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			PRAISE FOR EXVANGELICAL AND BEYOND

			“An insightful exploration of faith, identity, and activism in a nation at the crossroads of religious fervor and social change. Exvangelical and Beyond weaves Chastain’s personal faith journey with an illuminating examination of evangelical Christianity’s extremist trajectory in the US and abroad. At once alarming and hopeful, this is a book that every American must read, regardless of religious affiliation.”

			—Reza Aslan, New York Times bestselling author of Zealot

			“Blake Chastain created the #Exvangelical hashtag. In doing so, he created a category in which millions of people now gather, commiserate, heal, and learn. By giving us Exvangelical and Beyond, Chastain continues this legacy in a work that is attentive to the beauties and joys of joining with those who have also left, while remaining aware of the dangers such fragile forms of community hold. He shows the causes, the effects, the triumphs, and the setbacks of a decade of learning what it means to walk together as outcasts, and how those ‘lost in the wilderness’ have provided a potent counter to the most powerful religious bloc in the country. This is more than either a personal history or a scathing polemic. It’s a blueprint of a movement—and a call for change.”

			—Bradley Onishi, author of Preparing for War

			“In this insightful book, Blake Chastain takes readers on a journey through and beyond evangelical religion as he tries to understand why many people like himself have left the church. Part history and part disputation, he suggests that American evangelicalism always held the seeds of its own destruction. As a religious movement, it is, somewhat ironically, unredeemable. His is a valuable study of the decline of evangelicalism, especially in the context of the social media rebellion among young adults that hastened its demise.”

			—Diana Butler Bass, author of Christianity After Religion and Freeing Jesus

			“Chastain has been the thoughtful commentator and mindful observer I have turned to in my often desperate searches online for a counternarrative to American evangelical religiosity that…told me my Black, queer, and trans body had no place in the body of Christ…. Blake stands out as a trustworthy narrator of these times…. While the media machine designed to tell one story of what it means to be seeking Jesus in America continues to…get the story wrong, Blake continues to give real-time reports of revolutionary thought at a critical juncture in the church and faith life of this republic…. This book, this thinker, and this movement’s story are worth your time, attention, and heart.”

			—lenny duncan, author of Dear Church and Dear Revolutionaries

			“Blake Chastain offers an impassioned portrait of his experience as a key voice in the ‘exvangelical’ movement. This is a powerful survey and analysis of conservative evangelicalism, its faith, politics, history, and dangers. A vital read for this political moment.”

			—Katherine Stewart, author of The Power Worshippers

			“In Blake Chastain’s impressive Exvangelical and Beyond, we finally have, in a well-crafted and compelling single narrative, both a concise history of American evangelicalism and a whip-smart firsthand accounting of the exvangelical movement written from an exvangelical point of view. Chastain’s careful attention to context and his well-informed discussion of the key roles played by media and technology in shaping both evangelicalism and the exvangelical counterpublic really make the effort shine. If you only read one book about exvangelicals, make it this one.”

			—Chrissy Stroop, coeditor of Empty the Pews

			“In Exvangelical and Beyond, Blake Chastain does three really important things. He offers a bracing (counter)history of evangelicalism as a theologically and ethically flexible US cultural movement that has been far more about whiteness, capitalism, and power than about Christian theology. He documents the numerous failed efforts to reform evangelicalism from within—and from within the terms of its purported religious values. And he documents the birth of the exvangelical movement—which he himself helped to pioneer—treating it as a ‘counterpublic’ that has explicitly repudiated evangelicalism and is now attempting to chart various new paths forward, in online spaces and otherwise. This book is an essential addition to the current conversation about not just evangelicalism but American religion, politics, and culture today.”

			—David P. Gushee, Distinguished University Professor of Christian Ethics, Mercer University
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			To my family, and to every person whose path to wholeness led them away from where they started

		

	
		
			
			
				The business man puts up the money to build the church, he puts up the money to keep it going; and the first rule of a business man is that when he puts up the money for a thing he “runs” that thing. Of course he sees that it spreads his own views of life, it helps to maintain his tradition.

				—Upton Sinclair, The Profits of Religion

				We do not worship God.

				We perceive and attend God.

				We learn from God.

				With forethought and work,

				We shape God.

				—Octavia Butler, Parable of the Sower

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION
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			Whether you grew up a devout evangelical, have never been to church a day in your life, or fall somewhere on the spectrum in between, if you live in the United States, evangelicalism has affected you. It is woven into our culture, our politics, our media, our metaphors—our everyday lives. And now more than ever, it is not merely a faith of origin but also a force for harm, with the most powerful factions of white evangelicalism seeking to impose upon the country a Christian nationalist belief system that worships whiteness, capitalism, and power above all else. How did we get here, and how do we resist? These pages will try to provide some answers.

			Like so many people, I was raised evangelical, but after years of struggling with the faith’s pernicious theology and practices, I could no longer keep calling myself an evangelical. In 2016, I came up with the term “exvangelical,” a contraction of “ex-evangelical,” as both a title for my podcast and a hashtag. The term was and is meant to encompass a wide variety of experiences. People who have left conservative evangelicalism for more progressive forms of Christianity, other forms of faith, agnosticism, atheism, or any other way of life are included under the exvangelical umbrella. If you fit under that umbrella, this book is for you. If you don’t fit under that umbrella but want to understand the forces that have hijacked our national politics and derailed our democracy, this book is for you too.

			When I first began using the word “exvangelical,” I never imagined the ways it would spread. By now, it has far exceeded the bounds of my humble podcast and suffused the broader cultural lexicon. It has appeared in publications from The New York Times to Christianity Today. It has a Wikipedia entry. At the time of this writing, the hashtag has 1.7 billion impressions on TikTok, a platform I hardly ever post to. I think the term has become so widespread because it’s a useful part of crucial conversations about faith, politics, and culture, but its wide reach also means it has accumulated cruft and all manner of unintended associations. I can no longer control the various ways that people interpret “exvangelical,” if I ever could, but I can tell you how I understand it and why I think it helps us have much-needed discussions.

			First, “exvangelical” denotes someone who was formerly evangelical but is not evangelical at present. By definition, this person has a familiarity with evangelical teaching and evangelical culture, which makes their repudiation of evangelicalism more authoritative. They’re not mere naysayers; they know what they’re talking about.

			Second, the term acknowledges personal autonomy because, although it does define past experience, it does not define a singular present theological perspective. Exvangelicals can be atheists, agnostics, or Christians in more progressive denominations. They can be mystics or Episcopalians, anything in between or nothing at all. In that sense, the word makes space for people to explore their own convictions and acknowledges that beliefs change over time. It doesn’t try to dictate what people who leave evangelicalism should believe.

			Third, the term “exvangelical” does not require you to commit to it. You can use it as you see fit, or not. If you fully transition to another belief system that you affirm, then by all means, you can discard the term once it no longer suits you. Some people find value in delineating the various terms they use to understand and express themselves while others find the use of labels pedantic and exhausting. I embrace the reality that people will use the subtleties of language, including “exvangelical,” to express themselves as they desire.

			Finally, and above all else, the very existence of a term with a self-evident meaning helps exvangelicals know they aren’t alone. Some people will personally identify with it while others won’t, but anyone deconstructing their faith who hears “exvangelical” will at the very least know that there are enough other people like them out there that someone had to invent a word for it. I hope this book will continue that project.

			But before I explain further what this book is, I want to explain what it isn’t. Though it contains some details from my life, it is not a memoir or an exploration of my personal spiritual beliefs. Given the nature of the term “exvangelical,” people are often curious to know if I still identify as Christian, but as I’ve written elsewhere, I consider “Are you still a Christian?” to be the least interesting of all the questions people ask those who leave a high-demand religion like white evangelicalism. If you’ll be distracted by speculating, I can tell you that, at the time of this writing, I have no particular compulsion to declare Jesus Christ (or anyone) as Lord; I also do not have a particular desire to declare God dead or nonexistent. To me, a statement of nonbelief feels as binding as a statement of belief. If you must put me in a theological box, I find resonance with Paul Tillich’s vision of God as the “ground of being” but have very little faith and even less evidence that God can or does work through miraculous means. If this admission makes you sad, it has at times made me sad too. But I would rather be honest with you and with myself.

			That being said, my Christian past will always play a role in shaping my view and experience of the world, and I consider my present agnosticism to be an open invitation to potential future faiths. As Wendell Berry once wrote, “There are an enormous number of people—and I am one of them—whose native religion, for better or worse, is Christianity. We were born to it; we began to learn about it before we became conscious; it is, whatever we think of it, an intimate belonging of our being; it informs our consciousness, our language, and our dreams.”[1] And like Berry—for better or worse—I can never deny that.

			However, while I remain open to broader questions of philosophy, theology, and divinity, I am not bothered if you don’t. This book is not meant to advocate for any particular belief system, and I have no agenda to convert you to my view of the world. Over the course of my life, I’ve had many faith and identity shifts, and while leaving evangelicalism was the largest, it was not the last. I’ll keep changing throughout my life, for better or worse, and I imagine you will too. Your spirituality is your own to do with and cultivate with whatever tools edify you and do not harm others, with or without God. The only “spiritual advice” I’d give is to try to understand the past even as you do not let it dictate your present or future and live your life in widening circles that liberate you and others. Whether this advice has resonance with your understanding of Christianity or any other form of belief, that’s up to you to affirm or deny.

			Additionally, this book does not seek to reform the white evangelical church or convince evangelicals to listen to reason. As I’ll show, many people have tried to achieve these goals for many decades (including, in the past, me), and none have succeeded, for reasons that I’ll explore in depth. If some open-minded evangelical is inspired to read these words, I welcome them to do so, but that’s not who I’m writing for. My primary audience is the people who have been brave enough to leave the church, no matter where they are on their journey, as well as anyone else who wants to understand evangelicalism’s outsize role in the current events of the United States.

			So, then, what does this book aim to do? First, I want to explain, for insiders and outsiders alike, how the evangelical church went radical. My goal is not to comprehensively document every little detail of the evangelical movement—that would be a different book (in fact, several books). Rather, I use history in the same way journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones describes it: “History revealed the building blocks of the world I now inhabited, explaining how communities, institutions, relationships came to be…. It provided the key to decode all that I saw around me.”[2] With that in mind, my goal is to illustrate how the modern evangelical movement’s inextricability from power, capitalism, and whiteness is the result of close to two hundred years of history. I will highlight some of the events and developments that brought us to the crisis point we’ve reached today in which evangelicalism functions less as a religious movement than as a Christian nationalist one with a dangerous amount of control over American politics.

			The episodes of history I draw from are not limited to a singular denomination, because contemporary American evangelicalism crosses and disregards denominational lines, and has for decades. As I hope to illustrate, the commonalities that bind evangelicalism together are not confined to theological beliefs. Evangelicalism can also be understood as a public, an imagined community, a market, and a voting bloc. And while many of these points of conflict and debate may be simplified to a conservative-versus-liberal divide in which the conservative side routinely prevails, that does not mean that liberal groups cannot be criticized for being complicit in systemic issues; misogyny, racism, queerphobia, and other prejudices can flourish in liberal spaces too. However, by highlighting points of attempted reform that have already occurred within the history of American evangelicalism and were rebuffed, I hope to demonstrate that the claim from today’s evangelical apologists that “the church just needs reform” is false. People have tried. For a long time. And their reasons for leaving are justified.

			This exploration of history may be deeply emotional for some readers who are relatively new to questioning evangelicalism’s version of Christianity. Within these pages, I don’t shy away from stating plainly when white evangelicalism has played major (and, at times, leading) roles in sustaining racism and patriarchy, utilizing both capitalist forces and the power of the state to influence American social and civic life. This is not always easy to accept when you’ve been taught that evangelical Christianity is the truest expression of Christian faith, with the best interests of believers and the country in mind. However, taking an honest look at the historical record and speaking plainly about it is one of the most meaningful ways of countering the narratives that seek to recast American history as a religious war where Christian nationalists must be the victors lest the nation fall to ruin. We each must own this emotional work, and if one critique or another shocks or upsets you, that is also information worth interrogating. Evangelicalism may be a place where your spiritual practices and beliefs were cultivated, and that cannot be taken from anyone; at the same time, evangelicalism is also the source of many injustices, which is why so many people are now leaving.

			This brings me to my second aim: I want to explain the exvangelical movement that isn’t content to leave quietly and instead chooses to speak back to and oppose the church. How did it arise, and how did it spread? What are its goals, and how does it differ from the progressive activist movements within the church that preceded it? How has the internet helped and hindered this largely online phenomenon? Does it stand a chance against the money and power of the evangelical church? As the originator of the #Exvangelical hashtag and as someone who has interviewed exvangelicals of every stripe on my podcast, I hope to offer some unique insight into these questions.

			Lastly, to the extent that it’s possible, I want to consider the future. As I write these words, the 2024 US presidential election is approaching. The future is uncertain, but Christian nationalism will continue to play a large role in shaping it. How can we change the ways we talk and think about the evangelical church, as well as its proponents and opponents, in a manner that serves us as individuals and a society? How can we practice democratic, humanist values in a country struggling to resist theocracy?

			My work in this arena has largely existed in the digital realm up to this point, but now I intend to take full advantage of the medium of the book, for, as digital humanities scholar Andrew Piper writes, “Books are totems against ceaseless activity, tools for securing the somatic calm that is the beginning of all careful but also visionary thought.”[3] I believe that with a deeper understanding of our country’s past and present religious history we can start to hold accountable those who have wielded faith like a cudgel and offer comfort and understanding to those who have been harmed by the powerful and mighty.
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			WHAT IS EVANGELICALISM?

			Toward a Working Definition

			With the rise of Trumpism, the American evangelical movement has more power and influence than ever. At the same time, according to numbers from the most recent Pew survey, more people are leaving the church than ever.[1] For millions of Americans, evangelicalism is—or was—a way of life, influencing every aspect of their existence from the sacred to the mundane. Evangelicalism provides a ready-made worldview complete with stances on ethics, the afterlife, politics, and more, in addition to an entire custom consumer marketplace offering “Christian” alternatives for movies, music, books, and schools. Yet for millions of other Americans who exist outside of the evangelical realm, it’s a strange, inscrutable subculture about which they might know little and understand even less, except that it’s constantly in the news for trying to outlaw reproductive rights and LGBTQ+ rights.

			How did we reach a point where a minority group of Christians (albeit a quite large minority) exerts such tremendous sway over our politics and culture? Why and how are people defecting from this movement and becoming “exvangelical”? And where do we go from here?

			To start to grapple with these issues, we first need to understand what evangelicalism is. This is a trickier task than it might seem—deciding who “counts” as an evangelical and what the defining features of evangelicalism even are is a favorite pastime within evangelical circles. In the most literal sense, “evangelical” simply means “having to do with the gospel”; the English word gospel comes from an Old English translation of the Greek term euangelion, meaning “good news.” But in the practical sense, it means something much more than that. Use of the word “evangelical” dates back to the Protestant Reformation, but over the centuries, its meaning has shifted and shifted again.[2] Even in the present day, “evangelical” is a nebulous term. Scholars disagree on how to classify it, and believers use it however they see fit. Is it a theological perspective, a religious affiliation, a consumer culture, or a political voting bloc? The answer to all these questions is “Yes.”

			We might say that, at its most basic, evangelicalism is a type of Protestant Christianity. In the United States, it’s usually defined in opposition to Catholicism and “mainline Protestantism.” What that means is that most American Christians can be categorized as either Catholic or Protestant, and the Protestants can be further subdivided into mainline Protestant, evangelical Protestant, and “historically black” Protestant.[*1] (Yes, the fact that “historically black” is its own category is extremely significant, a fact that I’ll explore in depth throughout this book.) But unlike, say, “Catholic” or “Presbyterian,” the word “evangelical” does not denote a specific denomination, and there is no centralized authority to adjudicate who is and who isn’t evangelical. If you identify as evangelical, you likely also identify as a specific denomination like Baptist or Methodist…or you might eschew those categories altogether and identify as “nondenominational.” If you’re in certain denominations, like Baptist, you’d probably be classified as evangelical…but then again, you might not.

			This is why, for evangelicals and nonevangelicals alike, the definition of “evangelical” is often akin to Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s definition of pornography: “I know it when I see it.” To that end, in order to let readers “see it,” although this book is not a memoir, I want to start by telling you about a pretty typical American evangelical upbringing: mine.

			

			—

			If evangelicalism is a sliding scale, I grew up somewhere in the middle. I went to church every week, and while my parents grew up in small, independently run churches in rural Indiana, I grew up attending a United Methodist church in slightly less-rural Indiana. Depending on who you ask, the UM church is more mainline than evangelical, but like any denomination, it takes on the local flavor of its region. The UM church in the majority-white small town in central Indiana where I grew up was more conservative than what you would find at a downtown Chicago UM church—with the significant caveat that, regardless of geography, the denomination ordains women as clergy. The first pastors I remember were women, and I would not learn until much later just how much that differentiated my faith experience from those who grew up in more conservative denominations (even though I did regularly visit my grandparents’ churches, where women were not allowed to preach).

			But much of the rest of my church life was in keeping with the more conservative experiences I would have later. While my parents did not tightly control my media access, things still defaulted to a sort of conservative, “family-friendly” milieu. The Simpsons was bad because Bart mouthed off—that sort of thing. I remember “committing” to not having sex before marriage before I even really knew what sex was.

			I didn’t know it then, but this was the evangelical bubble at work.

			I should note that, as a child, I didn’t dislike my experience in church. I was a naturally religious kid and had both fond and formative experiences through church activities. The example my parents and others set has always stayed with me. I was curious about God and loved the Bible stories I learned. I read through the My First Bible Storybook I received in a single day. I wanted to be a good kid, and by and large, I was.

			I could also be a sickly kid. When I was two, my parents began to notice that I would sometimes slur my words as I spoke, and I was soon diagnosed with focal epilepsy—a form of epilepsy that only affects one area or region of the body. I spent the rest of my childhood undergoing varying degrees of medical intervention. In the 1980s and ’90s, medical treatment of seizures was not what it is today. It relied heavily on barbiturates, and by my middle school years, I was on a drug cocktail of sixteen pills a day. I lost my coordination and balance and would see double—not a great condition to have while playing outfield in Little League baseball. If my stomach wasn’t just right before I went to bed, I would be up much of the night vomiting. I also gained a lot of weight. Since I couldn’t play sports anymore, I became more bookish, and with that bookishness came a renewed sense of religiosity and meaning-making. I understood my epilepsy as a “thorn in the flesh” given to me, just as one was given to the Apostle Paul so that he might not boast (2 Corinthians 12:1–10; Ephesians 2:8–10). Evangelicalism gave me the language for a sort of self-talk in which I convinced myself that my condition was meant to “keep me weak” and thus make me more dependent on God.

			When I was fourteen, my family moved to the Chicago suburbs and found ourselves at another United Methodist church down the road from our house. My sophomore year, I joined the youth group there. That small decision had a big impact on the trajectory of my life.

			Youth groups are powerful things. They offer ready-made friend groups and a sense of acceptance that teenagers crave. The teen years are all about exploring identity, and youth pastors around the nation are ready and willing to help you “explore your identity in Christ” even before your very first sense of self has had a chance to settle. It was in this environment that I got the brilliant idea to start signing my name with a Bible verse, which seemed like a very mature thing for a fifteen-year-old to do at the time. The verse was John 3:30: “He must increase, but I must decrease.” In the space of a few weeks, putting that signature on my job applications lost me the chance at a job at Barnes & Noble—but got me a job at Lemstone Books, a regional Christian bookstore chain in the Midwest that was big at the time, if not as well-known as LifeWay or Family Christian.

			From there, I would walk, willfully, further into the bubble. It embraced me, and I embraced it. Even as it hurt me. My entire teenage life was built up in that environment. In my family, we were church people—my father attended Promise Keepers events, my mom led the staff-parish relations committee—but I was a Jesus Freak.

			Much of the money I earned from my job was funneled right back into purchasing books and music from the store—I couldn’t resist the 35 percent employee discount. I bought nearly every book by Philip Yancey; a six-book box set of C. S. Lewis classics; Every Prophecy of the Bible by John F. Walvoord, with its ominous cover featuring a military helicopter and camel in silhouette; at least eight different Bibles; apologetics books like Josh McDowell’s More Than a Carpenter; devotionals like My Utmost for His Highest; and so much Christian rock music. Switchfoot was my favorite band, followed by Third Day, the Insyderz, Sonicflood, and the Normals.

			My friends were all within this circle; any who weren’t, I invited in. I didn’t know any other way. Our youth group attended worship conferences at Moody Bible Institute; when one girl sprained her ankle during a Sonicflood concert, the lead singer came over and prayed for her. It was at youth group that I met both of the girlfriends I had before I met my wife (whom I met at a Christian college, mind you). It was all-encompassing. It was my world.

			By the ripe old age of seventeen, I had decided to become a pastor. I applied to a “Christ-centered” college called Indiana Wesleyan University, got in, and prepared to walk even further into the bubble.

			

			—

			At this point, if you were raised evangelical, you’re probably nodding along in recognition. You likely had a lot of the same experiences (and if you’re really honest with yourself, you might even be a little jealous of Jeff Deyo’s attempts at faith-healing my friend’s ankle). If you weren’t raised evangelical, you might still feel a sense of recognition: “Ah, you were one of those kids.”

			In the ’90s and ’00s, there were certain things that distinguished “Christian kids” at public schools. There were the clothes—hackneyed, copyright-infringing T-shirts with proselytizing slogans. There were the clubs, whether they were youth groups, See You at the Pole, Fellowship of Christian Athletes, Fellowship of Christian Students, or 30 Hour Famine. There was the music, much of which was cringeworthy and somehow sounded like the artist was faking it even when they were genuine, though some of it was beautiful, wrestled openly with questions of faith, or simply slapped. And, of course, there were the ham-fisted attempts to “witness to” kids at your school, who, depending on where you lived, were very likely also Christian.

			Because that’s the thing about evangelicalism: it presents itself quite simply as Christianity. It is not conditioned or modified. Growing up, I knew that, yes, there existed Christians far afield who were Catholic or Coptic or Orthodox, but as far as I could tell, we only nominally considered them a part of our brotherhood. Our teachings, on the other hand, were immutable and eternal, as if the Christians of the first century handed their traditions and ways of life directly to us. Evangelical Christianity was default-setting Christianity; everything else was lumped into a big vague category of “other.”

			But evangelicalism is not default-setting Christianity. It is evangelicalism. As we look back into history, what would become identifiable as modern evangelical theology has its roots in the nineteenth century; for a faith that measures its history in millennia, this is not a very long time at all. So we return once again to the slippery question: What is evangelicalism? The pop-culture and media-consumption signifiers I’ve cataloged previously identify believers as belonging to an in-group, but what does that in-group believe? If evangelicalism is a religious affiliation, what religious beliefs does it espouse?

			Since 1989, evangelicals have been able to answer this question by pointing to a neat list of theological concepts known by the oddly quaint-sounding title “the Bebbington quadrilateral.” First posited by historian David Bebbington in his book Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s, it describes evangelicalism as having four defining characteristics, which I’ll explain in my own words.

			
					
					Biblicism: Evangelicals emphasize the importance and authority of the Bible over that of any clergy or church tradition.

				

					
					Crucicentrism: Evangelicals focus on Jesus’s death on the cross as the defining and central feature of Christianity.

				

					
					Conversionism: Evangelicals believe you must actively choose Christianity and be “born again” in a transformational moment.

				

					
					Activism: Evangelicals emphasize bringing others into the faith.

				

			

			This theological definition of evangelicalism is true as far as it goes. You don’t have to hang around evangelicals very long to hear about all four of these concepts in depth. Whether you’ve spent time in the evangelical world or not, you’ve probably heard phrases like “The Bible is the literal and inerrant word of God” (biblicism) or “Christ died for your sins” (crucicentrism), and you’re aware that evangelicals proselytize to others (activism), asking people if they’re “saved” or if they’ve “accepted Jesus into their hearts” (conversionism).[*2]

			But is this what’s important about evangelicalism?

			Writing about the Bebbington quadrilateral in The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, evangelical historian Mark Noll calls it a “useful general definition” but notes that

			
				these evangelical impulses have never by themselves yielded cohesive, institutionally compact, easily definable, well-coordinated, or clearly demarcated groups of Christians. Rather, the history of these evangelical impulses has always been marked by shifts in which groups, leaders, institutions, goals, concerns, opponents, and aspirations become more or less visible and more or less influential over time.[3]

			

			In other words, these theological concepts are not the essential and immutable tenets of evangelicalism. They are bent or broken, emphasized or de-emphasized, reinforced or ignored to fit the goals of the evangelical project—not the other way around.

			In thinking about whether theology is really the most important signifier of evangelicalism, it may be helpful to look at another “general definition” that is as pithy as Justice Stewart’s one-line definition of pornography: the adage attributed to evangelical historian George Marsden that an evangelical is “anyone who likes Billy Graham.”[4] While that might have been true once, when you’re reading this book in 2024 or later, it would be closer to the truth to say an evangelical is “anyone who likes Donald Trump—or, failing that, would still rather vote for a Republican than a Democrat.” This is not just my read on the situation; in a 2021 study, the Pew Research Center reported that “there is solid evidence that White Americans who viewed Trump favorably and did not identify as evangelicals in 2016 were much more likely than White Trump skeptics to begin identifying as born-again or evangelical Protestants by 2020.”[5]

			Are these newly born-again white evangelical Christians familiar with the tenets of the Bebbington quadrilateral? If it is as inherent to the evangelical experience as some propose, they should be. But, no, the far more likely reason they adopted the evangelical moniker is Trumpism. They were attracted to his cruel and racist politics, and they were happy to be part of an in-group that affirmed and worked to enact those politics.

			Although it may be harmless in a vacuum, the putative neutrality of theological definitions of evangelicalism can be used to deflect criticism from the movement’s nontheological aspects. A perfect example of this is Tim Keller’s December 2017 New Yorker article titled “Can Evangelicalism Survive Donald Trump and Roy Moore?” “Understanding the religious landscape,” he writes, “requires discerning differences between the smaller, let’s call it ‘big-E Evangelicalism,’ which gets much media attention, and a much larger, little-e evangelicalism, which does not. The larger, lowercase evangelicalism is defined not by a political party, whether conservative, liberal, or populist, but by theological beliefs.”[6] (The theological beliefs he cites? The Bebbington quadrilateral.)

			As you can tell from its title, the article was published in response to both Donald Trump’s election and the candidacy of Roy Moore, who, while running for Senate in Alabama, became embroiled in a national scandal for having sexually targeted teenage girls as an adult.[7] White evangelicals widely supported both politicians, casting legitimate doubt on their moral qualifications; if they claimed to be casting their votes on religious grounds, why were they voting for people who violated the religious tenets they supposedly held? By invoking the Bebbington quadrilateral as a “non-political definition of evangelicalism,” Keller both distances evangelicalism from its bad actors and muddies the historical waters.[8] If the popularity of politicians like Trump and Moore indicates a problem, he implies, it isn’t with all the real evangelicals like Keller, it’s with a few fake, politicized evangelicals who unfortunately tend to get all the media attention.

			Keller pulls a second, similar rhetorical trick in the same article by shifting focus away from the United States entirely, declaring that “there exists a far larger evangelicalism…around the world, which is not politically aligned.”[9] He praises “the enormous energy of the churches in the global South and East,” writing, “I have seen scores of churches begun over the last fifteen years that are fully evangelical by our definition, only a minority of which are white, and which are not aligned with any political party.”[10] Appealing to the existence of a global evangelicalism is a means of distracting from evangelical sins here in the United States by obfuscating the complicity of white evangelicalism in today’s sociopolitical landscape. How can evangelicalism be described as a product of or a vehicle for racist politics, Keller implicitly argues, if so many people of color around the world embrace it in an apolitical way?

			Christianity is indeed global, but using that fact to try to dissuade people
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