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PREFACE

I

Ours is an anxious age—the Anxious Age, it often seems: a moment more tinged by its spiritual worries than any time in America since perhaps the 1730s.

Not that the nation’s spirituality is as easy to discern now as it might have been back in those colonial times, with the First Great Awakening beginning its rise. “At the latter end of the Year 1733,” as Jonathan Edwards, the great theologian pastor of Northampton, Massachusetts, records in A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God, “there appeared a very unusual flexibleness, and yielding to Advice, in our young People.… Presently upon this, a great and earnest Concern about the great Things of Religion, and the eternal World, became universal in all Parts of the Town, and among Persons of all Ages.”

These days, American spirituality often seems more like the dull background buzz of a fluorescent lightbulb than the roar of a marching band—the throb of a persistent headache rather than a raging fever. Still, once we begin to notice the odd new forms that mystical feeling has taken, we can see their impact almost everywhere. The nation’s unconscious spirituality is splashed across our supposedly secular public life.

As it happens, we often fail to recognize the effect as spiritual, because American history has led us to expect our national spirituality to be explicitly religious, tied to the nation’s churches. These new supernatural entities—or, at least, these new manifestations of the enduring human desire to perceive something supernatural in the world—have broken away from the theological understandings that would once have helped corral and tame them. We are like a people who dismiss ghosts as archaic, superstitious nonsense, even while we imagine that all around us are ectoplasmic projections of the dead we just happen not to call ghosts. Spirits and demons, angels and demigods, flitter through American public life, ferrying back and forth across our social and political interactions, the burdens of our spiritual anxieties.

Think of it this way: We live in what can only be called a spiritual age, swayed by its metaphysical fears and hungers, when we imagine that our ordinary political opponents are not merely mistaken but actually evil. When we assume that past ages, and the people who lived in them, are defined by the systematic crimes of history. When we suppose that some vast ethical miasma—racism, radicalism, cultural self-hatred, selfish blindness—determines the beliefs of classes other than our own. When we can make no rhetorical distinction between absolute wickedness and the people with whom we disagree: The Republican Congress is the Taliban! President Obama is a Communist! Wisconsin’s governor is a Nazi!

We live in a spiritual age, in other words, when we believe ourselves surrounded by social beings of occult and mystic power. When we live with titanic cultural forces contending across the sky, and our moral sense of ourselves—of whether or not we are good people, of whether or not we are saved—takes its cues primarily from our relation to those forces. We live in a spiritual age when the political has been transformed into the soteriological. When how we vote is how our souls are saved.

Through the long centuries after the Middle Ages, the combination of liberal Protestantism and scientific materialism slowly drained Western civilization of its metaphysical density: devils, specters, elves, magic, all fading away. The disenchantment of the world, the sociologist Max Weber called it (borrowing a concept Friedrich von Schiller had developed in 1794), and by the late 1800s, most educated Americans probably had no strong belief in any supernatural entities beyond the bare Christian minimum of the individual soul, below, and God, above.

The otherworldly genius of the nation, however, would not leave it so. Over the last hundred years, America’s metaphysical realm has been gradually repopulated with social and political ideas elevated to the status of strange divinities: a scientifically acceptable re-enchantment and supernatural thickening of reality—born of the ancient religious hunger to perceive more in the world than just the give and take of ordinary human beings, but adapted to an age that piously congratulates itself on its escape from many of the strictures of ancient religion.

It was at a Catholic academic conference to which I’d been invited, a few years ago, that I first began to think about some of this. I hadn’t spent much time before with that particular subgroup of Catholic professors and graduate students—most of them young, all of them serious—and as I listened I became aware of an odd undercurrent flowing through the papers they read aloud for one another. Oh, the papers were primarily academic takes on the encyclicals of John Paul II, the concept of subsidiarity, the philosophical difficulties of natural law—interesting, all in all, if a little dry. But within them, especially in their metaphors and hypothetical applications, something else lurked: something unrelated to, and occasionally in conflict with, the Catholic teachings they were expounding.

“Modern nation-states should have no more substance than a phone book,” I remember one of the sincere young academics explaining to me. “Americans need to understand them the way we do, as merely incidental lists of people who happen to live near one another.” A few of the conference’s scholars took guidance from the Baptist writer Wendell Berry’s call for an agrarian Christian anarchy, and a few from the Methodist theologian Stanley Hauerwas’s rejection of modernity’s rights-based ethics. For the most part, however, they looked to the British-American philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre—and during that week I must have been given five copies of MacIntyre’s small essay on the Catholic duty not to vote in contemporary America, not to sully pious hands by participating in the political regime of pro-abortion Democrats and pro–death penalty Republicans.

Even in the midst of their explanations of Catholic social teaching—which claims, after all, to be universal: to be catholic—the academics at the conference often presumed a kind of lifeboat theology, escaping the rising sea of evil on small arks of the saved. It wasn’t that the United States seemed to them merely a nation like every other, devoid of any exceptionalism; the country appeared to them somehow uniquely problematic. Those young Catholics perceived a metaphysical cloud, a coming deluge, that darkened the American sky and defined the nation’s culture. And they took at least some of their moral identity—their sense of having made the cosmically superior choice, their understanding of participating in their own salvation—from their attitude of non-participation and rejection.

In the fall of 2011, I spent a few days with another group of mostly young people, having been commissioned by a magazine to write an article about the Occupy Wall Street protest movement in New York. In the end, I didn’t get the article written, primarily because I couldn’t find at the time a way to explain the enormous spiritual anxiety I felt radiating from nearly all of the people I met.

Nonetheless, in the purity of their spiritual angst, the protestors seemed to me a revelation. Conservative journals and websites made much of the underreported crime, rapes, and robberies at Occupy sites, even while liberal publications pronounced the movement utterly peaceful. But my own experience was that the protestors were, on the whole, astonishingly good people, if the word good is used in a somewhat special sense. There around Zuccotti Park, down near Wall Street, a few hundred of them had gathered for deeply felt moral purposes they could not name with any precision—for moral goals they often refused, as a moral principle, to specify.

Claiming to speak for the “99 percent,” the impoverished majority of the world, the Occupy protestors clearly desired wealth redistribution of some kind, and yet they repeatedly rejected any attempt to issue a set of policy demands to achieve that end. “We want change,” a sweet young man and his girlfriend tried to explain to me after I’d brought them coffee and Danish pastries early one morning. “Just change.” But when I asked him what change in particular, he picked at the raveled cuffs of his hoodie for a while before rambling through a tirade that amounted to little more than a wish that his own moral outrage would shame America’s wealthy malefactors into a reformation of the heart.

Most of all, he said, “we want people to know about the wrongness in society the way we do. We want them to see us as the ‘moral vanguard of change’ ” (repeating a catchphrase from a meeting the night before). “Exactly,” the young woman with him added. “We want people to see how brave we are, and to know that they can be brave, too.” We want people to see how brave we are—in that ingenuous phrase, and in its speaker’s guileless face, was written all the burden of the Anxious Age: an anxiety not just to be morally right but to be confirmed as morally right. Not just to be saved but to be certain of salvation.

An era more comfortable than ours with religious history would have understood immediately what Occupy Wall Street was: a protest against the continuing reign of Satan and a plea for the coming of the Kingdom of God, with a new heaven and a new earth. In perhaps their most revealing invention, the protestors developed strange hand-waving gestures as rules of order and a substitute for voting during meetings—a marvelously utopian attempt to achieve absolute equality and democracy within their own community of saints. This was not a coherent religious worldview making an ethical stand against a particular evil, as the early 1960s civil rights movement had been in the view of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, led by the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. This was instead a great, incoherent cry of apocalyptic spiritual pain: We know what is right—true, good, real—and still the world lies in sin and error.

The people at Occupy Wall Street were the return of the Levellers and Diggers, lifted straight out of the seventeenth century—albeit with the explicit religion of those old Christian movements shed along the way. (Except for a pair of elderly peace activists trying to start a prayer circle, everyone I interviewed described Christianity in general, and Catholicism in particular, as a major source of the evil they had set out to oppose.) “Demands cannot reflect inevitable success,” as an Occupy manifesto declared in a wonderful blast of chiliastic rhetoric. “Demands imply condition, and we will never stop. Demands cannot reflect the time scale that we are working with.”

II

The problem, of course, is tracing our contemporary, often unreligious or even anti-religious spirituality down to its roots, discerning it in less dramatic, more everyday kinds of social interactions. Many recent writers have turned their attention to the great divisions of contemporary America, but even while their reporting seems compelling, their answers feel dissatisfying, failing to uncover the history of the spiritual anxieties that led us to this point.

For make no mistake, our strange modern spirituality has a back story, washed to its present place by the historical flow of American culture. In many ways, this book concerns only what, in the following pages, I call the Erie Canal Thesis of American history: the idea that we cannot explore the moral, social, and intellectual culture of any moment in American history without recognizing the central role played by Protestant Christianity—especially, in our time, the impact of the catastrophic decline of the Mainline Protestant churches that had once been central institutions in public life.

This Protestantizing account of history is particularly true—I suggest, with only a little exaggeration—as American Protestantism, in all its exotic forms, spread west through the wilds of Upstate New York. Of course, Boston generally kept a tight Yankee fist on the machinery of cultural fame through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and Massachusetts’s famous figures, from the Pilgrims to the pragmatists, remain fascinating. The Harvard philosopher William James, in particular, will receive some attention in these pages. Nonetheless, after the First Great Awakening, the real villains and heroes of American religious history are found surprisingly often upstate, somewhere along the banks of the Erie Canal. Often enough, at any rate, that we may be forgiven for stealing the old waterway to name one of the great themes of national history.

In particular, this book consists of two modern case studies in the spirituality of American culture, two modern applications of our Erie Canal analysis. Part I takes up the college-educated, mostly unchurched American social class who are often, if somewhat mistakenly, called “the elite.” Part II casts an eye on the curiously intellectualized followers of a John Paul II–style of Catholicism in America.

The Poster Children and the Swallows of Capistrano, later pages will name them, and the argument is that neither group can be understood without a firm sense of the religious history of our essentially Protestant nation, from its seventeenth-century Puritan beginning through the collapse of the Mainline churches since the 1970s. Whether the Poster Children and the Swallows of Capistrano acknowledge it or not (and most of them, I suspect, would be outraged), American Protestantism helped create them, helped nurture them, and helped launch them into the cultural positions they occupy today.

In the end, we will claim, the post-Protestant Poster Children are best understood not as America’s elite class but as the nation’s elect class: a group of Americans responding to the spiritual pressures of the age just as surely as their fully Protestant ancestors once did and creating, along the way, a post-Protestant ethic for the spirit of America. Usually liberal in their politics, often despising of religion, always secure in their cultural judgments, they are the beneficiaries of the ostensible meritocracy of secondary education. And yet they actually know themselves as superior—morally elite, more highly advanced—most of all by their rejection of the pall of social evil that they believe to hang over nearly all of the past and much of the present (especially over social classes other than their own).

Interestingly, as we explore this relatively successful, often upper-middle-class segment of American culture, we can discern their re-creation, their recapitulation in a new key, of the bourgeois social attitudes of previous generations, however much they believe they have uniquely escaped the past. In both the noble range and the insufferable self-righteousness of their moral and spiritual concerns, the members of the social class that defines and sets the agenda for American culture prove identical to their middle-class Mainline Protestant Christian grandparents—just without much of the Christian religion.

As for the second application of our Protestant America thesis, Part II argues that one of the key spiritual pressures of the age on young cradle Catholics and intellectual converts was the lack of a coherent worldview in the West. Through much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Catholicism seemed to many of them the only thing on offer for a soul that desired intelligibility—that hungered for a unified and logically possible answer to the metaphysical questions of being, the spiritual questions of salvation, and the ethical questions of behavior.

In this they were surely right. Think what you like of the answer they chose; it may be false, it may be damnable. But at least they saw clearly the existence of the spiritual pressures pushing them toward that answer. While many of the philosophical and theological powers of the day were loudly proclaiming their intellectual and spiritual progress in embracing uncertainty (see, for example, the wonderful datedness of Harvard’s Harvey Cox and the “God Is Dead” movement in theology, so much discussed around 1965), Catholicism, even in the turmoil after the Second Vatican Council, suggested the possibility of logic and intellectual coherence. And when John Paul II arrived as pope in 1978, the floodgates opened. Remember his charisma and star power? The moral prestige of his opposition to and subsequent victory over communism, his intellectual abilities, and most of all his utter confidence in the unity of Catholic truth? They combined to make Catholicism, as a coherent system of thought, appear available to supplement (and often act as an originating impulse for) the faith of new generations of what were called JPII Catholics.

Whether for good or ill, the effect was also to make that system of Catholic thought available for political and social use in the American public square. The Catholic culture that had reached its high point in the United States during the 1950s disappeared in the following decades with astonishing speed, swept away by a number of social and ecclesial factors. The Church itself fell from the 1990s triumphs of John Paul II’s papacy to the 2000s newspaper reporting on priest scandals, reduced to its lowest level of prestige since the immigration battles of the late 1800s.

Even so, Catholicism—understood here to mean the intellectual system, particularly as a public moral vocabulary and method of applying high ethical claims to the low battles of prudential politics—came to occupy an outsized place in American public discourse toward the end of the twentieth century. Only artificially and probably foolishly can we try to separate Catholicism as a system of thought from Catholic culture and the faith of ordinary congregants. But the disastrous failure of the Mainline Protestant churches that began in the 1970s left a hole in American public life, and for the next thirty years a Catholic vocabulary was often deployed to fill it.

By the elections of 2012, this particular form of public Catholicism was coming to an end in America. Except for slow but continuing advances in the fight over legalized abortion, the complex of Catholic ideas about secular public life had won all the battles it was likely to win and lost many more. The elect class of the college-educated post-Protestants, the Poster Children, had at last assumed the dominant positions of their ancestors in the culture, and like those ancestors, they have no use—and considerable disdain—for Catholicism. The intellectualized Catholics who were formed along the way, the Swallows of Capistrano, have been left with the difficult but interesting task of creating a new form of Catholic culture to replace the vanished past.

All of this cultural observation will need considerable development and qualification in the following pages. But we should note that, throughout the book, a running theme will be the choice of one side in an old argument about social analysis—a preference, to use a common shorthand, for Max Weber’s kind of sociological awareness of spiritual causes over Karl Marx’s hard materialism. Purely material causes (economics, geography, even genetics, as some argue) may have strong effects, but the spiritual anxieties of an age, together with the available spiritual rewards, have at least as much influence on the political, moral, and intellectual culture of a society. Despite the magisterial example of sociologists from Émile Durkheim in the 1890s to Peter L. Berger in the 1960s, contemporary sociology has nearly lost sight of the concept of spiritual anxiety, to the great weakening of the discipline.

And yet, however seriously the spirituality of an age is taken, cultural analysis can look no further than the social condition at any given moment. When spirituality rises, as it should, to contemplation of the divine, sociological observers cannot follow. Only once the prayerful congregations return to have social and cultural consequence can we study them socially and culturally.

The result will probably please no one. A few years ago I published a magazine essay first exploring some of the ground covered in this book, and among the correspondence I received were a pair of letters from angry readers, both in Syracuse, New York (which I more or less took, at the time, as the universe itself confirming me in my Erie Canal obsession). The first, from a young woman, a recent Cornell graduate, criticized me for daring to discuss Catholic culture without centering everything on the genuine saving power of faith in Jesus through his Church. The second, from a retired IBM engineer, denounced me for imagining religion has any reality at all. The young Catholics of whom I wrote, he said, are deluded puppets of power-hungry political forces, and, anyway, why bother to notice them? They remain tiny in number and unimportant in culture—shadows trembling in the grass as Western civilization finally rolls up its shirtsleeves and mows down all that overgrown God nonsense.

To neither species of complaint do I have much answer, except to say that American culture is a vast and real (if often amorphous) thing, sweeping across the continent and stretching across the centuries. Its generations and social classes seem objectively interesting, worthy of study in their own right. Moreover, despite the changes of technology, we still die. We still love. We still feel ourselves incomplete in the universe. We still suffer, and we still do sometimes right and often wrong. Whether or not we imagine that spiritual questions should be present in culture, they are present. In every age, including our own, they form and channel our anxieties, even when we know it least.
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1.
The Poster Children

I

She lives in Oregon, a woman I know. Call her Bonnie, Bonnie Paisley. Married and divorced twice, she has two children. The younger one, the daughter, lives with her, while the older one, the son, stays with her first husband and his current wife—although that couple, too, is getting divorced, and it looks as though, for now, the boy will remain in Connecticut with his stepmother and her children.

Bonnie is a psychologist by profession, with a master’s degree from a California state university. UC Davis, I think, although I keep forgetting to ask. She has a home office in one of those surprisingly sleepy, droopy-pine Oregon towns outside Portland: a nice big old wooden house, all dark brown shingles and red trim. And to visit, even to hear her talk about it, is to realize the extent of her house pride. Not wealthy (not poor either, but she lives off her alimony and her work primarily for the county government), she paid for her perfected house mostly with thoughtfulness and elbow grease: every decoration carefully chosen, every antique sensitively restored, every wall color precisely matched, every environmentalist touch gently installed.

She would mock—in conversation, she does mock—the sterile flawlessness of 1950s suburbia. Ozzie and Harriet houses, she calls them, Leave It to Beaver homes. Of course, born in 1972, she has no memory of television’s original presentation of those fantasy residences. But for people like Bonnie, the 1960s-style sneer at the 1950s remains a common cultural coin, much as Edwardian ridicule of prissy schoolmarms and teetotaling aunts long outlasted any reality of prim Victorian women perched on Victorian chairs in overcrowded Victorian parlors. In truth, Bonnie’s careful house is a re-creation of the old television homes she mocks. Only the styles have changed: the black slate kitchen counter, the rough plank wood floor, the tied-rag rugs, that piece of oiled driftwood on the table behind the sofa, the oval bowl of smooth black stones beside the needles shoved through a ball of red yarn for her somewhat ironically indulged hobby of knitting, and over there—twisting and sparkling in the afternoon sun through the west windows—the rainbowed New Age crystals.

Ah, yes, the New Age stuff. Bonnie says she isn’t really deep into it—the sand candles and cartomancy, incense holders and angelology, the crystal balls: all the quasi-religious accoutrements they sell down at the local New Age bookstore. She hired a feng shui consultant while first setting up the parlor in the old house to be her consulting office, but she’s swapped out so much of the furniture and decoration that, she jokes, the positive chi has all drained down to the basement. And anyway, the point of that nice wooden home on a tree-lined Oregon street is that it expresses her somehow: her personality, her inner self, her way of being. She perceives it, more than anything else in her life, as her projection in the world.

As far as religion goes, she doesn’t have any. At least not any she follows with commitment, although she insists she’s a spiritual person. Her great-grandparents, her father’s grandparents, were Jewish immigrants, but their children stopped going to synagogue back in the 1940s and 1950s and married Gentiles. By the time the family line reached her, no one had practiced Judaism for over a generation. Bonnie sometimes calls herself Jewish, but mostly that’s just a way of saying she’s not one of those old-fashioned Christians. A way of saying she has broken free from the more dominant side of her family—her mother’s clan, who were once Scotch-Irish pillars of the First Presbyterian Church in a town much like, say, Mason City, Iowa.

Some of this seems to involve (as far as she’ll let on) the emotional hangover of her parents’ bitter divorce when she was eight or nine. But that cannot be the complete explanation. Everyone’s story is unique, of course, caught up in the particularities of personal experience, but in the aggregate, our stories tend to bunch up and travel together like caravans down the same highways. That’s what the discipline of sociology is supposed to be about: the combinations and shared paths, the millions of eccentric individual choices coalescing into cultural norms. It’s sociologically meaningless to say that Bonnie could have responded to her spiritual situation by worshiping the Thousand Gods of the ancient Hittites or by joining the local Oregon chapter of the Roman cult of Mithras. Possible beliefs exist, at any given moment, as either live wires or dead wires (to use a helpful metaphor William James gave us back in 1896), and whatever our theoretical possibilities, our practical choices are limited to the ones that still have some electricity running through them.

Seriously religious people have difficulty believing that any power can be pushed down the “I’m spiritual but not religious” wire. For that matter, Bonnie’s occasional claims of Jewishness don’t sound particularly religious when she deploys them; they’re more like grabs at an ethnic identity in the handful of moments when she feels she needs one (“Scotch-Irish Orange” just not having much oomph in America’s complex hierarchy of ethnic groups anymore). But there are cultural reasons that Bonnie, a reasonably smart and independent woman, has made what look at first blush like thin and unoriginal choices—class-based and socially determined preferences—in her spiritual life. And the most telling of those reasons may be that the wire of possible spiritual belief is even thinner, carries even less power, at the local Mainline Protestant church down the street from her in Oregon.

Or back at her family’s First Presbyterian Church in Mason City, Iowa, for that matter. Everyone in America has an idea of Mason City as it existed (or is imagined to have existed) a hundred years ago. It was the boyhood home of the songwriter Meredith Willson, and when he sentimentalized it as “River City” for his 1957 Broadway extravaganza The Music Man, he painted a picture of small-town America probably even more enduring than what Thornton Wilder achieved with Grover’s Corners in Our Town or Edgar Lee Masters managed with Spoon River—if only because Willson took all the stereotypes of small towns’ stolid, prudish closed-mindedness and played them for sweet, indulgent laughs: comic foibles, bathed in a golden light.

As it happens, Mason City also features in One Foot in Heaven and Get Thee Behind Me, a pair of best-selling 1940s memoirs about being the child of a preacher on the Methodist circuit in Iowa, by a writer named Hartzell Spence. Spence would go on from that parsonage upbringing to become editor of the G.I. magazine Yank during the Second World War, where he coined the noun pin-up to describe the weekly pictures he published of Rita Hayworth, Hedy Lamarr, and other Hollywood bathing beauties. One doubts, somehow, that this is quite what his Wesleyan parents had in mind for him.

And yet Spence would also go on to produce a 1960 book called Story of America’s Religions (with its time-capsule subtitle “Published in Cooperation with the Editors of Look Magazine”) and the 1961 Clergy and What They Do. Copies are hard to find, but they may be worth the effort, for they remain wonderfully representative of their time. Oh, they have a touch of that American “multiple melting pots” stuff that they got from Will Herberg’s widely discussed 1955 book Protestant–Catholic–Jew: An Essay in American Religious Sociology. Mostly, however, they paint a panglossy, Look magazine view of the American landscape at the beginning of the 1960s. It is a terrain dominated by a Protestant establishment that sees itself as modern, confident, liberal, and in charge—a Protestant establishment big enough and sure enough to accept and even celebrate a Catholic president with John F. Kennedy’s election in 1960.

The standard histories of those days (the histories, that is to say, written now) typically describe the era after the Second World War as entirely consumed by the emerging civil rights movement and the communist witch-hunts, by the hipsters and the beatniks, by the unease of big organizations and the man in the lonely crowd. At most, however, those were merely the fastest or flashiest, the most visible, of the fish swimming along at the time. And the unremarked water around them was the sea of ordinary Mainline Protestantism.

You can experience something of that drowned world in Get Thee Behind Me, which Spence ends with a chapter about his sister Eileen’s wedding in Mason City. It’s a touching scene in its sentimental way, with parishioners from Methodist churches across the Midwest traveling to see the Reverend Spence perform the marriage of his daughter: “Bossy as father was in details of the ceremony, he was a magnificent host.… At the wedding he did not eclipse the bride. The marriage ceremony was a sacrament from the first musical chord. He was the preacher then, not the father, and he did not steal the show. Occasionally, like a good theatrical producer, he cast an eye over the house for flaws in the production, but no one noticed that.”

The scene holds some comedy, too—as when Eileen asks for “no fussing, no elaborate, expensive costuming for the girls, no long guest list.”


Father read the restrictions imposed in her special-delivery letter and let out a roar that halted passers-by outside. She had chosen a husband, but a wedding was something she knew nothing about. He had performed 2,200 weddings. How did she know what was proper? … During hundreds of elaborate church weddings he had been gaining experience, experimenting with dramatic effects at the expense of the daughters of bankers, lawyers, and businessmen in three states. Now it would be a wedding such as nobody had ever seen—of the essence of his experience. It could not be any other way.



Mostly, though, Spence uses his sister’s wedding to finish off Get Thee Behind Me with a scene of American uplift and confidence—a picture of liberal sentiment and right thinking, an image of where Protestantism imagined it stood in the middle decades of the twentieth century:


This wedding was more than the marriage of a daughter. It was a symbol of a family grown, educated, planted in the soil, embarked upon its own life.

It was a chance to show off a daughter and two sons reared in a Christian environment, an opportunity to say: “This is what can be accomplished when the home is as it should be. Here is my daughter, gracious, beautiful, a successful schoolteacher, bride of an upstanding young man. Here is my older son, who is steadily employed at a job with a future. Here is my younger son, and you have only to look at him to know he’ll get on in the world. They are clean-cut children, conscientious, molded by a firm but not too narrow hand into the kind of stuff that survives economic and spiritual upheavals.”

He couldn’t very well point with pride unless the whole town was there to see.



Hartzell Spence died in 2001 at age ninety-three, which would make his grandchildren about the age of Bonnie Paisley in Oregon. What odds that any of those grandchildren are still practicing Methodists? In a single generation the stern and specific 1920s Wesleyanism of the Reverend Spence had already weakened—not thinning down, exactly, like a stone wearing away, but thinning up, like helium dissipating in the atmosphere—into his writer son’s kind of high-minded, generic 1950s Christianism. And the same process was occurring at the nearby Episcopal church in Mason City, and the Congregational church, and the Presbyterian church of Bonnie’s grandparents.

All that remained was the next step of dropping the word Christian, thinning up one last step into the airy reaches. In the end, perhaps that’s the best way to understand Bonnie and her view of herself in the world. She doesn’t differ all that much from her grandparents; in key ways she is her Iowa grandparents: in social class, in the curious combination of anxiety and self-esteem, in cultural placement, in essential Americanism.

Of course, they were church-attending Protestants, and she is not. But Bonnie’s life illustrates where American Mainline Protestantism has gone, the place at which it’s been aiming for generations: Christian in the righteous timbre of its moral judgments, without any actual Christianity; middle class in social flavor, while ostensibly despising middle-class norms; American in cultural setting, even as she believes American history is a tale of tyranny from which she and those like her have barely managed to escape.

If one were to call Bonnie a Protestant, millions of believing Evangelicals, millions of practicing Southern Baptists and Pentecostals—millions of actual Protestants—would be offended. And rightly so. Still, if Protestantism means something in America besides a theological connection with the great sixteenth-century leaders of the Reformation (Martin Luther, John Calvin, and all the rest), then there’s a sense in which America’s modern Evangelicals aren’t exactly Protestants. Even the serious churchgoing members left in the nation’s decaying Mainline denominations aren’t really Protestants anymore—not if Protestantism is taken in the full American cultural meaning it’s had since the days of its high nineteenth-century flowering.

Although nearly everyone who grew up in this country has an idea of what that cultural meaning is, it proves surprisingly hard to define or even describe: a strange, protean thing—pervasive yet amorphous, powerful yet vague. Through most of our national history, American Protestantism provided a substitute for the social divisions that in England, for example, overwhelmingly manifested themselves as the snobbery and inverted snobbery of pervasive class distinction. Protestantism gave Americans a code of manners. A state of mind. A mode of being. A political foundation. A national definition. And Bonnie Paisley is an heir of all that: a descendant of Presbyterians, an American creation, a child of her times, an atheistical spiritualist.

What, then, shall we call her? A Protestantizer, a manneristic Protestant, an example of the Protestantesque? Perhaps there’s nothing better than “post-Protestant,” a word that describes the natural result of American Protestantism thinning itself up so far that it loses all tethering in the specifics of the faith that gave it birth. Bonnie is a Poster Child—a living image for the post-Protestant moment in the history of American Protestant religion.

She’s hardly alone in this Protestant flight above Protestantism. An entire American social and cultural class has taken wing into that thin air, which is why, as I argue later in this book, Catholicism was pressed into novel and not entirely satisfactory service in our national debates: Something was going to fill the foundational spaces left by the ascended post-Protestants. But the first thing to remember is that there’s nothing alien about the post-Protestant phenomenon—and nothing foreign about these Poster Children. In origin, manner, and effect, they are very American. Very Mainline. And very, very Protestant.

II

We need a few more pictures than merely Bonnie’s if we are to understand her segment of American society. But before we add others to the portrait gallery, it may be helpful to set down a thesis as a guideline—to point out, as it were, the direction the next few chapters will take.

We must begin by noting that the single most significant fact over the past few decades in America—the great explanatory event from which follows nearly everything in our social and political history—is the crumpling of the Mainline churches as central institutions in our national experience. It is a collapse of numbers, certainly: a disappearance of parishioners astonishing in its speed. Even more, however, it is a collapse of influence, the loss of religious institutions that had defined, supported, and challenged the nation for all of its previous history.

We will trace in later chapters some of the flow of this American history, beginning with the moment toward the end of the seventeenth century when the Puritans of New England began to reconcile with their fellow Protestants, understanding themselves as joined to the general current of the Reformation rather than as a pilgrim people set apart from the rest of believers. Regardless of how we characterize its beginnings, however, the general conflux of the major Protestant denominations remained for nearly three hundred years a great river at the heart of American public life. It was a messy thing, true enough: meandering in enormous loops and switchbacks, changing course from time to time, rising and falling. Nevertheless, everyone knew that Protestantism for what it was—our cultural Mississippi, rolling through the center of the American landscape—and even the nation’s Catholics and Jews understood that they lived along its banks.

Somewhere in the 1960s, the waters began to run shallow, and by the 1990s, the central channel of American Mainline Protestantism was almost dry. In the following pages, I won’t pretend not to regret this; even as someone without much sympathy for the theological history of those churches, I mourn their loss. The Mainline may have been an intellectually emaciated form of Christendom, as Catholic writers tended to insist, but it was all the Christendom we had in America, and it offered us a vocabulary with which both to criticize the nation and to support it. Mainline Protestantism gave us a vague but vast unity that stood outside politics and economics, and it kept us more or less whole as a people, even at our most divided.

Still, gone it is: the river dried up and swallowed by the earth, the unity lost. And the question for the sociological observer of the American scene is what happened to the people who once belonged to those churches? What happened, for that matter, to their children?

Some of them, particularly in the 1970s, fled to one side of Mainline Protestantism to become Evangelicals, while others took to the opposite side, joining the Catholic Church—and for several years, thoughtful religious leaders argued for a new merging (again, vague but vast) of Evangelicals and Catholics to take the place of the failing Mainline churches in American public life.

It didn’t happen. By the election of 2008, most serious political analysts could see that the Evangelicals were in decline both in numbers and as a coherent social force, while, for reasons set out in the second half of this book, Catholicism remains simply too alien and too theologically dense to do for America what the Mainline Protestant churches once did. The failure to achieve a new synthesis, however, derives most of all from the simple fact that an enormous number—an entire social class—of American Protestants became neither Evangelicals nor Catholics. They simply stopped being Christian believers in any meaningful way, even while they kept the assurance of their Protestant parents that they represented the center of American culture. This is where the Mainline went, and my friend Bonnie is entirely representative of her new class: educated with a postgraduate degree, churchless, successful (if somewhat fragilely) in her finances, and utterly confident about the essential moral rightness of her social and political opinions.

We can understand, simply in material terms, why some Americans would want to join this new class, for that particular nonreligious position may well represent for them a rise in social status—much as, in earlier generations, ambitious young people, the strivers, would leave the lower-class Baptist denominations of their parents to become more socially sophisticated Episcopalians. But it would be a mistake to understand these post-Protestants, these Poster Children, entirely in material terms. As we shall see, the spiritual reasons for social definition and social change are at least as influential as, and often more influential than, the material factors.

For a variety of reasons, the members of this new class are often dubbed “the elites” by recent commentators (particularly conservatives). The term, however, may obscure more than it reveals. For one thing, even at their most successful, they typically cling to the lower edge of the upper middle class, which is hardly the elite of American monetary power. Even more, however, calling them elite ignores the moral anxiety that helped create their self-understanding. They are not elite, in the material sense; far better to understand them as elect, in the spiritual sense—people as reflective of the religious condition of their time as any of their Christian ancestors were in ages past.

Over the past forty or fifty years, the post-Protestants have gradually formed the core of a new and fascinating social class in America. Although not as dominant as their genuinely Protestant forebears once were, they nonetheless set the tone for much of our current public discourse. And when we recognize their origins in Mainline Protestantism, we can discern some of the ways in which they see the world and themselves.

They are, for the most part, politically liberal, preferring that government rather than private associations (such as intact families or the churches they left behind) address social concerns. They remain puritanical and highly judgmental, at least about health, and like all Puritans they are willing to use law to compel behavior they think right. Nonetheless, they do not see themselves as akin to their Puritan ancestors, for they understand Puritanism as concerned essentially with sexual repression, and the post-Protestants have almost entirely removed sexuality from the realm of human action that might be judged morally.

From the Surgeon General Joycelyn Elders urging the teaching of masturbation in 1994 to the suburban housewives avidly imbibing the sadomasochism of the best-selling novel Fifty Shades of Grey in 2011, the claim of amorality for almost any sexual behavior short of rape reflects one of the most fascinating social changes of our time: the transfer of the moral center of human worry about the body away from sex and onto food. In Poster Children such as Bonnie, this typically manifests itself in strong political support for abortion and same-sex marriage, no expressed disapproval of either divorce or the bearing of children out of wedlock, and an uneasy feeling that the eating of meat and the drinking of sugary sodas are not just unhealthy but actually slightly shameful—minor and venial sins, perhaps, when compared with such mortal sins as obesity and smoking, but sins nonetheless.

Their deepest awareness of sin, however, derives from their sense of a shadowy evil that lies over the past. Over much of the present as well. The language of sin and redemption is a Christian one, of course, and thus part of what the post-Protestants have explicitly left behind, along with any understanding that they might be anxious about their own salvation. But it is hard to know what other vocabulary will convey exactly how members of this new class understand reality, for anxious they truly are. A need to see themselves as good people—a hunger for spiritual confidence in perfect parallel to the hungers that drove previous generations of American Protestants—still compels them in deeply significant ways.

In their view, the social forces of bigotry, power, corruption, mass opinion, militarism, and oppression are the constant themes of history. These horrors have a palpable, almost metaphysical presence in the world. And the post-Protestants believe the best way to know themselves as moral is to define themselves in opposition to such bigotry and oppression—understanding good and evil not primarily in terms of personal behavior but as states of mind about the social condition. Sin, in other words, appears as a social fact, and the redeemed personality becomes confident of its own salvation by being aware of that fact. By knowing about, and rejecting, the evil that darkens society.

As it happens, that list of six evil social forces is taken straight from the writings of the theologian Walter Rauschenbusch, one of the key figures in the social gospel movement in American Protestantism during the early decades of the twentieth century. And the call that Rauschenbusch went on to make—the call for “redeemed personalities”—has been met by the emergence of the Poster Children of Mainline Protestant collapse.

Or, at least, almost met. The leaders of the social gospel movement were Christian preachers, after all, who usually insisted that belief in Christ was a necessary part of redemption, while the new post-Protestant class prides itself on its release from that belief. Nonetheless, a straight and obvious line runs from the teachings of Rauschenbusch to people like Bonnie Paisley, both intellectually and socially. The new elite class of America is the old one: America’s Mainline Protestant Christians, in both the glory and the annoyingness of their moral confidence and spiritual certainty. They just stripped out the Christianity along the way.

III

All of this will need developing over the next few chapters. Before we do so, however, let’s sketch a few more portraits of the new class of American post-Protestants: a few more posters to hang on the wall.

Picture, for example, a man out in the American heartland—the suburbs of Cleveland, Ohio, let’s say. Call him Reynard Jones. He’s an American history professor who has found a surprisingly large and influential audience for the blog on which he writes several times a day. Part of his success comes from the fact that he got in on the ground floor of blogging, starting his Web page just before the Florida recount in the 2000 presidential election—the event that, with the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, brought a considerable part of the nation to the practice of getting their news, and their compulsive analysis of the news, from the online figures they trust as having a congenial interest in politicized reporting.

A greater cause of his achievement, however, is his talent for a bloggish kind of writing. It’s a minor literary gift, perhaps, but a genuine one: creating and using quick tropes, expressing an entire worldview in small, often comic tidbits, complete with interesting photographs from scenes he comes across as he drives through the Ohio landscape. Then, too, he’s one of those people who seem to have more hours in their day than the rest of us. Now in his fifties, he manages to keep up with his teaching, his professional writing, and the endless online reading necessary to generate the links for his blog postings.

Interestingly, his father was an Episcopalian theologian, a liberal academic of considerable professional weight and standing, and the blogging son is officially a member of a Protestant church in his hometown. Methodist, I think. Still, the Protestant theology of his father never appears in Reynard Jones’s writing, and neither do the tenets of his own occasionally attended Mainline church. Although he’s often lumped among conservatives, Jones regularly declares himself a libertarian, careful to take stands on his blog from time to time (in favor of legalized abortion, for example) that distinguish him from social conservatives.

A successful figure, one has to say—a man who has carved out a genuine niche for himself in rejecting the progressive economic views of what the American social analyst Christopher Lasch called the elite “talking classes,” while somehow retaining his standing as a member of those classes.

PICTURE, AS WELL, another man. Gil Winslow, let’s name him. He lives in one of those autumnal nineteenth-century towns—leaves swirling up behind the car as you drive past the cemetery—which remind you that, in culture and geographical feeling, New York State is very different from New York City. Even the names of the upstate towns have that curious not-quite-New-England-but-not-quite-Pennsylvania sound: Seneca Falls, Palmyra, Oneida, Ossian. Often they’re vaguely classical, with Greek and Roman echoes: Ovid, Romulus, Macedon, Ithaca, Troy.

Gil’s township is named Arcadia, although to reach his house you actually leave the traditional boundaries of Arcadia and enter a hamlet called Hydesville, a place known solely for the fact that it’s where the Fox sisters started the 1850s craze for spiritualism and table-rapping séances. The town is there in one of the counties south of the Erie Canal, in what used to be labeled the “burned-over district” (expressing the notion that during the Second Great Awakening in the early nineteenth century the area had undergone so many revivals that no souls were left that hadn’t already caught fire; the phrase seems
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