memorable 2004 GQ essay about his own 
trip to Creation: “Every successful crappy secular group has its 
Christian off- brand, and that’s proper, because culturally speak-
ing, it’s supposed to serve as a stand- in for, not an alternative 
to or an improvement on, those very groups. In this it succeeds 
wonderfully. If you think it profoundly sucks, that’s because your 
priorities are not its priorities; you want to hear something cool 
and new, it needs to play something proven to please . . . while 
praising Jesus Christ. That’s Christian rock.”9

An aesthetically subpar culture gave many of us an inferiority 
complex. So when a musician had any association with main-
stream artists, we clung to that like a lifeline. It also led to pure 
fabrications, like this story, which I heard more than once. The 
rumor was that Jimi Hendrix had once praised the Christian gui-
tarist Phil Keaggy, who played with a missing finger on one hand. 
“Johnny Carson asked [Hendrix] how it felt to be the greatest 
guitarist ever, and he said, ‘I don’t know. Ask Phil Keaggy.’” I heard 
this story more than once, but it never happened.10

8. South Park, episode 105, “Christian Rock Hard,” directed by Trey Parker, 
written by Trey Parker, Matt Stone, and Brian Graden, aired October 29, 2003, 
on Comedy Central.

9. John Jeremiah Sullivan, “Upon This Rock,” GQ, January 24, 2004, http://
www .gq .com /entertainment /music /200401 /rock -  music -  jesus.

10. David Mikkelson, “Phil Keaggy Greatest Guitarist?,” Snopes, June 3, 2000, 
https://www .snopes .com /fact -  check /phil -  keaggy /.
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Keith Green was another example of this. He had grown up in 
the music industry in Los Angeles and was on the cusp of becom-
ing a studio- backed pop star at age twelve, when he signed his 
first record contract. But fame eluded him, and a decade later he 
was writing songs for CBS when he and his wife, Melody, became 
born- again Christians. Green became one of the most famous 
names in Christian music, sometimes referred to as the Bob Dylan 
of Christian music. In fact, Dylan once played a little harmonica 
on one of Green’s songs. But we inflated these details and told 
ourselves that Green and Dylan were best buds.

Nonetheless, Green was talented and a huge star. Part of his 
appeal was his radicalism. He would preach at his audiences, and 
even reprimand them, as if he were the prophet Jeremiah rebuking 
the tribes of Judah in the Old Testament. He had a mustache, a 
big bushy beard, and a round helmet of thick, curly black hair. 
He seemed a little pissed off. Some of his harshest words were 
for those who ignored the poor and did nothing to help those in 
need. His song “Asleep in the Light” asked listeners if they saw 
those who were in need:

Don’t you care? Don’t you care?
Are you gonna let them drown?11

He went on to chastise those in the audience who weren’t putting 
their faith into action. Some would say that all of Green’s language 
was spiritual, that he was simply describing the act of proselytiz-
ing, or as Christians describe it, “witnessing.” But Green—while 
he was certainly fanatical about telling people about Jesus—also 
was talking about people sinking and drowning amid poverty and 
addiction and illness.

Keith and Melody bought a trio of houses in Los Angeles and 
used them to shelter people living on the streets. “We have about 
three houses and 20 young people. And we take people in off the 

11. Keith Green, “Asleep in the Light,” Genius, accessed June 6, 2022, https://
genius .com /Keith -  green -  asleep -  in -  the -  light -  lyrics.
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streets and we go into prisons and go into ghettos and do different 
things that I really feel is lacking,” he said in a 1982 interview.12 In 
that interview, he expressed his disgust for the hypocrisy in much 
of Christian culture and for the enclosed, self- reinforcing world 
in which many Christians lived. “All the Christians I knew were 
so busy getting blessed. They were so busy going to functions and 
concerts and listening to their Christian albums and going to their 
fundraising dinners and all these things,” he said. He also sang 
songs that implied God would reject people who claimed to be 
Christians but did nothing to help those in need.

But there was a tug- of- war inside Green’s mind over what it 
meant to help someone. Green wanted to alleviate suffering, but he 
also put a high emphasis on spiritual redemption and a profession 
of faith in a set of beliefs. Many Christians do this, in contrast to 
other believers who focus on helping people in their circumstances 
and view salvation as a process that comes from obedience to a few 
basic instructions from Jesus Christ: love God with all your heart, 
soul, mind, and strength; love your neighbor as yourself (Mark 
12:30–31); and help those in need (Matt. 25:31–46).

Green, however, put a spotlight on getting “saved” in what was 
often a dramatic conversion experience. This way of viewing faith 
made a big deal of having a clear demarcation in your life, between 
your days as a pagan rebelling against God and your moment of 
decision, when you became a child of God. The need for this clear 
line—before and after—elevated the importance of a statement 
of faith in a set of beliefs. This approach nudged aside the kind 
of faith that is a lifelong journey of growth in which one never 
truly arrives but is constantly seeking and growing and evolving.

The Greens drifted toward a conservative tradition through 
other factors as well. Like many Christians at that time, they were 
drawn into a hyper- literalist reading of the Bible, which acceler-
ated a black- and- white view of the world. They gravitated toward 

12. “Keith Green 1982 100 Huntley Street TV 01 Keith’s Testimony,” YouTube 
video, 15:41, posted by Myke A., https://www .youtube .com /watch?v=oOYQSn 
46q08.
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the book of Revelation, the notoriously opaque final book in the 
Christian Bible. For those who read it literally, Revelation can 
function like a road map, as they try to discern when and where 
and how the end of the world and the day of judgment will come. 
Green began publishing a magazine that focused on the end times 
and formed Last Days Ministries to distribute it.

In 1981, the first year of Ronald Reagan’s presidency, Green’s 
Last Day Ministries began to focus explicitly on abortion. Anti-
abortion advocacy became a particular passion for Melody Green. 
Then, in the summer of 1982, Keith Green died in an airplane ac-
cident. Melody carried on the work of Last Days Ministries, and 
abortion became a bigger focus. By 1987 she was meeting with 
President Reagan, along with other antiabortion activists. That 
one issue became her organization’s chief cause.

When Green died, Dad was in the middle of planning a large 
concert appearance by him at the University of Maryland. And 
like Green’s widow and millions of other evangelicals, my father 
carried on Green’s memory in part by heeding the call to fight for 
the unborn. Less attention was paid to fighting for the welfare 
of the born, for those who made it out of the womb and into a 
world of poverty, suffering, and systemic injustice. And not much 
thought was given to the women who often ended up caring for 
these children on their own.
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