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      AUTHOR’S NOTE


      The events in this book are true as depicted. However, with the exception of certain public figures and individuals who agreed

         to be identified, all names and personal details have been changed. Some bits of dialogue have been slightly rearranged, and

         some events appear out of sequence.

      


   

      To Mom and Dad,


      who would kill the fatted calf for me any day.


   

      Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing it.


      HEBREWS 13:2


   

      Prepare Ye


      It’s midnight at Liberty University, and I’m kneeling on the floor of my dorm room, praying.

      


      This is not a particularly unusual event. Any night of the week, a quick stroll through Liberty’s campus would reveal hundreds

         of students in the same position, making the same kind of divine appeal. At this school, we pray for everything: good grades,

         a winning football season, religious revival in America, chicken fingers in the dining hall. Our God is a workhorse God, and

         as the Bible instructs, we petition him without ceasing. Put it this way: if prayers emitted light, you’d see us from space.

      


      Our chancellor, the Reverend Jerry Falwell, always tells us that prayer is the key to a productive Christian life. And, well,

         he should know. In 1971, Rev. Falwell felt God calling him to start a Christian college in his hometown of Lynchburg, Virginia.

         He answered the call, and over the next thirty-six years, while organizing the Moral Majority, shepherding one of America’s

         largest megachurches, and establishing himself as the father of the Religious Right, he found time to transform that Christian

         college into what it is today: the world’s largest evangelical university, a ten thousand–student training ground for America’s

         conservative Christian youth. “Bible Boot Camp,” he calls it.

      


      It’s a tongue-in-cheek name, but a fairly accurate one. Like a West Point drill sergeant, Rev. Falwell prides himself on discipline.

         His field manual, a forty-six-page code of conduct called “The Liberty Way,” governs every aspect of our lives and dispenses

         concrete punishments when we veer off course. Such as:

      


      • Possession and/or use of tobacco: 6 reprimands + $25 fine


      • Improper personal contact (anything beyond hand-holding): 4 reprimands + $10 fine


      • Attendance at, possession or viewing of, an R-rated movie: 12 reprimands + $50 fine


      • Spending the night with a person of the opposite sex: 30 reprimands + $500 fine + 30 hours community service


      Rev. Falwell envisioned Liberty as a Christian safe haven where young evangelicals could get a college education without being

         exposed to binge drinking, pot smoking, sexual experimentation, and all the other trappings of secular coed culture. He planned

         to make it the evangelical equivalent of Notre Dame or Brigham Young, a university where every student would be trained in

         the liberal arts, fortified in the evangelical faith, and sent out into the world as a “Champion for Christ.”

      


      That plan must have worked, because today, our school is still a bastion of sparkling Christian purity—sort of the anti-Animal

         House. On this campus, you’ll find girls who are saving their first kisses for marriage, guys whose knowledge of the female

         anatomy is limited to the parts you can show on basic cable, and students of both sexes who consider it a wild Friday night

         when their Bible study group serves Cheetos and Chex Mix.

      


      Of course, you’ll also find Liberty students who aren’t so sheltered, who don’t walk around campus humming hymns and speaking

         in parables. Like any other religious community, Liberty has its fair share of nonconformists. A few Liberty students, in

         fact, choose to live relatively normal collegiate lives, even when it means violating “The Liberty Way.” That’s why I’m praying

         on the floor of my room tonight—because my friend Dave is in trouble.

      


      It started last Friday afternoon when Dave, a brawny, goateed shot-putter on Liberty’s track team, approached his friend Wayne

         with an idea.

      


      “Let’s get out of here for the weekend,” he said.


      Dave explained that one of his high school friends, a non-Christian girl named Jessie, had invited both of them to a special

         party at her secular college, three hours away from Lynchburg.

      


      “A lingerie party,” he said. “Wayne, she invited us to a lingerie party. Like . . . a party . . . where the girls wear lingerie.”

      


      Wayne chuckled. “Naw, man. You know we can’t do that.”


      He was right. Attending a party of any type is forbidden under “The Liberty Way,” but a lingerie party would be off-the-charts

         sinful. Still, as Dave talked more about the party and how many beautiful, scantily clad girls would be there, he felt his

         resistance weakening. I mean, I haven’t been off campus all semester. And what harm could one night do? By the time Dave finished his pitch, Wayne’s mind was made up: he wanted to go. The party wouldn’t be holy, but it wouldn’t

         be the worst thing in the world, either. So the two friends signed out on the campus log sheet—to the off-campus apartment

         of an older Liberty student they knew—and drove to secular school instead.

      


      The party was wilder than they’d expected. Girls in sheer negligees and lacy bustiers floated around the room, grinding lustily

         with each other while loud hip-hop music blared over the rowdy yells of beer pong players. Dave had gone to some parties in

         high school, but Wayne was relatively new to the scene, and getting comfortable took three or four cups of a beverage he’d

         never heard of (“jungle juice,” was it?).

      


      After an hour of drinking, Dave and Wayne felt loose enough to unveil their big surprise: two pairs of special underwear,

         purchased in advance for the occasion. Dave stripped down to a black man-thong, and Wayne, a bit more reserved, wore a pair

         of SpongeBob SquarePants boxers. They drank and danced and cavorted with the secular students until the wee hours, using Dave’s

         digital camera to snap the photos he would eventually post, for posterity, on his MySpace profile.

      


      That was the fatal step, of course, and no one can quite understand why Dave did it. Did he really think his secrets were

         safe on the Internet? Was he trying to get kicked out?

      


      These are the questions that have circulated through our dorm for the past week. By now, we’ve heard all the stories. We’ve

         heard how, a few days after the party, Dave found an urgent e-mail from the dean of men waiting in his inbox. How, when he

         was brought in to the dean’s office, Dave tried to make the case that he hadn’t been at a party. How the dean had pulled from

         his desk a stack of photos, culled from Dave’s MySpace page, that proved otherwise. How some of the photos had been shockingly

         lewd, including one of Dave in his man-thong, holding a bottle of liquor in each hand while looking up a girl’s skirt. How

         Dave had broken maybe half the rules in “The Liberty Way,” including “Attendance at a dance,” “Sexual misconduct and/or any

         state of undress,” and “Possession or consumption of alcoholic beverages.” How he was served with the biggest punishment on

         our hall—and maybe at Liberty—all year: seventy-eight reprimands, a $650 fine, and thirty hours of community service. How,

         at that point, adding up Dave’s punishments was a matter of procedure, like sentencing a serial killer to twenty-three consecutive

         life sentences, because the alcohol alone was enough to expel him.

      


      In short, the guy needs a lot of prayer.


      After rising from my knees, I walk to Dave’s room. He’s in there with Wayne and a few other friends, still discussing his

         dean’s office debacle. Dave is still waiting for the official news of his punishment, but he seems to have made peace with

         the fact that, barring a miracle, he’ll be gone by next week.

      


      “I should have done more bad stuff while I was at it,” Dave says, chuckling as he picks at a bag of popcorn. “I mean, they

         can’t kick me out twice, right? I could have snorted some coke or something.”

      


      “Come on, Dave,” says Joey, a Jersey-born freshman who lives at the end of the hall. “At least try to be serious about this.”


      “I can’t, dude,” Dave says. “When I get serious, I feel pain in my heart.”


      Wayne is in better shape, it seems. There were no photos of him on Dave’s MySpace page, just photos of their car ride together.

         His meeting with the dean of men is tomorrow, and he’s planning to say that he dropped Dave off and went somewhere else, skipping

         the party altogether.

      


      “Are you positive he doesn’t have any pictures of you at the party?” Joey asks.


      “No, not positive,” Wayne says. “But there are none on the Internet. He would have to have another source.”


      “If he catches you,” Dave says, “you should bust out a Jesus quote.”


      Wayne’s eyes widen. “What?”


      “Jesus hung with sinners and tax collectors, dude. If he can hang with sinners, you can, too.”


      “Yo, that’s a pretty good idea.”


      “You guys are retards,” says Joey. “Jesus hung with sinners, but he didn’t sin with them. It’s not like the tax collectors

         had a lingerie party and said, ‘Yo, J.C., you gotta get over here, it’s off the hook!’ ”

      


      We’re screwing around, but in truth, this is no laughing matter. Dave, our friend and hallmate, is about to be expelled from

         school, and Wayne may go with him. Our dorm has hosted its share of controversy this semester, but no one expected this. What

         Dave and Wayne did was against the rules, of course, but some of us wonder whether, in this case, the punishment truly fits

         the crime.

      


      “I heard about a guy who got more reprimands than you, Dave,” says Wayne.


      “No way. More than seventy-eight?” says Dave.


      “Yeah. A few years ago. This guy got triple digits. Broke every rule in one night. He went to a few parties, smoked weed,

         had sex with a girl, went dancing, destroyed some property. I think he might have even done some homosexual stuff, too.”

      


      Joey sweeps his eyes around the room.


      “Pretty much what secular kids do every weekend, huh?”


      I used to be a secular kid. Still am, I guess. It’s hard to tell sometimes.


      These days, I go through the motions of a model Liberty student. I attend prayer groups, I sing in the church choir, I spend

         my Friday nights at Bible study. When it comes to socializing, I follow the old Baptist moral code: “Don’t drink, smoke, or

         chew, and don’t go with girls who do.”

      


      But what Dave, Wayne, Joey, and the rest of my friends at Liberty don’t know is this: I haven’t always lived this way. In

         fact, everything I do here—the Bible study, the choir, the clean-cut morality—it’s all part of a borrowed life.

      


      Three months ago, I was a student at Brown University, a school known for everything Liberty is not. In fact, it wouldn’t

         be unfair to call the schools polar opposites. Liberty was founded as a conservative Christian utopia, and by those standards,

         Brown, with its free-spirited student body, its grades-optional academic scene, and its active chapter of the Young Communist

         League, is a notch or two above Sodom and Gomorrah.

      


      If such a thing exists, I considered myself a fairly typical Brown student. I studied English lit, drank fair-trade coffee,

         attended the occasional anti-war protest, and sang in an a cappella group.

      


      This semester, I transferred to Liberty precisely because it was so different—not just from my old school, but from anything

         I’d ever seen before.

      


      I grew up in the tiny college town of Oberlin, Ohio, a crunchy liberal enclave plopped down improbably in the middle of the

         Lake Erie Rust Belt. My parents are Quakers, a rather free-spirited sect of Christianity whose members (called Friends) spend

         a lot of time talking about peace and working for social justice. But despite our affiliation, our house was practically religion-free.

         We never read the Bible or said grace over our meals, and our attendance at Quaker services was spotty—though we did visit

         a small Baptist church once a year to sing Christmas carols. (To be clear: this is the kind of Baptist church where the pastor

         swaps out the gendered language in the carols, like in “Lo! How a Rose E’er Blooming” when “as men of old have sung” becomes

         “as those of old have sung.”)

      


      When high school came around, I left home to attend a boarding school in the Philadelphia suburbs. It happened to be a Quaker

         boarding school, but going there was hardly a religious decision. In fact, during high school, I wasn’t sure what I thought

         about my parents’ religion, or about religion in general. I liked learning about the Quaker moral tenets—simplicity, peace,

         integrity, and equality—but when the subject of God came up, I always found myself lagging behind. Quakers talk about God

         as an “inner light,” and while I understood that position intellectually, I couldn’t bring myself to think that there was

         a divine being who existed independent of the human mind, who guided our decisions and heard our prayers. To put it in Quaker

         terms, my inner light flickered a lot, like the overhead fluorescent at a Motel 6, and sometimes, it burnt out altogether.

         The closest I came to consistent faith was during my senior year religion class, when we learned about the Central and South

         American liberation theology movements and I became briefly convinced that God was a left-wing superhero who led the global

         struggle against imperialism and corporate greed. Sort of a celestial Michael Moore.

      


      You can probably guess, then, how I felt during college, when by virtue of a job I had taken as a writer’s assistant, I found

         myself standing in the lobby of Jerry Falwell’s twenty thousand–member Thomas Road Baptist Church, which occupies the entire

         northern end of Liberty’s campus.

      


      My boss, the journalist A. J. Jacobs, had taken me to Thomas Road on a research trip for his book, The Year of Living Biblically. I had never been to a megachurch before, and there was something thrilling about the idea of seeing Jerry Falwell in action.

         Like many non-evangelicals, I knew Rev. Falwell only as the arch-conservative televangelist with the least effective brain-to-mouth

         filter in the English-speaking world. I remembered that he had gone on TV to blame the terrorist attacks of September 11,

         2001, on feminists, homosexuals, abortionists, and the ACLU, among others. I had seen some of his other inflammatory remarks,

         like when he told CBS’s 60 Minutes that the prophet Muhammed was “a terrorist,” or when he said that AIDS was “God’s punishment for the society that tolerates

         homosexuals.”

      


      But Jerry Falwell in theory and Jerry Falwell in practice are two very different things, and by the time I was standing in

         Thomas Road’s cavernous lobby on a mild Sunday morning in July, watching a few thousand Falwell devotees mill around, my thrill

         had turned into stomach-clenching anxiety. My inner monologue was going a mile a minute: Who are these people? Do they really

         love Jerry Falwell? Do they believe 9/11 was caused by gay people, too? How is that even possible? And what’s a coffee shop

         doing in a church lobby?

      


      When A. J. left to take notes on another part of the church, I chatted up a group of Thomas Roaders I found in the lobby,

         two girls and a guy who looked to be around my age. I introduced myself, told them why I was visiting, and asked how long

         they’d been coming to Thomas Road.

      


      “We come here every week,” they said. “We go to Liberty.”


      I wasn’t sure whether “go to Liberty” was some sort of coded religious language, like “walk the path” or “seek the kingdom,”

         so I asked. I had to chuckle when they told me that “Liberty” meant Liberty University, a Christian liberal arts college founded

         and presided over by Rev. Falwell. I mean, come on. A liberal arts college run by Jerry Falwell? How about an etiquette workshop

         run by Courtney Love?

      


      But I wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt, so I asked them to tell me more about their school.


      “Oh, I love Liberty!” said one of the girls, an effusive blonde in a green sundress. She spent five minutes making an enthusiastic

         pitch, which included statistics about Liberty’s recently opened law school, its top-ranked debate team, and its Division

         I athletic program. She told me that Liberty has grown at a rate—from 154 students in 1971 to nearly 25,000 in 2007 (including

         more than 15,000 taking courses via the Internet)—that few colleges, secular or religious, have ever matched.

      


      It was impressive stuff, but it wasn’t quite what I wanted to know.


      “So, what do you guys do for fun?” I asked.


      They looked at each other quizzically, then back at me. The blonde stammered, “I mean, we do different . . . things. I don’t

         really know what you’re asking.”

      


      This wasn’t getting me off on the right foot. Maybe I needed to break the ice.


      “Any good parties around here?”


      But I got no chuckles, only blank stares. The guy, a long, lean boy-band type with jutting platinum hair, squinted and peered

         down his nose.

      


      “Do you know Christ?”


      I was new to evangelical argot, so I didn’t know that if a Liberty student has to ask this question, he probably knows the

         answer already. The way I saw it, I could (a) tell him I did know Christ, which might not go so well if he decided to follow

         up, (b) try to deflect with sarcasm again, something like, “Yeah, he’s a friend of a friend. We don’t really hang out much,”

         or (c) admit that I was a foreigner.

      


      Too scared for (a) or (b), I chose (c). I told him I didn’t know Christ, and after he spent five minutes explaining why I

         should consider meeting him, I said, as gently as I could, that I wasn’t interested in converting.

      


      “Please don’t be offended,” I said. “It’s just not my thing.”


      They glanced at each other, all three a little mystified. Not my thing? How could it not be my thing? They didn’t browbeat

         me, but I had definitely made them uneasy. We made a little more small talk, and then, since church was starting, we parted

         ways with nods and hesitant half-waves.

      


      On the plane ride back from Virginia, I replayed those fifteen minutes over and over in my mind. Every time, I got more frustrated

         with myself. Why wasn’t I able to hold down that conversation? I mean, I’ve heard of the God Divide before, in a thousand

         Newsweek articles and one-hour CNN specials. I’m aware that a tree-hugging Brown student isn’t supposed to be able to talk to a Bible-thumping

         Liberty student. But why not? Aren’t we all part of the Millennial generation? Don’t we all carry the same iPhones and suffer

         from the same entitlement complex?

      


      One recent study showed that 51 percent of Americans don’t know any evangelical Christians, even casually. And until I visited

         Thomas Road, that was me. My social circle at Brown included atheists, agnostics, lapsed Catholics, Buddhists, Wiccans, and

         more non-observant Jews than you can shake a shofar at, but exactly zero born-again Christians. The evangelical world, in

         my mind, was a cloistered, slightly frightening community whose values and customs I wasn’t supposed to understand. So I ignored

         it.

      


      After my visit to Thomas Road, though, I was hooked. I started reading up on Liberty and other evangelical colleges, and the

         more I read, the more I began to realize the importance of knowing about my Christian peers. This isn’t a fringe culture,

         after all. According to the Barna Group, an evangelical polling firm, a full one-third of America’s teenagers self-identify

         as born-again Christians. Liberty has almost ten thousand students living on its campus, and it’s just one of hundreds of

         evangelical colleges across America. Alumni of evangelical colleges run blue-chip corporations, work in big media, and sit

         in elected office. If I ever get a real job, my cubicle might well be next to a Liberty graduate’s.

      


      As a college student who doubles as a journalist, what fascinated me most about Liberty was its student culture. I still had

         so many unanswered questions. Like, what do Champions for Christ learn in class? Do they date? Do they use Facebook? What

         exactly do they believe? And are we really that different? I also felt intuitively that there was something limiting about

         being an outsider in the evangelical world. When I told the Liberty students at Thomas Road that I hadn’t accepted Christ

         as my savior, the entire dynamic of the conversation changed. It began to feel distant and rehearsed, like a pitch for Ginsu

         knives. So how could I, a curious non-evangelical, get the inside scoop?

      


      Several months after my Thomas Road visit, while browsing Liberty’s website one morning, it clicked: What if I spent a semester

         at Liberty as a student? What if, instead of speculating about Christian college life from afar, I jumped over the God Divide

         and tried to experience it myself?

      


      These days, it seems like all my college friends talk about is study abroad, the modern rite of passage in which students

         spend a semester in Paris, Barcelona, Munich, or any of the other first-world cities with low minimum drinking ages. The appeal

         of these programs—at least from a school’s perspective—is that experiencing a foreign culture firsthand makes us more informed

         global citizens. But what about American citizens? Here, right in my time zone, was a culture more foreign to me than any

         European capital, and these foreigners vote in my elections! So why not do a domestic study abroad? If I enrolled at Liberty

         for a semester, I’d get to take the same classes, attend the same church services, and live under the same rules as my evangelical

         peers. And maybe I’d be able to use what I found to help bridge our country’s God Divide, or at least to understand it better.

      


      Of course, I had to ask myself: was I ready to live the life of an evangelical college student?


      On a practical level, clearly not. As I said, I grew up with no religious training. At my Quaker boarding school, I acted

         in a musical about the Garden of Eden, so I knew the basics of the Genesis story (Adam names the animals, Eve bites an apple,

         and we all break into jazz squares). I could probably have named the four Gospels if you gave me a minute or two, but that’s

         where my Bible knowledge ended. So how would I be able to hang with lifelong Sunday schoolers?

      


      Obviously, I had some decisions to make.


      First, what would I tell Liberty students about myself?


      Naturally, I wanted to be as honest as possible. I wasn’t eager to sneak around like a spy, and I didn’t want the mental burden

         of juggling a double identity, so I decided to stick to my guns: regular old Kevin Roose from Oberlin, Ohio. No alias, no

         faked documents, no lies about my past. If people asked, I’d tell them that I came to Liberty from Brown, and if they asked

         why, I’d say, “I wanted to see what Christian college was like.”

      


      Which was true. I did want to see what Christian college was like, with as little prejudgment as possible. I knew that wouldn’t

         be easy—you can’t neutralize a lifetime of bias overnight—but I wanted to try my best. So my second decision was: no cheap

         shots. If I went to Liberty, it would be to learn with an open mind, not to mock Liberty students or the evangelical world

         in toto. For starters, that task is far too easy to be interesting. The satirist P. J. O’Rourke once compared making fun of

         born-again Christians to “hunting dairy cows with a high-powered rifle and scope.” That was a few years ago, before names

         like Ted Haggard and movies like Jesus Camp came on the scene. Now, it’s more like hunting the ground with your foot.

      


      My next decision was harder, because even though I wanted to use my real identity at Liberty, I was nervous about what would

         happen if I told people certain things about myself—namely, that I wasn’t an evangelical Christian. I wanted to be able to

         portray the Liberty experience in a way that was authentic and fair, but that meant I had to avoid the sorts of guarded interactions

         I had during my first trip to Thomas Road.

      


      So I decided: I would do whatever it took to blend in with Liberty students. I’d pray when they prayed, sing when they sang,

         and take exams when they took exams. If anyone ever asked, I’d say that I was a Christian (strictly true), but if the questions

         got more specific—say, if someone asked me how I felt about homosexuality—I’d have to be more evasive. I had to stay on the

         inside of the community, even if it meant holding back my true feelings.

      


      Staying on the inside also meant withholding the fact that I was planning to write about my time there. This gave me much

         more pause than blending in, even though my goal was to be open-minded. But in the end, I decided that although I didn’t like

         the idea of writing in secret, I had to do it. It was the only way I’d be able to get the unfiltered story of life at Liberty.

      


      So, on a Tuesday night in early October, I logged onto Liberty’s website to fill out the application for admission, a short

         form that required little more than a few biographical details and a brief essay. Liberty’s application doesn’t include a

         mandatory statement of faith, but to complete the essay prompt—“Describe how your perspectives of life and morality will enable

         you to contribute to Liberty University’s mission”—I had to read a few dozen Christian articles and sermons online and wrangle

         some of the buzzwords into a three-paragraph response. (I won’t reprint the whole thing here, but it included sentences like

         “The path to righteousness is not an easy one.”) I filled in a few more blanks, clicked “Send,” and my application tumbled

         through the ether to Liberty.

      


      Next, I met with Brown’s dean of students, who stared at me with wide eyes when I asked him if I could take a semester’s leave

         to study at Liberty. “I don’t think anyone has ever asked me that,” he said. “Actually, I’m sure no one has.” But I left his

         office with good news. If I wanted to take a leave of absence, I would have a spot to come back to.

      


      After getting permission from the dean, I had to get permission from my parents, a much more nerve-wracking proposition. My

         mom and dad—a college administrator and a lawyer, respectively—are staunch, proud left-wingers, and I don’t think they ever

         imagined their youngest son asking to study under Jerry Falwell’s tutelage. They both worked as Nader’s Raiders in the 1970s,

         and my dad still keeps a “Buy Blue” list in his wallet to make sure he only shops at stores owned by Democrats. And technically,

         they still had veto power. When I first floated the idea, they were opposed. But after I told them about my intentions, they

         seemed to soften. After a few hours of coaxing and prodding, they caved and gave me a reluctant green light.

      


      The reactions I got from my friends at Brown were also largely positive, if confused. The prevailing attitude seemed to be:

         well, better him than me. When I told the guys in my a cappella group why I wouldn’t be singing with them during the spring semester, they asked a

         few questions to make sure I was serious, and then the jokes began. My friend Jimmy’s response was typical: “A semester with

         no sex? And this is different how?”

      


      My friend Laura was the only person with lasting concerns. Remember when I mentioned that I had no evangelical Christians

         in my social circle? Well, I actually had one. I always forget that Laura, a sweet, curly-haired brunette who went to boarding

         school with me, grew up in a conservative evangelical family in rural Pennsylvania. You wouldn’t necessarily know it by talking

         to her, but she’s got a church deacon dad and two decades of Sunday school under her belt. Real Christian street cred.

      


      “Oh man,” she said, when I told her my plan. “You’re in trouble, Kev.”


      Laura explained that while she thought I had a good idea, it wasn’t going to work. “Christian culture is not just something

         you pick up,” she said. “These kids are going to know you don’t belong there.”

      


      She was right, of course. Did I really think I was going to learn everything as I went along? How cocky is that? Luckily,

         Laura threw me a life preserver. If I came to her apartment in Baltimore, she offered to give me a last-minute crash course

         before my evangelical immersion began.

      


      “I won’t be able to teach you everything,” she said, “but I can get you some of the way there.”


      So I went to Baltimore, and for three days, Laura became my evangelical Yoda. She drilled me on biblical characters, famous

         scripture verses, and common errors among non-evangelicals (like calling the last book of the Bible “Revelations” instead

         of “Revelation”). She taught me worship songs, told me to read the apocalyptic novel Left Behind, and lent me her collection of VeggieTales, the Christian cartoon series that stars Bob the Tomato and Larry the Cucumber in oversimplified Bible reenactments. (My

         favorite: the “Josh and the Big Wall!” episode, in which the little Israelite vegetables take down the walls of the Canaanite

         vegetable city. In the biblical story, the Canaanites are killed in a gruesome massacre, but in the VeggieTales version, they just walk around sulking.)

      


      On the last day of my training, Laura and I sat in an Irish pub in Baltimore’s Inner Harbor, eating fish and chips and doing

         some last-minute review. As we finished, she put down her Bible and looked at me.

      


      “So, do you think you’re ready for a semester of Christianity?” she asked.


      “Yeah, I think I remember most of what we talked about,” I said. “I’m doing better on my Bible stuff, and I got the C. S.

         Lewis books you recommended.”

      


      “No, that’s not what I mean,” she said. “I mean, are you spiritually ready?”

      


      She took my silence as a no.


      “Kev, places like Liberty are designed to transform skepticism into belief, and you’re not going to be immune to that. You

         have to be open to the possibility that this semester is going to be bigger than you think.”

      


      Laura wasn’t the only one who warned me about the danger of being changed. In talking with my friends and family members about

         my Liberty project, the question had come up several times: what if you convert?

      


      I always admitted that it was an outside possibility—that was the definition of keeping an open mind, after all—but I didn’t

         really believe myself. My mind told me that I had enough built-up resistance to Falwell-style Christianity to avoid internalizing

         the experience. How could I possibly convert? My parents wouldn’t disown me, but it would certainly change our relationship.

         In fact, becoming a conservative evangelical would change all of my relationships. What would I say to my gay friends at Brown?

         How could I tell the guys in my a cappella group that I couldn’t go out drinking with them anymore? How could I go back to

         my old world at all?

      


      A few days later, the thick envelope came in the mail.


      “Congratulations!” the letter read. “You have been accepted to Liberty University for Spring Semester 2007.”


      Inside the envelope was a Liberty lanyard and a letter thanking my parents for considering a biblical education for their

         son. The letter said I could start at the beginning of the semester, in mid-January. Now, with permission from my school,

         my parents, and Liberty, the pieces were all in place. I was ready.

      


      And so, three months ago, armed with a box of Christian books and a silver Jesus fish affixed to my car bumper (a friend’s

         suggestion), I packed my Providence dorm room into duffel bags and boxes and made the move to Lynchburg to begin my semester

         at Bible Boot Camp. I was nervous, of course, but I consoled myself with the fact that at the end of the semester, after my

         evangelical sojourn was over, I’d be returning to life as usual.

      


      Three months ago, I thought that was how it worked.


   

      Come and See


      In the beginning was the word, and the word was God, and the word was inappropriate.

      


      “Dear God, this place is huge,” says my dad. “Did we accidentally take the Disneyland exit?”


      “Honey, you can’t say that here.”


      “Disneyland?”


      “No, God. You can’t say ‘God’ unless you’re talking about church. It’s taking the Lord’s name in vain. Right, Kev?”


      As my parents and I walk into Liberty’s front entrance for the first day of new student orientation, I begin to think that

         having two church-phobic Quakers drop me off at Bible Boot Camp might not have been my best idea.

      


      It wasn’t my idea at all, in fact. I planned to set off for Liberty alone, but about a week before I was scheduled to leave,

         my parents announced that they wanted to come along to see the place for themselves.

      


      My mom has become increasingly nervous about my project. After the news sunk in, she seemed to realize what going to Liberty

         would mean for me, and it tripped her wires of maternal concern. She’s scared that Jerry Falwell will find me out as a non-evangelical,

         and I’ll end up on my knees in front of a roomful of Christian thugs, getting acquainted with the business end of a bullwhip.

         For the past few weeks, she’s been not-so-subtly suggesting other things I could do with my semester. Don’t I want to travel

         in Europe? What about an internship?

      


      My dad, on the other hand, is excited to see Rev. Falwell in the flesh. In the know-thine-enemy vein, he has been digging

         up Falwell-related trivia on the Internet and has recently developed a curious fascination with the man. Most nights at the

         dinner table, he peppers me with new findings. Did I know that Falwell is reported to have financial ties with the Moonies?

         Had I heard that he once outed a Teletubby?

      


      Bottom line: they both wanted to see me off, and after a little hemming and hawing, I decided it wasn’t worth a fight. So

         early this morning, we prepared for the road trip. I made it clear that in order to come along, they would have to make themselves

         passable as evangelical parents. Which they took to mean, “Please dress like the Cleavers.” My dad dug a navy suit out of

         his closet, and my mom put on makeup and shaved her legs (both blue-moon events, she said). We packed our Honda to the ceiling

         with my belongings and set off down Interstate 77 toward Lynchburg, Virginia.

      


      Liberty sits atop a five thousand–acre foothill in Virginia’s Blue Ridge mountain range, and my dad is right about the size

         of the place. Perched on its hill, the campus towers over Lynchburg in a way that seems almost oppressive. There’s a domed

         stadium that looks like it was plucked from Epcot Center, an arrestingly large brick building with tall Jeffersonian columns,

         and, of course, the Thomas Road Baptist Church, which has swollen to the size of two or three conjoined IKEAs since the last

         time I was here. The whole campus looks nice in a generic, recently-power-washed way, but it doesn’t scream Christian. In

         fact, other than the small white chapel in the middle of campus and the electronic billboard advertising an upcoming “Prayer

         Summit,” the physical space looks a lot like any other big university.

      


      In keeping with the boot camp theme, dorms at Liberty are numbered, not named. My assigned dorm, number 22, is a boxy three-story

         near the center of campus. First observation: the word “MEN” is painted over the front door in large, white letters. Liberty,

         like many other evangelical colleges, has single-sex dorms with strict no-visitation policies. According to “The Liberty Way,”

         “entering the residence hall of the opposite sex or allowing the same” gets you eighteen reprimands, a $250 fine, and eighteen

         hours of community service.

      


      My room, number 205, is near the middle of a dimly lit hallway as narrow and long as two bowling lanes laid end to end, with

         glossy blue floors and sterile cream-colored walls. When I open the door, a lanky, crew-cutted guy is sitting on his bed unpacking

         a black suitcase.

      


      “You must be Kevin,” he says, rising to shake my hand. “I’m Eric, your roommate.”


      Eric is a second-semester freshman from Michigan who, like me, is arriving at Liberty for the first time. He tells me that

         we have a third roommate named Henry, also a transfer student, who arrived yesterday and who has already chosen a bed for

         himself. Eric and I will be sleeping on a set of bunks—him on bottom, me on top. “If that’s cool with you,” he adds.

      


      It’s cool with me, and after a little unpacking, my parents and I head over to the first orientation event, the Mid-Year Kickoff.

         Several hundred transfer students have come to Liberty this semester, and all of us are getting the red-carpet treatment.

         As we walk into the field house where the kickoff is held, we’re treated to a laser light show and a silhouetted cityscape

         projected on the wall. Red and blue balloons fill the air, and a student jazz band in the corner is playing what sounds like

         a Weather Channel background loop.

      


      When the music stops, an LU administrator comes to the stage to introduce our chancellor, president, and spiritual leader:

         “Dr. Jerry Falwell” (Falwell has no earned doctorate, but at Liberty, he uses the title from three honorary degrees he’s received).

      


      “We’ve heard a lot about Martin Luther King’s very famous speech, ‘I Have a Dream,’ ” the administrator says. “Well, thirty-five

         years ago, Dr. Falwell had a dream.”

      


      At this, my dad chortles. My mom’s eyes bulge, and we glare at him.


      “You have a role model here in Dr. Falwell,” the administrator continues. “I have the privilege of working with Dr. Falwell

         every day, and I can tell you that this visionary leader has had the most fantastic impact. He has changed the way politics

         have worked in this nation. He has changed the world.”

      


      After a little more grandiloquence, Dr. Falwell (I might as well start with the title now) struts out to a roaring ovation.

         He’s a behemoth of a man, and he carries himself proudly, wearing a black suit with a red tie and beaming as he crosses over

         to the lectern.

      


      “Welcome to all of my new students for the spring semester!” he says. His voice is booming and deep with a slight southern

         accent, somewhere between James Earl Jones and a guy who records radio commercials for Chevy dealerships. For the next half

         hour, the assembled parents listen eagerly as he explains Liberty’s history. He tells the story of Liberty’s first class:

         154 students meeting in a Sunday school room in the fall of 1971. There was no jazz band then, no gymnasium or dormitories,

         or even much of a curriculum. All they had was a vision: “Through producing doctors, lawyers, businesspeople, pastors, evangelists,

         and athletes, we wanted to take the gospel of Christ to the world.”

      


      It might sound trite now, but in the early 1970s, Falwell’s idea was novel in the world of conservative evangelicalism. Liberty’s

         predecessors, schools like Bob Jones University and Oral Roberts University, were founded primarily to train pastors, theologians,

         and missionaries. Falwell had attended a school with a similarly narrow focus—Baptist Bible College in Springfield, Missouri—but

         he wanted to extend his reach for his own school. He wanted a fully accredited, academically rigorous liberal arts institution

         where Christian kids could learn the skills and values they would need to take on the secular world in all walks of life.

      


      Dr. Falwell also had a political mission. As one of the nation’s leading conservative voices, he wanted Liberty to be “as

         far to the right as Harvard is to the left.” That meant clearly articulating the school’s political views to all incoming

         students. (One promotional brochure I received touted Liberty’s “strong commitment to political conservatism, total rejection

         of socialism, and firm support for America’s economic system of free enterprise.”) It also meant exposing Liberty students

         to prominent conservatives, an objective reflected in the list of guest speakers: Karl Rove, George H.W. Bush, FOX News pundit

         Sean Hannity, and most recently, Senator John McCain, who came to Liberty to mend fences with Dr. Falwell after calling him

         an “agent of intolerance” during his 2000 presidential campaign.

      


      “When you say you’re a Christian university,” Dr. Falwell continues, “it doesn’t just mean you’re religious. It means that

         every one of the faculty members believes the Bible is the infallible word of God. We also believe that if we profess to be

         Christian, our lives ought to reflect that. This is a drug-free zone. We do not permit the use of alcohol, illegal drugs,

         or anything like that. None. Period. We have no coed dorms. We catch a boy in a girls’ dorm, we shoot him.”

      


      The parents around us guffaw and slap the tables. My dad slow-claps.


      “America’s colleges and universities, I’m sad to say, have become breeding grounds for immorality and drugs, and worse than

         that, an attitude that is anti-Christian and often anti-American. Very frankly, we are conservative. We don’t have a single

         socialist on our faculty. Not one. We don’t have a single liberal working on our campus, either. We’re trying to build a university

         that brings America back to God and to the faith of our fathers. And I’m glad you’ve joined us in that mission. Students,

         welcome to Liberty!”

      


      After the kickoff, my parents make a beeline for the car. Seems they’ve seen enough of Liberty. In the parking lot, my dad

         tells me sotto voce that the campus has “a distinct totalitarian feel to it.” My mom looks close to tears as she hugs me goodbye.

         As I watch their car pull out of the lot, my head starts to spin. Having my parents here has been havoc on my nerves, but

         also comforting. With them goes the last remaining link to my old life. Now, it’s me and Bible Boot Camp, alone for the long

         haul.

      


      I walk around for a while, getting my bearings. It’s an unsettling experience, because Liberty looks normal enough that its

         peculiarities are all the more striking. I walk into a campus bookstore that looks fairly unremarkable until I see the T-shirts

         lining the walls, with screen-printed mottos like “LIBERTY UNIVERSITY: POLITICALLY INCORRECT SINCE 1971” and “TEAM JERRY.” The men’s bathroom outside the bookstore looks like any other public bathroom until I see the graffiti scribbled in black

         marker above the toilet paper dispenser:

      


      If God is omnipresent, was Jesus necessary?


      (Below it, a response in red pen: YES, B/C OF SIN!!)

      


      At dinnertime, I check out the dining hall—a large, industrial building with long tables in neat rows spanning the room. I

         take a helping of spaghetti from the nice-looking woman behind the counter and plop myself down at one of the center tables.

      


      I sit for an hour, watching the Liberty students cycle in and out. They look happy enough, laughing and giving each other

         high fives and fiddling with their iPods. You could be forgiven for thinking this was the dining hall at a secular school.

         As I’m finishing, an elderly female custodian begins wiping down tables, readying the room for closing. Her cleaning cart

         is decorated with Bible verses written on manila folders and one catches my eye: “In all your ways acknowledge him, and he

         will make your paths straight.”

      


      On the evening of Day One, Dorm 22’s Resident Assistants call a meeting for the new transfer students. (Most returning students

         aren’t back from winter break yet.) My RAs are two Liberty juniors named Trevor Stubbs and Anthony Fox. Stubbs is a long,

         lanky biblical studies major with dirty blond hair and trendy rectangular glasses, and Fox is a spike-haired communications

         major with a soul patch who would make a good front man for a mid-1990s pop-punk band. Together, they’re the hall deputies,

         the only students authorized to dole out reprimands and fines to other students.

      


      When I arrive in their room, I do a double take. On Stubbs’s desk, beside his laptop, is a Jerry Falwell bobble-head doll.

         Dr. Falwell is mounted on a clay platform, dressed in a black suit, clutching a Bible and gazing straight ahead. When he sees

         me ogling his doll, Stubbs flicks the head, sending it in motion. “So cool, right?” he says. “I got it in the bookstore. It’s

         a limited edition.” It occurs to me that Stubbs and I have led vastly different lives.

      


      Soon, six or seven other new guys file into the room. There’s Paul, a football player from South Carolina; Kurt, a computer

         programmer from Delaware; Ryan, a filmmaker from Nevada; and a few more whose names I miss. When we’re seated on the floor,

         Stubbs explains the organization of Dorm 22’s leadership. Below the RAs, he says, are two Spiritual Life Directors (SLDs),

         upperclassmen who serve as hall chaplains. Below the SLDs are eight Prayer Leaders, who lead our weekly small-group prayer

         sessions.

      


      At Liberty, Stubbs says, dorms aren’t just collections of rooms under a roof. They’re spiritual teams, and each hall decides

         on its own theme, a motto that guides its religious life for the year. Our theme is “Beyond Mediocrity.”

      


      “We’re trying to transcend averageness on this hall,” he explains. “We don’t want to be average in our walks with the Lord.

         We don’t want to be average in how we treat ladies, and how we spend time with God. Every day, we try to remind each other

         to live beyond mediocrity.”

      


      Next, Fox picks up a copy of “The Liberty Way” and holds it aloft.


      “You’ve probably noticed that we have some rules here,” he says. “And whether we agree with them or not, they’re set in place

         for a reason. So let’s have a chat, boys.”

      


      He opens to the first page: “Stubbs and I will inspect your rooms every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Your bed has to be

         made, things have to be picked up, trash has to be emptied, and your sink and mirror have to be clean. You’ll get four reps,

         or reprimands, if everything’s not in proper order.”

      


      Fox continues: “As far as social . . . well, I’ll just be blunt. As far as interacting with girls, hand-holding and hugging are the only official displays of physical affection allowed at Liberty. And hugging is allowed

         only for a three-second maximum.”

      


      One of the new guys raises his hand. “So wait, we’re not allowed to kiss? What if she’s our girlfriend?”


      “Do you want the answer Dr. Falwell would give?” Fox says, the corners of his mouth creeping into a smile. “Technically, there’s

         no kissing allowed, anywhere. But I’ll let you guys find out on your own what really happens.”

      


      There are some fist pumps and high fives. Now we’re talking.


      Fox rattles off the rest of the rules at an auctioneer’s clip: “No alcohol, no tobacco, no R-rated movies, no risqué posters

         on your walls, curfew is strictly enforced, men’s hair must be cut short—can’t touch the collar, can’t cover the ears—facial

         hair should be neatly trimmed, no earrings, no studs, no body piercing (tattoos are fine). Keep a modest dress code—that means

         no Speedos at the pool, guys—collared shirts and pants are required at all times, jeans may not have rips or tears, shorts

         are never acceptable, overnight guests must pay $10 a night and be signed in, you may not leave campus for more than four

         consecutive days, and you must sign out with the RA to go off campus overnight, but you may not sign out to an unmarried person’s

         house unless you’re twenty-one . . .”

      


      By the end of the list, filmmaker Ryan is rubbing his temples and breathing heavily.


      “Now, I know you guys are probably thinking, what did I get myself into?” Stubbs says. “But it’s really not that hard.”


      Fox adds, “You just have to go in with a positive attitude. If you think, ‘Oh man, these rules are such a drag,’ you’re going

         to miss out on a lot. We see the rules as a way to maintain our focus on God. They give us freedom to concentrate on the things

         that really matter.”

      


      Over the next two days, this becomes a leitmotif. I attend workshops, faculty panels, and campus tours, all of which emphasize

         the point: “The Liberty Way” is, quite literally, a way to liberty. Less canoodling means more time for spiritual growth,

         more time to pray and read scripture and become a Champion for Christ. Once you get used to the rules, Liberty is, as more

         than one professor put it, “the world’s most exciting university.”

      


      On Friday of orientation week, I’m told to attend Keeping It Safe, which I assume is some sort of workshop. The orientation

         packet doesn’t elaborate except to say that two simultaneous sessions will be held, one for each gender. (This point is apparently

         fiercely important: the sessions are labeled “

         MALE Students 

         ONLY” and “

         FEMALE Students 

         ONLY.”)

      


      I get to the designated male classroom a few minutes late. When I walk in, a man is shrieking. “It’s too easy, guys! Too easy to sin! You need to be godly men! The most important thing in a young woman’s life—in her life!—is her purity!”

      


      In front of the room is a bald, stout pastor whose job it is to steer us clear of sexual immorality—the definition of which,

         as Stubbs and Fox told us, covers everything from full-on intercourse right on down to Eskimo kisses. During a lull in the

         lecture, a freshman pipes up to ask why Liberty bans kissing and long-form hugging. The pastor explains that although no verse

         in the Bible specifically prohibits either act, Liberty sees them as gateway sins. “Say you hug a young lady,” he says, “and

         then suddenly you feel the urge to kiss her. And then when you kiss her, all of a sudden your hands start to wander, and then

         you’re tempted to do more. You’ve already compromised your purity.”

      


      Our pastor has tips to help us stave off temptation: “If you’re out on a date with a girl, and you’re feeling sinful desires

         growing inside yourself, get out of there. Go to a coffee shop, a bookstore, somewhere public. Take her home if you need to.

         But don’t be caught alone in the dark, where temptation can strike.” He talks for a few more minutes about the dangers of

         STDs, reiterates the need for abstinence, and dismisses us.

      


      On the way out of the lecture hall, I see the all-female Keeping It Safe being dismissed from the classroom next door. It’s

         an amazing sight. The first five girls who pass me are stunningly beautiful, and then the next five, and then the five after

         that. They just keep parading by—a phalanx of fit, well-groomed, pearl-wearing girls, all of whom would be right at home in

         a J. Crew catalog.

      


      As it turns out, I’m not the only guy who notices. From my all-male session, six or seven of us have leaned against the wall

         to watch the girls going past. “Thank you, Lord,” says the guy next to me. Another guy leans over to whisper that Playboy once ranked Liberty’s girls second-hottest among all American colleges, “right behind UCLA.”

      


      I’m not sure that’s true, but it wouldn’t surprise me. These girls are all very good looking in that non-threatening, morning

         show–host way—the sort of girls that might end up in Playboy if it weren’t for, you know, morals. It’s sort of cruel, if you think about it. Here these pious Christian guys are, trying

         to stave off lust at a college where thousands of world-class women stroll the halls. It’d be like going to Willy Wonka’s

         chocolate factory with a wired jaw.

      


      After Keeping It Safe, I’m browsing the shelves in the campus bookstore when I come across Give Me Liberty, a thin instructional booklet designed to orient incoming Liberty students to campus life. I could use a little more orientation,

         so I pick up a copy, perch myself on a green couch in the school library, and begin to read. Give Me Liberty is filled with faculty-penned essays about various aspects of Liberty life— filling out a financial aid form, calculating

         a GPA, learning to use the library catalog—and none of it is very interesting until the end, where I see a chapter called

         “Where Visions Go to Die.” It begins:

      


      As we consider Dr. Falwell’s vision . . . it is important to realize that we are not the first school to seek these lofty

         goals. Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and Brown were all started by churches that wanted to train students to serve Christ. . .

         . However, over time the priorities of these colleges shifted, and they started to focus on increasing the perceived quality

         of education rather than the spiritual life of the campus. Eventually, these schools achieved their academic goals, but they

         did so at the expense of their original Christian purposes. . . . Will Liberty fall into the same trap that these universities

         did, abandoning our Biblical worldview in the name of contemporary academics?

      


      This passage echoes Dr. Falwell’s speech the other day, in which he talked about the delinquent morality plaguing American

         colleges, and it reminds me that there are really several kinds of purity Liberty cares about. The first two, as Keeping It

         Safe demonstrated, are the sexual and spiritual purity of its students, concepts that seem to be fairly intertwined. But third,

         and arguably more important, is the emphasis on institutional purity. Liberty takes great pride in defining itself as the

         Christian university that has held itself staunchly upright, remaining true to its evangelical mission while the colleges

         around it are blown about by the changing winds of culture—so much so that Dr. Falwell has instructed Liberty alumni to come

         back and burn down the school if it ever turns liberal. What Liberty fears most, in other words, is not losing its accreditation

         or seeing its endowment shrink. It’s turning into Brown.

      


      Speaking of which, I haven’t told anyone about my old school yet. A few people have asked me where I transferred from, and

         my stock answer (“a school in Rhode Island”) has done the trick so far. We’ll see how long this streak lasts.

      


      When I walk into church on Sunday morning, it feels like I’ve just reached the front of the line for Jesus: The Ride. It’s

         pitch-black inside the Vines Center, Liberty’s ten thousand–seat basketball arena, and a full-scale laser light show rages

         while two fog machines pump wispy cirrus clouds over the first ten rows of seats.

      


      This is Campus Church, a service led by Pastor Andy Hillman, the twenty-four-year-old wunderkind of Liberty’s preaching staff.

         On Sundays, some Liberty students go to Dr. Falwell’s Thomas Road services and a sprinkling attend other area churches, but

         a good five or six thousand pile into the Vines Center to hear Pastor Andy. Campus Church is the “spiritual heartbeat of campus,”

         as one guy on my hall put it.

      


      At the beginning of the service, a five-piece student band is playing a worship song from the stage. I think this song is

         called “How Great Is Our God,” but I’m just guessing from the lyrics:

      


      How great is our God


      How great is our God


      How great


      How great


      Is our God


      Immediately upon glancing around the arena, the first of my stereotypes is shattered: the buttoned-up, “Sunday best” evangelical.

         I read a Washington Post article from a decade or so ago that mentioned the “well-scrubbed Pat (or Debby) Boone look” of Liberty students. That article

         as my guide, I filled my suitcases with penny loafers, khakis, and monochrome button-downs—the stuff I wear to my grandparents’

         retirement home. But apparently times have changed, even where church attire is concerned. In fact, with the exception of

         the collared shirts and short haircuts on men, Liberty students I’ve seen are basically indistinguishable from secular college

         students. In my row, there’s a guy wearing a loose-fitting hoodie, a girl in a black polo, and a pair of guys in rugby shirts.

         The longer I look around, the more self-conscious I get about the clothes I chose this morning: a red V-neck sweater and pressed

         chinos. Here I am at an arena rock concert, and I’m dressed like a caddy.

      


      After three or four songs from the praise band, the fog clears and Pastor Andy takes the stage. He’s a Ryan Seacrest look-alike,

         and he’s got a nice, down-to-earth vibe about him, more a superspiritual older brother than an overexerting youth pastor.

         Ten minutes into Andy’s message on prioritizing, I can see why this guy is a campus legend. He’s disarmingly open, with no

         fire and brimstone in sight.

      


      “I’m going to be real with you,” he says. “The most difficult thing about my life is trying to serve Jesus while doing tons

         of other things. I multitask entirely too much sometimes, and my life gets out of priority, and suddenly here I am, a minister

         of the gospel, and I can get so busy—just like you guys—that my relationship with Christ gets put to the side.”

      


      At the close of his sermon, Andy prays, and the praise band kicks in for another set. As they play, the guy sitting beside

         me steps into the aisle and kneels, aiming both hands straight overhead. All around the arena, people shift into worship mode,

         and arms begin to rise. Soon, the arena is awash in passion. Some sway, some jump in place, others stand still and look straight

         up. One guy runs to the front of the arena, right beside the stage, and falls to his knees in prayer.

      


      Damn. I’ve seen evangelical worship before, but always in photographs and movies, where it seemed sort of disjointed and melodramatic.

         But in person, it’s enough to send a chill down your spine. I didn’t grow up in a church where people cried out with religious

         fervor; and even though it could be more foreign—they could be speaking in tongues or handling snakes—the sight of all these

         students giving up bodily control is a little frightening.

      


      What’s most overwhelming, though, is how monolithic this school still seems. Presumably, every student in here agrees with

         Liberty’s official doctrinal statement, which says, among other things, that people can get to heaven “only through the work

         of Jesus Christ, through repentance of sin and by faith alone in Him as Savior,” that those who remain unsaved are “subject

         to eternal punishment, under the just condemnation of a holy God,” that the Bible is “inerrant in the originals and authoritative

         in all matters,” and that “the return of Christ for all believers is imminent.” And coming from a world where individualism

         reigns, where you could never get an arena full of students all thinking, feeling, and believing the same things, the level

         of unified passion in this building pushes some sort of atavistic panic button in my brain.

      


      But once scenes like this become familiar, I hope I’ll be able to take a more nuanced view. Find some shades of gray in the

         black and white. After all, no community adheres completely to its stereotype. Even though Brown had a reputation for liberal

         politics and loose morals, we still had our nonpartiers, our religious groups, even our (tiny, tiny) chapter of the College

         Republicans. So there must be some ideological diversity in this building. Unless I’m off base here, these can’t all be Falwells-in-training.

      


      On the night before classes start, Dorm 22 is a bustling metropolis of returning students moving back in after the holiday

         break. I’ve been ambushed by fifty-five new hallmates, all of whose names I’m expected to remember. Perhaps unsurprisingly,

         there are lots of Lukes, Matthews, and Pauls.

      


      I spent some time tonight talking to my roommates, Eric and Henry. Eric is an all-American guy, athletic and personable, with

         a portrait of his girlfriend next to his computer monitor. He tells me that he transferred to Liberty from community college

         at the urging of his dad, who leads a large evangelical church in Lansing. This makes him a PK, he says, or Pastor’s Kid.

      


      Henry, the other roommate, is more enigmatic. He’s a wiry guy with a shaved head who hails from just outside St. Louis, and

         he hasn’t been in the room much, so we haven’t been properly introduced. He doesn’t seem like a big talker, but tonight, I

         manage to extract the following information: Henry just transferred to Liberty, he is a history major, and he’s twenty-nine

         years old.

      


      “Twenty-nine?” I ask.


      Yes, he says, he is a decade my senior, and when I ask whether this is because he performed some sort of military service

         before coming to college, he looks at me oddly and says, “No.” Was he beginning a second career, then? “No.” How about a recent

         conversion? Was he a new Christian trying to learn more about the faith? “No. It just took me longer to get here.”

      


      I’d ask more questions, but honestly, I’m too tired to play detective right now. I’ve whizzed through the past week on pure

         adrenaline, and I think my body is catching up to me. There’s just so much to think about. Every hour of the day is filled

         with hundreds of chances for error. I’m scared to talk for fear of saying something immoderate. I’m scared of eating in a

         group for fear of praying the wrong way before my meal or violating some biblical silverware law I don’t yet know about. I’d

         be nervous enough if I were starting classes at a new secular school, but starting at Bible Boot Camp is frankly terrifying.

      


      Before I fall asleep, I lie in bed with Give Me Liberty, trying to pick up some last-minute tips before my semester begins. On page 3, I come upon this passage:

      


      Scripture tells us that we are to be “anxious for nothing” (Philippians 4:6, NASB), that is, we are not to be consumed with

         worry over things in this life. The reason is that we have resources to help us through difficulties, and you need to realize

         that you will not be facing the challenges of Liberty University alone.

      


      It’s a small comfort, but I’ll take what I can get.


   

      Stranger in a Strange Land


      Last night was the worst sleep I’ve had in years. I think it was the after-hours worrying that did it. Or maybe it was the

         fact that while I brought many things to Liberty: picture frames, a John Ruskin anthology, two brands of dental floss—you

         know, useful things—I forgot to bring sheets. I haven’t managed to find Lynchburg’s Bed Bath & Beyond yet, so for the past

         week, I’ve been sleeping on a bare mattress in sweatpants and a jacket, using a rain poncho as my comforter. It works in a

         pinch, but it’s hardly comfortable. Cold, sore, and a little cranky, I begin the climb down from the top bunk.

      


      “Good morning,” comes a voice from below. It’s my roommate Eric. He’s sitting on his bed cross-legged, staring intently at

         the pages of his thick leather Bible.

      


      “You ready for the first day of class?” he asks. “What are you taking?”


      It’s a good question. I had an incredibly hard time making my academic schedule this semester. My dilemma was this: Liberty

         offers hundreds of courses you’d find at any other American college— English, business economics, psychology. About 60 percent

         of the course catalog has nothing to do with Christianity, as far as I can tell. But Liberty also has a slate of courses you

         won’t find elsewhere. Most colleges don’t offer Basics of Christian Womanhood or Intro to Worship Music. Very few have a Department

         of Youth Ministry.

      


      So which route should I go? Take the secular-sounding classes? Or follow my curiosity and go for the Christian ones?


      Perhaps luckily, I didn’t end up having a choice. I found out during orientation week that Liberty’s required core curriculum

         includes most of the classes on my strange/intriguing list. So I signed up for six core classes in an effort to replicate

         the average Liberty freshman’s schedule.

      


      My first class of the day is Contemporary Issues, which is abbreviated as GNED by absolutely everyone. GNED, I learn, is short

         for General Education, so named because it’s Liberty’s foundational course in Christian ethics. As a result, the class is

         quite large—over two hundred students in my section. I walk into the amphitheater-style lecture hall and take a seat in the

         back, next to a few guys from my dorm.
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