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Prologue



A Letter to Leisa


Hey, Big Sis.


How ya doin’ up there?


We miss you, but we’re learning to live with it. Mom and Yma and I spend a lot of prayers on one another. We lift each other up the way you and Yma and I did every night when we were kids. At my weariest, I close my eyes and go back to that ritual. Ma’me always kept the door open between the room you shared with Yma and the room I shared with Ma’me. I could hear you and Yma as we all knelt in the dark next to our beds.


That hard floor beneath your knees—that’s part of it, for sure. Bowing your head acknowledges how the long day has humbled you. Folding your hands together makes you stop flailing around. You settle down and say your prayers.


First, we said the Lord’s Prayer: “Our Father, who art in Heaven” and so on. It covers all the bases: praise the name, trust the divine, gimme that daily bread, forgive me as I forgive others, banish temptation and evil, eyes on the coming Kingdom, now and forever. Amen.


Then we’d freestyle, taking turns, blessing one another and setting out the sort of petitions children set out. You and Yma would say something like “Please help me kick butt on that math test tomorrow.” I’d say something like “Please let me get a dog.” Ma’me would say, “Lord, give me patience,” and we’d all put in a good word for Mom, because she worked so hard. Ma’me always left the porch light on for her.


We slept with the doors and windows open because Ma’me said the cold comfort of air-conditioning made her bones ache, and we had no fear of anything or anyone who might be out there in the dark. Moonlight made a rectangle on the floor. A cool cross breeze lifted the heat of the day and brought in the smell of burnt sugar from the sugar plant. To this day, the smell of crème brûlée instantly takes me back to Louisiana. The night music of the cicadas. The grinding chug of ferryboats on the river. The wail of a faraway freight train closing in and fading out, always on its way to somewhere else.


The sweet voices of my sisters drifted across that rectangle of light. “Bless and keep my little brother.” And I felt blessed and kept. If anybody in the neighborhood gave me trouble, my big sisters gave it back in thirty-two different flavors. What I wouldn’t give to hear your voice across that rectangle of moonlight.


Most of the time, I’m okay. Loss settles in like the sound of the ocean, always there in the background. You get used to it. You almost forget how powerful it is—how you can drown in it if you’re not careful. Then something ridiculous happens, and I want to laugh with my sister, or something lousy happens, and I need my sister’s opinion, and then—click. I realize: She’s not here. Then a wave of sorrow sweeps in and sucks the sand out from under my feet. I find myself inundated by all the accumulated loss in my life. The undertow of depression is so sure of itself when it comes in to cradle me and convince me that it’ll be okay if I just close my eyes.


Is this what drowning feels like?


More than anything, I want to believe I’ll see you again so I can ask you.


I want to believe you’ll laugh and say, “Lord! Life on Earth. That was something, wasn’t it?” All that we did, all that we knew, everything we put into or dragged out of life on Earth—it’ll all be put in perspective. Earth itself will be nothing more than a beautiful blue-green marble in a Carl Sagan meme.


As a person of faith and a journalist, I’m comfortable with the idea of an afterlife. I believe the bright inner light we know as the soul continues to exist in some form of unstoppable energy, but it would be pretty cocky to assume that the kingdom of God fits into the puny acreage of human understanding. Still, as the saying goes, “Absence of proof is not proof of absence.” Where physical evidence is limited, human nature turns to that which is unlimited: imagination.


Brick-and-mortar Heaven is a very human thing to want for our loved ones, just as fire-and-brimstone Hell is a natural fantasy that appeals to those whose religion is a vehicle for malice. Life feels so unfair, we need that afterlife to pay the bills. We cling to the notion of Heaven as a literal place, a lush land filled with mansions—like the Hamptons with more Black people and fewer mosquitos.


I like the idea of you and Dad and my father sitting around an alabaster table playing cards with Jesus, Aretha, and one of the Isley Brothers. Ma’me will be young and beautiful but still grandmotherly somehow, and I’ll finally meet all my fathers and grandfathers all the way back to the one who bears the scars of the Slave Coast dungeon, and the slave ship manacles, and the slave yard whip. Maybe you’ve seen him. Maybe you already told him how his blood and bones lived on, even though his name was lost in the ocean crossing. Maybe you’ve told him about all of us, right down to your own beautiful grandbabies.


Hey, there’s another one on the way! Ashleigh, the precious baby girl you placed in my arms forty years ago—the baby girl who made me an uncle and carries the name I gave her—she’s expecting! She thought she was going through the change of life. Turned out to be a bigger change than anticipated. Of course, we all busted a gut laughing about it, but keep your eye on her. I can tell that deep down, she is shook.


We’ve been going through some things, Sis, and it ain’t easy without you.


You’re a big part of what keeps me clinging to the faith we were brought up with. Born and raised in the church, I’m ingrained with the conventions, rituals, and mythology, and I know a lot of it is the self-motivated baloney of human imagination, but turning my back on all that would mean letting go of Ma’me, my father, and you, big sister, and I can’t go there.


Throughout my perfectly imperfect childhood, the powerful women in my life held me fast. Through all my thrashing, y’all surrounded me with an unshakable fortress of prayer. Even when I did my damn best to run and hide, you held on to me. So I’m doing my damn best to hold on to you now. That citadel of blessing surrounds me to this day, even when those old principalities and powers get into my head.


Mom’s been praying for me. Most days, that’s enough to get me through. The rest of the time, I gotta believe you’ll think of something.


With love and faith,


Your little brother
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Oh, Lord, Please Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood


I first ran afoul of the Holy Ghost on a sweltering summer evening in 1969 at Shiloh Missionary Baptist Church in Port Allen, Louisiana. Sunday night service was in full gospel swing. I was about three years old, restless and grumpy on my grandmother’s lap, worn out by a long day of trying to be good. My mom, Katherine, and my grandmother Ma’me (pronounced like the Cajun mah-MEE) dragged me and my sisters, Leisa and Yma, to Southern Baptist services every Sunday morning at 7:45. After church was fellowship and family time with cookies in the church kitchen and over-the-top Sunday soul food at my aunt’s house. Then we went to Sunday school. There was some respite in the afternoon, but in the evening, we went to another revival-type service that thundered on into the night, with Reverend Isaiah Warner exhorting righteousness and the choir singing salvation.


Services began in the parking lot. That’s where the congregation did their congregating. We all gathered outside while the piano and organ players warmed up in the sanctuary. This was an era of musical genesis: the traditional music of the American Black Church had given birth to this fresh, distinctive thing called funk, and funk returned the favor, bringing its raw energy home again. You’d hear gospel standards like “Jesus on the Mainline” alongside Billy Preston’s “That’s the Way God Planned It.” The driving rhythms and infectious harmonies were built for inclusion. Everybody in.


The matriarchs of Shiloh gathered under the muggy southern sky, wafting paper fans printed with pictures of Mahalia Jackson, JFK, or Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. They wore voluminous dresses that looked and smelled like flower gardens, and most of them had white lace doilies bobby-pinned on top of their stiffly sprayed hairdos. As they nodded and greeted one another, those doilies bobbed like white lilies on the breeze.


Ma’me wore a hat with tulle netting and alligator shoes that matched her purse. Mom was always dressed to the nines: Lena Horne audacity meets Chanel bouclé. Her tailored suit would be covered by a choir robe as soon as she got inside, but out in the parking lot, ladies would elbow Leisa and Yma and say, “Girrrrl, your mama! You know she can rag.”


When the deacons opened the doors, Mom went off to join the choir. Ma’me collected her program and led Leisa, Yma, and me to our usual pew up front, close to the choir side so Mom could see us from her place in the alto section and shrivel us with harsh looks as needed.


Hot anticipatory energy vibed like an orchestra tuning until suddenly everyone fell into rhythm. The organ created a runway, and the ushers came in, ladies in white suits with white gloves, stepping in sync—one foot forward, tap, forward, tap, step, tap—swinging side to side with the music. Then the chorus came in from the back, followed by the choir, and by this time we were all on our feet singing, stomping, and clapping on the backbeat.


“Jesus on the mainline, tell Him what you want.”


That was Mom’s favorite. It got everybody riled up.


I guess you’d call Shiloh a charismatic or “spirit-filled” church; we weren’t full Pentecostal holy rollers—no snake handling or speaking in tongues—but there was plenty of shouting, weeping, and hand waving. Leisa and Yma giggled and whispered back and forth about whose hairpiece might go flying. No lie—we’d seen it happen and were eager to see it again.


By the time Reverend Warner came in, it was like Elvis entering the building. He made his way to the pulpit, larger than life in his flowing vestments.


“Well, well! Here we are again. Sunday morning.”


Everyone nodded. “Take your time, Reverend, take your time.”


“I’ve been thinkin’ about some things.”


“Tell it!”


“Book of Isaiah,” he called out. “Chapter forty-one, verse thirteen. Let me hear an amen when you find Isaiah 41:13.”


Ma’me took the dog-eared Bible from a little rack in front of her. A rustle of pages was followed by a ripple of amens.


Reverend Warner read the scripture in a sonorous baritone: “I the Lord thy God will hold thy right hand, saying unto thee: Fear not!”


The organ slapped us upside the head—bbbrrreeeeeeeee BRRAHM BRRAHM—punctuating key words and phrases.


“Fear not, sayeth the Lord, I will help thee!”


BRRAHM BRRAHM bbbrrreeeeeeeee


Reverend Warner fell into a melodious singsong cadence, and without nudging or instruction, the congregation, choir, and musicians coalesced into a raucous symphony before him, swaying like a kelp forest moved by an invisible current.


“He’s gonna take your right hand. Take my hand, Jesus! Precious Lord, take my hand!” said the Rev, and the choir responded to the familiar cue.


“Precious Lord, take my hand.”


The lyrics were probably in the program, but this one was Ma’me’s favorite. She knew it well enough to sing it with her eyes closed.


“Lead me on, let me stand.”


It was Dr. King’s favorite, too, I’ve heard. He requested it during the service at the Mason Temple in Memphis the night before he was assassinated. Mahalia Jackson sang it at his funeral the following week. The melody is mournful, but the plainspoken words land without melodrama, as workmanly and potent as a poem by Paul Laurence Dunbar.




Through the storm, through the night,


Lead me on to the light.





The singing and sermonizing seemed to go on forever. After two or three hours, I was usually on Ma’me’s last nerve, fidgeting, bedeviling my sisters, and grumbling that I was hungry. At some point on the night in question, Ma’me pulled me onto her lap, and I was down for the count, rocking in her arms as music and the message swayed her.


Leisa told this story best. I might not remember it at all if she hadn’t always made us laugh about it during grown-up dinners and drinks over the following decades: “Don’s dead to the world, and Ma’me is all Yes, Lord! Tell the truth now! Well, I guess the Holy Ghost got into her. She jumped up and dumped little brother on his ass.”


According to family lore, I hit the floor and started squalling with gusto, as one would expect from a preschooler who was used to being the center of tender loving attention in a houseful of vigilant women. Leisa was the eldest daughter of a single mom, a natural lieutenant who was an expert in the craft of coddling. She and Yma dragged me to my feet between the wooden pews, clucking and hushing, kissing my cheeks, and inspecting my elbows for injury.


Without fuss or hesitation, one of the church ladies scooped me up in her arms and held me to the substantial rose garden of her bosom. I was passed from one sturdy embrace to the next. That part I do remember—what it felt like to be caught up and cradled in the arms of the matriarchs—because, for me, that is what faith feels like. That’s how faith was ingrained in me long before I ever tried to define it, before I wrapped my head around the dogma that excluded me, before I felt the eye-rolling chill of adolescent judgment and social media spite.


I’ve always understood that faith is something we need, even as a cynical world tries to tell us otherwise. The world tends to focus on those moments that dump you on your ass; faith focuses on the formidable arms that sweep you back into the rhythm of love.


I don’t know another way to explain my faith, if explanation is needed, other than to say that somewhere deep in my consciousness, I’ve always felt this unshakable expectation of love, acceptance, and good in my life. In Hebrews 11:1, Paul defined faith as “the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” But I did see it, over and over, every Sunday evening until I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I saw God’s grace in the matriarchs of Shiloh; no one could tell me it didn’t exist.


That night in 1969, I eventually came full circle, returning to the arms of my grandmother. I wrapped my arms and legs around her, whimpering into her neck as she stroked my back and kept on rocking me in rhythm with the funkadelic music.


Thus began my lifelong struggle with God.


As a gay Black boy in the Deep South, attending Baptist churches and Catholic school, I heard homosexuality defined as an “abomination.” When I came to understand the meaning of both words and then applied them to myself, I prayed as hard as a child could pray: Please, Lord, make me not be gay.


As a teenager, I wore myself out constructing and sustaining a facade: the heteronormative high achiever who plays the role of the cool Black friend in the old “Some of my best friends are…” script. I spoke well, dressed well, tested high on the standardized scales, and dated up, squiring beautiful girls to dances and parties, praying as hard as an imposter could pray: Please, Lord, help me keep it a secret.


As the only gay Black person anchoring a prime-time major network news show, I spent a decade trying to reconcile my deeply ingrained faith in a loving God with politicized religious dogma that preached loudly against my very existence. In 2011, when silence was no longer an option for me, I came out to audiences, praying as hard as a Type A striver could pray: Please, Lord, make people understand.


Now, as a grown-ass man in my midfifties, I’m tasked with reinventing myself, because the career I spent a lifetime building suddenly dissolved like a sugar cube in a cup of scalding hot coffee. Sustained by faith, I pray the prayer of a weary warhorse: Lord, make me an instrument of peace.


As a gay man, I have a complicated relationship with the Bible. As a Black man, I have a complicated relationship with the flag. With tribal politics infecting the church and exerting ever-increasing influence, it’s clear to me that America and I are experiencing a parallel crisis of faith: an unsettling disconnect precipitated by the attrition of truth, the gamification of right and wrong, and the fragile nature of faith itself.


This book is a “how it started/how it’s going” examination of my personal quest for faith in tandem with We the People’s complicated relationship with God.


I believe in the power of parable, so I’ll do more show than tell in this book. I’m gonna take you to church, and I’m not just talking about Shiloh Missionary Baptist. We’ll walk together through stories found in history and scripture, casting a journalistic eye around some ancient places. I’ll invite you to eavesdrop on some of the interesting conversations I’ve had while working on this project.


Let’s take a data-based look at the parallel decline of our faith in God and our faith in America, confronting the performative nature of both faith and patriotism. Let’s be honest about the disparity between the America we live in and the founding principles we profess to believe in:




We preach equality, but we practice systemic legacy racism.


We preach family values, but we practice patriarchy.


We preach the right to bear arms, but we practice gun idolatry.


We preach freedom of speech, but we practice cancel culture.


We preach religious freedom, but we practice legislative morality policing.


We preach peace, but we saturate ourselves with social media venom, toxic tribal politics, and commercialized fear.


We keep chewing the same old bones of contention. Let’s get to the marrow.




In Luke 10, Jesus gave his disciples some good advice before sending them out “like lambs among wolves” to stir up potentially volatile conversations in a potentially hostile world. He said, “When you enter a house, say, ‘Peace be with this house.’ If someone who loves peace lives there, your peace will rest on them. If not, your peace returns to you.”


So I’ll say to you now: Peace be with this house. The rest is up to you.


If you feel disillusioned because the religion you grew up with doesn’t work for you anymore, I hope you’ll read this book before you throw baby Jesus out with the dogmatic bathwater.


If you’re set in your certainty—conservative or liberal—and you want to tell me I’m full of it, I hope you’ll read this book before you click SEND.


If life has gut punched you and you’re dangling by your last thread of faith, I hope you’ll read this book and know that I see you.


If you’re out there soul-searching, I hope you’ll read this book and find a fellow traveler.
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I began to question my faith long before questions became my stock-in-trade, but a journalist is who I am; journalism is the lens through which I view this beautiful, broken world and all of its beautiful, broken stories. What are the facts? What is the context? What have we learned, and how can we apply that hard-won knowledge to the next box on the flow chart? Through that lens, I started thinking about the anatomy of faith and faith traditions that bind us during rites of passage and sustain us through moments of deep crisis.


Most of my life, I played it safe and guarded my faith as a private matter. I’ve never doubted the existence of God; I’ve questioned the human business models that get plastered over the face of God as we continually create God in our own image and refuse to recognize the image of God in one another.


Religion is a topic we’re supposed to avoid at all costs, a time-honored taboo at Thanksgiving dinner tables and work functions. Down South, it’s not uncommon for a stranger to ask if you’ve accepted Jesus Christ as your personal savior, but on a New York City subway, that would prompt most of us to cover our heads with our coats. I have to admire the courage of the Jehovah’s Witnesses who knock on my door, but when they do, I dive under the table like everybody else does.


We’re not supposed to talk about it. I get it. But for me, that makes the conversation even more compelling.


Cue Ray Parker, Jr.: “I ain’t ’fraid of no ghosts.”


When I set out to write this book, I didn’t know how much the journey would change me—or how much my life would change—before I reached the end. It reminds me of the tectonic shift in Stephen King’s On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft. Halfway through the process of writing the book, King was out walking on a rural road and got hit by a 1985 Dodge Caravan. Hurled over the top of the vehicle, he landed in a ditch, catastrophically injured. In On Writing, he describes the horrific incident and the painstaking process of returning to finish the book he started. He had to step away for a while, and when he came back to it, he found that the book had changed. Because he had changed.


I feel you, Stephen King. I feel you.


I started working on this book in 2022, feeling like I had a sturdy grip on the cosmic football, personally and professionally. This was supposed to be a comeback year for the entire world. Vaxxed and boosted, we optimistically looked forward to a year of reconnection, love, and success, ready to bust out the tequila and party like it was 2019.


My fiancé, Tim Malone, and I had settled into the kind of mutually uplifting alliance I’ve seen in so many long, strong marriages I admire: the power couples who really have it together, spiritually and logistically. After six years together, without losing the energy of the honeymoon era, we’d gotten to that place, and I was consciously grateful. Tim found us an ultramodern apartment high in the sky across the street from the CNN studios. We rented at first, but now we were in the process of buying the place, thinking about rescheduling the wedding we postponed during the pandemic.


In addition to an evening show with my name on it, I was developing a talk show for CNN’s ambitious streaming endeavor, CNN+. The format suited me; I loved being on my feet, engaging in real conversations with diverse people, amplifying marginalized voices. Hoping to learn more about the personal and societal value of faith, I began to parse current data that suggests faith may contribute to longevity and promotes well-being. I started talking about faith in private and public ways that surprised people, and in those conversations, this book began to take shape.


In February and March, I was on the ground in Slovenia and Ukraine. Focusing on how the Russian invasion devastated the lives of Ukrainian youth, my team and I went deep into the eerie landscape of the ruined cities, filing gut-wrenching reports of mass graves and the use of sexual violence as a weapon of terror. It was important work that I was proud to do, but I returned from eastern Europe exhausted and stepped off the long flight into a quagmire of frustration and setbacks in my own country.


A leaked opinion revealing the Supreme Court’s plan to overturn Roe v. Wade sparked joy in the antichoice movement and existential dread in the hearts of most women I know. Book banning motivated by racism and homophobia turned back time. A wave of “Don’t say gay” bills with a peculiar fixation on trans people generated a miasma of homophobic angst. What should have been a joyful wedding planning process for Tim and me and countless other couples turned into a fresh fight for the tax breaks and hummingbird cakes straight couples take for granted.


America seemed to be weirdly hangry: a disgruntled insomniac of a nation in search of a midnight snack. As we doomscrolled Instagram posts from Ukrainian bomb shelters, one variant after another kept covid on the table. Closer to home, I was being tormented by a stalker with an extortion side gig, and somewhere in there we all watched Will Smith smack Chris Rock in the face at the Oscars. My peaceful, productive year devolved into chaos, stabilized to crisis mode, and settled into an uncertain holding pattern with the guns, bombs, and air raid sirens still ringing in my ears.


At the White House Correspondents’ Dinner in April 2022, Trevor Noah welcomed us all to “the nation’s most distinguished superspreader event” and launched into an equal opportunity roast of the major players.


“The great chef José Andrés is joining us,” he said. “Whenever there’s a disaster anywhere in the world, Chef José is there—which is why he’s sitting at the CNN table tonight.”


It could have been worse. There was a lot of turmoil in the industry. We were all just trying to ride it out.


I was fortunate to be at CNN through its zenith. For seventeen years, my colleagues and I worked our butts off to make it the most relevant, most watched, most accurate, and most profitable it had ever been. It wasn’t anodyne; we told important stories and illuminated context. We were authentic and vulnerable. Viewers saw us as trustworthy—worthy of trust—and we valued that sacred trust far above ad revenue. If we made a mistake, we owned it. When we dropped the hammer, we tried not to gloat. It was an inspired era, each of us in our individual zone but invested in the success of our work family as a whole. The world was watching, and we worked our rear ends off, rising to meet extraordinary circumstances. Hosting CNN Tonight and then Don Lemon Tonight every weekday evening for eight years, my team and I experienced the perfect dovetail of talent and time slot.


I signed off the final episode of Don Lemon Tonight on October 8, 2022.


“It’s not goodbye,” I said, “but it is certainly the end of an era.”


After talking up my new position as cohost of CNN This Morning, I thanked the viewers for their patience, acknowledging that I didn’t always say the right thing, that sometimes all I could do was grit my teeth and get to the commercial break. But I was incredibly proud of what we’d accomplished. Historic moments. Tough conversations. A lot happened between ten and midnight—and sometimes later.


Much has been said about what went down during the months that followed. I’ll touch on a few specific moments later in this book, but we don’t have enough time or tequila to belabor the whole story. Media melodrama is notable in the moment but doesn’t have much of a shelf life. If you’re curious, check out Tim Alberta’s excellent reporting for The Atlantic (“Inside the Meltdown at CNN,” June 2, 2023), or crack your Old Testament and read the Book of Amos. You’re certainly free to skim what the tabloids said about it, but that’s like watching porn to learn about pizza delivery.


TL;DR: I cohosted CNN This Morning from November 1, 2022, until I was fired on April 24, 2023.


For seventeen years, I was exactly where I belonged—and then I wasn’t.


Attending to one’s mental health is an important piece of the map of spiritual discovery; I won’t screw up the GPS by pretending this transition was easy. In Western culture, work and identity are tightly woven. The loss of a job that had consumed my waking thoughts for almost two decades was a “come to Jesus” moment, literally and figuratively. In our culture, men are raised to believe that our work defines us. I always got that, but after I was fired, I really got it.


When the adrenaline wore off, a black hole of depression sucked me in, and it took me a while to claw my way out. I was suddenly faced with the task of living a life I didn’t recognize. I knew what I needed to do, but my ability to do it felt beaten down and muted. I had to set this book aside for a few months.


Living with depression is backbreaking work—an occupation in the truest sense of that word—and it did a serious number on me, emotionally and physically. Depression robbed me of my sense of self the way glaucoma robs you of your peripheral vision. As darkness closed in, all I could do was put one foot in front of the other, counting the steps from one doorway to another, the way I did after Leisa died.


I’d been seeing a good therapist, and though I know this guy would be an equally excellent therapist for a straight white woman, the fact that he is a gay Black man gave me confidence in his ability to see and understand me in the context of shared experience. Our conversations were deep and wide-ranging. Stories I’ve covered. Stories I’ve survived. We delved into the moldy leftovers shoved way to the back of my psychological refrigerator.


He kept asking me if I wanted a prescription for antidepressants, and I kept saying, “No, no, I’m good. I’m fine.”


I had my reasons, all of which boiled down to foolish pride.


The burden of a man’s ego is hard to set down; abandoning it takes greater strength than lugging it up the hill does. I finally found that strength, accepted the prescription, and resigned myself to something that felt like defeat. But almost immediately, clarity came back, and with it a renewed sense of being myself.


I’ve read the Book of Psalms once a year almost every year since I was in college. Even in the passages that feel like old friends, something new always steps forward and blows my mind. Psalm 37 is one of my favorites: “I have been young and now am old, yet I have never seen the righteous forsaken nor their seed begging bread.”


As a kid, I loved that passage because of the way “beggin’ bread” sounded richly Black and matronly, like something my grandmother would say. Revisiting it in 2022, during a moment of stomach-churning uncertainty, I heard Reverend Warner’s voice and felt the arms of faith around me.


Having a “positive attitude”—trying to sell yourself on the idea that everything’s gonna be awright-awright-awright—is not the same as having faith. That self-sales pitch is exhausting; faith is energizing. Revisiting Psalms energized me, but it took a lot of hard work to cross that dry land.


In the bittersweet aftermath, overwhelmingly, I feel grateful.


The year 2023 was one of the toughest of my life, but even in the worst moments, I felt a sense of liberation. I knew I had an opportunity to reinvent myself, and I wanted to rise to that challenge led by love, authenticity, and better angels.


I felt like I had a pretty firm grip on my spiritual North Star: Christian faith based on the teachings of Jesus as recorded in the New Testament. Nothing in the teachings of Jesus obliges me to hate myself or suspend my common sense. For me, his words ring true. But I get hung up when I hear the dogma spouted by conservative Evangelical Christians these days. To my ear, Christian nationalist rhetoric is the racket Paul spoke of in I Corinthians 13: “If I am without love, my speech is noisy brass, a clanging cymbal.”


And I’m not alone.


According to recent Gallup polls and large-scale surveys by the Pew Research Center, the Christian majority, which hovered around 90 percent of the population fifty years ago, had fallen to 64 percent in 2021 and is on track to drop below 35 percent in the next decade. Meanwhile, there’s rapid growth among those who check the “None” box; more than 36 percent of young people identify as atheist, agnostic, or nothing in particular. I would automatically tick the “Christian” box on such a survey, but I find more kindred spirits among the Nones.


For more than a century, Black Americans were the most faithful, with 45 percent attending church two or more times per month. Since the protests following the death of George Floyd in 2020, that number has fallen to 30 percent. It can’t be coincidence that faith has declined most precipitously among those most consistently kicked in the teeth by American life.


Gen Z is the least religious generation in American history. They’re also the most inclusive, on the upside. On the downside, they’re less likely to vote, volunteer, or give to charitable causes. Divisive, fable-based notions ring hollow to the young, the disenfranchised, and the oppressed—the very demographics Jesus held most dear—and as faith declines, cynicism rises.


What happens to a nation of skeptics who are no longer able to believe in the institutions that inform and govern us, in the election process through which our voices are heard, in our collective desire to do the right thing, and ultimately in ourselves? Without faith in an overarching social contract, how do we deposit money in the bank, drop our children off at school, or eat in a restaurant? Our shared belief in one another is the only thing holding it all together.


Faith is personal infrastructure with societal impact.


Carl Jung’s Modern Man in Search of a Soul addressed how worldwide anxiety set the stage for spiritual renaissance in 1933. On the far right, people fled to the familiar comfort of the authoritarian church. On the far left, nihilists rejected the very concept of God as superstition and embraced technology as a potential savior. It didn’t go well. The zealots gave us the Holocaust, and the cynics gave us Hiroshima. But here we are again.


The Nones and I dwell in the middle ground. We recognize that humanity has outgrown the Little Golden Book of Bible Stories. We can’t suspend our common sense in favor of “childlike faith,” but we’re not willing to dismiss the power of prayer or the vivid Mahalia Jackson realness of our own religious experiences. We’re out here trying to reconcile our understanding of the soul with our knowledge of the world.


I believe in the power of story, but it’s important to know the difference between fact and fable. The Bible, the Torah, the Koran, and the Bhagavad Gita are not books; they’re libraries. And like any good library, each contains a variety of genres, including fiction. Allegory can be enlightening. Jesus and Buddha cracked people up while opening their minds with wise, witty parables that framed abstract concepts in relatable word problems. But allegory dished up as history or science is stultifying and invites the opposite of enlightenment.


A belief system based on the unquestioning acceptance of blatantly false ideas—a six-thousand-year-old planet, for example, or a flood that wiped out all life on Earth but somehow deposited kangaroos in Australia—is not sustainable. It makes sense that a child who’s been trained to squash reasonable doubt will, as an adult, be vulnerable to the kind of tribal nonsense dished up by cult leaders like Donald Trump. With disinformation at critical mass, truth is key to our societal contract.


Facts aren’t up for grabs; facts are sacred. There’s room for faith in the unseen within the context of reality. I’m not trying to proselytize or win anyone over to Jesus. My faith doesn’t need you to believe the same thing I believe. Romans 3:3 says, “For what if some did not believe? Shall their unbelief make the faith of God without effect?” One person’s doubt doesn’t diminish the value of another person’s faith, and it’s important to create space for doubt in this conversation. I believe in doubt as a catalyst for faith, not its undoing.


In 2005, as I covered the Louisiana parishes ravaged by Hurricane Katrina, I heard a story about “renegade buses”—church vans, school buses, and other multifamily transports—taken from parking lots in New Orleans and driven to the Reliant Center in Houston, where the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) was staging relief efforts for evacuees. When the commandeered vehicles arrived, they were turned away; only official city buses were being allowed beyond the outer parking areas.


Even as the sun went down, the temperature lingered at an oppressively humid hundred degrees. Dozens of evacuees sat on the searing pavement, stranded, filthy, and exhausted, without food or water. And then a beautiful thing happened: People came out of the surrounding neighborhood, where their homes were still without power. They dragged shopping carts and red wagons laden with water bottles, dry socks and clean clothing, diapers, blankets, batteries, and the contents of their kitchen cupboards and disabled refrigerators. They set up grills and played music all night long as they fed the strangers who continued to roll in from the decimated Louisiana parishes.


For months, Houston’s faith communities—Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Mormon, Hindu, Bahá’í—came together with unaffiliated volunteers under the banner of Operation Compassion to feed and shelter more than a quarter of a million people fleeing the inundated Gulf Coast. Without federal aid, at a cost of $6 million per week, they walked the walk: “Love thy neighbor” personified.


But at the same time, some conservative faith leaders were using their pulpits to promote the idea that, seeing as climate change was a liberal hoax, the megastorm must have been God’s wrath raining down on gays. And clearly, Black folks were disproportionately impacted not because of centuries of racist policies, but because of their own broke-ass failure to pull themselves up by their bootstraps.


This sort of paradox lies at the heart of my ambivalence toward organized religion of any kind. I’m stricken by the parallels between the story of my personal struggle to define and make peace with my own faith and the bigger picture of our societal struggle to create a democracy built on faith, not in one particular god or religion but in one another.


There’s less than a cobweb’s difference between a crisis of faith and a crisis of identity. Doesn’t it stand to reason that a revival of faith traditions in modern context might provide a balm for the collective wounds inflicted by racism, tribal politics, and chaos?


Connect the dots: Where truth has no meaning, faith has no purchase, and where faith has no purchase, democracy doesn’t stand a snowball’s chance in Hell.


The search for God in America begins with a search for God within ourselves.
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