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Dedication

For my father, who taught me to stand alone when it means standing on the

Truth. And for Brighton and Shelby, who I hope to teach the same.




Epigraph

In vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.

—Matthew 15:9 ESV

Presenting an issue sharply is indeed by no means a popular business at the present time; there are many who prefer to fight their intellectual battles in what [has been] aptly called a “condition of low visibility.” Clear-cut definition of terms in religious matters, bold facing [sic] of the logical implications of religious views, is by many persons regarded as an impious proceeding. . . . But with such persons we cannot possibly bring ourselves to agree. Light may seem at times to be an impertinent intruder, but it is always beneficial in the end. The type of religion which rejoices in the pious sound of traditional phrases, regardless of their meanings, or shrinks from “controversial” matters, will never stand amid the shocks of life. In the sphere of religion, as in other spheres, the things about which men are agreed are apt to be the things that are least worth holding; the really important things are the things about which men will fight.

—J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (1923)
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Introduction

How Do You Solve a Problem Like the Christians?

Even in church, we worry about world problems we cannot understand or master, and we waste our time and substance on committees whose announced purpose is to save the world and whose real purpose turns out to be getting some politician elected. Even in church, we are so shaky in our faith in the next world that we often talk as if the teachings and promises of our Lord were a mere convenience for putting this world to rights . . .

Well, but mustn’t the churches adapt Christianity to suit the ideas of our time? No, they must not. Our ideas are killing us spiritually. When your child swallows poison, you don’t sit around thinking of ways to adapt his constitution to a poisonous diet. You give him an emetic.

—Joy Davidman (aka Mrs. C. S. Lewis)

When a group of friends from church invited Bailey Anderson to put on a pink knitted hat and join them at the 2017 Women’s March, she assumed her confusion was a matter of geography.

She and her husband, James, didn’t just live in California; they lived in deep-blue Los Angeles, where James worked as a software engineer for a major film studio. They’d relocated to America’s second-largest city five years before, from a rural town an hour outside of Atlanta where they hadn’t been able to walk to the grocery store but also hadn’t encountered heroin addicts shooting up on the sidewalk on Sunday afternoons. Finding a good church quickly became one of their first priorities. “We were this young, evangelical couple with a fourteen-month-old toddler and a baby on the way. We knew we needed community if we were going to survive,” Bailey told me with a chuckle, only half-joking.

In Georgia, they’d attended a contemporary nondenominational church, so they looked for similar options in L.A. And they took the quest seriously, averaging two services in two different congregations every Sunday morning. “On Saturday nights, we did this whole complicated thing of looking at different churches on a map and plotting out service times and distance, trying to figure out, if we went to a nine a.m. service at one location, if we could make it to a ten thirty a.m. service at another,” James recalled.

They also did their homework, researching pastoral blogs and online statements of faith, eliminating options that didn’t seem doctrinally sound. Once they were sitting in a pew (or, more often, a row of padded chairs), they paid close attention to the sermons, asked questions during the pastor meet-and-greets, and spent several weeks attending likely candidates. They didn’t view themselves as especially partisan, but they also didn’t view issues like abortion and the definition of marriage as political. These were matters of spiritual conviction, and they knew that whatever church they settled in, it had to have biblical positions on sexuality and the sanctity of life, even if those subjects were rarely addressed from the pulpit.

“It wasn’t as easy you might think,” said James. “You kind of had to listen for the buzzwords and know how to interpret them. Like if the pastor talked about how Jesus came to ‘fix’ our ‘brokenness,’ you knew that probably meant ‘sin.’ And that was especially true if he applied ‘brokenness’ to sexuality. You knew what he meant but wasn’t willing to outright say.”

It took a few months, some trial and error, and a couple of extended false starts, but eventually, they settled into a church that, if a little lacking in theological depth, still felt like a place where they could grow among likeminded believers.

Now, as she sat before the LED glare of her laptop screen, scrolling through the search returns for “Women’s March” and “pussycat hat,” Bailey felt disoriented. Climate change. LGBTQ rights. Workers’ rights. Immigration reform. Racial justice. Abortion. Abortion. Abortion. She had some sympathy for one or two of the grab bag of issues this march was supposed to represent, but she couldn’t understand why Christians would want to take part in an event almost entirely opposed to a holistic understanding of biblical ethics. “I was so naïve at the time,” she told me in a soft southern drawl, “I didn’t even know what the hat meant, that it was supposed to represent female genitalia.”

More than disoriented, she was discouraged. Even in L.A., church was supposed to be the one place her family could find fellowship with other committed Christians.

The couple wrote the experience off as a locational hazard. “We just assumed it was California,” James said. “What are you going to do?”

When they moved back home to Georgia a year later, they thought things would be different. Safely ensconced back in the Bible Belt, they figured they’d plug right back into the megachurch they’d left. But it, too, had changed. The pastor had always embraced a “seeker-sensitive” model, meaning the worship style (pop and rock) and sermon focus (practical life improvement) were designed to be as inoffensive and culturally familiar to non-Christian visitors as possible. But in the intervening years, sensitivity had tipped over into the doctrinally dubious. One weekend, the pastor preached a sermon in which he suggested that some of the Bible’s moral standards were no longer applicable to modern society. He was cagey about what he meant, but he would later imply it’s unloving for believers to define homosexuality and transgenderism as sins.

By then it was 2019, and some church staffers invited James to join a racial reconciliation study group titled “Be the Bridge.”1 Once there, he was told that new white members weren’t allowed to speak for the first six months. They were only to “do the work” of listening and completing a “Whiteness 101” reading list. James abided by those rules for a few weeks, keeping notes on his now-glaring concerns. Even more than the division this particular curriculum seemed sure to stoke, he was alarmed at how the instructors were applying it to broader areas of life. “I started noticing that a lot of the discussions centered not just on racial justice, but on quite a lot of leftist causes. The women who led the group would frequently talk about oppressed-oppressor dynamics. At one point they told us we needed to read more books from ‘queer authors’ because they were an oppressed group, too. And that’s when it really started to click for me that this was a slippery slope to all sorts of dynamics.”

James never made it through the probationary period. When another white member who had managed to stay mute for six months got sent back to a three-month talking time-out for politely challenging the moderators’ claims regarding police shooting data, James left the group.

The straw that broke the camel’s back came one Sunday when the worship pastor told the congregation that God went looking for Adam and Eve after they ate the apple because He wanted to tell them, “There’s nothing you could do to ever separate you from my love.”

“I just turned to Bailey and said, ‘I can’t do this anymore,’” James remembered. “It was straight heresy. If sin doesn’t separate you from God, then what are we doing? We were just so hungry for real teaching at that point.”

Their next stop was a Presbyterian Church of America (PCA) church. Though they are Reformed Baptists by conviction, they were happy to agree to disagree on secondary doctrines so long as the preaching was sound. A few weeks in, the pastor began a series on justice, by which he meant solely racial justice. The final sermon—the last Sunday the Andersons attended—was on generational sins. At the end, the pastor asked all the white people in the service to stand up and applaud for the black people, to let them know they were personally repenting of America’s history of racism and systemic injustice.

“It was a really awkward moment,” James said. “Just a few minutes before, you were smiling and chatting with the African American next to you. And then, suddenly, you’re being put through this kind of struggle session. And even though you’re not good with what’s happening, you don’t want to stay seated and have people go, ‘Oh, there’s a racist, right there!’ So, we stood.”

It especially grated on Bailey to hear these pastors make the broad-brush claim that white families had accumulated wealth and advantages at the expense of black suffering. She had grown up in an abusive home to an alcoholic mother who eventually abandoned her and her three younger brothers. Her father was semi-present, but his failure at a string of blue-collar businesses like lawncare and carpentry had left the family living paycheck to paycheck, and there was a parade of women in and out of the house. At sixteen, Bailey found herself stepping into the role of parent to her siblings—making their meals, driving them to school. Through it all, the church had been her sanctuary. She’d first heard the Gospel as a young child, at Awana. She came to saving faith at seventeen, in her high school’s youth group. Yet now, as an adult, she could not find that same haven away from the turmoil and conflict of the world, where the unchanging wisdom of the Word, rather than trendy social issues, would be preached.

“I think that was when it really hit us: ‘this is a bigger problem,’” she says. “‘This is not just California craziness. It’s not a red state or a blue state thing. This is something in the Church.’”

I have talked with dozens of Jameses and Baileys over the last few years, people who have reached out to me due to my reporting on the evangelical world. They are ordinary Christians who feel confused and dismayed to see well-known pastors and ministry leaders letting the culture rather than Scripture dictate the content of their teaching. They see leaders insisting that Jesus requires them to get Covid-19 vaccinations and lobby for immigration bills, but doesn’t require them to speak clearly about sexual morality. They feel, frankly, like sheep without shepherds. What they all want to know: What is going on? Why is this happening everywhere?

Infiltrating the Last Fortress

A couple of years ago, my husband and I took an anniversary trip to Boston and visited the King’s Chapel. As our guide explained, the “King’s” part of that moniker is noteworthy. The Lord Bishop of London established America’s first Church of England congregation in 1686, in part to shore up the Crown’s authority over belligerent Puritan colonists who had a penchant for defying English law.

Today, the media and publishing industries insist that the political right is playing the role of King James, leveraging churches to fulfill political aims. The last few years have seen a barrage of high-profile authors and filmmakers proclaiming that something sinister has driven the evangelical preference for conservative candidates for decades. Every major news outlet from CBS to the BBC fêted Jesus and John Wayne, a book that claims even Billy Graham was motivated more by politics than faith, “wedding patriarchal gender roles to a rising Christian nationalism.”2 Tim Alberta’s similarly celebrated The Kingdom, the Power, and the Glory argues that American church leaders of the late twentieth century opposed “pornography, homosexuality, drug use, rising divorce rates, secularism in public schools, and, above all, abortion” not because the Bible speaks to these topics, but because these leaders “needed an issue set that would satisfy the lowest common denominator of their socially conservative constituency.”3 (You have to wonder what nefarious political powers Alberta thinks were at work in the first-century Church that caused it to likewise prioritize sobriety, marriage, sexual purity, and protecting the innocent.)

The narrative that the GOP has dangerously co-opted the American Church is built almost entirely on speculation, subjective stories, and the fact that evangelicals voted for Donald Trump at about the same rate as they voted for previous Republican presidential candidates.4 But it serves a dual purpose. If churchgoers can be convinced there’s something shameful and unchristian in bringing their values to the democratic process, first, it will blunt their influence on the culture. Second, they will be distracted from noticing the secular left’s long and well-documented history of infiltrating churches and buying influence among church leaders—a history that still marches on today.

In his book The Devil and Karl Marx, political science professor Paul Kengor describes the process the Communist Party USA used between 1920 and 1950 to deliberately infiltrate mainline Protestant churches and woo pastors to their socialist program:


I found repeatedly, dating back a century, beginning with the launch of the Soviet Comintern and Communist Party USA in 1919, atheistic communists clearly tapping social-justice language not because they believed in Jesus (quite the contrary) but to dupe believers in Jesus . . .

Documents in the Soviet Comintern Archives on Communist Party USA show how communist officials in Moscow and New York5 deliberately targeted [prominent Methodist seminary professor Reverend Harry] Ward to help push their propaganda. In one letter from December 1920, Ward is listed by Comintern officials as a source to get their materials on the shelves at the seminary library.6



Kengor especially draws on the recollections of ex-communist Herbert Romerstein. Archived at Stanford’s Hoover Institution, Romerstein’s papers represent one of the United States’ most comprehensive collections on the subversive activities of communist front organizations. Before he went to work for the Reagan administration, Romerstein testified before Congress on the long lists he and his comrades had compiled of people and organizations they planned to target for exploitation. They called them suckers lists. One group, Romerstein told Kengor, represented “the biggest suckers of them all”—pastors, because communist operatives had more success infiltrating their ranks than those of any other group.

Members of the Soviet Comintern, the international socialist organization that included the Communist Party USA, were atheists—after all, the founder of their belief system called religion “the opium of the people”7—but they knew how to ape biblical terms for political ends. Their pseudo-religious jargon worked especially well on the National Council of Churches, a Protestant umbrella group that had a keen interest in social justice causes like wealth inequality. Other government records showed that the Episcopal Church, which today ranks as one of the farthest-left Protestant denominations, was deeply compromised, with an estimated 20.5 percent of its rectors associated with communist activities.8

According to now-declassified records, American communists acting under Soviet orders founded the front group American Peace Mobilization with a particular goal: to convince religious leaders to promote the Kremlin’s aims. In 1941, it successfully enlisted pastors to lobby FDR to keep America out of World War II because Stalin and Hitler were, at that time, allies. Presumptuously calling itself “we of the church,” the group published an open letter in the New York Times. It said their “belief in God and the worth and dignity of the human personality expressed in His image” compelled them to call on President Roosevelt to “put an end to what we deem is an aggressive, militant foreign policy, which will inevitably lead to . . . the destruction of democracy.” As soon as Stalin changed positions and wanted America to join the Allies, however, these religious leaders immediately became pro-war, and changed their name to the American People’s Mobilization.

Congress would later call the American Peace Mobilization “one of the most seditious organizations which ever operated in the United States.”9 And pastors, claiming to speak for the “the church,” were a part of it.

Illustrating just how little is new under the sun, the Gray Lady did its (hopefully unwitting) part to provide cover for this Soviet-engineered group, referring to it with the innocuous descriptor “a group of clergymen.”

As you read through this book, it’s important to remember such history. You will see eerily similar parallels to events happening today. Secular, leftist organizations that have no interest in furthering God’s kingdom or seeing biblical morality enacted in the public square are funneling money into front groups with names like the “Evangelical Environmental Network” and the “Evangelical Immigration Table.” Well-known evangelical leaders, posing as representatives of average Christians in the pews, are once again publishing open letters in national newspapers on behalf of leftist causes.

While these leaders’ motives for such activities may be complex and sometimes unclear, the motives of their secular backers are simple. Around 32 percent of the U.S. electorate describe themselves as evangelical, and the vast majority of that group leans right.10 Among Americans who describe themselves as conservatives, Protestant evangelicals are the single largest religious group by 23 points.11 As The Atlantic put it in 2021, evangelicals are simply “America’s most powerful voting bloc.”12 They don’t always win at the ballot box, but in most regions of the country, they always present a massive hurdle to leftist power grabs. If the Democratic Party could manage to shave off even 10 percent of their support for Republicans, it would face little opposition to its agenda. So far, it has failed in that objective.

Look at nearly any issue that represents a key priority for progressives, and you will find that even when all other major demographics have signed on, Christians, and evangelicals in particular, represent the most formidable roadblock. Whether it’s the LGBTQ movement, climate change, or illegal immigration, again and again, polling research shows that evangelicals still stand as a fortress in the way of the political left.13 Indeed, they often stand in the way of the political right as well, earning the ire of many GOP leaders and their large donors who would just as soon see social conservatism die.14 Keeping alive the spirit of American resistance to the agendas of the powerful that so vexed King James, evangelicals just won’t get with the program.

Correction: the rank and file won’t get with the program. Certain high-profile leaders are a different story.

“Faith Voices”

In the early 2000s, foundations funded by secular billionaires began to speak earnestly, if not very openly, about how to take down this fortress.

By the time it concluded spending down its endowment in 2020, the Bermuda-based grant maker Atlantic Philanthropies was one of the largest funders of left-wing causes in a number of countries, including the United States.15 In 2010, for instance, it spent $27 million to safeguard the passage of the Affordable Care Act.16

That same year, it issued a report on its failing efforts to break down opposition to gay marriage in Ireland.17 Titled “A Meeting of Queer Minds” the report highlighted the resistance of Ireland’s devout Catholics and Protestants. “Organized religion is at the heart of LGBTI oppression and needs to be deconstructed,” the authors wrote. But they quickly identified the roadblock they would face in achieving that aim: “How can one deconstruct an institution that provides hope and comfort to millions of desperate people?” Rather than go on opposing churches, the gay lobby would need to co-opt them. “An engagement needs to come from groups within the churches,” the report advised. “LGBTI organizations need to appropriate Christian values for a progressive rights agenda” (emphasis mine).

The president and CEO of Atlantic Philanthropies at that time was Gara LaMarche, a man who has spent his entire career hopping from one elite leftist donor group to another. He had previously served as the director of U.S. Programs for George Soros’s Open Society Foundations (OSF). His former employer was still a close associate, though, through their mutual membership in the Democracy Alliance, an exclusive group of ultra-rich left-wing patrons whom Politico once described as “the country’s most powerful liberal donor club.”18 (LaMarche would eventually take the helm of that group as well.)

This likely explains why the same question—how to solve a problem like the Christians—also began to preoccupy Soros’s organization.

On February 3, 2012, another director at OSF, Bill Vandenberg, sent an internal memo to the U.S. Programs board regarding discussions they had been having on “the role of religion in public life” and how the organization, founded by an atheist, could leverage “strategies that engage faith-based communities in debate, advocacy, and mobilization.”19

Vandenberg reviewed the fact that “faith communities” had become a particular funding priority for OSF because of their “significance in a nation as religiously identified as the US” and because of church leaders’ ability to bring “faith-based perspectives into the public square and into policy making processes.” Most especially, he noted, faith communities could help OSF “reach beyond the choir of [O]pen [S]ociety’s usual suspects,’” which presumably didn’t include a lot of churchgoing folk.

After bemoaning presidential candidates’ tendency to “pander to the ‘religious right,’” as with the “anti-abortion movement,” he acknowledged that religion’s influence is “powerful and here to stay.” Then he laid out a strategy for harnessing some of that power for OSF. It included “invest[ing] in faith-based advocacy and the engagement of the faith community in Open Society campaigns,” “fund[ing] strategic communications work,” and “award[ing] fellowships to faith-based thinkers.” In other words, OSF would start spreading a lot of money around those Christian types to create astroturf campaigns.

At the top of OSF’s list for how it hoped to use “faith voices” was immigration reform and, using a term that could have come from the communists of a century ago, “economic equity.”

The foundation also planned to do plenty of oppo research on the “‘religious right’s’ organizational infrastructure, funding, and reach,” in the hope of identifying “generational divides” it could exploit: “Awareness of these generational divides, the differences of opinion and nuance on public policies that exist between younger and older evangelicals will help our grantees build greater public support for issues such as economic equity, climate change, immigrants’ rights, LGBT equality, and reproductive health,” Vandenberg wrote.

So, if your daughter or granddaughter suddenly starts quoting a pastor who claims the Bible has nothing to say about abortion, you may have George Soros to thank for it. But he is hardly alone.

A few years later, in 2018, another billionaire, eBay founder and longtime Democratic donor Pierre Omidyar, a Buddhist, dipped a toe into the evangelical influence game.20 His foundation made the first of several fifty-thousand-dollar grants to the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, the legislative lobbying arm of the nation’s largest Protestant denomination, the Southern Baptist Convention.21 This contribution’s stated purpose was to help combat America’s alleged white supremacy problem. Omidyar would go on to make many, many more donations to mainstream evangelical institutions, his money joining rivers of funding that had started to flow into the church from other left-wing foundations.

Then, in 2020, the largest foundation in the world, the U.S. federal government, leveraged the influence of well-known ministry leaders to promote its Covid-19 lies and guilt average churchgoers into submitting to authoritarian lockdowns and vaccine mandates. The Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College went so far as to partner formally with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the National Institutes of Health, setting up the website Coronavirus and the Church, which center director Ed Stetzer urged pastors to share with their congregations.

Two years later, perhaps seeing how successful other federal agencies had been at co-opting evangelical pulpits and platforms, the head of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration announced his intention to use “faith-based organizations to potentially host climate and equity roundtables.”22 Dr. Rick Spinrad shared that NOAA had already had “multiple discussions with the faith community” about how it could help “the Biden-Harris Administration . . . address the threats of climate change.” Though he admitted that turning to churches had not been “part of [NOAA’s] organizational construct” in the past, he pledged that, going forward, the “agency [would] build these partnerships and channels of communication into [its] DNA.”

Wolves, Cowards, Mercenaries, and Fools

The question is: Why have so many well-known evangelical institutions and leaders in recent years started promoting causes that no plain reading of Scripture would demand, like lobbying for fossil fuel regulations or dismantling white privilege, while issues that unequivocally call for Christian clarity find them silent and stymied? When the guy who created the Christian children’s program VeggieTales starts arguing that evangelicals should take a more “nuanced” position on abortion,23 and when two successive presidents of the Southern Baptist Convention say the Bible only “whispers” about sexual sins,24 something is badly off in mainstream evangelicalism.

Are they dupes or deceivers? Is it organic or orchestrated? Certainly, money is playing a role in some of these evolutions, and there is no doubt, as we’ll see, that once-trusted evangelical leaders and institutions have yoked themselves to left-wing billionaires and their pet projects. But it need not always be explicitly transactional. Institutional prestige, seeing oneself lauded on CNN and in the Washington Post as more intellectually and morally advanced than the rest of the evangelical rabble, can also be a potent elixir. So can gilded invitations to the most exclusive parties in the world.

Pastor Rick Warren boasts of his role as a “global influencer” to the United Nations and the World Economic Forum.25 Christianity Today’s editor in chief, Russell Moore, opens his latest book26 with an off-topic recollection of being a guest at President Obama’s White House Christmas party. Is it a coincidence that both these men now habitually push progressive views that directly conflict with the feelings of the men and women the media claims they represent?

Perhaps some are simply weary of being the bad guys and are eager to sign on to something, anything, that will draw the culture’s approval. They may not reject clear biblical morality, but they instead emphasize those things our society doesn’t find offensive and, in fact, rewards.

When the National Association of Evangelicals took money from a pro-abortion foundation that also funds Planned Parenthood as part of a program to promote contraception to teens, a former board member put the compromise down to a desire for worldly status.27 She felt the NAE leaders were just foolish, naïve people whose craving for wider respectability made them susceptible to political influence. It’s true the savvy, cynical world is always eager to seize on Christians who fail to follow Christ’s command to be wise as serpents, but I have my doubts that NAE leaders were quite the innocent doves the woman believed, for reasons we’ll explore.

Others in positions of influence and authority see the cultural accommodation and are unhappy about it (or so they tell me privately), but not enough to confront old friends, not enough to lose their place among the speakers at the next big discipleship conference. Why join Elijah and get a reputation as a “troubler of Israel” when you can stay quiet and be esteemed by all? And so, they speak some truth, even a lot of truth, but they fail to do as Paul does in Acts 20—present the whole counsel of God. So, you have to overlook the unbiblical excesses of the MeToo movement to hold on to your lofty administrative position—what does it matter if it leaves a few women with burdened consciences?

A prominent former editor of an evangelical magazine told me he was moderating his approach with regard to issues like abortion and critical race theory (never mind that he didn’t moderate it at all on issues championed by the political right) because he hoped to model for evangelicals how to “hold the center.” His idea was that if theologically conservative Christians exemplified charitable compromise, progressives would look for areas of agreement as well. I don’t think he was a coward or a wolf, but I do think he wanted the applause of the magazine’s young, woke reporters. And I believe in thinking himself wise, he became a fool. The Bible instructs us to proclaim truth, not to hold centers—and anyway, the center is far too liberal a place for biblical orthodoxy. So is most of the right these days, for that matter. All that editor was going to do was cede more and more ground to progressives, who, by definition, are always looking to gain it.

These days, he retweets New York Times columnists who defend Christian support for gay marriage and recommends podcasts by Democratic strategists who argue that abortion should be allowed up to fifteen weeks. The center certainly has shifted.

This is not to say that Christians can’t have disagreements on whether science proves climate change is a serious problem or what gun regulations might be prudent. Even where Christians agree on principle, reason and conviction can lead to different views regarding solutions. But these issues aren’t being argued in good faith. They’re being smuggled in through shallow religious manipulation and a demand for consensus that Scripture does not require.

Knowing they don’t have the backing of their claimed constituencies, these evangelical leaders turn their pulpits and platforms into vehicles for shaming the rank and file because they will not agree that supporting, say, the Black Lives Matter movement is a “Gospel issue,” necessary to show the world what it means to be faithful followers of Christ.28 Often, those arguing for these progressive priorities don’t even bother bringing much biblical application to the table. No matter the issue, all are thrown into the basket of “Love your neighbor.”

Why should the United States reward tens of millions of illegal immigrants with citizenship despite the fact they broke our laws and it drives down wages for blue-collar workers? Love your neighbor. Why should I take an experimental Covid-19 vaccine I don’t want when I’m statistically extremely unlikely to experience anything more than mild symptoms? Love your neighbor. Why should I support cap-and-trade carbon emission limits that will make everything, from gas to groceries, more expensive? Love your neighbor. No less a public Christian than former vice president Mike Pence said he supports laws that allow gender-confused adults to mutilate their bodies under the principle of “Love your neighbor.”

Using the Bible for cheap sloganeering in this way misses the point that the reverse of every one of these actions can also have a detrimental effect on our neighbors. Which is why a lot of our neighbors disagree with them!

Eventually, thoughtless usage had so cheapened Jesus’s profound teaching to meaningless catchphrases that political and media leaders who had no role in the Church also began to use it like a Swiss army knife—a convenient tool to unlock any policy preference. In late May 2023, Alyssa Farah, cohost of The View, argued on CNN that conservatives shouldn’t boycott Target over Pride merchandise like “tuck-friendly” swimsuits and queer-themed kids clothing because they should “love their neighbors.” The year before, California governor Gavin Newsom put up billboards in Texas that advertised his state’s up-to-birth abortion laws with the message “California Is Ready to Help. Love Your Neighbor as Yourself.”

There is a reason the Book of Jude urges all Christians, not just pastors, to “contend for the faith” and be on the lookout for those who “secretly slip in” among us, dividing us by distorting the clear teaching of the Word for their own ends. Some are, yes, wolves—unfaithful pastors and teachers deliberately leading the sheep astray. I believe that you’ll have little trouble pinpointing in these pages who they are. But there are different degrees of error. Passivity, fear of reprisal, and plain old lack of discernment are also reasons pastors may compromise with the culture. For those who are not outright wolves, forthright, brotherly confrontation, such as when Paul opposed Peter over those who wanted to add Jewish custom to God’s grace in Galatians 2, may bring about sincere repentance. And we should take heart in knowing ours is hardly the first era to necessitate unpleasant conflict.

In 1983, theologian Francis Schaeffer grew alarmed by evangelical groups concerning themselves with fashionable issues like “unjust structures” and inequitable wealth distribution rather than sinful human hearts. He had no doubt he was seeing capitulation to the spirit of the age. And he had no doubt where such socialist, utopian thinking would lead:


Here the gospel has been reduced to a program for transforming social structures. This is the Marxist line. It does not mean that those who take this position are Communists. But it does mean they have made a complete confusion of the kingdom of God with the basic socialistic concepts. In back of this stands the Enlightenment idea of the perfectibility of man if only the cultural and economic chains are removed . . .

But think further what this means theologically. What has happened to the fall and sin? [Evangelicals for Social Action] seem to be saying that changing economic structures is the means of salvation for modern man since only this deals with the basic “causes of the disease.” Ironically their program is not radical enough! The basic problem is that of the fall and sin and the heart of man. The basic problem is much deeper than social structures, and by not recognizing this[,] ESA ends up with an understanding of salvation which is very different from what the Scriptures teach.29



This is not to say God’s Word has nothing to say to the political or social issues of our time. There are rich Scriptural arguments to be made about the sacredness of human life, God’s design for sex and marriage, and even private property rights. But they are rich; they aren’t yard signs. And if you argue that Christians should steward their voting rights as citizens to reflect these biblical priorities, the same figures who have taken up the cause of climate change and reforming the police system will accuse you of politicizing the Church and “culture-warring.”

Again and again in these pages, you will note the manipulation of Church leaders who claim that to stand where the Bible stands is “political,” yet not accepting their view on some issue where biblical application is disputable is somehow—even when they’re pressing you to lobby for legislative remedies—paradoxically not political. Republicans who speak of how their faith prompts them to vote for a certain candidate are grasping for power. Democrats who do the same are illustrating faithfulness in the public sphere.

The Eleventh Commandment

There’s a running joke in evangelical institutions, especially among Southern Baptists, about an unspoken Eleventh Commandment: Thou shalt not criticize church leaders. Like all Pharisaical traditions, it has the appearance of godliness but is not especially biblical. (See not only Jesus’s and John the Baptist’s choice words for the compromised religious elite, but also Paul’s remonstration of Peter in Galatians 2 or the Judaizers in Galatians 5 or Alexander the coppersmith in 2 Timothy 4.)

What the Eleventh Commandment has meant in practice is that even as prominent pastors and theologians have spent the last few years accommodating every sort of secular, progressive influence, critical or even cautioning voices have been slow to respond. When they do respond, leaders like J. D. Greear, then president of the Southern Baptist Convention, have wielded the Eleventh Commandment like a rocket launcher, firing descriptors like “divisive” and “demonic” at any who raise objections to the promotion of critical race theory, feminism, or LGBTQ ideology in SBC ministries.30 Greear went on to liken those leaving churches over woke teaching to a “synagogue of Satan.”31

“We should mourn when closet racists and neo-Confederates feel more at home in our churches than do many of our people of color,” he thundered from the platform of the SBC’s national convention in 2021.32 Of course, the megachurch pastor did not back up this shocking accusation with evidence or identify these rank and unrepentant sinners.

Greear’s hyperbolic rhetoric is hardly unusual for elite evangelicals discussing average people in the pews. In a 2018 Vox essay, Ed Stetzer, who was then executive director of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College, claimed that “far too many white evangelicals are motivated by racial anxiety and xenophobia.”33 Again, no examples were provided. Sift through many ministry leaders’ recent sermons and conference addresses, and you will find that such unspecific and unsupported indictments, which confirm the worst stereotypes the left lobs at Christians, are rampant. In other words, the Eleventh Commandment runs in only one direction. As they demand that the rank and file address them with gentle and kind words, the shepherds are building their platforms by becoming public accusers of the sheep.

Along with not being especially biblical, the Eleventh Commandment is far from journalistic. Thus, in this book, I will provide accounts of specific people. But my guidelines will be this: I will name names where the events are public or the comments were made on the record. I will not name names where the comments were not public or where they were made in the context of a personal conversation with an expectation of confidentiality.

It is also important to note that none of the pastors, theologians, or Christian influencers included in this book are associated with the political left, though they have been pushing progressive ideologies. I don’t bother with open liberals like Sojourners’s Jim Wallis or MSNBC’s Al Sharpton, as they are known Democratic operatives. They have little to no sway among theological conservatives or with the broad swath of mainstream evangelicalism.

Every name I put forward as evidence of liberal drift and infiltration is commonly trusted and welcomed by orthodox American Protestantism. They are men and women whom I, too, at one time trusted and still sometimes learn from, though with a much more cautious posture than I once had.

Naming them is not a question of punishing or singling out, but of understanding what is taking place in the Church so we can put it right. Josh Abbotoy, executive director of the Protestant politics and culture journal American Reformer, describes it as upgrading our antivirus software. “Evangelicals need to learn to be more careful readers of their leaders’ actions and rhetoric, and much more thoughtful about who they elevate,” he said. “There are discernible patterns that should be studied and addressed so they can be solved . . . We aren’t judging the state of [a church leader’s] soul, but rather, his fitness for leadership.”

You will notice that the Southern Baptist Convention features heavily in some chapters. This is not because I am a member of an SBC church (though I am), but because, as America’s largest Protestant denomination, the SBC is not only emblematic of issues happening throughout the Church, but it also represents the greatest number of conservative evangelicals in the country. Indeed, it represents around 5 percent of the total U.S. population.34 If you are a progressive intent on using churches to move evangelicals to the left, Southern Baptists offer the most bang for your buck (which is why the left spends so many bucks on that very project).35

Finally, this book is not a theological treatise or a work of political argument. I am not here to persuade the reader that homosexuality is a sin or that the push for equity (which guarantees outcomes) rather than equality (which guarantees opportunity) is simply a repackaged version of Marx’s politics of envy. I presume there are enough readers still orthodox enough in their thinking that I do not have to start at square one by outlining God’s intent in designing humanity as male and female and who are sensible enough to know that no nation can long remain a nation that does not police its borders. There are plenty of authors who do theology and political theory very well, and you will find recommendations for some of their works in these pages.

My ultimate purpose is to confirm for average evangelicals in the pews that the uneasy feelings many of you have been having (perhaps for some years now) that your pulpits and your institutions are being co-opted by political forces with explicitly secular progressive aims are justified. That is indeed happening. (Though one development that has cheered me immensely is to see how many of my fellow sheep have not, for the most part, wandered away with their shepherds. You are pushing back against that which you know is not biblical. My prayer is that this book will arm you to do so to an even greater degree.)

It benefits no one to be like the prophets in Ezekiel 13, covering up crumbling walls with whitewash so we don’t have to confront how close those walls are to tumbling down. We do not worry for the future of the Church. The gates of Hell will not prevail against it. Its victory, and thus the victory of every true Christian within it, is secure. But it is certainly fair to worry about our nation and what will become of it if the restraining influence of the Church is withdrawn. And we should certainly pray for weary, wounded sinners who are coming to the Church in need of the transcendent power of the eternal and who are, instead, given temporal preoccupations with social issues.

Let us learn from what is happening now so that we can elevate the right leaders, those like King Hezekiah, who will tear down the false idols, eject the false prophets, and restore the temple. Hebrews 10:25 commands Christians not to give up meeting together, and as we learned during Covid-19, there are very good reasons for that. Iron cannot sharpen iron while we watch online sermons from the couch. Nor should we abandon the seminaries and Christian colleges to liberals without a fight—these are the institutions training the majority of our nation’s pastors and ministry leaders. I am not here to call for a leaderless church—we need pastors, deacons, and elders who exercise godly authority.

Finally, while this book focuses on false or misguided shepherds, this country is still blessed with many, many good shepherds, many of whom are laboring in obscurity. As the Andersons did, we must put in the effort to find them and become members of their local bodies. (I’m happy to report that the Andersons did eventually find a church home where James is teaching Bible study classes.) And as we expose darkness, let it inspire us all the more to thank God for such good and faithful shepherds bringing His Word to light.




Chapter 1

Climate Change

Sneaking Past the Watchful Dragons

By these waters also the world of that time was deluged and destroyed. By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly.

—2 Peter 3:6–7

Everyone has that friend who gets a little too enthusiastic about Christmas—the one who plays carols as soon as Starbucks starts serving pumpkin spice lattes in late August, whose tree is up and fully decorated just after Halloween. Mine is a member of the Christian Reformed Church, a small Calvinist denomination that has roots in her family’s Dutch heritage. Every year, she bakes kerstkransjes and kerststol (wreath-shaped almond cookies and fruitcake) with her daughters, she tells her granddaughters folktales about both Sinterklaas and Saint Nick, and she cheerfully drags her friends into every Christmas boutique she passes, even in the dog days of July.

But just after Thanksgiving in 2022, I got a call from her. She was fuming about a four-week Advent devotional her pastor had sent out with the church newsletter, one that sounded nothing like any traditional meditation on the incarnation of Christ.

“Listen to this,” she seethed, reading from the introduction: “‘We don’t have to look far to see injustice, to see creation groaning under the weight of the climate crisis and environmental destruction, and to see people turning away from seeing and addressing these realities.’

“What does this have to do with Christmas?” she demanded. “I mean this is just depressing. Hang on.” I listened to laptop keys clicking furiously as she hunted for another selection. “This is from week three: ‘It can often be hard to find joy today, especially when we allow the reality of the role our actions play in our changing climate to truly sink in.’ I dunno, I guess I’m old-fashioned. I thought an Advent calendar should talk a little bit more about the birth of Jesus.”

Ironically, my friend is in line with her synod on this issue. She believes climate change is primarily driven by human-induced carbon emissions, and she supports policies to limit the use of fossil fuels. But, as she told me, “It feels like they’re making everything about this. It’s Christmas! Some things should be sacred!”

When she tentatively asked her pastor about the Advent calendar, he defended it by telling her, “If Joseph and Mary were alive today, they would be the ones most impacted by environmental disasters. So, it’s important we think as world citizens and consider how our choices affect the poor in other parts of the world.”

His rebuke revealed that he had little idea how the choices of environmentalists in wealthy Western nations are impacting the world.

World Citizens

In 2019, formerly impoverished Sri Lanka was a nation on the upswing. After successive years of impressive economic growth and an increasing gross national income, the World Bank upgraded it from a lower-middle-income rating to an upper-middle, bringing it on par with Argentina, China, and Russia.1

Three years later, its economy collapsed.

By June 2022, fuel supplies were so short that buses, medical vehicles, and other basic services had stopped running. A foreign exchange crisis meant imported necessities like antibiotics, canned milk, and even toilet paper were suddenly unavailable. Babies were born underweight, and malnourished children started fainting in school as food shortages left around 30 percent of the population hungry.2 Eventually, protestors stormed government buildings, and the president fled the country.

A range of culprits contributed to the crisis, but the most significant was a 2021 green policy banning imports of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. As a result, rice yields dropped 30 percent, and exports of tea, which had been Sri Lanka’s major cash crop, fell to their lowest point in twenty-three years.3

Around the same time in another part of the world, the Dutch government announced a plan to forcibly buy out three thousand farms and mandate a 30 percent reduction in livestock as part of its effort to comply with EU carbon regulations. Dairy farmer Erik Luiten spoke for many of his countrymen when he told NBC he had no interest in selling the land that had been in his family for generations.4 He and thousands of others took to the streets in protest, just as had farmers facing new taxes, pesticide bans, and herd reduction in Germany, Ireland, and other EU nations.5 For now, the Netherlands remains the second largest food exporter in the world, right behind the United States—an astonishingly productive output for a country that’s roughly the size of Maryland. That will end if the newly formed Farmer-Citizen Movement, an anti-climate regulation party that won a historic parliamentary election in 2023, isn’t able to stave off the European Union’s wholesale land grab and cattle slaughter.

Fossil fuels, fertilizer, and cows have also all been targeted in the tiny West African nation of Ghana. In 2018, the formerly impoverished country boasted one of the fastest-growing economies in the world, with the biggest gains coming from a thriving cocoa bean trade and recently discovered offshore oil deposits.6 As the New York Times put it that year, “Cocoa is Ghana’s other natural bounty, and producers are piggybacking on the oil boom.” Unfortunately, all that bounty drew the attention of the World Bank, which struck a deal with the Ghanian government to transition away from “polluting and expensive oil-burning electricity” and toward solar and hydropower.7 In essence, the World Bank was telling a developing African country to give up a huge source of wealth that would transform the lives of future generations and go back to the fields and grow chocolate.

By 2021, Ghana went from a net exporter of electricity to experiencing the prolonged, frequent blackouts of its developing world past. No electricity meant farmers could no longer access the water they needed to irrigate crops that were already dwindling under less-effective organic fertilizers mandated by Paris Accord climate commitments. When the war in Ukraine compounded Ghana’s fertilizer troubles, the European Union refused to help because “supporting fertilizer production in developing nations would be inconsistent with the EU energy and environment policies.”8

In the end, Ghanian police turned tear gas and rubber bullets on citizens protesting the policies that had left many of them hungry and suffering,9 in the words of the BBC, “the worst economic crisis in a generation.”10

Meanwhile, in the United States, the National Association of Evangelicals released a 2022 report telling American Christians that supporting the very policies responsible for all this is what it means to love “the least of these.”11

To successfully introduce some left-wing priority to the Church, progressives must often begin with a buzzword (or buzz phrase, as the case may be). Think of it as an inversion of C. S. Lewis’s “watchful dragons” metaphor. Lewis, writing for the New York Times in 1956, explained that he began to realize that the fairy stories that bubbled up in his imagination might, when married to some quality of Christ he wished to communicate, have the power to reach a reader inured or even hostile to theological language. He supposed that by casting the truths of the Gospel into a mythical world and “stripping them of their stained-glass and Sunday school associations,” he might steal past the “watchful dragons” of a religion-wary reader and penetrate the heart.12

Those who want to see the Church take up the preoccupations of the left are following a similar process, but in reverse—they bring the secular into the sacred by disguising it with “Christianese” terminology.

According to the Pew Research Center, religious Americans are the least likely group to fall prey to climate alarmism, and evangelicals are the least likely subgroup to feel great concern over the issue.13 Only 34 percent of them believe global warming is a serious problem, and they tend to attribute it more to natural fluctuations in weather patterns than to human activity.

Even if the average believer in the pews hasn’t made an in-depth study of the impact a net-zero economy would have on GDP, he’s skeptical of the apocalyptic claims in the headlines that, if he is over age thirty-five, he has seen for decades now. His Christian worldview tells him how the world will actually end and that a sparrow does not fall from the sky without God’s seeing it and that he’s to test all things and hold fast to what is sound (1 Thessalonians 5:21). Therefore, he’s not given to panic.

The only way to persuade him to take up a cause that goes against his common sense and theological instincts is to convince him that it isn’t a political or even a scientific matter, but a matter of Christian witness and biblical obedience.

To turn “environmentalism” into “creation care” would take a branding campaign.

What Would Jesus Drive?

Though there were some attempts to persuade conservative Protestants to join the environmentalist movement in the 1980s, the effort didn’t really start to gain momentum until the next decade. That was when the ecumenical National Religious Partnership for the Environment realized that the millions it was receiving from left-wing grant makers like the Hewlett, Rockefeller, and MacArthur Foundations hadn’t been enough to put significant legislative points on the board.14 It needed to expand beyond the borders of its liberal mainline, Catholic, and Jewish coalition and look toward the roughly 45 percent of voters who then identified as evangelical.15 Thus, in 1993, the Evangelical Environmental Network was born.16 Its mission: to win average churchgoers to the green cause by leveraging the influence of trusted institutions like Christianity Today and the National Association of Evangelicals.

A decade before, it would have been difficult to imagine the NAE pushing legislation as progressive as cap-and-trade carbon emission limits. After all, it had then been so influential among conservatives that Ronald Reagan delivered his famous “Evil Empire” speech to its 1983 national convention.17 It would have been even more difficult to envision the magazine founded by Billy Graham promoting “climate vigil songs” that turn biblical metaphors about the earth groaning under the curse of sin into environmental parables.18

But that was before a group of leaders susceptible to the lure of Beltway media prestige took the helms of these two organizations. In 2015, the George Soros–funded think tank New America, which counts among its executives a number of Obama administration alumni, dissected the tactics the EEN used to try to co-opt evangelical institutions. New America’s hope was that they could learn from the EEN’s experience to find more success leveraging churches in the future.19 Drawn largely from interviews with a number of principal actors, the report described the EEN’s top-down strategy, both in the type of organizations it chose to target and the sort of people it sidled up to.20

There’s not much question as to why the NAE, which represents some 45,000 churches and 30 million churchgoers, was its primary target. But Christianity Today, known as the flagship magazine of evangelicalism, would have made an equally attractive partner. Pastors of that era tell me nearly every Protestant church office maintained a subscription. That would have fit perfectly with a key element of the EEN’s approach, which, as the New America report details, centered on recruiting “elite evangelicals” who would use their influence to give spiritual legitimacy to deeply anti-human climate policies:


From 2000 to 2004, the EEN slowly laid the groundwork for national evangelical institutions to grasp climate change as a moral issue. EEN’s strategy was to integrate “climate care” into the core of the evangelical subculture, by building a bench of national evangelical elites who framed climate change as a moral issue and called for decisive policy action. The expectation was that these ideas would then “trickle down” to rank-and-file evangelicals.21



That description was a bit more circumspect than the one New America researchers offered at a 2015 presentation where they called this the “rent an evangelical” model.22 By this, they meant using a leader in a trusted organization who knows the lingo to persuasively sell a message to what would otherwise have been an unreceptive audience. They explained that the object was to “collect strange bedfellows” and “sort of sneakily break down” the faith coalition from the inside. That is, the EEN had hoped to peel off a percentage of evangelicals because it recognized them as a “core group in the Republican Party and the conservative movement.” Ideally, this “evangelical voice” would then “give cover to Republican members of Congress to support climate action.”

There was one other group the EEN had especially hoped to draft into its project—the largest Protestant denomination in the country, the Southern Baptist Convention. Its strategy was to start with the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, the denomination’s legislative lobbying arm:


The ERLC had historically been a challenging target, because of its core role in the Republican Party and its tight focus on issues related to abortion, gender, and sexuality. Yet EEN leaders hoped to win the ERLC’s support for Creation Care, because even just neutralizing the Southern Baptist Convention in the debate on global warming could disrupt the solid Republican opposition to measures like cap and trade.



In other words, while this early incarnation of the creation care movement wore religious clothes, its aims were explicitly political, from start to finish. And as we’ll see, evangelical leaders are still being rented to perform the same function in churches today.

The ERLC proved a tough nut to crack, largely because its policy director at that time, Barrett Duke, was skeptical about the sweeping government solutions his organization was being asked to support. He took the time to seek out other expert views before committing. What he heard convinced him that, contrary to the EEN’s claims, the science on climate change was still very much open to debate. And he saw no reason to lend the weight of Southern Baptist influence to a project that did not have clear biblical aims. The EEN had no choice but to make do with only two Christian lodestars, Christianity Today and the NAE, and get to work.

In 1999, the trio embarked on their first major collaboration, cohosting a “care of creation” conference at Malone College, a small Christian school in Northeast Ohio. A few years later, EEN vice president Rev. Jim Ball took NAE vice president Richard Cizik to the United Kingdom for a climate conference. Ball was in only his mid-thirties at the time, and in photos from that period, he is more gangly youth than polished NGO executive, but inexperienced though he might have been, he already had a flair for marketing. As he was loitering around the gift shop of Westminster Abbey, browsing knickknacks bearing religious slogans, it occurred to him that what would really give the EEN’s efforts a boost (at least with the more malleable brand of Christian) was a vehicle for virtue-signaling.23 This being shortly before the dawn of social media, he went with the old-school version—a bumper sticker crusade. The slogan that would stave off environmental apocalypse: “What Would Jesus Drive?”

To fully capitalize on Ball’s idea, the EEN enlisted the help of the public relations firm Fenton, then best known for liberal clients—it handled an ACLU campaign for abortion and another for then–San Francisco mayor Gavin Newsom promoting same-sex marriage.24 The EEN then bought TV ads in key markets. The goal was for Charlotte, St. Louis, Des Moines, and Indianapolis (cities that tend to play home to upwardly aspirant megachurchgoers with enough social anxiety to be easy marks for shallow spiritualism) to be overrun with fuel-efficient hybrids sporting the anti-SUV message. But as is often the case with such gimmicks, in the end it sparked more of a media trend than a movement.

For a few months, there was hardly a mainstream outlet in the country that failed to give Ball and his WWJD bumper stickers their fifteen minutes of fame, though many, like CBS, seemed to have their tongues planted firmly in their cheeks when they dubbed the EEN the “green Jesus group.” Even Jay Leno got in on the act, opining on the Tonight Show that Jesus would have driven “a dented-up pickup—he was a carpenter, after all.” When the hubbub eventually died down, the only enduring impact of the bumper stickers came from some English rockers who adopted the kitschy slogan as a band name.

Still, two noteworthy developments would arise from the “What Would Jesus Drive” flash in the pan. The first was that Ball might have been one of the earliest progressive activists to apply the “love your neighbor” catchall to a left-wing cause, telling Good Morning America about his SUV shaming, “The most basic teaching of Jesus is to love your neighbor like yourself. How can you do that when you are filling your neighbor’s lungs with pollution?” (He apparently gave little thought to how much lower his neighbor’s survival rate would be if he got into a high-speed collision while driving a compact car, or how his neighbor with multiple children was going to shuttle them and a few friends to soccer practice.) Since then, no incursion of leftism into the Church has failed to apply this all-purpose generalization in ways that have nothing to do with the state of an individual’s heart or with showing hands-on kindness to the people in one’s actual community.

The other development was that Ball now had recruiting help in Cizik, who was ten years older and far more established in mainstream evangelicalism.25 The two convened a private meeting of about thirty evangelical leaders, including representation from Christianity Today, and in the summer of 2004, the group gathered on the Maryland side of the Chesapeake Bay and made a “‘covenant’ to engage the evangelical community on climate change and produce a ‘consensus statement’ within a year.”26

It took them a couple of years to get to the statement, but Christianity Today editors did immediately endorse a bill from Senators John McCain and Joe Lieberman that would place carbon emission restrictions on businesses. The bill failed due to lack of support from conservatives, but the movement was still making progress. By 2006, fourteen member schools of the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities had launched creation care initiatives, largely as a result of the EEN’s efforts.

Then, in 2006, the EEN received an influx of cash from left-wing donors that allowed it to found a new, more aggressive front organization. One of the funders was the Clinton Global Initiative—yes, those Clintons—which kicked in five hundred thousand dollars.27 The Hewlett Foundation, one of the world’s largest grant makers, which has long invested vast sums in abortion and family planning programs as part of its interest in controlling population, provided about the same.28 With full coffers and elite backing, the Evangelical Climate Initiative was launched at a National Press Club breakfast hosted by Senators McCain and Lieberman.

Like the bumper stickers, the ECI was designed to make a media splash, and it did. Cizik was catapulted into the highest echelon of celebrity, landing a Vanity Fair spread.29 It depicted him walking barefoot on water, clad all in black like a prophet of doom, against a ghostly, mist-shrouded wasteland, his only company a giant gray owl perched precariously on a dead tree branch. (Ironically, the caption says the image was photographed in New York City.)30 The upscale celebrity gossip rag labeled him “the good reverend,” and he was listed alongside Arnold Schwarzenegger, Bette Midler, and Bono’s wife as an environmental hero. Ball wasn’t quite so lucky (or perhaps unlucky), but he still scored plenty of mentions in outlets like the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and Salon.

With the ECI in place, the EEN was on the cusp of success in its decade-long effort to subdue Republican resistance to environmental regulations by convincing the party’s most reliable voting bloc that climate change activism was a requirement of faithful Christian practice. As New America noted, “It seemed like climate care was now enshrined as a moral issue for evangelical Christians.” To that end, the ECI released a public letter titled, “Climate Change: An Evangelical Call to Action.”

The letter was drafted by David Gushee, Christian ethics professor and self-branded public intellectual (who has since gone on to reject the Bible’s teaching that homosexual and transgender behaviors are sinful).31 It ran as a full-page ad in the New York Times and was accompanied by radio and TV ads in fifteen red states that would have been key to any legislative success.

The letter left no room for theological or scientific debate, stating starkly that “evangelicals must engage this issue without any further lingering over the basic reality of the problem.” In a Christianity Today report (that included no disclosure about the magazine’s “covenant” meeting with the EEN), Ball insisted the statement was not politically motivated.32 Yet the crux of the ECI’s ask—buried within the letter’s vague generalizations about loving neighbors and overwrought, unsourced claims like “millions of people could die in this century because of climate change”—was this: “The most important immediate step that can be taken at the federal level is to pass and implement national legislation requiring sufficient economy-wide reductions in carbon dioxide emissions . . . such as a cap-and-trade program.”

This made it clear that the EEN/ECI was not simply encouraging Christians to consider the issue from biblical principle, but was lobbying for the U.S. government to increase its control over businesses and individuals, to the economic detriment of both. As Hayden Ludwig at the conservative financial think tank Capital Research put it, “This was cheap eco-fearmongering at its worst, advocacy deceptively masquerading as a message from Scripture.”33 Indeed, the letter closed with this admonition: “In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, we urge all who read this declaration to join us in this effort.”

Apparently, none of the signers considered that it should be a rather fearful thing to urge people to vote for any legislation in the name of Jesus Christ where the impact is debatable and the morality biblically ambiguous. But the glittering list of pastoral and ministerial signatories did not seem daunted in employing the Lord’s name so cavalierly.

Along with the expected endorsements from various Christianity Today editors and writers, the list included Saddleback Church pastor and The Purpose Driven Life author Rick Warren, who has acted as spiritual adviser to both Republican and Democratic presidents; Salvation
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