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Summary


“There are in this country, as in all others, a certain proportion of restless and turbulent spirits – poor, unoccupied, and ambitious – who must always have something to quarrel about with their neighbors. These people are the authors of religious revivals.”

           - John Quincy Adams


Of all the criticisms that have been leveled at the Evangelical movement, the complaint that its adherents are just too darned certain about everything is by far the most common – common not only with regards to frequency, but also in the sense that the criticism is voiced by a wide range of sources who might not agree on much else. Atheists, agnostics, Catholics, Reform Jews, mainline Christians of both the relatively conservative and extraordinarily liberal persuasions, and even some small number of disaffected Evangelicals often find themselves united in the popular habit of taking issue with Evangelicalism on the grounds that there's some sort of inherent error in claiming access to the truth. This contention – which, if not necessarily postmodernist in nature, at least shares postmodernism's zip code and probably bumps into postmodernism at the grocery store every once in a while as well – is most often summarized by prominent Catholic blogger Andrew Sullivan, who, during an ongoing written debate with the similarly prominent atheist author Sam Harris, recently wrote that “the reason I find fundamentalism so troubling... is its inability to integrate doubt into faith, its resistance to human reason, its tendency to pride and exclusion, and its inability to accept mystery as the core reality of any religious life.”


Because arguments along these lines are neither new nor rare, the standard fundamentalist retort has become so automatic that one need not even be a fundamentalist to make it. Writing in the pages of Time back in 2005, columnist Charles Krauthammer – a consistent political ally of the Evangelicals,  although a fairly secular Jew himself – took issue with the pro-doubt crowd in general and Sullivan's earlier championing of religious uncertainty in particular. “The campaign against certainty is merely the philosophical veneer for an attempt to politically marginalize and intellectually disenfranchise believers,” he wrote. “Instead of arguing the merits of any issue, secularists are trying to win the argument by default on the grounds that the other side displays unhealthy certainty or, even worse, unseemly religiosity.”


Contrary to his usual habits, Krauthammer has here managed to make a valid point, if only by accident; surely the Evangelical movement deserves to be scrutinized on its political and social merits, rather than being written off simply because its adherents lay claim to certainty. The logical question, then, is whether or not the movement can be subjected to any such degree of scrutiny without appearing ridiculous as a result. This book will try to provide the answer (hint: the answer is “no”).


Not Peace But a Sword: Why Evangelicals Are Not Only Bad for America But Also Somewhat Irritating on a Personal Basis is not a postmodernist critique of the politicized Evangelical movement, but rather a modernist one. The book does not take issue with the Evangelicals for being intolerant of those who deserve tolerance, but rather for demanding a particular level of tolerance of the sort that no one deserves. It does not concern itself with what we do not know about God, but rather with what we do know about James Dobson. Essentially, the book is about certainty.


For instance, one can say with certainty that no political constituency has been more vocal than that of the Evangelicals in their demands that a certain segment of the adult population be denied the legal right to marry the adults of their choice, and that this demand has been made largely on the grounds that granting such a right would lead to a higher divorce rate among the population as a whole. One can also say with certainty that the divorce rate among Evangelicals is the second-highest in the nation, behind only that of Baptists, because census figures routinely confirm this. And thus one could probably conclude with a similar degree of certainty that the greatest threat to the institution of marriage derives not from gays who wish to get married, but rather from Baptists and Evangelicals who wish to get divorced.


Similarly, one could say with certainty that an intelligent person of good taste who begins to read a book only to discover that its protagonist is called “Rayford Steele” would immediately throw the book onto the floor and run out of the room screaming and perhaps even die of some terrible brain hemorrhage. And one can say with equal certainty that the average Evangelical would do no such thing, but would instead happily read such a book and demand a dozen sequels, many of which would go on to make the New York Times bestseller list. This, after all, was the case with the Left Behind series, which follows the adventures of one Rayford Steele as he deals with the aftermath of the Rapture, the immediate  effects of which would presumably include a drop in the national divorce rate as America's Evangelicals disappear into the sky.


If the question of whether or not the Evangelical movement can stand up to any degree of scrutiny can be answered with relative certainty, these two examples, taken together, raise another set of questions that cannot be resolved with any degree of certainty at all: which is worse, the Evangelical movement's utter contempt for individual rights, or its utter disregard for good taste? Should we as a society be more concerned that a large voting bloc is looking forward to the apocalypse, or that it's looking forward to the next terrible book about the apocalypse? Is a preemptive nuclear strike on Iran more or less preferable to a porcelain angel figurine? These are difficult questions, and so this book will not attempt to answer them. 


Instead, Not Peace, But a Sword will attempt to do something quite a bit easier - it will serve as the most comprehensive indictment of the American Evangelical constituency that has ever been written. As noted more fully in the Comparative section below, such a project is less ambitious than it may sound; despite the significance of the subject matter, relatively few books have been written on the Evangelical movement as a whole, and of those, only a handful have been written in opposition to the movement, and even fewer have been written in the format of a political humor treatise.


Not Peace, But a Sword consists of six chapters, each of which deals with a particular element of the Evangelical movement, each of which in turn is illustrated by way of a particular event (in the case of the chapter on sex and marriage, for instant, this will be the Family Research Council's 2006 Liberty Sunday telecast at which Mitt Romney was the keynote speaker) or book (in the case of the chapter on the conservative Evangelical/Catholic political alliance and what it can tell us about the true priorities of both camps, this will be William Bennett's terrible tome, The De-Valuing of America). With these concrete elements serving both as points of departure and points of return, the Evangelical world view will be examined, giggled at, refuted, and then perhaps giggled at once again. 


When appropriate, some historical context will be provided, some of which will be very historical indeed. When it is described in the book how a large group of Evangelical and Catholic leaders came together in 1993 to write up a document listing what the two camps could agree upon, and that one of these items of agreement held that “[i]n, for instance, the formation of the canon of the Scriptures, and in the orthodox response to the great Christological and Trinitarian controversies of the early centuries, we confidently acknowledge the guidance of the Holy Spirit,” the author will note that each of the Ecumenical Councils to which the assembled mystics refer invariably resolved these disputes of early Christendom in favor of whatever faction it was that the sitting emperor of the Byzantine Empire himself belonged to, that many of these resulted in the exile of bishops of the losing side, that at least one council was convened in order to decide who among the exiles would be allowed to just come back and apologize, and that whereas one council pronounced the icon to be worthy of veneration, another council instead pronounced it to be demonic in nature, whereas yet another council pronounced it to be kind of bad but perhaps not quite as bad as that other council had pronounced it to be, and that even today most Christian denominations disagree regarding which of these councils are valid and which of these councils is not. The author will then conclude that it's a bit unfair to pin the blame for all of this on the Holy Spirit. 


But the majority of the historical context utilized within the book is found not 1,500 years previous to any particular incident, but instead just few months or even just a couple of minutes, the Evangelical position on any particular matter being such that one generally need not do much digging in order to find the contradictions therein. In the midst of the pre-election Mark Foley scandal, when Family Research Council president Tony Perkins writes to his followers that “[s]tory after story on the elections seem to repeat the same spin – that conservatives are too turned off to turn out the vote,” and that such “spin” is an attempt to “suppress values voters,” the author will note that Perkins himself had been claiming that “conservatives are too turned off to vote” not two days earlier on CNN when he told the nation, “I think this is a real problem for Republicans... This is going to be, I think, very harmful for Republican turnout across the country because it's inconsistent with the values that the Republicans say that they represent.” And when black Charismatic preacher Wellington Boone takes the stage at the Liberty Sunday telecast to tell the nation's gays that they have no right to claim that the persecution they have undergone is comparable to the persecution that blacks have undergone, the author will note that just two minutes before, Boone had stated approvingly that homosexuals used to be executed on the basis of Biblical law and hinted that he'd like this to be the case again, and had then added, “If you're in the closet, come out of the closet and let God deal with you and let the nation deal with you and don't hide out.” From this, the author will conclude that Boone might be well-served to read his own speeches before he delivers them, and also that Evangelicals are bad people.


Of course, it is the author's overall intention that the reader be made to conclude something similar, and also be made to further conclude, as the author has, that such a constituency is so toxic, so shameless, and so unreasonable that no respectable political organization – nor even the Republican and Democratic parties, for that matter – should cater to such a pressure group as this one, no matter how many dollars such a group can contribute to a campaign nor how many votes it can drum up each alternate November. But this point is made implicitly, rather than explicitly, and in fact the mechanics of U.S. elections and the ephemeral status quo of American political currents are not the focal point of this book. Not Peace, But a Sword is not about how to win elections. If anything, it is about how to lose them.


It should also be noted that this book is not a partisan work in the sense of advocating the cause of any particular political organization. While the last couple of decades have seen the Evangelical constituency and Republican Party coalesce to such an unprecedented extent that the two entities have become largely synonymous to many observers, this phenomenon may have recently seen its peak. And though Evangelicals and their co-fundamentalists will continue to serve as a major source of renewable energy for the GOP well into the foreseeable future, the last three years have seen a marked decrease in Republican Party identification among self-described Evangelicals as they either join Americans of all stripes in the recent trend of (R)-to-(D) migration or instead simply choose to sit out upcoming elections. Those among the latter will always remain a tempting prize for our nation's career strategists of both major parties, and so will still manage to exert their influence on policy simply by existing (and one has to admit that this really is a neat trick); the former, finding themselves in the initially unfamiliar embrace of the Democratic Party, will soon discover it to be not so unfamiliar after all. And if they look hard enough, they'll discover that one of that party's most revered Elder Statesman was formerly in the habit of hanging around with Fred Phelps, the incorrigible old Kansan of “God Hates Fags” fame who's best known today for picketing the funerals of AIDS victims and dead soldiers and, presumably, adorable kittens who strangle themselves on yarn; that said Elder Statesman would at that time not take money from gay rights organizations but was more than happy to attend fundraising events in his honor at the Phelps family compound in Topeka, of all places; that Phelps apparently provided said Elder Statesman with office space and other assistance during a 1988 senate campaign; and that said Elder Statesman appears to have even invited Phelps to the White House inaugural balls of 1993 and 1997, said Elder Statesman being Al Gore, who has yet to be called on all of this by any left-leaning publication more prominent than Mother Jones, which, of course, no one actually reads. The Evangelicals can expect to do just fine in the Democratic Party.


Not Peace, But a Sword is about more than just alternate Novembers, the Byzantine Empire, the veneration of icons, poorly-written Rapture thrillers, and strangled kittens. Above all, it is about honesty, which is to say that it is really about dishonesty, because honesty is not very interesting and at any rate does not come up very often in a book about the Evangelical movement. This is to be a very honest book about the most dishonest people in the world, and as such, it will follow a sort of three-pronged structural dictate. Of primary importance is the effort to present a picture of the subject in question which, while extremely critical, is honest, accurate, and in no way disingenuous; the author takes pains not to criticize his ideological opponents for that which he would not criticize his ideological allies. Of secondary importance is the effort to be funny, a quality which the author believes raises the value of such a work both economically and artistically, but which must not interfere with the honesty of the work. Of only tertiary importance is the effort to persuade; when an author's chief goal is to change minds at any cost, honesty and humor obviously suffer, and the result is propaganda of the most unfunny sort, of only slight appeal to a similarly slight audience consisting of those who already agree with one's position – which is to say that such a work is not persuasive at all. 


Though this principle sounds almost axiomatic when spelled out thusly, the author, being a voracious reader of both political humor and straight expository essays, believes that it is always ignored by mediocre writers, and even occasionally ignored by great writers, including some of the author's favorite political humorists and essayists. Having been swayed countless times into taking dramatically different positions over the years on the strength of honest, persuasive writing, the author believes that he has largely internalized the proper methodology of changing minds, and that his own work has achieved an unusual degree of persuasive strength as a consequence. Those who have reviewed his past work seem to share his opinion, and it is the author's hope that, upon reviewing the attached chapter samples, the prospective publisher will share it as well.





              About the Author


Barrett Brown, 26, is a freelance writer based in Brooklyn, NY. His first book, Flock of Dodos: Behind Modern Creationism, Intelligent Design, and the Easter Bunny, has been praised by Alan Dershowitz as being “in the great tradition of debunkers with a sense of humor, from Thomas Paine to Mark Twain.” Bob Cesca of The Huffington Post called it “the best book I've read in years,” although this may say more about Mr. Cesca's reading habits than it does about the quality of Brown's work. Cenk Uyger of Air America Radio's Young Turks (and formerly a member of the Federalist Society, weirdly enough) called it “brilliant,” “genius,” “smart,” and “funny,” which was certainly nice of him. Regarding the same book, Rolling Stone contributing editor and Spanking the Donkey author Matt Taibbi called him a “gifted comic,” praised him for his “amusingly violent writing style,” and expressed his desire to “tie James Dobson down and make him eat every page,” thus putting his own amusingly violent writing style on display for all to see, this time without getting fired from New York Press for doing so.


Brown's freelance work has appeared in National Lampoon, The Onion A.V. Club, McSweeney's, and dozens of other publications, ranging from literary and public policy journals to trade magazines and travel guides.






Marketing and Audience


The author brings to the table a small but measurable marketing asset: his first book, Flock of Dodos, has developed a dedicated following among those with an interest in the ongoing debate over evolution, including a few bloggers who have either read his work and championed it or who haven't yet read it but are bemused about how much it seems to have upset chief intelligent design architect William Dembski and have thus seen fit to mention the book in that context (incidentally, Dembski has vowed on his blog to “put [the author] out of business,” failing to realize that freelance writers are akin to cockroaches in terms of survivability and at any rate are not at all harmed by having moderately notable public figures repeatedly attack them on the internet). In addition, the aforementioned blurbs from Alan Dershowitz, Matt Taibbi, and the rest would help to spice up any marketing copy for Not Peace, But a Sword.


The author, being a full-time freelancer with no place to be at any given moment, is also willing and able to undergo book signings, radio interviews, and the like, as he has done in promoting his first book.


Not Peace, But a Sword is targeted at several distinct but often overlapping audiences, whom the author shall here rudely depersonalize by grouping them into numerical categories:

(I) People Who Dislike Religion, Organized or Otherwise...


... also tend to love books critical of same, particularly when written by accomplished smart-asses. They also tend to be big readers in general, compulsively lining their communal bookshelves with new releases in order that they might have something to do when not smoking marijuana with their multiple sex partners.

(II) People Who Specifically Take Issue with the Evangelical Superstructure...


... include a surprisingly large number of former Evangelicals who want to know what the hell they were doing for all those years and who these people are that have been taking their money (the author has met a couple of these sorts at past book signings), as well as liberal/progressive Evangelicals of the sort that subscribe to Sojourners. In addition, this category also includes plenty of other religious and not-so-religious types from all walks of life.

(III)  People Who Simply Enjoy Written Political Satire...


... constitute the author's primary audience; no other book-buying demographic group has been subject to a comparable level of mental starvation at the hands of the publishing world. The author does not blame publishers for this state of affairs, as publishers are all fine individuals of good breeding and impeccable grooming. The problem is that there have been only two political satire writers of real significance in the last two decades, these being P.J. O'Rourke and Al Franken. O'Rourke, in the opinion of the author, is also among the greatest essayists in American history, humorous or otherwise, but began to decline with the release of his 2001 work CEO of the Sofa (and the author does not seem to be alone in this assessment). And Franken, God bless him, has not been funny at all since 2003, which is perhaps just as well, since he's now gunning for a Senate seat anyway. The author sees an opening.







Comparative


Due to the interesting times in which we have all had the great privilege to live, an increased rate of attention has been paid to both politics and religion, politics and religion being the primary source of interesting times in general. The American Evangelical movement, having done so much to contribute to the interestingness of the times in question, has consequently found itself to be the subject of a similarly increased rate of attention. Of course, all of this has translated into the release of several notable books which the author will once again force into categories for his own nefarious ends:

I. Books By Evangelicals Who Take Issue with Some Aspect of the Evangelical Movement


... really do exist. The most notable of these is Tempting Faith: An Inside Story of Political Seduction by David Kuo, who had previously served as Deputy Director of the Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives. Actually, the only aspect of the Evangelical movement with which Kuo takes issue is its inability to acquire the funds with which the White House had promised to provide it, funds which the Evangelical movement did not deserve in the first place and which its leaders would have anyway soon blown on the public policy equivalent of magic beans. Additionally, Kuo is very astonished by two things he has learned over the last few years: (1) that a politician would promise to do something and then not do it, and (2) that people who are astonished that a politician would promise to do something and then not do it are not taken seriously by politicians. At any rate, such books as these do not fall into the niche of humorous, comprehensive indictments of the Evangelical movement (this one, contrary to its billing, was largely about Kuo himself running around Washington while being astonished by things), and thus would not constitute direct competition with Not Peace, But a Sword. 

II. Books By Anyone in which the Evangelical Movement is Described in Neutral Terms


... are rather boring and thankfully rare. The first one that comes to mind is The Jesus Machine: How James Dobson, Focus on the Family, and Evangelical America Are Winning the Culture War by  Dan Gilgoff. As Publisher's Weekly puts it, “... Gilgoff's offering makes a unique contribution: he argues that press-shy James Dobson should be regarded as the most powerful evangelical spokesman of the last decade (surpassing Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson).” Anyone who has even casually monitored the Evangelical movement knows that such a contribution is hardly unique, which is why if you Google “Dobson” and “most powerful” you will find dozens of instances in which Dobson has been referred to as such going back several years. Nor is this simply misinterpretation on the part of  PW; as Gilgoff himself put it during an NPR interview, “the whole thesis of my book [is] on how Dobson sits atop this Christian Right empire.” At any rate, Jesus Machine catalogs who's doing how much fundraising for who and for how long he's been doing it and what the money's being spent on, and is thus somewhat comprehensive but neither humorous nor an indictment.

III. Books by Anyone in which the Evangelical Movement is Attacked


... are of greater relevance to Not Peace, But a Sword. The big one at the moment is American Fascists: The Christian Right and the War on America by Chris Hedges. This is a comprehensive indictment of the entire patriarchalist-monotheist establishment – which is to say, not just reactionary Evangelicals, but also reactionary Catholics, reactionary Jews, and the occasional token reactionary Muslim – and calls a spade a spade insomuch as that it rightfully identifies this makeshift coalition as clearly fascist in its sensibilities and potentially fascist in its future political intent. Of course, the book is not humorous, which is a damned shame, and which also brings us to...

IV. Books by Anyone in which the Evangelical Movement is Attacked in an Allegedly Humorous Way


... which have been unfortunately sub-par. The most prominent of these is The Sinner's Guide to the Evangelical Right by Robert Lanham, which was advertised heavily on the liberal blogs a while back and wrongly deemed to be “funny” by many, many reviewers. The following lines are pretty representative of the style used therein: “Dobson reserves the most venom for homosexuality which he says will 'destroy the earth.' After all, even a dummy knows that the almighty Creator of the infinite universe spends 85% of his time fretting about Will and Grace and man-purses.” And: “Thou shalt wear clean underwear at all times in preparation for the rapture.” This book is, quite frankly, not very funny; nonetheless, it did very well. So if an unfunny book about Evangelicals that is supposed to be funny was so well-received, the prospective publisher can imagine how well a funny book about Evangelicals that is supposed to be funny will do. According to the author's preliminary calculations, such a book would do better.






Annotated Table of Contents


Chapter titles are tentative.

I. “Walk Not in the Council of the Wicked”


... serves as both an introductory chapter and an overview of the Evangelical infrastructure, from prominent players like Focus on the Family, Family Research Council, and the National Association of Evangelicals to such lesser-known but highly active institutions as the Traditional Values Coalition, the Moody Institute, and the American Family Association. It will also serve as an examination of certain telling aspects of Evangelical culture, including Evangelical movie reviews, advice columns, and the like.

II. Sex, Marriage, and Other Wastes of Time and Energy


... begins with a narrative description of the FRC's Liberty Sunday telecast in which the author helpfully serves as a fact checker. The Evangelical opposition to gay marriage and even gay existence is dwelled upon. Later, National Review gadfly Stanley Kurtz is mocked for his inability to do basic math, and James Dobson is made fun of for being a terrible liar. The author hosts a public policy war game in which the nation's marital problems are remedied via the semi-benevolent dictatorship of a cybernetic philosopher king.

III.  “My Hand Will Be Against the Prophets”


... examines the Evangelical predilection for prophecy and its unfortunate influence on a certain sitting presidential administration that shall remain nameless. The author uses the “Bible Code” to predict the imminent invasion of Ethiopia by Canada and talks to a prominent Rapture scholar about the imminent destruction of the world, as well as to a rabbi who disagrees that the world is facing imminent destruction but who does have some thoughts about the wider Evangelical-Jewish relationship. Prophets Herbert Armstrong, Hal Lindsay, Mark Evans, and Joel Rosenberg are handily debunked.

IV.  The Vatican's Crocodiles


... sets out to discover what's really important to the Evangelical movement by examining the terms of its de facto theological truce with the Catholics. Much of the chapter centers around William Bennett's book The De-Valuing of America, which was released under one of James Dobson's publishing imprints and which makes various nonsensical and self-contradictory claims.  

V. “When You Pray, Be Not Like the Hypocrites”


... contrasts the effectiveness of science with the effectiveness of prayer, examines the Evangelical take on “objectivity,” and briefly explores the Evangelical effort to allow students to pray in schools where they have always been allowed to pray. Such things as intelligent design are also covered, unfortunately.

VI. “Render Unto Caesar What Is Caesar's”


... is the finale chapter, and necessarily the lengthiest, as it covers a small fraction of the instances in which Evangelicals have revealed themselves to be crypto-fascist weirdos who wish to subvert the Constitution of the United States in favor of theocratic Christian Dominionism (and because this sounds alarmist, the author will remind the reader that theocratic Christian Dominionism was the rule, not the exception, for more than a millennium). The chapter centers around the FRC's three Justice Sunday telecasts but also verges into matters relating to the Senate, the Air Force, the federal judiciary, and, of course, the Byzantine Empire, which, being the most Christian of all empires, was necessarily the most byzantine as well. It will be suggested to the reader that he or she vote for candidates who are not theocratic nuts, which one might think would go without saying, but, hey, apparently not.

