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The hint half guessed, the gift half understood, is Incarnation.

—T. S. ELIOT, “The Dry Salvages”
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A NOTE ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Eliza Griswold is the author of six books of poetry and non-fiction, all published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux. Her book Amity and Prosperity: One Family and the Fracturing of America was awarded the 2019 Pulitzer Prize in General Non-fiction. She writes for The New Yorker, is the Ferris Professor and Director of the Program in Journalism at Princeton University, and lives in New Jersey with her husband and son.




A NOTE

Immersion journalism is unruly. It’s like going up to a stranger’s car, knocking on the window, and asking to climb into the back seat and ride along for a while. The plan might be to arrive in Vermont in a week’s time only to end up in Vegas four years later, with three flat tires. There’s no controlling the process, and yet to call this reporting “fly-on-the-wall” isn’t intellectually honest. People, like particles, behave differently under observation. Even when they forget someone is in the back seat—still!—the observer remains an irreducible factor of the environment.

As a pastor’s kid, a reporter for The New Yorker, and a poet, I’ve spent much of my life at the edge of belief, observing how people organize their lives around what they hold sacred. I was raised to analyze human concepts of the divine—not in order to question their veracity or validity, but to understand their universal principles. Amid moments of transcendence, almost every religious community has to contend with a leaky roof. Inevitably, the outside world bears down.

Churches are harbingers of moral and cultural shifts. From 1998 to 2006, my father, Frank Griswold, served as the presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church, a Protestant denomination of 1.5 million people. When he consecrated the first openly gay bishop in 2003, I watched a modern schism in real time. This wasn’t an arcane theological disagreement: it was a profound rift, and it divided the church for good. Some evenings after dinner around our kitchen table, I watched my usually reserved dad put his head in his hands and cry over his failure to hold the church together.

Later that year, as a reporter, I traveled to Sudan with Franklin Graham, son of Billy Graham, the evangelical leader who preached in football stadiums to hundreds of thousands of rapt listeners during the 1950s and ’60s. Franklin Graham was different from his father. Billy Graham preached broadly about God; Franklin Graham spoke exclusively of Jesus, exemplifying the rightward political and cultural swing among most evangelicals in the late twentieth century. Like the majority of American evangelicals, who comprise one quarter of the U.S. population, Franklin Graham opposed gay marriage. Many evangelicals viewed the decision by the Episcopal Church and other Protestant denominations to openly accept gay members as a surrender to secular culture and a sign of their demise. Yet it was not hard to see that the same cultural forces buffeting other Protestants would soon confront American evangelicals.

About sixty million Americans consider themselves “evangelical,” a term that has always encompassed a range of backgrounds, ideologies, and identities. Evangelicals can belong to any Protestant denomination, or none at all. In general, they hold to several core certainties: they believe that by offering their lives to Jesus, who suffered on the cross and redeemed the world, they are saved; they believe in public witness; and they believe in the centrality of the Bible. They are committed to applying these tenets to all aspects of their lives.

More influential than any other religious tradition in the United States, evangelicals also reflect a larger crisis facing American Christians. Over the past twenty-five years, some forty million Americans have stopped attending church. Scandals over power, money, sex, and abuse have called into question the basic goodness of church leaders and institutions. This exodus from the church is often misunderstood as data-supported evidence of the rise of secularization. However, when people leave their churches they don’t always leave their faith.

Evangelicals who align with political conservatives have captured the most national attention. They also represent the majority of the voting block. Yet alongside this more vocal and visible group, a vibrant and visionary cohort has grown in reaction against the religious right. Rejecting their parents’ Republican politics, these evangelicals seek to follow Jesus’s radically socialist teachings in literal ways. In their willingness to sacrifice comfort and self-seeking in favor of living according to Scripture, they are reclaiming moral authority from the Christian right. Over the past fifty years, this movement has gone by various names. Some adherents and observers have used terms like “progressive evangelicals” and “the evangelical left.” Yet most who belong to this movement are trying to move beyond such labels. They are attempting to return to the roots of their faith and the practices of Jesus’s first followers. Perhaps a better term to describe them comes from this desire to live from the root (in Latin, radix): “radical evangelicals,” as some have called themselves for decades.

Their movement began during the 1967 Summer of Love in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury. Within the secular countercultural revolution, some seekers were drawn to long-haired street preachers who spoke of a deeper purpose and of certain salvation. Surrendering their lives to Jesus, a growing number of hippies became “born again” and in turn birthed a social phenomenon: the Jesus movement. By the early seventies, young people in love beads and bare feet were becoming evangelical Christians in droves, many moving to Christ-centered communes and influencing American popular culture. The Jesus movement captured the public imagination, inspiring, in 1971, the musicals Godspell and Jesus Christ Superstar. Jesus was so influential that he graced the cover of Time that year.

By the nineties, the power of the religious right and the social crises plaguing the United States had revealed essential differences between conservative evangelicals, who viewed belief as individual and the Kingdom of Heaven as eternal life after death, and the radical evangelicals, who believed that Jesus was calling them to transform society in this lifetime, not simply pray for the next. Over the past three decades, these divisions have sharpened, pitting evangelicals against one another, and casting competing visions of the moral call to be a Christian.

No less “Bible-believing” than their parents, today’s radical evangelicals aspire to live out Jesus’s teachings on love and liberation, building the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth by rejecting capitalism, redistributing resources, and addressing social ills. Turning away from the hypocrisy and hierarchy of the church as an institution, they rely on Jesus’s principal moral teaching, the Sermon on the Mount, as a blueprint for their lives. They have established intentional communities in the poorest and most violence-ridden neighborhoods, renounced possessions, set up food pantries, and repurposed school buses to run on vegetable oil. To live out the biblical injunction to forge swords into plowshares, they’ve melted guns into garden tools.

In 2019, on a street corner in Kensington, the Philadelphia neighborhood hardest hit by opioids, I was standing by one such blacksmith’s mobile forge, watching the muzzle of an AK-47 start to glow, when I spotted half a dozen white men and women huddled together on the curb in thrift-store chic. The men wore well-pressed button-down shirts, and the women favored long dirndl skirts and T-shirts with sayings like There are no good billionaires. They were punk-rock, but their fresh faces and starry eyes spoke of devotion to something greater: a church, I suspected.

This was Circle of Hope, a vibrant collective of some seven hundred people founded in 1996 by Rod and Gwen White. Hippie church planters from Southern California, the Whites felt called to come east and bring young people to Jesus. So many were abandoning church. Rod and Gwen saw another way: tossing out hypocrisy, GOP politics, rote Bible learning, and hierarchies, the Whites grew Circle of Hope for the next generation of Jesus freaks, building, Rod wrote, “an outpost of his counter rebellion against all the coercion going on in the name of Jesus.” Circle, as members called it, attracted all sorts of people—Quakers, Jews, atheists, the occasional Satan worshipper—but mostly it grew into an off-ramp for evangelical Christians fleeing their childhood churches.

Although Rod and Gwen disliked all labels, including the word “church,” Circle had, by the time I encountered it, grown into four thriving congregations: three in Philadelphia and one in New Jersey. Rod White had ostensibly stepped away from running the day-to-day. He hated the word “retired,” however, so instead he called himself the “development pastor,” an informal advisor to the four pastors who had inherited leadership. Ben White, thirty-six when I met him in 2019 and the youngest, by minutes, of Rod and Gwen’s four sons, shepherded the smallest and poorest congregation, which met in a former firehouse in Camden County, New Jersey. Julie Hoke, forty-one, and raised in rural Lancaster, Pennsylvania, in a missionary family, pastored a group of young professionals in the historic northwestern Philadelphia neighborhood of Germantown, where Protestants have been dunking new believers in the Wissahickon Creek since Christmas 1723. Rachel Sensenig, forty-two and the first woman to pastor one of Circle’s four congregations, had inherited Rod’s original crew in South Philly and continued to grow it into something of her own. Jonny Rashid, a thirty-three-year-old Egyptian American, and the only pastor of color, led the congregation in Fishtown, a North Philadelphia enclave of rapidly gentrifying hip.

At one of their Monday-morning pastors’ meetings in 2019, I asked Jonny, Julie, Rachel, and Ben if I could immerse myself in their lives as a reporter to follow a group of people attempting to live with Christ at the center of all things. With varying degrees of enthusiasm, they said yes, in the hope that sharing their story might inspire others. Ben, Julie, Rachel, and Jonny also believed in being led by the Holy Spirit. Perhaps my arrival, they reasoned, would mark a new, more expansive direction for the church and allow their message to reach the world. For me, this bright and funny band of Jesus followers served as a microcosm of the radical evangelical movement, which, in its real-life application, promised not only to reclaim the moral heart of evangelicalism but also to serve as Christianity’s last, best shot at remaining relevant.

However, as a result of the dislocation caused by the coronavirus pandemic and the crisis of police brutality, a struggle began over privilege and power. Instead of focusing outward on healing the world, as Jesus called his followers to do, the pastors, and the church, turned in on themselves. Over the next four years, I witnessed the pastors shepherd their beloved community through the most controversial issues of our times. Circle of Hope, once formed of egalitarian ideals and a utopian vision, started to come apart. Amid f-bombs and exegetical arguments, the pastors sparred over the values they’d once shared: who belonged, what beliefs and behaviors could be tolerated, and what Jesus really meant when he called his disciples to love.




PROLOGUE

Ben White was a committed pacifist, but on this July morning in 2021 in South Philadelphia, he thrummed with rage. His beloved and visionary parents were about to be cast out of the community they’d spent their lives building. And he didn’t understand why.

“So you’re saying it’s either you or them,” Ben said, glowering at his fellow pastors, who until recently he’d considered to be among his closest friends.

Rachel Sensenig, the eldest and a kind of big sister, leaned forward to listen. Before her, on an open laptop, Julie Hoke was joining the emergency Zoom meeting from her parents’ cabin in the Pennsylvania woods. Julie’s round face, unadorned, kept glitching, as if her terrible rural internet service mirrored a spiritual disconnect among the four. The final pastor, Jonny Rashid, glanced up from his phone as Ben demanded to know what his parents, Rod and Gwen White, had done wrong.

There was no hint of scandal, no rumor of sexual or financial abuse. (The Whites cared little about money and were independently well-off.) Yet Circle of Hope seemed to be turning against them—“acting as if my parents are a problem to be solved,” Ben muttered.

“Every single ethical norm and practice in Christianity says that what Rod did was wrong,” Jonny argued. “It’s sowing seeds of discord,” he explained, a sin according to the Bible’s book of Proverbs.

“That’s just sanctimonious bullshit, man!” Ben replied.

Rachel slumped at the table’s far side. She was tired of their arguing. “This feels like a real masculine power struggle,” she offered, a bid for “top dog power.” “I really do think you guys need to go have a couple beers.”

Ben and Jonny didn’t seem to hear her.

Hanging above them, unanswered, was the question of whether the church could survive.

“We need to have a reckoning, to find out who’s in the church and who’s not,” Ben told the other pastors. “I won’t kill this church, because it’s my whole life, but I could. All I have to do is quit.”

 

Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him, and he began to speak and he began to teach them. He said:
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