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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:









PART I









1


BEN


“Blessed are the peacemakers.”


—MATTHEW 5:9


Ben White surveyed the darkened strip malls of southern New Jersey through the windshield of his ten-year-old red Prius. Up and down Route 130, scant light shone from the chain stores managing to stay afloat, mostly chicken joints and Family Dollar stores. Many of these strip malls were teetering toward bankruptcy. The postindustrial wasteland of 2020 depressed Ben, who’d been leading Circle of Hope’s New Jersey outpost since 2015. Devoting themselves to following Jesus and stripping away the evils of American capitalism, church members called South Jersey “the ruins of empire.” Ben hadn’t been thrilled to pastor here. He’d wanted to travel afar for the Lord, as an explorer of both interior and exterior landscapes. The belly of his right calf bore a blue tattoo of Reepicheep, a mouse in C. S. Lewis’s series The Chronicles of Narnia, with a line of lullaby that Reepicheep’s mother sings to him: There is the utter east—a call Ben heard to “the undiscovered places of the soul.”


Still, Ben had thrown himself into bringing young people into the New Jersey Circle. Cultivating a skater-pastor vibe, the six-foot-four pastor adopted Vans, a hoodie, and a flat-brimmed baseball cap, and struck up a partnership with Kids Alley, a local children’s ministry evangelizing out of a van. On Friday nights, he took a small group of teenagers out for pizza. He talked to them about Jesus and personal debt. Inspired by a local evangelist, he trawled a local community college campus, holding up a sign that read, TELL ME YOUR STORY. He was kicked off that campus for proselytizing, so Ben enrolled as a student and redoubled his efforts, inviting people to his church, which occupied a repurposed firehouse along Marlton Pike, a major South Jersey throughway.


The squat yellow building, with four garage doors for long-gone fire engines, came strapped with a $1,200-a-month mortgage, a significant sum for its congregation of one hundred working people. Marlton Pike was the most politically mixed of Circle of Hope’s four congregations. Unlike Fishtown, where Jonny Rashid’s intellectual band met in a former dentist’s office, or Germantown, where Julie Hoke’s progressive professionals rented space on Sundays in a Presbyterian church, South Jersey, politically, was bright purple with pockets of red. A handful of people in Ben’s congregation loaded pallets in Amazon warehouses and listened to Jordan Peterson, the Canadian psychologist and critic of political correctness. Some had voted for Trump, whom Ben loathed.


But Ben viewed his family’s church as beyond politics. In their effort to build the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth, worldly identities, such as conservative and liberal, didn’t apply. Circle’s radical vision transcended all such markers. In an increasingly fractured world, this aspiration toward unity was a thrilling ideal, and for Ben, it was possible only through Jesus.


Calling himself “evangelical with a lowercase e,” Ben believed there was one path to salvation. “If it ain’t Jesus, it won’t save you,” as he put it. To him, Circle’s mission was clear: “Bringing people to Jesus is our primary goal.” Ben also believed in a total commitment to peace. He was an Anabaptist, a member of a five-hundred-year-old Protestant sect to which some two million Christians worldwide belong, including those at Circle of Hope. Anabaptism had, from the start, called for reform. It was born out of the Radical Reformation, a reaction against the corruption of the Catholic Church. Anabaptists insisted only adults could be baptized: those who could make a conscious decision to follow the Lord and demonstrate their commitment to “non-conformity with the world.” For this, thousands were persecuted and put to death during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Anabaptists called execution by drowning “the Third Baptism.”


For Ben, as for his parents, there was a clear distinction between the radical social reordering Jesus commanded and secular politics. Political protests, including those for the progressive causes Ben agreed with, could get in the way of following Jesus. “‘Social justice church’ is a brand I’ve always had misgivings about,” Ben said one afternoon in early 2020. He was taking a break from weed-whacking around the firehouse church. Over two dozen years, he’d watched so many fellow Jesus followers drift away from Circle of Hope when their commitment to a cause competed with their commitment to Jesus.


“There’s a Venn diagram of the life of faith and the faith of social justice,” Ben added. “They’re the same until they’re different.” Herein lay the conundrum. At Circle of Hope, building the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth required addressing the world’s woes. Being in the world but not of it, as the Bible commanded, meant striking a difficult balance between separateness and engagement. Anabaptists didn’t retreat from the world, Ben argued—they showed up at their warehouse jobs at Amazon, Foot Locker, and Nabisco, and served as living examples of Jesus’s love. “We’re invasive separatists,” Ben said. “We’re different, in-your-face.”


Referring to Paul’s letter to the Philippians, he said that Anabaptists were called to “shine like lights in a crooked and corrupt generation.”


Ben had always wanted to be a pastor. His mom, Gwen, liked to tell the story of her four-year-old son climbing onto a stool to preach his first babbling sermon at the music stand his father used as a lectern. Unlike the vast number of pastor’s kids who resented the strictures of childhood church, Ben relished the shirtless freedom of growing up among Jesus freaks, who established some six hundred peace communes across the United States in the 1970s and ’80s as part of the larger Jesus movement. “The counterculture got saved, and they brought their weirdness to Christianity,” Ben said. “It was an awakening, a real revival, even if it was a revival for white hippies.”


Both Rod and Gwen grew up in 1950s Southern California families who weren’t particularly visionary or spiritual. Rod’s parents didn’t go to church but dropped him off with his sister at a local Baptist congregation for Sunday school, where Rod recalled first feeling the overwhelming presence of Jesus when he was five. Committed to church from then on, he began to catch rides with a kindly elderly lady in her Cadillac. Gwen was sixteen when she first attended Young Life, an evangelical organization that ran youth clubs, sing-alongs, and cookouts around the United States to encourage teens like Gwen to find and follow Jesus. Young Life had its own peer strategy.


“Go find the quarterback, the popular kid,” as Gwen put it. “Try to convert that kid. They’ll bring a ton of kids along.” One afternoon, she joined such a throng outside an overflowing municipal building in Riverside. Standing on tiptoe, she peeked into a window. “On that lawn, I heard that Jesus loved me, and I had never heard that anyone loved me,” she said.


Young Life was part of “the new evangelical movement,” an ambitious twentieth-century push to reach America with the gospel. Billy Graham, known as “the Protestant pope,” feared that Christianity was losing its influence in the United States. He and other evangelical pastors called for a new era of engagement: a revival. Graham’s crusades—evangelistic campaigns that were held at stadiums and other large venues and featured both preaching and music—called people forward to give their lives to Christ; attendees included the likes of Johnny Cash, Bob Dylan, and the budding theologian Elaine Pagels. The reach of Graham and other “new evangelicals” would alter American culture and politics. (Graham advised every U.S. president from Truman to Obama.) The new evangelicals created powerful organizations and media outlets, including the National Association of Evangelicals and Christianity Today, along with Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California, which Rod attended, and Young Life, the youth organization where Gwen found Jesus.


Gwen’s conversion experience on the municipal lawn in Riverside, California, transformed every aspect of a childhood marked by loneliness and disappointment. “Coming to Christ blew the doors off my life,” Gwen said. A powerful swimmer, she’d missed the 1968 Olympic trials by one one-hundredth of a second. The urgency of sharing her absolute faith in Jesus transformed Gwen’s despair into love. She marched against Vietnam and volunteered at a health clinic with Spanish-speaking patients. From a distance, with her cutoff dungarees and sun-bleached hair, she might’ve appeared as any hippie activist, but Gwen’s purpose was spiritual, not political, which she felt was very different. By the early 1970s, college campuses were awash with Jesus freaks, many of whom, including Rod and Gwen, looked like free-love radicals but were in fact enacting what they believed to be an ancient form of rebellion. “We rarely got sucked into the social left,” Gwen said. “Because we always wanted to be about Jesus.”


When Rod and Gwen met at a Jesus event in 1974 as undergraduates at the University of California, Riverside, Rod invited Gwen to a Bible study in his apartment. Within fifteen minutes, Gwen grew enamored by the ethereal young man with flowing hair and an oversized wooden cross slung around his delicate neck. The next week, she brought homemade cookies. Listening to Rod spin his “grandiose plans to change the fabric of the church,” Gwen fell hard. Rod saw evangelization as “just like a sport.” He believed the world was due for a new revival, which he would help lead. To prepare, he studied the First Great Awakening, the eighteenth-century evangelical movement that swept the American colonies. He wrote his thesis on one of its leaders, George Whitefield, a fiery Anglican orator. Meanwhile, Rod’s Bible study grew so popular that he and his roommates rented a neighboring apartment to accommodate a startling crowd of one hundred students, with Gwen at its center as an eloquent and eager participant.


Falling in love with each other and with Jesus, the two drove around Riverside. When they spotted Christian fish stickers on other beat-up cars, Rod and Gwen held up their right index fingers, the Jesus freak code that Christ was the “one way” to peace. This was the message of exclusive salvation—that only through Jesus could anyone reach heaven—which Billy Graham and the new evangelicals championed. Graham embraced the Jesus freaks, and they loved Graham. When Graham served as grand marshal of the Rose Parade, beaming Jesus freaks raised their index fingers as his float glided past.


The 1980s marked a sea change in the image of American evangelicals. With the election of Ronald Reagan, an outspoken Republican, the roomier, soft-spoken evangelicalism of Jimmy Carter faded from view. Over the next forty years, as the term “evangelical” grew more aligned with the Republican Party, the values the Whites lived by came to represent a powerful fracture within the larger faith. Rod called Reagan “the devil,” and he believed that Reagan could be the Antichrist, come to signal the Apocalypse. “This could literally be the end-times,” Rod said. It wasn’t Reagan’s conservatism they reacted against; it was his embrace of capitalism in the name of Christianity. “It’s the worst capitalist takeover of the system, and he’s preaching it like it’s gospel,” Rod said. To Rod, this was idolatry: “Nancy was doing his horoscope, while he’s trying to be a Christian.”


For Rod and Gwen, battling the forces of evil didn’t mean simply backing progressive political causes. Jesus was calling for a far more radical transformation of society. “Jesus didn’t come to earth to dismantle the Roman Empire,” Gwen liked to say. “He came to build the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth.”


This desire to transcend worldly politics was inspiring but complicated. Although Jesus freaks reflected hippie counterculture, they were also the spiritual children of the new evangelicals, which was, at its core, a fundamentalist movement upholding traditional social values and gender roles. Gwen was as gifted a preacher as Rod. However, as a woman, she was discouraged from preaching and teaching theology at Young Life. Instead, when Gwen married Rod, she taught public school to pay Rod’s way through Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena. After he graduated, he became a youth pastor at a Baptist church in Riverside, a city of 170,000 about fifty miles east of Los Angeles. Gwen helped him grow the youth group from a handful of kids to over one hundred. Despite Gwen’s prodigious gifts with pastoring teens, the head pastor ignored her. He preached from the pulpit about a woman’s submission.


“This isn’t Jesus,” Gwen raged to herself and to Rod. Jesus was love, liberation, and freedom—not female servitude. So they started their own Christ-centered commune. In 1979, Rod and Gwen purchased the Flintstone House, their name for the gloppy brown ranch they bought, with a loan from Gwen’s dad, for less than $100,000. (Although Gwen didn’t know it until her dad died, she was a soda-bottle heiress; her family had made a small fortune selling their glass bottle company to a large corporation.) On their commune, Rod, then twenty-five, became the visionary leader. Gwen, a year older, organized volleyball matches and swam in their black-bottomed pool, where, over the next several years, Rod also baptized the two dozen members of the radical community they named the Sierra Street Household.


Living according to the Bible’s book of Acts and its account of Jesus’s early followers, who renounced their worldly possessions to rid themselves of ties to the Roman Empire, Rod dispensed the salary he received as a youth pastor into a common purse, and Gwen cooked communal dinners called Love Feasts, which the Bible refers to (in Jude 1:12) as meals that Jesus’s disciples shared with one another. Each year on April 1, they reviewed the principles that bound them to one another and to God and posted them on the fridge.


Many other Jesus communes had no affiliation with a church, but Rod was attracted to the idea of radical reform and wanted to be part of a larger collective, so he ordered a directory of Anabaptist churches and organizations in Southern California and wrote to several. A bishop with the Brethren in Christ (BIC), a denomination of some twenty thousand people that was founded in Pennsylvania in the 1700s and is one of the oldest in the United States, wrote back.


“Before too long, we had the bishop in our living room,” Rod said. Observing their statement of formation, their Love Feasts, and their common purse firsthand, the bishop noted to Rod that the Sierra Street Household reminded him of the book of Acts. Rod and Gwen were tickled. The Baptist church where Rod had been serving as youth pastor had told them these same practices were communism. So the Sierra Street Household joined the BIC.


Some of their efforts to follow Scripture were wonderfully zany. To wrest the death and resurrection of Jesus away from both pagan fertility rituals and Hallmark, they outlawed Easter egg hunts. Gwen, who’d given birth to four rambunctious boys in four years, gathered three-year-old Ben and his fraternal twin, Joel; sensitive Luke, five; and Jacob, who at six was already their sharp-eyed leader. She smashed chocolate Easter bunnies with a meat tenderizer and ripped the heads off marshmallow Peeps, while the boys gleefully gobbled the ruined remnants of consumer culture. She also revived a medieval Christian tradition of baking hot cross buns for Easter sunrise, which they tore to represent the breaking of the cross and Jesus’s victory over death.


Life on the commune, however, wasn’t all swimming and smashing hollow chocolate bunnies. For Gwen, some aspects of building a Jesus-centered utopia proved harder. By the late 1980s, Gwen, who did most of the cooking and caring for people as a spiritual mother, was desperate for a change. Rod asked the Sierra Street Household members for permission to draw on the common purse to take Gwen to Palm Springs, where the Whites set a different course for their marriage and mission. God was calling them on a new adventure. Ben was eight years old when the Whites announced they were quitting communal life in California. Their departure signaled the end of blissful formative years spent tooling around the neighborhood on bikes with his three tow-headed brothers. For Ben, leaving the freedoms of Southern California would always mark an exit from paradise.


In 1991, the Whites headed east to Waynesboro, a former factory town in Central Pennsylvania two miles north of the Mason-Dixon Line, where the Brethren in Christ needed a pastor for a 175-year-old church. For the next four years, the Whites were content, although sometimes, given their SoCal Jesus-freak ways, Rod and Gwen chafed against the culture. America was ascendant. Wall Street and Gordon Gekko were hot; Hair and hippies were not. Jesus freaks had vanished from the public eye. Locals noted when Rod made the mistake of unwittingly mowing his lawn on a Sunday, the day of rest, wearing only shorts. They were also slightly scandalized when Gwen drove alone to Washington, D.C.


The Whites’ eldest, Jacob, turning thirteen, refused to join the Boys’ Brigade, the Christian version of the Boy Scouts; during church, he parsed Rod’s sermons, scribbling close readings and and handing them down the pew to a highly intelligent girl his age named Aubrey, whom he would eventually marry. Ben didn’t like Waynesboro much; he, too, bumped up against its senseless regulations, including enforcements against jaywalking even when no cars were around.


Within several years, Rod and Gwen were ready to move on from Central Pennsylvania. The American church was in the throes of a crisis—“a mass exodus of eighteen-to-thirty-five-year-olds,” as Gwen put it. Anabaptists, like most Protestants, were scrambling to fill their pews, which had been emptying since the 1950s. At the dawn of the twenty-first century, the BIC began to abandon its foundational ideal of rejecting the world. To survive, they needed more people, and they were in cities. Ever since Anabaptism had arrived in North America during the 1600s with European settlers, it had remained largely rural, with the exception of service workers, who, fulfilling Jesus’s call in the Sermon on the Mount, traveled to cities to work among the poor. Yet, by the nineties, urban decay had exposed the underbelly of American capitalism. God’s people were suffering from the disease of poverty. This call to save the cities coincided with a new call to save the church. Rod and Gwen were determined to do both. They would “build the church for the next generation.”


At a 1994 BIC conference, the Whites leapt at the chance to plant a church in a city outside of the United States. They explored options in Kingston, Jamaica; Lagos, Nigeria; and Durban, South Africa. But Jacob, sixteen, the outspoken critic, refused to leave the country, so the Whites explored options closer to home in the Bronx and Philadelphia. Once Gwen determined that public schools were abysmal in the Bronx, the Whites drove three hours from Waynesboro to check out Philadelphia, one of the most racially divided and poorest cities in America.


Heading east along the Pennsylvania Turnpike, Rod and Gwen traded names for their new church. They avoided “church” so as not to scare away the very young people they wanted to attract. Gwen landed first on the word “hope.” If other churches were offering “shame,” then they’d do the opposite. “Hope was the missing ingredient,” Gwen said. Then “circle” arrived on her tongue. “It’s a Circle of Hope. That’s what we want to offer. That’s what we think God wants to offer the world.”


The Whites chose Philadelphia, and, in 1995, as they settled in, Rod set about wandering the aisles of Tower Records, striking up conversations. By a rack of local publications, he spotted a zine about Christian music, tracked down its creators at nearby Drexel University, and invited them to check out his and Gwen’s very different vision of church. For too long, American churches had been hotbeds of hypocrisy and abuse, Rod wrote in a self-published volume, A Circle of Hope: Jesus at Work Among the Next Generation of the Church. “People,” he continued, “have been dominated, abused, bamboozled, threatened and diminished in church for ages.” Winning them back was a competitive business: “We are determined to give them a chance to meet Jesus before some other ‘missionary’ wins them to the other ‘gospels’ hunting them down.”


The Whites’ effort benefited from a spirit already afoot in Philadelphia, where the nascent movement born of the Jesus freaks and galvanized in reaction against the religious right thrived. Philadelphia’s self-described radical evangelicals, who’d started a magazine called The Other Side, were holding conferences and organizing rallies and concerts reminiscent of the Jesus freaks. The Jesus movement had once numbered in the millions, but many had fallen away and no one knew how many like-minded believers were affiliated with this band of boomers, Gen Xers, and, soon, disaffected millennials confronting the world’s inequities in the streets of their cities and on their computer screens.


The same year the Whites began to plant Circle of Hope, Philadelphia’s radical evangelical leaders helped launch the Call to Renewal, a nationwide revival targeting American cities. Tony Campolo, a pastor and sociologist at Eastern University, and Ronald Sider, who taught at Messiah University’s Philadelphia campus and authored Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger, which sold 400,000 copies and was published in nine languages, joined Jim Wallis, the founder of Sojourners magazine, in rallying young Christians to engage in social justice.


The Call to Renewal, however, wasn’t about planting churches. It marked a deliberate effort to contest the growing influence of the religious right among young people by bringing students to postindustrial cities like Philadelphia and Pittsburgh to live and work communally on economic, racial, and environmental injustice. Mission Year, which began in 1999 as part of this reawakening, funneled more than 1,200 young evangelicals from around America to underserved neighborhoods in cities, exposing them to the realities of poverty and solidarity as part of fulfilling Jesus’s commandments “Love the Lord your God with all your heart” and “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Mission Year was a lived experiment, a Real World for young Christians, that led many to shed their parents’ politics and commit their lives to justice. Many took up urban farming. By the early 2000s, more than one thousand vacant lots in Philadelphia were transformed into vegetable and flower gardens.


In the Philadelphia neighborhood known as Center City, Rod rented a raw space at Tenth and Locust. Outside, a large green sign read UNITED FOOD MARKET. Inside, on the second floor, Rod established Circle of Hope’s first “rebel outpost,” as he called it; the cavernous space was almost deliberately ugly, its plainness a poke in the eye to the pomp of megachurches, and a reminder that a church was about not a building, but people. One of Circle’s core teachings held, “The church is not a ‘thing’ that does things; it is not a building. We are the church and we support one another as Jesus expresses himself through us.”


In 1996, on Palm Sunday, Rod led Circle’s first official worship meeting with some fifty young people, Gwen, and their four boys. Instead of high-production-value lighting and flat-screen TVs, the meeting consisted simply of Rod, in jeans, speaking at the music stand he’d adopted as his lectern. He didn’t use the word “sermon,” which implied a formality and preachiness he avoided. Instead, he invited questions and comments, which he called talkback. He welcomed disruption, provocative thinking, and participation. This informal call-and-response was designed to break down hierarchy. Worship wasn’t a presentation; it was an experience. For the Whites, the purpose of church was to build a beloved community of those who might disagree about all kinds of particularities but who shared a desire to worship the Lord together and to live according to the tenets of Scripture. Within nine months, they’d grown to a group of one hundred souls climbing the wooden stairs to worship on Sundays.


This flourishing was no accident. It was part of a deliberate strategy developed by the church growth movement, whose tactics Rod had studied at Fuller. Blending corporate marketing with evangelizing, the church growth movement taught young pastors and missionaries how to plant churches as if they were businesses. This spurred a lucrative network of conferences and books, and led to the founding of megachurches and the rise of celebrity pastors, including Rick Warren, founder of the Saddleback Church; John Wimber, a founding leader of the Vineyard Movement; and Bill Hybels, founder of Willow Creek Community Church. Pastors became entrepreneurs, implementing church growth movement strategies to grow churches so large and all-encompassing that they featured travel agencies, dating services, and coffee bars.


One of the most important strategies involved reaching young people through music, as the Jesus freaks had done so successfully. As part of its spiritual marketing, Circle became home to an alternative music scene, and sometimes the rock show threatened to overpower preaching of the Word, which irritated Gwen as a typical display of maleness. During worship, Ben relished being in the midst of it all, sitting on the floor of the raw space, changing transparencies for an overhead projector so that newcomers could read the lyrics and sing along with the songs that Circle’s talented musicians and artists wrote themselves, refashioning the poems of Wendell Berry, Mary Oliver, bell hooks, and Rumi (to the Whites’ consternation, since Rumi was a Muslim, not a Christian).


Pooh-poohing the idea of liturgy, which Rod and Gwen believed could too easily become rote and stale, they threw out the standard series of scriptural readings of the liturgical calendar. Circle did follow the Christian seasons, including Advent, Lent, and Pentecost, to remind themselves they were part of an ancient tradition.


Yet Circle was undeniably modern. Rod dubbed this the Friends model of church planting: share your life in Jesus with a group of strangers, and they become your family. At Circle, young people knit their lives together—supporting one another’s businesses, forming loose collectives to babysit one another’s kids, moving into shared houses—all out of a common commitment to love Jesus in every aspect of their lives. Many held jobs as social workers, public school teachers, and health-care professionals, eventually working on the front lines of the HIV and opioid epidemics. All of these seemingly secular helping professions were, above all, ways to build the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth.


Among the Victorian homes of West Philadelphia’s Spruce Hill neighborhood, the Whites purchased a rambling twin with eight bedrooms, original crown molding, and wainscoting. In the backyard, they installed a hot tub that doubled as a vessel for backyard baptisms. In 1995, Gwen went back to school to become a therapist, enrolling in a master’s program at Eastern University in psychology and spirituality. On the fridge, she and Rod posted a saying: “The church is the family business.” This reflected a teaching at Circle: “Any believer who is not doing their part in the ‘family business’ of redeeming the world is missing the point of their ongoing existence.” Living in community and sharing resources of time, money, labor, and shelter required total commitment from not only Rod and Gwen but also all four of their sons. The Whites invited another Anabaptist family to live with them. They also invited drug users to move in, as long as they didn’t shoot up in the house, and they allowed unhoused people to collect mail at their address. It wasn’t a sense of service or Christian duty that motivated the Whites. “We were just loving them,” Ben said. Although some of Gwen’s jewelry went missing, the boys took their housemates in stride. “No one was ever high in the house,” Ben said later, “and there weren’t any needles.”


For Ben, life as a white twelve-year-old pacifist in predominantly Black West Philly proved difficult. Ben and Joel were bullied on their walks to school, with Joel having an egg cracked over his head and Ben running as fast as he could to protect his cardboard model of mitochondria for a science project. The boys sought the protection of their mother, who came onto the porch and invited their tormentors inside. Ben felt put on a path “to be a nerd for the rest of his life.”


Joel, the reserved twin, was traumatized. “We were made fun of and randomly punched in the face because we were white,” he said. “I became afraid of young Black men, and found people in general dangerous.”


Jacob and Luke, who were large and broad, tried to protect Ben and Joel. “I didn’t want them to be the punks,” Jacob said.


Ben turned the other cheek. “What we should’ve done is kicked the crap out of those guys,” he later said. Instead, teenage Ben sought solace and belonging among the skaters and punk rockers who were coming to Circle on Sunday nights to jam.


The basic building block of Circle of Hope was a “cell,” a small group of up to ten people. Rod adopted the cell model from a church growth strategy already popular in South Korea. Yoido Full Gospel Church, in the South Korean capital, Seoul, was a cell-based megachurch hosting roughly 200,000 people every Sunday. With 800,000 worshippers, Yoido was also the largest congregation in the world. Rod saw each cell as a microchurch, and by the early 2000s, Circle’s dozens of cells were meeting all over the region in someone’s home or dorm room, or at a dive bar or a skate park. You didn’t have to belong to Circle of Hope to join, so cells attracted a wide range of the spiritually curious. Most members, however, reflected the church’s core demographic: Gen Xers and millennials who’d been hurt by organized religion or who rejected right-wing politics, and were seeking more authentic ways to follow Jesus.


Cells were designed to cross boundaries of neighborhood, age, social class, and race. Rod wanted people to pay no attention to identity markers that seemed to separate them, in favor of transcending their narrow confines. “Identity is my bugbear,” Rod said. (To define how Christians were both global and local, Rod also used the portmanteau word “glocal.”) Cell meetings revolved around a question posed by John Wesley, the eighteenth-century evangelist whose work led to today’s United Methodist Church: How is it with your soul? The responses broke people open. In one week, in a single cell, a former member of a Christian cult in South Korea shared the tale of her escape, a young man raised in a Hindu household recounted seeing Jesus on a hillside in India, a social worker shared about burnout, and a college student spun through her fears about failing her upcoming finals.


Cells sparked friendships and conversations among people who wouldn’t ordinarily mix. They read the Bible together and bonded around money, work, relationships, or parenting, all through the lens of how Jesus was appearing, or not appearing, in their lives. “It’s like being in therapy with Jesus,” a member of Circle’s South Philly congregation said. As a general practice, every cell left an empty chair, to symbolize a space left open for the next person. The chair was a physical manifestation of Circle’s principle that “the church exists for those yet to join.”


Once a cell expanded beyond ten, it divided so that the membership could multiply, growing the church and spreading the love of Jesus. Rod intended for congregations to do the same, swarming like bees until they grew to two hundred people. Then forty would “hive off” around a new pastor, selected from among the members to plant a new Circle colony in another ailing neighborhood.


Circle of Hope was flourishing in other ways that served Philadelphia, New Jersey, and Jesus. From the beginning, Rod and Gwen maintained that being part of the church went far beyond worship on Sundays. “You can’t have a new church in Philadelphia unless you demonstrate the gospel,” Rod said. If you were just naming the world’s problems while doing nothing about them, he explained, no one would believe you had anything to offer. To actually change the fabric of the city, and address racial inequity, the Whites started Circle Venture, a nonprofit arm of the church that helped fund worthy start-ups: good businesses that created jobs and contributed to the neighborhood.


The most successful was Circle Thrift, a secondhand store that bought and sold almost everything, including gold, and employed people coming out of prison. Circle Thrift offered necessary items like pots and pans for low prices, or sometimes for free. To redistribute wealth and goods, it hosted a baby and kids’ goods exchange, where parents could pick up breast pumps, glass bottles, organic swaddles, and feminist board books, as well as clothes and cribs. Though repeatedly held up at gunpoint, Circle Thrift eventually became so profitable that it funded about 20 percent of the church’s budget. However, it sent most of its earnings to the Mennonite Central Committee, a prominent aid and relief organization within the Anabaptist community.


Despite his engagement in social justice, Rod remained vigilant about the spread of political activism at Circle, which he likened to an “infection.” He considered himself an activist, but he also taught the risks of not keeping Jesus at the center of one’s life. To balance activism and devotion, Rod and Gwen created “compassion teams,” which members led out of their own energies and interests. By 2015, these teams included Circle Mobilizing Because Black Lives Matter, which hosted book groups and teach-ins and supported a local participatory defense hub, preparing defendants for court. Circle Mobilizing Because Black Lives Matter redistributed money to Black members of their congregations as a form of reparations, raised tens of thousands of dollars for the Philadelphia Community Bail Fund, and helped Black students start savings accounts. Sustainability and climate experts formed the Watershed Discipleship Team, which hosted workshops with names like “Jesus and Carbon.” Others collected food, helped run Mutual Aid in South Jersey, and lobbied the city council to allocate $20 million to affordable housing. One group, calling themselves “financial astronauts,” created a “debt annihilation team.” Beginning with $10,000 from Circle of Hope, the team members paid down one another’s debt collectively. “The currency wasn’t money,” Ben said. “It was love.”


Circle of Hope also encouraged abstinence, and Ben vowed to remain a virgin until marriage. He didn’t lecture his fellow teens at school on the subject, however. He stuck to the dangers of materialism. “I wasn’t telling my friends not to have sex,” Ben said. “I was telling them not to buy


Nikes.” Ben met his first girlfriend, Gwyneth, in tenth-grade math class and was totally smitten. By the time they’d finished high school, Ben and


Gwyneth had been dating for five years. Deeply in love, Ben knew that he wanted to spend his life with her. But Gwyneth was Jewish, and Ben believed in the biblical injunction to marry a Christian, to be “equally yoked” to the Lord.


During the summer of 2001, following his high school graduation, Ben was baptized. He waded into the Atlantic Ocean, and Rod dunked him under the waves three times, for the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Ben emerged salty, sopping, and “ready to do this Jesus thing for real,” he said. Soon after, he tried to break up with Gwyneth, but Ben couldn’t stand their being apart. A few months later they got back together. Their future remained uncertain. Ben enrolled in Eastern University, a thriving locus of next-generation Jesus followers. Eastern also offered Ben and Joel free tuition, since their mother, who’d graduated from the university’s counseling and spirituality program, was teaching psychology there. Ben didn’t really need the money; he and his brothers each had about $80,000 in a college fund, from Gwen’s family. (Gwen eventually inherited half of a $3 million trust, along with $450,000 in cash.)


Yet Ben, like his parents, lived frugally as part of a commitment to Christ. His role model was one recent graduate, Shane Claiborne, a soft-spoken and bespectacled boy from East Tennessee and a member of Circle of Hope. Claiborne, who’d grown up in a world of right-wing evangelicalism, had renounced his childhood culture and beliefs to follow Jesus, becoming a rising superstar among radical evangelicals. In 1995, Claiborne had occupied St. Ed’s—an abandoned Catholic church in Philadelphia—in solidarity with homeless mothers squatting there. Claiborne started the Youth Against Complacency and Homelessness Today (YACHT) club, along with dozens of Eastern students, which Ben joined as soon as he arrived.


During Ben’s first week at Eastern, the attacks of September 11, 2001, brought the divisions among evangelicals into sharp relief. Ben listened in horror as his fellow students and Christians called for the head of Osama bin Laden, reprisals against the Taliban members who were harboring him, and against Muslims in general. “Jesus said love your enemies,” Ben noted. “No one is even considering this.” Since the 1960s and ’70s, Anabaptists had traveled as peace workers to war zones in Colombia, Sri Lanka, Guatemala, Bosnia, Chechnya, Chiapas, the Great Lakes region of Africa, and Palestine, where they joined Christian Peacemaker teams sponsored by the Brethren in Christ, among other denominations. This work also marked a shift in Anabaptist peace theology away from the tradition of separatism. During the 1990–91 Gulf War, Gwen had traveled to Baghdad, Iraq, to join Christian Peacemakers for Thanksgiving. Following 9/11, Shane Claiborne was heading to Afghanistan and later to Iraq to serve as a human shield and to march for peace alongside Afghans.


Protesting alongside other Jesus followers in Philadelphia, Ben slept on the sidewalk in solidarity with Afghan victims of U.S. airstrikes. At Eastern, he also began his prayer life in earnest, waking early and heading to the pond to befriend hostile geese—their hissing a stand-in for the hard-line students who supported America’s wars. In early 2003, in the lead-up to the U.S. invasion of Iraq, Ben joined other peace protesters to surround a federal building in Philadelphia, chanting “No business as usual!” As Ben was being arrested, he saw his mom looking on proudly. With George W. Bush almost certain to be reelected, Ben was disgusted with American Christians. He decided to drop out of college and leave the United States. True transformation lay beyond the reach of electoral politics.


“We could change the laws, but we actually needed people to be transformed,” he said. “The revolution I wanted to be part of was in the church.” Ben found a missionary gig in the hills of Mexico City at a church started by American Mennonites, a branch of Anabaptists. His Spanish was iffy, and he lived with the pastor’s impoverished family, sleeping on the floor and, to spare the family added expense, trying not to eat more than his hosts did. He’d envisioned a year in the streets among the poor, but he found himself with little to do. The other young American missionary he knew in Mexico City found a boyfriend and started going to parties, which Ben disdained; they weren’t in Mexico to have fun. Mostly, he swept the driveway and memorized the practical precepts of the Sermon on the Mount, which began with the beatitudes—“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.” These provide a how-to guide for Christians, but in particular Anabaptists, who attempt to follow Jesus’s teachings about peace and forgiveness in practical ways.


Ben had been following the Sermon on the Mount all his life. The teachings formed the foundation of Rod and Gwen’s commune, as well as Circle of Hope. Ben’s parents flew down to Mexico to visit him in the winter of 2003. Back home in Philadelphia, their young church was less than a decade old and already thriving, which was unusual since church plants so often fail. Circle of Hope had reached a church growth goal of three hundred members that year. It was time to expand. They were ready to raise up from among their like-minded community a new pastor who could take along forty members and hive off to create a new Circle colony. One evening, Ben took Rod up to the church roof to show him the view of the neighborhood of Villa de Cortés. Sitting in plastic chairs surrounded by a canopy of palm trees, Rod asked Ben to come home once he had finished his mission year and help him anchor the Center City congregation. Eventually, Ben would become a pastor at Circle of Hope, which Rod hoped to grow into a network of congregations.


Ben received this request not so much as an invitation from his dad, but as a commission from God: to complete his term in Mexico, return to Philadelphia to finish college, attend seminary, and join Circle of Hope as a pastor. Yet there remained the question of Gwyneth. Although she was attending a cell, Gwyneth was still Jewish. Ben longed for her to become a Christian, but he also worried that, through his love, he was pressuring her to convert. This was complicated, since Ben believed wholeheartedly he was called to help people give their lives to Jesus. At the same time, he knew that coercion was awful, wrong, and false. Finally, Gwyneth called Ben in Mexico to tell him that she’d become a Christian. “She is a follower of the Way!!!” he wrote in his journal. Months later, he finished his mission year and returned to Philadelphia, where he joined an intentional community of Eastern students near his parents’ twin in West Philadelphia. He finished up college coursework and married Gwyneth in 2005.


Ben used part of his $80,000 trust fund to pay for their honeymoon and to purchase a fixer-upper in West Philly, where he and a friend applied for community grants to found a collective tool shed—the West Philly Tool Library—buying a strap wrench and a basin wrench for communal use in the neighborhood. Ben earned a full scholarship to attend Princeton Theological Seminary, where several Circle of Hopers had also pursued their master of divinity degrees as precursors to becoming pastors or teaching theology. Rod prized intelligence and valued education as a tool of evangelization. “Leaders are readers,” he often said. Ben remained ambivalent. With its billion-dollar endowment, the school reeked of American wealth and empire. He saw little value in a Princeton diploma. “Fuck this, I don’t need your piece of paper,” he said, flipping the bird at Princeton in his mind, refusing to become “a widget in a church machine.”


To graduate, however, Ben had to find an internship outside his church, so he chose a hospice chaplaincy at Philadelphia’s Thomas Jefferson University Hospital, a sprawling concrete complex in Center City around the corner from Circle of Hope. On his first overnight solo shift in December 2009, he woke to his pager summoning him to the neonatal intensive care unit. The medical team was preparing to take a baby off the ventilator. The child had been declared brain-dead three weeks earlier. The mother was absent: she couldn’t watch her baby be detached from the machines that made his chest rise and fall, pumping his heart and filling his lungs. So Ben and the medical professionals bore witness as a nurse lifted the baby into her own arms. A resident administered morphine and shut off the last of the life-support machines. Ben asked if he could offer a prayer. The resident nodded.


“You know suffering,” he prayed to Jesus, recording his words later in his journal. “You know death. We know you know this baby, and we know that you are with him. Be with us now. Amen.” When the baby’s heart stopped, two nurses filled a memory box with newborn hats, swaddling blankets, and a stuffed Elmo.


One spoke about watching a baby die the week before. “I’m not sure how much of this I can take,” she said.


“This isn’t exactly what you signed up for, huh?” Ben asked.


“No, it is,” she said.


“Well, for what it’s worth, what you are doing is really something beautiful and so ancient, you know?” he said.


She thanked him; he realized he was there, as a chaplain, to offer pastoral care not only to the dying, but also to health workers in need of support.


As the nurses swaddled the body, fading from pink to gray, Ben thought of the women who wrapped Jesus’s shroud, preparing him for the tomb. “Can I touch him?” Ben asked. The nurses said yes, and he brushed the baby’s lukewarm cheek with two fingers, whispering his name. Unsure of how the nurses would feel about the religious gesture, he attempted, in secret, to make the sign of the cross over his body. The nurses zipped the baby into a bag and started down to the basement morgue.


When Ben graduated from Princeton the following year, in 2010, he was eager to fulfill the invitation his dad had offered seven years earlier in Mexico: to pastor at Circle. But there was no full-time role available, so he took a paying job as a hospital chaplain at Jefferson. The night-to-night grew more familiar but not easier. Ben became more accustomed to children rushed in with bullets in their skulls, but he felt no less clumsy and raw. “I was mortified by some of what I said and did,” he said. “Literally deathified.”


Being a chaplain was mostly about approaching people during the hardest moments of their lives and asking, “Hey, would you like to talk to a stranger?” Often he was met with anger by those furious at God or who didn’t believe and found his approach invasive. These unpredictable moments of humiliation sent Ben to the hospital chapel to pray and helped him find a well of inner resilience, which he viewed as a gift from God.


While Ben was working as a chaplain, Rod continued to grow the church. Circle had exploded from 100 members within its first year to 676 by the beginning of 2015. The network was expanding. Circle held worship in four, sometimes five, locations, and each week its some sixty cells met across more and more neighborhoods. But these business-minded notions of growth, which positioned pastors as salespeople attracting new converts, were sometimes at odds with Circle’s anti-capitalist, anti-empire vision. Although Rod had little trouble leading amid tension and contradiction, he could be difficult to work for. As Circle grew and attempted different kinds of partnerships and models, more than twenty-three employees quit or were fired. Rod took this in stride, seeing it as the nature of Circle, a church built to welcome misfits and mess, as Jesus had. “Following the Spirit is risky business,” one church teaching held.


Circle of Hope stood poised to break the “700 barrier,” a church growth measure that Rod embraced for developing a medium-sized church into a large one. When church growth really kicked off, people began to define churches by their sizes to provide pastors with different strategies for each phase. Breaking the 700 barrier required shifting the structure of leadership. “We don’t have time to sit in board meetings and argue about who is in charge,” wrote Michael Fletcher, the creator of the 700 barrier concept, in his 2003 book, Overcoming Barriers to Church Growth. “We have a world to change!”


Rod was also ready to step away from leadership in 2015, planning to “titrate” himself out over the next five years. He called this new phase the Second Act. “Circle of Hope isn’t going to be an empire,” he said. “It’s designed to be given away.” After nineteen years at its center, Rod also wanted to end a pastor-led system so that power would be shared more widely among the volunteer teams. This was an admirable ideal that proved challenging to implement. From its inception, to highlight how Circle of Hope was exceptional—different—Rod had rejected the structures and organizational language typical of churches, in favor of developing his own vision.


Rod’s vision took shape in a diagram of church polity that he called the Amoeba of Christ. (He rejected the term “organization chart” as too bureaucratic and fixed.) The Amoeba, which was a drawing of five concentric circles, was unfixed by design. Along the inner rings, Rod created six “core” teams to lead the church. “Capacity” team focused on church finances, the “compassion” team focused on activism, the “church-planting” team laid out a vision for growing the church, and “cell coordinators” were one or two people chosen by pastors in each congregation to be the pastor’s right hand and to help train leaders of individual cells. At the center of the Amoeba, Rod created a team to advise the pastors; he called it the “leadership team core,” and it was made up of one member from all the other teams. The final team consisted of the pastors themselves. In general, when the pastors talked about the “leadership team,” they included all of the above, a rough two dozen people who functioned like very young elders.


The Amoeba was intended to be amorphous. It reflected Circle’s countercultural principle: “We are living as a created organism, not creating a religious organization.” If some aspect proved irrelevant, like a cause the compassion teams took on as activists, for instance, it had “the right to die,” Rod wrote.


Pastors weren’t intended to last forever, either. Circle had seen five pastors come and go by 2015. Soon, Ben, Julie, Rachel, and Jonny were meant to take over from Rod as he stepped into the role of development pastor, strategizing growth and advising the pastors. In theory, Rod’s loose vision of teams moving together symbiotically was intended to be mutable and collective. In practice, the Amoeba of Christ obscured the reality that, despite his protests and stated desires, Circle still adhered to Rod’s vision. This attempt to create a community without hierarchy could obscure how power really worked at Circle of Hope. It could be called a tyranny of structurelessness.


Ben was hoping to plant a fifth Circle of Hope in West Philadelphia, cell by cell. “The plan was that I build a kingdom of my own,” he said. “That’s the grandiosity of it: if you multiply cells, you make disciples.” But drawing new followers was harder than it looked. “I suck at multiplying,” he said. Maybe he was better at bringing Jesus to the dying than to the living. Finally, in 2015, the opportunity arose to pastor full-time at Circle of Hope in New Jersey. To listen to God and to pray for guidance, Ben went on a hiking retreat in the wilds of a state park along the Jersey Shore. Dropping his map and losing his way in the salt marshes, he saw that God was asking him to surrender his grand plans for elsewhere and to follow the path his father had already blazed—to become, in essence, “a bitch and heir to my dad’s church.”
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