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            For my darling Usha, who taught me to think on those things that are honest, just, pure, and lovely.
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            Introduction
True Witness

         
         I take my kids to church every week—well, usually. Sometimes less, sometimes more. While I hope that they will one day come
            to appreciate this family ritual, they are still at an age—nine, six, and four, respectively—where they complain. Bitterly.
            About half the time these days, we attend Mass at home, in the three-story historic mansion where we are living during my
            term as vice president. But on the Sundays we leave the house, it’s sheer chaos: Ewan unable to find his shoes, Vivek yelling,
            “Why do we even have to go to church?” and Mirabel demanding that we delay departure until after she’s had her second breakfast.
            In this, as in all things, Usha is the anchor, managing the mayhem and packing our kids off to the car. She gives me a look
            as if to say, I’m not even Catholic, I just do this because I love you. Sometimes we arrive late, trailed by an army of Secret Service agents, and heads turn away from the service to stare at us.
            I quietly apologize, wondering if the other parishioners can tell that we didn’t brush our daughter’s hair.
         

         
         Still, this is one of my favorite family rituals. Although the kids do wriggle, talk, and occasionally punch each other in the pews, I treasure the more reverent moments: Mirabel passing out couch pillows to spare our knees while we kneel (when we celebrate Mass at home); Vivek clasping his hands angelically as we pray for peace or for those afflicted by disease; Ewan bowing his head and reciting the Lord’s Prayer: “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. . . .” 

         
         An uncomfortable reality for any devout Christian is that so many people raised in the faith later fall away from it. As a
            father, I am acutely aware that my kids may cast religion away as adults. So many Christians I know are substantially less
            devout than their parents. Some no longer even call themselves Christians. In fact, that was once true of me.
         

         
         There is much to say about this. But there’s another story I want to tell, too: how a guy like me, who was raised Christian
            but considered himself an atheist for a time, came back to the faith.
         

         
         We are all searching for something in our lives. We search for truth. For meaning. For a job that gives us a sense of purpose.
            For prestige or status. For enough money to support a comfortable life—or sometimes, for too much money.
         

         
         In my case, one of the vices that animated me—looking back, probably since the earliest days of my life—was the arrogant desire
            to rise above others. In college I was obsessed with the question of social mobility. What were the odds that a person born
            in the bottom fifth of the income distribution would rise to the top fifth, or even to the middle? This question lay at the
            heart of the American Dream: Do poor kids have a chance of making it in our country? But it was also very personal for me:
            I was a poor kid, and I was desperate to make it.
         

         
         Well, now I have. I am the Vice President of the United States, among the youngest in history to hold the office. I made money in venture capital. I give my children everything I didn’t have and more. They want for nothing. They have every advantage. Yet, as I progressed through life, winning every prize society told me to win, I began to feel that, as an adult, I had lost something important that had, for all my outward disadvantages, enriched me as a kid. 

         
         A single phrase kept returning to my mind: By their fruits ye shall know them. It comes from a parable from Jesus recounted in Matthew 7:16–20:
         

         
         
            Ye shall know them by their fruits. Do men gather grapes of thorns, or figs of thistles? Even so every good tree bringeth
               forth good fruit; but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit. A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a corrupt
               tree bring forth good fruit. Every tree that bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire. Wherefore
               by their fruits ye shall know them.
            

         

         What I saw around me, and what started my journey back to my faith, was that Christianity bore the best fruit. It was the
            set of ideas and practices that generated the most good, the most truth, and the most beauty of anything I’d encountered.
            Nothing else came close.
         

         
         I don’t mean to undervalue the core of the Christian faith, that Jesus Christ is the only begotten son of God, was born of the Virgin Mary, was crucified for our sins, and rose from the dead. And along my own faith journey, I also came to realize that salvation is impossible if man fails to reconcile himself to, and find peace with, God. In 2024, I gave an interview on this topic and got some pushback from fellow Christians for talking too little about Jesus. Here’s what I said: 

         
         
            Look, I think there were a couple of things that really appealed about [Christianity] to me. . . . I was thinking about the
               big questions. . . . And when I started to think about the big things, like, what do I actually care about in my life? I really
               want to be a good husband. I really want to be a good father. I really want to be a good member of the community. I wanted
               to be a virtuous human being, in other words. That was sort of the thing that I kept on coming back to was how to be virtuous.
               And I thought the Christianity that I had discarded as a young man answered the questions about being a virtuous person better
               than the logic of the American meritocracy.*

         

         My critics were half right; there are undoubtedly better answers out there. But the truth is the truth. I eventually came to believe that Jesus Christ is in fact the only begotten son of God, but that’s not where I started. I didn’t meet Jesus on my way to Damascus. I didn’t see Him cure a blind man. But I did witness faint echoes of His teachings refracted in the world around me. I saw my dad and stepmom welcoming drug addicts into their home to detox when local hospitals had turned them away. I saw grandmothers taking care of their grandkids with divinely inspired patience. I saw normal people who—unconcerned with whether they’d ever be rich or powerful—were more content and less restless than friends in my Ivy League circles. I looked into my son’s big brown eyes and realized he didn’t need me to be rich or powerful, he just needed me to be a good dad. 

         
         In becoming a husband and a father, my world simultaneously narrowed and expanded. I began to think about virtue and vice
            and sin without having the vocabulary to understand them. And I began to see that the fruits I had reaped since discarding
            my faith were rotten. I had become, without realizing it, a striver—so focused on winning the game of life that I had neglected
            the deeper truths. Despite the material comforts of the life I’d built, my own shortcomings—my own sins—weighed on me as never
            before. It was a surprise in some respects, but it shouldn’t have been. Across my life, it was often the people of faith—the
            people I had once derided as simpletons—who seemed to have their act together. They weren’t chasing credentials. They didn’t
            care which college anyone went to. But they had something I didn’t. Their trees were bearing much better fruit.
         

         
         Around this time, a friend who happened to be a priest wrote me a thoughtful email in which he shared the idea of a true witness:

         
         
            Maybe you find the idea of a dead man rising from the dead insane, but consider this: If you believe the church’s teachings on virtue and sin, if you think Christians—however imperfectly—are on the right path, if you think the moral teachings of Jesus are both profound and true, then consider that all of these people are right about the divinity of Christ. The church doesn’t ask you to accept everything uncritically—it will accept faith the size of a mustard seed—but you must consider that a true witness won’t lead you astray. 

         

         This book is, in the end, not a work of Christian apologetics. I know that many won’t find my witness sufficient to guide
            their own paths to faith. I missed or misunderstood signs from God along my way, and there are many reasons to become a Christian
            that I won’t cover. 
         

         
         Instead, this is one man’s story. No more, no less. But I do hope that if you’re interested in Christianity, my search for
            a relevant faith will hold some value.
         

         
         The story of how I regained my faith, of course, only happened because I had lost it to begin with. The interesting question
            that hangs over this book, and over my mind, is why I ever strayed from the path. Why the Christian faith of my youth failed
            to properly take root. I’m glad I found my way back to the Church. I learned much along the way. But if you believe as I do,
            you know I’ve been fortunate and touched by God’s grace. Many people like me, once lost, never return. This is what worries
            me and so many other Christians, and it’s why I will spend so much time on what led me to discard my faith.
         

         
         I’m not a particularly sectarian person, and this is not a particularly sectarian book. As I’ll describe later, I chose to become Catholic for what I believe are good reasons. But I’m not sure I would have ever found my way back to God without the spiritual foundation I developed in a variety of Protestant churches growing up. To this day, I’m grateful for those roots and for the ferocious love of God I saw and continue to see from countless evangelical friends and family members. Some of the most rewarding conversations I’ve had about faith have been across denominational lines, and that tradition of Christian ecumenism is part of what makes our nation so great. 

         
         More broadly, I have an open spirit about specific questions of doctrine and faith. For example, some Protestant friends really
            don’t like the Catholic practice of praying to saints. They’re fine with asking a living person to say a prayer—“Please pray
            for my mother, she’s sick and needs all the help she can get”—but they draw the line at consulting dead people—“Holy Mary,
            Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death.”
         

         
         Fair enough. Maybe they’re right. I think they’re wrong. But I’m not here to settle this argument.

         
         Likewise, some Catholics feel that the Reformation weakened Christianity. I do think it’s a tragedy that the Christian Church
            is so divided in modern times. But one of the mysteries of our faith is that God works on His time, not ours. You can believe
            God will unify His children when the time is right, and we know not the day nor the hour.
         

         
         I hope that there are things each group of Christians can learn from the other. One of the things I admire about my own church
            is that fundamental questions of doctrine change very rarely, and then only after a long and arduous process involving many
            ecclesiastical authorities. This makes Catholicism feel more stable, which appeals to a number of young converts I’ve spoken
            to who are overwhelmed by the chaos of modern life and who crave a deeper sense of communion with others—but also with the
            traditions of their faith.
         

         
         By the same token, I’ve never felt more welcomed in my life than I did when I walked into a Southern Baptist or Pentecostal church as a kid. I have encouraged priests I know to go to an evangelical service to see what I mean. Besides the amazing music, I promise you’ll find people who invite you to coffee or to their house for a meal, or encourage you to come back next Sunday. Evangelicals are extraordinarily good at fostering the kind of community that sustains believers. 

         
         For me—and for all of us Christians—it’s about Jesus. If you believe Jesus is the son of God and rose from the dead on the
            third day, you’re on the right track.
         

         
         To summarize this book: I’m a Christian, and I became a Christian because I believe that Jesus Christ’s teachings are true.
            But I didn’t always think that, and by sharing my journey I might be helpful to others—Catholic, Protestant, or otherwise—who
            are seeking reconciliation with God.
         

         
         I hope and pray that I’m right. With a spirit of humility, I ask that you pin the shortcomings of this book on the man who
            wrote it, not the faith that inspired it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
What’s the Matter with JD Vance?

         
         Some years ago, I was driving through rural Indiana with a teenaged family friend, Wesley, when he shared that his mom had
            recently tried to commit suicide. Or at least that’s what he feared had happened. He wondered whether she had actually meant to finish the deed.
         

         
         “I don’t even think you can overdose on that kind of drug,” he said, more to himself than to me.

         
         I knew, from personal experience, exactly the type of internal deliberation he was having—the hope that someone he loved wasn’t
            so sick that she had tried to end her life versus the unsettling suspicion that she was. It is impossible in those moments
            to separate fact from feeling, to accept reality when that reality strikes at the heart of your life.
         

         
         Our conversation eventually turned to God and religion. Wesley, like me and so many of his generation, had grown up in a church with few institutional roots. His pastor was articulate and caring, and the services had a certain evangelical thrill: modern music, thunderous sermons, and the occasional speaking in tongues. His church had no formal affiliation with any defined theology, proudly declaring itself “nondenominational.” It was entirely the creation of its pastor. By the time Wesley hit adolescence, its superficial appeal had waned. Church became a chore, something he attended only when other people made him. And now, at this moment of personal crisis, as he grasped for meaning and understanding, he found nothing useful in the faith he’d grown up around. 

         
         “My grandma tells me that this is all part of God’s plan and that He’ll take care of everything,” he said sarcastically. “And
            when I tell her that God hasn’t done anything, that if He could fix everything, why put us in this mess in the first place,
            she doesn’t have a good answer. ‘Humans mess things up, and God makes them right again,’ she says. I’m sorry, that’s the stupidest
            thing I’ve ever heard. I get that bad things happen to everyone, I’m fine with that. But the idea that God never messes anything
            up, that humans mess things up and then He comes in and fixes them, doesn’t make any sense.”
         

         
         As Wesley talked, I heard echoes of my own deliberations over God when I was about his age. He was dealing with pain and sorrow,
            and he had no patience for the idea that God had nothing to do with his hardships. To pin everything on humans was a cop-out.
         

         
         He then said something that might have come from my own mouth back then: “I still believe in God,” Wesley told me. “But I
            just don’t think He has any relevance to my life right now.”
         

         
         I felt compelled to respond. Yet every thought that came into my head seemed inadequate, and I worried that yet another trite reassurance from an adult would merely confirm Wesley’s worst suspicions about his faith. 

         
         So I kept my mouth shut.

         
         

         My own crisis of faith began, ironically enough, with the death of the woman whose life had taught me the most about Christian
            love and virtue. My Mamaw loved Jesus. She read the Bible every day. She scribbled daily prayers—often requests that God see
            her family through crisis—on napkins and stored them near her bedside. Whenever I screwed up in school or mistreated my sister,
            Lindsay, she reminded me that the Lord demanded better of me. But Mamaw hardly fit the stereotype of a sweater-knitting, kindly
            old grandmother, and her faith wasn’t always, well, perfectly consistent with her own religious upbringing. She loved to say
            the f-word, and when she died she owned nineteen loaded handguns. Mamaw’s God suited her: loving and forgiving, but tough,
            demanding, and possibly packing.
         

         
         Thanks to the chaos of my home and my parents’ absenteeism, I spent much of my childhood with Mamaw. We spoke often about theology. Our conversations escalated in complexity and sophistication as I grew, but she willingly engaged me even when I was very young. When I was about seven, after my great-uncle’s funeral, I asked Mamaw about the concept of a soul and how a person could possibly go to heaven when his lifeless body was trapped underground in a coffin. After some back-and-forth, I settled on an analogy that betrayed our mutual love of firearms. 

         
         “So the soul is like the bullet, and the body is like the casing? And God shoots off the bullet to heaven but the casing gets
            trapped here on earth?” I asked.
         

         
         She considered the question for a bit, not wanting to lead me astray. “Well, goddamnit, I guess it is like that.”

         
         Mamaw was many things, but she was not especially patient. Yet when I asked about the Lord, she had all the time in the world.

         
         Our family attended church very rarely. Our faith was amorphous, tied to family and oral traditions and not to institutional
            orthodoxy. Mamaw loved Billy Graham but hated most other televangelists, whom she saw as little more than faith profiteers.
            Yet we watched their broadcasts regularly. She had special contempt for the faith healers, who allegedly cured their congregants
            with a kiss or a touch or even a hard exhale. One in particular—a man named Benny Hinn—would wave his hand flamboyantly, often
            making a guttural noise or screaming, and entire rows of his followers would fall over as if they’d been hit by an especially
            potent dose of the Holy Spirit.
         

         
         We’d watch this in amazement, me wondering whether it was real and Mamaw wondering how the hell anyone fell for it. “They’re
            all crazy,” she’d say, a little stunned by the spectacle. “And he’s an effing crook.”
         

         
         Mamaw had good instincts. We’d later learn that Hinn had made millions off his followers, despite scant evidence of healing caused by his intercession. One woman, for instance, was so certain that he had cured her lung cancer that she ceased visiting her oncologist. She later succumbed to her illness. (Interestingly, Hinn recanted some of his teachings years later.) 

         
         Occasionally, when Mom decided we needed to “get religion,” we’d find ourselves at church. Or sometimes I was the catalyst:
            I had internalized Mamaw’s religious teaching, but I hungered for something a little more communal than watching people on
            TV or discussing the Bible through ballistics analogies.
         

         
         Mamaw rarely joined me. “I’m too old and sick,” she’d protest.

         
         But she seemed to enjoy herself when she did go. She really liked one pastor in particular, an older man who had recently
            started a church not far from our house in Middletown, Ohio. Mamaw thought he was a good man, and she rarely missed the mark
            on character judgments. But we only went a few times, and the pews were mostly empty.
         

         
         When I was growing up, the churches we attended seemed closely aligned with the Republican Party’s social conservatism. I
            heard a fair amount about the evils of abortion and homosexuality. President Bill Clinton’s extramarital conduct hadn’t yet
            reached crisis proportions, but his rumored moral failings concerned us. We shared the sense that the country had become less
            moral, or at least less ashamed. “Kennedy was a man whore,” my grandmother told me. “But at least he didn’t flaunt it like
            modern politicians do.”
         

         
         This was my first introduction to the fusion between Republican politics and the Christianity of my youth, a trend long in the making. Scholars differ on how this relationship became such an important part of American society. In the 1970s, a war broke out in the Southern Baptist Convention—the country’s largest Protestant denomination—between theological moderates and conservatives. The conservatives eventually gained the upper hand, forcing the moderates from major positions of leadership. Around the same time, conservative evangelicals of all stripes explicitly changed their approach to politics and formed movements like Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority to actively infuse Christian beliefs into politics. In the Reagan years of my early childhood and beyond, leaders like Falwell and James Dobson came to define the religious right, pulling social conservatism into the center of national life and driving a generational realignment in our politics. 

         
         Yet most of what I encountered at church during these years had a decidedly apolitical flavor. In 2024, nearly 90 percent
            of weekly churchgoing white evangelicals voted for Donald J. Trump over Kamala Harris.* The congregations of my youth were far more politically diverse.
         

         
         During one Sunday school class—at Miltonville Baptist Church, which my mother and I briefly joined—we analyzed part of the
            Book of Exodus, which narrates the plight of Hebrew slaves in Egypt. When Pharaoh threatens to murder the Hebrew children,
            God instead takes the lives of Egypt’s firstborn sons. The lesson—and the lively debate that followed—centered on the defensibility
            of God’s conduct. Eventually, our teacher settled the matter (at least for himself) by telling us that the dead Egyptian children
            had surely gone immediately to heaven.
         

         
         Another week, the sermon discussed different versions of the Bible and why good Christians ought to stick with the King James Version—not the watered-down New King James Version or the much-loathed New International Version. I never quite understood why our church found these more modern versions wanting. 

         
         Over the years, we spent some time in a “nondenominational” church. We spent some time in a Pentecostal church. And we spent
            most of our time in different Baptist churches—generally affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention. All the churches
            we attended fit broadly within the conservative Protestant tradition. I didn’t know then about the various theological differences
            between these churches. Nor did I know of the host of mainline Protestant denominations whose teachings aligned more closely
            with the American Left than the Right. I knew Catholics existed, mostly because my aunt—Mom’s sister—had married one. But
            I didn’t appreciate that anything besides worship style distinguished one church from another. Different denominations seemed
            generally to believe the same things, but the Catholics kneeled more and the Pentecostals had better music.
         

         
         Though I lived with Mamaw for much of my youth, and consequently spent long stretches back in Eastern Kentucky with her, I
            rarely saw the inside of a church there. Sometimes Mamaw’s younger sister Rose took me to her church, but Mamaw never went.
            Even the full gospel church she had attended as a child—which stood just a few steps from her childhood home—she now refused
            to enter. But it wasn’t because she felt it was corrupt or too obsessed with money, like the televangelists she loathed. “I
            think the man who runs it now is a pervert,” she told me.
         

         
         I hadn’t quite picked up on the fact that Mamaw’s views deviated from the teachings of the churches we occasionally attended. When she disagreed with a pastor or congregant at one of these churches, it usually rested on some difference in emphasis or tone. Mamaw thought the theory of evolution was bogus because it contradicted the most literal reading of Genesis, but she didn’t mind that people disagreed with her. Unlike most Christians I knew, Mamaw believed that abortion was an individual moral matter and should remain legal. She felt that the government had no business involving itself in such a personal decision. 

         
         “I don’t care much for drinking, either,” she’d tell me when I pushed back. “But I don’t think it ought to be illegal.”

         
         Her views rested on a type of pragmatic social libertarianism, not on theological or moral grounds.

         
         Mamaw seemed much more interested in questions of personal morality than in church attendance. To her, God was deeply concerned
            with my individual conduct. To slack off at school was to squander my God-given abilities. To mistreat my sister was a failure
            of both family loyalty and Christian duty.
         

         
         She walked me through her thoughts as the people she loved struggled with alcohol and gambling addictions. The Book of Numbers
            says that God punishes children for the sins of the fathers. Our pastors often treated this as an abstract concept about the
            nature of cosmic punishment and divine justice. For Mamaw, the passage had much more immediate implications: Drunks and cheats
            didn’t just ruin their own lives, they corrupted their families. She had seen this in her community, her neighborhood, and
            her own family.
         

         
         Mamaw’s husband, my Papaw, had much less influence on how I thought about God. I can’t recall him ever mentioning his faith. When I took it upon myself at age eleven to read the Bible cover to cover, he congratulated me. It was a largely unintelligible exercise for a child with little formal religious training—much of the Old Testament simply recites genealogy—and I couldn’t tell whether his pride owed more to my perseverance or to his own religious sentiment. 

         
         Shortly before Papaw died, Mom welcomed my biological father back into my life. Her timing was perfect, as Papaw had been
            my only real male role model up to that point. I hadn’t spent much time with my dad before then, but his religious faith figured
            prominently in my imagination. I knew he was a “Holy Roller,” as Mamaw said, which I took to mean that his church resembled
            what we saw on TV. But I knew little else about his faith, or about the man himself, for that matter.
         

         
         I soon learned that despite the awful things I’d heard about him, my dad was more complex than Mom and Mamaw gave him credit
            for. He was a man of deep faith, attending church at least once per week with his wife and my stepsiblings. He worked hard
            in construction. He swore that he had never wanted to abandon me but was forced to by our family dynamics. Years of separation
            complicated our new relationship, but I wanted to know my father and he felt the same way about me, so we began to spend more
            time together.
         

         
         With Dad, I had a home church for the first time. I saw him mostly on the weekends, so we spent Sundays together at his church.
            The rocking music and charismatic displays never matched my style, but I devoured every word from the articulate pastor. I
            sometimes felt as if I was the only congregant to appreciate the sermons more than the music.
         

         
         Dad’s church offered something I had sorely missed: a real community of believers. When Dad fell on hard times and needed a car, his church collected money to buy him a used van. Mamaw may not have loved everything about my new church, but she seemed to appreciate that it offered something I needed. Instead of asking her my questions, I now had trained pastors to field them. 

         
         I learned many good things. I learned that God loved us, that He demanded our best but would forgive our worst. I learned
            that community was important, both in how we worshiped the divine and in how we supported one another here on earth. And many
            of the church’s best teachings were implicit. It was in Dad’s church, for example, where I first saw black and white and brown
            people worshiping together, all genuinely part of the same faith community.
         

         
         In Dad’s church, religious and political conservatism were more explicitly linked. It was the late 1990s, and President Clinton’s
            scandals and trials had barely dented his popularity. Yet the church’s pastor advised against voting for Democrats. Their
            liberal views on abortion and other social issues remained a third rail, no matter how good the stock market might be.
         

         
         As politically oriented as Dad’s church could be, the politics were complicated in ways that didn’t fit the prevailing sociological
            narrative: that the heartland’s predominantly religious middle and working classes voted against their economic interests
            by sharing a political coalition with the wealthy. This was the thesis of the popular book What’s the Matter with Kansas?. The reality I encountered on the ground was a little more complex.
         

         
         For starters, the congregation at Dad’s church understood they had a Christian obligation to serve the poor, and they took
            it to heart. It was the church that put on Christmas toy drives and hosted weekly soup kitchens. For all my later questions
            and doubts about my faith, I rarely encountered people who didn’t care deeply about Christian charity.
         

         
         Besides that, the Christians I encountered were self-aware about the limits of politics and the complexities of their own coalition. They weren’t as distracted by social issues as they were aware that social issues—and liberals’ unwillingness to budge on them—forced an uneasy compromise. 

         
         Importantly, they recognized that they had landed in a political coalition that didn’t always share their interests or values.
            My stepmother hadn’t voted for a Democrat in years, but when I asked her about her politics at breakfast one day, she was
            clear-eyed: “Republicans don’t care about working people, it’s that simple. Like my dad always said”—her father was a longtime
            union man—“Republicans are for the rich. But if you give me a choice between a party that stands for the rich and a party
            that refuses to stand for the unborn, I know my choice.” Her complaints about Republicans echoed Mamaw’s, who addressed the
            tension by simply refusing to vote at all.
         

         
         I heard similar sentiments whenever I asked others about politics. Most voted against Democrats but had no illusions about
            their own party.
         

         
         Over time, however, these coalitions started to unravel. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was starting to witness the
            beginning of a fissure in the Republican Party: between its business elites and its religious rank and file. This fissure
            would, decades later, manifest itself powerfully in our politics—and in a roundabout way, eventually lead to my election as
            vice president.
         

         
         In the mid-1990s, a wave of prophetic theory was sweeping through American evangelical churches. Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins’s
            blockbuster Left Behind books told the story of an impending apocalypse and were wildly popular in Dad’s church. One old woman told me that I had handsome eyes, which might earn me a beautiful wife if the Lord didn’t come before I was old enough to marry. 

         
         A family member purchased the popular televangelist John Hagee’s Prophecy Study Bible, which fused Hagee’s prophetic theory with relevant passages from the New King James Bible. I watched telecasts by Hagee
            and Hal Lindsey, another famous apocalypse theorist. I became convinced that the world would end in 2007, at the latest.
         

         
         In Dad’s church I also encountered a skepticism of modern science that was new to me. If I must believe, as a matter of faith,
            that God created the Earth six thousand years ago, then I couldn’t believe that the universe was billions of years old, or
            that evolution had produced man in his modern form over hundreds of millions of years. Much of what I learned in science class
            was not just false, according to this way of thinking, but a direct assault on faith. Dad’s church taught me that American
            culture was waging a war against our faith. The “War on Christmas”—from lawsuits against nativity displays to the familiar
            abbreviation Xmas—figured prominently in sermons and conversations. I once returned to Mamaw’s house after a weekend with Dad and confidently
            informed her that it was offensive to replace Christ with an X. (Only years later did I learn that the X is in fact a stand-in for the Chi-Rho, an early symbol for Jesus, and that Christians have been abbreviating the name of
            the holiday as Xmas for well over a millennium.)
         

         
         The Christian faith I’d developed by the time I was fifteen was adversarial: disengaged from mainstream culture, even terrified
            of it. I began to expect assaults on my faith, whether from teachers at school or from the books I read. When the first Harry Potter book was published right after my fourteenth birthday, it earned my fellow churchgoers’ ire. We hadn’t read it, but we were
            entirely convinced it contained real Satanic rituals and that its popularity was direct evidence of the devil’s influence
            on our culture. I worried whether my own favorite books, the similarly fantastical Lord of the Rings, passed Christian muster, but there was enough debate among the congregation that I felt comfortable keeping my copies. I
            also liked classic rock, but I discarded my most offensive CDs (like Black Sabbath) and hid my Led Zeppelin albums.
         

         
         During my high school years, I developed new political views. In my family, we had been blue-collar, union Democrats for as
            long as anyone could recall. We believed Republicans were the party of the rich. Yet I began to worry that the things Democrats
            had done to help us poor people weren’t succeeding. Our neighbor received support from a variety of government programs, but
            she seemed unhappy and remained in dire circumstances. Like Mamaw, I wasn’t ideologically opposed to government help; I just
            didn’t think the help being offered was doing much good. Nor did I think conservatives had all the answers; I just thought
            their criticisms were fair. In that sense, my political affiliation was oppositional—based in criticism of what hadn’t worked,
            not in a vision of what would.
         

         
         Though my politics hadn’t come from my religion, my religion did offer my politics a nice home. I graduated high school in
            2003 and enlisted in the Marines. The Iraq War had just started, and George W. Bush was president, with sky-high approval
            ratings. Religious conservatives like me felt a certain triumphalism about politics. The Left Behind books reflected this moment, replacing an old, immoral fictional president with a new, pious one. Even in this fictional account of Armageddon, our affinity for a president who had once answered “Christ” as his favorite philosopher shone through. 

         
         When I left for boot camp, I felt entirely comfortable in my Christianity and my conservative politics, which seemed to meld
            together.
         

         
         

         And yet: My life had not been easy. I had watched addiction ravage my family and nearly bankrupt my grandparents. I had experienced
            emotional and physical abuse at home. I had seen my mother arrested. I had lied to Child Services and the local courts to
            keep our family together. I had lost my beloved Papaw, the most important man in my life.
         

         
         The future would bring much worse. It would bring more addiction and death. It would bring poverty and a sense of hopelessness.
            It would bring war and feelings of guilt that I was abandoning my family to fight for our country. It would bring intellectual
            and scientific challenges to the foundation of my faith. The faith I’d developed in Mamaw’s house and my father’s church was
            no match for these challenges. I wasn’t prepared for them, and I did not have the spiritual and intellectual tools to negotiate
            them. The irony of my adversarial faith from that period is that I did, in the years to come, experience a spiritual war.
            But the battles weren’t about bad politicians or modern science or children’s books, they were about real people as their
            lives fell apart.
         

         
         

         The first seeds of doubt appeared in 2005, as I prepared to leave for Iraq, where the war was taking a negative turn. Every time I spoke with Mamaw, I could hear her distress over my impending deployment. She had long been physically frail, but she had never been emotionally needy. And I sensed that the rest of my family felt the same way she did. 

         
         The past few years had been tough on us. Mamaw had protected me from the worst of my mom’s addiction, but it was impossible
            to hide entirely. The same was true of Mamaw’s deteriorating health and worsening financial situation. I had never felt rich
            as a child, but real poverty had hit us only briefly during my early years. That changed during high school, as Mamaw went
            from being my primary to my sole caregiver. And though, as a Marine, I was no longer a financial burden on her, I was certainly
            still an emotional one.
         

         
         One day, Mamaw called to tell me that she couldn’t afford her health care. She was an incredibly proud woman, so the fact
            that she had asked me for help meant she was truly desperate. I shouldn’t have been surprised, of course. It was inevitable:
            Mamaw had barely enough money to support herself until she died. Having a teenage boy to clothe and feed had stressed her
            resources well past the breaking point, even with some help from other members of our family.
         

         
         I was struck by the contrast between what was happening in our lives and the political issue that most animated church communities at that time: the fate of Terri Schiavo. Schiavo, a beautiful young woman, had survived a heart attack but sustained injuries that left her in a vegetative state. Her husband sought to remove her feeding tube, against her parents’ wishes. Conservative Christians sprang into action to prevent the tube’s removal. The case raised a host of moral and ethical issues that entangled even the president of the United States and the governor of Florida. Eventually, the feeding tube was pulled and Schiavo died. 

         
         I shared the view that we ought to err on the side of life in a case like Schiavo’s. But, to my younger self, the passion
            behind the Schiavo fight, juxtaposed with the problems in my life, laid bare how the church I loved seemed to prioritize faraway
            controversies over the everyday needs of our community. As tragic as Schiavo’s case was, it seemed like a genuinely freak
            occurrence in a world filled with overlooked tragedy. It felt to me like our pastors spoke in abstractions about family values,
            while glossing over the divorce and family instability that had wrecked my family and community. They worried about the unborn,
            but ignored the abuse, neglect, and struggles in homes like mine.
         

         
         When I look back on this period, I feel ashamed at my lack of charity. The idea that faith leaders cared more about Terri
            Schiavo than about their congregants is absurd. Chalk it up to the petulance of youth. But emphasis matters, and the church’s
            emphasis didn’t speak to me in my moment of crisis.
         

         
         I had been helping Mamaw with her bills for only a couple of months when my sister called to tell me Mamaw’s lung had collapsed and that she was unresponsive. She died a week later, and after her funeral, I drove back to my Marine Corps base in North Carolina. The weight of the world seemed to bear down on me; my mind raced so quickly that I sat in silence throughout the ten-hour drive—no music, no phone calls, no nothing. Instead, I thought about things. About my mother, and whether she’d seek shelter from grief in addiction, as she’d done before. About my sister, and whether she’d survive that storm without Mamaw, our emotional rock, there to steady her. About my sister’s three little kids, and whether the past she had worked so hard to shield them from might crash down upon them like a hurricane. About my aunt, now forced by circumstance to become the family matriarch that Mamaw had been. 

         
         I felt like I was leaving my family to fight a spiritual war without my help, and I knew that my departure for Iraq would
            compound the trauma of Mamaw’s loss. I felt a strange combination of guilt over abandoning my family and fear of what lay
            ahead.
         

         
         I told myself, JD, you’re not an infantryman. The odds that you’ll be hurt are slim. Just go over there, do your job, make them proud, and
               then you can fix this when you come home.

         
         But as I drove, I still didn’t really believe it.

         
         

         I was on my way back to the base after the funeral, deep in the heart of Virginia’s share of the Appalachian Mountains, when
            I came around a corner and lost control of my car. It had been raining lightly, and some combination of speed, slickness,
            and bad luck sent me hurtling toward a guardrail. If a car had been coming in the other direction, I’d have been dead. But
            my more immediate fear was that I would hit the guardrail and go tumbling over the side of the mountain.
         

         
         I had no control and no expectation that I’d stop. Maybe the guardrail will do its job, I thought. But the speed was too great, and my most realistic hope in that instant was that I’d survive the fall over the
            mountain.
         

         
         What happened next is the closest I’ve ever come to a supernatural experience.

         
         I just stopped.

         
         Right before hitting the guardrail, the car came to a complete, restful halt. Something stopped it—something beyond my comprehension
            or control. I didn’t even feel the jerk of the seat belt. To this day, I have no way of explaining it.
         

         
         I am suspicious of anyone who’s had an experience that defies the laws of physics. And of course it’s possible that those
            same laws explain what happened. Perhaps I wasn’t going as fast as it felt in the moment. Maybe some freak gust of wind slowed
            my car. I don’t know. 
         

         
         Regardless, I felt shaken. I had no idea what to make of it at the time, and I don’t think I could tell you exactly what it
            means now. But what I can say is that even during my later years as a strident atheist, the experience sat there inconveniently
            in the back of my mind. It was as if it existed to annoy me, to challenge the confidence I had in the laws of the universe
            and the idea that I sat firmly—and alone—in life’s driver’s seat. To this day, every time I think of that moment and the way
            the car came to a rest, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
         

         
         

         Back on base, Mamaw’s death surfaced many issues that had nagged at me before but now seemed to overwhelm me. I remained a conservative Christian, with all the views on the social issues of the day that you’d expect. Yet the political issues that most animated the faithful were tangential to the problems in my community and family. Looking back, I wonder how much my feeling of disconnect came from the loss of my church community when I moved to North Carolina. I had TBN—the Trinity Broadcasting Network—but was otherwise all alone. 

         
         In July 2005, just months after Mamaw died, news came that we would deploy to Iraq sooner than expected, in early August.
            August 2, 2005, would be my twenty-first birthday, and my aunt had made plans for a family trip: a birthday excursion and
            a send-off. Whenever the thought of Mamaw’s death had made me want to crawl into my bed and never leave, the promise of this
            trip had sustained me. I’d get to see my family, celebrate with them, and share some Mamaw stories before I left for Iraq.
            But now, because of the call to move up our deployment, it wouldn’t happen.
         

         
         I sat in my barracks room, alone, feeling for the first time in my life that I had nowhere to turn. I was afraid of what might
            happen in Iraq, but most of all, I felt guilty. Guilty that I was in North Carolina as my family figured out what to do with
            Mamaw’s house. Guilty that Mom had once again descended into addiction without me there to help her. Guilty that my sister
            had to handle all of this alone. I didn’t want to talk to my Marine Corps buddies about how I felt, not because they were
            bad guys, but because I simply didn’t know how to bare my emotions to a group of relative strangers. I had only ever allowed
            myself to be vulnerable around one person—Mamaw—and now she was gone.
         

         
         And where was the Church? Just before I left for Iraq, I attended a service at my sister’s church. The sermon that Sunday
            focused on the end times and why every person present must be prepared for the Second Coming of Christ.
         

         
         I sat there in a silent rage. I looked around at the churchgoers, happy families and elderly couples and children bored out of their minds.
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