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For Robert and Victoria Borden

Thank you for encouraging faith and critical thinking, both.





When we see the roots of things, our suffering will lessen.

—Thich Nhat Hanh1

I think I can see the whole destiny of America contained in the first Puritan who landed on those shores, as that of the whole human race in the first man.

—Alexis de Tocqueville2






AUTHOR’S NOTE

Do you remember that cult?

You know the one: within months of founding their commune, half of them were dead. Wanting to escape public scrutiny and influence, the leaders had scored a patch of land and everyone moved. But wilderness life was harsh. Rules were strict. Their interpretations of God’s word determined all social and legal systems, including radical opinions on marriage and child-rearing. Starting at age eight, children were taken from parents and raised by other caregivers in the community. Leaders demanded absolute obedience.

Grueling labor filled daily life. Those who failed to contribute met severe punishment. Conditions were poor and health suffered without adequate access to medical care. Leaders hid from their neighbors the alarming number of dead bodies by burying them at night. Eventually, the count of adult women shrank to four.

You probably know them best by their nickname: the Pilgrims. The avatar of our country’s founding was a doomsday group. We’ve been iterating on its prototype since. We can’t stop re-creating our first trauma, whether in religious movements that eventually go mainstream (such as the Quakers and Mormons); secular groups that devolve into abuse (like NXIVM and Amway); or zeitgeisty social movements (think eugenics or welfare reform). Myths about the Pilgrims persist, for example the Thanksgiving meal, the dour clothing and buckled shoes. But the continued manifestation of their foundational doomsday thought is largely unacknowledged.

The Pilgrims and the Puritans—known in their time as radical Protestants or “hot” Protestants—were apocalypticists. They believed the end of the world was imminent. On this violent “day of doom,” the chosen few would be saved and their enemies punished. Most people today do not think a deity will descend from the sky, destroy an actual creature named Satan, and deliver a literal golden city to a chosen few. (About 20 percent of Americans do take the Bible literally.)1 Yet everyone in the United States retains the societal DNA laid down when those ideas dominated New England.2

Puritan doomsday beliefs didn’t go away; they became American culture. From our fascination with cowboys and superheroes to our susceptibility to advertising, and our allegiances to hard work and self-help, the United States remains a breeding ground for cultlike thinking. It informs our suppositions about American identity and our very understanding of the immutable self. It undergirds every vote, purchase, prejudice, and social media post. Like fish that don’t know water, we swim through it without recognition.

Whenever the latest destructive cult dominates the media with sensational headlines, we cling to the comforting notion that its members are kooks and outliers. But beneath each group’s unique and extreme characteristics are foundational ideas Americans already believe. Such indoctrination makes us credulous, renders us vulnerable to the exploitations of con artists, charlatans, and autocrats. We are all in the cult of America. This book traces the winding paths of certain tenets of American doomsday ideology from their arrival in New England in 1620 to today—or at least the high points—focusing especially on secular manifestations, spotlighting where they hide in plain sight. This is a tale of how religious radicalism became cultural orthodoxy—and how our indoctrination is used to activate us to behave in ways that benefit whoever pushes our buttons.

Beneath almost all apocalyptic thinking are notions of exceptionalism and, the flip side of that coin, persecution. Trample me now, but one day you’ll burn while I dance in the sky. Pilgrim and Puritan discourse promotes the shining city upon a hill, the destiny of America to be special. Both groups fled persecution in England, where they endured derision from the public, and threats of execution by the crown.

Many of America’s persistent philosophies—including individual liberties, limited government, and the Second Amendment—follow this paradigm, presupposing an evil “them” attacking a chosen “us.” Why would Gadsden’s flag read “Don’t tread on me” unless he assumed someone trying to tread? America’s early religious refugees did not in turn practice tolerance. The Puritan colony quashed dissent with particular zeal, banning Catholics and hanging Quakers. This irony persists today—the “them” attacking “us” on Fox News is as often “big government” as it is (Black and brown) immigrants.

However, there’s a paradox in asserting no one can tell us what to do: it opens us to that exact result. The demagogue or cult leader’s pitch warns of evil agents who wish to control us. Popular paper tigers have included “communists,” our own psychological limitations, a “cabal of pedophiles” who run the government, and “woke” culture. How attractive it can be, then, when said leader offers to save us from that supposed persecution. If we follow their instructions—or buy their coaching sessions or supplements—we will receive a better life, either now on earth or everlasting, come doomsday. In an effort to dodge control, we fall under theirs.

In their pitch is always the specter of a thief: They want to take your cigarettes… your inheritance… your guns. But beware: when someone claims others aim to steal from you, the thief is usually the one talking. It’s hard to remember that, though, when we’ve been primed to accept such belief systems. Granted, some of these thought tendencies predate the 1600s. Sapiens have apocalyptic text in our makeup; monotheism highlighted that text; and then America adopted it as the founding principle for a nation.



The word cult conjures a mental picture: a group of beautiful young people dancing trancelike in the sun, probably aspiring actors in Los Angeles who took a wrong turn at the beach and landed in an orgy. But cult is a slippery word. Originally, in Latin, cultus described any religion or religious practice. The word’s meaning shifted in America around 1900, when it began describing “delusions, fanatics, enthusiasts, and imposters” and took on a decidedly derogatory tone.3 Before long, the designation was used for all manner of new, nontraditional, or non-Christian groups within our borders. Some of the biggest targets of the era were Christian Science, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and, of course, Mormonism, all of which are now established and institutionalized religions.

Today, cult carries strong valences of deception, abuse, and charlatanism. This meaning coalesced in the late 1980s and early 1990s with the work of Robert Jay Lifton, a psychologist, who pioneered studies of thought reform (a practice colloquially known, if somewhat inaccurately, as brainwashing). In a 1991 paper, Lifton shared the following definition that remains gospel among anti-cultists: “Cults can be identified by three characteristics: 1) a charismatic leader who increasingly becomes an object of worship…; 2)… coercive persuasion or thought reform; 3) economic, sexual, and other exploitation of group members by the leader and the ruling coterie.”4 Note that, by this definition, the Pilgrims and the Puritans weren’t cults per se, since neither worshiped a charismatic leader (yes, Jesus was arguably one, but he’d been dead for sixteen hundred years). Instead, they were high-control doomsday groups that were exceptionally cult-y.

Many academics bristle at the c-word. During my research, one religious-studies scholar told me we shouldn’t call them anything at all. I pressed until he offered the phrase destructive group. That’s somewhat helpful, but not much. My definition is Lifton’s plus a few additional characteristics: that the leader enjoys unchecked power, exploits people specifically by manipulating their latent beliefs and desires, and almost always exhibits some kind of narcissistic personality disorder; and that the group can be of any size. But if I typed all that every time I wanted to write cult, you would throw this book in the eternal Lake of Fire. So I’m sticking with cult.

I’ve never been in one myself… although, I was deeply involved in the improv-comedy scene in the aughts, the doctrine of which specifically required saying, “Yes.” We also hugged each other indiscriminately, revered a bearded white dude, and passed out postcards that read “Don’t think.” My parents and sisters even had a conference call once regarding whether or not I was in a cult because I was at the theater every night, where I worked for free and spent money on a hierarchy of classes. Turns out, though, not a cult—because no one was manipulating my latent indoctrination in order to exploit me. The problem is the exploitation.

Destructive cults and extreme belief systems are not unique to America, of course. But Americans certainly tolerate them more both because of indoctrination and the First Amendment. There are an estimated ten thousand cultlike groups in America, about twice as many now as the estimate in the early aughts.5 If they can secure church status, we don’t even ask for taxes. Soon Americans will be tempted by even more of them.

Sociologists agree that cultlike thinking surges under certain circumstances: in times of technological revolution (social media has shattered traditional communities; AI is leading to mass layoffs), social upheaval (#MeToo; minority populations will soon be the majority in America), and crisis (climate change is arguably the biggest one humanity has ever faced). If we have any hope of saving ourselves from ourselves, we must understand apocalyptic thinking, where it comes from, and why we’re addicted to it. Otherwise, we will continue to fall under the spell of extremism, whether religious, political, or economic. We will will keep walking into traps set by narcissists with an insatiable need for control and unconditional adoration. We will keep waking up in orgies wondering where we missed a turn and whose hand is on our thigh.

American culture today is awash with first-person accounts from survivors and deep dives into specific groups by journalists and documentary filmmakers. The onslaught of cult narratives is evidence that, as an organism, our nation endeavors to understand what’s attacking it. We want to vaccinate ourselves. This book—a ten-thousand-foot view exploring the underlying cultural ideology beneath each flare of illness—is my contribution to inoculation.

Here’s one last word-nerd factoid: typically, when we hear the word apocalypse, we envision a fiery battle or cataclysm that destroys the world. Technically, though, the word refers to a specific kind of text, one that contains a revelation. It derives from the Greek word apokálypsis, meaning “uncovering.” What’s revealed usually regards how, where, and when the world will end, yes, but the apocalypse is the document not the battle. Although this book is historic rather than prophetic, it is still an effort to uncover. It doesn’t predict the end of days; it does aim to reveal certain patterns of thought. In that way, this book is my revelation. It is my apocalypse. Hear, ye, hear, ye.




INTRODUCTION WEEKEND AT BARTHOLOMEW’S

Once upon a time, there was a man hell-bent on ending the world. He had specific instructions from God outlining the steps to take. He came to America to do it. His name was Christopher Columbus.

By now, most know Columbus wasn’t who history books said he was. Americans willing to pay attention have discovered Columbus wasn’t all that motivated by adventure and progress, after all. Mostly, he wanted gold—and spices, mastic, anything to enrich his and Spain’s coffers. The search consumed him. As it turns out, though, Columbus wasn’t even who we rethought he was. It was natural to assume he sought wealth out of basic avarice. But no. In truth, he needed all that gold because it’s expensive to bring back Jesus.

Columbus even had an itemized, second coming to-do list. First, expel all Muslims from the Holy Land. That’s a big war—how would it be funded? Next, ensure the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem, an expensive architectural undertaking. Plus, convert everyone on earth to Christianity and rediscover the Garden of Eden, both of which would require multiple expeditions across the seas.

The list had been worked out by this guy Joachim de Fiore, a twelfth-century Italian abbot who interpreted the New Testament book of Revelation—that freaky, ultraviolent hallucination that prophesies the end of the world—to determine that certain boxes needed to be checked before Jesus would return. His work influenced the Franciscan order, which in turn influenced Columbus. In fact, it was a Franciscan monk who first introduced Columbus to Spanish Queen Isabella, who funded his travels. The budding explorer made the checking of said boxes his life’s work. In a letter to King Ferdinand and his wife, Isabella, written on his way home in March 1493, Columbus predicted, “In seven years from today I will be able to pay Your Highnesses for five thousand cavalry and fifty thousand foot soldiers for the war and conquest of Jerusalem, for which purpose this enterprise was undertaken.”1 Although you probably knew about his cruelty to the Indigenous people he met and the disease-driven genocide he caused, you may not have known about the even bigger genocide he planned.

Almost all who carry out apocalyptic endeavors eventually place themselves at the center of the drama. So did Columbus, when he decided God had ordained him specifically to trigger the end the world. “Of the new heaven and earth which our Lord made,” he wrote, “He made me the messenger thereof, and showed me where to go.”2 From his first voyage forward, Columbus signed his letters Xpo-ferens. His son Ferdinand explained in a biography that his dad was baptized Ypo Ferens or Christoferens, aka “bearer of Christ,” and believed he was doing exactly what his namesake, Saint Christopher, did: carrying Christ across the waters. He only wound up in the Bahamas because he fell short of his grander plan to convert the Chinese.3

There is much we still don’t know about the subject of all those children’s songs and grade school plays. For example, he thought the world had a little tip at the top like a woman’s nipple, which is where paradise was. If he were alive today, I imagine that would be on his dating profile. Mostly, though, I tell you all of this to highlight that the Americas have been a staging ground for Christian apocalyptic fantasy since long before the Puritans arrived.

Even though Columbus wasn’t alone in these beliefs, he was in the minority. Apocalyptic thinking wasn’t standard at the time. It wouldn’t go mainstream until a century later in England, following the Protestant Reformation. From there, it would seed our shores.



In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, England experienced plague, smallpox, and economic crisis. Radical Protestants assumed God had engineered it all because England refused to purify the Church of England. They predicted God’s ultimate wrath was not only fast approaching but headed to England first. So they tried to outrun Armageddon.

Later, many would determine New England had been chosen by God specifically to play an apocalyptic role. But this wasn’t always the case in 1620, when the Pilgrims emigrated, or during the 1630s, when Puritans boarded a succession of ships to Massachusetts. The devout on these ships mostly understood America as a convenient place to escape to. Their journey was less about coming to America than about leaving England behind, on account of the fast-approaching moment when flames would consume it.

Of course, they also fled England because they were being insulted, spat on, tried in court, executed. For example, during the five years of her short reign as queen, from 1553 to 1558, Mary I burned about 280 Protestants at the stake. But such persecutions did not deter the radicals. Rather, they proved the devotees were righteous and the state was complicit with the Antichrist.

It all began around the 1520s, when the Reformation led to a cleaving from the Roman Catholic Church, resulting eventually in a new branch of Christianity: Protestantism. Adherents argued that the practice of “good works” could do nothing to gain one entry into heaven because God has already determined who will and won’t be saved before any of us has a chance to appeal it. Radical Protestants further argued that bishops were similarly useless as aids on the path to salvation. The Reformation aimed to return the church to its origins, to the way the apostles worshiped when Jesus was around (and right after he left). Once that had been achieved, plus a few other things, they figured Jesus would float on down, battle the Antichrist, and institute a thousand years of peaceful and prosperous rule by the Saints (aka the saved among the Protestants), after which he’d return again to judge everyone living and dead, before bringing heaven down to earth, where his chosen people would reign with him in New Jerusalem forever.4 It’s a mouthful.

These ideas shot through Europe. The speed was partly circumstantial: first, the printing press, and second, in 1527, Henry VIII wanted a new wife. When the Pope denied the annulment request, Henry orchestrated a religious coup, broke ties with the Catholic Church, and named himself the head of the new Church of England, which was Protestant. In the decades following, tides shifted back and forth for Protestants as rulers came and went. Complicating the relationship between them and the Church of England was the strain of apocalypticism that had taken root early in the Reformation. The basic idea: if Protestantism was the true church (that much was assumed), then whoever opposed Protestantism opposed God. Therefore, the Catholic Church must be what’s prophesied as the evil geopolitical power “Babylon”; the Pope was surely the vague and shadowy Antichrist figure; both were being orchestrated by the devil; and soon this would all culminate in a fiery, world-ending battle.

While Elizabeth I (1558−1603), a Protestant, sat on the throne, this flavor of apocalyptic ideology went mainstream and spun out into several more radical strains. Soon, everyone was providing their own interpretations of the book of Revelation. My favorite among all the records of Pope-Antichrist accusations comes from the papers of John Chamberlain, a man-about-town in England, who wrote in 1609, “The Pope hath written to the French king complaining that our king misuseth him continually in table-talke and calls him Antichrist at every word.”5 Guys, make him stop!!!

The radical Protestants believed, as apocalyptic thinkers always have, that the world contained good and evil forces—and nothing else. You were on one side or the other. Just as there was no middle ground, neither could the two compromise or reach a détente. Eradication was the only goal and each supernatural side had pursued it since the beginning of time. With this in mind, radical Protestants determined that any surviving remnant of Catholicism within the Church of England was a “limb of the antichrist.” Examples included certain prayers, articles of clothing, rituals, and clerical offices, or persons holding said clerical offices. All had to be eradicated. You don’t want to accidentally conspire with Satan on account of your minister’s vestment. Get that guy a new cape!

Still, most English were not on board with this fanaticism. The complaining extremists—those trying to purify the church—were labeled dissidents and, eventually, “puritans.” It was not a compliment. Most mainstream Protestants found the radicals obnoxious and self-righteous. How arrogant is it to tell someone God abandoned him because of his cape?!

Even more extreme were the dissidents who eventually gave up trying to purify the church and aimed instead to separate from it. This was dicey, since the Church of England was the state. To separate was treason. The Pilgrims originated in a separatist group that worshiped outside of the small town of Scrooby, just northeast of Sheffield. (The sobriquet Pilgrims wasn’t generally applied to Plymouth’s founders until almost 1800.) With the authorities hot on their tail—literally; there was a boat chase—Scrooby-Doo and the gang fled to Holland, which offered liberty to a variety of religious freaks at the time. But after some years, they grew frustrated by, among other things, the impious and corrupting ways of their neighbors. So they left from there for America.

As for the Puritans, they only wanted to remove remnants of Romish popery from the Church of England, not toss the whole thing away. It was followers of this doctrine who fled to start the Massachusetts Bay Colony (MBC), where they believed they could create the purified church of their dreams. That’s when they abandoned England to burn. They also hoped to trigger Jesus’s return. They were people of agency. They wanted to help. John Winthrop, founding MBC governor, said they were partnering with God in “buyldinge his new Jerusalem,” that they could lay a stone “in the foundation of this new Syon [Zion].”6

In this way, they could hasten the apocalypse—and get to the good part—by blotting out absolutely everything that did not fit their ever-shrinking view of righteousness. Whoever wasn’t with them was against them. Historian and scholar Carla Gardina Pestana argues that Pilgrim governor William Bradford “thought anyone hostile to Plymouth itself risked God’s anger.”7



In 1620, the Mayflower landed on the northern tip of what we now call Cape Cod. Its passengers hadn’t intended to settle there. They were headed for fertile land in Northern Virginia, where the Mayflower’s investors, a group of English merchant capitalist “adventurers,” were confident they’d see a return on investment. But instead of hiring John Smith, of Jamestown fame, to guide them, the emigrants saved money by DIYing the trip with a map he’d published. Big mistake. To be fair, they didn’t veer as much off course as you may think, since Northern Virginia extended pretty far north. The Mayflower had aimed for the mouth of the Hudson River. Imagine if Staten Island had been the birthplace of a nation.

The navigational flub resulted in disaster. By the time they hit land, it was already November—cold and too late to plant crops, but also too late for the captain and crew to keep sailing, since they were due back in England, and besides, the ship was low on provisions. A scouting party sought a settlement spot, dallying for five months anyway, while the sailors and remaining settlers held place offshore and grumbled. People started dying from the cold, the wet, and sicknesses associated with the cold and wet.

The immigrants eventually chose a spot that was already partially developed: an existing Native village on the mainland, emptied after an epidemic brought by previous western explorers had all but exterminated the Patuxet people. Naturally, the English believed God had left this just for them, along with the huge stash of buried corn and seed. They moved in and named it Plymouth. Still, they kept dying. By the end of winter, more than half of the group had expired. Not wanting their Native neighbors to ascertain their weakened and defenseless state, they tried to hide the bodies. There’s even an account of settlers sitting up corpses against trees on the edges of the settlement, Weekend at Bernie’s−style, with muskets alongside, mimicking active night watchmen. If this ever tricked their neighbors, it could only have been for a moment, after which, any Native onlooker surely reasoned, Hey, free gun.

Life was tough, but they felt they had God on their side. To be fair, not everyone in Plymouth was a doomsday prepper. Half of the Mayflower’s passengers were in it for a new opportunity, rather than a crusade. And several more ships arrived shortly after, bearing a variety of people, almost all Protestant, but of varying degrees of fanaticism. Still, the radicals were the dominant culture. This was especially true farther north, where the Puritans settled and developed Boston. They ran the churches; they held the power.

About a thousand people set sail on eleven ships to found the MBC in the spring of 1630. Within the first few months, almost a hundred of those settlers sailed back home, bad-mouthing the ministers. The MBC government claimed the defectors simply couldn’t hack the hard work. As far as I can tell, both camps were right. Church government was punishing and demanded a staggering amount of labor from settlers. The colony’s work ethic was as impressive as its economic output.

A persistent myth, supported by decades of misled historical scholarship, tells us that the Puritans aimed to detach from the cruel world of commerce and live a spiritual life unspoiled by worldliness. “You can still sometimes see that image in textbooks,” Pestana told me, “but that’s wrong.” Plymouth and the MBC were economically active from the jump. They had to be. The MBC was a joint-stock corporation, meaning it had shareholders. It owed money to investors. And Plymouth had basically the same investment structure, though less formal. As early as 1624, Plymouth was described as a place where “religion and profit jump together.”8

Within a decade of settlement, Massachusetts was producing an agricultural surplus, and that basically never stopped.9 They became “almost the breadbasket,” explains Pestana, for other colonies in the Atlantic, from Newfoundland down to the Caribbean. They also traded with Europe and the West Indies. Within a generation, they had dominated the Atlantic.10 Of course, they shot to success in part due to the land they grabbed from Native peoples and the resources they extracted, especially timber. For that matter, as much as they lionized work, they were not totally opposed to slavery. In Plymouth, following King Philip’s War in 1676, the locals availed themselves of Native-prisoner slave labor, and by that time a handful of purchased African slaves were also in the colony. As for the MBC, by 1644, Boston traders were actively engaged in trafficking.11

Even so, the secret to their economic success was in their religion. They believed having and pursuing a calling was the best way to glorify God. Ergo, work is holy. They also believed God made people specifically to glorify him, meaning there’d be trouble if they didn’t. So everyone had to work. They didn’t want to all get smote because Mahershalalhasbaz took too many pipe breaks.

Anyway, if work is holy, then idleness is a sin. A twelve-hour day keeps the devil away. They discouraged vagrancy and idleness by developing a strong education system and offering incentives to merchant entrepreneurs to establish business infrastructure. They also purged holidays from the calendar, which, whether intentionally or not, increased the number of workdays from 220 a year to 300. The New England colonies developed “a work regime that was truly historically aberrant.”12 It was an entire colony made of the kid who’d remind your teacher to assign homework over the weekend. Some scholars even believe “when they enshrined the Sabbath they did so, among other reasons, to stop their working themselves to death.”13

Cultivating the land, in particular, was good, since they believed God impelled them to use the natural world for their benefit. Buttressing this was the more elemental and heartbreaking belief that nature is evil. This predates Protestantism, sure. But the Puritans upped the ante, thanks to their notion of predestination, which reasoned that anyone pre-chosen by God as saved had been given grace and contained no nature in them whatsoever. That’s the hierarchy: holy grace above evil nature.

But, they reasoned, if you use the material world for a godly purpose (for example, your work), then you are improving the world and making it more godly. Not only can you extract what you want, you must. “Nature belonged to the gracious and could no more resist their control of it than Satan could resist Christ.” This doctrine has become known as the grace-nature divide and has undergirded and justified centuries of runaway extraction economics.

Even though English royals were alarmed by some of the ideological developments in New England, they abstained from intervening in the settlements’ religious practices for some time. They were dealing with their own crises, sure (for example, the execution of a king), but they also recognized that the ideology in New England was very good for business.14

Meanwhile, the Pilgrims and the Puritans waited for doomsday. It had to be soon. It just had to be—not least because they really wanted to see it. So common was the expectation, you could hear kids reciting these lines while they played:


With dismal chains, and strongest reins,

like Prisoners of Hell,

They’re held in place before Christ’s face,

till He their Doom shall tell.15



That is from “The Day of Doom,” a long-form poem by the pastor Michael Wigglesworth. Dark stuff from a guy whose name sounds like a toddler in a tickle fight. It catalogues Judgment Day—when Jesus swipes everyone left or right—in gory, exhaustive detail. Published in 1662, it’s a cosmic eff-you and I-told-you-so to the masses of those presumed damned. The Puritans loved it. The first eighteen hundred copies sold out within a year, remarkable considering New England’s population was only about thirty thousand total. It’s been called America’s first bestseller. One in twenty New Englanders bought a copy.16 Since books were treasures in the MBC and therefore shared within households, which typically numbered four to seven, my back-of-the-envelope math suggests “The Day of Doom” was read by about 30 percent of New England residents. For reference, as of 2021, 31 percent of Americans have read a Harry Potter book.17

New England was a culture of judgment, and “The Day of Doom” contains more than two hundred stanzas of people getting it. The poem is thrilling. Will Christ pusheth the red button that drops them into the Lake of Fire—will he, will he?? (Yes.)

The Puritans were starved for entertainment. First, there was no theater in New England. Even dancing was disallowed because the only thing one could be exuberant about was God.18 Then, into their boring Puritan days, Wigglesworth injected a gnarly horror story. In it, nature itself is so scared that mountains smoke, hills shake, animals flee into the sea, and the ocean roars, “forsakes the shore, and Shrinks away for fear.” People read it and read it and read it again. Only one original edition has made it to the twenty-first century and its pages are so riffled and thumbed, they are barely intact.

Early Massachusetts Bay minister John Cotton believed the end would come shortly after 1655.19 Cotton’s son-in-law Increase Mather, also influential, was reluctant to assign a particular date, so simply said the cosmic battle would occur in the next several years… and then said, actually, in a few more after that… and, oops, but surely soon. Increase’s son Cotton Mather, another significant minister in Puritan history, was willing to specify. First, he said the end would kick off in 1697. When it didn’t, he recalculated to 1736, but then backtracked to 1716. All that year, people lost their minds, but were ultimately left perplexed. So he pushed it to 1717. Following that failure of prophecy, he grew more reticent, at least until 1727, when Boston experienced an earthquake, causing him to conclude the end had finally arrived. No subsequent predictions occurred because shortly thereafter he died.

In addition to fearing doomsday, residents worried God would punish the settlement if they didn’t each stay in line. So they preempted the possibility. Punishment was central to the colony’s theology and government, as well as to everyone’s identity and understanding of their relationship with both corporeal and eternal life. Punishment was also New England’s primary source of entertainment. The more humiliating, the better. In the 1620s, John Oldham was banished from Plymouth for insolence and dissension. But he came back. So they kicked him out again, this time through a spank tunnel. A guard of musketeers lined up in a row leading toward a waiting boat. Oldham was forced to walk through them, while each gave him “a thump on the breech with the butt of his musket.”20

Common punishments for petty crimes were just as humiliating. Condemned Puritans were forced to stand on boxes in the center of town with notes pinned to them detailing their wickedness so everyone could stare in judgment. Bystanders could also toss detritus at any adjudged whose ankles were tied up in a bilbo, legs fastened in stocks, or wrists and neck locked in the pillory. Major BDSM vibes in early New England.

Fornication, that is, sex outside of marriage, was by far the most common crime. A Plymouth trial in 1671 investigated accusations made toward a woman named Mary. She confessed to fornicating three times and even shared specific dates, possibly America’s first humblebrag. Court proceedings were a public spectacle here, conducted so in order to maximize humiliation and social control. She was fined £6. Two pounds per tryst: the cost of doing business.

Heftier crimes drew savage penalties. In addition to whippings, branding was common, the hot iron applied to the criminal’s skin in the courtroom, just after sentencing. A for adultery, B for burglary, D for drunkenness. M for that is Messed up. Abel Buell took one to the forehead for counterfeiting money in Connecticut. He also had the tip of his ear clipped off and reattached. During its brief period of separation, the fragment was stored on his tongue. Some condemned criminals had ears cut off completely.

Gossiping, flirting, swearing, smoking, playing ball sports, doing almost anything on the Sabbath—all crimes. Skipping church or talking smack about the pastor were punishable. Even interrupting the preacher was considered a crime. Blasphemy called for the death sentence. America today has one of the highest incarceration rates in the world.

England’s justice system was just as brutal, if not more so. However, New England didn’t have much crime, comparatively. The colonies were not overrun with vagrants, sex industry, burglars, and bandits. Yet they still policed their citizenry excessively. This was not just a culture of punishment; this was a high-control group, meaning the power structure in the group regulated residents’ behavior, beliefs, and information intake, all via high pressure to conform. Mandatory church attendance. All transgressions made public. Residents forced into informants: a New Haven woman was once reported by a servant who overheard her expressing disagreement with her minister.

They even turned policing inward.



Although no one could say for sure who had or had not been chosen, they felt pretty certain each person could discern the answer via extensive and exhausting trials of self-reflection. If, following such an exercise, you believed you had found grace within, you could be accepted by the community as “chosen” and granted membership in the church. Over the years, the trials grew more intense and entry harder to achieve, which was especially difficult on children.

High-control groups are often most damaging to youth. Discipline in Puritan homes was harsh and fear-based. Boston minister Cotton Mather wrote this in the introduction to a children’s book: “They which lie, must go to their father, the devil, into everlasting burning; they which never pray, God will pour out his wrath upon them…. Are you willing to go to hell and burn with the devil and his angels?”21 Llama llama, childhood trauma.

Around puberty, and sometimes earlier, Puritan children in New England were sent to live in other households, a practice the Puritans brought from England, where it was originally designed for kids to learn trades. In fact, the custom of moving children out to apprentice under different “masters” dates to the Middle Ages. But New England children moved to different homes even without educational goals, and girls did it as well as boys, although they could easily have learned housekeeping from their mothers. Some scholars argue the Puritans engaged in this practice to keep parents from indulging children with affection, lest they became spoiled, wicked, and disobedient. Puritans were so obsessed with obedience, as most high-control groups are, that rebellious children could even be sentenced to death.22 Fortunately, no child received this sentence, but the fear it instilled and made commonplace was effective enough: “When children shall rebel against their parents, wickedness is excessively great. And such children do usually die before their time.”23

Magistrates sometimes had to forcibly remove children from their parents to place them in other homes. Most parents, however, consented voluntarily to the practice, not least because failing to do so also risked their own salvation. If they gave their children too much affection, it was sinful because it showed love for a creature, which was dangerous, since you couldn’t love anything as much as you loved God. For the same reason, widows were not allowed to grieve much, since doing so would suggest they had inordinately loved their spouses. Surviving diaries are full of worries over the sadness felt following the death of loved ones.

The endless and uncertain trials of reflection to determine their place among the saved, the extreme and shaming discipline at home, and the fear-based indoctrination in church produced tangible results. Scholars have deduced, after poring over diaries, that the second and third generations of New England Puritans exhibited during adolescence significant increases in melancholy, pathological abnormalities, nervous breakdowns, suicide, and insanity.24

But this all felt justifiable, considering the stakes: Jesus was watching, and if he didn’t like what he saw, he could tear up his return ticket. With so much on the line, church members occasionally tried to optimize theology, leading to hot takes that challenged the status quo. Such proclamations were perilous, since opposition risked banishment, but dissenters prioritized salvation, which they believed depended on every minor point. And, anyway, if they were evicted, there was a lot of land in this new land. One could flee into pretty much any of it. New Jerusalem was always around the bend.



Some of you studied Roger Williams in high school. Others of you smoked pot; some of you did both. Williams is considered the father of the separation of church and state. His ideas influenced the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights. He articulated what would later become the foundational American tenet of religious liberty. But in school, you probably didn’t learn his motivation for keeping the state out of the church. That’s not because you were stoned; most curricula don’t include that he was trying to bring on the end of the world.

Williams believed the reformed MBC church had not gone far enough to purge itself of Catholic remnants, all of which was delaying Christ’s return. He reasoned that if Jesus and the apostles didn’t have an institutionalized church, neither should anyone. (For a time, the only person he’d pray with was his wife. In later years, he prayed alone.) He arrived in the MBC in 1631 and quickly began opposing its theocracy, arguing that the state had no jurisdiction over the church. He claimed anyone worshiping with an impure church, which was everyone, would receive the mark of the beast and be damned eternally. He basically told all of Boston they were going to hell.

Church leaders expelled him in 1635, but before they could toss him on a ship, he escaped into the woods, where he basically founded Rhode Island. His ideas were less about people having the right to do what they want and more about people not having the right to do anything that would stop the second coming. And, because apocalypticists have a serious case of Main Character Syndrome, the more he thought about it, the more he became certain of having a role in the center of the drama. By his own interpretation, he was one of the witnesses mentioned in Revelation, figures often understood as representatives of the church, and who the book of Revelation claims will have the power to send plagues and control weather. When he wrote in a letter, “Christ Jesus speaketh and suffereth in his witnesses,” the subtext was Christ speaketh through me. And maybe through this thunderstorm.25

He also deduced a witness could carry out an ordained and prophesied task only if the witness had total freedom from the state. The origins of the Constitution’s Establishment Clause and Free Exercise Clause are wrapped up in the mission of a man who believed he had been prophesied in Revelation to buck the authoritarian structure of his day in order to prepare the way for Jesus to drop the hammer.

Also, at one point, he supported forcing women to wear veils during worship. None of this sounds much like liberty to me. Then again liberty, at the time, was often shorthand for religious liberty or liberty of conscience. Both were defined as the ability to worship solo, beyond the literal or metaphorical walls of the Church of England. However, in turn, liberty could grant said petitioners the right to invalidate said church. Those seeking liberty, in other words, did not intend to grant the same tolerance to others. I’m right, you’re wrong, and that’s coming from God, so believe me now or burn later. Liberty! Put it on a bell.

Soon, he was joined in Rhode Island by Anne Hutchinson, a radical MBC resident who dared to criticize MBC church leaders and be charismatic enough to recruit others to her position. The magistrates responded in force. First, they tried, convicted, and banished her. Then, they founded Harvard. (Several motivations fueled the school’s creation, but one was to indoctrinate youth in order to preclude dissent. This explains Harvard’s motto, “Screw you, Anne.”) Next, they cut the practice of questions and comments following sermons because it was “an occasion of much contention, vexation, and folly.”26 Finally, they forbade any town from accepting strangers unless or until those strangers had been vetted by council members or magistrates. Out of a paranoid belief that everyone was out to get them, MBC leaders made dissent impossible and, as a result, isolated themselves more than moving across an ocean already had.

And what choice was there but to banish Hutchinson and destroy her ideas, when another identity trait of God’s chosen people was to destroy sin in others? It was a Puritan duty to self-righteously intervene. As minister Thomas Hooker argued, “What ever sins come within his reach, he labors the removal of them, out of the familyes where he dwells, out of the plantations where he lives, out of the companies and occasions, with whom he hath occasion to meet and meddle at any time.”27 If that sounds like Taxi Driver’s Travis Bickle no longer waiting for a real rain to wash the scum off the streets, you’re right on the mark.

During and especially after that trial of dissenter Anne Hutchinson in the late 1630s, more than eighty families moved to Williams’s fledgling settlement. A few had been excommunicated, but most moved voluntarily, either in solidarity with Hutchinson or out of general frustration with church leaders. Another bold-name dissenter, Samuel Gorton, wound up there, along with Baptists, Quakers, and, eventually, Jews. A lesser-known dissenter, Richard Borden, turned up in Portsmouth, Rhode Island, at least by 1640, when his son, my great-great-etc-grandfather John entered the world, meaning my first American ancestor was either in cahoots with these radicals or had fled his own excommunication. Yes, I want that on a T-shirt.

The unrest and court proceedings around Hutchinson’s rabble-rousing became known as the antinomian controversy. The word antinomian literally translates to “anti-law.” The Protestants were anti−Catholic law. The Puritans were anti−Church of England law. Hutchinson was anti−MBC law. Reform itself was a way to battle the Antichrist. Protestantism by nature bucks authority, splinters off, and enterprises itself again and again. Williams, Hutchinson, and their sympathizers weren’t alone. Thomas Hooker also led people out of the MBC and into the Connecticut Valley, in 1636, when he believed the end imminent. And in 1638, John Davenport and his followers founded New Haven. You get a church, and you get a church, and you get a church.



Some of the Puritans’ controlling doctrine and behavior started at the jump, but much of it developed beginning around the 1640s and 1650s, when founders and elders became rigidly determined to hold what they’d built and developed—that is, when they became corrupted by power and refused to relinquish it. The Puritans came here as dissenters, but ended up as rigid and intolerant as the leadership they’d fled, arguably more so. Their lofty ideals twisted over time. For example, as more community members developed the inner conviction of being saved, ministers feared their leadership would lose authority. In response, they started preaching uncertainty. Actually, God is hardly saving anyone at all, so you’re probably not among them—there’s wickedness in you somewhere, just keep looking. Membership in the church became almost impossible to attain.

Elders devised other ways to hoard power. By the 1650s, in Sudbury, just west of Boston, twenty-six sons had aged into adulthood, but still not received the land their fathers were to pass down. If you didn’t have land, you couldn’t get married and therefore couldn’t leave your parents’ dominion. And there was no more land in the settlement to claim. These sons were trapped and powerless. In some cases, fathers aimed to preserve the free labor of their sons (either on their own land or on the land of others to pay down debts). Inevitably, these delayed marriages led to an outbreak of fornication. In response, leaders relaxed the laws governing premarital sex rather than grant earlier independence to the next generation—just as leaders of high-control groups almost always change rules rather than cede power.

In high-control groups, unchecked hunger for power can never be sated; its ultimate destination is violence. Granted, most cults implode or dissipate first. Yet the Puritans did arrive at such a terminus: the Salem witch trials of 1692 and 1693. Some scholars believe the craze developed specifically in response to the MBC’s strict patriarchal structures. “The hysteria began with the most powerless among the powerless.”28 Accusations were lobbed by children, females, and servants, that is, exactly those most controlled by the colony’s system of family governance.

Ultimately, nineteen were hanged, one was pressed to death with stones, and five died in custody. I described violence as a high-control group’s “ultimate destination” because it typically develops just before a group expires. It is not a coincidence, in my opinion, that the witch trials in Salem occurred around the time the Puritan experiment in Massachusetts ended. England had just recently revoked and replaced the colony’s original charter. In a few more years, the Puritans would blend in with the larger British colonial culture, in part because of fears regarding the dangers posed by theocratic rule (for example, killing twenty people for being witches).



Robert Jay Lifton, the leading modern scholar of coercive groups, developed eight criteria of “thought reform,” eight indicators that a group psychologically controls its members: information and communication are controlled; perfection and purity are demanded; sins and faults are openly discussed and excoriated; doctrine and leadership are ultimate truth and beyond criticism; personal experiences are subordinate to ideology; language and thought-terminating clichés are used to force conformity; everyone in the outside world is evil; and experiences are orchestrated to appear spontaneously mystical. The Puritans meet at least the first six. By now you know where this is going: another word for a high-control group is cult.

The Pilgrims’ and the Puritans’ cultlike ideology today manifests as commonplace secular belief. It is at the heart of American culture. I find seven of their credos to be most pervasive and problematic and I’ve devoted a chapter to each: our innate desire for a strongman to fix our problems and punish those who aggrieve us; the temptation to feel chosen, which justifies acting on our base desires; our knee-jerk anti-authoritarianism and anti-intellectualism; our impulse to buy and sell salvation on the open market; the belief that hard work is holy, while idleness is a sin; how quickly and easily we fall into us-versus-them thinking; and, finally, an innate need for order, which makes us vulnerable to anyone screaming, “Chaos!” and then offering control. Throughout, I also explore an eighth credo, the aforementioned grace-nature divide, which distinguishes and creates a hierarchy between humans and the rest of the planet. Along the way, I share case studies of cults, specifically so you’ll see the ideology at play in a context typically considered wacky and outlying, and then see that same idea propelling a variety of major movements in American history.

Some of these modes of thought arrived with the Puritans. Some have been with our species as long as we’ve stood erect. All make us more vulnerable to our fears and to bad-faith actors. Admittedly, I’m using “we” when I really mean “most.” You, reader, may not feel you fall prey to each of these listed tendencies (although, I challenge you to check again after finishing the book). Still, I will most often speak of “us” because “we” are in this together, “this” being the cult of America.



The sixth stanza of “The Day of Doom” reads like a twisted “ ’Twas the Night before Christmas.”


They rush from Beds with giddy heads,

and to their windows run,

Viewing this light, which shines more bright

Than doth the Noon-day Sun.29



When, what to their wondering eyes should appear? Not Santa with a sack of firewood and antibiotics, but Jesus come to judge. After that, it gets dark fast. Bodies spew from the ground and sea, reincarnated only in order to be damned. The Pilgrims and the Puritans believed almost all humans had been created just so God could watch them grovel before tossing them into fire where, for eternity, he would listen to them scream. But before that judgment, Jesus pulls up everyone going to heaven—so they can witness and help. Their first heavenly reward is to watch their friends and family beg for mercy.

Finally, at the end of the poem, we learn what waits for the Saints in heaven: never ending hymns and rest, getting to see God, and the absence of distress. That information is revealed in five verses. The entire poem is 224 verses. You tell me whether they were more interested in hell or heaven.




CHAPTER 1 THE QUICK AND THE DEAD ON STRONGMEN AND PUNISHMENT

“We dedicate this service now to the tackling of the beast and the dragon that gave it power behind the entire momentum of rock music on this planetary home.”

A mysterious cassette tape recording containing those words has circulated nationally among underground DJs and music aficionados since the late eighties. The speaker, a woman, really hates rock ’n’ roll.

She explains that “fallen ones” are trying to subdue the “light bearers” via the “syncopated rhythm” and “the misuse of the four-four time.” She calls on “ascended masters” to take action: “Bind the fallen ones, all the promoters of rock music, the composers, and those who execute it.” All must be bound—a kind of spiritual neutralization, a thwarting of someone’s ability to do harm—because rock music is “the great anti-freedom force on the planet.”

Then the voice, the curator of the unseen events taking place, plays her followers a long montage of rock music. Counterintuitive, yes. But she wants them to practice fighting it. Listeners can shield themselves from the syncopated rhythms, she advises, if they sit sternly with spines erect, arms folded, and feet flat. During the tail end of the presentation, clips play of “Better Be Good to Me” by Tina Turner, Van Halen’s “Hot for Teacher,” and Madonna’s “Lucky Star.”

How much this woman loathes rock ’n’ roll is equal and inverse to modern DJs’ love for the recording, and that is because, following the music montage, a man takes the stage and
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