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To Shep: It’s far better to be a godly man than a great man. Let your light shine.

—Daddy







PROLOGUE

On March 22, 2017, the leaders of the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC) came to the White House to meet with President Trump for the first time since he’d taken office two months earlier. There were seven members of Congress present, all of them Democrats, none of them Trump supporters.

The weather outside was beautiful, and I had lingered by the Rose Garden a little longer than usual on my way into work that morning. Waiting in the Cabinet Room for the meeting to begin, I took my usual position behind the president’s chair to his left.

Another White House aide sat down to my right. “What’s up, brother?” he whispered. “It’s quiet in here.”

He was right; it was very quiet. There was a nervous tension in the air. On the other side of the room, the seven Democratic members of Congress were speaking to one another in hushed tones, and the handful of Trump aides weren’t talking at all.

In the summer of 2016, Trump had traveled to Michigan for a campaign stop in Dimondale, just outside of Lansing. Speaking directly to black voters, Trump unloaded on what he described as the failed policies of Democratic politicians. “You’re living in poverty, your schools are no good, you have no jobs, fifty-eight percent of your youth [are] unemployed.” And then he delivered the line that became most associated with his pitch to black Americans: “What… do you have to lose?” Many Democrats were incensed by the implication that they didn’t care about black voters, a core constituency.

These Democrats hadn’t forgotten, even seven months later. When they showed up at the White House, they were carrying thick binders prominently titled “We Have a Lot to Lose.” The stage seemed to be set for a contentious meeting.

But when the president arrived he seemed to be in a good mood. Trump prided himself on his ability to charm visitors—any visitors, from dictators to CEOs to factory workers. And to his credit, he usually could.

“Hello, everybody,” he said with a smile as he breezed into the room.

“Good afternoon, Mr. President,” replied CBC chairman Cedric Richmond. Richmond was a four-term congressman from Louisiana’s Second Congressional District. A New Orleans native, in addition to being a seasoned legislator, he was a former college baseball player and a polished communicator. He would later become a top White House aide to President Joe Biden.

As the president sat down, the rest of the group followed his lead, and Congressman Richmond presented the president with the CBC’s “130-page policy document” meant to educate him and his administration “on the difficult history of black people in this country, the history of the CBC, and solutions to advance black families in the twenty-first century.” The president accepted it and promised his staff would dig through it. Then the group discussed ways to bring down the costs of prescription drugs. They chatted about the importance of historically black colleges and universities. They expressed mutual support for rebuilding the country’s crumbling infrastructure and revitalizing urban communities.

Trump was Trump. He was open and direct, and spoke in a way that made it clear he had no filter between the thoughts in his head and the words coming out of his mouth. I can’t imagine the CBC members had ever experienced an encounter with any president remotely close to this. They may have found it strange, but I’d also guess it was refreshing. Before long they came to the same realization I had seen so many others come to: it’s pretty much impossible to spend one-on-one time with Donald Trump and not end up liking him.

In about twenty minutes, the atmosphere had completely shifted from anxious to relaxed. They talked, shared ideas, and laughed together.

At one point in the meeting, Congressman Richmond said something to the president directly that stunned everyone in the room.

“Mr. President,” he began slowly, “I believe you have the ability to be one of the best presidents this nation has ever had.”

Whoa, I thought, leaning forward in my seat.

“I mean that,” he continued. “I don’t always agree with the things you say. In fact, sometimes I think you say things that you don’t even realize are offensive. But I also think there’s something special about you. And I want to work with you to make your presidency a success.”

It seemed like the kind of earnestness that is rarely heard across party lines in Washington, D.C.

“I’d love that, Cedric,” the president said as he stood up, extended his arm across the table, and shook Richmond’s hand. Trump had a triumphant look—he’d talked again and again about how he wanted to meet with the CBC, and now it looked like it was paying off. He believed he shared policy views with black voters, if only they’d give him a chance.

As the meeting broke up, a CBC staffer told me they wanted to hold a press gaggle outside the West Wing to discuss what happened in the meeting. This was a routine request, one we’d allowed for other groups, and we agreed to help facilitate it. As a White House press aide alerted the media and gathered them outside, I continued to chat with the CBC members and their staff in the West Wing lobby. Everyone was in good spirits, and they seemed hopeful that this was the beginning of a positive working relationship with the president and his staff. After all, there were a number of issues on which the CBC and Trump could find agreement. If the members would just say that—that this was a good start—it would be a huge win. I, for one, was pleasantly surprised by how it all seemed to be coming together.

Once outside and standing in front of a large group of reporters in front of the West Wing, Congressman Richmond expressed his appreciation to the president for taking the time to meet, calling it “a meeting where both sides listened.” He called the president “receptive” and said, “The surprising part was that when we talked about the goals, there were more similarities than there were differences.” He also said he looked forward to “further engagement on a consistent basis.”

So far, so good.

But then he departed from that script. He claimed to have confronted the president about some of his past comments about President Obama. I looked over at the CBC’s communications aide. That topic had never even come up during the meeting.

Then came the question everyone had been waiting for.

“[The president’s] been accused of being a racist, a bigot…” a reporter said. “Coming out of this meeting with him, do you believe those things to be true?”

The meeting had gone so well, and Congressman Richmond had been so sincere and complimentary of him behind closed doors, I thought he might at least be willing to say he didn’t personally believe Trump was racist. But he didn’t.

The best he would do is to say, “He’s the forty-fifth president of the United States…”

I looked over at the CBC press aide, who was standing right beside me. The subtle smirk on his face reminded me of a card shark at the moment he revealed his winning hand to a befuddled mark.

I whispered to him, “After everything he said in that meeting when no cameras were around, he’s still going to stand in front of the White House and suggest the president might be racist?”

He shrugged, then made a dismissive comment about another White House aide with whom they’d had a contentious relationship, as if the sudden reversal were all her fault.

With that, what started as a hopeful effort to improve race relations was officially crushed under the weight of hard feelings, pettiness, mistrust, and the cynicism of Washington, D.C.

The entire episode was a microcosm of what goes on in our nation’s capital every day. In my experience, very little of what the public sees is an accurate reflection of what goes on behind closed doors. Everyone seems to have an ulterior motive or self-serving agenda. The smiles of the preening politicians mask the cutthroat, cunning ambition for power that simmers just below the surface. The handshakes and backslaps from the lobbyists and consultants distract from their single-minded pursuit of wealth and the fact that they’ll never take your call again once you’re not in a position to help them attain it.

There are, of course, exceptions to these rules. In many ways, President Trump was one of them. There is no “private” Trump; what you see is what you get. If he says something publicly, you can rest assured that he’s been railing about the same thing privately. For anyone trying to make sense of his rise and staying power, it’s really this simple: authenticity is so rare in American life that when someone is just fully themselves—warts and all—for the entire world to see, it resonates.

Never mind the political implications of this; how about the spiritual implications? For every phony politician, we have a phony television pastor or evangelist basically telling the same story: donate your money to me and your life will dramatically improve!

In fact, American politics and the American church have more in common than we’d like to admit. And if the church looks just like the world, what does it really have to offer?

When you think about it that way, it’s no wonder that the number of Americans self-identifying as Christians has dropped1 from 90 percent to 64 percent over the last fifty years and church membership has dropped below 50 percent2 for the first time ever. Meanwhile, the number of Americans self-identifying as atheists, agnostics, or “nothing in particular” has shot up to 30 percent and, if current trends continue, will become the majority in the decades ahead.

If the quickest way to erode the American church and stifle the spread of the Gospel is to mirror American culture (which is currently consumed by politics), then it stands to reason that the surest way to revive the American church is for us as individuals—and the church as an institution—to embrace being a countercultural movement that stands in stark contrast to everything we see happening around us.

The stakes could not be higher, both in terms of souls being lost for eternity, and for the society in which we now live.

The Root of Our Problem

The late Harvard Business School professor Clayton Christensen once recalled a conversation he had with a Marxist economist from China. He asked the man if he’d learned anything that surprised him during his time in the United States, and he immediately responded, “Yeah, I had no idea how critical religion is to the functioning of democracy. The reason why democracy works,” he continued, “is not because the government was designed to oversee what everybody does, but rather democracy works because most people, most of the time, voluntarily choose to obey the law… Americans followed these rules because they had come to believe that they were not just accountable to society, they were accountable to God.”

Professor Christensen recalled being struck by the suddenly obvious realization “that as religion loses its influence over the lives of Americans, what will happen to our democracy?… Because if you take away religion, you can’t hire enough police.”

So much of modern American life is focused on perceived problems that, in reality, are just symptoms of much deeper issues. Social strife, widespread drug addiction, civil unrest, violence, the never-ending allure of power and prestige. The faux outrage of cable news pundits and the incessant anger and condescension that fuels debates on X (formerly known as Twitter). The vanity that drives our social media personae. Activists openly calling for anyone associated with their political opponents to never again be allowed to live in peace. It’s almost like the entire nation has descended into an ends-justify-the-means dystopia.

These are all societal problems, sure. But really they are heart problems. Sin problems. The kind of problems that can’t be fixed by politicians, pundits, or even preachers. And yet we don’t seem to have a framework for how to address these issues because society has decided there isn’t even such a thing as objective truth that could be used to decide issues of right and wrong, good and evil. Phrases like “live your truth” and “I’m just speaking my truth” have replaced the Truth—God’s Truth—with excuses and lies dressed up in the flowery language of personal empowerment.

As Christians, we have “the way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6; emphasis added), but everything about it—especially the idea that there is only one way, one truth, and one path to eternal life—is offensive to a culture that insists that everything is relative; that however you “identify” trumps the identity we all have from being formed in the image of God; that whatever makes you superficially happy must be good.

As faith—once central to the American idea—erodes more and more from everyday life in our country, believers who stand firm against moral relativism will see the fulfillment of Christ’s declaration in Matthew 10:22 that “you will be hated by all for my name’s sake.” Or in the parlance of the day, you might just find yourself getting “canceled.” Fortunately, we can also find hope in his very next sentence: “But the one who endures to the end will be saved.”

This is a book about walking through the fire. But more specifically, it is a book about a unique moment in American life in which politics has consumed everything. Even our churches are tearing themselves apart, not over disagreements about fundamental tenets of our faith, but over political candidates, cultural flashpoints, and debates about whether certain pastors are vessels for the Holy Spirit or an unholy political agenda.

So how should Christians approach our lives in this time of dramatic change and upheaval, when even our church families are in the midst of the strife and division, rather than being a refuge from it? The principles and lessons I’ll share here are hard-earned, many of them taken from my own experiences—and failings—working in the most high-pressure political environments on Earth: the White House and the United States Intelligence Community.

A friend of mine with whom I have spent a lot of time in the Middle East recently traveled from her country to my home state of Alabama to speak to local churches about the experiences of persecuted Christians abroad. She began by detailing the persecution she had endured in her country.

When she was growing up, teachers ridiculed her because she had a Christian name and made her sit in the back of the classroom. Neighbors continually tried to shut down her father’s shop, depriving her family of a steady living. Others in her city threatened to pour acid on her face and kill members of her family. They stole her family’s land. And the police and courts repeatedly refused to protect or defend them.

Toward the end of one church service, a pastor asked her, “How can Christians in America pray for Christians in the Middle East?” Her answer left the congregation, many of whom are accustomed to their comfortable lives, sitting in stunned silence: but it’s becoming more and more relevant to life in our own country.

“Do not pray for the persecution to stop,” she said, “because the church is growing when our enemies see how we love them anyway. Instead, pray that God gives us the strength and courage to endure it so that he will be glorified.”

She then opened her Arabic Bible to Exodus 1:12 and translated aloud: “But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied…”

“Wake up,” she said. “Don’t be sleepy believers. Don’t be a sleepy church. Don’t just do the ‘normal routine.’ There is no time to waste.”

These are trying times. Just like refiners purify precious metals through high temperatures, God wants to use the challenging circumstances he puts us in to purify our hearts. “This light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison,” 2 Corinthians 4:17 says. Proverbs 17:3 tells us, “The crucible is for silver, and the furnace is for gold, and the Lord tests hearts.” Through it all, his divine plan is for us to grow less and less reliant on ourselves and more and more reliant on him.

So especially in the darkest days, “let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16).
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: AN OPPORTUNITY FOR THE OUTCASTS

Rage

If I’m going to impart some sort of wisdom or “lessons” I’ve learned in the halls of power, you should first know that my earliest lessons were learned far away from those supposedly hallowed halls.

The first time I remember punching somebody, I was about nine years old. The lesbian prostitutes living next door weren’t home—on weekends they rarely were—but their two boys were in their kitchen rolling grass and pine straw in a napkin, trying to smoke it. It wasn’t going well.

I thought the whole idea was stupid, and the more I said it the madder it made another neighborhood boy who was egging them on. At some point he tried to push me out the front door and close it, but I held it open with my foot like a rubber doorstop. When he finally stopped pushing, I shoved the door back open and punched him in the mouth. Everyone froze.

The boy held his hand over his lip, and the other two boys peered through the kitchen doorway with their mouths open, pausing their useless attempts to light up their homemade cigarette. Then all three rushed toward me, sending me sprinting back toward my house, jumping the chest-high fence separating our yards, and slamming the front door shut just in time before busting out laughing.

When I was a kid, our neighborhood in south Jackson, Mississippi, was a blast. There was the aspiring cartoonist next door on the other side who taught me how to draw. I didn’t know that his wife was in the process of embezzling cash from the church day care where she worked. There was the little boy across the street who’d let me play Sonic the Hedgehog on his Sega Genesis. I didn’t know his dad was a drug dealer. There was the park we loved behind our house, with a concrete spillway that we’d ride our bikes through like we were competing in the X Games. We didn’t realize the syringes and needles littering the ground weren’t from a doctor’s office.

But in retrospect there was also a subtle sense of danger, even among us blissfully ignorant kids. Like the time we used water guns to “ambush” a car that was driving by, only to dive into ditches moments later when the driver threw it in reverse and skidded off the road trying to run us over.

Our neighborhood shops even got some unwanted national media attention when, as the Washington Post would tell it, “a sniper holed up in an abandoned, burning restaurant sprayed a busy shopping area with gunfire today, killing one person and wounding four others before perishing in the flames… More than 100 shots were fired… during the hour-long siege that forced motorists to crouch behind their cars.”1

I always thought the occasional gunshots at night were just firecrackers, so it wasn’t like I was going to bed scared, but I did have a series of recurring dreams that each ended with me waking up sweating in fear.

The worst one of all began with a witch-like figure, cloaked in black and standing on a hill surrounded by sheep. Then, I would suddenly be in my room, lying in bed in the pitch dark. Hopping up, I would run into my parents’ room, where they were sleeping. I’d tap my dad on the shoulder to wake him up, but when he’d roll over it would be the faceless witch, who’d silently lift up the covers and signal for me to “come here” with the slow movement of a bony index finger. I’d hopelessly crawl in and let the covers be pulled over my head before finally waking up shaking. I must have had that dream a hundred times, along with several others.

We didn’t have much, but my brother and I had two things going for us that the rest of the neighborhood didn’t. We had an incredible mother and father who loved us, took a deep interest in every aspect of our lives, and raised us in a Christian home. And we had grandparents who saved up to send us to a nearby private school. That family, faith, and educational foundation would ultimately set our lives on a different trajectory from the other kids.

But while I never fell into the alcohol, drugs, or full-fledged juvenile delinquency of some of my friends, I never quite shook 
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Praise for 
The Darkness Has Not Overcome

“I worked closely with Cliff Sims every day when I served as Director of National Intelligence. In this book, Cliff gives readers a rare look into a world that most people only see in movies about the White House, or in spy novels—and he does it while providing practical faith lessons that apply to all of our lives.”

—John Ratcliffe, Former Director of National Intelligence

“Politics is a cutthroat but ultimately temporal game, and Cliff Sims has played it at the highest level. The Darkness Has Not Overcome is full of indispensable lessons on how to view politics through an eternal lens while also being good stewards of the political freedoms we enjoy.”

—J.D. Vance, U.S. Senator, New York Times bestselling author of Hillbilly Elegy

“American Christians are under attack every day by leftwing activists, mainstream media outlets, and liberal politicians who want to take away our most basic freedoms. My friend Cliff Sims has been through the fire and lived to tell about it. The Darkness Has Not Overcome is an inspiring read that you’ll come back to again and again when you’re going through your own challenges.”

—Donald Trump, Jr.

“How does a Christian live with decency in a political world? First, by never forgetting that our fight is not against flesh and blood. We’re actors in a larger drama that we can rarely see, but often, if we’re quiet enough, can feel very clearly. Cliff Sims understands this, and he’s written about it beautifully in this wonderful book.”

—Tucker Carlson

“American Christians are in an existential fight for liberty and Biblical truth against radical leftwing forces hellbent on undermining both. Cliff Sims has been an indispensable leader in this fight, which is why The Darkness Has Not Overcome is a must-read for anyone who wants to preserve the Judeo-Christian values that made America the most special country on Earth.”

—Charlie Kirk, Founder of Turning Point USA

“Cliff Sims has written the book America has been waiting for. It’s nonfiction that reads like a thriller. And in the genre of ‘Faith & Politics,’ it may be the best book ever written. The Darkness Has Not Overcome is a gift to us all—and one you will be anxious to share with everyone you know.”

—Andy Andrews, New York Times bestselling author of The Traveler’s Gift and The Noticer
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