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            Introduction

         
         Conspiracy theory and evangelical Christianity in America run together. They always have. This bitter entanglement creates
            a crisis of fact and faith. The book you’re holding explores how this crisis came to be. In this sense, it’s descriptive—naming the pain many
            of us feel and recounting a history long forgotten.
         

         
         But the book is also prescriptive. Knowledge demands responsibility. This is an invitation to look back for those who are
            trying to look ahead, to find a way forward through the raging torrent of conspiracism in the now.
         

         
         Many have never entered an evangelical church or institution. But the crisis of conspiracism in evangelicalism has consequences
            beyond itself. These consequences are now painfully clear. And those with courage to confront these consequences will pay
            a cost.
         

         
         But the cost for a better future can be paid in confidence. Reality might be in ruins, but we can do our part to work toward a common world again. This book is meant to provide trail markers for our way toward that common world, one revealed by better stories, against the tide of unmoored, anxious suspicion. 

         
         
            How to Read This Book

            Admittedly, this isn’t a reference book. It’s not filled with techniques or tips for winning arguments with friends. It offers
               little ammo toward shattering the illusions of family members or friends captive to conspiracism.
            

            
            So if you’re reading to win, you’ve already lost. This book is for those who know the agonizing alchemy of pain and panic created by conspiracy theory
               and are looking for a solid place to stand and people to join.
            

            
            This book is for those who want to resist the power our clashing realities wields. Not just at the level of national politics,
               mass movements, and ideological causes. But also, and especially so, at the level of everyday life. I’m talking about the
               pain of those whose lives bear the scars of silences, of separation, all wrought by the conspiratorial, supercharged by Christian
               faith.
            

            
            With this costly fracturing in mind, this is a book meant to help us remember what it means to tell the truth in a time when we are bearing the cost of so much untruth. This book testifies to the better stories, the uncomfortable facts that sit with us—sometimes for years—before we change. It makes this point from several different approaches: history, theology, culture, and ethics. But it’s personal, too. You see, I was an evangelical. 

            
            And so this isn’t a book about conspiracism in general. This is a book about conspiracism as it manifests within evangelical
               Christian communities, churches, and institutions. Places where I spent my childhood, where I studied, where I served. From
               the wood-paneled walls of a church sanctuary, to the Sunday school sandwich cookies, that was my life. I know the taste of
               that watered-down pink lemonade in fellowship halls. I’ve pastored in those converted warehouse churches and studied in the
               seminary libraries that smelled of old books. These spaces were shared with a people who, for better or worse, have forever
               played a part in shaping my life.
            

            
            Studies show that, during the pandemic and the election of 2020, evangelical Christians—my people—were one of the highest
               religious communities to traffic in conspiratorial beliefs about COVID and Trump’s stolen election conspiracy.1 These statistics preview an untold history of the conspiratorial gospel at the heart of evangelicalism. But whenever history
               seems too abstract or distant, I want us to remember this conspiratorial gospel carries an intimate cost, one of pain and
               even trauma.2

            
            It would be an exhaustive impossibility to counter every conspiracy theory, to trace every claim and connect the dots. After all, they change every day. Instead, what I hope to do is sketch some hopeful and helpful answers for those who are left with questions like “How did we get here?” or “Is there a way forward?” 

            
            Most of all, I want to reflect on what it means to tell the truth. I do this as a practicing Christian. But also as an apostate
               from the nationalist and militant Christianity in ascendancy across the United States. This Christianity uses the name of
               Jesus to sanction authoritarian politics in the pursuit of totalitarian primacy. This Christianity is a denial and betrayal
               of the Word that sustains Christian faith itself.
            

            
            Evangelicals have inherited this disoriented Christianity. The conspiratorial gospel at the heart of this evangelicalism emerged
               from the pressures of history. It is an inherited gospel that inflames our present time, with great cost.
            

            
            I’m convinced the way forward involves an honest look backward. It is only by examining the disoriented evangelical inheritance
               that we can learn how to talk about the living God again. And not just to talk about Godself, but to really encounter the
               one whose Name is “I will be what I will be.” This God is revealed not in acts that fuel paranoia and suspicion, but acts
               that demonstrate peace and liberation.
            

            
         
         
            A Specific (and Personal) Problem

            This book looks at how conspiracy theory operates in and in some cases organizes the evangelical movement in America. It contains three related parts. Part one is where we are. Here I name the pain (and power) associated with conspiracism. Part two is how we got here, in which I trace the history and shape of conspiracy theory in white evangelicalism. And part three is where we need to go, in which I argue for a recovery of good suspicion as a survival strategy in a time of Disreality.
            

            
            Maybe to you, evangelicals are a “they”—a community or abstract demographic with an outsized influence on the political situation.
               For me, evangelicals have been a “we”—I cannot tell my story without reference to this movement. I have been a son of this
               house. And I write as someone whose present cannot be explained or narrated without referring back to my time in white evangelicalism.
               I suppose I can sum it up simply by saying: If I can change, I believe anyone can.

            
            That being said, I’m not concerned with repairing what’s become of evangelicalism. I agree with Nietzsche: “only where there
               are graves can there be resurrections”3—he was more right than he knew. I’m not writing to rebrand the “evangelical” label, or repair a movement.
            

            
            In a time of Disreality, my aim is more at the heart of things: a way back to simplicity, humility, and honesty. Not just
               a return to a set of facts, but a renewal toward a way of living—one open to the possibility of change. And the Christian
               life, revealed in the story of Jesus, does this very thing.
            

            
            Maybe you picked up this book and you don’t identify as a Christian. Still, you may be a citizen—part of our American society that has been largely influenced by evangelicalism. But at the bedrock, Christian or not, citizen or not, you and I share a humanity in common. Resistance against terrors and tyrannies begins here. 

            
            As a practicing Christian, I’ve gleaned so much from dialogue with atheists, agnostics, and practitioners of other religions.
               I hope you’ll find here compassion for any pain, confusion, and frustration you’ve endured in the name of Christianity, and
               perhaps some sense-making of what’s at work here in the nexus of conspiracy theory and evangelicalism as a major force today.
            

            
            You can expect to find open acknowledgment that, yes, evangelicalism has sown immense chaos in America by trampling the weak,
               robbing the poor, and claiming it all in the name of Jesus. This ongoing catastrophe overflows into the lives of those who
               have never set foot in an evangelical church.
            

            
            I believe many who see this Christianity are blameless in asking, “Is this what Christian faith is about?” Like William Stringfellow, I, too, have wondered how it happened, how “my people” became
               the enemy of truth.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Pain, Panic, and Power

         
         
            When have we ever believed that the world wasn’t ending?
            

            What if it always is the end of the world?
            

            —Emily St. John Mandel

         

         We live in Disreality.

         
         Conflicting versions of the facts vie for our attention. Families and friendships are divided as entire realities collide,
            claiming power and wielding incredible force on the world’s stage.
         

         
         We feel Disreality, viscerally. We glimpse it, imperfectly. We breathe it, unknowing. It lurks, unnamed—a steady rising suspicion
            that much of what we once held in common can no longer be recalled, can no longer be trusted.
         

         
         In Disreality, we no longer work in common, we no longer live together. We may look at others, but we do not truly see one another. Instead, we find ourselves confronted by old tyrannies and new terrors—from the weaponizing of data to new forms
            of power dressed in academic terms like “network states,” “algorithmic warfare,” “late fascism,” and “techno-feudalism.”
         

         
         We are in desperate need not just of expertise, but wisdom at the level of everyday life.

         
         Disreality—the collision of competing realities—confronts us at every turn. It’s an existence felt not just across history,
            but also in the intimacy of our own lives. It is lived and local. Disreality divides communities and destroys our common world
            with incredible cost. We are not only divided, we are wrenched apart—our shared reality in ruins.
         

         
         Disreality is a renaissance of paranoia. One that often comes to us packaged in conspiracy theory. More than the sum total
            of false facts or half-truths, conspiracy theories are a storytelling act. A single claim spins entire worlds, wielding the
            power of story, of myth.
         

         
         These stories wield a power that proves almost impossible to challenge by facts alone. Why? Because they are more myth or
            story than mere theory. And if conspiracy theories are a storytelling element, they are certainly a radioactive one. The same
            for disinformation, misinformation, propaganda—all of these elements decay the line between fact and fiction, between truth
            and falsehood, between what is real and what isn’t. Leaving us with the question: What is real?
         

         
         We have lost a grip on common reality in no small part because of how evangelical faith in America has become an agent of Disreality. Supercharged by stories of faith, conspiracy theories come to wield a power greater than alternative facts or convenient fictions. They speak of god and claim the name of Jesus Christ. 

         
         Entangled in the Christian story, conspiracy theory becomes the stuff of divine revelation: claiming to expose not just what
            is “really happening” in the world, what shapes and guides our politics, our societies, and our lives—but also who god is. Because of this, conspiracy theory as a story sustained in evangelicalism dangerously malforms Christians with
            catastrophic consequences for fellow citizens and our common humanity.
         

         
         Today the question of what Christianity means seems unanswerable. Is it a resource of civilization building? Is it a morality?
            Is it coercive conquest? The question is mired in the murky waters of conspiracies, political propaganda, and the stories
            they tell.
         

         
         In this crisis, the Christian story and its testimony to Jesus is brought under suspicion and called into question. Is Jesus
            an anti-vaxxer? Does this god call human beings illegal? Does this god sanction camps for “unwanted” populations in the name
            of “order”?
         

         
         To “have faith” or claim to be Christian in America isn’t settled. It’s an unresolved question, an open wound; it is a crisis with consequences for those who claim to be Christian and those who do not. Why? Because we share a world in common. And this world in crisis—a moment of division—calls for decision: Will you, will I, be a person of truth? Can we live in common? Can we provide for one another? Can we pursue justice? 

         
         The weight of these questions is sustained and resolved not just by a set of facts and data, but by story. I’m convinced story
            offers a richer answer to the question “How should we live?” But what happens when the stories that guide and shape us are
            in need of revision and alteration?
         

         
         Because of the wild “facts” conspiracy theory peddles, we tend to miss the forest for the trees. Telling the truth is never
            less than the facts, but always more. In the rush to contend with and dispute spurious facts, we often miss how questionable
            facts are, together, windows into stories that render reality in a certain way.
         

         
         Words build worlds.

         
         In Disreality, conspiracy theories are expressions of primal stories at the heart of evangelicalism, of Jesus and America,
            together. Together, the fusion of these stories expressed by conspiracy theory constructs a functioning reality for millions
            of American Christians. We are dealing not with reality, but with totality.
         

         
         Should we be surprised when the stories of conspiracy and Christianity become so entangled that it’s impossible to tell one from the other? One person’s fact is another’s fake news . . . or another’s faith. And so questioning these realities initiates a crisis not just of fact, but of faith—revealing the god at the heart of evangelicalism. We find ourselves seemingly trapped in a whole vortex of pain and panic and power, often without the words to define the crisis at its heart. 

         
         
            What Is a Conspiracy Theory?

            Identifying conspiracy theories tends to boil down to “you know it when you see it.” They immediately strike us with their
               strange combination of far-fetched facts, anxious suspicion, and secretive overtones. But without a clear definition, we risk
               confronting conspiracy theories in ways that tend to reinforce our existence in Disreality.
            

            
            Direct argumentation only causes deeper entrenchment. And dismissing it all as clinical pathology, saying “they’re crazy,”
               only divides us further. At the heart of it, we are dealing not just with different fact claims, but also different stories.
               That makes all the difference.
            

            
            So let me offer a simple definition that will serve us well: conspiracy theory is a storytelling act that (1) claims what
               it cannot know and (2) goes beyond what it claims. Conspiracy theory reveals secrets and spins reality.
            

            
            Take the conspiracy theory that claims we never walked on the moon, for example. The claim itself implies more than a single fact. The claim implies a massive cover-up that metastasizes into a story: NASA is a front, the media is complicit, all of reality is a fraud. These stories always take on this common shape: hidden actors who harbor hostile intent, whose continued existence provokes a sanctified struggle to defeat them.1

            
            When we treat conspiracy theory as a storytelling act, we see the crisis raging all around us from a different perspective.
               We can see that conspiracism within Christian communities isn’t a problem to fix with facts, alone. It is a crisis of storytelling,
               and the consequences of such stories—especially their capacity to cause panic and pain, and seize power—are easily seen across
               the stream of history.
            

            
         
         
            Stories That Promote Panic

            It was a late fall evening in New Jersey. The date was October 30, 1938, and the United States of America was being invaded.
               Panic gripped the East Coast. Millions of families huddled around their radios, listening to the unthinkable unfold. An invasion.
               They were fearing for their lives. Though they didn’t need to.
            

            
            Telephone operators on the clock that night would later recall how their operating boards lit up. Every light a concerned parent, friend, or relative. Someone checking on their family, asking for emergency services, or trying to get updated information from radio stations. All these reactions were caused by one source: a radio program directed by a brash twenty-three-year-old producer by the name of Orson Welles. 

            
            That night, though the radio seemed to suggest otherwise, New Jersey wasn’t being invaded. Welles was directing a live radio
               dramatization of the H. G. Wells sci-fi novel The War of the Worlds. Welles had pitched it to executives as a live broadcast on radio, a powerful new communication medium, bringing together
               (and forming) the American consciousness like never before.
            

            
            Welles’s creativity didn’t end there. In fact, he decided to push the envelope and present the novel in a particular way,
               one that invited listeners to experience the story as never before. Welles decided to adapt The War of the Worlds as a newscast, a series of news bulletins that basically duplicated the expected format in which most Americans not only consumed
               daily news, but also received breaking news. It’s little surprise, looking back, that the creative format of the radio program
               supercharged a public panic. The newscasts were so well done, the story so convincing, that they broke the dramatic barrier
               between fiction and reality. Many Americans listening that night, including those who tuned in late and missed the disclaimer
               at the beginning of the program, believed the dramatized reports of Martians invading New Jersey. And they acted.
            

            
            On January 6, 2021, Donald Trump told his supporters gathered on the National Mall in DC that if they didn’t “fight like hell” they “weren’t going to have a country anymore.” The panic was already there. People believed the election was stolen. And that belief had to go somewhere—and fast. Like a volcano, ready to erupt, the mob stormed the Capitol steps. January 6 came and went. Pardons were offered. The same conspiratorial suspicion that fueled the storming of the Capitol now works to sanction a myth that will fuel unrestrained seizures of power and tactics of terror. 

            
            Stories that sow panic are powerful political weapons. But they often contain spiritual elements, too. These stories of conspiracy
               charged by Christian faith stoked a deadly combination of fear and false certainty that has been unleashed on America. January
               6 did not happen overnight. The panic was promoted long before.
            

            
            Back in 1993, evangelist Jerry Falwell started selling a VHS documentary on his popular preaching program, The Old-Time Gospel Hour. The documentary wasn’t about Jesus, or the church, or theology. It was called The Clinton Chronicles, and claimed to expose the corruption of Bill and Hillary Clinton, including baseless claims they were conspiring to murder political opponents. Falwell himself was listed as a producer of the film. And following several special gospel music numbers, and a sermon, Falwell pivoted to peddle this conspiracy theory documentary. But there was little effort to distance the Christian content from the conspiratorial read of current events—in fact, they were presented as one and the same. Falwell told his viewers that “those who know the truth” will be able to discern the facts about the Clintons for themselves. And who are Christians but people who know the truth, right? 

            
            The promotion of conspiracy went hand in hand with the feelings of panic that organized the Moral Majority as a new Christian
               influence on American politics.
            

            
            For all the ways the alloying of conservatism with evangelicalism manifests itself, and for all the analyses that have been
               offered to explain this moment, little has been done to examine what happens when theological claims about “truth” are stretched
               over widespread conspiratorial beliefs, thus including them in a perception called “Christian” or “biblical.”
            

            
         
         
            Stories That Seize Power

            When looking at Jerry Falwell, perhaps it’s little wonder that the Big Lie was so effective among evangelical Christians.
               For generations, conservative activists and, eventually, Trump allies concentrated in political coalitions and donor networks,
               like the Council for National Policy, had been sowing doubts, about the left, about Democrats, about the electoral process.
               These doubts have persisted across American political history, and often have conspiratorial impulses to thank for it.
            

            
            These doubts seeped in alongside legitimate concerns like the influence of social media companies or the interference of foreign powers on American elections. But when it came time to mobilize support for the Big Lie leading up to the election of 2020, the propaganda arm of these coalitions, in organizations like Charlie Kirk’s Turning Point USA amplified by Salem Radio—the largest conservative Christian radio network in the world—propped up the lie by using overtly theological language, often blaming the “demonic Democrats” and issuing calls to prayer when Trump refused to concede the election. 

            
            This demonizing propaganda ensured support for the Big Lie among Christians. By connecting the fact to a more powerful story,
               it helped keep the claim plausible. The plausibility rested not in the facts of the case, but in their association with the authority reflected in the Christian story.
            

            
            Taken this way, it didn’t matter whether Democrats actually stole an election. What mattered, and what any “biblical” Christian
               knows, is that Democrats are the kind of people who would steal an election—or so the story goes. The theological and moral plausibility of the Big Lie justified the violence to come.
            

            
            It’s one thing to engineer panic. It’s another to exploit it, to direct it, to harness it for a particular purpose. And evangelical
               Christianity is bound up in this problem. As one Capitol Police officer later testified to Congress, “It was clear the terrorists
               perceived themselves to be Christians.”2 Everything depends on the stories we tell.
            

            
         
         
            Stories That Cause Pain and Leave Scars

            A study by Sophia Moskalenko found something startling, but not surprising. “Participants with a QAnon loved one reported
               higher anxiety and PTSD than those without such connection”—those affected by conspiracy theories endure significant levels
               of mental and emotional stress and even trauma.3 The burden of conspiracy theory is felt not just in a rational or political sense, but spans the emotional and relational
               register, too.
            

            
            I was raised in a fundamentalist stream of evangelicalism, so I know this firsthand. We were hard-liners: critical of Billy
               Graham for his relationships with Catholics, the “wrong kind of Christian” according to fundamentalist evangelicals. Anxiety
               came with the territory. It often manifested in conspiratorial narrations about all that was different or unknown.
            

            
            Decades later as a pastor, I heard church members share they believed Tom Hanks was a closet pedophile, that the 2020 election
               was stolen, and that QAnon’s prophecies of a coming storm to sweep away corrupt elites would be realized in Trump. Right alongside
               the conspiracy theory was Christian confession, and there was little difference offered between one and the other.
            

            
            My pastoral introduction to QAnon came in the middle of protests against racism and police brutality. I watched people I love post the #SaveTheKids hashtag (a gateway to QAnon) as the comeback to #BlackLivesMatter. The potential for dialogue was destroyed by the speed of conspiratorial storytelling. The story of stolen children, as always a mixture of fact and fiction,4 gave the moral high ground back to those who wanted to silence talk of race and police brutality in America.
            

            
            I’d be willing to bet most of you reading this have developed an idea or two about why people buy conspiracy theories like
               these. Pain has forced many of us to seek answers for the loss and the loneliness. Conspiracism isn’t an academic problem
               to be solved in order to “fix people.” It isn’t a disease that demands clinical intervention. It’s an act of storytelling
               that attempts to express the inexpressible, to channel fear into certainty, to narrate the complex by rendering it simple.
               This appeals to friends, family, and coworkers—if we’re honest, because we are human: it appeals to all of us at some level.
               The scale of the problem is matched only by the force of the crisis felt in our closest, most intimate relationships.
            

            
            Maybe you have felt at a loss. Not only over why someone might believe these things. But also navigating the “living loss”
               of relationships, of influence and intimacy. This is why I’m slow to offer immediate corrections to our self-made reflections
               on conspiracy theory. Because I’ve found these ideas are incubated in times of suffering, loss, and confusion.
            

            
            And in these moments of loss, we grasp at all sorts of explanations: “They’re afraid. They’re angry. They’re anxious. They’re crazy.” Elements of these explanations might contain a kernel of truth. But they don’t paint the whole picture. And this is where the risk comes in. 

            
            Because as soon as we conclude, for example, that our friend, our coworker is “crazy,” well—that might allow us not only to
               dismiss them, but also dehumanize them. No one likes being disillusioned. But much of how we try to argue against conspiracy
               theory tends to ignore this basic nature of human existence. People turn to conspiracism to express a variety of things.
            

            
            It helps to recognize how recent scholarship distinguishes between conspiracy theory and the act of conspiracy theorizing. The storytelling act of conspiracy theory offers “community and power to people who feel—or are—marginalized in society, particularly
               in the digital realm.”5 But, as ever, the stories we tell construct worlds of either healing or harm. This is why so much depends on the stories
               we tell and the tapestry of truth they contain.
            

            
         
         
            From Pain to Paranoia

            This combination of pain, panic, and power that I’ve previewed here is a window into a dangerous paranoia at work among Christians
               in America. So the question is: “Are you calling Christians crazy?” Yes and no.
            

            
            As a practicing Christian, I admit: there’s an unavoidable scandal at the heart of Christian faith. It is a faith that confesses God became man in a first-century Jew whose life as an itinerant rabbi resulted in his crucifixion as an insurrectionist by Roman occupiers. This man, Jesus, did not stay dead. Christian faith confesses this Jesus was resurrected and so vindicated by God as humanity’s deliverance from sin, evil, and death. 

            
            Confessing Christians will readily concede this scandal. But it does not follow that this confession necessarily issues in
               rampant, raging conspiracism—the kind organizing our society and our politics. Nevertheless, this is just what has happened.
               The stories of conspiracism have become indistinguishable from a certain way of being Christian in America.
            

            
            And as this Christianity attempts to narrate the world around itself, it makes use of conspiracy theory to give its gospel
               urgency, relevancy, and even moral power. Raging conspiracism has indeed been at the heart of evangelicalism from the very
               beginning. We will see this in the pages to come.
            

            
            This raging conspiracism illustrates one of the central arguments of this book: conspiracy theories are doing theological
               work for the evangelicals who believe them. This isn’t to discount other dimensions of conspiracy theory.
            

            
            Psychology can tell us how conspiracy theories seize on our cognitive biases, how they satisfy our need for belonging or identity and meaning. Information science can tell us how conspiracy theories assemble information, and they can criticize the quality and sources of such information. Political science and security studies can tell us about the role conspiracy theories play in political parties and their hand in radicalization. We need more seats at the table, not fewer. 

            
            But whenever and however conspiracy theories entangle themselves with the story of Christian faith, we have to recognize theology
               as both problem and solution.
            

            
            Distorting the Christian story beyond recognition calls for the renewal and rightsizing of what was always meant to be a good-news
               story. We will see this in greater detail in a future chapter. My aim here is to name the crisis of evangelical conspiracy,
               defined by something I call “holy paranoia.”
            

            
            Some will read “holy paranoia” and dismiss it as a slogan. A cover for another “baseless” attack on otherwise “biblical” people
               who are not just misunderstood but also persecuted.
            

            
            Others hear “holy paranoia” and see something familiar, a name for your lived experience. Holy paranoia encapsulates how relationships
               and communities have fractured or been seemingly destroyed by a conspiracism supercharged by faith, a vision of Jesus whose
               announcing of the kingdom of God is one and the same with MAGA authoritarianism.
            

            
            What do I mean by “holy paranoia”? To put “holy” together with “paranoia” is my way of naming the problem at the heart of this conspiratorial gospel. “Holy” in the most basic sense has always referred to a sense of “otherness.” The otherness I have in mind here is the unique but potent dimension of conspiracism supercharged by Christian faith. 

            
            And paranoia? This isn’t pathological. It’s “splitness” or fracture at the very center of Christ himself. Holy paranoia names how American evangelicals
               inherit a split portrait of Jesus. This is a Jesus at odds with himself. A Jesus so committed to American might that America’s
               enemies are his enemies.
            

            
            This contradictory Christ, this conspiratorial gospel, spins dangerous stories of devotion. Believing in this paranoiac Jesus,
               those who take the name Christian are primed to receive certain conspiracy theories as not just plausible in the realm of facts. It’s deeper than that. It’s a plausibility that is equated with faith, with what is perceived and
               received as biblical.
            

            
            Holy paranoia is a crisis of disoriented faith. And it’s a crisis in many dimensions. Across its history, evangelicals in America have always been suspicious of those at the bottom of the social order, on the
               margins, or those who deviate from that order. Conspiracies emerge as a live exercise in trying to maintain this hold on order
               and certainty, and tend to cast those at the bottom, on the borders, or those deemed “bad” as the threat. This is why disproving
               one conspiracy theory fails to get at the heart of it all. It’s not just a single narrative, but a perception of how the world
               works, and who God is.
            

            
            I hope naming this perception liberates us from unhelpful caricatures that persist in our moment. Referring to someone as “paranoid” tends to invoke clinical language, specifically pathologies and medical treatments. We need to hold space for clinical conditions where paranoid visions feature as symptoms. We should not rush to pathologize. I want to caution against that very thing here. I’m not trying to give a medical diagnosis. 

            
            Instead, by putting these words together—“Holy paranoia”—I’m inviting reflection on a unique problem: theological split-mindedness,
               a Jesus who is defined as much by fear, suspicion, and rage as he is by faith, hope, and love.
            

            
            Holy paranoia names this deeper crisis of faith in a Christianity trying to point to the story of Christ while sustaining
               myths of American greatness and whiteness. These two stories have become so deeply entangled that they construct a totality,
               a lens for interpreting reality that again seeks to speak for the whole. This totality is a theological corruption. Current
               “best practices” of disinformation activism cannot touch this distinctly Christian problem.
            

            
            Disreality reveals those who have received the Christian story, and those who have seized it, shattering the whole. Now, the
               shards of this story are used to sanction authoritarianism. But there was a time when these shards were wielded with great
               effect. Some of us have the scars to show for it.
            

            
         
         
            Holy Paranoia and Me

            The Irish novelist James Joyce recognized that the particular contained the universal.6 The more I’ve spoken of my own experience in evangelical Christianity in America, the more I’m confronted with a contradiction:
               some say, “Me too!” while others shout, “How dare you!”
            

            
            When I announced I was writing this book, a friend from a church I went to as a college student reached out. She’s now a clinical
               psychologist. What she said stuck with me: “So many of my clients are having difficulty untangling the conspiratorial stuff
               from their faith.” My experience, your experience—these aren’t isolated incidents. Since 2021, white evangelicals have consistently
               polled as one of the religious groups with the highest affinity for the tenets of QAnon at nearly one in four, or 25 percent.7 The emergence and mainstreaming of QAnon into our zeitgeist could not have happened without evangelicalism.
            

            
            Conspiracy theory isn’t a bug, but a feature of evangelical Christianity in America. Conspiracy theory—because it is so prominent in American culture—always has a ready reception in American evangelicalism. And the ascendancy of conspiracism in our social and political moment has included evangelicals along with it. First, conspiracy theory traversed evangelical media networks like Moody and Christianity Today; now it is supercharged by evangelical activists, like the late Charlie Kirk and Sean Feucht. 

            
            And yet, I’m comfortable recognizing that the experiences emerging out of evangelicalism are diverse and varied, too. Like
               a nesting doll, there are subcultures inside of the whole. Especially beyond the United States. There are Palestinian evangelicals.
               There are Sudanese evangelicals.
            

            
            We tend to miss this because, at least in terms of American partisan politics, evangelicalism tends to be understood as one
               big thing: a voting bloc with patterned and predictable ideological commitments and partisan loyalty.
            

            
            But in an existential sense, evangelicalism is a living, evolving thing. It has its broad fronts of fundamentalism, closets
               of silenced LGBTQ+ Christians, segregated ethnic minorities, and cloisters of elite oligarchs. Being “evangelical” is always
               contested.
            

            
            Evangelicalism is a labyrinth, not a monolith. And over the last decade, especially with histories like Jesus and John Wayne or The Other Evangelicals, there are new stories being told of particular pockets and networks that are proving resonant universally because they home in on something particular. Conspiracy theory is no different.
            

            
            And so when I tell my story, I do so not because I believe it’s a universal account, but rather my own particular commitment to tell the truth about what I’ve seen and heard, what has shaped me and continues to do so; it is in this smallness that resonance with the experiences of others is born. 

            
         
         
            Fundamentalism

            I was raised in a fundamentalist offshoot of evangelical Christianity. This meant that there was still revival preaching and
               talk of being “born again.” But with an added element of zealous purity. For example, we used the King James Version of the
               Bible, insisting that it was the only version approved by God. Those who didn’t were subjected to a mixture of communal disapproval
               that prefigured the dread they should feel awaiting God’s judgment.
            

            
            At my childhood church, the fault line between “evangelical” and “fundamentalist” grew more apparent as I got older. There
               were those in our church who might call Jerry Falwell or Billy Graham liberal for their politics, for reaching across the
               ecclesial divide to build political coalitions with charismatics and Catholics.
            

            
            But there were also those who shrugged their shoulders. Over the years, as I’ve gone back and had conversations with parents, people who were my Sunday School teachers, I realized two things. First, many have changed—they either no longer attend church or attend nondenominational churches. A few recalled their own ways of resisting the fundamentalist extremes of the church at the time, like expressing doubts over certain decisions. That change is significant, I think. But the problem of conspiracism persists. 

            
            I grew up hearing a gospel that was constantly framed by conspiratorial suspicions. And for outsiders, I want to emphasize
               just how entangled this was. There was no discrimination between conspiracy theory or “alternative facts” and the Christian
               story. They were one and the same. As a kid, I rarely heard any critical distinctions offered between critiques of Bill Clinton
               and the Democrats and the preaching of salvation: you were either on the right side, or you weren’t.
            

            
            If a preacher made a passing comment about the rise of a one-world government, it was taken as “biblical” truth. Coming to
               Jesus was synonymous with distrust in government, suspicion over new technologies like barcodes or payment systems, and anxieties
               over coming persecution of Christians. These all converged together in—and were supercharged by—theology. To question one
               is to create a crisis for all of it.
            

            
            Growing up, those who claimed a “biblical worldview” were not talking merely about theology, but about a whole set of claims
               emerging from Christian confession out into economics, to politics, to science. For example, “biblical worldview” talk curated suspicion
               over scientific expertise. We had a whole slew of visiting speakers who routinely shared archeological or biological “evidence”
               that apparently contradicted the consensus of scientists.
            

            
            I remember one speaker vividly. For a kid who watched Indiana Jones growing up, the idea of a biblical archeologist coming to speak was electric. His name was Ron Wyatt. In his videos, he claimed to have discovered Noah’s ark, submerged Egyptian chariots at the bottom of the Red Sea (the remnants of forces sent after Moses in the Exodus), and—of course—the Ark of the Covenant. 

            
            Ron Wyatt’s work has been broadly
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