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Praise for The Benedict Option:

“The Trump era . . . has not made The Benedict Option . . . less timely, but more so. . . . Conservative Christians active in politics have no choice but to do the best they can from that unsteady, wavering position. But only a robust counterculture, a healthy sense of their own freakishness and, yes, a few St. Benedicts will save them if they fall.”

—Ross Douthat, The New York Times

“This is the kind of book I am going to use to get the thoughtful people in my congregation reading and discussing. It is going to be helpful to the very people who have to live on the front line.”

—Carl R. Trueman, Westminster [PA] Theological Seminary; writer for First Things

“An insightful and optimistic plan of action for Christians who are starting to realize just how hostile American culture is to their faith.”

—Mollie Ziegler Hemingway, senior editor, The Federalist

“Deeply convicting and motivating. This book will be a grounding force for the church in the decades ahead.”

—Gabe Lyons, author of Good Faith; president of Q Ideas

“A terrific book: provocative in its content, shrewd in its insights, vivid and engaging in its style. The strength of The Benedict Option is not just its analysis of our culture’s developing problems but its outline of practical ways Christians can survive and thrive in a dramatically different America. This is an invaluable tool for understanding our times and acting as faithful believers.” 

—Charles J. Chaput, O.F.M. Cap, Archbishop of Philadelphia
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Foreword

By Rev. Daniel French, Vicar of Salcombe

Over three decades I can count on my hand the number of times I have considered leaving ministry and throwing the towel in. One moment stands out above all others, reading the official memo from the Church of England authorities to go above and beyond Boris Johnson’s lockdown instruction. At first, I thought I had misheard but when my administrator slowly read it aloud the true horror dawned. All our churches were to be immediately evacuated and locked. Were these sacred places no better than gymnasiums or cinemas? Just when the Church was most needed, we locked the public out. I considered resigning. But calming down, I recalled a book that had fired me up three years before: The Benedict Option. 

It is fair to say that when published in the United States in 2017 The Benedict Option made little impact in the UK. I was one of a few enthusiasts in my circle who devoured it having studied Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue (1980) as a theology undergraduate. Dreher borrows on MacIntyre’s thesis of the West entering a new dark age, with an urgency for small moral communities to be formed in the spirit of St Benedict. These villages of sanity would keep alight the torch of civilisation until a better season arrives. Weeks before the pandemic, 
I had secured a place at university for a research degree on this with an emphasis on what the Benedict Option might look like ecumenically. I was minded that small ‘o’ orthodox Christians urgently needed a much deeper shared narrative of the seen and unseen world to make this work. Dreher confirmed that Christians had to transcend our preset historical disagreements, particularly about the sacraments. The Benedict Option would only progress if we mutually agreed on what the created world is in the first place. Like Neo, the protagonist in The Matrix, we have to dismantle the fundamentals of the secular age and take the red pill. Only then will we see the true nature of the material world and will the radical nature of the sacraments become clear. By the pandemic, it became obvious that many others were on the same page with a view to a radical re-enchantment project, including new thinkers like Paul VanderKlay, Jonathan Pageau, Paul Kingsnorth and Martin Shaw. 

In America, Dreher was misunderstood for advocating the cessation of evangelisation and an off-grid retreat from modernity. In Britain, aside from an unconscious bias towards anything ‘American’, a more serious problem with the book’s initial reception was that established Churches are reticent to have an eschatological understanding of themselves. And, with all our pomp and circumstance there is nothing as established as the Church of England. Liberal Anglicans in the northern hemisphere tend to be aghast at anything remotely apocalyptic. We prefer to imagine that things will just go on like they always have. In Advent, you are more likely to hear a sermon on climate change than Christ’s return. If we cannot articulate that Almighty God is moving history towards a point of absolute crisis then the Holy Church is reduced to an NGO. By contrast, the Benedict Option reminds us of the biblical and patristic picture of the Church as an ark. One of my seaside medieval churches has one of the longest roofs in the county and, engineered by boat builders, it looks like an upside-down Noah’s ark. But, if there is no flood then all our arks are museum pieces rather than essential vessels of Christ’s mercy to get us through the oncoming deluge. 

Dreher’s proposition of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (MTD) being the de facto progressive ‘spirituality’ remains apposite. After reading The Benedict Option I cannot unsee it. The ‘you do you’ version of Christianity now stands in direct contrast to the neo-stoicism of Jordan Peterson’s ‘drag your damned cross up the hill’ rhetoric. Peterson has made us look like fools, filling auditoria with young adults who should be the natural constituency of our bishops and archbishops. In fact, I would suggest that MTD has mutated since Dreher’s book and is now the aggressive work mind virus which tolerates no other voices. Churches like my own have become Petri dishes for this because, for decades, we obsessively appealed to modernity. We want you to want us. The early signs of this became apparent in the 1990s, when evangelisation became reduced to a frantic exercise in marketing. And when the sales pitch of the Gospel flopped, the next step was to argue that Christians were out of touch and only a complete revamp of our sexual morality would bring back the masses. MTD liberal theology was basically an off-the-shelf product for a Church unable to grapple with consumer culture. Ironically, churches that have bought into MTD have accelerated decline even though they offer everything on the menu. At this rate, many will cease to exist by the middle of this century. To the Baby Boomers’ frustration, liberal Protestantism is basically in end-of-life care. Up until 2020, I had resigned myself to this being the stagnant water that traditional Christians had to negotiate. 

Covid-19 changed all of this, and my life has never been the same. There was something about the pandemic and the global response which The Benedict Option spoke to. It is a much more relevant text in post-pandemic Britain and, indeed, I hear Dreher’s name being bandied about in a way that I did not five years ago. For a start, the pandemic highlighted how easy it was for a supposedly liberal democracy to flip into totalitarianism, especially given the advance of surveillance technology and social media. This spooked many. Ministers within the British government thought it implausible to implement a Chinese-style lockdown; then Italy gave it a go and the rest is history. What was supposed to be three weeks ‘to flatten the curve’ became a year or more of draconian suspensions of basic civil rights. An island people of free thinkers now enthusiastically snitched on neighbours for giving granny a cake or reported teenagers for holding hands in the park. A friend who grew up in Czechoslovakia remarked how this all reminded him of the Soviet era. Clergy faced disciplinary action for congregating beyond what the rules allowed. In one case, a vicar was seriously reprimanded for singing aloud and hugging, with smartphone video footage used as evidence. The insane possibility of vaccine passports for church entry was mooted and, during Christmas, a cathedral experimented with it for access to carol services. The progressive Left loved all this control and wore compliance as a badge of honour, the rest of us being ‘Covidiots’ and conspiracy theorists. If Christmas had to be cancelled, then so be it. They did not mind if the government regulated how many hours a day you could walk your dog. For metropolitan types working from home the lockdowns were a breeze compared with front-line workers or single parents living in tower blocks. 

Predictably, taking to the streets in Britain for causes such as Black Lives Matter was an acceptable exception to lockdown for the liberal media. By contrast, protesting against lockdowns per se was ‘far-right’.  This was taken to a disgusting level in Canada where notables in the Anglican Church demonised the truckers from their pulpits. I spoke to a protestor, a devout Anglican woman appalled at the vitriol poured out to her own people from the clergy. Her city church even banned trucker families from using toilets. This is certainly a foretaste of things to come through the lens of The Benedict Option. 

On the hopeful side, networks of sympathetic voices sprang up. These groups were more political (awake) than overtly religious, yet the language was theological. They had a strong Benedict Option texture, with participants seeking to create distinctive communities standing against the status quo, aiming to shield each other from the spectre of technocracy. We became the resistance, and some wonderful friendships have emerged. More so, we found, to our pleasant surprise, that these circles remain incredibly open to a religious dimension, and in particular to robust expressions of Christianity. This is where I can directly address Dreher’s critics, who ask ‘Where are these hypothetical Benedict Option communities?’, with the practical reality of groups forming all over the place, and then gradually Christianising. Of course, this is the peril of excessive armchair theologising where nothing ever gets done. The internet is full of people agonising about what exactly constitutes a community or whether this should be a Bonaventure, Puritan or Augustinian Option. All well and good, but orthodox Christians do not have the luxury of time. The Machine is coming. Imagine if Noah wasted time deliberating over whether God wanted a yacht or a cruiser and so never finished before the flood crashed in. 

What is my Benedict Option, you may ask? It is a work in progress, but so far the fruits of our labour have proven good. With two other clergy colleagues, Jamie Franklin and Tom Pelham, I host one of the most popular podcasts on faith and current affairs in the country: Irreverend. We pulled this off using not much more tech than an iPhone each and Zoom. People are giving Christianity a second look, typically young adults. Much of the machinery of established British Christianity remains completely disinterested in our work. Their loss is our gain. Weekly, we have more listeners downloading than attend church in an average Anglican diocese in England. In a typical week, we get 50 to 60 questions on the basics of faith and have heard thousands of coming to faith stories. Along with Dreher, we have packed live events and the demand seems endless. From my local fishermen to members of the House of Lords, the common feedback is of being totally underwhelmed with the messaging of the established Church but thrilled when the next episode of our podcast pops up. 

None of this is said to boast but rather to enthuse you, the new reader of The Benedict Option, to be inspired as I was with a practical faith. Get on with it. It goes without saying that there are dangers and, in particular, I would highlight a Manichean tendency in some quarters that would warp the Gospel into a series of conspiracy theories. By contrast, God has already won through the death and resurrection of Christ. I have reminded those more waspish than 
I that, even if Bill Gates were the antichrist, his power is laughably minuscule compared with God. The Benedict Option is, I believe, part of a mature revival that both embraces a radical Christian life but is also (in the fullest, Benedictine sense) balanced and tempered. Dreher has received ire from toxic trads and black-pilled conspiracists for not being totally on side. But I think he has been proven right for arguing for an orthodox Christianity that has not lost the milk of human kindness or itself in the political. 

The Benedict Option may not be optimistic about the immediate future, but it proposes hope for a better future after the exile. Its sequel Live Not by Lies, also being republished at this time, draws out the difficulties for faithful Christians inhabiting something like Huxley’s Brave New World. The Church has never experienced a landscape like this and the necessary psychological warfare against this new soft totalitarianism is unprecedented. As C.S. Lewis hinted in ‘Abolition of Man’, it is better to live under a robber baron than a caste of conditioners who control us with endless sugar. It is going to demand an extraordinary amount of patience and vision for Christianity to emerge and negotiate a digitally saturated reality. In this respect, I make the audacious claim that Rod Dreher’s vision remains a roadmap each of should take seriously. 

Prayer of Saint Benedict

Gracious and Holy Father, give us the wisdom to discover you, the intelligence to understand you, the diligence to seek after you, the patience to wait for you, eyes to behold you, a heart to meditate upon you, and a life to proclaim you, through the power of the Spirit of Jesus, our Lord. Amen.




 Preface

More than a few conservative Christians voted for Donald Trump in 2016, not as the lesser of two evils but out of sincere conviction that he would make America great again, on Christian terms. The Benedict Option came out shortly after Trump’s inauguration and offered guarded hope that he might improve things on the margins. Today, though, only the most deluded of true believers can possibly believe that the Trump presidency heralds some kind of American Christian renaissance.

Nothing that has happened in the year since The Benedict Option first appeared lessens the book’s urgency. In fact, despite a Supreme Court win, Christians are arguably worse off than they’d have been under Hillary.

For one thing, support for Trump has hurt the integrity of those on the Christian right who maintain support for a man whose shady business practices, abuse of women, boastful arrogance, tolerance of racists, and disregard for the truth are condemned by Christian teaching. As Wheaton College professor Ed Stetzer, writing in Christianity Today, said in the wake of the president’s badly bungled response to the deadly  Charlottesville violence, “If you are unable to critique the President, you’ve lost your prophetic witness, Christian. And that’s a tragedy.” Numerous conservative Evangelicals—especially campus ministers—have told me that they fear the church will not be able to recover from the scandal of purported men of God appearing to be supporting an ungodly leader in exchange for power.

And that promised power may not even materialize. With great fanfare, President Trump signed an executive order defending religious liberty shortly after taking office, but in substance, it was toothless. Despite having an ostensibly pro-religious liberty president in the White House, the Republican-controlled Congress has scarcely lifted a finger for the cause. One conservative Washington insider told me, “They don’t want to touch it.”

Even as the president and party who are “on our side” fail to protect those who stand for Christian teachings on morality and the human person, the assault continues. In September 2017, a federal judge in Minnesota ruled against a pair of Christian videographers who claimed that filming same-sex weddings would be a violation of their religious liberty rights. In his written opinion, the judge likened their stance to racism. Law professor John Inazu, a prominent religious liberty expert, says that if maintaining Christian orthodoxy on homosexuality comes to be seen, both in law and culture, as the precise equivalent of racial bigotry, then “it’s game over” for conservative Christians.

Meanwhile, fear of repercussions has scared some churches from defending Christian colleges and schools on the front lines of the religious liberty battle. One Christian college official in California told me that when his colleagues tried to rally congregations in the state to defend religious colleges against a gay-rights move by the state legislature that would have destroyed conservative institutions, most of the state’s pastors remained silent. These religious leaders were willing to stand quietly on the sidelines and watch Christian colleges either capitulate to Caesar or close their doors. “They were afraid of being called bigots,” he said.




As I traveled over the past year speaking about the Benedict Option on Christian college campuses and elsewhere, I met scores of concerned—even anguished—Christians worrying about a future far more uncertain than they imagined even a few years ago. Though their worries are various, one clear theme emerged from countless conversations: fear that their young adult children will abandon the Christian faith. That, and a sense of powerlessness in the face of a cultural riptide of relativism that is carrying so many Christian young out to a secularist sea.

For so long we were told that if the Republicans were in power, Judeo-Christian morals would be upheld, and our children’s future would be secured. Now Republicans control the White House and Congress, and we can see this promise to be false.

But even if traditional action has proven useless, there is still no waiting out the growing darkness on the theory that the culture is simply going through a phase. Pressures are intensifying from the secularizing outside culture while the church’s interior structures are breaking down. Trying to hide from the harsh realities of post-Christian America might preserve your sense of calm, but at what cost?

Many of The Benedict Option’s critics accuse me of urging Christians to head for the hills. It’s not true. While I do call for a strategic withdrawal—a limited kind of culture-war Dunkirk operation to gain the church militant a space in which to regroup, retrain, and reengage in the long struggle—the Benedict Option is not a call to escapism and inaction. Rather, it’s a call to deeper attention to spiritual discipline and building resilient Christian community, both for our own sake and for the life of the world Christ calls us to serve. Ultimately, this is a book about true hope—hope based not on false optimism, but on a realistic assessment of the church’s condition and reclamation of its profound spiritual treasures forgotten in modern times.

Though I’ve heard a great deal of anxiety from besieged Benedict Option readers over the past year, I have been extremely gratified to hear that the book has inspired churches, classes, and book clubs to  read it together, and discuss among themselves how they can respond as individuals, families, and congregations. They are doing exactly what I encourage Christian readers to do: embrace our new role as “creative minorities” and work out in collaboration with our communities the best ways to build the Benedict Option where God has planted us.

I was in the audience last autumn when U.S. senator Ben Sasse, the Nebraska Republican, spoke to a group of Christian philanthropists. The senator, a historian and a believing Christian, works in the inner ring of political power in the most powerful nation on Earth. His position allows him a somewhat unique vantage point to see what’s coming on the horizon—and his academic training as a historian gives him an informed perspective on the meaning of this age. You might have expected a senior American politician, one whose name has been bandied about as a potential presidential candidate, to offer the crowd a political program. Senator Sasse did not do this.

Rather, he urged the Christian audience to devote their time and treasure to coming up with strategies for their communities to establish firm roots during this era of chronic economic disruption, communal dissipation, family fracturing, and faithlessness.

Sasse said that believers will have to “figure out how to revalue place and the local at a time when place and the local are evaporating for most people.”

I’m sure the Nebraska senator didn’t realize it, but he was essentially urging the Christians to embrace the Benedict Option—not to save themselves, necessarily, but to serve communities, families, and individuals that will be strained and even broken to bits by the raging floodwaters of liquid modernity.

There is no political solution to cultural problems—and these problems are at their core spiritual. The sense of crisis is mounting across our civilization, well beyond the boundaries of religious traditionalists. In The Fate of the West, a foreboding book published the same month as The Benedict Option, former Economist editor Bill Emmott  wrote of a widely shared fear that liberal democracy and our modern way of life is nearing collapse. In France, books pondering the “suicide” of the nation and of Europe routinely make the bestseller lists.

As our civilization seems to be going the way of the Roman empire, more Christians among its nations are asking themselves—and one another—how to be latter-day St. Benedicts who preserve the living faith that gave birth to our own civilization amid empire’s fall. They are awakening to and claiming the powerful truth conveyed in this saying: “Tradition is not the worship of ashes but the preservation of fire.”


 Introduction: The Awakening

For most of my adult life, I have been a believing Christian and a committed conservative. I didn’t see any conflict between the two, until my wife and I welcomed our firstborn child into the world in 1999. Nothing changes a man’s outlook on life like having to think about the kind of world his children will inherit. And so it was with me.

As Matthew grew into toddlerhood, I began to realize how my politics were changing as I sought to raise our child by traditionalist Christian principles. I began to wonder what, exactly, mainstream conservatism was conserving. It dawned on me that some of the causes championed by my fellow conservatives—­chiefly an uncritical enthusiasm for the market—­can in some circumstances undermine the thing that I, as a traditionalist, considered the most important institution to conserve: the family.

I also came to see the churches, including my own, as largely ineffective in combating the forces of cultural decline. Traditional, historic Christianity—­whether Catholic, Protestant, or Eastern Orthodox—­ought to be a powerful counterforce to the radical individualism and secularism of modernity. Even though conservative Christians were said to be fighting a culture war, with the exception of the abortion and gay marriage issues, it was hard to see my people putting up much of  a fight. We seemed content to be the chaplaincy to a consumerist culture that was fast losing a sense of what it meant to be Christian.

In my 2006 book Crunchy Cons, which explored a countercultural, traditionalist conservative sensibility, I brought up the work of philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre, who declared that Western civilization had lost its moorings. The time was coming, said MacIntyre, when men and women of virtue would understand that continued full participation in mainstream society was not possible for those who wanted to live a life of traditional virtue. These people would find new ways to live in community, he said, just as Saint Benedict, the sixth-­century father of Western monasticism, responded to the collapse of Roman civilization by founding a monastic order.

I called the strategic withdrawal prophesied by MacIntyre “the Benedict Option.” The idea is that serious Christian conservatives could no longer live business-­as-­usual lives in America, that we have to develop creative, communal solutions to help us hold on to our faith and our values in a world growing ever more hostile to them. We would have to choose to make a decisive leap into a truly countercultural way of living Christianity, or we would doom our children and our children’s children to assimilation.

Over the last decade, I have been writing on and off about the Benedict Option, but it never took off outside a relatively small circle of Christian conservatives. Meanwhile the Millennial generation began to abandon the church in numbers unprecedented in U.S. history. And they almost certainly did not know what they were discarding: new social science research indicated that young adults are almost entirely ignorant of the teachings and practices of the historical Christian faith.

The steady decline of Christianity and the steady increase in hostility to traditional values came to a head in April 2015, when the state of Indiana passed a version of the federal Religious Freedom Restoration Act. The law merely provided a valid religious liberty defense for those sued for discrimination. It did not guarantee that those de fendants would prevail. Gay rights activists loudly protested, calling the law bigoted—­and for the first time ever, big business took sides in the culture war, coming down firmly on behalf of gay rights. Indiana backed down under corporate pressure—­as did Arkansas a week later.

This was a watershed event. It showed that if big business objected, even Republican politicians in red states would not take a stand, even a mild one, for religious freedom. Professing orthodox biblical Christianity on sexual matters was now thought to be evidence of intolerable bigotry. Conservative Christians had been routed. We were living in a new country.

And then two months later the U.S. Supreme Court declared a constitutional right to same-­sex marriage. The decision was popular with the American people, which had, over the previous decade, undergone a staggering shift on gay rights and same-­sex marriage. No sooner was the right to gay marriage achieved than activists and their political allies, the Democratic Party, began pushing for transgender rights.

Post-­Obergefell, Christians who hold to the biblical teaching about sex and marriage have the same status in culture, and increasingly in law, as racists. The culture war that began with the Sexual Revolution in the 1960s has now ended in defeat for Christian conservatives. The cultural left—­which is to say, increasingly the American mainstream—­has no intention of living in postwar peace. It is pressing forward with a harsh, relentless occupation, one that is aided by the cluelessness of Christians who don’t understand what’s happening. Don’t be fooled: the upset presidential victory of Donald Trump has at best given us a bit more time to prepare for the inevitable.

I have written The Benedict Option to wake up the church and to encourage it to act to strengthen itself, while there is still time. If we want to survive, we have to return to the roots of our faith, both in thought and in practice. We are going to have to learn habits of the heart forgotten by believers in the West. We are going to have to change our lives, and our approach to life, in radical ways. In short, we are going to have to be the church, without compromise, no matter what it costs.




This book does not offer a political agenda. Nor is it a spiritual how-­to manual, nor a standard decline-­and-­fall lament. True, it offers a critique of modern culture from a traditional Christian point of view, but more importantly, it tells the stories of conservative Christians who are pioneering creative ways to live out the faith joyfully and counterculturally in these darkening days. My hope is that you will be inspired by them and collaborate with like-­minded Christians in your local area to construct responses to the real-­world challenges faced by the church. If the salt is not to lose its savor, we have to act. The hour is late. This is not a drill.

Alasdair MacIntyre said that we await “a new—­doubtless very different—­St. Benedict.” The philosopher meant an inspired, creative leader who will pioneer a way to live the tradition in community, so that it can survive through a time of great testing. Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI foretells a world in which the church will live in small circles of committed believers who live the faith intensely, and who will have to be somewhat cut off from mainstream society for the sake of holding on to the truth. Read this book, learn from the people you meet in it, and be inspired by the testimony of the lives of the monks. Let them all speak to your heart and mind, then get active locally to strengthen yourself, your family, your church, your school, and your community.

In the first part of this book, I will define the challenge of post-­Christian America as I see it. I will explore the philosophical and theological roots of our society’s fragmentation, and I will explain how the Christian virtues embodied in the sixth-­century Rule of Saint Benedict, a monastic guidebook that played a powerful role in preserving Christian culture throughout the so-­called Dark Ages, can help all believers today.

In the second part, I will discuss how the way of Christian living prescribed by the Rule can be adapted to the lives of modern conservative Christians of all churches and confessions. To avoid political confusion, I use the word “orthodox”—­small “o”—­to refer to theolo­ gically traditional Protestants, Catholics, and Eastern Orthodox Christians. The Rule offers insights in how to approach politics, faith, family, community, education, and work. I will detail how they manifest themselves in the lives of a diverse number of Christians who have lessons to teach the entire church. Finally, I will consider the critical importance of believers thinking and acting radically in the face of the two most powerful phenomena directing contemporary life and pulverizing the church’s foundations: sex and technology.

In the end, I hope you will agree with me that Christians are now in a time of decision. The choices we make today have consequences for the lives of our descendants, our nation, and our civilization. Jesus Christ promised that the gates of Hell would not prevail against His church, but He did not promise that Hell would not prevail against His church in the West. That depends on us, and the choices we make right here, right now.

I invite you, the reader, to keep in mind as you make your way through these pages that maybe, just maybe, the new and quite different Benedict that God is calling to revive and strengthen His church is . . . you.

—­Rod Dreher
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