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				To Anna Montoya,

				for all the dark nights of the soul we endured

				throughout the writing of this book.

			

		

	
		
		
			Author’s Note

			Although this memoir was written following dozens of interviews with friends, family members, historians, farmers, sociologists, and economists, along with countless hours of research and fact-checking, much of it is driven by my own memories.

			Nevertheless, I worked hard to make this story as factually airtight as possible. When I mention specific evangelical institutions, such as Open Bible Churches or Assemblies of God, my stories have been confirmed by at least two sources who were there at the time. However, I was attending so many different churches as a teen, there were sermons or teachings I’m confident I absorbed (and others confirmed they heard) but couldn’t attribute to any specific church camp or youth group.

			At times I use terms like “fundamentalist” (those who believe the Bible to be 100 percent factual, both scientifically and historically), “Pentecostal” (those who practice worship of God through “speaking in tongues” and spastic physical movements), and “evangelical” (Christians defined by their “born again” or “getting saved” conversion experience and proselytization) somewhat interchangeably. These labels do differ from one another, but understanding them is not essential for the purposes of this book. Additionally, I do not dig as deeply into “end times” theology as some academics might desire, avoiding esoteric phrases like “premillennial dispensationalist eschatology.”

			You’re welcome.

			I have changed the names of most of the people in this book, and when necessary changed details about their lives and physical characteristics to protect their identities. There are also several minor manipulations of time—placing disparate events in the same moment—for storytelling purposes.

			This book is not intended to shame or condemn any of my friends or family.

			Though I strongly disagree with Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia on nearly everything, I’ve always appreciated his approach to partisanship: “I attack ideas. I don’t attack people. And some very good people have some very bad ideas.”

		

	
		
			
			
				Introduction: Midwestern Gothic

				
					“Tell all the Truth but tell it slant”

					—Emily Dickinson

				

				1994

				The children are weeping and handing over all their money.

				Used tissues litter the church floor, making me think of dead bodies spread across a battlefield. You’ll soon know what that really looks like, a voice speaks within my head.

				I am surrounded by hundreds of other preteens, our faces pale and splotchy from hours of crying. Mascara-soaked tears trickle down baby-fat cheeks. The boys beat their chests, rip at their hair, and scream like they are being dragged through barbed wire. More than a hundred children are laid across the ground of the sanctuary, twitching and flopping about like fish out of water.

				It’s the last night of church camp, and we’ve been instructed to give every last dollar in our wallets to tonight’s offering. But for me—and likely most everyone else—this does little to soothe our guilty hearts.

				We are sinners, and try as we might, we will never feel clean.

				“Feel the Holy Spirit!” a stylish man with a microphone shouts from the church-camp stage. “Speak it! Rebuke the demons of Hell that surround this camp! Belieeeeeve, and your mouth will follow!”

				I am surrounded by three older male counselors, who are leaning in close to my face, their ears less than an inch from my mouth, also demanding I “speak it!,” that I “let it flow!”

				I start speaking in a language I do not understand—a gibberish of random syllables—believing my mouth to be taken over by God’s Holy Spirit. I will repeat this ritual almost daily for the next decade.

				“You must be on fire for God!” our camp speaker proclaims, waving his arms over a crowd of moaning children. “In Revelation, we are told God rejects those with weak spirits, saying ‘Because you are neither hot nor cold, I will spew you from my mouth!’ ”

				I tell myself I must believe, or else.

				Believe, believe, believe.

				I believe the Antichrist is coming soon.

				I believe the Mark of the Beast is nearly upon us.

				If I can be cleansed by the Holy Spirit tonight, my belief will be strong enough to save me from the eternal fires of Hell. The church-camp band plays softly, led by a boy (who reminds me of Jonathan Taylor Thomas) playing an acoustic guitar.

				We all sing along, knowing the lyrics to “I Wish We’d All Been Ready” by heart.

				It’s the same song our parents sang as teens, describing a post-apocalyptic world of extreme violence, starvation, and dead children, reminding those unworthy of Heaven that “there’s no time to change your mind, The Son has come and you’ve been left behind.”

				I can easily picture the demons that (I’m told) surround this camp, trying to stop us from communing with God’s spirit. Large black wings, and eyes with distant fire in their pupils. Demons of lust. Demons of sloth. They want us to sin, to join them in Hell, and will try to trick us through infiltration of our thoughts, which we must guard with furious vigilance.

				I dream about them every night, particularly the witch demon named Caldonia, who speaks to me inside my own mind. I’ve never dared to tell anyone about Caldonia, fearing it would be taken as evidence of demonic possession, leading to exorcism and confessions of all my unspeakable sins.

				If you don’t believe, you won’t be saved, she reminds me. And then you’ll be tortured for all eternity.

				Giant curtains of rain sweep across the Iowa campgrounds, assaulting the tin roof of this church like machine-gun fire.

				The man onstage walks down toward the crying children, who are standing shoulder to shoulder in a long line before him. “In the name of Jesus!” he shouts as his hand shoots onto the forehead of each child, one by one. Each one falls to the ground instantly.

				Some laugh hysterically, others scream, all of them convulse involuntarily.

				The band plays on, singing about the moment the Lord will allow demons to feast on the flesh of those who did not believe.

				I bite my tongue hard enough to bleed, punishing myself when my thoughts stray toward worldly desires of fashion, television, and crushes on girls.

				Or, even worse, boys.

				“We all know that this life is just a test that determines our lives in eternity!” the camp speaker tells us, eyes closed, sweat dripping from his spiky gelled hair. “One day we’ll shed these Earth suits and live in our eternal, spiritual bodies in Heaven. Those without true faith, true belief, won’t be so lucky!”

				I stand at the far end of the line, waiting my turn. A small red-haired girl next to me falls to the ground before the man even touches her. I glance down and notice her sundress hike up slightly, then quickly look away, just as someone covers her legs with a modesty cloth. “Forgive me!” she screams, tears pouring down her face.

				I am hyperventilating, certain this preacher will see the demon in my eyes.

				The smell of his sweat and cologne fills my nose, and suddenly I can’t breathe. The sound of thunder roars through the chapel; dizziness floods my head as my knees buckle.

				“The truth shall set you free!” he shouts as his fist punches me in the chest, knocking me to the church floor like a scarecrow in a high wind.

				My eyes are closed, but I can still hear the collective moaning, chanting, and speaking in tongues from my fellow campers, growing so deafening the band must play louder to be heard. But then all sound fades away, and I feel myself sink through the carpet.

				My body remains on the church-camp floor, but my mind sinks through the concrete, the dirt, the galaxies of insects, rocks, and coal. This vision carries me into a realm of darkness incomprehensible to anyone stuck in an Earth suit.

				The sound of agonized moaning returns, multiplied a billion times over, but it’s no longer the sound of preteen campers. It’s as if the entire global population is shrieking in pain, sounding more beastly than human. In my vision, I continue falling through the darkness of Hell, and then, eventually, hover before a small pit where a boy lies on the ground, weeping. The boy is me, but younger than I am now, maybe six or seven, naked, and covered in blood.

				A giant TV screen on the wall of the pit flashes the word LUST, followed by scenes of the boy watching pornography and coveting boys in the school locker room. Watching this, he screeches in agony as his eyes swell and burst.

				GLUTTONY is next, and the boy is pelted with snow and hail, as a team of rabid dogs tear out chunks of his flesh. On the screen, we see the boy eating cupcakes and drinking Mountain Dew when he’d promised God he’d be fasting all weekend.

				SLOTH follows, and the pit slowly fills with swampy water, mildewed branches, giant mosquitoes, and thick black carpets of moss. The boy is weak and struggles to tread the water, as scenes of him sleeping late when he should be getting up for school, lying on the lawn when he should be doing homework, reading Stephen King novels when he should be reading his Bible, flash across the TV screen.

				I am unaware that, in my real body, I am screaming from the church-camp floor.

				I see the face of Caldonia from my dreams, gray and wrinkled, with tiny flames whirling deep in her large eyes, looking like the old crone from Snow White. The sight of the boy in agony brings her to hysterical ecstasy.

				“The soul of the sluggard craves and gets nothing,” she says, cackling with laughter as she quotes the Book of Proverbs. “Slothfulness casts into a deep sleep, and the negligent soul shall suffer hunger. Lazy people irritate their employers, like vinegar on the teeth or smoke in the eyes. He who does not work shall not eat!”

				The flames in Caldonia’s eyes grow like a prairie fire, consuming her face, then rain down on the little boy in the pit as I plead for forgiveness.

				2023

				I am jerked awake, panting and covered in sweat.

				It was just a dream, but I don’t yet know where I am.

				One moment I’m twelve and at church camp, the next I’m forty and in the sky.

				Is this Heaven?

				“No, it’s Iowa,” I hear Kevin Costner’s voice from Field of Dreams say.

				The Costner line in my head is correct. I’ve just woken up from a dream about church camp (which I have at least once a week) and now find myself flying above my hometown in an airplane full of strangers.

				As we descend, I can see the endless tiles of farmland and the enormous hog-confinement buildings, followed by my hometown, looking like a diorama sitting beside a lake. I see the pyramid-shaped building hosting the church I grew up in, and the dozens of factories, puppy mills, and chain restaurants I worked at after flunking out of high school (forty-five jobs in all). “We’ll be landing at the Mason City airport in ten minutes,” the pilot says into a microphone, “and if you look to your right, you can see the town of Clear Lake, Iowa.”

				The small plane bounces dramatically as we pierce the clouds, and I think of Buddy Holly. Sixty-four years earlier, he and Ritchie Valens and the Big Bopper were flying through this same piece of sky, in a very similar plane, taking off from the same airport I’m about to land in, before something went horribly wrong and all of them plummeted to their death in a nearby cornfield.

				Unlike Buddy Holly’s, my plane lands safely.

				Perhaps I’m paranoid, but I can feel the eyes of the eight other passengers staring at me as we exit the tiny plane, suddenly feeling self-conscious about the skimpy athletic shorts I’m wearing. I tug them down slightly, attempting to cover the scars of a childhood spent cutting myself.

				Mom is late picking me up, making me think of all the years I’d waited hours for her to come get me from school or church, while she worked three jobs and attended night school at the local community college. Standing outside the airport, I’m hit with the noxious smell of industrial farming—the giant warehouses of tortured animals that have sprung up over the last thirty years, producing enormous amounts of waste and toxins that poison our water, contributing to Iowa’s profoundly high cancer rate (second only to Kentucky’s).

				I text my dad that I’m in town and am headed for City Beach.

				It’s not a far walk from Mason City to Clear Lake (my two hometowns rest side by side), and as I start to hoof it down the highway, a pickup truck rolls up beside me. An old man in a MAGA hat leans out of his window and asks in a Midwestern accent, “You here to work?”

				I think for a minute.

				“Yes, I am,” I say, and I throw my bag and myself into the bed of his truck.

				“I have to make a quick stop in Mason City, but I’ll get you to the carnival,” the driver yells to me through the open window.

				This proud Trump supporter thinks I’m here to work the Fourth of July carnival in Clear Lake—when the population of this tourist town grows from seven thousand to thirty thousand for one week a year—and at one time, he’d have been right. When I was twelve, I was hired to run the ring-toss game at the carnival, watching hundreds of overconfident men fling hard plastic rings onto a table filled with dozens of glass Coke bottles, attempting to wrangle just one of them. “It looked so easy,” they always said with a defeated sigh, assuming everyone but them won their girlfriend a giant Coca-Cola polar bear.

				But no one ever won that game.

				And that’s kinda why I’m here. Nothing makes me angrier than a rigged game where the participants are told it’s easy to win yet end up walking away with their heads bowed in shame. As a journalist who has spent the last twelve years reporting on mental health, poverty, and religion (particularly within the Christian right), I often come across evangelical hucksters telling an audience of poor people that the solution to their problems is simple and easy. It’s easy to become rich. It’s easy to raise children (especially a ridiculously large number of them) and maintain a healthy, loving marriage. It’s easy to find a lucrative, satisfying job. It’s easy to understand the will of God, the meaning of the Bible, and your purpose on this Earth. All you have to do is believe, surrender to His will, and it’ll all work out just fine. You’ll be rich in no time. And if you’re not, it’s your own damn fault, because just look at how easy this game is! Anyone can do it! It’s the American Dream!

				I’ve flown from Denver (where I’ve lived for the last two decades) to my hometown of Clear Lake (where I spent my first two decades) to interview friends and family members about the grifts the Christian right has inflicted upon us. I want to lift the heavy stone of the past and expose to daylight all that has been rotting in the dark.

				Iowa became ground zero for the culture wars in 1976, when it was decided that the presidential primary season would begin here. Since then, this “flyover state” has become a target of political manipulation and cultural gaslighting. Utilizing racism, xenophobia, misogyny, Cold War paranoia, and, later, the War on Drugs, hard-right conservatives in the Republican Party have conned rural evangelicals into demonizing the poor and championing the wealthy, trading in their Biblical mandate to care for “the least among you” in favor of materialism, militarism, and moralistic myopia.

				We were convinced that the American Dream was an easy game to win; all we had to do was get rid of those pesky unions (i.e., communists), eliminate the social safety net, cut taxes for the wealthy, deregulate the banks and corporations, and dismantle environmental laws, and the economy would erupt like a volcano, raining down currency from sea to shining sea.

				In the 1980s, churches like the one my parents helped build were conjuring their own trickle-down economic doctrine in the form of “prosperity gospel.” This theology promised that, on top of the weekly tithe of 10 percent of your income given to the church, any additional “gifts” or “seed faith offerings” given to preachers during their endless fund-raisers and telethons would lead to a blessing from God in the form of a literal “tenfold return on your investment.”

				These magical promises seduced desperate farmers throughout the farm crisis of the 1980s, when the suicide rate in Iowa spiked 400 percent, largely thanks to a massive wave of foreclosures on land that had been passed down for generations. This was followed by corporate agribusinesses swallowing up the farming industry, destroying a centuries-old way of life, polluting the land, and leaving the people without a cultural identity.

				My parents gave an estimated $125,000 to our church in less than a decade (and that’s not including countless hours of free labor), while we ate burnt Tater Tots bought with food stamps. Adjusted for inflation, that’s around $360,000 today. At the time, they could’ve invested that money in damn near anything else and been better off. They could’ve bought Apple stock at $.05 a share in 1985, watching its value soar to $221 a share as of this writing. Instead, we had to bankroll Pastor Jim’s new cars, designer suits, and tropical vacations.

				With this book I aim to unpack all the betrayals, grifts, and lies that animated my family, yet were never discussed. I’ll dive into all the topics that, though banned from polite dinner-table conversation, still drive so much of our behavior: politics, money, sex, mental health, and religion.

				It’s a journey that looks at how evolution, communism, welfare, rock music, abortion, immigration, gay marriage, and trans people using the bathroom became political tools of manipulation wielded by the Christian right, not to mention the impact that the relentless fear of Hell and Armageddon have on a child’s future socioeconomic potential. It will also explore how a once-progressive movement of evangelicals became co-opted by wealthy conservatives who fundamentally reshaped the American economy—and what the sixties hippie counterculture had to do with all of it.

				I’m also here to explore why my story wound up taking such a different turn from those of my working-class friends in Iowa, many of whom went to prison, or went insane, died of heroin overdoses or suicide, or maintained their drug habits until their minds and bodies became as fragile as eggshells.

				As I ride through Mason City in the back of this pickup, I look at the “Trump 2024” stickers plastered across the back window and think of J. D. Vance. Ever since the 2016 presidential election, people like me, from impoverished, working-class communities, have been tasked with “explaining” Trump’s unprecedented 81-percent support among evangelical Christians (particularly the poor, white ones).

				This is, in part, why J. D. Vance’s memoir, Hillbilly Elegy, was a bestseller.

				I can relate to a lot of the themes and trials of Vance’s story: We both come from a community of rural laborers who clash with rich urbanites, are obsessed with not being humiliated in the eyes of strangers, are suspicious of “elites,” and often find themselves teetering between stretches of drug use, violence, and madness, followed by sobriety and religious zealotry. We both left our dying hometowns to pursue ambitious careers, and carried with us the tropes of our Protestant Christian work ethic: punctuality, hard work, and a fetishization of exhaustion.

				But that’s where Vance and I part ways.

				I find his championing of payday loans and demonization of marijuana to be distasteful, and since jumping on the Trump train, he’s added everyone from immigrants to childless women to his list of scapegoats for what ails America. But the real thorn in my tractor seat is his constant finger wagging at poor people throughout Elegy, parroting those old Reagan-era chestnuts about how welfare does more harm than good, that addiction is a moral failure, and that complex socioeconomic issues can be resolved by more church.

				In my experience, the rhetoric of rugged individualism espoused by Vance and the Christian right is a kind of gaslighting that only leads to self-loathing and isolation in those faced with the inescapable adversities of the modern era. In his book, Vance ignores all the factors increasingly narrowing the options of working-class people, and recognizes only the shortcomings of the individual. Ironically, the fear and shame this thinking breeds are two of the most essential factors promoting the addiction, chaos, and poor decisions that Vance believes church to be an antidote for.

				In the churches I attended, drugs, marital affairs, and misanthropic behavior were not unusual, they were just well hidden. There’s a popular belief that small-town people know everything about one another, and though that may be true in some places, in Clear Lake, at Agapé Christian Family Church, the congregation all guarded a wealth of secrets.

				Equally well hidden are the economic realities facing working-class people today. When opposing a hike in the federal minimum wage (which hasn’t budged from $7.25 an hour since 2009), Republican Senator John Thune of South Dakota proclaimed that as a young man he lived on six dollars an hour working in a restaurant, and that was good enough for him. Adjusted for inflation, he was at that time earning the equivalent of over twenty dollars an hour. There are currently one million Americans living on minimum wage, and nearly a third of the U.S. workforce are earning less than fifteen dollars an hour.

				Incomes for middle-to-low wage earners have been stagnant (or in some cases have declined) for the last forty years, while the cost of living has steadily climbed beyond the reach of many working-class families.

				The golden age of middle-class prosperity during the mid-twentieth century (presumably the “Again” of Trump’s “Make America Great Again”) was largely attributable to the progressive policies of FDR’s New Deal (though, admittedly, the fact that America’s factories were the only ones not bombed into dust during World War II played a large part as well). And the soaring inequality, stagnant wages, and general decrease in quality of life in America can be laid at the feet of the Reagan Revolution’s dismantling of unions, deregulation of the economy, and tax cuts for the wealthy, alongside cuts in mental-health care, welfare, and higher-education subsidies.

				And yet white, working-class voters continue to flock to conservative candidates. In Elegy, Vance says it was when they saw loafers getting handouts from the government that the working class began to abandon the Democratic Party. As I’ll point out in this book, however, working-class white men were more than happy to receive government assistance for decades; they didn’t denounce welfare until it was extended to Black, Hispanic, and female citizens.

				President Lyndon Johnson put it best when he said, “If you can convince the lowest white man he’s better than the best colored man, he won’t notice you’re picking his pocket. Hell, give him somebody to look down on, and he’ll empty his pockets for you.”

				Upward comparisons can be equally toxic.

				Throughout the farm crisis of the 1980s, depressed farmers were constantly comparing their failures with the success of their fathers and grandfathers, rarely acknowledging that they were just as good at growing crops and raising livestock but the value of those items had plummeted, along with the value of their land, while the cost of production had skyrocketed. My generation of working-class millennials do the same thing when comparing themselves with their parents and grandparents, who went to college for a few thousand dollars (if that), bought a house for twenty grand, and could raise a family on a single income while Mom stayed home to raise the kids and ensure her husband had all he needed for the day’s work ahead.

				I was born in 1982, just as this dark cloud began to fall over America.

				My parents had three kids before they were twenty-one and lacked the historical perspective to see how different their game was from the one their parents played. They were promised riches by our church, a robust economy by the Reagan administration, and were told they had only themselves to blame if it didn’t work out.

				As the pickup truck I’m riding in pulls through Mason City on its way to neighboring Clear Lake, I see a giant billboard that reads “Smile, Your Mother Chose Life!” I stare at that sign for a long time and continue to think about it as we enter downtown.

				The inspiration for the iconic Broadway play The Music Man, Mason City has worked hard to preserve its early-twentieth-century aesthetic and (as with Clear Lake and Buddy Holly) cash in on its pop-culture relevance. Driving through town, I see a mural of the film painted across a water tower. Sculptures of musical instruments are peppered throughout downtown, and the local Hardee’s hosts a kind of mini-exhibit featuring actual props, costumes, and posters from the film. The childhood home of Meredith Willson, author and composer of The Music Man, has even been preserved as it was during his boyhood in the early twentieth century.

				Each spring, Mason City hosts the North Iowa Band Festival, a parade consisting exclusively of marching bands from around the area. Everywhere you turn is yet another tribute to The Music Man, one of the last vestiges of regional culture in Mason City—even though it’s ultimately a story about how gullible its citizens are.

				In case you somehow never saw (or performed in) one of the millions of high-school performances of this musical, or saw the 1962 film or one of the stage or television productions starring Matthew Broderick, Hugh Jackman, or Brian Cox, The Music Man is a satirical play about small-town fears of urban vice, and the fast-talking con artist who knows just how to exploit them. (The Simpsons’ episode “Marge vs. the Monorail” was a loving tribute to this musical.)

				The story opens with a group of traveling salesmen on a train, all of them moaning about how the changing landscape of cars, travel, and mass commerce is putting them out of business. And then one of them tells the story of Professor Harold Hill, a prosperous salesman who doesn’t worry about any of these changes, because he is selling a product that has remained in demand throughout history: the fear of sin and the purchase of salvation.

				Professor Hill arrives in River City (Willson didn’t dare use the name Mason City, erroneously believing his hometown would hate him for the play), and meets up with an old partner in crime who’s been hiding out in this tiny hamlet of North Iowa. Attempting to devise a grift, he asks his buddy what kind of trouble the town is in.

				“River City ain’t in any trouble,” he says.

				“Then we’ll have to create some. We must create a desperate need in your town for a boys’ band,” he says, explaining his con of swindling parents of their money with the promise of training their wayward children in the wholesome art of the marching band. Every time Hill has collected their money, he skips town before anyone realizes he “doesn’t know a bass drum from a pipe organ.”

				With a twinkle in his eye, Hill notices River City is just, at that very moment, getting its first pool table delivered, a relatively new gaming device the folks are unfamiliar with.

				As he shimmies to the town square, Hill pulls a shopkeeper, a cyclist, and a mother with children his way, saying, “Either you are closing your eyes to a situation you do not wish to acknowledge, or you are not aware of the caliber of disaster indicated by the presence of a pool table in your community!”

				The Music Man then launches into a litany of horrors that this new pool table is about to inflict on their wholesome little town: first, smoking, then cursing, then drinking, and before they know it, their daughters will become harlots and their sons hard-nosed gamblers, dancing to (gasp!) ragtime music!

				Mothers in the crowd clutch their children tight at the thought of losing them to big-city sin.

				“Ya surely got trouble!” Professor Hill shouts. “Trouble with a capital T!”

				“Trouble!” the crowd gasps in return.

				By the time I was born, hysteria about a pool table coming to town seemed laughably charming, allowing us to watch The Music Man without seeing ourselves in the allegory. But the trend of fast-talking grifters stirring up fear that big-city hedonists (or immigrants) would threaten the sober sanctity of Smalltown, U.S.A., was as alive as ever. Only instead of traveling salesmen it was politically charged televangelists, and instead of billiards it was drug dealers, welfare queens, crack babies, heavy metal, evolution, gay weddings, and Planned Parenthood.

				One of my dad’s favorite Bible verses is Ecclesiastes 1:9, which says, “What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun.”

				This is certainly the case when it comes to the Music Man grifts of the Christian right.

				The Satanic Panic I grew up with in the 1980s (the belief that preschools and day-care centers around the nation were ritualistically abusing, murdering, and eating children, using drugs and heavy metal as supernatural weapons of hypnosis and memory erasure) has returned today as the “QAnon conspiracy theory,” the belief that Donald Trump is fighting a cabal of Satanic pedophiles that make up Democratic Party leadership (along with Tom Hanks, Bill Gates, and a few others) and control the world’s economy. As absurd as this may sound to some, according to the nonpartisan Public Religion Research Institute it’s a belief that was held by 26 percent of the Republican Party in 2022. The QAnon conspiracy was the primary motivating force for some of the January 6 insurrectionists, who believed they would be liberating captive children from the U.S. Capitol.

				The last time I came to Iowa, in 2020, driving from Denver while listening to an evangelical talk-radio station (as I often do when traveling through the Bible Belt, keeping up with the latest trends in the Christian right), the host was answering questions about the COVID vaccine, and multiple callers asked some version of “Could this be the Mark of the Beast?”

				For those unfamiliar, the Mark of the Beast is an integral part of the Armageddon story prophesied in the Bible. According to most evangelicals today (though this theology is disputed to varying degrees by other branches of Christianity), the book of Revelation says that one day God will release a horror of wars, famine, and disease across the globe in a seven-year period known as the Tribulation. Following this, the Antichrist will rise to power under the guise of peace, creating a one-world government with a singular, unified currency. All financial transactions will be conducted via the Mark of the Beast, tattooed on everyone’s forehead or right hand.

				This is, essentially, what has been used to fuel evangelical fears about communism, and government power in general.

				As we drive out of Mason City and into Clear Lake, I see various groups of people decorating floats for the annual Fourth of July parade. One of them boasts a large black silhouette of a U.S. soldier, rifle in hand, kneeling at the foot of a Christian cross. You might think that this would contradict the distrust of government felt in these communities, but the blending of faith and patriotism is ubiquitous on Independence Day in Clear Lake. As long as that patriotism is viewed through the lens of Christianity.

				Though we never used the phrase “Christian nationalism” growing up, we firmly believed that America was founded to be an exclusively Protestant Christian nation, and that it was our job to protect and defend its Christian identity at the ballot box, in the culture wars, and possibly, one day, in a literal holy war.

				Watching the January 6 riots on TV in 2021, I couldn’t help but notice a galaxy of Christian flags in the crowd, alongside signs reading “Jesus Is My Savior, Trump Is My President,” “Make America Godly Again,” and “God Guns & Trump.” I was instantly transported back to the nineties, when nearly every day my friends and I were tasked with “reclaiming this nation for Christ.”

				As a teenager, I painted the slogan “God’s Got an Army” across my bedroom wall in giant camouflage letters, an homage to the song of the same name by the evangelical pop star Carman. Watching the MAGA insurrectionists storming the Capitol on TV, I knew what it felt like to believe Satan was plotting a coup against America, to feel duty-bound to stop him, by deadly force if necessary.

				The January 6 rioter William McCall Calhoun, Jr., who would later be convicted for his actions that day, had proudly posted on social media that he was a part of the group that had kicked in the door of Nancy Pelosi’s office, claiming that the crowd would have torn her “into little pieces” had they found her there. He had also proclaimed that “God is on Trump’s side. God is not on the Democrats’ side. And if patriots have to kill 60 million of these communists, it is God’s will. Think ethnic cleansing but it’s anti-communist cleansing.”

				On fire for God!

				One of the most enduring images of that day is of one of the leaders of the riot, the forty-one-year-old construction worker Doug Jensen of Des Moines, Iowa, sporting a QAnon T-shirt, arms spread in a “Come at me, bro” gesture aimed at a Black police officer, Eugene Goodman, whom he then chased through the building. Before he was sentenced to five years in prison, Jensen’s attorney said his client felt “deceived, recognizing that he bought into a pack of lies…a victim of numerous conspiracy theories that were being fed to him over the internet by a number of very clever people, who were uniquely equipped with slight, if any, moral or social consciousness.”[*1]

				This thread of Christian nationalism is stronger than ever in Iowa, with Republican Governor Kim Reynolds—bolstered by many evangelical state legislators—ushering in draconian bans on abortion and on transgender health care for children, signing a bill allowing teachers to carry guns in school, and also permitting censorship of library materials deemed “sexually explicit.” Suggesting that certain reading material is a threat to children’s purity has been a staple of manipulative conservatives for generations. In The Music Man, the mayor’s wife is constantly harassing the local librarian for pushing “dirty books” by authors like Chaucer, Balzac, and Rabelais on her daughter. The threat of literature in Willson’s satirical musical is still alive in 2023, with Iowa diverting its public-education funding to private Christian schools, many of which pledge allegiance to a Christian flag, punish queer youth, and teach the same young Earth creationism that made up my science education as a child.

				Over the last decade, Iowa voters have swung harder to the right than those in any other state, going from a six-point win for Obama in 2012 to an eight-point win for Trump in 2020 (which would then increase to a thirteen-point win for Trump in 2024). This is in part because Iowa has one of the worst “brain drains” in the nation, with 34 percent of young, educated professionals (who made up much of Iowa’s Obama vote) leaving the state for metropolitan areas, while 75 percent of rural homeowners are of baby-boomer age. These aging Iowans are more likely to be evangelical and conservative, feel that America was better decades ago, and have an outsized influence on our federal government. Despite being only a fifth of the national population, states made up of rural voters get the same number of senators as states with far more citizens, leading to a greater number of presidential electors per capita.

				This is how Republican presidential candidates have managed to lose the popular vote yet win the presidency (George W. Bush in 2000; Trump in 2016), by manipulating rural and small-town religious voters with whatever pool-table issue is animating them at the time.

				A few months after my trip to Iowa, Donald Trump held a campaign rally at the North Iowa Events Center in Mason City, in the same building where I performed in my church’s “Hell House” plays, playing a drug-addled teen dragged to Hell following an overdose. Speaking of undocumented immigrants, Trump roared, “They’re sitting with your children in schools, and they don’t even speak the language! They’re occupying the hospital beds.” Trump recently posted to his social-media site, Truth Social, “Under Crooked Joe Biden, Christians and Americans of faith are being persecuted like nothing this nation has ever seen before.” And in nearby Sioux City, he warned in 2022 that the “Iowa way of life is under siege,” by communism and the “indoctrination” of children with “twisted race and gender lunacy.”

				River City ain’t in any trouble.

				Then we’ll have to create some.

				Over the last few years, there have been several books, documentaries, and cable news specials about the sudden rise of Christian nationalism in America, with much head scratching about Donald Trump’s role as pope of this revolution. But if this book is about anything, it’s that the past is always prologue, that those fighting for an American theocracy today are merely the reboot of a tired franchise repeated in this country again and again throughout history.

				There is nothing new under the sun.

				“Thanks for the lift!” I say when my new friend drops me at the carnival downtown.

				“God bless!” he replies, and speeds off in his Trumpmobile.

				The smells of cotton candy and funnel cake fill my nose as I walk through the bright lights and Jock Jams of the Fourth of July carnival. I pass along another row of vendors selling Confederate flag wallets and “Trump Won!” beach blankets, before finally arriving at City Beach.

				I take a seat in the sand, which is warm and packed with tourists.

				Looking out at the water, I’m reminded of a presentation on Clear Lake history that captivated me in third grade, where we learned of the immigrants, trappers, and farmers who settled this land. There was an advertisement posted in national papers in the late 1850s in which pioneers wrote about the beauty of Clear Lake, attempting to draw people from the East Coast to come work this land, ignoring the pull of the California Gold Rush. “We leave to others more versed in sophistry the work of painting or writing fiction,” the ad ran. “We only want first-class settlers in our village and county.”

				A local judge wrote a similar editorial at the time, in which he said, “This country is admirably adapted to all classes and communities, except for the profane loafer. To all but him we extend a cordial invitation to come and help settle up this fertile country.”

				Even in third grade, I knew they were talking about me, or at least a person like me. Despite being solidly working class, I’ve never fit the hypermasculine stereotype of the Midwestern laborer. Growing up, I often related to Bobby Hill, the chubby, weak, eccentric cartoon character from King of the Hill. Even though he was from Texas and I was from Iowa, we were both outsiders in our own homes, unable to relate to the culture we were born into, and we often embarrassed anyone with the misfortune of being related to us.

				Both of our worlds considered us “profane loafers” for our aversion to physical labor and preference for solitude, books, and creativity. Many of the pioneers who settled this town were in constant survival mode, a state their current counterparts would often return to in the economy of low-wage, disposable jobs.

				No time for “profane loafers” interested in “painting or writing.”

				The culture I grew up in despised artists and academics, those who resided within their own minds, fueled by curiosity, gleefully pursuing new perspectives, new realities, disdainful of normality and established conventions.

				In fact, we were taught to despise these people.

				The “intellectual elites,” as we called them, thought they were better than us—better than God, even—yet were empty of faith, and therefore useless at best (and evil at worst).

				Looking back, I can’t recall a single moment of accomplishment in my youth: no goals scored, no money earned, no good grades to celebrate. I think my parents longed to be proud of me; we just didn’t live in a culture that valued anything I brought to the table.

				Whether it was implied or directly said, I was taught from an early age that my authentic self (queer, creative, provocative) was unacceptable, that it was potentially evidence that Satan had taken possession of my little body. And though I’ve overcome a lot through therapy, rationality, and psychedelic drugs, the stains of religious trauma are very much with me. I suffer constant nightmares, sleepwalking, and a ubiquitous fear of the dark.

				Still, I’m far happier today as an adult, having become everything they said I would if I left Iowa: an unmarried, childless, bisexual atheist with a vasectomy, hopped up on weed and the writings of Noam Chomsky, coming for your sons and daughters with my shameless ideas about unions, cooperative housing, and universal mental-health care.

				

				—

				“Hello, son,” I hear a familiar voice say, and turn around to see my dad.

				He’s smiling in a way that warms my heart, standing over me on the beach with a menthol cigarette burning between his fingers.

				My arms almost don’t quite fit around him as we hug, and I’m surprised he got out of his car to come meet me on the beach. Dad had his fourth heart attack last spring, followed by quadruple bypass surgery. (He has so many stents in his heart, I often imagine it looking like a pincushion.) Between that and a knee replacement surgery the year before (along with diabetes, neuropathic pain, and high blood pressure), he’s been even more sedentary than usual.

				It’s unsettling how heavy he’s become. I typically come stay with him for a couple weeks whenever he has these surgeries, and I’ve become a bit of a nag, forcing him to get out of the house (or just his chair) and exercise his body a little each day, perhaps even eating some fresh fruits and vegetables. I often feel like the obnoxious, condescending liberal in these moments, as I do when disagreeing with his “mainstream media” conspiracy theories or dismissal of COVID as “just another strain of the flu.” So I bite my tongue and try to enjoy this moment with my dad, knowing I may not have many more of them left.

				“I have something for you,” I tell him as we both get into the car.

				“What do I owe you?” he says, cranking up the AC.

				He thinks I’m talking about the cannabis products I’ve brought him from the legalized state of Colorado. But along with them I hand him a copy of my latest book, Runner’s High: How a Movement of Cannabis-Fueled Athletes Is Changing the Science of Sports.[*2] His eyes light up, and he squeezes my shoulder, telling me he’s proud of me. “I saw you on ABC News,” he says excitedly. “You looked so intelligent!”

				“Look here,” I say, reaching over and flipping to the dedication page.

				“ ‘To my father, Henry, who taught me to question everything,’ ” my dad recites, his voice breaking and eyes tearing. After lighting a joint, he sets the book down in his lap, sighs, and looks out at the lake. “You know, some people see me as a failure because I never became rich like I said I would. And I’m still poor as shit, but I look at my children, and I feel like my life has been a success.”

				People are often surprised when they learn my dad is an evangelical conservative who smokes weed, because marijuana was often the pool-table issue of the nineties. Honestly, I forget that this is even shocking, having known so many believers with secret vices, who often find themselves in a room full of others with dark secrets of their own, while everyone thinks they’re the only sinner in existence.

				People often have the misconception that it was my parents who forced evangelical Christianity upon me. Though they were certainly devout believers in their teens and early twenties, their feverish idealism waned with age, just as I was becoming a teenage zealot. They retained their faith, but no longer centered their lives on the coming Apocalypse.

				It’s been well over a decade since my dad regularly attended church, and even longer since he’s given a fuck what people think about his indulgences in sex, drugs, and food. In this way, he’s like a cheery Roman at a Saturnalia fest, gleefully lapping up all the pleasures of life, perfectly aware of how little time he has left and perfectly fine with the choices he’s made.

				In so many other ways, though, he’s still the partisan Rush Limbaugh fan he’s always been.

				“So—what is it you’re looking for with these interviews you’re doing here? Is this book just you looking for revenge against the church?”

				“Absolutely not!” I say, taking a hit off the smoldering joint before handing it back to him. “I want this book to be like a Rorschach test, where everyone sees something different based on their perspective. I know what it’s about, and I’m passionate about that, but I don’t want to tell anyone what to think. Leonard Bernstein once said, ‘A work of art does not answer questions, it provokes them; and its essential meaning is in the tension between the contradictory answers.’ ”

				Though hearing myself quote a long-dead bisexual Jewish composer to make a point about journalism as art between tokes off a joint makes me wonder if I really am just a liberal caricature, and whether I truly can set my emotional ego aside and achieve sincere objectivity when reporting on the Christian right.

				My dad gives me a look that tells me he’s thinking the same thing, and we both laugh. When I ask him where we should go to lunch, he says nothing’s open because “no one wants to work anymore.” This is the first of about eighteen thousand times I’ll hear this phrase while visiting Iowa. I get an earful from him, and so many others, about how Biden’s stimulus checks ruined our economy and made everyone lazy. Rarely do I hear anyone point out that the minimum-wage jobs at these establishments aren’t enough to keep people in small-town Iowa—which is why the population has been steadily shrinking since I was a kid.

				I want to point out to my dad that he’s on disability and hasn’t worked in years, and that if it weren’t for Obamacare he would be looking at a health-care bill the size of Italy’s GDP for all the lifesaving procedures he’s had over the years.

				Many of the same working-class conservatives who screamed about Obamacare being a microchip program, beta testing the Mark of the Beast, eventually enrolled, just as the libertarian icon Ayn Rand filed for Social Security—a program she’d railed against—in her golden years.

				But I keep my mouth shut, just nod and listen. Partly because I don’t want to prove him right that I’m a liberal journalist who parrots everything Rachel Maddow and Nancy Pelosi tell me to say…but also because he’s my dad, and I love him.

				I spent most of my childhood terrified of this man, and looking back, I know he made a lot of selfish decisions that caused a lot of pain to people who trusted him, but I can relate and connect with him on a level I’ve never neared with the rest of my family (and, similarly, I am one of the few people he’s ever connected with in his life).

				We smile at each other, and I feel my heart softening.

				Suddenly I am confident that I can navigate the interviews ahead of me. I have the empathy, the curiosity, and the journalistic skills to understand (without judgment or cynicism) why my people behave the way they do. If I can go back far enough, I can trace the steps of how a community of poor farmers and laborers were dazzled by generations of Music Men, trading what little they had for the promise of unending riches on Earth, the admiration of their peers and children, a reclamation of the American government for Christ, and existential bliss in Heaven.

				I am grateful for growing up in a land of fireflies and cornfields, instilling in me the principles of hard work and self-reliance, without which I never would’ve been able to build a successful career in journalism, lacking as I was in education, money, or connections in the industry. When I look at my dad, I think of him as a frightened child, an overwhelmed father, a conflicted human, and I feel a deeper connection to my roots than I ever have as an adult.

				But then, staring out at the lake, he says something that strikes fear into my bones, shaking my newfound confidence that I am up to this task:

				“You know, with all of this socialism taking over America, I’m more convinced than ever that we’re living in end times. I believe we’re on the cusp of the wars of Tribulation, the period of a one-world government, and the Mark of the Beast. It’s all coming, son, I’m more convinced than ever.”

				My blood runs cold, and suddenly I’m five years old again, listening to Dad tell us that we may soon have to abandon our house and live in the wilderness, foraging for our food and building our own shelter. The armies of the Antichrist will be hunting all remaining Christians, forcing us to get “the Mark” or suffer torture and execution—but if we accept the Mark of the Beast, God will eventually throw us into the lake of fire for all eternity.

				You will never escape this, because you don’t deserve to, Caldonia says, still speaking to me despite my two decades as an atheist.

				At this moment, I am a terrified child, then an angry adult.

				And, for the briefest second, I truly hate this man, this town, and wish my mother had gotten an abortion.

				Ya got trouble, my friend.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Both Calhoun and Jensen were pardoned when Trump took office in January 2025.

				

				
					*2 Even though I hated physical activity of any kind while living in Iowa, my life is now centered on running marathons along the trails of the Colorado Rockies.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter One

				Turn and Face the Strange

			
			2023

			The right-wing icon William F. Buckley once said, “A conservative is someone who stands athwart history, yelling Stop.”

			Speaking as a liberal, I couldn’t agree more.

			I’ve been in Iowa for about a week now, spending most of my time in the windowless archives-room at the Mason City Public Library, sporting a jeweler’s magnifying headband to read stacks of yellowing newspaper clippings. After the years I’ve spent reporting on the machinations of the Christian right today, it’s easy to see the old adage “There is nothing new under the sun” come to life in the history of North Iowa.

			Again and again, with every new advancement in society—be it technology, culture, science, geopolitics, or the empowerment of a repressed minority—there has always been some conservative organization yelling “Stop!”

			It’s a gorgeous summer afternoon, and I’ve taken a break from the library archives to ride my bike through downtown Mason City, which has retained its early-twentieth-century, Music Man–era charm, with antique lampposts, footbridges, and several homes and a hotel designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. After riding past a bank once robbed by John Dillinger, I turn onto Federal Avenue, a street that in 1925 hosted a parade of six hundred robed members of the Ku Klux Klan—led by the city commissioner—who were headed toward the “immigrant ghettos” on the north end of town.

			The Klan visited Mason City regularly throughout the 1920s, hosting Fourth of July carnivals at the local fairgrounds, with clowns, contortionists, fireworks, a high-wire act, and a “Klan baby contest.”

			Of all the changes conservatives have been fighting against throughout American history, threats to the exclusive power of rich white Protestant men has been the most consistent. The Klan members of the 1920s were much more media-savvy than their nineteenth-century forebears, attacking jazz music, drug dealers, and women in makeup as threats to “Christian, family values” and “Americanism.” Like the Klan before and after, they fought for white supremacy, though they packaged their message a bit more tactfully, recruiting not just racists but anyone concerned with the moral direction of the country when it came to booze, dancing, sexuality, and the secularizing of public schools.

			Mason City was experiencing an economic boom at this time. Cement plants on the north end of town were outperforming any in the world, and the demand for labor was drawing thousands of Black Americans from the South, as well as immigrants from Mexico, Ireland, Greece, and as far away as India and Iceland, all of whom had set up their own little communities on the north end of town.

			Just as Donald Trump would a century later, the Klan recruiters—dispatched to the Midwest to sniff out problems and offer themselves as a solution—convinced white laborers that these immigrants were a threat to their livelihood (and their women).

			River City ain’t in any trouble.

			Then we’ll have to create some.

			Like Trump, they would tap into a nostalgia for the wholesomeness of the past, using the song “Old Time Religion” as their rallying cry. And, like Trump, they tapped into the ubiquitous fear of humiliation among working-class white men, who are so easily manipulated by the phrase “They’re laughing at us.”

			In 1925, the biggest threat to the pride of white Christian nationalism was evolution.

			The state of Tennessee had just enacted a ban against both the teaching of Darwin’s theory and the disparagement of creationism in public schools, leading to one of America’s most heavily publicized trials when the high-school science teacher John Scopes found himself jailed for his lesson plan. Journalists swarmed the city of Dayton, mocking the prosecution for claiming that the book of Genesis was a literal, scientific account of the Earth’s creation. The newspapers branded it “The Scopes Monkey Trial”: Time magazine called it “a cross between a circus and a holy war.” Radio broadcasters cracked jokes, cartoonists mocked fundamentalists, and a trained monkey was set on the courthouse lawn to dance. The journalist H. L. Mencken was perhaps the most overtly cruel, calling defenders of the law “morons,” “yokels,” “primates,” and “hillbillies.”

			These widely publicized attacks against rural Christians by liberal, atheist intellectuals from the big city were a neatly wrapped gift to Klansmen seeking recruits in the Midwest. They joined forces with prominent evangelists like Billy Sunday and Bob Jones, Sr., in decrying evolution as an existential threat to American morality.

			A backlash ensued against the media, intellectuals, and the ACLU for providing Scopes’s attorney, Clarence Darrow. They all became iconic villains in the eyes of evangelicals, and the backlash led to greater church attendance for the evangelists and more recruits for the KKK. As with Harold Hill’s band uniforms, the Klan charged each new member sixteen dollars for a robe and a hood, giving the organization millions in revenue.

			According to newspaper reports of the Klan’s Mason City rallies, recruits were called to be “living sacrifices to God” in their efforts to protect white Christian power; to sing “Onward, Christian Soldiers” as they marched into the streets; set up burning crosses on lawns; harass Black-owned businesses; set off bombs; and kidnap the socialist speaker Ida Crouch-Hazlett, who was in town attempting to unionize workers on the north end.

			As I’m riding my bike through Mason City in 2023, my heart breaks for the immigrants terrorized by the Klan in the name of Jesus. At the same time, I am filled with rage when I think of all the young men manipulated by the KKK into believing it was their Christian duty to don those white robes. Just as my heart breaks for the young men today whose low wages, mental-health issues, and bleak prospects have been exploited by Trump’s MAGA movement to push them into harassing trans people or Black Lives Matter protesters.

			And as I ride my bike up to a small, abandoned TV station in downtown Mason City, my mind takes me to the 2000 presidential election, back when I was one of these reactionary young men.

			The logo for KIMT News 3 still hangs above the doors of this single-story building, even though the TV station moved to Rochester several years ago. I was a camera operator for the KIMT studio in the fall of 2000 (one of forty-five low-wage jobs I held in my teens and twenties), and just before showing up for work, I’d voted in my first presidential election—for George W. Bush. Standing on the sidewalk today, I can easily recall my feeling of righteous arrogance when I stood in the KIMT studio that election night, viewing my ballot for Bush as an exercise of my Christian faith, protecting America from the threat of sex-crazed liberals like Bill Clinton (whose vice-president, Al Gore, was actually the Democratic candidate, but our ire was for Slick Willy).

			During his presidency, Bush would put a halt on stem-cell research, attempt to get creationism taught in public schools, inadvertently launch a holy war against Muslims, and convince America that gay marriage was an existential threat to Christianity.

			There is nothing new under the sun.

			As I will many times during the course of researching this book, I mourn the loss of my youth, spent as a political soldier awaiting the coming wars of the Apocalypse, manipulated by those who taught me to fear science, art, my own body, and anyone who didn’t fit the mold of the white Protestant American, never realizing I was a disposable pawn in someone else’s game.

			I’ve ridden my bike to this former TV studio not to indulge in self-pity, however, but because, in the course of my research today, I discovered a fascinating story behind the construction of this building eighty-five years ago, a tale of Music Man grifts tapping into the existential anxieties of small-town puritans to pick their meager pockets.

			It was built as a church.

			Not a Catholic or mainline Protestant church, but a precursor to the evangelical megachurch, a nondenominational tourist attraction with breathtaking showmanship, state-of-the-art technology, and modern interior design. Though it may seem contradictory, conservative hucksters are just as likely to manipulate their flocks with the fear of falling behind in the modern world—to be dismissed as hillbillies or rednecks—as they are to prey on their fears of change.

			Either way, they utilize the dread of humiliation.

			The hypervigilance to combat change, or stay ahead of it.

			And, just like the Klan or Professor Harold Hill, the traveling preacher behind this church rolled into Mason City with a message of fear and the promise of salvation, then parasitically drained this boom town of its economic momentum, stuffed his pockets with all he could carry, and headed off into the sunset.

			1937

			“The signs are everywhere, the day of the Lord is upon us!” Doctor of Divinity Burroughs Waltrip shouted to a packed crowd of Iowans at his tent revival, sweat dripping from his forehead as he brandished a worn Bible high in the air. “And how will you, good people of Mason City, greet the Lord on the day of his return? Will you be a sheep in his flock, or a goat from Hell?!”

			“Amen!” replied one farmer.

			“Preach it!” exclaimed another.

			It was a sweltering August night under this white canvas tent. Crickets and cicadas harmonized in the dewy fields surrounding them, as fireflies lazily breathed their fluorescent glow in and out. The people crowded together on wooden benches under a string of lights, fanning themselves with the End Is Near! pamphlets they’d been handed when they walked in. The recently paved streets of Mason City had been getting busier every year, as the town began its journey from a quiet outpost for farmers to an urban destination. As the Great Depression gutted agriculture, downtown Mason City diversified its economy, drawing influence from the nearby metropolises of Chicago and Minneapolis, with jazz concerts, movie houses, bootleggers, theaters, and motels that rented by the hour. The Mason City resident Orville K. Snav was a pioneer of conceptual art, selling novelty products with no purpose beyond the satirical humor of their marketing (a precursor to postmodern consumerism like the “Pet Rock”). In 1935, the drag queen Miss Tillie Yensen was a downtown celebrity, getting paid to show up at parties and take pictures with local politicians (seventy years before Paris Hilton made a career of it).

			Plenty of newcomers loved the hedonism that came with their new jobs at the quarries, while just as many farmers (a lot of them descendants of pioneers) resented the indecency and intellectualism that came with this economic boon.

			The typically raucous downtown was conspicuously quiet that night, as all the energy of the city was drawn toward the tent revival that had been gaining steam all summer. Two good-looking young preachers had been shaking hands on the street corners all afternoon, promising faith healings and the light heart of a child to all who attended their services that night.

			A flop of hair swung back and forth across Waltrip’s sweaty brow like the pendulum of a clock as he proclaimed, “The agents of Satan are among us! One of the Devil’s most effective ways of dealing with Christians is to use the shadow of doubt like a cloak to hide the wondrous jewels of God’s mercy! That’s the aim of the intellectuals, to hide God’s miracles behind a shadow of science!”[*1]

			Behind Waltrip sat a captivating woman in a long white dress. Her hands rested primly across her lap, and her posture was tall, her down-home smile nurturing, yet Kathryn Kuhlman nonetheless radiated a primal magnetism that was slowly driving the crowd into a frenzy before she even said a word.

			When Burroughs Waltrip suddenly broke into song—“Onward, Christian soldiers, marching as to war!”—this tent-full of typically stoic Midwesterners marched in place with comic abandon, swaying from side to side as they sang along loudly enough to be heard in the cornfields. With each stomp of Waltrip’s foot, each seductive pronunciation of the words “Sanctified!” “Purified!” and “Come into me, Jesus!,” they raised their hands, closed their eyes, and shouted, “Yes Lord!” “I am yours!” “Forgive my disobedience!”

			Shooting an index finger at the crowd, the preacher warned, “Theology won’t save you! Science won’t save you! Only the redeeming blood of Jesus can cleanse the filth of sin!”

			Though I can’t be sure that my great-grandparents attended Waltrip’s services, I do know that all branches of my family tree in the 1930s attended such tent revivals when they came through town. And I also know—thanks to their writings, and conversations I’ve had with those who knew them—that my maternal great-grandparents, Nora and Oskar, and my paternal great-grandparents, Giles and Rose, would have held opposing views of Burroughs Waltrip and Kathryn Kuhlman.

			Nora and Oskar were quiet, hardworking Methodists who supported FDR’s New Deal and pushed their children to work as hard at school as they did on the family farm. They were as prudent with their faith as with their finances, and wouldn’t be easily seduced by the histrionics of Burroughs Waltrip—particularly his attacks on education.[*2]

			Universities were a common whipping boy for preachers like Waltrip.

			Throughout the 1930s, evangelists unaffiliated with any larger church organization set up their own DIY touring revivals known as the “sawdust
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