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And sin, young man, is when you treat people as things. Including yourself. That’s what sin is.

—Terry Pratchett


In every age it has been the tyrant who has wrapped himself in the cloak of patriotism or religion or both.

—Eugene V. Debs


Surely the past is a monstrous harvest, a bitter reaping, And wounds enough are everywhere.

—Let us not stain ourselves with blood.

This is the word a woman speaks, if any man will deign to hear it.

—Aeschylus, Agamemnon







INTRODUCTION

The United States is and has always been a Christian nation—not necessarily in the sense of a theocracy but in the sense that Christianity permeates every aspect of public life and undergirds the basic assumptions of what private life should look like for everyday people. This includes those brought up casually in the church or who attend only once or twice a year. It even includes those who never went to church at all but had the image implanted in their heads of the God they didn’t believe in: a big beard in the sky, a handsome and ill-fated son inclined to carpentry, lots of blood and thorns involved. Most of them probably have grandparents who believe and have eaten chocolate eggs for Easter, because chocolate eggs are very easy to believe in, even if you don’t really believe in a god rising from the grave.

You could call this hegemony if you like; that’s the term of art used by academics—the way a religion and its basic beliefs about sin and forgiveness overlay a whole country. It determines federal holidays and is a model for what decency should be. It’s like background music, the kind that bores into your mind for the first few minutes in an elevator with its insistent pleasant drone or that you notice for the first few minutes after strolling into a CVS but that eventually fades, by its own ubiquity, into something you don’t notice unless it stops.

If you are not a Christian in the United States—not merely someone born into a Christian family who stopped practicing nor even a determined atheist—but not a Christian, that is, a Jew, for example, like me, the author of this book, you do not have the ability to ignore the music. You find yourself standing in a little pool of silence, listening to it but not part of it. You know all about Christmas, and you’ll never get a present. You recognize, in your bones, that the insistent subconscious music of Christianity is what guides the steps of everyone around you, even if they’re not aware of it. Everybody else is dancing to a tune you aren’t, so you’d better move quickly to avoid getting your feet stepped on.

You also, having grown up with that extra sense of hearing the music that everyone else doesn’t, notice when there’s a change in its tenor. You notice when the pleasant sound of Muzak metamorphoses, when there’s a saw-blade whine to the notes, a more insistent drumming. You recognize, deep in your adrenal glands, when the music of hegemony becomes the music of conquest: the beat, in fact, of an army on the march.

The Christian Right is a force in American politics and has been for decades: half a century, to be precise, during which it has steadily gained in power. It started in schoolrooms, continued in courtrooms, and perseveres with the aid of people who are perfectly willing to call in bomb threats to hospitals and attempt to overturn elections. It features self-proclaimed prophets with a distinct interest in politics, newly minted apostles with very definite ideas about spiritual battle and its earthly components, and pastors eager to usher in the end of the world.

Its adherents have hymns and devotionals and speak in tongues on occasion, and the showiest of them are known to march through cities blowing ram’s horns in an effort to topple, as Joshua once did, the wicked cities of the world. They have their own insular world, their own media apparatus. They have legislators who give fire-and-brimstone speeches from the badly carpeted rooms where laws are made. They have lawyers, too. And in case the lawyers fail, there is always the promise of congregations that might coalesce into mobs or arsonists whose burning, holy zeal coalesces into the tiny pinpoint of a Molotov cocktail.

They have all these things, working in tandem to create the rhythm of war music, the kind that shakes the ground under your feet. That kind of pressure—one of wild faith—seeks outlets wherever it can. In recent years the war music has reached a crescendo, and it is still building. All around you there are laws unfolding: laws about schools, laws about teachers, laws about wombs, laws about doctors, laws about abortifacients, laws governing the gender of children. There are also laws governing the way history is taught in this country, lest anything come between growing minds and the grand story of a land chosen by God to be the fertile ground for his very own battle between good and evil.

It’s a big, strange story, full of dark little rooms where small men decide the fate of millions, and cavernous spotlit rooms on whose stages appear big men with waxen faces that only look good on television. It’s a story of power developed in private and power proclaimed from the pulpit. It’s a story of faith, money, demons, the end of the world, and all the tiny tragedies accumulating before that fated time of tribulation. It’s the story of the unique evil the righteous can do, and it is happening all around you.

Everyone knows that to wage a just and righteous war, you have to strike down the men who think of themselves as warriors and who, in a patriarchy, feel duty bound to stand and fight. But everyone who has an inch of cunning knows that the best way to win a war—particularly a war for the soul of a country, rather than its mere earthly trappings—is to capture the women and children.

This book is about spiritual warfare: about the tens of millions of evangelical American Christians who believe that demons make war every day with the better angels of the human spirit. But it is also the story of women and children: women whose bodies are no longer their own property under the laws made by godly men. And children who face, in the homes of certain evangelicals, pain harder than iron.

This is the story of those children, told by them in dozens and hundreds of interviews to a Jew and brought to you in the hope that it might make people like you sit up and pay attention. It might make you listen to the music of war unfolding all around you, the sound of the final trumpets in the war to end all wars, the sound of an incidentally and demographically Christian nation becoming a Christian nation by law by force.

There are many faithful people in this country who kiss the cross or take Communion and love their neighbor and keep up with old friends and listen to a nice sermon or two. This is not a book about those people. It’s about the other kind. The ones who won’t stop until they’ve conquered the earthly realm and secured it for the host of Heaven, the ones who believe in a white and righteous world and whose worldly allies include a twice-divorced and multiply indicted former president who is even now being written into contemporary prophecies that ring with the timbre of divine authority; the ones who want women put into their place and children to be seen and not heard. This is the story of an army forged in church pews and around kitchen tables—an army that several decades ago awoke to its own power and has continued to acquire it ever since.

If you are reading this book, you are an enemy combatant in a war of the spirit that began before your birth and is being waged every day by determined, ordinary people you wouldn’t look twice at if they passed you in the street. It doesn’t matter that you didn’t start this war, or that you might not believe in its basic premises. All around you is the white-hot music of belief, the rigid goose steps getting closer, of those whose movements are guided by its beat. It is coming for you, the rough music of God’s justice, sweeping down from the high mountains, and down across the plains; into the tallest buildings, and the halls of power in particular. Only by knowing what makes up the notes—only by taking the time to notice and to recognize, as hard as that is to do, that the people on the march truly take it all literally—can you prevail. Read this book, and learn the melody of war. Only then can you take up whatever instrument you must and begin a countermarch of your own, the strange and beautiful cacophony of free will.






PART I

THIS IS HOW YOU WIN THE SPIRIT WAR
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