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—Karen Armstrong,
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PROLOGUE


If sin weren’t eternal …



Worcester, Massachusetts
February 21, 1984

AS I ACCOMPANIED Pastor Frank Valenti down a corridor into the red brick labyrinth of Worcester City Hospital, built up piecemeal over the past century, the sounds of city traffic and dim winter light faded away. As we stepped out of the elevator and turned the corner, I first caught sight of them through the thick glass windows of the waiting room outside Intensive Care: four women huddled in mourning. An eighteen-year-old boy had shot himself in the head, Pastor Valenti explained to me on our way there. His brain was liquefied and no brain waves registered. The doctors have spoken with his mother about donating his organs. If she agrees, he won’t be “unplugged” from a life-support system until recipients can be found.

Sitting upright in the middle of the group and dressed in black, the boy’s mother seemed dazed and weary as she went through the motions of casting consoling looks at the three younger women bent over sobbing around her. She nodded a look of recognition toward Valenti, as a spare, wiry man, wearing double-knit pants bagging at the seat, came up to greet us in the hallway. Vinnie, the boy’s father, had known “Frankie Valenti” since growing up with him in the rural-suburban towns on the outskirts of Worcester in the 1950s. He and his family had never had anything to do with the fundamentalist Baptist church Valenti had founded in their hometown six years before. They were Catholics and, therefore, like me, “unsaved” in Pastor Valenti’s eyes. Yet knowing Frankie Valenti was now a preacher, they had turned to him in their time of need.

Vinnie, his eyes fixed wide with terror and grief, asked Frank to walk down the hall with him to talk. Waiting behind, I noticed a large, muscular man, with curly black hair and tattoos on his arms, stalking tensely up and down the hallway. Valenti returned to the mourning women, placed his hand gently on the mother’s shoulder and asked quietly, “Would you mind if I read some scripture?”

“What good will that do?” the curly-haired man suddenly snapped from the waiting room doorway.

“It will make me feel better,” one of the young women responded in angry defiance. Valenti sat down, opened his large leather-covered Bible, dog-eared with use, and read a passage while the curly-haired man looked on in disgust.

When Valenti finished, he asked, “Do you mind if I pray with you?” The mother nodded her assent and Valenti bowed his head, clasped his thick hands together and quietly prayed aloud. Taking leave, he assured the boy’s mother he would be in touch soon. We walked back to the elevator. As the doors opened and we entered, the curly-haired man overtook us, exploding in Valenti’s face.

“You know, Vinnie hasn’t been a father to him for years!” he snarled. As he continued his diatribe, Valenti lowered his head, occasionally raising his eyes in a look of tried patience. When the man finished, Valenti looked up and said calmly, “I’ll talk with you later this afternoon, Rich.” The elevator doors shut and we descended.

Rich is the mother’s new husband, Valenti explained. Ever since his mother remarried, the boy had had terrible conflicts with his stepfather. “That often happens in that set of circumstances,” he observed sadly. Recently the boy had moved out of his mother’s home and had been living in his father’s apartment until two nights ago when he had put a bullet through his head.

“Everyone tries to undo fifteen years of sin and lousy living,” Valenti said, grimacing as we slid back into his two-toned Chevy station wagon and left the hospital parking lot for our next destination. “They don’t understand,” he said, reflecting on the situation in matter-of-fact terms. “You can’t undo sin. It’s eternal. Either you take it to hell or to Calvary. If sin weren’t eternal,” he theorized out loud to me, “hell wouldn’t be eternal. They’re synonymous.”

“Mmm, hmm,” I muttered, as I often did when unsure of what my fundamentalist subjects meant by what they said. Although I had grown up the son of a Methodist minister, I had never heard the Christian Gospel applied in this way, like a law of thermodynamics, to such a familiar, yet grim, human reality. In the church circles I knew growing up in the 1950s in New Jersey and Massachusetts, “sin” was not often spoken about in real-life terms and to use “hell” in a nonmetaphorical sense was seen as a sign of backwardness. Pastor Valenti, on the other hand, spoke of sin and hell as mathematical laws of the cosmos.

In any case, at this point in my life, whether sin and hell were synonymous and eternal was irrelevant to me. Ever since my freshman year at Harvard College in the mid-1960s, I would have considered myself an atheist if I thought about it at all. Having pursued a vocation as a scholar, I saw belief in God and the supernatural as a universal artifact of human society and, therefore, an important object of study. But there was no place on the horizons of my mind, accustomed, as it was, to adducing causes here and there, for the actions of God—or gods. In any case, it was not Valenti’s religion that had brought me to follow him on his round of duties that February afternoon. It was his politics.

Valenti was vice president of the Massachusetts chapter of the Moral Majority, the most influential new-right organization at the time, founded five years before by Jerry Falwell. He was frequently called on by local television, radio and print journalists to represent the “Moral Majority point of view” at a time when popular mobilization of its conservative “pro-family” agenda was growing and transforming American politics beyond recognition. An ex-Catholic and Vietnam vet, Valenti had been among the first to graduate from Falwell’s Liberty Baptist College in Lynchburg, Virginia, and, after returning to his hometown to plant a church, had become one of those thousands of politically aroused fundamentalist preachers who had made Jerry Falwell and the Moral Majority household words by the 1980s.

I had met Valenti a year before while beginning sociological research to better understand popular support for this new-style conservatism marching proudly behind the banner of “family values.” As a sixties radical who had embraced the antiwar movement, feminism and other new-left enthusiasms of the day, I saw “pro-family” conservatism as so foreign to my own politics that I was convinced anthropological methods were the best way to understand it. And so I had begun interviewing members of grassroots groups and observing their activities: right-to-life demonstrations, the daily work of running a home school, a campaign against sex education in a public-school district, and so on.

But, among all the conservative groups I met, Valenti’s fundamentalist Baptist church captured my attention from the moment I first walked through its doors. As a community enterprise, it made manifest a social world I had come to believe provided certain foundations for new-right conservatism as a movement with considerable popular appeal. It was also so different from the images of fundamentalist Christianity dominating the media at that time (and even now) that I felt Valenti’s church would be a fitting subject for a documentary film for national broadcast. Several weeks before our hospital visit, I first shared this vision with Pastor Valenti and his wife, Sharon. I told them I had already interested a well-known filmmaker in the project and that we had applied for funding from the National Endowment for the Humanities.1

I was relieved when Frank and Sharon responded positively to the idea, because I knew tough questions would undoubtedly be asked by some church members about the dangers of allowing an unsaved person to portray their congregation for national television. Since I was not saved and, therefore, did not have the Holy Spirit living within me, all their theological reasoning told them I could not possibly understand spiritual things or even the meanings of the Bible as God intended them for us.

Nevertheless, hoping this film would somehow materialize, I had intensified my research at Valenti’s church, plunging myself more deeply into its day-to-day life as a participant-observer. I joined a weekly Bible-study group meeting in the home of a newly saved couple, practiced with the Christian Academy’s basketball team, sang an anthem one Sunday with a men’s quintet and accompanied Valenti on his round of duties the day we stopped at Worcester City Hospital.

The following evening when Pastor Valenti met his congregation for their midweek service, he briefly recounted our visit and asked his congregation to pray for the boy and his family. “What gripes me,” he said, “is that they want the mother to give his organs, and they won’t pull the plug until they find recipients.” I flashed on the women huddled together in the waiting room. Shaking his head grimly, Valenti observed, “They’ve made that thing into a body shop over there!” He had a way with words, and, like others in his flock, he favored metaphor.



PART ONE




1
Meeting


You’re either for God or against him.



IREMEMBER trying to muster the courage to first pick up the telephone to call the Reverend Frank Valenti. It was February 1983, the middle of Ronald Reagan’s first term as president and a moment of ascending strength for a popular conservatism that was then transforming American politics. As a young sociologist having recently completed my Ph.D., I was several months into a research project to better understand what I called the conservative “pro-family” movement. By that I meant those groups struggling to defend what they saw as traditional family values through a constellation of enthusiasms including opposition to abortion, sex education, homosexual rights and the equal rights amendment. While the New Right as a political coalition also contained Libertarians and old-style Republicans, it was this popular movement animated by concerns around family and gender that gave new-right conservatism its mass base and political clout.1

My apprehension about calling Pastor Valenti stemmed from the suspicion and hostility that hovered over my first contacts with conservatives. I had sought them out near my home in Northampton, Massachusetts, a county seat on the Connecticut River in the western part of the state, where I had moved from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to teach sociology at Smith College. My first contacts had been with grassroots activists in right-to-life groups and in Birthright, an antiabortion counseling group. They were almost always wary and guarded, imagining that a sociologist—and one teaching at Smith College at that—would be prejudiced against all they stood for. Since I often sensed among them the lurking suspicion that I was an enemy spy ultimately up to no good, I felt it important not to do or say things that would stamp me as an opponent. This constant vigilance was often more exhausting than making one’s way in a foreign country where you do not know the language or customs. In that case, at least, ignorance did not mark you as the enemy.

I took care in dress, demeanor and speech not to do anything that would offend. Yet sometimes seemingly inconsequential things would trigger distrust. For example, I once asked a soft-spoken woman who counseled pregnant teenagers in a Birthright office about contemporary attitudes toward “sexuality.”

“What do you mean by that word?” she snapped with an alarmed look in her eyes. “I can’t stand when people use it. It always makes it seem more important than it should be!”

I had been referred to Pastor Valenti by Bill and Karen Fournier, a Catholic couple active in right-to-life and other conservative causes in the Worcester area. They reported to me with delight that Valenti’s wife, Sharon, and her mother had just gained public notoriety by protesting a youth conference, “Dealing with Feelings,” sponsored by Family Planning Services of Central Massachusetts. The conference had been held at a local Congregational church and had featured Dr. Sol Gordon, a noted sex educator. The Fourniers showed me an article on the protest in Worcester’s Evening Gazette, in which Sharon Valenti’s mother, Ada Morse, was quoted as saying, “This assault on our children’s mores and morals is by an insidious humanist group hiding behind a veil of feigned decency, voraciously seeking to undermine patriotism, obedience, academics and morality and supplant them with subversion, rebellion, ignorance and sexual disorientation.” This was the kind of conservatism I was looking for.

It had been the Fourniers’ own campaign in their local schools against Our Bodies, Ourselves, the feminist health-care book, that had brought them to the attention of a correspondent I knew who interviewed them for a National Public Radio program on book banning. Though devout Catholics, Bill and Karen Fournier were unhappy with what they saw as the liberal and humanist directions of the Catholic Church. Two years earlier, Karen, a petite and energetic woman in her thirties, had asked a young priest teaching in her daughter’s parochial school to reintroduce opening prayer in his classes. By then, only two teachers in the entire school were carrying on that practice, she reported. He refused, saying “It would upset some of the students.”

What caused Karen greater distress was seeing her oldest daughter, then in seventh grade, come home from school wearing jeans and makeup and swearing. This caused “a heaviness in my heart,” she said, which she carried with her to Washington, D.C., in 1980, to attend the first Family Forum, a conservative conference on defending traditional family values. There, she recalled, “God brought me to Raymond Moore’s session on home schools.” Soon after, she and Bill took their four children out of parochial school and, with several like-minded families, started their own home school, which they called the Holy Family Academy.

I made several trips to the Worcester area that fall to visit the Holy Family Academy, run in a renovated barn attached to the Fourniers’ home, and to interview some of the close circle of parents involved. The Fourniers themselves took more easily than other conservatives I met to conversing with outsiders like me. This was not because they were less radical or militant in their conservatism. On the contrary. But they seemed more adept at articulating their positions in the face of opposed views, in part because they were able to notice and handle contrary assumptions underlying them. For example, though I felt comfortable describing Our Bodies, Ourselves as “a feminist health-care book,” Bill, who had done graduate work in philosophy at Boston College, contested “the very word ‘health.’ ”

“That particular book,” he explained, “takes the word ‘health’ and calls ‘healthy’ the lifestyles it happens to agree with—like extramarital sex, homosexuality and masturbation—and ‘unhealthy’ or ‘sick’ life-styles it happens to disagree with.”

“They would like to change society’s values totally,” Karen explained quietly, “especially in the areas of sexuality and family. Using this book is one way of doing it, to get rid of the traditional family.”

In retrospect, I realize, the Fourniers helped prepare me to meet the Valentis and their church. I remember walking a picket line with Bill Fournier one cold, sunny December afternoon in downtown Worcester outside a tall, turn-of-the-century office building that housed a Planned Parenthood clinic. As at other small demonstrations I had once attended as an antiwar activist, people came and went throughout the day, greeting and kidding friends. Some unloaded a pile of signs with stenciled slogans: STOP MURDERING BABIES, END DEATH CLINICS and so on. Others carefully assembled more elaborate and well-worn homemade posters with photos of bloody “fetuses” (or “babies”) and lengthier hand-printed text. Bill introduced me to those he knew by saying, “This is Jim. He’s doing a book on pro-life.”

“Great! We need that!” several offered in hearty encouragement for a book they assumed would affirm their cause. I felt strange about suddenly being taken for a fellow partisan, though I could not help appreciating the relief Bill’s tact provided.

Later that afternoon some of the bolder demonstrators sneaked into the building and rode the elevator up to the Planned Parenthood floor. Bill and I went along. Soon after we arrived, in the reception area, a commotion erupted. A policeman arrived, and, as he herded us to the elevator, some took the opportunity to speak their views: “They’re murdering babies in there! … Next they’ll be killing old people and the handicapped!” I was unprepared for the icy looks and hateful stares from the Planned Parenthood staff as I stood there mutely looking on, now suddenly on the other side of a line of battle.

The Fourniers said that before I finished my research in the Worcester area I should go see “the Valentis’ school.” Just as it had been Karen Fournier’s inspiration to start the Holy Family Academy, it had been Sharon Valenti’s idea to start the Christian Academy attached to their fundamentalist church. What had moved her to do so, Sharon later explained to me, was picking up some textbooks from her children’s public school and being “totally shocked at what the humanist view was teaching.”

“It was sex education that really bothered me,” she said, “because it was from a perverted standpoint. It wasn’t abstinence. They taught about different contraceptives and how to use them, and encouraged the petting and the experiencing. The Bible says to abstain from all those things. They think they’re not teaching any kind of morals,” she allowed, “but you can’t do that. You’re either for God or against him.”

In the wrenching reversal of American politics toward conservatism over the past quarter century, no institution has been more decisive than local fundamentalist or evangelical churches.2 Week in, week out, thousands of such churches across the nation educate members on issues of the day, arousing and directing their political outrage and concern. Such churches have provided a ready-made organization for both Pat Robertson’s Christian Coalition and, before it, Jerry Falwell’s more radical Moral Majority. At the height of the Moral Majority’s influence in American politics in the 1980s, most of its chapters across the country, like the one in Massachusetts, were headed by fundamentalist preachers trained at Jerry Falwell’s Liberty Baptist College or at schools affiliated with the Baptist Bible Fellowship, a loose federation of rigorously independent fundamentalist churches to which Falwell had initially belonged. Moreover, fundamentalists in this independent Baptist tradition represented the harder-edged, more aggressive and tougher strain of conservatives on the American scene. This fact sharpened my fears as I first picked up my phone to call the Reverend Valenti.

I introduced myself, saying the Fourniers had suggested I call, and briefly described my study. Sure, he would be willing to speak with me, Valenti said, and we made an appointment to meet in his office. I did not take any notes of our conversation. I would soon get his story face-to-face. The only thing that stuck in my mind was something he said quite spontaneously toward the end. “You know something, Jim,” he said, already quite personable with me, “I used to be in the garage business, and that was easy compared to running a church. I got eleven people working under me right now—you know, with the school and the church. And you know what? Managing people is one of the hardest things to do. It just flat ain’t easy!” A mechanic-turned-preacher, I mused. His candor was refreshing, and I appreciated his observations about the challenges of managing people. Little did I know what role those challenges would play in the fate of his church, or how much change in my own life hinged on picking up the phone that day.

I KNEW VERY LITTLE about Worcester when I set out that cold, bright February afternoon to make the hour-and-a-quarter drive eastward from Northampton to meet Pastor Valenti. In time I would become more familiar with its leading industrial firms, such as Norton Company, with the 360-degree views from Mount Wachusett rising all by itself out of the Worcester plateau, and with the discrete neighborhoods making up that city: Leicester Square, College Hill, Quinsigamond Village.

Even though it is the second-largest city in the industrial state of Massachusetts, Worcester struck me as a museum piece, with its old craft-based industries, wire-pulling and machine tools, and its abandoned downtown. From an academic’s point of view, the last time Worcester made news was in 1911, when Sigmund Freud, on his first trip to the United States, chose to visit the then-prestigious psychology department of Clark University. Since then, it seemed, centralization and specialization had turned Worcester, like so many American cities flourishing at the beginning of the twentieth century, into a backwater—but a backwater that had changed, nevertheless, in many ways. Among other things, the crisscrossing interstate highways and the ubiquitous automobile had turned the rural towns and farm communities on its outskirts into ungainly suburbs, where old-time residents now complained about needing to lock their doors.

Following Valenti’s directions, I exited the interstate in one such suburb on Worcester’s perimeter and found myself in an eclectic area. In a short commercial strip, the common installations of mass society—an outlet for electronic banking, McDonald’s, Bonanza—sat alongside establishments such as Danny’s Lounge, the Valley Bait Shop and Mike Dukas’ Diner, which looked like an Airstream caravan that had landed on cement blocks. On the residential streets, proper suburban homes with neatly trimmed lawns sat alongside idiosyncratic piecemeal constructions and homes with barns and horses. Commercial vans parked in driveways, derelict pieces of machinery in the yard and handmade signs—SEWING DONE or CURIOS ’N THINGS—suggested the presence of family businesses. It was an area where postwar suburban sprawl blended with older farm communities and long-stagnant mill towns of the New England hinterland, and where Frank and Sharon Valenti had grown up and founded their church.

As I drove along a wooded suburban road, the terrain suddenly opened to a large grassy field on my left. A small clapboard house sat close by the road, and behind it, surrounded by a macadamized parking lot, was a curious conglomeration of buildings. In the front stood an old rectangular building made of red brick with white clapboard dormers. Looming behind it was a large new warehouse-like building finished with gray aluminum siding. A wooden sign at the driveway told me I had arrived: THE SHAWMUT RIVER BAPTIST CHURCH—THE REVEREND FRANK VALENTI, PASTOR.

I found my way to Pastor Valenti’s office on the second floor of the red brick building, which I learned used to house a bakery. It had been purchased with a large parcel of land for an extremely favorable price from two sisters whose family had worked at the Salvation Army. “The Lord’s providence,” those on both sides of the transaction had affirmed. Valenti’s secretary showed me into an office with wall-to-wall red-orange shag carpeting. Light from the one large window and from banks of fluorescent lights set in a drop ceiling glared off the faux wood paneling.

Pastor Valenti rose from behind his desk to shake my hand, and I sat down across from him. He was portly and about my height, five feet eight, and was wearing a snugly fitting three-piece suit, a thickly knotted tie and a large gold watch. He had short, neatly groomed black hair, which came down in full sideburns to frame the face of a comic: sheepish brown eyes, a slightly hooked nose and, set between two full cheeks, a restless mouth always ready, I soon saw, to smirk, grimace or smile. The olive green bookshelves covering the wall behind him held a library dominated by a half-dozen sets of like-colored volumes—Bible concordances and commentaries. A map of the area with markings and pushpins was Scotch-taped to the wall in the far corner of the room—an abandoned tool, I would learn, of earlier efforts at “systematic” evangelizing.

After some awkward small talk, we settled down to the purpose of my visit. I asked permission to tape our interview, explaining it was important to have things on record exactly as he said them. Pulling my tape recorder from my briefcase, I asked, “Maybe you can tell me how you came to start the church? Why this area? Why this community?”

Valenti paused and lowered his head, as if to find the thread of a familiar story, and then began in a low-key, deliberate voice. “In nineteen seventy-one, okay, I was what the Bible calls—John, Chapter Three—‘born again,’ okay? And I know Jimmy Carter has made that thing all out of context,” he hastened to explain, “but what that literally means is that I’ve experienced what they call a second birth. The first one was when I was born, way back when I was an infant. The second one was when God regenerated my spirit. The Bible says that everybody is a trichotomy—body, soul and spirit—and when Adam sinned,” he added, gaining momentum, “when each individual knowingly sins for the first time, their spirit is dead. The Bible says, ‘You’re dead and trespass in sin,’ and God regenerates that spirit. They call it a rebirth, so you become a whole person again.”

He came to a stop, and I was suddenly perplexed about where to go next. That everyone was a trichotomy of body, soul and spirit seemed irrelevant to my research. So, too, was religion, I believed. While some commentators might attribute views like “the father is the head of the family” or “homosexuality is a sin” to fundamentalists’ particular reading of the Bible, identical views were held by conservative Catholics like the Fourniers, as well as conservative Jews, Mormons, mainline Protestants and those with no religious commitments at all, all of whom I met in the course of my research. Furthermore, the Valentis, along with other converts in their church, I soon learned, had generally held such views before they were “saved” and become born-again Christians. Their pro-family conservatism could not be explained, then, by doctrines or practices found in any particular religion. In fact, the neoevangelical movement, which separated itself from fundamentalism after World War Two to become more socially and culturally engaged, had given rise to its own, albeit small, biblical feminist groups in the 1970s.3 The sources of conservative pro-family activism could not be found, then, in any set of religious ideas or traditions. They had to lie outside religion, I believed, but be present and observable in the lives of the Valentis and those attending their church.

As it turned out, Shawmut River Baptist Church provided a rich vantage point for understanding the kind of conservatism I set out to study. As a community involving members and their families in an all-encompassing round of activities, it brought more clearly into view a broader social world in which new-right enthusiasms and fundamentalist theology flourished—and to do so, it had to make sense.

My research into the popular sources of new-right conservatism grew out of a doctoral dissertation I had finished the year before on why the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s had taken root largely among white, college-educated women and found limited support among working-class women and women of color. As someone close to this movement, which came to be called Second Wave feminism (to distinguish it from its nineteenth-century forebears), I knew that it had defined itself, above all, by its call to change gender roles not just in public life but in family and personal life as well—a cause that found expression in its popular slogan at the time, “to make the personal political.” The critical question, it seemed to me, was why some women seemed relatively comfortable with traditional gender roles in the family, while others, including most of my friends and colleagues, felt compelled to reject them.

Answers progressive academics often gave to this question at the time were that working-class and Third World women had a “false consciousness” about their condition, or that they were too pressed by material problems to care about these other matters. These explanations seemed demeaning and did not square with either the noncomprehension or hostility with which these women often reacted to feminist enthusiasms. I had become persuaded, instead, that at least some women’s commitments to tradition in family life had more to do with the ways their families actually worked—in particular, how the presence of extended-family ties affected the day-to-day experience of gender in families. At the same time, the relative absence of those ties among geographically mobile professionals could be seen to encourage certain breaks with tradition.4

I also realized that this way of understanding why some women continued to embrace traditional gender roles in the family might also shed light on why some might militantly defend them, like those women providing popular support for the rapidly growing New Right. While my dissertation had been theoretical, I had just received funding from the American Council of Learned Societies and from a new women’s studies center at Brown University to carry out field research to see whether these understandings had any validity in real life. I was pleased, because my job at Smith College was ending and I was looking for something to do next.

Fifteen years before, in the summer of 1968, I had been disturbed by conservatives I met while canvassing working-class neighborhoods in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for a referendum against the war in Vietnam. I remember one woman with an American flag planted in her front yard angrily refusing to talk with us. Others recoiled in abhorrence, it seemed, from any contact with those they were apt to dismiss as “commie fags” or arrogant college students destined to become “pointy-headed liberals in Washington,” as George Wallace mockingly identified “the enemy” at the time for his fast-growing national following.

In fact, it was Wallace’s campaign for the presidency in 1968 that first registered on the national scene, much to the surprise of political commentators, the presence and power of vast reservoirs of righteous indignation and rage, which would feed the popular growth of new-right conservatism over the next thirty years.5 By the mid-1990s this new-styled conservatism had not only swept the Republican Party to a congressional majority for the first time in forty years but also exerted such public force as to press a liberal Democrat like Bill Clinton to recast his presidential campaign in the language of “family values” and proudly take the lead in dismantling the federal welfare system. This political force had been created, above all, by impressive grassroots activism, starting with thousands of local campaigns across the nation for school boards, town councils and state legislatures, and involving the massive mobilization of born-again Christians into political life for the first time.

None of these reversals in American politics was remotely imaginable in 1968, in the midst of the Kennedy-Johnson era, when the steady stream of professors from Harvard University to Washington fueled the great liberal hope that the application of scientific knowledge to social problems would usher in a shiny new era of progress. Urban poverty would be eliminated and cities renewed, and progressive scholars convened at prestigious gatherings to discuss how we all would cope with the abundant leisure postindustrial society would inevitably bring.

However, as prosperity gave way to economic decline, and the years of the antiwar movement and the New Left gave way to the “Reagan Revolution” and the New Right, the issues animating the fresh wave of popular conservatism became more clearly focused on matters of family and gender. Even patriotic militarism, which seemed, on the face of it, not to have anything to do with gender, was powerfully charged if not deeply configured by it. After all, the most stinging epithet hurled against antiwar demonstrators was that we were “commie fags”—that is, not “real men.” Anyone who ever saw a gang of right-wing toughs suddenly lunge into an antiwar demonstration and single out a longhaired marcher to beat up has witnessed the upset and rage galvanized by that charge.

Though men provided the angry muscle on such occasions, the majority of activists in the conservative pro-family movement were women. That these women were generally antagonistic to feminism was puzzling for those of us who identified with what we simply called “the women’s movement.” Clearly, there were now other movements of women, such as those marching behind the new-right banner, who, by and large, remained hostile to feminism. I wanted to better understand why this was so and, more generally, how people like me in the liberal middle-class intelligentsia could understand the popular appeal, the sense and meaningfulness, of this kind of conservatism to so many Americans. I believed this could best be done by looking closely at the lives of those representing the mass of local activists and supporters, rather than the New Right’s more visible national leadership and organization. Without mass popular support, after all, those leaders and organizations would be unknown and irrelevant.

Though I began this study of pro-family conservatism with no interest in religion, I soon had to grapple with questions about the nature of Protestant fundamentalism, and its long-standing affinities with this kind of conservatism in American life. Why was fundamentalism originally an American phenomenon? And why were fundamentalist movements in a variety of the world’s religions assuming ever-greater importance in the modern world? Though touching on these questions, this book aims, above all, to provide fresh understandings of new-right conservatism and fundamentalist Christianity in American life through the story of my relations with members of the Valentis’ church against the background of our quite different lives. It is an ethnographic story, in which the development of characters and the dramatic unfolding of conflict-ridden and telling events serve as evidence for sociological interpretation. Here and there I draw out more explicitly what lessons these stories hold for understanding both fundamentalist Christianity and conflicts between conservatives and liberals on family-related issues, which still hold our nation in their grip. (Those interested in how these and other lessons relate to scholarly research on these topics can follow more detailed discussions in the Notes at the end of the book.)

My own sociological perspective is, of course, only one among many possible ways to see the events this book recounts. Other readers, like the Valentis or members of like-minded churches, are more apt to see in certain events the hand of God or, in the workings of their congregation, God’s design for how a New Testament church should work. I have no reason to quarrel with such interpretations and do not see them to be incompatible with my own sociological ones.

As a story arising from our relationships, it is inevitably colored by my own background as well as theirs.6 When I first began explaining to friends why my research had come to focus on a fundamentalist Baptist church among all the new-right groups I had encountered, I found myself adding wryly that it was not only because this community brought my central findings more clearly into view. It was also because it harbored “ghosts of my past,” as I sometimes put it. Friends knew I had grown up in the home of a Methodist minister. But few knew what it had been like to spend every Sunday of my childhood sitting with my mother and two younger sisters toward the front of one of several churches my parents served in New Jersey and Massachusetts, and hearing my father hold forth about the ultimate things in life. Or what it was like to sidle up to my parents after worship as they exchanged pleasantries and vital information with members of their flock lined up to greet them. Or to stand around our dining room table with guests to sing “Be Present at Our Table, Lord” to the tune of the doxology.

My parents were both “convinced and committed Christians,” as my father liked to describe the faithful. They met in the Methodist church of Sayre, Pennsylvania, a small industrial town in the northeastern part of that state, when my father, as youth leader, gave my mother’s family, who had just moved to town, a tour of the church building. It was laid out, I remember from childhood visits to relatives, in that square amphitheatre style reminiscent of late-nineteenth-century revivalism, with aisles radiating out from a central dais on the back wall. It was a monumental domed building of yellow brick with stone columns in Greek-temple style a block off the town park, where on summer evenings bands played from a gazebo. It represented quintessential small-town Protestantism with its distinct Methodist emphases on enthusiastic worship, self-improvement and moral purity. My mother laughed to recall her own “taking the pledge” with other women in town at the time—that is, the temperance pledge to never kiss the lips of someone who drank alcohol.

My mother and father dated through high school, sharing a passion for education that led them to study vocabulary words together as they walked around town on dates. Both graduated at the top of their high-school class, my father in the middle of the Depression, when he took the only apprenticeship offered that year by a local tool-and-die plant. World War Two intervened, however, as it did for many Americans, and after the war it was my father’s educational ambitions that advanced, while my mother’s were put on hold. Having decided to enter the ministry, he attended Colgate University on the G.I. Bill while serving a small church in upstate New York. He went on to study at Union Theological Seminary in New York City during its halcyon years with Reinhold Niebuhr, James Muilenberg and Paul Tillich. During my school years he pastored several Methodist churches in suburban New Jersey (one in a working-class hamlet, the other in a commuter suburb) and then one congregation in the industrial city of Pittsfield, Massachusetts. From there he returned to New York City to join the faculty at Union as I left home on scholarship to attend boarding school and then college in New England.

At our very first meeting, Pastor Valenti made clear in passing what he thought of the kind of churches in which I had grown up. “What I mean by liberal,” he said, describing a mainline Protestant church nearby, “is that they don’t preach of the Gospel, they don’t teach the blood, they don’t teach inerrancy of scripture and the virgin birth. They just teach whatever they feel like, a bunch of wishy-washy garbage.”

“Like what?” I asked. “What comes to mind?”

“A perpetual guide to how to be nice,” he offered, adding in an effeminate voice to mimic a liberal clergyman, “ ‘God is good, God is love, nice to your neighbor, neighbor nice to you …’ You know, cute little stories,” he continued, “a joke here or there. They never come across the part where it says it’s a fearful thing to fall into the hands of an angry God. It’s the same coin—two sides.” Over my first few months of getting to know Pastor Valenti, apart from mentioning that my father was a minister, I spared him the fact that he was then a bishop helping shape the course of a denomination Valenti would dismiss in this way.

EVER SINCE I began writing this book during Ronald Reagan’s second term as president, colleagues have urged me from time to time to get it out quickly before fundamentalist Christianity evaporated from public life. So poorly did they grasp its persistent appeal and relevance to many of their fellow Americans. These misreadings, I discovered, were not incidental but part of a long-standing pattern of misperception among intellectuals, who, ever since fundamentalism’s “rise to notoriety in the 1920s,” as one historian noted, had been repeatedly predicting its “imminent demise.”7 This pattern of misperception is one social fact we must elucidate as we approach more satisfactory understandings of new-right conservatism. As with other cross-cultural experiences, my coming to better understand conservatives involved coming to better understand myself and my own milieu. In fact, my experiences at Shawmut River Baptist Church ended up revealing things about my own background I had never even known.

Ethnographic fieldwork is a strange and, at times, transforming enterprise. You never know when insight will come, or how. Insight aims toward comprehending what people mean by what they say and do—meanings insiders in a culture find so obvious and unquestionable they would never think, or be able, to explain them to you. Since this research involved crossing boundaries of moral warfare in my own country, to question what others took for granted also threatened to mark me as a possible enemy. Insight often came, then, by accumulating slowly but surely the aspects of context that subjects took for granted whenever they spoke or acted. Never knowing in advance exactly what those aspects of context might be, I tried to remain attentive for hours, even days, when things happening around me seemed irrelevant.

So seemed Pastor Valenti’s description of what his being born again meant—how God regenerates a spirit deadened by sin—when I first faced him in his office. Struggling to find a way to redirect his story to the sociopolitical questions on my agenda, I finally stumbled on a sufficiently mundane, practical question to move us forward. “Now, how did that happen?” I asked. “What actually happened?”


2
Frank and Sharon


The best thing in the whole world for marriage is the Lord Jesus Christ!



FRANK VALENTI’S SEARCH, as he came to see it, began in Vietnam. After graduating from high school in 1966, he worked in construction alongside his father and brother. It was natural. As a boy of fourteen he and his older brother, Kenny, were rebuilding engines, welding joints, hanging doors and helping their father, Joe, on jobs he contracted. “It felt good to keep ’em with me,” Joe Valenti told me, “ ’til they got all those things in ’em,” he added, pointing his stubby index finger to his head and winking impishly. Joe was a stocky man, about five feet six, with strong limbs, broad hands and fingers that looked like “cutoff carrots,” as Frank once described them. Joe and his wife, Marie, both Italian-American Catholics, attended their son Frank’s fundamentalist Baptist church. They lived in a rural town that had in their lifetime become a suburb of Worcester, in a brick ranch house Joe had built and in which they had raised their four children. One daughter lived next door with several children and her husband, who had become a partner in Joe’s construction business and then inherited it. Their other daughter was divorced and had a beauty parlor in the town center.

When I met him, Joe was seventy-three and had neatly groomed white hair, a pencil moustache and a ruddy complexion from working full days outdoors on construction. He had immigrated to the United States from Italy in 1920, when he was just a boy of nine. He had finished sixth grade in America at the age of sixteen and left school when, he said, “I just got to the point where I could speak English good. I didn’t do no reading of books or stuff like that.” Nevertheless, he had built up a successful construction business on the outskirts of Worcester during the postwar economic boom and took pride in the fact that, even without paid estimators, he was able to bid successfully for sizable jobs.

Like his father, Frank showed little interest in book learning. He once told me that, by the time he graduated from high school, he had never read a single book through. Yet his school had passed him from grade to grade. “That’s sick!” he observed. But he counted it a blessing, he once told his flock from the pulpit, that he never got an education before he was saved. “They never had time to enslave my mind,” he explained. In any case, he evidently had not given his teachers his fullest cooperation. Browsing through his high school yearbook one day, I came upon the “Class Legacy” section, where graduating seniors leave their good looks, sense of humor, and so on, to certain underclass students. I was amused by the following entry: “Frank Valenti leaves …” it read simply, “…  and his teachers give thanks.”

Without a college deferment, Frank was drafted for the war in Vietnam two years after high school. “In August you’re sitting there funning in the sun,” he chuckled, “drinking some beer and building a duplex, so you can make more money. Then, all of a sudden you’re in Vietnam!” It was the summer of 1968. The Paris peace talks were deadlocked, the devastating bombing of North Vietnam raged on and the presidential race was heating up with bitter controversy over what was being called “America’s longest war.”

I was then in my senior year at Harvard College in Cambridge, Massachusetts, an hour’s drive east of Worcester. That spring a handful of fellow radicals and I sneaked on to a bus carrying draftees to the South Boston Army Base and disrupted induction proceedings. We were thrown off the base, and those eligible were reclassified by the Selective Service as “1-Y,” meaning prime draft material. This did not alarm me, however. That winter I had been knocked off my bicycle by a speeding car. When I awoke from surgery, with metal pins, plates and screws reuniting the bones in my left arm, the first thing the surgeon told me was “At least the army won’t take you with this.” I was soon reclassified with a medical deferment and felt a great burden lift. Like many young men at the time, I had given some thought to extreme measures, such as chopping off a toe or leaving the country, to avoid being drafted for a war with which I fundamentally disagreed. Now fellow students, seeing my cast, would come up and ask whether I was the one they had heard about who had had the marvelous luck to be liberated from the draft in this uncanny way.

In 1983, when I got to know Frank Valenti and other Vietnam veterans in his church, I realized that throughout my college and graduate student days I scarcely knew anyone who saw combat in Vietnam. Most people I knew got deferments of one kind or another, or, if they did serve, were spared combat. Frank’s company, on the other hand, was assigned “eagle hops” in Vietnam’s southern delta. Helicopters would drop them in a suspected Viet Cong area as “bait,” he explained, to draw enemy fire. “Then they’d pull us back and bring the gunships in to flatten it. It was scary, because anytime you drew fire, somebody got killed or wounded.”

It was a December night in 1968 when Frank returned to camp from a short medical leave in Saigon to find his company out on patrol. He fell asleep in his hooch, a two-by-four frame covered with a tent and mosquito netting. Suddenly the rat-tat-tat of machine-gun fire woke him. Bullets whistled over his head and slammed into his cot. Moments later an antipersonnel rocket hit three yards from him. “Blew me from one side of that hooch to the other,” he said. “Took out the back of my leg and a couple of other things.” He grabbed his M-16 and crawled to the door, when another rocket hit. “It was so close I could feel a wind of lead. I could feel all the shrapnel hitting me, and I was flying through the air, blown twenty-five feet away, sent crashing into the back of the hooch.

“I laid there. My legs were paralyzed. Shrapnel had gone into my side, lodged itself up against my spine. My Achilles tendon was blown out—and every major artery in your body (I mean for your lower extremities) runs through the back of your leg—they were all cut right off. Man, I laid there bleeding like a stuck pig. I had shrapnel going through my forehead. My scalp was sliced. My nose was laying over on the side of my face. And I laid there and said, ‘God, nobody can live through this. Come and get me.’

“And that’s the first time in my life,” Frank mused, “that I ever recognized that there was a God—besides myself. Really! And I ran my hand down the back of my leg and it fell into a hole, and I said, ‘Oh no!’ And there wasn’t anybody around. Nobody knew I was there. So I closed my eyes and passed out.”

Frank was not expected to live. It took seventy-two pints of blood and many operations to put him on the road to recovery. He returned to the States “in a basket,” he said, just before Christmas, 1968. He was nineteen years old.

WHEN FRANK TELEPHONED his high-school sweetheart, Sharon Waters, to tell her he was coming home, he said only that he “got a little shot up.” Sharon was only seventeen, a senior business major at the regional high school serving the rural/suburban communities on that side of Worcester. Ever since her freshman year, she and Frank had dated. They always had a lot of fun, she remembered. She enjoyed the warm, boisterous, relaxed nature of the Valenti household. “It was cool to drink at their house,” she said. “Their mother and father would never think anything about it. My mother, you know, she’d hang me by a rope!” Sharon’s mother, Ada, had grown up in a Church of the Nazarene congregation in Indiana, and it was her formation as a Nazarene that provided the critical link connecting Frank and Sharon to a conservative Christian tradition.

Emerging from the holiness movement in late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century America, the Church of the Nazarene was formed by the merger of an assortment of groups, most of which had split off from Methodism. Like other popular revivalist movements at the time, including Dwight L. Moody’s, the Nazarenes began with a more progressive ethos. They boldly endorsed women’s preaching, for example, and only gradually, over the 1920s and 1930s, became more conservative. The Nazarene congregation of Ada’s childhood in the 1930s required women to cover their arms in church.1

But during Sharon’s childhood, Ada told me, she had lived far from church and far from God. Fleeing an unhappy marriage of thirteen years, during which she and her husband had both worked at factory jobs to make ends meet, she moved from Indiana to Washington, D.C., to work for an older brother, who had started a stenography business there. In Washington she struggled as a single parent to make a living while raising Sharon and her two older brothers. “I wasn’t living where I should have been,” Ada recalled. “I wasn’t going to church and I wasn’t asking God for his guidance and direction. I was just trying to do it myself. And I was really bitter about being divorced and having to support the children without any help.”

Looking back on her upbringing, Sharon said, “My mother taught us morality, but never gave us the why.” The “why,” it turned out, was that this morality was given by God in his Holy Bible. In time Ada met and married a fellow stenographer, Tom Morse, who proved a loving and reliable husband and stepfather. Together they had a daughter. Tom eventually landed a position as court stenographer in Worcester, not far from—but also not too close to—his own family in New Hampshire, and they moved to the Worcester area in 1959, when Sharon was eight.

When Frank returned home from Vietnam a few days before Christmas, Sharon and her parents were shocked to discover the extent of his injuries. Sharon had planned to work after high school and pursue further education. Instead, she and Frank married six months later. “The sympathy kind of speeded it up,” she explained. Four times each day Frank had to dress and rebandage his wounds. They moved into a ranch house right next to Frank’s older brother, Kenny, and his family. Soon they had their first child, Timmy, and, two years later, Christie.

Frank was not expected to walk again. But the tissues regenerated enough so that, with the help of an artificial leg, braces and special shoes, he could walk with only a slight limp. But even then he suffered regularly from throbbing pain in his legs and feet, needed occasional operations on an ear damaged by the explosion and still had pieces of shrapnel working their way out of his body. Since he could no longer do construction, he began working as a mechanic to supplement his disability pension and keep busy. He ran a garage that specialized in souping up snowmobiles. Even this activity, however, caused such pain in his legs that it was difficult to bear. He began taking Percodan for the pain and, over time, became addicted to it.

Frank showed surprisingly little bitterness about his injuries from a war he saw “without a real cause.” Sharon considered it a war for “political interests,” while others at the Shawmut River Baptist Church saw it as a war for “big business.” I was surprised to see that, at this time, at least none of these conservatives saw Vietnam as an honorable war in the national interest. Nevertheless, Frank affirmed that he had always been “very patriotic.”

“I think I was more conservative than anything else before I was saved,” he said. “My dad always taught me, whatever condition you’re in, you put your right foot in front of your left foot in front of your right foot. You do the best you can with what you’ve got. So I came back from Vietnam and I was really searching, because for the first time in my life, Mr. Wonderful—which I always thought I was—was a zero, completely helpless and totally dependent on everybody and everything else.”

There is a photograph of Frank and Sharon at the time: he in his uniform leaning against Sharon with his arms clasped around her; and Sharon, with her light brown hair slightly teased and curled up at her shoulders in that tight, bell-shaped Jackie Kennedy style popular in the sixties, holding her arms loosely around Frank’s waist. Their faces seem set in worn resolve.

“It was terrible,” Sharon said of their marriage. “We didn’t know each other. Frank’s affections were at the garage and mine with the children.” Caring for her children also meant spending time with her sister-in-law next door and her mother, who helped out regularly. Meanwhile, Frank hung out at the garage with his father, and on weekends he worked on household projects or went fishing with a cousin. As Frank summed up their marriage at our first meeting in his office, “I was gettin’ lost in making tables, hobbies, fishing, you know. We were drifting, going our own ways.”

As problems mounted, Sharon felt “cheated in life.” Neither she nor Frank had gone to college, and she felt stuck. “A garage mechanic is a garage mechanic is a garage mechanic!” she said, laughing at herself. “At the time, I thought, ‘Gee, if he could just talk right. If he could stop swearing and just talk right. If he could not say “ain’t,” and “should have went.” ’ ” Her stepfather, Tom Morse, as a court stenographer, had what approached a fetish for proper English, and both her parents had wanted her to go to college and “do differently,” as her mother, Ada, put it. “I’d cringe,” Sharon remembered, “because I’d know they’d be sitting there, and I’d know what they were thinking: ‘You married a dummy.’… They were silent, but you could see it in their eyes.”

When problems mounted in Frank and Sharon’s marriage, Ada attributed them to their different “social backgrounds.”

“We wouldn’t have been sad,” Ada admitted, “if they had been divorced.”

Feeling looked down upon by his in-laws may have fed Frank’s tendency at the time to demean Sharon in public. He would berate her in front of her parents and couples they played cards with. When she and Frank played chess, he would overturn the table if he lost or, if he won, yell at her for not trying. Sharon attributed Frank’s rage to his growing addiction to Percodan. However, the picture of a marriage frozen in mutual hurt and hatred was understandable in other terms. “She couldn’t stand me,” Frank recalled, likening his marriage to those of many couples he now counseled. “Typical, you know, the guy fakes the gal out, wins her over, gets married. Then, three years after the marriage, the wife’s had a kid, maybe two, and all of a sudden she puts her fist up in the face of God and says, ‘I got ripped off, I got cheated! Look at this slob you’ve gotten me!’

“Then the guy sits smugly in his corner saying, ‘Boy, did I get ripped off. This woman is not like anything I’ve seen on TV.’ He starts fantasizing … and the woman hates every minute of it. And when they have their relationship at the end of a long hard day, she walks upstairs—or wherever their bedroom is—and says, ‘I hope he falls asleep with a can of beer and never bothers me!’

“The husband starts prostituting his wife,” Frank continued, “buying her presents to get a little more zing out of life. Pretty soon they’re both going out, buying new cars they can’t afford, going deeper in debt, because they can’t get any satisfaction out of each other.”

“We had nothing in common except money,” Sharon admitted, confirming Frank’s account of a marriage mired in alienation and consumerism. “Frank would buy me the moon if he could. I was twenty-one years old and owned a house and a new Bronco!” While Frank would yell and scream, Sharon said, “I took out my anger in other ways, through the silent treatment. I thought I was pretty good, not understanding that that can be just as bad as the yelling and screaming. When a person treats you a certain way,” she said, summing up their marriage at the time, “your natural response is to say, ‘All right, you’re going to be like that; I’ll be like this, and we’ll just exist.’ And we did—we just existed.” Both admitted they had been on the verge of divorce.

One day, in the midst of her misery, Sharon stopped by Tom and Ada’s house to pick up her children and ran into the pastor of her parents’ new church. Several years earlier Ada had found her way back to church. It was 1969, a year after Frank’s injury and a time of turmoil across the nation. Ada was upset by the antiwar protests and “countercultural” movements at the time. “I’ve always been a person who loved the country,” she said, “and when anybody’d spit on the American flag, that’d always burn me up and I’d want to get to them.” Meanwhile, her older son had become a born-again Christian and begun studying for the ministry at Baptist Bible College in Springfield, Missouri (where Jerry Falwell studied). He began proselytizing the family during holiday visits. Tom and Ada responded by looking for a church, but with disappointing results. “They were nothing—just liberal,” Ada explained. “You just hardly heard the name of the Lord.” Then a friend came by to tell her about a new church with a minister who “really preaches the word of the Lord.” He was a Southern Baptist pastor from Kentucky who had gone out to start a ministry in New England as if it were a mission field.

“I knew that had to be what I wanted to hear,” Ada thought, “not a social gospel.” The pastor had been meeting with several families in a Bible-study group, which became the nucleus of a new church. Ada and Tom became founding members.

When Sharon ran into Tom and Ada’s minister that afternoon at their home, she was embarrassed to be smoking. She herself was searching at the time, she recalled, and had even begun reading the Bible on her own. She had always been conscious of God, she remembered, but he was “fearful,” not “personal,” to her. “Does it bother you if I smoke?” she asked Ada’s pastor. “I mean, does it put you in hell?”

“No, Sharon,” he answered, “it doesn’t. But it sure makes you smell like you’ve been there!” He laughed.

“That finally alleviated pressures,” Sharon recalled, “and he had an opportunity to share with me a little bit about the Lord. It was something I wanted. I wanted to be cleansed from all my guilt. I think I added more guilt on top of what was there, because you can have a false guilt, too!” she observed of herself.

“And then, finally, one day it just all fell in place. The Lord must have really been speaking to me, and everything made sense. Just like lights turned on for me. I mean, Jesus died for me personally. I knew ‘for God so loved the world,’ but that’s where it ended: the whole world, all at the same time. But, until I realized that ‘for God so loved Sharon,’ then I understood: God so loved me personally. And whenever I had that understanding, I think I just cried and just felt the sense of all my guilt gone, that Jesus died for all my sins. And from that point on I knew I had found what I had been looking for. Now my only problem was to deal with Frank.”

Frank felt jealous of Sharon’s newfound happiness and of the pastor she now quoted incessantly. “Being a Catholic,” he said, “I felt, ‘How dare you tell me!’ ” Out of spite, he even packed up the children one Sunday and took them to mass at his local Catholic church. But this only freed Sharon up while leaving him in church struggling with two young children on his lap.

Sharon then struck a
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