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


—Terry Pratchett





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


—Eugene V. Debs





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


—Let us not stain ourselves with blood.


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


—Aeschylus, Agamemnon















INTRODUCTION



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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













PART I



THIS IS HOW YOU WIN THE SPIRIT WAR













CHAPTER 1



DEVILS IN THE DINING ROOM


In 2022, an obscure representative from Louisiana named Mike Johnson posted to Facebook, voicing his deep concern about an upcoming FX show, an animated black comedy that featured Satan, voiced by Danny DeVito, as a main character. “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the Devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour,” Johnson wrote about the cartoon. This struggle, he said later on his podcast, was “serious, eternal business.”1


The following year, in October 2023, Johnson was elected Speaker of the House, second in the line of succession to the presidency of the United States. His belief in demons was undiminished. From the upper echelons of government to the masses of the faithful, belief in the Devil and his minions has shaped American faith—and politics—for decades.


You may have heard the phrase Satanic Panic, a term for a culture war campaign rooted in demon-tinged hysteria, waged by Christian parents and law enforcement officers who were convinced that the most banal interactions were influenced by Lucifer himself. The Satanic Panic is generally judged to have peaked in the 1980s, with a slew of cases and convictions leveled against day care providers in particular, accusing them of associating with the Devil to corrupt children. Among the most famous was the McMartin case, in which a family who ran a preschool in Manhattan Beach, California, was accused in 1983 of allegedly sexually abusing hundreds of children and subjecting them to bizarre torments: building secret orgy tunnels under the school, flying in the air with them, sacrificing animals to Satan, and consorting with witches. (The case dragged on for an unprecedented seven years, and though charges were eventually dropped against all seven defendants—four members of the McMartin family and three preschool teachers—they had endured a lurid ordeal that is to date one of the longest and most expensive series of trials in US legal history.) All over the country, cases that dealt with “satanic ritual abuse,” as it was called at the time by purported experts, led to very real jail sentences in very real prisons, sometimes for decades. The American public generally considers the Satanic Panic, insofar as it’s considered at all, like a very drunk night—a moment of excess, soon forgotten; the whole thing has a haze of the unreal about it. But the truth about the Satanic Panic is that it never really ended.


One thing it became, though, is a little bit of a joke: sometimes, looking into the horrors of the past over a decades-long gap, humor rises up like a big pink mist, obscuring the real shape of things. It was always a little bit funny—that housewives, TV hosts, and worried working parents began to see demons in every day care. It seems, frankly, nuts how many people believed that perfectly mundane child care workers, men and women they’d seen every day for years, had suddenly developed an unquenchable thirst for the blood of goats and babies and even the ability to fly.


That’s the thing about zealotry: its excesses often seem ridiculous and can be pointed out as such. But to the people who believe—really believe, to the bone—it is deadly serious. And if you’re not paying attention, if you’re sniggering at the absurdity of the details and thinking that all this is beneath the attention of the logical mind, well, the death in question might just be your own, whether a slow death by cruel policy or the hot, fast death meted out by the militant faithful.


The same motivations that led to the Satanic Panic are alive and well in the United States, and continue to influence our nation’s politics, punditry, and policy. To understand the seriousness of what once was—and what still is—the font of belief and malice that drives the country’s Christian Right, just look over your shoulder a few decades to the story of one couple and their unhappy fate.


It was an arid desert winter day on January 15, 1992, two years after the end of the McMartin trials, when a couple on the run was apprehended by Las Vegas police. They had been indicted by a grand jury in Texas months earlier and had fled to Nevada, where they’d cut and dyed their hair and obtained false identity papers, the Austin American-Statesman reported at the time. Their car was still listed in a national offenders’ registry, however, and the cops had chased them through the winding streets to a cheap motel. Later, Fran Keller, then forty-four, of Austin, would claim that a cop had forced her to stand naked while being questioned. It was the midpoint of a long and terrible year for Fran and Dan Keller, a surreal gauntlet of humiliation that would last for decades to come.2


The previous August, the Kellers, proprietors of a small day care in the Oak Hill area of Austin, had become ensnared in a nationwide moral panic that pitted child care workers against parents and children. Day care owners across the United States were put on trial, from Massachusetts to South Carolina, from Tennessee to Florida to New York City. The Kellers—middle-aged professionals with no prior convictions—were no exception.


It all started when a three-year-old who attended the Kellers’ day care, who had exhibited behavioral problems prior to enrolling, alleged that she had been sexually abused by them. By the end of the summer of 1991, two other children began alleging abuse. Prompted by psychologists, the children’s allegations ranged from the grotesque to the bizarre. Parents with children in the day care connected with groups that purported to have uncovered a vast national network of satanic child abusers, including the Travis County Society for Investigation, Treatment, and Prevention of Ritual and Cult Abuse. According to a 1994 review of the case by Texas Monthly journalist Gary Cartwright, that organization alleged that the CIA had arranged a nationwide system of ritual torture “by which devil-worshipping perpetrators programmed and controlled victims, ultimately turning them into Manchurian Candidate–style robots.”3


The idea of “satanic ritual abuse,” a term that appeared in court documents and overheated church flyers alike during the period, came from a potent admixture of psychology and religious zeal that made its way into the national mainstream. One of the earliest boosters of the idea of an underground network of satanic child abusers was a psychiatrist whose bestseller, in 1980, sparked both a shift in psychological methods and a population-wide witch hunt.


Michelle Remembers, cowritten by a Canadian psychiatrist, Lawrence Pazder, and his patient and eventual wife, Michelle Smith, was a chronicle of supposed memories unearthed during long sessions between the doctor and his patient. Though she had blocked it throughout her life, Smith, as the book revealed, had been abused at the age of five by a ring of Satan worshippers who had tortured her, sexually abused her, and made her participate in bloody rites. They had summoned Satan himself to hurt the little girl. The physical scars, she said, had been lifted from her body, and the memories sealed away by the Virgin Mary herself, who had told her that the knowledge of her torment would return at “a special time”—in the therapeutic context of a doctor unveiling her long-repressed memories. Recovered-memory therapy, the practice of drawing out purportedly blocked-out recollections of early trauma, had just begun to gain purchase in psychological practice; the way Michelle Remembers rocketed to the top of the bestseller list gave it a heady boost. In the process, the book’s sensational narrative catapulted the notion of rings of cult worshippers abusing children in the name of Satan into the popular imagination. Aided by the “M.D.” displayed prominently after Pazder’s name on the book cover, satanic ritual abuse entered the American imagination under the imprimatur of science, lent legitimacy by Pazder’s credentials and the way a profession steeped in Sigmund Freud’s theories embraced the idea of unlocking the hidden reasons for patients’ pain and dysfunction. Though the practice has since been discredited, the notion of “recovering” repressed memories—and their potential outbreak in multiple personalities, a diagnosis that has since also been largely discredited—was the cutting edge of psychological research in the 1980s and early 1990s.4


Not just medical but law enforcement authorities embraced the notion of ritual abuse; the psychiatrist Colin Ross, for example, claimed in a book published by the University of Toronto Press to have “encountered more than 300 patients with memories of alleged Satanic Ritual Abuse”—and his work was cited by the Department of Justice. In 1995, while working as the associate clinical professor of psychiatry at the Southwestern Medical Center in Dallas, Ross published Satanic Ritual Abuse: Principles of Treatment, a book chronicling patients’ encounters with Satan and clinical treatment recommendations.5 He claims to have served as an expert witness in more than fifty court cases, including that of Billy Joe Harris, dubbed the “Twilight Rapist” by authorities for a series of sexual assaults on elderly women ranging in age from sixty-five to ninety-one. Ross’s testimony that Harris was suffering from multiple personality disorder was key to the defense’s strategy—excluded by the courts as fundamentally unreliable “junk science.”6 By 2008, Ross began claiming to have the ability to release energy beams from his eyeballs.7 Nevertheless, he was one of several figures who interwove a wild theory of satanic ritual abuse, psychological practice, and legal authority into the juggernaut that became the Satanic Panic.


In the Keller case, psychologists and parents influenced by these theories continued to question the children8—and the toddlers produced increasingly violent and implausible allegations. The process stretched out for months, during which psychologists and parents interrogated the children with lurid leading questions, causing the children to become increasingly fearful. In addition to repeated child molestations, the Kellers were accused of taking the children to a nearby cemetery to dig up graves; baptizing an infant in blood; giving the children blood-laced Kool-Aid to drink; forcing the children to kill people and skin animals as sacrifices to Satan; putting horse manure into a child’s asthma nebulizer; burying the children alive; dressing them in satanic regalia; and breaking the wings of doves because they were the symbol of Christianity. “The little children are talking, and they are telling tales of being buried alive with animals, painting pictures with bones dipped in blood, being shot and resurrected, digging up a body in a cemetery and nailing it together, having giant germs implanted in their bodies and making pornographic movies at gunpoint,” the Austin American-Statesman reported breathlessly in 1992.9 The day care, it seemed, was a working brothel that trafficked the children, who were sedated with drugs injected into their anuses and between their toes. During the investigation, the sheriff’s department conducted land and air searches of nearby cemeteries, searching for evidence of ritual murder or burials. Nothing of relevance was found. One child accused the Kellers of cutting the finger off a gorilla in a nearby park. In fact, the park had neither a zoo nor a free-roaming Texan gorilla.


“One thing I noticed about the day care panic was very strange magical thinking among people who seemed like normal working people,” Debbie Nathan, one of the most clear-eyed contemporaneous reporters on the panic in the 1980s, told me in an interview. The book she coauthored with lawyer Michael Snedeker in 1995, Satan’s Silence, offered a searingly skeptical view of the infamous McMartin preschool trial, even as ritual abuse cases continued to unfold around the nation. Nathan recounted an experience in which a father with a child at McMartin resolutely denied alibi evidence for a defendant accused of child abuse. The father had told Nathan, “He could have been in two places at once because he is a Satanist, and Satanists have that ability.”10


The day care panic was driven by a transpartisan spectrum of individuals: overzealous prosecutors seeking to advance their careers by appearing tough on crime against children; psychologists convinced that they had found a new key to the human psyche; and feminists and victims’ rights advocates who seemed, finally, to have reached a moment in which sexual abuse was taken seriously. Meanwhile, the Christian Right, predisposed to see Satan’s work in the world in general and particularly in public child care, which allowed women to work outside their homes, was glad to fan the flames. In We Believe the Children: A Moral Panic in the 1980s, Richard Beck explained that the rising influence of evangelical Christians, then at a new zenith of political power under the presidency of Ronald Reagan, had helped push the narrative and make it politically viable. “Fifteen years of grassroots organizing had turned evangelical organizations like Focus on the Family and Moral Majority into some of the most powerful political groups in the country and mobilized conservative Christians of many denominations around right-wing causes,” he wrote. “The threat of satanic cults had been a consuming preoccupation among evangelicals since the early 1970s.”11


In this sociopolitical context, the moral panic over supposed legions of satanically abused children spread over the entire fabric of society. Conservative Christian America feared an imminent moral collapse, driven by feminism’s sinister deracination of the nuclear family. Christian parents concerned about preserving their children from satanic influences destroyed books and CDs during public events.12 More chillingly, the moral panic was ultimately both undergirded and enabled by those elected to power: prosecutors across the country filed charges stemming from the panic, with future US attorney general Janet Reno playing a large role in a high-profile Florida ritual abuse prosecution.13 Several states proposed laws against “diabolic cults” and ritual abuse; such laws were actually passed in Idaho, Illinois, and California.14 It was gospel belief in the media and among ordinary citizens that rings of sex abusers were everywhere.


Back in Texas, the Kellers were studying other cases in which day care providers had been accused of sexually and ritually abusing children. They knew about the mounting accusations against them, the impossibly violent crimes of which they were accused. The statistics were grim. After a grand jury indicted them in 1991, they fled to Las Vegas. By the time their trial began in November 1992, the ludicrous nature of the allegations mattered little. They had run, and therefore they were guilty—of child molestation on a colossal scale in the service of Satan.


The couple was ultimately sentenced to forty-eight years in prison for aggravated sexual assault of a child. After extensive appeals, they were at last released in 2015 after the sole physical evidence in the case, the testimony of an ER doctor who alleged that a three-year-old girl’s hymen showed signs of rupture, was debunked in a cover story for the Austin Chronicle. (The doctor who initially examined the girl, Michael Mouw, admitted at the trial that he had not had the specialized knowledge to conduct a pediatric sexual abuse examination in 1991, and that he had subsequently seen images that indicated that the girl’s hymen was consistent with “normal variants” of hymens. “I wouldn’t touch that [case] with a 10-foot pole now,” he told the Austin Chronicle in 2013, citing a “rush to judgment” that had been prevalent at the time.)15


By the time they got out, Fran was sixty-three, Dan seventy-two; they had spent two decades behind bars. In 2017, Travis County district attorney Margaret Moore declared the couple “actually innocent,” and the state of Texas agreed to pay the Kellers $3.4 million in compensation for their wrongful convictions. They were among hundreds of day care workers accused of lurid and fantastic crimes in league with the Devil and among dozens who spent years or decades in prison. The allegations of satanic ritual abuse leveled against the Kellers were part of a national maelstrom fueled by Christian zealotry and aided by credulous pundits, such as Geraldo Rivera, who made an infamous, breathless two-hour NBC prime-time special in 1998 entitled Devil Worship: Exposing Satan’s Underground. “A nationwide network of satanic criminals exists,” he intoned gravely to an audience of millions. “This is not a Halloween fable. This is a real-life horror story.”


In the books, articles, and studies exploring the phenomenon of the Satanic Panic, scholars and journalists have tried to pinpoint the origins of the storm. The recovered-memory trend that swept psychology on the success of authors such as Ross and Pazder led to wild accusations in a kind of clinical folie à deux. Feminist scholars have argued that the fact that day cares were the primary targets of the sexual abuse panic was due to a nationwide backlash against the feminist movements of the 1970s and ’80s, which saw more and more women working outside the home—and thus needing professional care for their young children. Others point to Americans’ perennial fascination with cults and an innate national culture of conspiracy theory. At the heart of the Satanic Panic and why it went so wide and deep, from backcountry Texas to the Justice Department, is the wild Manichaean brand of religiosity that casts every part of life in the public sphere as part of a titanic struggle between good and evil. It is a style of religious thought that is deeply embedded in the American psyche and to this day echoes through the beliefs of tens of millions of American Christians, particularly evangelicals.


Around 14 percent of the US population, nearly 50 million people, identify themselves as white evangelical Protestants.16 “Though [white evangelicals] make up just 14% of Americans overall, they remain the largest single religious group among Republican voters with the power to sway party priorities,” noted reporter Becky Sullivan on NPR’s Morning Edition.17 The politics of evangelicals are overwhelmingly conservative. Though a minority, they punch far above their weight politically, with reliable votes, full coffers, and lockstep political ideology, pulling the nation ever further toward a straight, white theocracy. Around 80 percent of white evangelicals voted for Donald Trump in the 2016 election, rising to 84 percent in 2020;18 the same population overwhelmingly holds right-wing beliefs, including panic over the shrinking white population of the United States.19 Sixty-eight percent do not believe the United States has the responsibility to admit any refugees at all, and over half express concern over the prospect of living in a non-white-majority country.20 Evangelical faith is inextricably linked with right-wing politics, thanks to a decades-long, focused movement to preach politics from the pulpit. The efforts of this determined minority have irrevocably changed the face of American culture in ways that are only accelerating. While evangelical beliefs exist along a spectrum, the most extreme voices are often the loudest, and a cohort of zealots who believe they are divinely sanctioned to make the United States a de jure Christian nation have turned our politics into a kind of cursed ground where demons cavort, awaiting a purification by fire.


Even after the height of the Satanic Panic, when the Devil danced in headlines from coast to coast in the 1980s and ’90s, evangelical authors continued to fan the flames of fear about demons. Demonological literature was distributed by the mammoth evangelical company Christian Book Distributors and sold by Lifeway Christian Resources, a nationwide chain run by the Southern Baptist Convention that had 170 stores across the country at its peak.21 Some of the books were practical guides to dispelling demons; others richly imagined novels that populated American cities with Hell’s minions. The most successful—and influential—of these was Frank E. Peretti’s This Present Darkness, a 1986 novel that laid out, in supermarket-thriller prose, a battle between angels and demons for the soul of an American town. In the book, a stalwart fundamentalist minister does battle with the hidden influence of demonic forces that have taken control of a local psychology professor, a liberal pastor, the chief of police, and elected officials. A profoundly literal viewpoint on spiritual warfare, the novel also reflects Christian Right anxieties in the 1980s: the prevalence of more liberal views of Christianity, higher education, losing control of one’s children, and the ungodly attitudes of some secular authorities. It resonated with its evangelical audience as much as Stephen King or Tom Clancy ever did with the general public. The book topped Christian bestseller lists for 150 consecutive weeks after its release and sold more than 2 million copies over subsequent decades.22 While some pastors and Christian authorities groused about its hyperliteral interpretations—at one point, demons disable the car horn of the pastor’s wife, while an angel tells her to release her parking brake23—it was a brisk, thrilling encounter with spiritual warfare that made far more of a mark than a weekly sermon or a theologian’s quibbles. “Holy moly, the way people I knew took that book seriously—and lived their lives accordingly,” one former evangelical told me.


Peretti’s worldview became commonplace among evangelicals in the intervening decades: if bad things, things counter to fundamentalist theology, happen in the world outside, or if sexual temptations or the desire to engage with secular culture beset evangelicals from within, there is a ready answer: demons surround each of the faithful, seeking to lure them from the blazing path of truth.
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WHEN YOU CLOSE YOUR EYES, WHAT DO YOU IMAGINE LIVES IN THE DARKNESS beside you? There are so many things too small to see: microbes and molecules, protons and quarks, and faraway nebulae burning off beyond the horizon. But for many millions of Americans—51 percent of the country, according to one poll24—the darkness is populated by bigger, more frightening things: demons and their consorts, feeding on hapless human beings, as one early American Pentecostal minister put it, “like ticks on cattle.”25 These parasitic forces exist to draw humanity into a long and terrifying battle—the eternal struggle of the godly engaged in spiritual warfare.


The dog days of July in Portland, Oregon, mean wildfire season, a time of conflagration that seems to get longer and hotter each year. In several cities throughout the state in 2023, fireworks had been banned on the Fourth of July for fear of sparking wildfires. But the crowd of several thousand that gathered in Portland’s Pioneer Courthouse Square on July 13, 2023, for a “Jesus March” weren’t afraid: they were on fire for the Lord and marching in a display of militant Christian faith meant to “establish the kingdom of God on Earth.”


That Jesus March wasn’t the first, though Portland was a symbolic destination. United Revival, an evangelical group created in 2018, had organized several such marches in 2023, each in cities stereotyped as cauldrons of sin: San Francisco, Los Angeles, Seattle. Since the dawn of the Trump years, Portland had been infamous in right-wing media for being the site of repeated clashes between far-right marchers and left-wing counterprotesters, a trend that accelerated into nightly violence during the racial justice protests of summer 2020. Now the Jesus Marchers—members of some two hundred churches brought together by United Revival—flew Christian flags, raised crosses, and marched in ranks in matching Jesus T-shirts. Opposing them were knots of countermarchers holding up banners supporting trans rights. The Jesus Marchers blew ram’s horns, biblical symbols of a call to battle.


“Portland, Oregon, can be saved,” the marchers chanted. Some marchers were carrying bear mace; others, Christian nationalist flags and T-shirts for right-wing causes; a contingent was present from the Three Percenters, a national armed militia group.26 Preachers held forth on the need to “preserve traditional marriage.” The marchers were there, they said, to cleanse the darkness that had descended on Portland, “to pray and prophesy light into that darkness.”27


United Revival makes it abundantly clear just what sort of darkness it believes itself to be fighting. In its mission statement, it stresses its belief in an “eternal punishment for the unsaved”—and adds, “The Christian life is filled with trials, tests, and warfare against a spiritual enemy.”28 The Jesus Marchers were there, with banners raised, to save the people of Portland from the maw of Hell. It was a spiritual war, and they were on its front lines.


The Satanic Panic never receded from the evangelical mind, which only became more focused on demons in the intervening years, thanks to the influence of authors such as Frank Peretti and his legion of imitators. “Demonic forces want to lure us into their deceptions of power and supernatural activities,” Tonilee Adamson and Bobbye Brooks wrote in a 2015 guide to understanding spiritual warfare. “We have a tendency to act like a two-year-old child who closes her eyes and places a blanket over her head, really believing that no one can see her because she cannot see them. Just because we cannot see the spiritual realm does not mean it is not there.”29


All over the country, believers cast Satan as their principal foe, with his dark minions, incarnate and ethereal, constantly arrayed in force—and these Christians cast their lives in martial metaphors to oppose him.


Those who beseech God on behalf of the sick and other causes describe themselves as “prayer warriors”; during the peak of the covid-19 pandemic, evangelical memes encouraged believers to abandon the fleeting earthly protection of masks and vaccines and “suit up with the whole armor of God,” a reference to Ephesians. The combat may be invisible, but it is no less real for that. Tens of millions of Americans view this discarnate clash and its fleshly parallel as a bitter struggle for the soul of a country in peril—and their foes as in league with actual demons, sulfurous, reeking, and mortally dangerous.


If mainstream credulity sparked the Satanic Panic in the 1980s and ’90s, the contemporary attitude of popular media toward such beliefs is one of genteelly amused condescension, largely dismissive of the movement’s contemporary analogues. Look, if you will, for a feature in a mainstream newspaper that addresses just how widespread the bloody and apocalyptic right-wing faith of the evangelical Right truly is—much less one that addresses its impact; you will be a long time searching. Among a commentariat hermetically sealed in secular bubbles educated at a handful of elite institutions, there is a persistent skepticism that these people believe what they say they do and a running streak of apologia seeking to bridge the gap between the mild-mannered rhetoric of Jesus and the most ferocious of his followers. Above all, there is an unwillingness to look the Devil in the eye and understand that for tens of millions of Americans, politics and spiritual warfare are one and the same. Whether it’s cynicism, laziness, or both, this milquetoast commentary—or simple omission of the plain fact that a theocratic movement is growing in the United States—has misled much of the public into dismissing these beliefs as the fantasies of a tiny slice of fired-up congregants rather than a large, powerful movement aiming—and often succeeding—at shaping the public sphere of the United States in its own image.


Yet despite this profound lack of informed commentary, Americans’ relationship with the Devil stretches back centuries, and that sinuous and winding track leads directly to the present. The American view of Satan is both all-pervading and deeply literal minded. The enemy warned of from megachurch pulpits has precisely the shrewd and inexhaustible aims written about by John Milton in Paradise Lost in 1667:




To do ought good never will be our task,


But ever to do ill our sole delight,


As being the contrary to his high will


Whom we resist. If then his Providence


Out of our evil seek to bring forth good,


Our labour must be to pervert that end,


And out of good still to find means of evil.30





In his overview of our nation’s relationship with the Devil, Satan in America: The Devil We Know, the historian W. Scott Poole grounds an admixture of pop culture, theology, and politics in one founding principle: to those who believe fervently in a spiritual war, “America is the Unfallen Angel, secure in its innocence, but beset by thousands of dark foes.” This faith in a fundamental innocence can be used to paper over the violence of nationalism, and to cast social discord or opposition in the sinister light of the occult. “America has been in love with the dark at almost every stage of its history, eager to view its enemies as satanic,” Poole wrote. “Powerful social groups have used this image of evil to explain their enemies to them and to legitimize acts of violence against those they have constructed as demonic.”31


Puritan colonists saw the Devil in Salem’s matrons; Thomas Jefferson’s political opponents depicted him as obeying Satan’s desires to sow atheism; landowners in the antebellum South cast enslaved people’s rebellions as foul witchcraft. In the twentieth century, Christian fundamentalists saw Mephistophelian influence in the works of labor unions, Jews, social democrats, Catholics, and, later, heavy-metal music and Dungeons & Dragons.32 Supposed candidates for the title of Antichrist, meanwhile, have ranged from Franklin D. Roosevelt to Barack Obama to George Soros to Joe Biden.33


In the latter half of the twentieth century, Satan saw a major revival in popular culture, with the Devil at the forefront of American cinemas and libraries. In 1967, the Jewish author Ira Levin wrote a horror classic, Rosemary’s Baby, which centers around an innocent woman coaxed by Satanists into a demonic birth; the book sold 4 million copies and was adapted into an Oscar-winning film the next year. Three years later, following up on Levin’s success, William Peter Blatty created a sensation with his violent depiction of demons in his novel The Exorcist. The film adaptation of The Exorcist, released in 1973, launched a real-life exorcism craze that had large numbers of Americans beseeching bemused priests to cure their spiritual ailments. From those strange seeds grew a garden of belief that entangled millions of people—and led to tragic consequences for children, parents, and day care workers. Later in life, Levin reflected that his success with Rosemary’s Baby had led to a Satan craze that had sparked a doctrinal revival of demonology. “I feel guilty that ‘Rosemary’s Baby’ led to ‘The Exorcist,’ ‘The Omen.’ A whole generation has been exposed, has more belief in Satan,” he said in 2002. “I don’t believe in Satan. And I feel that the strong fundamentalism we have would not be as strong if there hadn’t been so many of these books.”34


By 2020, the already strong tendency to see the Devil everywhere resurfaced in full bloom during a pandemic—a time of social, political, economic, racial, and domestic upheaval. Demonology’s current manifestations rhyme with its recent past, as Christian parents bombard school boards to remove harmful books and cancel events with gay performers to “save the children” from Satan’s influence. In its national senescence, America is replaying its greatest hits in ragged crescendo: a renewed Red Scare sweeping through schools, encouraging parents to report subversive materials just as their parents reported satanic day care workers; a pathological rummaging through the cupboard of Western fixations, seeking objects of blame; and a religious Great Awakening of the most odious sort, with millions of people inculcated into wild and intemperate faith.


The Christian Right, a movement of millions that mixes ardent zeal with hard-right social conservatism, has been on the march for decades. It is difficult to overstate the scope of its influence and its success in changing both cultural conversations and laws. In the 2020s, this manifests itself in the book bans spreading from state to state, outlawing schoolchildren being exposed to LGBTQ and racially diverse content. Consider, also, the increasingly difficult straits in which abortion providers and, by extension, pregnant women find themselves across the country; the ascendant movements opposing birth control, gay marriage, and even divorce that are beginning to influence policymakers; and so much more. These are the battlefronts of the spirit war. They are thoroughly rooted in the ideal of a Christian country that adheres to narrowly defined Christian moral values in order to triumph over the Devil. That the beliefs that give rise to this extraordinary determination are often wild or extravagant does not lessen their consequences or the seriousness with which they are held. To members of the Christian Right, Satan’s hand is everywhere extended, and it is the duty of each of the faithful to fight in the street, the court, and the heart.
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IN WASHINGTON, DC, IN 2021, A TIDE OF CHRISTIAN NATIONALIST HYSTERIA washed over the nation’s capital. Thousands of protesters took to the city to challenge the purported tyranny of the United States’ shambolic, piecemeal covid-19 response, a refrain echoed across the frozen water of the Reflecting Pool under the long marble gaze of Abraham Lincoln. “This is a war on religion, this is a war on the children,” rapped the MAGA hip-hop duo Hi-Rez & Jimmy Levy in an antivaccine anthem called “This Is a War.” “The devil he hides in ego and pride… / Fuck your medication… / I’ll just keep on praying / For your salvation.”35


Throughout the day, Christian nationalist imagery, from crosses to entreaties to get “vaccinated in the blood of Jesus,” was a notable presence among rallygoers. Injunctions to buck worldly authorities—and medicine—in favor of God’s, along with a flood of profit-motivated pseudoscience, lent the event an unmistakably fundamentalist overtone. Nearly a quarter-million dollars had been raised for the proceedings on the far-right Christian fundraising site GiveSendGo.36 Amanda Moore, a freelance journalist covering far-right movements who attended the rally, described seeing signs depicting Dr. Anthony Fauci, the public face of the nation’s covid-19 response, as a demon; others encouraged all those in the capital that day to “obey Christ, reject tyranny.”37 The Trump-hatted thousands appeared to believe, like many of their compatriots, that their physical presence at the rally was a corollary to the supernatural war being fought invisibly all around us, all the time.


This belief in the supernatural renders a population ripe for belief in conspiracy theories. If you are looking for the Devil in your dining room, you’re likely to find him; and the harder you look, the more you’ll see his movements everywhere, until the whole world looks like a witches’ sabbath conducted under the shadow of a dark and hideous hand.


The term apophenia was first coined in 1958 by the German military psychiatrist Klaus Conrad to describe the “abnormal connectedness between seemingly unrelated meanings” that he observed in his young patients, soldiers he studied showing early signs of schizophrenia. The term was first used in English in 2001 in an academic book about poltergeists and hauntings. As the Swiss psychologist Peter Brugger told Slate in 2014, outside of descriptions of schizophrenia, apophenia is “the tendency to be overwhelmed by meaningful coincidences.”38 It’s a motivator for gamblers who see patterns in their wins and losses—and stake ever-higher amounts on their false perceptions; it’s behind Bible-code theological fads and the enduringness of Dan Brown’s novels. And it’s a kind of manic, messianic apophenia that drives evangelical demonology—a tendency that has become increasingly strong and increasingly visible in recent years.


Among the most famous of the spirit warriors of the GOP is Paula White-Cain, Donald Trump’s most prominent religious adviser, who demanded, in a thunderous January 2020 sermon, that “in the name of Jesus, we command all satanic pregnancies to miscarry right now. We declare that anything that has been conceived in satanic wombs, that it’ll miscarry. It will not be able to carry forth any plan of destruction, any plan of harm.”39


Satanic wombs notwithstanding, Cain’s pronouncements came from a contemporary demonology movement that has been ascendant in certain sectors of American evangelical Christianity for decades. In 2000, Doris Wagner, the wife of the enormously influential prophet-preacher C. Peter Wagner, published a book called How to Cast Out Demons: A Guide to the Basics. She and her husband, in their roles as heads of Global Harvest Ministries, became integral parts of a movement that influenced millions of Christians to examine the world in starkly spiritual terms—as one scholar put it, their self-assigned task was mapping the “fearful geography” of the spirit world and transposing it over the earthly realm. Wagner explained, “Hostility toward teaching morals through such simple things as the Ten Commandments in schoolrooms, heavy-metal music encouraging sinful thoughts and behavior, and the agenda of the homosexual community” contribute to “demonic activity in great abundance.”40


As a result, she asserted, there has been an attendant surge in enthusiasm for exorcising demons—even if certain “misunderstandings” have led to the rituals having a death toll. “I have heard of several deaths because of mistreatment when demons were manifesting, such as holding a person down and placing pressure on an artery until a heart attack ensued. Another couple tried to bludgeon a demon out of their son with a cement block and he died of injuries,” she wrote. “Casting out demons has gained a bad reputation in some circles because of misunderstanding and abuse.” In lieu of such crudities, Wagner said, she has opted for “long and arduous” deliverance sessions, which involve prayer, invocation of the name of Jesus, and a lengthy questionnaire that features blood pacts, curses, and Masonic regalia, issued beforehand in order to determine the nature of the demonic influence.41i


Perhaps the most infamous case of abusive exorcism is that of Jane Whaley, the leader of the Word of Faith Fellowship, a congregation based in Spindale, North Carolina. The church was founded in 1979 by Whaley, a former math teacher. Over the ensuing decades, the church developed branches in a number of counties and countries, swelling to a membership of nearly three thousand people. Despite the geographic sprawl of the church, its central leader, Whaley, distinguished herself among fundamentalist Christians with what was alleged in court documents to be a pervasive, brutal regimen of control whose central method was violent exorcism. In a 2017 Associated Press investigation, legions of former church members confided to reporters that routine casting-out sessions of demons included the infliction of physical violence, such as punching, kicking, and slamming congregants into walls—including very young children.42 Toddlers were told that they harbored Satan; congregants deemed to have broken from the church’s strict rules (which included prohibitions against reading newspapers and shaving beards) were routinely imprisoned in a windowless storage room, alone in moldy darkness for long periods of time. Children in the church’s associated schools were encouraged to beat classmates they perceived as having committed infractions that might have been caused by demons. Whaley was convicted of assault in 2004 after a member described a “blasting” session in which congregants would gather around the supposedly possessed sinner and scream and shout at him or her for hours, often in concert with physical violence; in 2014, five members of the church were indicted for kidnapping and assault after a former congregant, Matthew Fenner, testified that they had imprisoned and beaten him to the point where he thought he might die in order to exorcise the “homosexual demons” from him. So real were the demons in the minds of Whaley and her loyal spiritual soldiers that physical pain became a conduit for a cleansing of the soul—regardless of the damage done along the way.43


It’s easy to dismiss Paula White-Cain’s satanic pregnancies, Jane Whaley’s prolific beatings, and Doris Wagner’s blood pacts as the wild beliefs of fanatics—or it would be, if their brand of charismatic, brash, God-touched worship didn’t hold such a fierce grip on the core and most active base of the Republican Party. Views that perceive demonic activity in the actions of people and nations are by no means fringe: they are squarely in the Republican mainstream. In his very first speech as Donald Trump’s CIA director, Mike Pompeo, who would go on to become secretary of state, pronounced Julian Assange a “demon”;44 popular preachers and Christian commentators have told their flocks that critics of Trump are “possessed by demons.”45 “The demonic left will stop at nothing to defend its religious ritual of sacrificing babies to the god of self,” read a 2022 article on the mainstream-right website the Federalist, castigating abortion rights protesters.46 It’s hard to exorcise the politics from evangelical demonology. As journalist Katherine Stewart pointed out, C. Peter Wagner and his theological cohort introduced into American spiritual vernacular the idea of “territorial spirits”: demons who occupy places and institutions “strategically,” such as abortion clinics, the LGBT community, and the Democratic Party. These malevolent forces don’t simply advocate for things that believers oppose; they are evil personified and need to be cleansed.47 The politics of spiritual warfare is always cast in a pitch of frantic urgency, with millions of mortal souls at stake. The equation of Democrat and demon, to a group of people who very much believe in demons and the necessity of casting them out, draws politics and faith together to a very dangerous precipice.


Reactionary ideology and fervent belief in demons have long gone hand in hand in American culture. As Poole put it, Christian conservatism, opposing social change as embodied in the civil rights and feminist movements, felt an increasing need to see “the devil embodied in its cultural opponents.”48 One response to the rapid social change derived from the protest movements of the 1960s was a renewed fundamentalism among the millions of Americans who identified as evangelical Protestants. It was a form of faith that took the Devil literally, spurring an exorcism mania, a renewed interest in prophecy, and an embrace of impending apocalypse. They felt that their world had been destabilized by civil rights, feminism, gay rights, and antiwar student protests; as will be elaborated on more fully later in this book, the Christian Right rose as a reactionary counterbalance to progressive social change and peopled America with demons in the process.


This large, passionate reactionary cadre would later catapult Pigs in the Parlor, an elaborate taxonomy of hundreds of ways demons can infest a single human spirit, onto bestseller lists from the 1970s and onward. The publisher’s sales copy boasts that the book has 1.5 million copies in print and has been translated into more than a dozen languages.49 As of this writing, it is number two in the “Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity” category of books on Amazon and number seventeen in “Christian Spiritual Warfare.” Spiritual, moral, and social anxiety, for some, are more easily processed through demonology, which both externalizes the threat and increases the stakes of any given conflict.


The battle between God and Satan is, as ever, mirrored in the human world, spilling out onto the National Mall and carried out in legions of voting booths. On November 6, 2020, in Clark County, Nevada, a crowd of Trump supporters gathered outside the county election administration office, kneeling in prayer, swaying and lifting their hands in an incantation for victory. One Trump supporter braced herself against the glass front of the office as if against Jerusalem’s Wailing Wall, keening in prayer.50


The doctrine of spiritual warfare is widespread among numerous evangelical denominations and has a particular influence on the authoritarian politics of the extreme Right. Republican congressmen, gubernatorial candidates, senators, judges, and presidential candidates alike routinely appeal to crowds by citing a worldview in which the LGBTQ “agenda” and the desires of liberal unbelievers are driven by demons. Moreover, leading Republican figures are intimately familiar with the peculiar terminology of spiritual warfare. In a 2022 speech at the right-wing evangelical Hillsdale College, then presidential candidate and Florida governor Ron DeSantis quoted a key verse from Ephesians that is central to the doctrine: “Put on the full armor of God. Stand firm against the left’s schemes. You will face flaming arrows, but if you have the shield of faith, you will overcome them,” he told the Christian audience; as Katherine Stewart noted, he deftly substituted “the left” where the Bible says “the Devil.”51


For those in battle with dark forces, Christian spirit warriors advise a specific set of spiritual armor. The “whole armour of God,” which Christians are encouraged to don before thwarting the Devil in Ephesians 6:11–18, consists of six specific items. To suit up against the Devil, you must obtain this wardrobe: the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, the sandals of the gospel of peace, the shield of faith (to “quench all the fiery darts of the wicked”), the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit. Those clad in the holy fabric and hammered metal of the mandated six heavenly garments may survive unscathed.52


The armor of God is necessary because demons are omnipresent. The ongoing Satanic Panic is now so commonplace and so widespread that it has swayed elections even in state races. As Brandy Zadrozny, an extremism reporter with NBC, noted, David Leavitt, a politician in Provo, Utah, lost his reelection as prosecutor in part because of widespread, false internet rumors that he and his wife led a “ritual sex abuse cult.”


The rumors had been started, Zadrozny reported, by a YouTuber named Nicholas Rossi, who had faked his own death in 2020 and fled to Scotland to avoid rape charges in Utah, a prosecution pursued by Leavitt. In 2022, while fighting extradition from Scotland for the alleged rape and claiming to be an Irish orphan named Arthur Knight, Rossi obtained and posted a 151-page document from a dismissed case against a therapist that, according to NBC, “included gory allegations of sexual abuse and mass murder from the 1980s and ’90s perpetrated not just by the therapist, but by more than a dozen other members of the Provo community, including David Leavitt and his wife.” The unsubstantiated, previously dismissed allegations were part of a brand-new 2022 investigation into “ritualistic child sexual abuse and child sex trafficking that occurred in Utah County, Juab County, and Sanpete County during the time between 1990 and 2010,” which had just been announced by Utah County sheriff Mike Smith, who had backed Leavitt’s opponent. Smith denied leaking the documents to Rossi, but once the information was available online, a network of conspiracy theorists on mainstream and right-wing social media sites took it and ran with every grisly, unproven detail. Leavitt’s wife, an assistant professor at BYU, was barraged with emails calling for her firing, alleging that she was involved with satanic ritual abuse, was a demon herself, and was part of a ring of sexual abusers holding children captive in pizza parlors (the pizza parlor accusation being part of a broader, weirder conspiracy theory). That the rumors had been started by an individual whose notoriety derived from a rape accusation, an international escape, and an impersonation of a disabled Irish orphan mattered little in the brackish ecology of conspiracy theorists and those willing to portray themselves as true Christian protectors of the innocent. Leavitt said he was unlikely to ever run for office again after a press conference in which he was forced, by the peculiar alchemy of moral panic that lent weight to the absurd allegations, to deny that he or his wife had ever murdered or cannibalized children for Satan; the cost, he said, was too high.53 In 2024, Utah became the first state in decades to propose a bill to specifically bar “ritual abuse” of a child; House Bill 196, which has not yet passed at the time of this writing, would impose felony charges on any adult who forces a child to ingest human bones or witness the sacrifice of an animal—classic Satanic Panic tropes recurring unadulterated fifty years after the initial accusations of ritual abuse in the United States.54


While politics is a principal sphere of battling the Devil, it is by no means the only one the ultraconservative, prophecy-inclined evangelical world is focused on. In fact, there are seven areas—the “Seven Mountains of Societal Influence”—which were laid out by Bill Bright, the founder of the far-right Christian youth organization Campus Crusade; and Loren Cunningham, the similarly inclined founder of Youth with a Mission, in 1975. The thesis is loosely derived from a cryptic passage in Revelation (perhaps the most beloved book of the Bible among fundamentalists): “And the angel carried me away in the Spirit into a wilderness, where I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast that was covered with blasphemous names and had seven heads and ten horns… And here is the mind which hath wisdom. The seven heads are seven mountains, on which the woman sitteth.” From this scanty textual basis, Bright and Cunningham engaged in a bit of creative exegesis and came up with the Seven Mountain Mandate, or “7M” to its most loyal adherents.55


Further popularized by the publication of Invading Babylon: The 7 Mountain Mandate, by the megachurch leader Bill Johnson and the self-proclaimed prophet Lance Wallnau, in 2013, the Seven Mountain Mandate demands that believers “take the seven mountains of culture for Christ’s Kingdom.” The seven mountains are as follows: government, family, education, religion, media, arts and entertainment, and business. Total dominion over these spheres is key to winning the spiritual war against Satan. Johnson and Wallnau make clear that obtaining absolute Christian control of secular pursuits, such as politics and journalism, is a duty required of those faithful who would wage war against Satan: “The shocking truth is that each mountain is a spiritual mountain! The Devil’s skill in leading us to think differently has resulted in the spiritual invasion of foreign deities into every area once held by followers of Christ… If the Church leaves a vacuum by failing to occupy these high places with the teaching of the Kingdom, the enemy will seek to disciple the nations by building strongholds of deception that are guarded and advanced through those decision makers who rise to the top of the seven mountains of culture.” This theory gives an intense spiritual gravity to every minute squabble in the culture wars: it becomes much more urgent to get your claims heard and to win if you believe you are saving every piece of the wretched world and rendering it precious in God’s sight.56


“People who subscribe to this idea understand the whole of human history as a consequence of the cosmic battle of Satan against God,” explained the scholar Elizabeth McAlister in a 2016 article. “The movement is political in that its intercessors imagine they are part of an elite group of God’s agents, participating in a massive social transformation of the world into the Kingdom of God.”57


The world of the Christian Right is largely insular, shunning worldly influence. It has its own schools and universities, its own movies, its own microcelebrities, its own methods of parenting and marriage, its own trends. It exists as part of the United States yet holds itself separate, because holiness demands separation from the profane.


Slowly and then quickly, like a climber who’s glimpsed the peak, the Christian Right is working to ascend its seven mountains. Its members believe that they are obeying the mandate of Heaven by turning the United States into a Christian nation—a theocracy that brooks no opposition and has no room for those of other faiths or none at all. The United States has always been a land overpopulated with prophets, and this unsettled decade has led to a new wave of self-proclaimed redeemers ready to reveal the blazing path toward righteousness—and use, in a favorite evangelical phrase, “the sword of the Lord” to cut down any in their path.


Outside the perfervid world of demonology and its believers, down at the bottom of the seven mountains, where most of us live, it’s a challenge to determine precisely how to contend with a political landscape in which a large proportion of one side believes that its opponents are literally in league with the Devil. In the face of such conviction, it’s difficult not to shrink away or to try to combat it on its own terms—I’m not in league with the Devil, or There’s no such thing as the Devil—but this is more or less a futile exercise. It’s better to get a firm foothold on the brimstone and heave ourselves out of Hell. But in order to escape a struggle we never chose, we must take into account the rhetoric on the Christian Right and who is providing it—and take stock of their theology as the existential threat to a pluralistic democracy it truly is.


Footnote


i Among the questions posed by Wagner to would-be exorcees: “Were you a breast-fed baby?” “To your knowledge, has any close family member been a Freemason, Oddfellow, Rainbow Girl, Mormon, Eastern Star, Shriner, Daughter of the Nile, Job’s Daughter, Elk or De Molay?” And: “Is there any Masonic regalia or memorabilia in your possession?” “Have you had any advanced education?” “Have you ever made a pact with the devil? Was it a blood pact?” “To your knowledge, has any curse been placed on you or your family?”
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