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If the Christian faith is truly supernatural, why is it not more evident in the lives of so many Christians I know? 

			– An unnamed Hindu to Ravi Zacharias.1  
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			Foreword

			“I promise I will leave no stone unturned in my pursuit of truth.” - Ravi Zacharias, April 2018 at RZIM.org

			I stumbled upon Ravi Zacharias in early 2015 as part of my ongoing attempt to stay informed about the best and the brightest defenders of the Christian faith. His impeccable credentials, which included multiple doctoral degrees as well as positions at Oxford and Cambridge, impressed me greatly. This man had the expertise to ruffle my skeptical worldview. 

			He also had a fondness for quoting G.K. Chesterton on truth and was himself on record time and again standing for propositions like “nothing is as important as truth”2 and “compromising the truth is a serious blunder.”3 Ravi Zacharias was as honest as he was qualified. I wanted to learn more about him and how he defended his religious views.

			My investigation took me on a most unanticipated three year journey to the dark underbelly of the Christian business world. In peeling back each layer of this charming preacher I uncovered new depths of perfidy. Ravi, it turned out, had lied for decades about his academic credentials. He had also landed himself in federal litigation over an online affair that he threatened suicide to cover up. To make matters worse, he settled that lawsuit on terms that require his victim to remain silent forever. 

			Most troubling was the fact that Ravi’s colleagues in Christian publishing, education and ministry had long known about his many deceptions but did not seem to care. The Christian apologist and professor, Dr. John Stackhouse, told Christianity Today in December of 2017 that evangelicals have “quietly mentioned” Ravi’s questionable credential claims for decades.4 For some reason it took an unregenerate to cry foul. 

			Things got ugly quickly. In the summer of 2015, after Ravi’s ministry stopped responding to my inquiries about Cambridge, I began the piecemeal process of sharing my findings with the public. Ravi’s followers were not happy. And they fought back with a curiously recurring theme: they had nothing to say about my allegations, but much to say about my hating God. 

			In a thoughtful world we would not let messenger motives undermine the message. Sadly, that is not our world. So, for what it’s worth, here goes. I actually do not hate God, nor do I hate religion. And although I do not believe there is a God to hate (or to love) I know many brilliant scholars who think I am demonstrably wrong about this. This works as a check against excessive skeptical cockiness on my part. When I find myself rolling my eyes at a religious claim I will often stop to ask myself “WWAPD?” (“What would Alvin Plantinga do?”) The knowledge that I could be wrong about religion is what led me to Ravi Zacharias. 

			Those who view my Ravi work as just another skeptic wanting to take down an effective man of God will perhaps not notice that I speak no ill of the N.T. Wrights, Peter van Inwagens, Eleonore Stumps and Anselm Ramelows of the world. These Christian scholars do not need fake credentials and sophomoric sleight-of-hand arguments to defend their religion. They are the real deal. Ravi Zacharias isn’t. 

			I am struck by the frequency with which Ravi’s defenders insist that he has responded thoroughly to the sex and credential fraud allegations. He has not. As this book goes to print, Ravi has not publicly commented on the suicide threat he made to cover up his online affair. Nor has he explained the false claims he made for many years about Cambridge, Oxford and Alliance Theological Seminary. He has also failed to address his decades long resistance to using the word “honorary” when telling the world about his doctorate degrees. His ministry, for its part, evaded questions about hush money payments. The fact is that, far from facing the allegations, Ravi has been evasive, crafty and dishonest in his response to the growing pile of evidence of misconduct on his part. And although his evasion is in the public record his defenders still claim that he has “put to rest” all these troubling matters.5  One cannot but wonder what this says about the ability of many evangelical Christians to process unpleasant information.  

			I wrote this book for two reasons. First, and uncontroversial, if Christians want to compete in the marketplace of ideas they must do so without resorting to false pretenses. Ravi Zacharias has too long been an imposter in the hallowed dialogue between skeptics and the religious. His shortcut-to-certainty mindset has fueled what Biola’s Craig Hazen calls the “growth industry” of Christian apologetics, which I consider a dangerous (though probably fun) exercise in dumbing down complexity. A Zacharias Academy certificate (or a Biola Master’s Degree in Christian Apologetics, for that matter) might teach you to win a verbal bar fight, but if you wish to go up against a true martial artist, or simply to find an honest intellectual peace, you must spend decades in the temple. Ravi’s greatest intellectual sin has not been his dishonesty but his shallowness. There is a rich discussion underway between committed scholars on all sides of the God issues. Ravi Zacharias muddies the water with his pretended expertise. May this book nudge him aside with speed.  

			Second, a theological point. I consider it fair fighting to suggest that if Christianity were true, Christians would be different. The religion’s official documents speak mightily of the sanctifying power of the blood of Jesus. This is one of the few testable claims Christianity makes. If being a “new creature” in Christ means anything, it means being significantly different from us old creatures. If Jesus really sanctifies we should see more than mere anecdotes about lost wretches getting found; we should see vast differences between God, Inc. and Tobacco, Inc. 

			A Hindu once asked Ravi “If the Christian faith is truly supernatural, why is it not more evident in the lives of so many Christians I know?”6 Perhaps this heathen had a premonition about something that is now more widely known; Ravi Zacharias’s secret life is a counterexample to the message of his public life. Of course, a single failure of a miracle drug does not make it snake oil. But when the industry leaders who push the miracle drug do not bother taking it, or they take it to no effect, critics are not unreasonable to view that as weighing against the miraculousness of the drug. 

			In this book we shall see that significant parts of the Christian business world (here I refer to seminaries, colleges, evangelical organizations, churches and publishers) have not manifested the newness that the religion of their livelihoods promises. To what extent that undermines the truth of the world’s biggest religion is, I submit, a legitimate point for discussion.  

			Thoughtful readers will spare me the “Christians aren’t perfect, just forgiven” straw man. No skeptic worth her salt considers the absence of perfect Christians to be evidence against the truth of the religion. The claim is, rather, that if Christianity were true, Christians would be noticeably different around the things that matter, like money and integrity in business. They aren’t. Therefore, . . .

			Whatever one thinks of my theological point, the machinations of Ravi Zacharias and the response of Christian business interests to these provide us a valuable learning opportunity. It is my privilege now to share the results of my three year investigations of “the great apologist of our time”7 and of those who enable him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: A Shattered Facade

			“Are you going to tell him it’s me?” - Ravi Zacharias to Lori Anne Thompson on October 29, 2016. (Appendix 2.)

			A lifetime of public ministry will never reveal as much about the character of evangelist Ravi Zacharias as do the eight words he penned at 4:38 p.m. on October 29, 2016. The man known as “the great apologist of our time” had been a pretender for thirty five years. He was about to get caught.

			In 2014 Ravi Zacharias began having an online relationship with a married Canadian woman. While at times I use the word “affair” to describe the relationship, this is only a matter of shorthand. The power imbalance between Ravi and Lori Anne Thompson likely made the dynamic more of a manipulative “grooming” process by the wealthy celebrity. Fortunately, we need not speculate about this. We know that the relationship soon turned sexual. Ravi requested and began receiving sexual photos from Lori Anne. When the pangs of conscience overtook her she informed him by email that the relationship was over. That night she would tell her husband.8

			Ravi panicked and sent Lori Anne the two emails that will become his most lasting legacy. The renowned preacher who traveled the world railing against atheist immorality told Ms. Thompson in writing that if she took the step that was so necessary to healing her marriage he would kill himself. That was October, 2016. 

			On the afternoon of November 28, 2017, I informed Ravi and his ministry that I had acquired a copy of his suicide threat. The next morning I received an email from a source I did not recognize. The subject was “look out”. I opened it and saw these words: “They are coming for you and u need to tell whoever is your source that also.” 9   

			Ravi may have had nothing to do with this threat. But he had good reason to panic. His life was, by all accounts, an impressive tale of success. Since graduating from seminary in 1976 he had built a vast empire of evangelical organizations bearing his name. His flagship entity, Ravi Zacharias International Ministries (RZIM), had offices in 16 countries and in 2016, the year of his suicide threat, brought in $42,000,000 in donations.10 He was an award winning author with some twenty books to his credit and more on the way. His weekly radio show reached more than 2000 outlets. Ravi was also about to open yet another eponymous ministry, The Zacharias Institute, which he promised donors would be the “leading apologetics center in the world.”11  

			Ravi’s assures us that his habit of naming supposedly Christ-focused organizations after himself had nothing to do with ego. Perhaps he was a little uncomfortable with the optics of it all for he tells us in his memoirs how RZIM got its name:

			I had proposed a different name for the ministry other than my own name, but after everyone pondered it overnight, they advised, “No, Ravi, so much has happened with people in ministry having gone astray. If you give this ministry your name, it will stand up behind your integrity, or fall with the lack of it.”12

			Ravi’s suicide emails to Lori Anne Thompson were not the only things that threatened to make the falling part of that prophecy come true. It had already been a dangerous eighteen months of dodging reputational bullets for the evangelist regarded by so many as God’s best line of defense against the secular onslaught in the academy. In May of 2015 we learned that “Dr. Zacharias” had employed misleading language in his official bio to conceal the fact that he had no academic doctorates. The next month the University of Cambridge confirmed that he had never been a “visiting scholar” at their institution, a claim he had widely made in writings and lecturers. The University of Oxford then confirmed that Ravi’s claims to have been a professor and “an official lecturer” at their institution were false. 

			It kept coming. In early 2017 Cambridge confirmed that the professor Ravi said he studied quantum physics under in 1990, John Polkinghorne, had not taught physics that year at all. Then came the revelation that the “department” Ravi said he chaired at Alliance Theological Seminary never existed. 

			Ravi began to remove misleading claims from his website and press materials. It was the honest thing to do, but that he was able to get away with these deceptions for decades points to a difference between the values of the God business and those of its worldly counterpart. When Penguin Books discovered significant deceptions in Margaret Seltzer’s Love and Consequences it recalled all copies and canceled her book tour.13 When Knopf Doubleday discovered “that a number of facts have been altered and incidents embellished” in James Frey’s A Million Little Pieces it refused to fulfill new orders until changes were made.14 Oprah berated Mr. Frey so fiercely on her show that had it been a boxing match they would have stopped the fight. Jon Krakauer created a small cottage industry from the outrage over the falsehoods in Greg Mortenson’s Three Cups of Tea.15  

			But in the Christian business world the operative principle has long been that if it helps the bottom line it probably also helps the Kingdom.16 

			Ravi flourished not despite his deceptions, but because of them.    

			But this time it was different. This time it was about sex. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: Sex, Suicide and Litigation 

			“When one of you has a dispute with another believer, how dare you file a lawsuit and ask a secular court to decide the matter instead of taking it to other believers?  … Why not just accept the injustice and leave it at that?” - Romans Chapter 6.

			Two years before Ravi’s suicide threat he had met Lori Anne at a ministry function in Ontario, Canada. It was October 3, 2014.17 She was a slight blonde with a heart full of compassion, and eyes that communicated it.18 They began emailing and the evangelist soon desired to communicate with her about matters that required an encrypted method of communication. By his own admission, Ravi asked Lori Anne, a woman he hardly knew, to communicate with him via his private Blackberry address.19 In the course of their online relationship (the two were never alone together) Ravi requested and received nude and sexual photos from her.20 

			By late October of 2016, the “soul searing shame” of marital deceit had taken its toll on Lori Anne. On October 29 at 1:04 p.m. she emailed Ravi. “I can no longer continue, even in the seams of my soul, tuck away what I know to be a sin against God and each of our spouses.”21 Tonight, “in order to move forward with my spouse,” she said, she would tell Brad.22 Ravi’s secret was about to break.

			Writer Robert McKee may as well have had Ravi Zacharias in mind when he said, “True character is revealed in the choices a human being makes under pressure - the greater the pressure, the deeper the revelation, the truer the choice to the character’s essential nature.”23 Fifty years of bathing in the sanctifying blood of Christ and in that pressure-packed moment the great evangelist could not muster up enough integrity to meet even the most minimal standards of decency. Ravi abandoned all godly pretenses and showed Lori Anne who he really was. And he did so in writing. 

			At 4:38:48 p.m., a mere 48 seconds after asking Lori Anne if she planned to disclose his identity to her husband, Ravi Zacharias threatened suicide: 

			“You promised you wouldn’t Lori Anne. If. You betray me here I will have no option but to bid this world goodbye I promise.” [sic].24

			Lori Anne called his bluff. She told Brad. And Ravi broke his promise. Instead of killing himself he went full force into damage control mode. What ensued was a few weeks of three anguished adults working out their issues by email.  

			Brad wrote to Ravi “I cannot express enough my wish for restoration for you especially your heart as I too am a man just like you who has lived to [sic] long in his head.”25 Lori Anne told Ravi, “I will cover you with a blanket of mercy now and always and ask that you do the same for me.”26

			Ravi “sobbed [his] heart out” over the reconciliation. “[W]e sing so much about Grace,” he wrote to the couple, “but there is nothing like being on the receiving end when it is a pure gift and completely undeserved by the recipient.”27  

			The cyber-warmth soon faded. On December 5, Brad wrote Ravi for assurances that the “clothed and nude” photos had been destroyed. Lori Anne, he noted, had inquired of Ravi about this earlier but had received no reply. Ravi assured Brad that all photos had been destroyed “within seconds” and that he would be giving up the use of a cell phone, “shattering this one and therefore unlocatable or unusable to self or anyone.”28  

			At that point, the available email record went dark. What happened next may be lost to history. But out of that darkness there emerged a much darker record, a detailed public record created by lawyers for the parties in federal action 17-cv-02885-LMM, Ravi Zacharias vs. Bradley and Lori Anne Thompson. 

			On April 27, 2017, Ravi received a letter marked “Personal and Extremely Confidential” from Mark Bryant, an attorney representing the Thompsons.29 It contained nothing surprising, just another familiar allegation that a powerful man of God had behaved in a sexually abusive manner with a younger woman not his wife. The letter described in detail how Ravi used his grooming skills to establish a confidential relationship of spiritual trust with Lori Anne and then used her for his own sexual satisfaction. Ravi Zacharias, per the letter, had committed multiple acts of marital infidelity and clergy misconduct with this lawyer’s client. To make matters worse, the lawyer had the emails and a call register to prove it. He also had a copy of Ravi’s suicide email. 

			Then, in what looked like blackmail, Mark Bryant demanded $5,000,000 to forego “public litigation.” It was a most indelicate bit of lawyering. But blackmail or not, Ravi had much to hide. And desperate times require desperate measures. Ravi took the initiative. On July 31, 2017 he sued the Thompsons.  

			How is it that so gifted a preacher as Ravi Zacharias fell into the risky behavior that landed him in such legal and professional jeopardy? It is tempting to blame the usual suspect, libido.  However, something more is at work here. 

			A common thread underlies the risks Ravi took with Lori Anne and the ones he took with his brazenly fabricated academic credentials. Since his early days as an ordained preacher, Ravi has flirted with deception, and thus with disaster. Why? Has the God he so eloquently proclaims as his savior not been enough to keep his life interesting? 

			Perhaps there is within Ravi Zacharias a still small voice that calls for others to look past the success object and see that lonely teenager who, as we shall see, went from attempted suicide to stardom so quickly that he bypassed real recovery and growth. Each new round of risk taking is a cry; “Please! I am not who you think I am!” His latest cry is the loudest so far. And it is very loud indeed.  

			The folks in the God business who surround Ravi cannot let themselves notice. That would cost them dearly. In the eyes and interests of HarperCollins Christian Publishing, Ravi Zacharias is the beautiful whore, or at least the useful holy man, who must, at all cost, be kept at work. 

			But the rainmaking preacher now stands on the precipice of crashing failure, all brought about by his own haphazard approach to matters of integrity and truth. A powerful religious industrial complex stands by his side, determined to keep him from falling. Will they succeed? Probably not. But let us approach that precipice and see how it is that the great apologist of our time has come to stand so close to its edge. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3:  Early Troubles, God’s Poison, and Finding Religion

			“One of the most emphasized lessons I learned from listening all around and observing was that you had to succeed professionally. Keep your private heartache private; keep your collapsing world propped up. Professional appearance is all that you could take with you.” - Ravi Zacharias memoirs.30 

			Understanding Ravi’s childhood makes it hard not to have compassion for him. It also makes it hard not to see through him. 

			He spent his first twenty years in India with a cruel and violent father who beat him, ridiculed him, and convinced him that he was going nowhere in life. In his memoirs, Walking from East to West, Ravi speaks movingly of a deep sense of inferiority and intense loneliness that “stemmed from the fact that all my friends were either rich or brilliant, and I was neither.”31 In those pages he speaks also of “the inner struggle of my soul” and of his “need to act like I really was somebody.” 32

			For Ravi Zacharias it has always been about how he stacks up against others. “I was the one among our band of friends who had the least promise of a future.”33 And it did not help that he was surrounded by high-achievers, his father, his older brother, his friends, and the “distinguished gene pool”34 that his family had been blessed with. Their blessedness was but a curse to the young Ravi desperately craving respect. 

			Ravi’s obsession with celebrity and success is the most prominent theme in his memoirs and in his later promotional materials. These words are from his official bio shortly prior to the credentials scandal:

			[image: Media Two:Clients:Steve Baughman:RaviBook:final images:ch03-EarlyNewspapers.png]

			The Tampa Tribune (Tampa, FL), July 27, 1974 (top). New Castle News (New Castle, PA), March 15, 1978 (middle). New Castle News (New Castle, PA), March 18, 1978 (bottom).

			Dr. Zacharias has spoken all over the world for 43 years in scores of universities, notably Harvard, Dartmouth, Johns Hopkins, and Oxford University. He has addressed writers of the peace accord in South Africa, the president’s cabinet and parliament in Peru, and military officers at the Lenin Military Academy and the Center for Geopolitical Strategy in Moscow. At the invitation of the President of Nigeria, he addressed delegates at the First Annual Prayer Breakfast for African Leaders held in Mozambique.

			Dr. Zacharias has direct contact with key leaders, senators, congressmen, and governors who consult him on an ongoing basis. He has addressed the Florida Legislature and the Governor’s Prayer Breakfast in Texas and Louisiana, and has twice spoken at the Annual Prayer Breakfast at the United Nations in New York, which marks the beginning of the UN General Assembly each year. As the 2008 Honorary Chairman of the National Day of Prayer, he gave addresses at the White House, the Pentagon, and The Cannon House. He has had the privilege of addressing the National Prayer Breakfasts in the seats of government in Ottawa, Canada, and London, England, and speaking at the CIA in Washington, DC.35

			Clearly, this is not a man with much interest in the kinds of people Jesus consorted with. It is hard to picture the eponymous empire-building Ravi Zacharias accepting an assignment to live among lepers even if the command came from On High. Ravi “jumped at the chance” to meet celebrities36 and he makes it clear that from the beginning his eyes were on high places of the worldly sort.

OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
STEVE BAUGHMAN

COVER-UP IN THE KINGDOM

PHONE SEX, LIES, AND GOD'S GREAT APOLOGIST, RAVI ZACHARIAS






OEBPS/image/title_page.jpg
STEVE BAUGHMAN

COVER-UP IN THE KINGDOM

PHONE SEX, LIES, AND GOD'S GREAT APOLOGIST, RAVI ZACHARIAS





OEBPS/image/Image11608.jpg
HEAR

Ravi

Zacharias
“THE

BILLY GRAHAM OF INDIA"
As he retumns from o great
Wl Crusode in Combodia and lsroel
MAY WE HELP YOU? We can if
ouU come out to hear Ravi
acharias, the Billy Graham of In-
dia, March 19 to 26 at First Alli-
ance Church, 111 Mission Meade

Drive. No fee, just call 654-4512 or
654-5103

PRESENTING
INDIA’S FUTURE BILLY GRAHAM

RAVI ZACHARIAS

This 32-year-old evangelist has been called
to preach and he does so with a prophetic
voice and a note of authority.”” —Dr. Paul
Smith, pastor Peoples Church, Toronto,
Ontario

For More Information Call
654-4512 or 654-5193

Rev. M. E. Nicholson, Pastor

RAVI ZACHARIAS





