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Youth Group: Coming of age in the Church of Christian nationalism is a book that effortlessly blends hilarious personal experiences with serious examination of both the author’s motives and the movement in which he was born. People who weren’t born and raised in extremist religious movements often find it difficult to understand how totally serious the leaders and followers are about their beliefs. Memoirs like Lance’s are a great way to open their eyes. The fight for pluralism and tolerance begins by understanding what their opponents actually think.


Matthew Sheffield, former Mormon and founder of Flux. community
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Preface


I never intended for this book to be a book. What began as a personal quest for answers now spans 11 years, some 30-odd countries, and the following pages. Although elements of it were written as far back as 2010, the impetus for what it has become manifested in 2016 with the GOP nomination of Donald Trump. I never expected him to win the election, but his nomination came as no surprise to me. In him I saw what so many of my former compatriots had been longing for. A strongman willing to do whatever it took to restore a lost Christian heritage to America. That wasn’t who he actually was, of course, but he spoke directly to Evangelical grievance in a way no politician had before.


I grew up fully immersed in that culture of grievance. I was a white Evangelical. I am still white, but the quest I embarked upon 11 years ago was a deconstruction of my Evangelicalism. I grew up Evangelical, very Evangelical. Like, church every Sunday, Youth Group every Wednesday, Bible camp every summer, Pokemon is the Devil kind of Evangelical. Writing this book began as a search for what made me the way I was. I ran through my past, parsing through events, people, and experiences that had yielded some of the deepest impacts. Having done so, I landed on Youth Group.


This book may read differently than much of the nonfiction you’re accustomed to. Blended within is an abstract anthropological take on Evangelical youth culture, a chronological historical analysis, and my semi-chronological personal narrative. I find the result to be a unique, but intuitive, read. Youth Group tackles dozens of Evangelicalism’s various facets, each could be a book unto itself. As such, it is not intended to be an exhaustive resource on any one of them. Even more elements were omitted than were included. Some on purpose, others by ignorance. These omissions will lead to accusations of cherry-picking history. An inevitable outcome when engaging in a project such as this, but regrettable nonetheless. I focused on the threads of Evangelicalism which I feel best articulate the path taken to arrive at its present state.


While reading this book it may feel as if I am equating all of Christianity with Evangelicalism. I am not. However, as America’s predominant religious force, Evangelicalism is treated as Christianity’s beloved son. I also chose not to delve into differentiating between Christian nationalism and white Christian nationalism as many of my colleagues have done. This is not to say a distinction does not exist. Also, I chose to include all citations within the text itself, mostly because I hate having to look in the back of a book to find where the information came from.


Be forewarned, Youth Group confronts some of Evangelicalism’s greatest heroes with an irreverence and humor that some may find distasteful. It also pokes fun at purity culture, Christian sanctimony, conservatism, and Rush Limbaugh. It contains a few opinions and historical interpretations which, although well grounded, may fall short of academic rigor. This book is not intended to be a textbook but, rather, a thought-provoking polemic.


For those who, like me, have exited Evangelicalism there is a lot in here I am sure you’ll appreciate. If you were fortunate enough to have been raised absent of any form of fundamentalism, let this book serve as a window into an alien world. For those who still consider themselves Evangelicals, I entice you to read with an open mind and to fact check me if at any point you remain unconvinced. Whoever you are, thank you for buying my book.




Chapter 1


What is Youth Group?




Girls were taught that it was our role in romantic relationships to help maintain the sexual purity of ourselves and our partners. Through taking certain actions, we could prevent boys from acting on their rampant, uncontrollable biological urges hardwired into them by God for procreation. For example, the straps on our tank tops needed to pass the “three-finger” width requirement – anything thinner would cause boys to have impure thoughts. If we went down the slippery slope of physical contact or kissing, it was our duty to prevent things from escalating beyond a kiss because after a certain point, our partner would have no ability to stop himself.


This was true, I found. Through my relationship with the son of a pastor at my church, I discovered that the narrative – male sexual desire was uncontrollable – caused boys to behave in such a way that made the narrative true. On more than one occasion, I witnessed this self-fulfilling prophecy play out and was left to grapple with my own actions in the aftermath: What should I have done when I’d fulfilled my role as “gatekeeper” to the best of my ability and it still wasn’t enough? When I had forcefully said “no” and “stop,” and he ignored me? When, with all of my strength, I tried to push him off of me and he refused to stop until he was finished?


It has taken a decade of living a secular life to realize there is only one way to describe what my boyfriend had done to me – assault. But in a Christian context, it was complicated. He was the son of a pastor. We were in a relationship. I had agreed to be alone with him while our friends went out. I had allowed the kissing to start.


Sara, Iowa





My heartbeat hovered at a consistent 170, and I had one leg painfully cramped up underneath the other. Acutely aware of how my clammy hands must feel against her bare skin, I advanced. She worked charitably to assist in my quest by pulling both arms out of her sleeves, turning her sweater into a sort of bunchy scarf. Smashed as we were between a leaning stack of hymnals and a rack of choir robes, our position was precarious enough without accounting for the 30 slightly more repressed teenagers who were actively searching for us. The name of the game was sardines, a favorite for obvious reasons, and God bless her church for all night “Lock-ins.” Evangelical youth leaders across the country thought these Lock-ins were an absolutely fantastic idea. They would take as many hormone-addled youths as were readily available, pump them full of Mountain Dew, pizza, and oatmeal cream pies then turn off the lights and play oddly provocative games, watch inoffensive movies, and listen to truly terrible music until the rising sun would signal moms in minivans to arrive.


I belonged to a very Christian family in the American Midwest and church Youth Groups provided one of the few venues where loosely supervised commingling was possible. I attended as many as four different Youth Groups a week for this very reason. Looking back, I’ve noticed a complete lack of creativity in naming these groups. The era when youth-focused associations bore illustrious names such as The Junior Birdmen of America or The Kindred of the Kibbo Kift were long gone. Often, a church would attempt to stand out by branding their Youth Group with some kitsch Christianese. When those words formed a clever acronym, double points were awarded. At one point, I attended both “The ER” (Extreme Remedy) and a group featuring free coffee called “Holy Grounds.” However, no amount of effort in rebranding had any real staying power. Call it what you will; for those who attended, Youth Group went by no other name. As if forged by universal constants, church Youth Groups uniformly developed the same sets of heliocentric social circles. The star in the epicenter was invariably a charismatic, male, 22-year-old graduate from Grace, Crown, Liberty, or Emmaus Christian college. With a degree in “Youth Ministries” fresh in hand, these youth pastors boldly led, and formed the heart of, the Youth Group. Often, a waning crescent of space would be made for their demure wives who would lead girls’ groups and occasionally worship.


Expanding outwards, there was the “leadership team”: a group of between five and ten future leaders of America who never missed a Youth Group activity (which were inexplicably always on Wednesday nights), Sunday morning service, or any other church function. Usually a decent enough group of kids, but being so close to the sun had the tendency to blind over time. The orbit a bit further out was populated by the “Regulars.” Showing up at almost every event and filled with enough rambunctious zeal to keep the entire system spinning, the bulk of the Youth Group found a home in this orb. While I held leadership roles, I chose to primarily reside here. I was as impassioned as anyone, but I despised imposition and obligation, so a Regular I remained. The next concentric circle belonged to the “Irregulars.” A more unenviable cadre I cannot imagine. These were the kids who, for one reason or another, did not find a niche at school or church and only made the occasional appearance at Youth Group. Owing their infrequent attendance to being bright enough not to fully buy in but still suffering from a very human need to socialize. When they did make an appearance between extended dry spells, they were greeted with infantile coos and caws from the Regulars, the leadership team, and the youth pastor alike. Like a doting mother praising a child who has finally learned to remove their pants before a shit. The copious and suffocating attention intended to incentivize regular membership served to drive many irregulars back into hiding. The final concentric circle encompassed everyone between the ages of 14 and 19 who somehow managed to both exist and not attend a Youth Group. This demographic held the highest importance. To lure in one or more of these guaranteed status and unimagined notoriety. Primarily because it proved you had friends outside of Youth Group.


Despite its vague, androgynous name, Youth Group had some precise and gendered messages. Often, meetings would be separated by sex, where the girls would read Captivating, and the boys would read Wild at Heart. In the spirit of togetherness, I Kissed Dating Goodbye might be read communally. Boys, you are a slave to your impulses; best not be too close to a girl. Better yet, don’t ever be alone with one. Girls, there’s nothing more attractive than modesty; if you want a boy to be attracted to you, it’s probably because you’re some sort of a slut. If any boy does take notice, you share in his sin as did Eve with the apple.


Most importantly, for both boys and girls, there is no appropriate outlet for your sexuality until marriage. Maybe not even then. Messages that stood in stark contrast with at least half of the games played in Youth Group. Passing a playing card from one set of lips to another, groping around unsupervised in dark closets while playing sardines, or attempting to burst a balloon by smashing it between yours and a chosen partner’s genitalia. Mixed messages abounded.


Youth Group was not all fun and frolics; the serious business of Bible study did have its place. The youth pastor chose a passage and delivered a condensed sermon with flair and highly suspect testimonials. A song or two would be sung before the leadership team helped break up into small groups. Inside these small groups, members would humbly take turns at one-upping the previous speaker with ever more perceptive takes and brave disclosures.


For young Evangelicals like myself, Youth Group played a more significant role in shaping our worldview than did any other aspect of attending church. Every Youth Group I attended, and there were a few, seemed to fit this similar mold. Unsurprising when any profound divergence from the straight and narrow could earn you the brand of heretic. I was enormously invested in my Youth Group but it is hard not to look back with a tumult of contrasting emotions. There were wonderful times with kind and loving leaders who provided a place to belong when belonging was all that most of us wanted. However, it was also a source of tremendous guilt, fear, and a sense of constant besiegement.


Any message addressing normal teenage relationships was tinged with shame and strong currents of sexual repression. On Thursday mornings, the Youth Group males were encouraged to meet at Burger King before school and read Every Man’s Battle: Winning the War on Sexual Temptation One Victory at a Time by Stephen Arterburn, then discuss how long it had been since we masturbated. It was called an “accountability group.” No tangible benefit was even imagined. It was always tied back to the guilt of disappointing God or our guaranteed and not-at-all hypothetical future wives. Much later I would find out that this trend was being carried on at the highest levels of government, but probably not at a Burger King. More on that to come.


What we men had to bear was nothing compared to the load carried by the “fairer sex.” While jacking off to slowly buffering “internet porn” denied our future wives exclusive rights to our coveted boners, a girl’s entire worth was on the line. A concept known in Youth Group simply as “purity.” Perhaps best exemplified by the following iteration of a common metaphor which was typically presented to the young women by the youth pastor’s wife: “Imagine a rose passed from hand to hand, with each pass a petal is taken. In no time at all, the rose is nothing but a stem, and who would want to keep only a thorny stem?” This efflorescent metaphor wonderfully exposes from where a girl’s value stems, let alone virtue. Other less charitable metaphors were also employed. Tape covered with lint and hair no longer able to stick, chewed gum swapping from one gaping mouth to another, a communal toothbrush, a glass of water in which all who drank had left copious amounts of saliva, etc. Like the process in A Clockwork Orange, purity culture often relied on revulsion, disgust, and shame.


Girls were taught to curse the clitoris and bless the hymen while somehow being taught blessedly little about either. When not resorting to poorly wrought analogy, a less negative yet equally Pavlovian approach was common. “Purity rings” or “Promise Rings” may be the most widely renowned artifacts of purity culture, but other, more extravagant practices existed as well. “Purity balls” were held in church gymnasiums where 13- and 14-year-old girls clad in white dresses were paraded in front of the congregation by their fathers, then pledged themselves and their chastity to their future bridegrooms. An early girlfriend of mine had made a vow in her Youth Group not to kiss anyone until her wedding day. It was not until the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Eve when I discovered this hard truth. Purity contracts were signed by both boys and girls. While I have long since forgotten the exact text of the contract I signed, the gist still sticks with me and is as follows:




I promise to God, my future wife, and myself to save sex for marriage and to keep my mind and body pure so that when I enter the marriage covenant, I will be able to give myself entirely as God intended.





The mind and body purity bit was a euphemism for watching porn and masturbation. No consideration was given to the thought that a girl might want to, or even could, masturbate. Neither was the possibility that either a boy or a girl in the Youth Group might prefer the attentions of anyone other than their biblically prescribed, sexual counterparts. Upon signing the sacred covenant, you received a knowing nod from the youth pastor and a coupon for a free personal pan pizza from Pizza Hut. If the intended goal of purity culture was to get kids to “wait till marriage” then it had mixed results at best. Worse still, the methods left many casualties. I know a girl who believed the act of losing one’s virginity to be so life altering and momentous that she was unable to have sex with her husband for almost a year after they were married. I have had conversations with too many people who endured years of abuse, thinking it was their Christian duties. A good friend of mine believed for years that it was her provocative style of dress that led to her sexual assault at a church camp. The pathology for these events is complex, and purity culture is not the only contributing factor. However, each person I spoke to about their experiences firmly connected the two.


In its attempt to warn young Christians about the dangerous alures of sex, purity culture put sex front and center. Everything was about sex in one way or another, bringing attention to then sexualizing things that would have otherwise gone unnoticed. Better cover those three millimeters of exposed bra strap, too sexy. For me, the constant meditations and learned sensitivity simply magnified the hypersexualization already prevalent within American culture at large. As it turns out, ceaselessly worrying about sexual desires boosts sexual desires. I became quite sex obsessed which in turn reinforced my shame causing me to be even more on guard. A terrible cycle. Throw in a handful of misinformation and subtract any form of sexual education and you are left with a guilt-stricken kid afraid he contracted AIDS the first time he masturbated.


Life within Youth Group and the church was posited as a battleground between God and the Devil, light and dark. Grays had no place outside of acceptable non-attention-seeking colors to be worn by women. Christians were the only bulwarks resisting the floodwaters of the antediluvian depravity “the world” yearned to release upon society. “The world” was an Evangelical colloquialism, meaning not only secular humanity, but everyone who was not an Evangelical Christian. The church promoted an unabashed and quite literal “us v.s. the world” mentality. While not necessarily constructive for deeper understanding, this stance did provide endless targets for Jesus’s command to “love thy enemy.” The separation of church and state was viewed as a moral failing in American history, and events like “See you at the Pole” were constructed to interject Evangelicalism back into schools. Any decline in prominence for Judeo-Christian social norms was greedily attacked with slippery slope logic. Resulting in a future dystopia where marrying your Cocker Spaniel was legal but going to church was not. We fetishized adversity and persecution, giving every perceived slight undue weight. Where even the possible suggestion of offense was missing – it would be conjured up. We imagined countless secret secular cabals all hellbent on destroying Christianity and America. Lacking even windmills, we tilted at shadows.


Maybe this last chapter reads as completely alien to you. If so, bear with me; there is more context to come. If a few connections are sliding into place, or perhaps you are suffering from a bit of deja entendu, do not be overly alarmed. It is almost impossible to turn on the TV or open up YouTube without hearing many of these ideals espoused by protesters and politicians alike. Red MAGA hats did not grow the heads underneath them. Evangelicals are now predominantly Christian nationalists. Those hats and the ideology they represent are merely the latest outward showing of a long prevalent trend. When I watched the Capitol riots on January 6, 2021, I saw all the signs and scars that still crisscross my own thinking. Youth Group alone can’t be blamed for where many of its old members have ended up. Yet, when I see faces that I recognize in the crowds on the Capitol steps and read insane posts from people I went to Youth Group with, clear connections aren’t hard to come by. What’s more, as a one-time recruiter, I cannot help but view the present tensions with a heavy sense of onus.


“But Lance,” I can already hear my academically minded colleagues saying, “all of what you’re saying is anecdotal and, thus far, unsubstantiated. I need facts, surveys, something more than these tenuous connections.” Hopefully the later chapters will quench that thirst, but first it is important to understand a few things.




Chapter 2


The Great Awakening




By the time I moved into my college dorm room, I had somehow accumulated 4 copies of the (manically) popular book I Kissed Dating Goodbye. One copy to match an overflowing crate of other “purity books” I had organized into a donation/burn pile as I packed my childhood away into moving boxes. This book was one of the cornerstones upon which the purity culture that saturated my church’s youth group was built, essentially communicating to us that our sexual purity was the highest gift we could offer the Lord.


Kayla, Nebraska





As enthralling as it may be to trace the roots of Evangelicalism back through the centuries and across church schisms, I feel that the only people who would actually enjoy that are the same people who complain that an hour of galactic senate hearings was the secret sauce missing from the latest Star Wars. Yes, I know it wouldn’t make sense to incorporate the galactic senate as it was disbanded by Palpatine long before A New Hope, but still, I’m sticking to the analogy.


Cause and effect can be slippery. Someone wishing to pinpoint any initial cause will be forced into a perpetual retreat through time. That being said, I believe much of the modern Evangelical dogma bestowed upon us in Youth Group can have its origins best understood in the light of four historical events; the Great Awakening, the Civil War, the Russian Counter-Revolution, and the election of Ronald Reagan. The underlying American Puritanism and the religious zealotry of the genocidal first colonists will be taken as a matter of course.


The last time you were forced to read anything about the Great Awakening was most likely 8th grade history class, and it was probably presented in grand but slightly oblique terminology. Depending on the curriculum, it is either taught that the Great Awakening was a culmination of Enlightenment ideals or that the Great Awakening was a reactionary response to those same ideals. Either way, the Great Awakening created a monumental shift in Christendom. Spirited on by wide-roaming laymen preachers, the 1700s saw religious revivals spring up on both sides of the Atlantic. Although the revivalists held onto the Puritan fascination with the end of the world and the Protestant love of work, they introduced a bit of flavor in the form of a highly personal God who loved to communicate via emotional outbursts. This new wave of religiosity had “New Lights” like George Whitefield at the helm. A card-carrying member of the “Holy Club,” Whitefield was an English itinerant preacher who was not satisfied with merely winning a few souls in England alone. Like an old-timey John Lennon, Whitefield knew that he really hadn’t “made it” until the colonists had embraced him. And, like an old-timey America, welcome him they did.


Whitefield’s dynamic preaching drew crowds in the thousands. However, he was not the only show pony in town. The colonies had no problem producing their own revivalists. Jonathan Edwards, founder of Princeton and Whitefield’s only competition for dried apple doll impersonator, was one of the most prominent preachers in the New World. Edwards’ through and through conviction won him renown as did his trademark “God has a raging hard-on for torturing sinners” sermons which he would deliver in an eerily soft voice. So intense was his fervor that several of his congregation committed suicide when faced with their complete depravity in the face of God’s great goodness. One of his most famous sermons contains this charming excerpt: “The wrath of God burns against them, their damnation don’t slumber, the pit is prepared, the fire is made ready, the furnace is now hot, ready to receive them, the flames do now rage and glow. The glittering sword is whet, and held over them.” Both Edwards and Whitefield stressed the importance of the conversion process as a massive life-altering event. When adherents spoke the magic words and truly believed them in their hearts, the Holy Spirit would fill them and never leave them no matter what future sins they committed. The “New Lights” called converts “born-again believers,” a phrase taken from John chapter 3. While most denominations refer to either baptism or conversion as being “born again in Christ,” describing yourself as a “born-again Christian” became the Evangelical callsign. The primacy of the conversion event is considered a defining attribute of Evangelicalism as is an emphasis on evangelizing or proselytization.


After admiring each other from afar, Edwards and Whitefield met in the autumn of 1740, and it was love at first sight. The unstoppable duo spent the next several years torturing the 13 colonies together. One might assume that the message of a terrifyingly violent God who wants nothing more than to get real personal with you would be a hard pill to sell. It wasn’t. Already primed for guilt by Puritanism and excluded from higher learning by circumstance, the colonists ate it up. The dry old book learning offered by the existing clergy couldn’t compete. American colonists allowed their passions to take charge and embraced this new, intimate take on Christianity. So impassioned were many revivalists that burning heaps of “ungodly” books became commonplace. Personal connection to God overcame orthodoxy and revelation might strike anywhere. Edwards and Whitefield saw themselves as ushering in Christ’s return by creating a godly society, a city on a hill, that would reign for 1000 years. A concept known as “millennialism.”


For some, enough time around bonfires and merely burning books became a bit “blasé.” Connecticut minister James Davenport, roused or perhaps aroused by the Holy Spirit, once took off and tossed his trousers into the fire. He beseeched his followers to cast off their worldly trappings as well, but the Holy Ghost was no match for Puritanical modesty, and this event would, unfortunately, mark the end of Davenport’s popularity. I can only imagine how spirited a Youth Group would be in a universe where Davenport’s teachings, not Edward’s, held sway.


Fueled by the pathos of “New Lights” like Whitefield and Edwards, the Great Awakening tilted the religious landscape away from rigid hierarchy and intellectualism and slanted it toward personal revelation and emotionalism. A motif still held onto in today’s Evangelicalism. Channeling these New Lights someone in my Youth Group, usually the youth pastor, would put forth the utterance “It’s not a religion; it’s a relationship,” as if they had spoken some new profundity. The earnestness in which this nugget of wisdom would be delivered was enough to make the rest of the group nod and murmur with equal sincerity. Amazing that an aphorism introduced 100 years before the cracking of the liberty bell could still be proffered as a novel break with tradition.


Over time, this very personalized approach merged with the older hierarchies to produce an unholy hybrid. God speaks to everyone, but mostly to the pastors. After all, the closer to God a person is, the more likely they’ll have a transcendent hot take on the Gospels.


The messages of accountability, innate worthlessness, guilt, and redemption took on a new and affectional tone while the intellectual and scholarly approaches were met with outright hostility. Whitefield and Edwards were educated men, but this was very much the exception, not the rule, for itinerant preachers. In his book The Role of Ideology in the American Revolution, historian John Howe delineates the shift as such:




Men and women who had worshiped for years without result under the guidance of an erudite but undramatic minister, found grace after a few hours at the feet of some wandering apostle. The itinerant was often a layman who had never been to college and knew no Greek, Latin, or Hebrew, but had a way with an audience. If God selected him to do so much without learning, was learning perhaps more a hindrance than a help to true religion? The thought occurred to many converts and was encouraged by the increasingly confident, not to say arrogant, posture of the itinerants. Whitefield had warned broadly against ministers who preached an unknown and unfelt Christ. His followers did not hesitate to name individual ministers as dead of heart, blind teachers of the blind.





The ministers they named “dead of heart” were driven from their posts and even from their towns by their former congregations. A new anti-intellectualism was afoot. When personal revelation is in play, how someone feels about a thing has much more weight than what someone knows. A sentiment keenly felt in my Youth Group. English, math, and physics were all fine, but a step too far in the science or philosophy direction was a step toward danger. Specific authors, entire schools of thought, evolutionary biology, any geology that required Earth to be over 7000 years old, anything alluding to climate change, and Harry Potter were all snares of the Devil.


James Davenport’s fiery legacy found a home almost 300 years later at one of my very first Youth Group events. Some may recall a particularly dramatic fad that passed through the Evangelical community known as “cd burning parties.” The name was quite literally what the event was about. Kids would bring all of their secular or “worldly” music, toss them in a metal drum, douse them in lighter fluid, and burn them…for God? These cd burning parties would inevitably boost record sales for the immolated music. As most of the junior arsonists would repurchase the very cd on Thursday that they had burned on Wednesday.




Chapter 3


The Beginning




Youth group and Bible studies also showed me how to be a woman of God and prepare myself for marriage. Being a strong, independent woman was left at the door. My church made it clear that the man was to be the leader in the relationship, and the household, and the church. He was the provider, the protector, and the final decision maker. The woman’s role was to support him, follow him, and take care of the family. All of this was backed by verses, sermons, books, and small group discussions. This line of thought was accepted by the majority of the youth, and reinforced by stories of older siblings marrying young and abiding by that lifestyle.


It was in high school I was familiarized with “ring by spring,” where women go to college to try to get engaged by spring semester. It seemed that for some women, the whole point of going to college was to find a husband. They get married while in college, then start families right away, never using their degree.


Tricia, Colorado
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