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      For my parents, Thomas and Lois Kennedy.

            For Grace Carley, per usual.
      

      
      And to the memory of my grandfather, Milton Braun (1895-1983): 
A New Yorker who frequently travelled South.

   
      
      Introduction

      
      A few days after the election of William Jefferson Clinton as President of the United States in November of 1992, I received
         a transatlantic telephone call from an old friend in California.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s good news for centrist Democrats and bad news for the Religious Right. And, by the way, you can forget
         ever seeing that book of yours about the Bible Belt in print again.’
      

      
      Why’s that?’ I asked.

      
      ‘It’s simple. The Republican Party is in total disarray. And the Christian Right is never going to emerge as a political force
         again because they essentially lost the Party the election. So, let’s face it, a travel book about born-again America during
         the Reagan Years is now going to be considered something of an historical document. A period piece.’
      

      
      A few days after the American midterm elections of 1994 – in which the highly politicized Christian Coalition emerged as a
         key triumphant player in the Republican landslide – I made a transatlantic call to my Californicated friend. And reminded
         him of his obituary for the radical Religious Right. A long silence followed before he finally said:
      

      
      ‘Well, I guess you could say that I allowed wishful thinking to cloud my judgment.’

      
      Of course, when that Bible Belt book of mine – In God’s Country – was first published in 1989, many critics also believed that I was writing about a transitory phenomenon. After all, by
         1989, the huge televangical revival that enthralled and/or appalled Americans during the Reaganite era was on the wane. Jim
         Bakker — that visionary creator of the first Christian theme park – had just been dispatched to a Club Fed for assorted crimes
         against the pocketbooks of his devoted followers. Similarly, Jimmy Swaggart – the most stridently moralistic of the small-screen preachers — had fallen from sanctimonious
         grace after it was revealed that he enjoyed watching prostitutes imitate the San Andreas Fault (Question: What’s the difference between Jimmy Swaggart and a common thief?, ran a joke of that era. Answer: A thief likes to snatch watches.) And Jerry Falwell — cable television’s very own religious
         Robespierre — looked like he was a spent political force, deliberately marginalized by the more moderate White House of George
         Prescott Bush.
      

      
      Of course, compared to the hardline Christian political activists of today, Bakker and Swaggart now look like a pair of dumb-ass
         game show hosts (‘Answer this simple question, Mrs Smith – “Who is your Lord and Saviour?” — and you’re gonna win yourself free non-stop travel
            to the Life Hereafter!’.) Nowadays, the American public is no longer appalled when some Bible-thumper rants on about family values and how AIDS is
         God’s curse on our present-day Sodom. Why? Because the Christian Right has become a definable – and deeply influential – sector
         of the political landscape. And its ever-growing constituency is a force that can no longer be written off as a lunatic fringe’
         by an aspiring congressman, or senator, or governor or (for that matter) president.
      

      
      In God’s Country, however, was never intended as a work of political prophesy. When I set off on my 10,000-mile drive through the American
         Bible Belt during the summer of 1988, I didn’t see myself as a George Orwell in a Ford Mustang, about to write some theocratic
         scare-mongering tract that would hopefully disturb the sleep of any thoughtful Upper West Side/Harvard/Islington liberal.
         Rather, my interest in venturing through the American South arose because — as a non-believer – I was genuinely intrigued
         to know why so many of my fellow compatriots were turning to God (and charismatic evangelical preachers) as the American Century
         ebbed towards its inevitable conclusion. And if the pollsters were to be believed, and one in four citizens actually did consider
         themselves Born-Again Christians, what, in turn, did this tell us about the state of American life? Or, to put it another
         way, what were all my disaffected countrymen searching for?
      

      
      Perhaps the most pleasing (and widespread) reaction that I received following the book’s publication was how fair and low-key
         I had been in my treatment of the evangelicals I met on the road — and how I had avoided the temptation of painting the Bible
         Belt as one big freak show. Perhaps this had less to do with my open-mindedness than with the fact that, like any travel writer,
         I attempt to approach a terrain with something of a mental tabula rasa — tossing aside all preconceptions and allowing the happenstantial aspects
         of the journey to shape the narrative.
      

      
      And as I discovered, to travel the Bible Belt is to meet a lot of remarkably decent folk who just happen to have received
         that telephone call from Jesus …
      

      
      D.K.

      London

      January 1996

   
      
      
      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      Get cornered by a Yank at a party — so many a non-native believes — and after five minutes you’ll know everything you’ve ever
         wanted to know about him. Because within that time, he will have told you that, just last week, his wife ran off with a Venezuelan
         tennis pro. Or he’ll let you know that he can’t ‘access his love strategy’ with women. Or, if you’re really unlucky, he might
         spend a half-hour giving you an update on the state of his internal plumbing.
      

      
      To the outside world, we’re a nation of perpetual self-obsessives who are terrifyingly direct. And when it comes to detailing
         aspects of our lives to complete strangers, it is often hinted that we should take a cue from our more ‘refined, innit?’ friends
         on the other side of the Atlantic who generally deep-six such personal details in that filing cabinet marked ‘Classified Information’.
         But, alas, we know no shame.
      

      
      Of course, what so many non-Americans don’t realize is that, in a big, young country like the U.S. (where, unlike the United
         Kingdom, people don’t really know their place), the American tendency to tell all about yourself is a form of social shorthand.
         It defines where you stand — and, more importantly, who you are — within an exceedingly fluid, mobile society.
      

      
      It is an undeniable truism, therefore, that Americans like to exchange confidences. And to travel a large region of the country
         – as I did – is to share in quite a few confidences. So, to preserve the anonymity of many of those who appear in this book,
         I have frequently changed names, occupations, and other personal details. The chronology of events, the whereabouts of meetings,
         and the names of certain organizations or groups have also been tampered with. Occasionally, for the sake of the narrative,
         I have also amalgamated people’s stories. Just as, no doubt, they amalgamated aspects of the stories they told me.
      

      
      After all, we are ultimately the story we invent for ourselves.

      
   
      
      
      ‘Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord: and the people whom he hath chosen for his own inheritance.’
      

      
      -Psalms 33:12

      
      ‘Make not my house an house of merchandise.’

      
      -John 2:16

      
      ‘I wonder what it was like here. Before Christianity.’

      
      -Stewart Parker, Pentecost

   
      
      Prologue: Great Awakenings

      [image: image]

      Sheila sold life insurance on the Upper East Side of Manhattan and frequently talked in tongues. She was a woman in her early
         forties; a stylish and aerobically sleek New Yorker who exuded high-octane drive and efficiency. So much drive, in fact, that
         when we met for lunch at a Third Avenue café, she said that she could only spare 35 minutes for our meeting, as she was closing
         a big deal 50 minutes from now and didn’t want to be late for that far more lucrative appointment. This, I came to discover,
         was Sheila’s style – her day was mapped out with the technocratic precision of a time-and-motion analyst. A minimum often
         hours at her office. Two hours at the gym. Three hours of ‘quality time’ with her kids. And at least one hour twice a day
         spent in private consultation with her Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.
      

      
      It was during these quiet moments with Jesus that the presence of the Holy Spirit would often rise up within her and she would
         begin to babble in her own private ‘prayer language’. In fact, whenever she felt an anxiety attack coming on, she would force
         herself to talk in tongues, as it was the best antidote she had against her constant bouts with hypertension.
      

      
      ‘You know, before I met the Lord,’ Sheila said, Td always reach for the Valium anytime I felt myself starting to get kind
         of shaky. But now, I just reach for the Holy Spirit and activate my prayer language, and I get the sort of relief and comfort
         that Valium could never give me.’
      

      
      Sheila had only discovered the relief and comfort of talking in tongues six years ago after her husband, Dave, was diagnosed
         with pancreatic cancer. He was handed this death sentence three days before his 35th birthday. And during the next 15 months – as he underwent massive courses of radiation and chemotherapy
         – Sheila felt herself slipping into a very deep personal abyss. For, as she readily admitted, Dave was the centre of her life.
         They’d both grown up in the same small town in Michigan and, in the time honoured tradition of homespun Americana, had been
         high school sweethearts. They’d even attended the same university together, and were married a week after receiving their
         degrees. Then came the big move to the trig city. Dave was a would-be journalist, Sheila a hopeful actress, so New York –
         that vertical playpen for the ambitious – was the obvious arena in which to test such aspirations.
      

      
      But, as they soon discovered, Gotham was brimming with would-bes like themselves. And after two years of urban La Bohème –
         during which they lived in a classic cold water flat while Sheila scrambled unsuccessfully for auditions and an agent, and
         Dave learned that the New York Times, Time, Esquire, and the Daily News (to name but a few of the publications upon whose
         doors he knocked) would survive without his services they decided that it was time to trade creative ambition for domestic
         comfort. So, Dave eventually landed a job with a public relations firm, Sheila found some temping work as a secretary in an
         insurance company, and they began their gradual ascent into upward mobility. As Dave’s career as a publicist began to gather
         momentum, they traded their low-rent meatlocker of a flat for an all mod-cons one bedroom apartment in the East 80s near the
         river. When two children – a boy and a girl – made an appearance within 18 months of each other, Dave’s accelerated progress
         up the corporate ladder meant that they could upgrade their accommodation once again, and move to an even larger apartment
         that was ten expensive blocks south of their previous address.
      

      
      In short, Dave and Sheila settled into Manhattan-style la vie domestique, weathered the predictable showdowns that accompany most marriages, and essentially considered themselves lucky to possess
         that rarest of commodities: a degree of contentment with each other and with their status in life.
      

      
      But then Dave fell ill, the diagnosis was cancer, and things began to unravel. The course of chemotherapy he had to endure
         was brutalizing, the cost of the treatment astronomical (since his company’s health plan only covered a fraction of his hospital
         bills). As his condition deteriorated, so too did the psychological stability of his wife and children.
      

      
      ‘It got to the point’, Sheila said, ‘where the kids – who were only eight and ten at the time – became frightened any time
         they saw their father, because he’d lost all his hair and had literally shrunken in size. And when his doctors finally told
         me that the chemotherapy – which had completely depleted every penny we ever saved – was doing no good, and that Dave’s cancer
         was terminal, I started coming apart, and doped myself up on every kind of tranquilizer I could find. That’s when this aunt
         of mine decided that we all needed some spiritual help and told me about Father Lucca.’
      

      
      Father Lucca, it seems, was a Catholic priest in New Jersey who was very much involved in the charismatic movement within
         his church, and had also gained some celebrity in his parish as a man who could heal through the ‘laying-on of hands’ (though,
         as Sheila was quick to point out, ‘Nobody really heals but the Lord’). Her aunt had even had a ‘born-again experience’ while
         attending one of Father Lucca’s healing sessions, during which the entire congregation joined with the priest in laying their
         hands upon a little boy who had one leg shorter than the other. And having first gone to the trouble of measuring the kid’s
         stunted leg both before and after this ceremony, the group was overjoyed to discover that their efforts had brought about
         divine intervention, as the leg had grown a full inch in the process.
      

      
      Now, Sheila was initially rather sceptical about such tales of lengthening legs. For though she and her husband had been raised
         in the Catholic Church and shared a basic belief in the tenets of their faith, they never considered themselves to be deeply
         religious people. But given the desperate state of Dave’s health, she was willing to try anything that might prolong his life,
         and decided that a journey across the Hudson to one of Fattier Lucca’s healing sessions was worth a shot.
      

      
      As it turned out, it proved to be a pivotal journey, for during the course of their evening with the priest two things happened:
         (1) When Father Lucca laid his hands upon Sheila’s brow in an effort to release some of her built-up tension, she was immediately
         slain in the spirit – which is basically something akin to passing out in a sort of prayerful ecstasy after a man of God transmits
         to you, through his hands, a jolt of spiritual Seconal from the Almighty; (2) Dave – who was so weak from the chemotherapy
         that he was confined to a wheelchair – actually stood up and walked for several minutes after Father Lucca bade him break
         the shackles of his cancer.
      

      
      ‘When I saw Dave get out of that wheelchair’, Sheila said, I suddenly felt this electrical charge that went from the top of
         my head right down to the soles of my feet, and was followed by this overwhelming sense of peace. And at that moment, I was
         filled with the love of Jesus and born again.’
      

      
      After that evening, Sheila and Dave attended Father Lucca’s services on a regular basis. It was a great comfort to us, because
         even though my husband ultimately didn’t receive physical healing – since he died two months later – he did receive a wonderful
         inner healing before he passed on.’
      

      
      At the same time, Sheila discovered that her new-found ‘commitment to Christ’ gave her a profound sense of certainty. The certainty
         that Dave had received the gift of eternal life. The certainty that she would be eventually reunited with him in heaven. The
         certainty that she had the unconditional love of her Lord. The certainty that, with Him at her side, she could find the strength
         to overcome her grief, and support her kids on her own.
      

      
      It was Jesus who told her that she could sell life insurance. It was Jesus who told her that she could be a successful businesswoman.
         It was Jesus who provided the discipline by which she structured her day.
      

      
      But this ever-intensifying faith brought with it a challenge; a challenge to maintain her devotion to Jesus in the face of
         repeated blitzkriegs by the forces of Satan. For Sheila was convinced that the Devil had targeted her children for corruption,
         and was doing his best to penetrate the righteous and reverential defence system which she had constructed around her family.
         She even had concrete proof of his evil at work, in the form of a record which her son Jerry owned.
      

      
      ‘My son had unknowingly bought a record which was Satanic’, Sheila said. ‘When he played it backwards, it contained the message,
         “God is dead”, which frightened all of us terribly. So, one evening I decided that I could no longer be intimidated by such
         wickedness, and I called my son and daughter into our dining-room, and I placed that Satanic record on the dining-room table,
         and I put a statue of the Virgin Mary next to it. Then we all joined hands and stood in a little circle around the table,
         and I said over and over again, In the name of Jesus Christ, I bind you and cast you out… In the name of Jesus Christ, I bind
         you and cast you out. And suddenly… the statue moved! The Virgin Mary turned its back on that Satanic record! And the very next day, my kids took that record out to Central Park and tried to burn it. But Satan wouldn’t let it
         burn. So my kids had to smash it. Smash Satan’s record into little pieces.’
      

      
      This was not an isolated incident, however. Rather, it became the first of many skirmishes that Sheila and her children had
         with the Devil – a repeated series of confrontations which led her to look for an ally in the spiritual field. That was when
         she turned on her television one morning and discovered Richard Roberts. He was a televangelist in his late thirties, with
         easy charm and ‘deep spirituality’. He was also the son of Oral Roberts – one of America’s truly legendary evangelical empire
         builders, who was renowned for his powers of healing and for recently raising $8 million from his nock by announcing that
         God was going to ‘call him home’ if the money wasn’t forthcoming. And though Sheila didn’t care much for Oral’s brand of proselytizing,
         she was immediately dazzled by Richard. He preached a message which exactly coincided with her evolving ‘belief structure’:
         a message that miracles can happen, and that you can defeat the temptations of Satan through faith. what’s more, his was a
         non-denominational ministry. It wasn’t affiliated with a specific church or a specific set of doctrines, so the entire basis
         for his preaching was the Bible and only the Bible – a fact which greatly appealed to Sheila, who was increasingly beginning
         to see Catholicism as a religion burdened by dogmatism and superstition, and one which (with the exception of Father Lucca’s
         brand of charismatic healing) couldn’t fulfil her need for tangible godly gratification.
      

      
      So Sheila became a devotee of Richard Roberts, loyally watching his programme every day, loyally tithing as much money as
         she could afford to his ministry. Arid after a year of dispatching constant donations to his headquarters in Tulsa, Oklahoma,
         she received something of a surprise when Roberts himself called her up one day and said that he and his wife were coming
         to New York, and would very much like to meet such a conscientious and generous member of the faithful.
      

      
      This meeting turned out to be another important benchmark in Sheila’s development as a born-again Christian. Besides being
         completely awed by this face-to-face encounter with her small-screen religious guidance counsellor (‘We even had the chance
         to pray together!’ she said), she was also quite stunned when he gave her his private home number and said that she should
         call him up anytime she needed his fellowship or spiritual assistance.
      

      
      As it turned out, she needed his assistance very soon thereafter, because her teenage daughter, Suzy, started being courted
         by a guy from her school; a guy who told her that his parents had been members of a coven.
      

      
      ‘Now when my daughter told me that a Satanist wanted to take her out, I forbade her from seeing him’, Sheila said. ‘But he
         persisted in bothering her, and one night I came back to the apartment to discover mat he had dropped by uninvited, and was
         talking to Suzy in her bedroom. When he saw me, he suddenly became… well, I’ve never seen such hatred in a person’s face before.
         It was terrifying. So terrifying that the only thing I could think of doing was raising my arm and saying, In the name of
         Jesus Christ, I bind you and cast you out. You’re not wanted here. And as I spoke, his head started shaking crazily and the
         hatred left his face and… it was over.
      

      
      ‘And then he turned to me and gave me a big smile and said, “You’re good – you’re very good.” Then he admitted to being a
         member of the same coven as his parents. And he told me that the Devil wanted my daughter.’
      

      
      In fact, Satan so desperately wanted Suzy that he began to give her terrible nightmares in the days that followed this incident.,
         that’s when Sheila reached for the telephone.
      

      
      ‘I called Richard in Tulsa, and I told him all about Suzy’s bad dreams, but I didn’t mention anything initially about our
         encounter with the Satanist from her school. Do you know what Richard said? He said that he wished he could lay his hands
         on Suzy’s head because he could discern that the Devil was after her. So what Richard did instead was to pray with her over
         the telephone…he led her to Jesus over that phone line. And when they hung up, there was blood in Suzy’s mouth and she got
         really frightened again, but I told her, “Don’t worry, honey, that’s just Satan’s way of aggravating you.” So she decided
         to read from the Bible. And do you know what happened? As soon as she opened the Scriptures, all the lights in our apartment
         blew. And when Suzy started crying, I said, “Now come on, hon, you know who that is. And you know that all he’s trying to
         do is make you scared.”‘
      

      
      Since that night, though, the Devil has largely left Suzy alone. And Sheila attributes this state of détente between Satan
         and her family to the fact that they have all become such pious followers of Christ.
      

      
      ‘We’re hawkish Christians’, she said, ‘and the Devil knows he’s going to have a real fight on his hands if he ever tries to
         mess with us again.’
      

      
      In fact, Sheila now attributes just about every positive event in her life to her joint partnership with the Almighty. And
         when I asked her if she didn’t give herself some credit for her success in business and as a mother, she looked up from her
         spinach salad and said:
      

      
      ‘You don’t understand. When I first learned that my husband was going to die, I was terrified – not simply at the thought
         of life without Dave, but also at the idea that I would have to cope with all those responsibilities that he used to shoulder.
         But now, I don’t have to worry about all that responsibility anymore. I don’t even have to worry about getting through the
         day, or doing anything myself, because the Lord is there with me. And when it comes to making decisions… well, it’s the Lord
         who makes them for me.
      

      
      He’s the man who’s in charge of my life now. He calls the shots.’

      
      ****

      
      Sheila was right – I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand how a woman so totally at home in that hyper-assertive and predatory
         world of Manhattan corporate life, could simultaneously talk about Satanic records and revolving statues of the Virgin Mary.
         I didn’t understand how anyone who resided in that Perrier-and-Ralph Lauren landscape of the Upper East Side could also frequently
         speak in tongues. I didn’t understand the chilling calmness which underscored her voice when she casually mentioned that she
         had often been ‘slain in the spirit’. And, more importantly, I didn’t understand her fervent belief that God was now the captain
         in charge of her journey through temporal life, and that she was travelling on the mental equivalent of autopilot as He did
         all the work for her.
      

      
      In short, I didn’t understand Sheila. Hers was a story that I might have bought had it come from, say, the archetypal toothless
         mouth of some semi-literate, mountainey woman living in a Tennessee shotgun shack. But not from the carefully painted lips
         of a seemingly worldly New Yorker. And yet, I quickly realized that this presumpruousness – my belief that such baroque expressions
         of religious faith could only be found in the hinterlands of the United States – simply re-emphasized my complete lack of comprehension of the phenomenon to which
         Sheila belonged.
      

      
      For, if one believes the pollsters, then around 25 per cent of all Americans have undergone an experience similar to that
         of Sheila – the experience of being born again as a Christian.
      

      
      It is an experience which has become synonymous with the religious revival that has swept the United States since the beginning
         of the 1980s. It is an experience which has been linked to the rise of televangelism and the increasing political power of
         certain Christian fundamentalist groups. And it is also an experience that many observers interpret as a widespread craving
         for some sort of faith or belief in a society which has supposedly lost its sense of moral mission and is now travelling on
         a road to nowhere.
      

      
      Ultimately, though, the basic premise behind this experience is a Biblical one. In the Book of John, we learn how Nicodemus
         – ‘a man of the Pharisees … a ruler of the Jews’ – approached Jesus one evening and said unto him, ‘Rabbi, we know that thou
         art a teacher come from God: for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him.’ And Jesus, in turn,
         replied, ‘Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.’
      

      
      Now this answer totally confused Nicodemus, who had problems visualizing the idea of going through the mechanics of a second
         birth within one lifetime: ‘How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter the second time into his mother’s womb, and
         be born?’
      

      
      But, of course, Jesus wasn’t theorizing about anything as improbable as a physical rebirth. Rather, he was talking about the
         major spiritual event of any true believer’s life. For though man may enter the temporal world via the usual nuts-and-bolts
         of human reproduction, he won’t gain admission to the eternal world unless he undergoes a Christian rebirth – an absolute
         re-affirmation of his faith in Christ. It doesn’t matter whether or not he was previously baptized as a Christian. A man must
         experience a profound spiritual renewal, which doesn’t necessarily involve being anointed with water, but which most certainly
         entails making a commitment to Jesus, and asking Him to be his Lord and Saviour. And in that same chapter of the Gospel According
         to St John, we are clearly informed that those who make this commitment will receive the ultimate gift, while non-believers are going to find themselves out on the street:
      

      
      
         For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have
            everlasting life.
         

         For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved.

         He that believeth in him is not condemned: but he that believeth not is condemned already, because he hath not believed in
            the name of the only begotten Son of God.
         

         And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds
            were evil.
         

         For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved.

         But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, that his deeds may be manifest, that they are wrought in God.

      

      
      Doing truth. Coming to the light. Being saved. Whatever terminology you want to use, die bottom line underscoring every experience
         of Christian rebirth is this: by inviting Jesus into your life, the free offer of non-stop post-mortem service to the Kingdom
         of God is yours for the asking. This personal covenant with Christ also entitles you to the fellowship of other Christians
         who have been born again, and who – in many cases – are actively involved in creating their own facsimile of God’s Kingdom
         upon the earth.
      

      
      And indeed, this impulse towards the creation of heaven on earth has always been an implicit part of the American religious
         landscape. In fact, it could be argued that the very premise for the American nation arose out of a Christian experiment,
         and one in which the notion of building a spiritual Utopia in the wilderness was central to its creation. For the Puritans
         who arrived to found the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630 were, at heart, zealous religious visionaries who considered this
         virgin territory to be fertile ground upon which to sow a ‘garden of the Lord’. But this garden would not be cultivated along
         the doctrinal lines of the Church of England to which they belonged in their native country. Rather, theirs would be an emergency
         edition of Anglicanism – stark, lean and ascetic, a mirror of the elemental life they would be living in this new colony.
         And besides excising all frills from the very act of worship, they would also excise secularism from the business of government.
         In their godly community, only the holy would be enfranchised as full citizens and enjoy the right to vote. However, to become
         a freeman, not only would you have to be a committed member of the church, but also one who was known to have had a conversion
         experience. And your election to freemanship would have to be approved by the other members of this spiritual flite – your
         minister, his church officials and other freemen in his congregation.
      

      
      In other words, the first major colony in the United States initially operated as a theocracy; a government controlled by
         a small section of the community whose piety had been certified. And though many new arrivals eventually rebelled against
         the icy precepts of this ‘purified’ colony, the Puritan ethos still became a foundation upon which the American persona was
         built. Browse through any history of colonial New England, and you will inevitably find striking parallels between the social
         and moral principles espoused in the postnatal America of the 1640s, and those still considered to be of key importance in
         the evolved America of today. Out of Puritanism came the intense work ethic, the belief in productively using every moment
         God has given you, and the disdain for idleness which continues to inform the rough-and-tumble ‘my time is money’ world of
         contemporary American business.
      

      
      But Puritanism was also responsible for adding another essential ingredient to American mythology: the mythology of The Promised
         Land. To the early inhabitants of Massachusetts, the Atlantic was their River Jordan which they crossed in order to forge
         a New Canaan, where sinful man would not only find redemption through good works, but would also join a community of latter-day
         Chosen People to create a ‘City upon a Hill’; a place in which the Lord’ pilgrims would show the rest of the world how to
         lead the true Christian life. Considered now, this seventeenth-century vision of America as ‘a beacon of light in a world
         of darkness’ has almost become something of a twentieth-century sales pitch (especially as it was invoked several times by
         Ronald Reagan during his presidency). It defines a world-view – a profound national faith in the inherent moral supremacy
         of America and its institutions. But it also serves to underline an equally deep-rooted belief that somebody up there likes
         us; that we are, verily, citizens of God’s Country.
      

      
      A land anointed by the Lord. One nation under God. The Puritan ideal of building a Christian Utopia may have come asunder
         in the early eighteenth century – when New England’s merchants began to prosper and colonial Americans discovered a second,
         equally impassioned religion called making money – but their conviction that they were the Almighty’s Elect still managed
         to take up residence in the American consciousness, and remains on the premises today. If you poke a little deeper around
         the annals of colonial history, you’ll also discover that this move away from Puritan orthodoxy in the mid-1700s sparked off
         a religious revival known as the Great Awakening. This was a wholesale campaign among New England Congregationalists and Southern
         Presbyterians to combat a decline in church attendances and what they saw as a growing rejection of the stern Calvinistic
         principles upon which the colonies were built. And they used heavy-duty emotional tactics to get people ‘back to the Lord’.
      

      
      In fact, the two major evangelical figures of this period – Jonathan Edwards and the Rev. George Whitefield – were early exponents
         of Bible thumping. Whitefield especially believed in playing the Christian showman, and became famous for his New England
         ‘crusade’ of the 1740s, during which he covered 800 miles by horseback in 75 days, preached 175 exceedingly loud sermons,
         and engaged in all sorts of ranting-and-raving theatrics at the pulpit. He can also be credited with introducing hysterical
         audience participation to the business of religious revivalism, as accounts of the day speak of Whitehead’s ability to kick-start
         the spiritual passions of his congregation – to get them to shake, rattle and roll in a torrent of pious ecstasy. And though
         the strait-laced Puritan majority found this raucous display of faith to be the personification of bad taste, an emotional
         form of popular religion had nonetheless taken root in the New World. It was a religion which preached a very plain message
         – a society that becomes secularized is a society on the road to damnation. But a society that sticks to the fundamentals
         of Christianity (as laid out in the Scriptures), that maintains a strict moral code, and that emphasizes the importance of
         Christian rebirth, is a society that can call itself a true Kingdom of God.
      

      
      So, ever since the early childhood days of the United States, there has been this tradition of Christian revival – a period
         when the nation’s popular evangelists lead a highly emotive backlash against what they perceive to be the moral laxity of
         the times. There was, for example, a Second Great Awakening in the 1840s, during which the hill country of upstate New York and central Pennsylvania became a ‘we try anything’ breeding
         ground for such new religious movements as the Pentecosts and the Mormons, not to mention a variety of extremely questionable
         spiritual groups. Eight decades later, the 1920s version of latter-day Puritans would be the political force behind Prohibition,
         as well as the prosecution of a Tennessee schoolteacher named Scopes on a charge of teaching the Darwinian theory of evolution
         to his students.
      

      
      And, therefore, if one believes the commonly held theory that United States history operates like a washing machine – it has
         its very own set of cycles which it constantly repeats – then the current wave of popular religious fervour in 1980s America
         could be seen as nothing less than a new Great Awakening. A contemporary attempt to turn back the flood-tide of secularism
         and resurrect the Puritan dream of a Kingdom of God in a Promised Land.
      

      
      That’s one interpretation. Another is that this new Christian revival is linked to a very contemporary American obsession:
         feeling good about yourself. In fact, ever since Ronald Reagan landed his heftiest role as President of the United States,
         the general perception of the country beyond its frontiers has been that of trig self-righteous tough guy who went through
         an extended personality crisis (Vietnam, assorted assassinations, Watergate), but is now desperately trying to reassert his
         self-esteem by telling himself how wonderful he is.
      

      
      This was the sort of placebo which Reagan fed his compatriots for eight years, and which – judging by his consistently high
         popularity ratings – the American public couldn’t get enough of. No wonder, therefore, that Reagan’s presidency also witnessed
         the rapid rise of Feel-Good televangelism and the political resurgence of hard-line fundamentalist Christianity. The message
         of all small-screen crusaders for Christ is basically one of finding wall-to-wall inner peace by inviting Jesus into your
         heart (and, of course, by tithing as much cash as you can afford to their electronic ministries). Similarly, the religious
         right preaches a doctrine of reassurance. It reassures its large flock that their Christian morality is the only true morality;
         that they are Jesus’ special assault squad against the forces of secular humanism; and that their reward for being Christ’s
         own marines on earth will be admission to his barracks in the sky.
      

      
      Spiritual security in the temporal life; eternal security in the life hereafter. Is this the simple sales pitch which has
         made televangelism such a remarkable growth industry? Or is there, as many have argued, a fiendishly darker side to such fundamentalist
         Christian operations? A desire to break down the traditional constitutional barriers between church and state, and impose
         a pietistic vision on the federal government? But, then again, ever since several ‘picture tube men of God’ were revealed to
         have engaged in a bit of missionary-position proselytizing, hasn’t the entire Christian television business gone into a nose
         dive, thereby diluting its power as a political pressure group?
      

      
      Start exploring the potential implications of this new Great Awakening, and you immediately find yourself in a labyrinth of
         conflicting political and sociological interpretations. And yet, every time I picked up a book which warned me of the campaign
         of ‘holy terror’ that the fundamentalists were waging against America’s traditional liberties… every time I watched a television
         documentary which confirmed that there were a substantial number of solid citizens out there who believed that thy kingdom
         come, thy will be done was a political directive from on-high to turn the United States back into a New Jerusalem… every time
         I read an understandably caustic article about some up-and-coming religious charlatan who claimed that God had implanted her
         with a brand new heart, pancreas and thyroid… in short, every time I found myself confronting the peculiarities, aberrations
         and conspiracy theories which hover around the entire issue of fundamentalist America, the same questions kept nagging me.
         Why do people become born-again Christians in the first place? What sort of crisis, need, sense of emptiness, or overwhelming
         conviction pushes them into making possibly the most profound commitment of their entire existence? Moreover, what kind of
         citizen belongs to this silent army of believers? And how has their covenant with Jesus altered their life?
      

      
      The more I considered these questions, the more I realized just how little I knew about a major spiritual province of contemporary
         American life-a province which was responsible for the creation of the first important new subculture in the United States
         since the hallucinogenic optimism of the 1960s. But if my understanding of this devout domain was limited, then so too was
         my knowledge of the actual region of the country which claimed to be the mission control centre of this religious revival.
         For though America’s born-again Christians obviously didn’t congregate in one particular corner of the nation (as my meeting with Sheila on the Upper East Side of Manhattan clearly proved), most of
         the religious fervour of recent years still had been largely emanating from that traditional happy hunting ground for evangelists:
         the Bible Belt.
      

      
      ****

      
      It has been said that the Bible Belt isn’t really a geographic territory, but a state of mind. Perhaps this is because the
         term ‘Bible Belt’ has always been used as a catch-all expression to define that expanse of the American South and Southwest
         which – from the 1870s onwards – welcomed just about every itinerant preacher and tent revivalist who crossed its threshold.
         The defeat suffered in the Civil War has often been put forward as a reason why the Southern states were so susceptible to
         the tenets of Christian fundamentalism – as a broken people with a broken economy found sustenance in a vision of an omnipotent,
         angry God who could not only work miracles, but could also ‘kick a little ass’ and wreak vengeance on His enemies. And if the
         Confederacy had failed to establish its own earthly hegemony, then the inheritors of this vanquished nation could, at least,
         console themselves with the idea of eventually gaining admittance to the Almighty’s celestial hegemony.
      

      
      The fact that the South largely remained an economic and social fossil until the early 1970s might also account for the deep,
         permanent inroads that Christian fundamentalism made on the consciousness of the region – inroads that amplified a general
         bad news perception about the area. Indeed, any ‘Yankee’ like myself who grew up in a northern state during the 1950s or 1960s
         was generally schooled in the idea that ‘down South’ was America’s neanderthal neighbourhood – a baroque landscape of unparalleled
         ignorance and bigotry. A place peopled by illiterate poor white trash, good ole boys driving pick-up trucks with gun racks,
         and overfed cops who wore reflector sunglasses, referred to the black population as nigras, and turned a blind eye to the
         occasional lynch mob. In fact, it was supposed to be so damn low-life that – according to one popular joke from my adolescent
         years – the only 16-year-old virgin you’d find in the state of Alabama was someone who’d been able to out-run her brothers
         and out-talk her father. Of course, it was also a no-go area for any outsider – especially a Yankee – since the folks down
         there didn’t take too kindly to the idea of any stranger poking his nose in their business, and (according to another popular northern
         myth) might just register their displeasure with a blast or two from a shotgun.
      

      
      Now, however, all the talk was about a ‘New South’ which had dismantled the apparatus of racial segregation, and was promoting
         itself as high-tech and cost-efficient. And it struck me that by undertaking a journey through the contemporary Bible Belt,
         not only would I be traversing the principal realm of American Christian revival, but I would also be encountering a territory
         which itself had undergone something of a revival.
      

      
      It was a territory about which I knew nothing. Having spent my first 22 years on the island of Manhattan, I had a typical
         New Yorkers vision of the United States: the country began in Washington, DC and ended in Maine, and there was an open-air
         asylum called California a safe 3,000 miles away. Add to this the 11 subsequent years I’d spent living in Ireland (before
         moving to London), and you can see why, from a distance, the American South appeared as alien to me as Mauritania. To travel
         there would, I sensed, almost be like encountering a foreign land – especially as I would be loitering in the Bible Belt as
         both an absentee American, and as a non-believer. Being the by-product of a Catholic father and a Jewish mother – educated
         in a Dutch Reformed Protestant school and dispatched to a Unitarian church every Sunday throughout my childhood and adolescence
         – I’ve always considered my religious background to be the doctrinal equivalent of a five-car pile-up. And though I’ve not
         been associated with the Unitarian church during my adult life, I still hold with its basic tenets – the concept that God
         is not a tangible supreme being, but a personal idea; the belief that there is no such thing as ‘one true religion’, but that
         all expressions of faith are equally valid; the notion that Jesus was not the son of God, but a teacher who provided us with
         the ultimate example of how we should ideally treat each other on the planet.
      

      
      So, if challenged as to whether I believe in God and a life hereafter, I would probably answer in classic Unitarian fashion
         and say: if, in the course of a journey, I came to a fork in the road and was forced to choose between one route leading to
         heaven and another leading to a discussion about heaven, I would unhesitatingly choose the latter option. Or, to put it another
         way, I am someone who has never been able to buy the idea of worshipping an Almighty God, but who nonetheless believes that
         faith is perhaps the most important impulse in life – the fundamental means by which a vast majority or people get through the day.
      

      
      My journey, therefore, would be a journey into the realm of the faithful – a journey into the quirks and the profundities
         of a born again American South. I knew that I was dropping myself into a vast complex canvas – especially since, geographically,
         the contemporary Bible Belt resembles a cartographic rectangle. It stretches from Florida to Virginia in the east, moves due
         west through Tennessee and Arkansas into Oklahoma, hangs a left down to Texas, and then makes a bee-line across Louisiana,
         Mississippi and Alabama before ending up back in Florida. To try to cover every corner of this landscape would be as pointless
         as trying to make contact with every Christian denomination or sect which lined this route. And anyway, I didn’t want my travels
         to have any purposeful plan or specific itinerary. My means of transport would naturally be a car – the romance of America,
         after all, is the road – and I’d simply set off on a June day down a cool ribbon of highway and see where the random nature
         of events would bring me.
      

      
      One thing I did know in advance, however. To a confirmed Christian, there is no such thing as fluke or happenstance in life
         – as every event is somehow personally directed by the Almighty, and part of His divine plan. To a confirmed traveller, on
         the other hand, a journey is nothing but a sequence of flukes and accidents – as many people have pointed out, it’s living
         in a fiction of your own making, only you never really know what the next stretch of narrative is going to be. For example,
         it was a chance meeting with an old friend – now in the insurance business – which led to lunch with his associate, Sheila,
         who also just happened to speak in tongues. Later that evening, it was happenstance which saw me duck into a restaurant in
         Chinatown, where, at the end of the meal, I was served a fortune cookie with my bill. And when I cracked open the shell of
         the cookie, I was confronted with the following message: Why look for paradise when it is all around you?
      

      
      Had I been a believer, I might have thought: somebody is trying to tell me something. But – as a mere itinerant, about to
         loiter in the Bible Belt – I simply took this as a cue to head south.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      North of the Border

      [image: image]

      
      I caught a plane to Miami. En route, the pilot informed us that we would be hugging the shore all the way down. I sipped a
         glass of candied champagne, and peered out a grimy window at the periphery of the eastern seaboard. From this vantage point,
         the United States had a new-minted quality to it. No signs of life. No hints of human habitation. Just a long thin shingle
         of coast – unblemished, immaculate. I knew, of course, that this was pure visual deception; that down below, at ground level,
         the detritus of the twentieth century had blemished much of the water’s edge. Up here, though, it was easy to succumb to the
         temporary illusion that I was skimming the surface of a New World.
      

      
      But then came Florida. The Gold Coast. That gimcrack strip of resorts and retirement communities ribboning the Atlantic. It
         was a gambler’s landscape; an architectural crap-table of white cubed buildings which, at first sight, looked like a panorama
         of loaded dice. We banked steeply to the west, and suddenly this testament to high-stakes property development dropped away
         as we crossed a fiat, spongy plateau of deep green swamp. The abrupt visual shift was unsettling – one moment we were hovering
         above a New World cityscape; the next, atop of something Third Worldish and jungly. North America had temporarily become the
         Amazon; hyper-development had been wiped clean by the bush, and the wilderness appeared enveloping. That is, until the aircraft
         shifted course and, banking back east, came rushing in over the tangled concrete geography of downtown Miami.
      

      
      A brief encounter with the tarmac of Miami International Airport is all you need to realize that you have landed in some sort of way-station between two opposing segments of the western hemisphere. Planes from Venezuela, Colombia, the Cayman
         Islands, Surinam, and Guatemala were docked near to where our aircraft finally berthed, and the terminal itself was bi-lingual,
         as all the signs and announcements were rendered in English and Spanish. Walking to the baggage claim area – passing a pair
         of Latin gentlemen in dark glasses and sharp serge suits loitering near one gate (their eyes darting around the swarm of new
         arrivals)… dodging queues of passengers checking in for flights to Antigua, Port of Spain, Dominica, and Tegucigalpa – I couldn’t
         help but pick up some of that clandestine aroma for which contemporary Miami is famous. It is – according to recent travel
         magazine cliché – a latter-day Casablanca: a city which has become a kind of illicit souk with a decidedly South of the Border
         flavour to it. It has the largest Cuban population outside of Havana. Refugees from assorted Central American battlegrounds
         – as well as from Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Vietnam – have turned the metropolis into an emigrant camp. It’s the
         bourse of the American cocaine industry; a place which – thanks to its easy access to South America, and to offshore tax havens
         – has become a favoured residence of ‘businessmen’ trading in controlled substances. The Nicaraguan Contras run their United
         States base of operations from here, but so too do a variety of other lunatic fringe governments-in-exile. It’s home to some
         of the most notorious black slums in the country, and to some of the nation’s richest enclaves. And in the midst of all these
         cultural contradictions and dubious activities are the gringos – the slick young professionals, not to mention that sizeable
         contingent of America’s geriatrics who have chosen to serve out the twilight of their lives under that high-intensity Florida
         sun.
      

      
      Viewed from afar, Miami struck me as one of the most stratified, complex and exuberantly corrupt cities in the United States:
         a town in which you could probably devote an entire career to chronicling its extremities and its ethnic internal combustion.
         But while this heady municipal backdrop intrigued me, it was Miami’s sense of transience – the idea of a floating population
         attracted to its sub-tropical promise of a better life – which ultimately made me decide to begin my travels in Florida. For
         a place which possesses an Eden-esque allure for a wide spectrum of migrants must also be a place where the desire to discover
         paradise is exceedingly strong. Which, of course, also means that it is an obvious arena for Christian evangelism to operate
         in.
      

      
      After retrieving my bags, I moved on to the Avis counter and rented a car. A 1988 Ford Mustang. Colour: blood red. Cylinder
         capacity: 2300 CC. Acceleration: 0 to 60 in 11 seconds. Other features: Aerodynamic styling. Air-conditioning. Cruise control.
         Automatic transmission. Power steering. Power brakes. Electric windows. And a quadrophonic stereo which, when cranked up to
         full volume, could easily disturb the peace in a neighbouring county. It was, in short, a real American road warrior. And
         the perfect set of wheels in which to navigate the southlands.
      

      
      I negotiated my way out of the airport and joined the coagulated flow of cars pushing their way on to the turnpike. The day
         was steam-bath hot – the mercury inching near three figures, the humidity reaching a similar punch drunk level – and while
         waiting for the Mustang’s air-conditioning to take effect, I sat sweating in the afternoon rush hour traffic. On the radio,
         a local station blared the Rolling Stones. Mick Jaeger sang of his inability to achieve any sort of life-enhancing satisfaction.
         It was the perfect commentary on my present condition – on the road, yet standing still; encased in a climate-controlled vehicle,
         yet succumbing to the feverish temperature; and wondering whether all of Miami might just resemble this bleak stretch of tarmacadam
         – a road hedged in by an elaborate mosaic of billboards advertising every rental car company in south Florida.
      

      
      Eventually, though, there was a break in this logjam of commuter traffic, cool conditioned air filled the car and – watching
         the last rent-a-pink-Cadillac sign fall away behind me – I threaded my way down the turnpike to an outlying district of the
         city called Kendall.
      

      
      At first sight, Kendall appeared to be a non-stop sequence of shopping malls, spread out at half-mile intervals. At second
         sight, it still appeared to be a non-stop sequence of shopping malls, spread out at half-mile intervals. And, in fact, the
         hotel in which I had booked a room for that night was located in the corner of the suburb’s newest shopping mall, ‘Kendall
         Town and Country’; an attempt to combine a pastel coloured ‘back to the hacienda’ style of building with the consumerist ethic.
         If the Moors had been contracted to build Las Vegas, this sort of architectural spread might have been the result.
      

      
      According to her plastic name tag, the woman behind the reception desk of the Wellesley Inn was called Patti. She was in her
         late forties, and possessed the sort of terminally fatigued eyes which made you wonder just how many bad marriages she had weathered, and whether this was one of three jobs she was currently working to keep the rent paid. And yet, despite her
         dyed blonde aura of world-weariness, she still forced herself to be animated; to wish me a ‘real nice time here’, and then
         say, I think you’re gonna like us. We got free doughnuts for breakfast and all the coffee you want. And if your tastebuds
         need some excitement, why there’s four real good restaurants in the Mall.’
      

      
      I knew, of course, that Patti turned on the manufactured charm for every Wellesley Inn guest. But though it was easy to disparage
         such have-a-nice-day banter as synthetic, there was something curiously moving about her ersatz politesse. For it pointed up the need to display an optimistic front to the world which is so implicitly and bittersweetly American.
         And it reminded me that the business of selling yourself is a business that every American engaged in.
      

      
      My room was pure Motel Aesthetic: the regulation acre or two of plush beige carpet; the regulation acre or two of firmly sprung
         American bedding; the regulation acre or two of colour television screen. I hit the remote control and Divorce Court filled the picture tube. This was a classic ‘daytime drama’ which had been running for the past 20 or so years, in which
         reconstructions of actual divorce cases were acted out in a mock courtroom. On the screen was a woman who looked like she’d
         last slept in 1980. She compulsively kneaded her hands together while stealing glances at a man on the other side of the court;
         a man who was evidently her ‘husband’ and had a ‘I’ve been pissed off since the day I was born’ scowl on his face. Underneath
         this image of marital disharmony, an announcer spoke in a low, terse voice:
      

      
      ‘Mr Liebowitz claims that his wife made their marriage unbearable after she developed a phobia about roaches and wouldn’t
         keep any food in the house.’
      

      
      Not in the mood for domestic surrealism, I switched channels. On a nearby station, there was a talk show. The guest was a
         ten-year-old kid from some hamlet in North Carolina. He’d made national news after his father – a small-time itinerant preacher
         – sent him out to spread the word of God on street corners of the nearest big city. The kid was dressed in a dark suit with
         wide lapels, which made him look like one of those dwarfs who always played pint-sized thugs in gangster films of the 1930s.
         The talk show host asked him if he’d demonstrate his style of preaching, and the kid stood up, waving a bible in one hand
         while gesticulating towards the camera with his fat little index finger. For such a small person, he had a terrifyingly bombastic voice, and he roared at full throttle through a couple of
         lines of Matthew:
      

      
      ‘But I say unto you, That whoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart…
            And if thy right hand offend thee, cut it off and cast it from thee…’

      
      After the kid finished bellowing, there was a polite round of applause from the studio audience, and then the talk show host
         asked him to explain to the folks at home the meaning behind the Scripture he’d just shouted. The kid was suddenly drained
         of all his swaggering self-confidence, and became evasive.
      

      
      ‘Like, y’see, why I’m shoutin’ is ‘cause I’m speakin’ th’orders of God. And I know what them orders mean, but it’s just kinda
         hard for me t’ understand ’em.’
      

      
      Knowing what God means, but not understanding God. A common dilemma, no doubt. And a reminder to me that it was time to call
         Cathy. Because – as Cathy mentioned to me when we first spoke – she herself had thought that she knew God, but eventually
         came to the realization that she didn’t understand Him at all.
      

      
      Cathy was the reason I’d ended up in Kendall. In fact, it was she who recommended that I stay in the Wellesley Inn, as it
         was a mere five-minute drive from her house. She’d been a bit wary when I initially phoned her up and said that a New York
         organization called Fundamentalists Anonymous had recommended I speak to her. She’d heard that routine before, she told me,
         and then put me on hold while she rang the head of Fundamentalists Anonymous to make certain I was legitimate. When she came
         back on the line, she apologized for her initial coolness, and for vetting me so carefully. It’s just that ever since she
         had left the Jehovah’s Witnesses a year ago, she’d been continually hassled by her former brethren in Christ. It was a campaign
         of intimidation which left her wondering how she’d ever been a believer in the first place. And given their tactics, she wouldn’t
         be at all surprised if a Witness called her and pretended to be a writer working on a book about born-again America, in an
         attempt to trick her into a face-to-face meeting, during which she would be brought to heel for daring to repudiate the faith.
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