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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation examines the cultural narratives present within contemporary 

Christian fiction in the United States. It explores some of the more popular genres 

within Christian fiction such as apocalyptic end-times thrillers and Christian romances 

as well as the relatively new genre of African American Christian novels. As popular 

fiction inherently shapes and reflects the ideologies, trends and ideas of the age in which 

it is produced, this study focuses on the interplay of cultural discourses between literary 

narratives and American and evangelical communities. 

 By exploring the various ways in which these novels tell their stories, this 

dissertation seeks to show that popular Christian fiction provides important insights into 

contemporary evangelicalism, readers and American culture. First, using the Left 

Behind series as representative of the modern-day end times apocalyptic thriller genre, it 

finds that the novels offer insight into evangelical discourses surrounding masculinities. 

Analysis of the internal logics of the Left Behind narrative reveals that the genre is as 

much about male camaraderie and evangelical understandings of a Christian manhood 

as it is a critique of the perceived future trajectory of American society. 

 Typically associated with a female readership, the Christian romances genre 

presents a counterbalance to the masculine focus of end time novels. Where end times 

novels tend to be pessimistic and jeremiadic in modality, Christian romances 

demonstrate an optimistic perspective in their portrayals of romance, love and family. In 

addition to analysing gendered discourses, this dissertation looks at the little explored, 

yet growing area of African American Christian fiction novels, examining how race 

operates within American evangelical discourses. 

This dissertation interrogates the ways in which the “Christian America” 

metanarrative is presented in Christian fiction seeing strong ties to tradition Christian 

Right rhetoric. It also analyses the evangelical discourses that are highly resonant with 

contemporary American evangelicals and evident in evangelical anti-abortion novels. 

Christian fiction vibrantly demonstrates the ways evangelicals read and use popular 

fiction. Importantly, this study shows how Christian fiction articulates the gendered and 

racial experiences of evangelicals, their faith, anxieties, and identities in post-modern 

twenty-first century America.  
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INTRODUCTION: 

Redeeming Fiction: American Evangelical Fiction, Gender and Culture 

 

This dissertation is about popular and bestselling evangelical Christian fiction. It 

is about the American evangelical subculture’s spiritual project to simultaneously create 

fiction stories from a redemptive worldview and to redeem the genre of fiction by 

providing imaginative, alternative expressions to secular fiction. To be more specific, it 

is about the cultural narratives American evangelicals tell and read about in popular 

Christian fiction. It draws on Mikhail M. Bakhtin’s concept of the “internal 

dialogization” of the novel, where the author gives voice to the major “social and 

ideological voices” of the period as well as Roland Barthes’s corresponding notion of 

the intertextuality of texts.
1
 As Barthes has articulated, within any text, “other texts are 

present in it, at varying levels, in more or less recognizable forms: the texts of the 

previous and surrounding culture. Any text is a new tissue of past citations. Bits of 

code, formulae, rhythmic models, fragments of social languages, etc. pass into the text 

and are redistributed in it.”
2
 

Written on the palimpsest of history, cultural narratives are imbued with the 

perceived concerns, struggles, and triumphs of a culture or collective community. From 

learning Bible stories in Sunday School to hearing the parables of Jesus expounded 

from the pulpit, it is not an overstatement to say that stories and narratives are readily 

available to evangelicals, whether or not readers of fiction. In a similar vein, Christian 

fiction offers valuable insight into cultural narratives and popular stories resonant with 

evangelical culture in contemporary United States. The way in which the attitudes of 

American evangelicals have evolved toward the fiction genre over the course of the 

twentieth century speaks to its own shifting cultural dynamic. 

Shortly after its modern beginnings thirty years ago as a marketing brand 

Christian fiction was largely regarded, to use the words of Christian author Ron Benrey, 

as ‘the impoverished relation of “real fiction”—little more than a slipshod genre of 

sweet stories populated with cardboard characters and filled with heavy-duty Christian 

preaching that seemed better suited for religious tracts.’
3
 Since then, in less than two 

decades Christian fiction has expanded and sales have more than tripled—from 4.3 

                                                 
1
 M.M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 1981), 284, 411. 
2
 Roland Barthes, “The Theory of the Text,” in Robert Young, ed., Untying the Text: A Post-Structuralist 

Reader, (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), 36, 39. 
3
 Ron Benrey, The Idiot’s Guide to Writing Christian Fiction, (New York: Alpha Books, 2007), xxi. 
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percent in 1985 to 15 percent of all American fiction sales in 2002.
4
 This project seeks 

to examine the historical, cultural and literary contours of what some industry insiders 

are calling Christian fiction’s “golden age.”
 5

 

Popular fiction genres have a visible relationship between literary and economic 

imperatives, as one tongue-in-cheek definition describes “genre” as “books that have 

their own section at Barnes and Noble.”
6
 It is a relationship regulated complexly 

between form, content and style on the one hand and market branding for recognition 

and profit on the other. Christian fiction is no different. While scholarly definitions of 

genre are notoriously difficult due to slippages and overlaps between fiction genres. 

Overlapping distinctions, for example, between what elements constitute a romance and 

a mystery suspense novel, I am using popular fiction studies scholar, Ken Gelder's 

straight-forward, yet encompassing description of “genre” as “the type or species of 

fiction being written.” Genre guides interpretation and directs the reader toward 

pertinent meanings of novels; genre “exists as a part of the relationship between texts 

and readers.”
7
 Christian fiction maintains at its core a distinct outpouring of values and 

moral principles or worldview that is generally consistent with evangelical Christianity. 

Keeping this in mind, this project explores popular Christian fiction novels that are 

recognised as bestsellers, award winners, or both, because they illuminate popular 

trends between the readers and those working within the Christian fiction culture 

industry.  

While acknowledging there are numerous subgenres in contemporary Christian 

fiction, especially since the veritable explosion of the Christian fiction industry in the 

early 2000s, this dissertation focuses on three distinct subgenres: apocalyptic end-times 

or rapture fiction, Christian romances, and African American Christian fiction. The first 

two subgenres are probably the most widely understood within modern Christian fiction 

while African American Christian fiction is still considered a relatively new subgenre. 

Nevertheless, the African-American subgenre offers a rich source of critical voices that 

offset and balance white evangelical fiction perspectives and discourses. 

This dissertation also looks at the cultural contours of late twentieth century that 

aided or guided shifting perceptions toward Christian fiction to make it what it is today. 

                                                 
4
 N.J. Lindquist, “Cover Story: Why We’re Reading Christian Fiction,” Faith Today (Sept/Oct 2002), 

http://www.faithtoday.ca/article_viewer.asp?Article_ID=48 (13 March, 2006). 
5
 Andy Butcher, “ICRS: Study shows strong potential for fiction sales,” Christian Retailing.com. 14 July, 

2009. (online: http://www.christianretailing.com/index.php/newsletter/latest-etailing/19529-study-shows-

dtrong-potential-for-fiction-sales), (21 January, 2010). 
6
 Ken Gelder, Popular Fiction: The Logics and Practices of a Literary Field, (New York: Routledge, 

2004), 40. 
7
 John Frow, Genre, (New York: Routledge, 2006), 101. 

http://www.faithtoday.ca/article_viewer.asp?Article_ID=48
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What historical conditions allowed Christian fiction to bloom in the 1990s? How do 

Christian fiction genres and novels engage with evangelical cultural narratives in 

broader society? By interrogating the critical areas of gender, race, and national 

ideologies and discourses, the cultural narratives that inform and engage evangelical 

Christian fiction can illuminate our understandings of American evangelicalism. 

Importantly, this dissertation asks, what can the cultural narratives found in Christian 

fiction tell us about the experiences and concerns of American evangelicals—male and 

female, Black and white—at the turn of the twenty-first century? 

In 2002, Charles Brown quite rightly argued in his doctoral dissertation that 

“[d]espite its overall size and activity” the evangelical culture industry was “largely a 

hidden one. Few outside the evangelical subculture are aware of its existence. Yet this 

industry affects millions of evangelicals.”
 8

 American evangelicals present a very visible 

force in society as a result of their forays into twentieth century American culture, from 

pop music to politics to popular fiction. Evangelical Christian fiction is one of the 

fastest growing genres in the United States today and yet the evangelical Christian 

fiction industry remains under analysed. Accordingly, the Evangelical Christian 

Publishers Association’s (ECPA) market research findings that Christian book sales 

have been increasing at a faster pace than the American industry average demands 

further scholarly examination of the field of Christian fiction.
9
  

John Mort points out that it is easy to forget that Christian fiction’s “readers are 

often fans of Danielle Steele, John Grisham, and Scott Turow” as well.
10

 “Despite its 

increased sophistication and quality,” Mort acknowledges that “[n]ewspapers and the 

literary establishment regard it as a sideshow, and routinely ignore it. In part, this 

continues a long-standing literary prejudice against religious fiction. It’s also a feature 

of the culture wars, pitting left against right or, if you like, hip against square.”
11

 

And furthermore, despite being labelled, inside and outside evangelical circles, 

as one of the most successful series to come out of evangelicalism, the apocalyptic Left 

                                                 
8
 Charles M. Brown, “The Culture of Culture Industries: Art, Commerce, and Faith in the Christian 

Retailing and Entertainment Industry” PhD diss. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University at Carbondale, 

2002), 3. 
9
 ECPA also notes that “The compound average annual unit growth rate for Christian books was 2.3%, 

compared to1.8% annual unit gains for non-Christian books. For the total U.S. market it was 1.5% in 

2004.” (http://www.ecpa.org/ipsos.php). See also Paul C. Gutjahr, “No Longer Left Behind: 

Amazon.com, Reader-response and the changing fortunes of the Christian novel in America,” Book 

History, 5 (2002): 209-236; Charles M. Brown, “The Culture of Culture Industries: Art, Commerce, and 

Faith in the Christian Retailing and Entertainment Industry” PhD diss. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 

University at Carbondale, 2002), 3, and; Lynn Neal, Romancing God: Evangelical Women and 

Inspirational Fiction, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006).  
10

 John Mort, Christian Fiction: A Guide to the Genre, (Greenwood Village, CO: Libraries Unlimited, 

2002), 3. 
11

 John Mort, 3. 

http://www.ecpa.org/ipsos.php
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Behind series—representative of evangelical fiction’s growing popularity (though not of 

all that Christian fiction has to offer readers)—still seems to be viewed as something of 

an irregularity by the mainstream. Part of the uncertainty about where to place this 

series, and by extension, evangelical fiction, within the American cultural landscape 

comes from two competing views—one religious and the other secular—about its 

history, its future, and indeed what is it about America that makes it “America.” Thus 

there is a tendency to be at once perplexed by evangelical fiction’s continued growth in 

self-proclaimed secular, post-modern society and to dismiss it as fundamentalist 

“propaganda” or as simply lacking in literary quality. There is a need, however, to go 

beyond these stereotypical, and often superficial, claims and probe the deeper 

implications of the emergence and popularity of contemporary evangelical fiction in 

American culture. What is it about evangelical fiction, for example, that so appeal to 

evangelical and conservative readers in the United States, the only country to have 

created a booming and competitive niche market in evangelical fiction? In order to 

answer this, the significance of contemporary evangelical fiction is best understood 

within the framework of the historical, economic and cultural context of evangelicals in 

late modern America, their interactions with American society, and in particular their 

approaches to popular culture and popular fiction.  

The contemporary moment that evangelical fiction finds itself in represents the 

kind of cultural manifestation of late capitalism that Fredric Jameson and David Harvey 

have called postmodernity. Postmodernity emerges from a transformation of time and 

space to accommodate a shift from a political economy based on Fordism to one based 

on “flexible accumulation,” where there is no distinction between society and culture.  

The economic, social and political trends since the 1970s—ranging from crime and 

racial polarisation in many crime centres, to the economic downturn and inflation of the 

Carter years—engendered a mood of disillusionment for many Americans. It also 

strengthened a renewed suspicion of government and its ability to deal with the 

country’s deep-rooted social and political problems which evangelical leaders and 

producers of an evangelical popular culture have utilised.
12

 

This study on American evangelical fiction since the 1990s in particular seeks to 

examine the ways in which these popular works shape, reflect and engage with the 

dominant culture’s narratives and perspectives. It aims to provide the argument that the 

specific perspectives found in evangelical fiction make this a fertile site for assessing 

                                                 
12

 See David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Inquiry into the Origins of Social Change, 

(London: Blackwell, 1990); Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially 

Symbolic Act, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981). 
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competing interpretations of politics and culture around issues of race and gender, and 

therefore provide an important addition to the discussion of the impact and function of 

evangelical fiction as evangelicals navigate their way through popular culture. 

Evangelical novels demonstrate concern over masculine anxieties of late modernity and 

envision reclaiming manhood through particular visions of masculinity. At the same 

time Christian fiction exhibits a pervading feminist sensibility, particularly through its 

romances. This feminist sensibility, while a softer, evangelical version of traditional 

feminism, nonetheless underscores the widespread permeation of feminism within 

evangelicalism. Christian fiction also acts as a powerful space for articulating and 

challenging national cultural narratives around racism, national mythologies of 

America's legacy and destiny, and over highly contentious issues such as abortion. 

In offering a textual and contextual analysis of Christian fiction, this dissertation 

is shaped by three inter-disciplinary areas: history of American evangelicalism, popular 

fiction studies, and cultural studies. Whilst the fiction novels themselves are my primary 

focus, I also explore the discursive conditions that shape their production and reading, 

from religious and cultural currents in evangelicalism and the wider American society to 

publishers, writers and readers. Popular fiction studies, especially the literary theories of 

genre and the bestseller such as Ken Gelder’s work on the cultural logic and practices of 

popular fiction as a distinct literary field inform this study. Although focused on 

mainstream popular fiction, Gelder’s observations of its readers are also applicable to 

Christian fiction. Gelder writes that “readers of popular fiction are careful 

discriminators of the field, and careful readers of the work they process, often in 

exquisite detail.”
13

 Additionally, I draw on Judith Butler's concept of the constructivity 

and performativity of gender to interrogate the complex ways in which masculinities 

and femininities are represented and how they are seen to operate both within Christian 

fiction and the gendered discourses that inform evangelical culture in the United 

States.
14

 

 

Evangelicals in America 

Since the 1970s, or more specifically, since both Newsweek and Time magazines 

named 1976 “the Year of the Evangelical,” evangelicals have re-entered into politics 

and made many inroads in mass culture. Evangelicals utilise popular cultural forms 

                                                 
13

 Ken Gelder, Popular Fiction: The Logics and Practices of a Literary Field, (New York: Routledge, 

2004), 36. 
14

 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Gender, 2
nd

 ed., (New York: 

Routledge, 1990).  
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from music to clothing, from bumper stickers to the internet. Increasingly, the 

“evangelical subculture” is not only voicing its concerns about the direction of 

American society but staking claims to have their say in shaping culture. Yet in 

America, the term “evangelical” does not have a uniquely historic and static meaning. 

Thus determining who exactly are evangelicals, and how many evangelicals reside in 

the United States, is difficult due to the various usages and definitions of the term 

“evangelical” by scholars and the media. 

Some scholars point to several key features as defining evangelicalism. British 

historian David Bebbington, for example, considers there to be four fundamental 

characteristics of evangelical Christianity: “conversionism,” the belief in the need to 

change lives; “activism,” the deliberate act of spreading the gospel; “Biblicism,” the 

Bible as central to the believer; and “crucicentrism,” a focus on Christ’s redeeming 

work on the cross.
15

 Religious historian George Marsden highlights five: salvation 

through Christ, living a spiritually transformed life, authority of the Bible, a cosmic 

view of history, and the importance of witnessing.
16

  

Mark Noll agrees with these core elements and adds further that evangelicals 

have common understanding on certain doctrines and practices, such as: God as the 

creator of the universe, and Jesus being “born of a virgin without a human father 

through the miraculous agency of the Holy Spirit,” whose function is to dwell in 

Christian believers and strengthen them for life and service.” Furthermore, humans are 

separated from God by their corrupted human nature and in need of salvation through 

Christ, and the importance of the evangelical practices of baptism, the Lord’s Supper (or 

communion), and that there will be a final judgment. Noll finds that what distinguishes 

groups within evangelicalism is the style of presentation (from formal to colloquial) and 

differing degrees of emphasis to the person and work of the Holy Spirit, most notably 

emphasised by Pentecostals, via divine healing and the speaking in tongues.
17

 

Furthermore, the differences in definitions affect the calculation of precise numbers of 

evangelicals in America. Obviously, the wider the defining characteristics, the bigger 

the number; for example, the Barna Group employs relatively strict criteria in their 

surveys and find only about 9% of Americans are evangelicals, whereas others find as 

                                                 
15

 David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s, (Unwin 

Hyman: London, 1989). 
16

 George Marsden, Understanding Evangelicalism and Fundamentalism, (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1991). 
17

  See Mark Noll, American Evangelical Christianity: An Introduction (Malden, MA: Blackwell 

Publishers, 2001), 56-65. 
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much as 44% of the population to be evangelical Christians, that is, well over 100 

million people of the general population.
18

  

Another method is to trace contemporary evangelicals back to the collaboration 

among evangelical leaders that arose during the Second World War. This group, 

sometimes called neo-evangelicals, “came into being as a reaction against the perceived 

anti-intellectual, separatist, belligerent nature of the fundamentalist movement in the 

1920s and 1930s,” according to the Institute for Study of American Evangelicals.
19

 In 

addition, its institutions and organizations, such as the National Association of 

Evangelicals (NAE), and its core personalities, including evangelist Billy Graham, have 

played pivotal roles in giving a sense of cohesion to the wider movement that extends 

beyond “card-carrying” evangelicals.
20

 Associated with their work were the numerous 

institutions, organisations and evangelical media that would become important bastions 

of evangelical influence in later years such as the moderate evangelical magazine 

Christianity Today, headed by Billy Graham’s father-in-law, L. Nelson Bell.  

Historiographies of American evangelicalism accurately describe post-war 

evangelicalism and its focus on cultural engagement to be a decisive ideological break 

with fundamentalists, who, according to George Marsden, are very different from most 

evangelicals. Fundamentalists form the most conservative part of evangelicalism, 

emphasising very firm, seemingly clear-cut views about appropriate behaviours for 

Christians. Fundamentalists are a much smaller subset of conservative Protestant 

Christianity, and remain far more hostile to the wider culture and isolated from their 

evangelical brethren. Fundamentalists, Marsden goes on to say, reject any 

accommodation with the prevailing culture and tend to be far stricter in observing 

proscriptions against such behaviours as drinking and dancing.
21

 

In this study I will use the term “evangelical” to refer to all conservative 

evangelical Christian Protestants in the post-war religious tradition who coalesce around 

key common doctrines and practices as described by historians George Marsden and 

                                                 
18

 For the respective percentages see “Evangelical Christians,” Barna Group, n.d. 

(http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=Topic&TopicID=17); Monique El-Faizy, God and Country: 

How Evangelicals Have Become America’s New Mainstream (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 2006). 
19

 Some scholars see the historical development of the contemporary evangelical movement as an 

evolution from nineteenth century evangelicals to early twentieth century fundamentalists to new, or 

“neo-”, evangelicals. While stemming from the same religious tradition, the shifts and divergences in the 

self-understanding of the conservative Protestant movement means that contemporary evangelicals and 

their nineteenth-century counterparts are not the same and thus interchangeable groups. It is important to 

note that though both are “evangelicals,” the two groups differ in their religio-cultural aims and solutions. 
20

 “Defining Evangelicalism,” Institute for the Study of American Evangelicals, 

http://www.wheaton.edu/isae/defining_evangelicalism.html 
21

 George Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Wm.B. 

Eerdmans, 1991). 

http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=Topic&TopicID=17
http://www.wheaton.edu/isae/defining_evangelicalism.html
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Mark Noll.
22

 The term “evangelical” thus includes fundamentalists, self-identified 

evangelicals, Baptists, Pentecostals and Charismatics. For the purposes of this project, 

however, it is important to note that this includes evangelicals who are white and non-

white. African American evangelical Christians are a significant population often 

labelled as under the ubiquitous umbrella of “Black Protestants.” Black evangelicals are 

often excluded from academic discussions about evangelical popular culture for two 

main reasons. First and most significantly, evangelical popular culture has been 

historically and culturally overwhelmingly white in its producers and consumers. 

Second, there is a tendency to equate American evangelicals' religious conservatism 

with political conservatism.
23

 This perception is often bolstered by surveys showing that 

white evangelicals predominantly vote Republican or situate themselves on the right of 

the political spectrum, while Black Americans tend to vote Democrat regardless of their 

religion. This difference in electoral politics voting has led some to discount 

evangelicals who are Black in their analyses of American evangelicals.
24  

Moreover, this definition of evangelicalism is especially useful as publishers 

provide a generalised evangelicalism, downplaying or avoiding inter-denominational 

disputes in their products at the same time as readers and authors of evangelical fiction 

come from various backgrounds across the evangelical spectrum.
25

 While identifying 

shades of denominational differences would be interesting, this is outside the scope of 

my project which seeks to add to academic understandings of evangelical fiction's 

growth and the cultural narratives evangelical Christian fiction employs.  

The ways in which evangelical fiction represents and sometimes departs from a 

generic religion to its readers and the ways publishers and authors may shape the fiction 

to suit the popular and religious tastes of readers is something that needs further study. 

Mark Noll, Nathan Hatch and Michael Kazin have all noted the profound influence of 

                                                 
22

 In this context, the term “conservative” refers “any shade of political opinion from moderately right-of-

centre to firmly right-of-centre.” Evangelicals are, according to Darryl Hart, both politically and 

culturally conservative, generally supporting free-market economic principles, distrusting of federal 

government power, and opposed to the excesses of popular media and socially moral issues such as 

abortion. Complexifying the conservative evangelical picture, Black evangelicals, however, are generally 

culturally, religiously conservative while supporting political liberalism. 
23

Such equations do not take into account the evangelical Left, some of whom include writer and political 

activist Jim Wallis and Richard Czik.  
24

 Frank Newport and Joseph Carroll, “Another Look as Evangelicals in America Today,” Gallup News 

Service, 2 December, 2005. (Online: http://www.gallup.com/poll/20242/Another-Look-Evangelicals-

America-Today.aspx), (21 January, 2010). 
25

 This is most clear in evangelical fiction’s eschewing of discussions about baptism by immersion and 

other continually debated nuances of evangelical belief. 
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democratic discourses and “anti-elite populism” within evangelicalism.
26

 Kazin’s study 

of populist movements, The Populist Persuasion, finds powerful similarities with 

evangelicalism in that both offer “a flexible mode of persuasion” using “traditional 

kinds of expressions, tropes, themes, and images to convince large numbers of 

Americans to join their side or to endorse their views on particular issues.”
27

 Nathan 

Hatch’s tracking of the theme of religious democratisation up to the Civil War shows 

how the religious character of individualism, democratic populism, and ignorance of 

tradition and church authority were viewed as the American way of determining what 

works in the American spirit.
28

 The effect of this democratisation, Hatch compellingly 

argues, was to remove religious power from the hands of a few organised traditionalists 

and the educated and to put it in the hands of the average person. Similarly, both 

Charles Brown and R. Laurence Moore observe that the rise of popular religious leaders 

unschooled in theology resulted in theological competition and a greater demand for 

accessible theology.
29

 The consequence of this, both Hatch and Brown stress, was that 

religion not only opened and became accessible to every person but that any person 

could now interpret and be an authority on Scripture (with the help of the Holy Spirit, of 

course). As a result of the opening up of American religion, where freedom of religious 

views and individualism were stressed, evangelicalism became the dominant expression 

of Christianity in the United States for most of the nineteenth century.
30

 

As the twentieth century arrived, changes in the social makeup of the United 

States found many white conservative Protestants feeling increasingly alienated from 

the wider society. Documenting this period, Joel Carpenter’s study illustrates how their 

sense of alienation was fuelled by the massive influx of largely non-Protestant 

immigrants, the growth of multiethnic cities, and secularised universities that 

encouraged progressive thought regarding the Bible and new scientific theories about 

the origins of man, all of which greatly diminished evangelical cultural influence.
31

 

                                                 
26

 Nathan Hatch, The Democratisation of American Christianity, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1991; Mark Noll, “The Evangelical Surge and the Significance of Religion in the Early United States, 

1783-1865,” in Melvyn Stokes (ed.), The State of U.S. History (Oxford, New York: Berg, 2002), 93-114. 
27

 Michael Kazin, The Populist Persuasion: An American History, (New York: Basic Books, 1995), 10. 
28

 Nathan Hatch, The Democratisation of American Christianity, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1991). Hatch succinctly summarises his thesis as being “about the cultural and religious history of the 

early American republic and the enduring structure of American Christianity. It argues both that the 

theme of democratisation is central to the understanding of the development of American Christianity, 

and that the early years of the republic are most crucial in revealing that process.” Hatch, 3. 
29

 Charles Brown, “The Culture of Culture Industries: Art, Commerce, and Faith in the Christian 

Retailing Industry,” PhD. diss., (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University at Carbondale, 2002), 5. 
30

 See Nathan Hatch, The Democratisation of American Christianity; Mark Noll, American Evangelical 

Christianity: An Introduction (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2001). 
31

 See Joel Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening of American Fundamentalism (New York: 

Greenwood, 1997); Noll, American Evangelical Christianity, 15. 



 10 

Coinciding with these challenges to evangelicalism were the internal divisions between 

Protestants themselves. These divisions about the essential role and authority of religion 

in a changing society—whether religion should accommodate to modern society 

(mainline Protestants) or separate from it (fundamentalists)—“greatly weakened the 

public presence of evangelicalism in the years immediately before and after the First 

World War.”
32

  

The intellectual and cultural tensions evangelicals felt during this time presented 

itself most visibly in the threat evolution posed for undermining their faith’s 

foundations, and culminated in the 1925 Scopes “Monkey” Trial in Dayton, Tennessee. 

The trial and ensuing debates emphasised the seeming disparity between science and 

religion and, more generally, between the sacred and the profane, supporting a view that 

religion was at odds with the rest of (progressive) society. Begun as a trial of John 

Scopes, a high school teacher, who taught evolution when Tennessee law banned its 

teaching, the trial quickly became a battle of worldviews between lawyers William 

Jennings Bryan, a fundamentalist Christian, and Clarence Darrow, an agnostic.  

The event itself event marked a decided break of cultural engagement by self-

identified fundamentalists. It symbolised, for the growing mainstream, the 

“backwardness” of fundamentalists, while, for fundamentalists, it symbolised the moral 

decay of American culture and found them increasingly heading towards the margins. 

As Mark Noll notes, in the decades following the Scopes Trial, evangelicals retreated 

from the mainstream as efforts became focused on local situations in an effort to 

preserve their churches and organisations.
33

 It was during this time that evangelicals 

found a renewed impetus in establishing their own colleges, universities, and publishing 

houses, including the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (BIOLA) and the publishing firm, 

Zondervan, in the 1930s.
34

 

Between the 1920s and 1950s, fundamentalism underwent profound internal 

ideological changes. Marginalised and ridiculed by “respectable” society, 

fundamentalists withdrew from public life. At the same time, fundamentalists 
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understood themselves as the “true” custodians of American culture.
35

 Expressing a 

deep-seated tension that continues today, fundamentalists wanted to be separate from 

the world but yearned to be culturally relevant. An early and popular form of this desire 

to be culturally relevant, as Tona Hangen demonstrates, was the popularity of religious 

radio in the first half of the twentieth to millions of Americans. A corollary subsequent 

to religious radio’s popularity was that, as Hangen and Hart have shown, it pointed to a 

step towards “their gradual but irreversible re-entry into American popular culture.”
36

 

Both scholars identify fundamentalist and evangelical re-engagement with culture as, 

initially, an effort to preserve and maintain the gains made in the post-war years. 

Although Hangen sees the struggle to protest and preserve their right to broadcast 

religious radio as one of the first instances where conservatives Christians rallied 

(politically) together, a precursor of things to come: “Religious radio changed the 

evangelical movement’s self-perception and strategic position in American life from 

marginalised outsider to ubiquitous cultural presence, preparing the way for an 

aggressive assault on moral and political fronts in the latter half of the twentieth 

century.”
37

 The changes in the cultural perceptions of American evangelicals together 

with the creation of evangelical institutions and their use of popular mediums such as 

radio laid the foundations for Christian fiction’s later groundswell as a popular and 

marketable brand. 

Protestantism’s “organisational rearrangement” during and after the war, 

Carpenter and Hangen agree, led to the establishment of a network of associations and 

para-church organisations that provided a firm institutional framework for the 

solidification and eventual transformation of evangelical culture. These evangelical 

networks became an important factor in the growing presence and influence of 

evangelicals since the late 1970s. It is important to note therefore that fundamentalism, 

from which twentieth century evangelicals such as Billy Graham emerged, was never a 

mere by-product of cultural trends but rather a continuous, dynamic interplay between 

this religious movement and the wider culture. 

Further, evangelical entry into American public life with a distinct, visible voice 

in the last third of the twentieth century, as Darryl Hart and others demonstrate, 

highlights the cultural shifts evangelicals have experienced from being the dominant 

religious expression in the nineteenth century to becoming maligned in the first half of 
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the twentieth century to “reclaiming” their “cultural relevance” and having a distinct 

and visible voice in American culture. These cultural changes encouraged evangelicals 

to move from the margins of society towards its centre as court rulings on school 

prayer, abortion and civil rights prompted many evangelicals and mobilised leaders to 

become active in politics. Against those who see evangelicals as apolitical before the 

religious right of the 1990s, Hart argues their recent political activity is consistent with 

their moralistic approach to politics throughout the twentieth century. It is not so much 

evangelicals who changed as much as the broader political and cultural landscape. Thus 

issues such as abortion, same-sex marriage, the spread of feminism, among others, 

became divisive and controversial areas of debate. For evangelicals, these issues were 

evidence of “secular humanism’s” profound undermining of the “traditional family” and 

family values. Sociologists James Davison Hunter and Christian Smith, in particular, 

have shown how the debate surrounding “family values” has become a vital factor in the 

struggle to define America.
38

 This renewed evangelical political activity, as George 

Marsden and Hart affirm, was more of a recovery of an American tradition than a 

revolution in church-state relations. Evangelical engagement with the public sphere was, 

therefore, not an eruption but a return.
39

 

Moreover, evangelical re-engagement with American culture is irreconcilable 

with the secularisation thesis made popular by sociologists of religion in the twentieth 

century like Peter Berger and James Davison Hunter. This view proposed that the more 

modern societies become the more secular they become and the more religion is pushed 

to the margins to finally become irrelevant to culture.  Indeed, the last quarter of the 

twentieth century produced a wide array of evidence that challenges this taken-for-

granted position. Sociologist Christian Smith, who echoes Carpenter’s claims, responds 

plainly, arguing that this secularisation theory simply does not account for 

evangelicalism in the United States where it is a thriving and vibrant movement. 

Evangelicals are involved in many different facets of American life from politics to 

“Christian” businesses to book clubs, and deeply entrenched in American culture. 

Instead Smith puts forward a “subcultural identity theory of religious strength” arguing 

religious orthodoxies “thrive on the distinction, conflict, and threat” made possible by 

“engagement with pluralistic modernity.”
40

 Because strong subcultures must be able to 
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define themselves in relation to what they are not, exposure to urban, cosmopolitan, and 

pluralistic settings makes it possible for movements like evangelicalism to develop a 

stronger sense of group boundaries. Instead of hiding under an over-arching sacred 

canopy, evangelicals carry “sacred umbrellas”—small, relational worlds that allow them 

to engage with the pluralism of modernity while remaining orthodox. In applying this to 

evangelicalism, Smith explains that evangelicals maintain a “sense of lifestyle and value 

distinctiveness” through constant interaction with those who do not share their beliefs.
41

 

And this evangelical lifestyle and value distinctiveness is shaped and mirrored by the 

popular Christian fiction evangelicals read and give preference to over mainstream 

fiction. 

  

 

Evangelical Popular Culture, Popular Tastes, and Popular Fiction 

At the same time that evangelical Christians experienced challenges from 

political and cultural currents in modern society, evangelicals fervently sought to spread 

the gospel through mass gatherings and any new media and technology available to 

them, in the process building a popular religious movement.
 42

 Evangelicals, to be sure, 

were early adapters of twentieth century technology: radio, television, and music. 

Heather Hendershot argues that, despite their undeserved reputation (born at the 

infamous Scopes trial) as anti-modern and backwards, evangelicals have actually 

embraced for decades “any ‘modern’ means that could be used to spread the Gospel.”
43

 

The great nineteenth century evangelist Dwight L. Moody, for example and his friend 

Ira Sankey, set hymnal lyrics to worldly bar tune melodies. Most intriguing, for 

Hendershot, is how evangelicals, in establishing their own popular culture industry, 

negotiated the injunction to be “in the world but not of it.” Hendershot’s interest lies in 

the fact that as evangelicals have increasingly engaged with and been located within the 

commercial marketplace, Christian media “have becomes not more secular but more 

ambiguous.”
44

 This important argument implies a more complicated nature of 

evangelical popular culture than the sacred and secular binary suggests. Further, her 

work points to how those in the Christian culture products industry provide 

                                                 
41

 Christian Smith, 131. 
42

 Bruce David Forbes and, Jeffrey H. Mahan (eds.) Religion and Popular Culture in America (2
nd

 ed.), 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Quentin Schultze (ed.), American Evangelicals and the 

Mass Media, (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1990); Heather Hendershot, Shaking the World for Jesus: 

Media and Conservative Evangelical Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004); and Colleen 

McDannell, Material Christianity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995). 
43

 Hendershot, Shaking the World for Jesus, 30. 
44

 Heather Hendershot, 7. 



 14 

reinforcement for political and ideological commitments through their ability to 

establish and foster a white evangelical subculture that views itself as alternative, even 

as it increasingly defines the mainstream in the United States. 

In addition, Colleen McDannell’s study of the material culture of American 

Catholics, Mormons, and Protestants, points out that “Christian retailing is possible 

because consumers refuse to separate the sacred and profane, the extraordinary from the 

ordinary, the pious from the trivial.”
45

 She also provides a useful starting point on 

theories of “taste” and Christian aesthetics. In her chapter, “Christian Kitsch and the 

Rhetoric of Bad Taste,” McDannell focuses on art criticism of theologians and elites of 

the 1950s and 1980s. Art and taste are not morally neutral for Christian, particularly for 

those aware of the didactic function of art. The Victorian world of Christian symbolism 

came under the axe of modernists, both Catholics and Protestants, who found it overly 

representational, effeminate, and dangerously sensual. This was not only a critique of 

art but also, McDannell convincingly argues, an attack on low-class tackiness and 

feminization of the Church. Both class and gender have become instrumental in the 

dialogue about “Christian” art.
 
McDannell continues, “It was the change in aesthetics 

that, more than any change in American religious life, motivated secular producers to 

stop making goods with religious themes. Religious goods disappeared…not because 

Christians rejected the commercialization of their beliefs but because religious art was 

no longer fashionable.”
46

 

Scholarship on evangelical popular culture is increasingly aware of the set of 

criteria evangelicals bring to their understanding of aesthetics that differs markedly 

from academics, often prizing, for instance, evangelistic intentions above other factors. 

However in recent decades there has been a move to emphasise aesthetics and literary 

style while still adhering to evangelistic purposes. The shift in taste and aesthetics has 

direct implications for evangelical fiction. This means that that today's Christian fiction 

today is more likely to be told from a Christian worldview as characters face real life 

issues such as marriage and divorce, rather than strictly focusing on the proselytising 

imperative. Evangelical fiction constantly plays upon the tension between evangelising 

and entertainment. It is precisely what Lynn Neal sees as operating on evangelical 

beliefs as “being in, but not of, the world.” Putting forward a notion of evangelical 

aesthetics that rests on this “in-between” position, Neal observes that evangelical 
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“popular culture is predicated on reconciling and mediating this tension.”
47

 

Even as academics and observers of the evangelical subculture have become 

aware of the adeptness of evangelicals in adapting to various forms of pop culture 

entertainment and technologies to spread their message and maintain their identity, 

evangelical fiction has received fairly small attention. Despite having strong nineteenth 

century American roots, it is only in the last two decades of the twentieth century that 

evangelical fiction has “come into its own.” And there is no doubt that evangelical 

fiction has become a popular form with a wide appeal in contemporary United States.  

 

The Growth of the Christian Fiction Industry 

Currently a $4.3 billion-dollar industry, evangelical Christian publishing is big 

business. In Christian bookstores evangelical fiction titles take up a considerable 

amount of shelf space and are one of the three most-bought items along with gifts and 

other non-fiction titles. In addition, the recent emergence of popular evangelical fiction 

into the mainstream, like the apocalyptic Left Behind series, has seen their publisher 

Tyndale House’s profits increase dramatically. “From 1998 to 2001, Tyndale’s annual 

sales increased from $40 million to $175 million,” largely on the success of the Left 

Behind series.
48

 

The publishing firm, begun in the 1960s by Kenneth Taylor, whose paraphrase 

of the Bible in contemporary English, The Living Bible, was the press’s first 

publication, is now a prime mover and shaker in the industry. It holds a 39 percent share 

in the Christian fiction industry.
49

 Originally, Ken Taylor wrote his translation so that 

his ten children could read the Bible’s message in modern, updated English. Taylor’s 

Living Bible was, in fact, a significant step towards opening Christian publishers up to 

the idea of the paraphrase, using different words to convey the same message. The most 

recent in a long line of subsequent paraphrases of the Bible is Eugene Peterson’s 

bestselling The Message, which is praised for its readability according to some 

Amazon.com reviewers. 

The apparent market success of evangelicalism is further evidenced by the fact 

that several scholars of religion have specifically treated the relationship between 

religion and the market. R. Laurence Moore’s Selling God: American Religion in the 
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Marketplace of Culture demonstrates the commodification of religion and the 

continuing American tendency to obscure the distinction between commerce and the 

realm of the sacred.
50

 In the context of popular fiction studies, many also see the logic 

of the market as inherently bound up in the popular novel, seeing that popular tastes are 

often reflected in consumer choices.
51

  

On the surface, the popularity of the genre is reason enough to examine 

Christian fiction further. Russell Nye puts forward that “Popular art confirms the 

experience of the majority…For this reason, popular art has been an unusually sensitive 

and accurate reflector of the attitudes and concerns of the society for which it was 

produced” and “as a means of access to an era’s—and a society’s—values and ideas.”
52

 

Supporting this, pop culture theorist William Romanowski argues popular arts “serve as 

cultural representations. They are part of the active process of generating and circulating 

meaning among people.”
53

 As such, these novels are proscriptive as much as 

descriptive, offering evangelical Americans both a reflection of pre-existing values and 

an aid in producing those values. 

Evangelical Christian fiction, as opposed to televangelism and Christian popular 

culture more generally, has received fairly little treatment by scholars. There are a 

number of broad overviews of the history of religious fiction, many focusing on 

nineteenth-century works, as well as individual works on the apocalyptic and romance 

genres, and biographies.
54

 Some of these studies, however, are now dated due to the 

significant shifts in the Christian fiction industry. One such dated, though influential 

work is Jan Blodgett’s 1997 Protestant Evangelical Literary Culture and Contemporary 

Society. Blodgett’s findings parallel other works on American evangelicalism in that 
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they record the increasing stress “on individualism, commodification, and 

accommodation within the evangelical community.”
55

 But her work functions as an 

overview, examining what she determines to be eight or nine sub-genres within 

evangelical fiction. While this is an admirable and useful starting point for the field, the 

broad analysis leaves no room for a detailed, nuanced reading of cultural narratives 

inherent in the texts. More significantly, her analysis does not include the Left Behind 

series which irrevocably changed the evangelical fiction landscape. Her work 

essentially provides a picture of what Christian fiction was and not how it currently is.  

Nonetheless it remains a key point of reference. 

Barbara Stedman’s 1994 doctoral dissertation “The Word Became Fiction: 

Textual Voices from the Evangelical Subculture” is also a useful reference point in 

gauging shifts in Christian fiction. Concentrating on the interpretive strategies of 

readers reading evangelical fiction, Stedman found there were two basic types of 

readers. One reader type could ignore literary flaws in favour of spiritually encouraging 

characterisation, plot, and spiritual teaching, while the other type of reader lamented or 

was frustrated at Christian fiction’s predictability and lack of depth and literary 

standards.
56

 Today readers of Christian fiction are less likely to overlook literary flaws 

and are more critical of novels that seem overly “preachy.” Instead, the growing 

emphasis for evangelical authors and readers is in balancing the Christian worldview 

and message with an appealing literary style, not at the sake of it.
57

 

The historiography of evangelical attitudes toward fiction, especially works 

focusing on the nineteenth century, identify the perceived threats novels were believed 

to pose for evangelicals and the “uneasy relationship” American Christians had with the 

novel, worrying “incessantly that reading was destroying the moral fibre of the 

country.”
58

 Commenting on the eighteenth-century trade lists teeming with vast 

numbers of books, Great Awakening theologian Jonathan Edwards once noted that “the 

larger portion of which are fiction, or of injurious moral tendency. These volumes are 
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prepared and issued to please the public taste, depraved as it may be—not to correct 

it...to fire up the wayward imagination of the young and infold them more strongly in 

the illusions of sin.”
59

 

The reasons, according to Moore, for this bias “went beyond the common 

association of novels with sexually bawdy themes.” Moore further stated, “What 

bothered religious writers more was the novel’s frank departure from ‘truth,’ and the 

pleasure it gave to readers by appealing to the free play of their imagination. A fear of 

the imagination affected Protestant attitudes toward all forms of “art” well into the 

nineteenth century.”
60

  

As Lynn Neal has shown, the bias stems from the problematic nature of the 

evangelical Christian novel: “Unlike other types of media, novels directly juxtaposed 

the truth of Christianity with the falsehood of fiction.”
61

 And I hasten to add, this bias 

against fiction was for a long time a sentiment never far from the surface and is still 

revitalised from time to time. It is all the more problematic because these fiction novels 

are texts that often provide a direct commentary on aspects of the Bible or other 

religious texts and ideas. Texts like Francine Rivers’ romance, Redeeming Love adapted 

from the biblical book of Hosea, for example, or Left Behind based on biblical prophecy 

commentaries, position themselves as providing innovative yet legitimate readings of 

evangelicalism’s essential and fundamental text (or “textbook,” if you will): the Bible.  

Contrary to the view espoused by Moore and others that there was a general 

evangelical acceptance of the novel after the 1850s, mainly due to the successes of 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) and Lew Wallace’s epic Ben Hur 

(1880), Paul Gutjahr’s work convincingly argues that opposition to the novel, and 

especially novels with overtly Christian content, continued well into the 1980s.
62

 

Gutjahr argues that “distrust toward the novel” among “conservative elements within 

American Protestantism” has persisted throughout the twentieth century. Cutting to the 

heart of the matter, Gutjahr declares “This distrust manifested itself most clearly in a 

vibrant opposition to novels with overtly Christian content, echoing long-standing 

arguments declaring that fact and fiction cannot be profitably commingled.”
63
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Drawing on shifting evangelical notions about aesthetics that have gradually 

occurred throughout the twentieth century, (although he does not mention “aesthetics” 

by name) the last significant remnants of opposition to the Christian novel, Gutjahr 

contends, “receded from American Protestantism because the fictional form of the novel 

became an important, and largely untapped, resource for explicating the non-fictional 

content of the Bible. Further, the ability of fiction to explain scripture has not only 

helped paved the way for American Evangelicals more readily embracing the Christian 

novel, but also led to blurring the line between the categories of sacred and fictional 

literature.”
64

 

 The Left Behind series, in particular, raises fundamental questions on the status 

and fluidity of sacred texts and popular fiction. The series’ fluid and unstable status is 

evident through the biblical passages quoted in the books and, secondly, the books 

themselves are treated as religious texts. Left Behind’s publishers, for example, have 

also produced The Authorized Left Behind Handbook (2005), a title reminiscent of “The 

Authorized King James Bible,” implying that all readers need are the books (and 

handbook) to be able to “correctly” read the Book of Revelation—and by extension, the 

world. Many readers of the series have, according to Amy Johnson Frykholm, indicated 

that Left Behind has helped clarify and make sense of the complex, dense imagery of 

Revelation.
65

  Added to this, LeftBehind.com, the series’ official website, markets a 

365-day devotional based on the series, where one can reflect daily on Left Behind’s 

eschatological view with the aid of a passage from the series.
66

 This not only reframes 

the series as authoritative but can serve to further blur the distinction between scriptural 

Truth and fiction and further distance the original texts it wants to make clearer: the 

devotional is based on a fictional series which, in turn, is based on an interpretation of 

the apocalyptic passages of the Bible. By reading the novels in this way readers can 

potentially elevate the status of these books to the level of Scripture and Truth. 

Therefore novels such as the Left Behind series can function as “much more than 

fiction.”
67

  

In her analysis of Left Behind’s social and political messages, Amy Frykholm 

has noted the ways in which the books read or interpret the Bible has an “effect on the 

way we interpret everyday life.”
68

 Frykholm argues that to many readers, Left Behind is 
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“both truth and fiction.”
69

 The books are perceived as truth to some because they are 

based on prophetic accounts of the future that can be found in the Bible, and yet they are 

a fictional narrative of characters set in the future. “Because the Left Behind series is for 

many people both truth and fiction, it has a powerful effect on the way they understand 

the world…This vivid fictional world is powerful in shaping the world to which readers 

return after they put down the book.”
70

  

Without a doubt, the popularity of the Left Behind series, and the continued 

popularity of the Christian fiction genre as a whole, is suggestive of the deep, persuasive 

cultural power of novels and stories in conveying cultural narratives of anxiety and fear, 

redemption and hope within contemporary American evangelicalism. 

 

The Power of Story, the Power of Fiction 

You’re not coming into a novel thinking, “I really need to save my marriage, so 

I’m going to read this novel.” You’re looking a lot of times for escape. That’s I 

think why Christian fiction initially wasn’t viewed as something valid to the 

Christian walk, because it was more of an escape. But when you come into a 

story, the walls of your heart are down. We can use more storytelling...on our 

journey to understanding faith. 

The world needs story. The power of story is an unbelievable force. When Jesus 

wanted to tell you straight, he just told you straight. When he wanted to touch 

your heart, he told a story.
71

 

—Karen Kingsbury, 2007 interview in Christianity Today magazine 

 

One of the most significant shifts within evangelicalism over the last few 

decades has surrounded evangelical Christian popular fiction. And, to be sure, 

evangelical discussions about popular literature are imbued with justifications by 

Christian authors as to why they write in the fiction mode. The defence of the viability 

and validity and, to some degree, the spiritual veracity of the Christian fiction genre 

demonstrates a shift in the evangelical discourse surrounding fiction. Less than one 

century ago the overwhelming general consensus towards fiction was embodied in 

evangelical theologian A.W. Tozer’s disapproving assessment: “If it’s Christian, it’s 

true; if it’s fiction, it’s false. So there can’t be Christian fiction.”
72

 Highlighting the 

significance of shifts in contemporary attitudes to Christian fiction, it would have been 

next to impossible to find fifty years ago or so the kind of discursive defence of fiction 
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that writers in the Christian fiction mode demonstrate today. 

Contemporary Christian authors use theological imperatives to support their 

justifications and most frequently appropriate the language of Jesus as the “Greatest 

Storyteller on earth” for fiction’s legitimacy. Implicit in this reasoning is argument that 

Christian fiction authors are merely following in the footsteps of Jesus. In this 

framework, authors also put forward the “power of story,” as Karen Kingsbury 

mentions in the excerpt above. Tim LaHaye also agrees that fiction is “a powerful 

vehicle for communicating the greatest story ever told.”
73

 In his introduction to the 2003 

signet edition of Ben-Hur, Tim LaHaye cites the classic novel as inspiring him to 

“realize that fiction could be used to send a message that is even more important that the 

story.”
74

 

An overlapping and connected aspect in its defence is the rhetoric of Christian 

fiction’s capability to enhance religious and spiritual teaching. Popular Christian fiction 

author Francine Rivers stresses this capacity of fiction: “I think people connect with 

stories a lot more than they do preaching. Having somebody tell you, “This is the way it 

is, and this is what you should do” doesn’t impact you as much as a story showing you 

what all that means.”
75

 Christian fiction author Linda Hall agrees, contending that 

“fiction touches that deep sense—our soul—our emotions.” She hopes that readers of 

her fiction will “be touched so that they will be able to make changes.”
76

 

Another interesting and interrelated component emerging from these discourses 

is the notion of an absence of spiritual fulfilment in secular society, and secular fiction. 

At its most subtle, this is demonstrated in the statements made by such diverse voices as 

pioneering Christian author Janette Oke and Denise Stinson, founder of Walk Worthy 

Press. Oke asserts that she could not find the stories she wanted to read in the 

mainstream fiction available to her at the time and so wrote the stories she wanted. 

Stinson’s echoes her sentiments expressing that a lack of African American and 

Christian characters in the stories she wanted to read led her to establish Walk Worthy 

in 1997. In a similar vein, Karen Kingsbury affirms a further benefit of writing in the 

Christian fiction genre that, no doubt, strikes a strong chord with evangelicals: 

Secular writers can tell a story about the physical, the emotional, and the 

intellectual parts of a character. But no matter how well they tell the story, they 
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miss a facet that is innately part of all of us—the spiritual. As a Christian fiction 

writer, I can tell a story about the complete person, the whole character.
77

 

 

These justifications of the genre are important to remember in understanding the 

favourable evangelical swing towards fiction. Evangelical defences of fiction reveal the 

spiritual project of Christian fiction and its various capacities to not only make theology 

accessible to readers but also to imaginatively illustrate salvation and redemption 

through the power of fiction. 

In view of the debates and discourses surrounding evangelical fiction, this thesis 

will examine popular evangelical novels in the contemporary historical moment. It 

focuses, firstly, on the texts from three important genres as indicators of current popular 

tastes within evangelical readership. It explores what these bestselling novels can tell us 

about evangelical popular fiction and evangelicalism today by analysing what these 

novels can tell us about evangelical perceptions concerning American culture and the 

evangelical’s place within it. And, secondly, this dissertation examines the cultural 

context from which these Christian fiction novels come—in their current state, what 

historical intellectual and religious thoughts have influenced evangelical fiction and 

what impact have cultural developments and ideas had on the genre.  

Thus the aim of this dissertation is to analyse the contours of contemporary 

evangelical fiction. By placing popular genres representative of evangelical Christian 

fiction side by side, gendered and racial questions of the cultural work of such fiction 

are brought to the fore. In examining these genres together a more vivid picture of the 

cultural narratives that are central and meaningful for American evangelicals begins to 

develop. 

My argument is relatively straightforward: Christian fiction novels, particularly 

ones recognised for commercial or literary merit, resonate on some level with their 

evangelical readership and thus offer valuable insight not only into the religious, 

political, and cultural concerns and preoccupations of evangelicals but also the gendered 

and racial experiences of American evangelicals in this period of late modernity. As 

such, I offer a literary and cultural analysis of Christian fiction in the 1990s and into the 

early years of the twenty-first century in this revitalised moment of evangelical cultural 

power in the United States. In a broad sense, these gendered and racial concerns of 
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American evangelicals involve the desire to participate fully as American citizens, while 

privileging their personal evangelical faith. 

Chapter one illustrates the long tendrils of end-time thinking in American 

history, showing how these religious and cultural contours of prophecy belief in 

America laid a foundation for the Left Behind series’s production and receptivity at the 

end of the twentieth century. 

The second chapter examines the ways in evangelical concerns are illuminated 

in the Left Behind series with a particular emphasis on how evangelical identities and 

Christian masculinities operate in this period of late modernity. It also explores the 

series in light of its popular fiction influences.  

Chapter three explores contemporary Christian romances and argues that 

understanding how Christian romance novels reconfigure and inflect notions of love and 

romance are integral to understanding the genre. Like its secular counterpart, it a genre 

predominantly associated with women readers. But even more so, the analyses of 

Christian heroes and heroines reveal how complex gendered relationships operate in 

contemporary evangelical ideologies.  

Chapter four examines the emergence of the African-American Christian fiction 

genre arguing that this genre creates a space for discussing concerns and issues specific 

to the African American Christian experience in America. In many ways, this is an 

invisible genre to most readers of Christian fiction who are predominantly white. As 

such this chapter demonstrates the complex ways race operates in redressing 

perceptions of evangelicals in America. 

Chapter five changes tack evaluating the rhetoric of a “Christian America” in 

Christian fiction across the genres explored in previous chapters. Of particular focus is 

how evangelical Christian fiction views American national history, from the settling of 

the American West to the more recent events of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 

2001. I argue that Christian fiction’s depictions and constructions of American history 

reveal much about the ways evangelicals understand themselves as Americans and their 

positions within American society. 

In the sixth and final chapter, I examine how the political, social and moral issue 

of abortion, a highly debated and emotional topic, is represented across the three genres 

in this study. The popular novels selected provide insight into the condition of the 

cultural struggle around abortion, engaging with opposing views in various ways to 

various degrees. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

Historical and Cultural Contexts of American Evangelical Apocalypse 

and Left Behind 

 

Jerry and I felt uniquely led of God to take on this challenging task of 

presenting what we believe is the truth of end times prophecy in fiction form 

[to] take admittedly complex and often confusing elements of Scripture and help 

them come to life in your eyes...but for the record let me say that yes, we 

believe what we have portrayed here will happen someday. Our deepest prayer 

is that this sixteen-book story has drawn you closer to God...There’s nothing 

any novelist enjoys more than to hear that his work has changed a reader’s life. 

Well, when readers tell us that, they mean it literally.
78

 

—Tim LaHaye 

 

 “Move over Harry Potter. Forget John Grisham,” declared Martin Kettle of The 

Guardian in 2000. Instead the newest bestselling authors in the new millennium, he 

announced, were Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, authors the Left Behind series which 

blended “science fiction with apocalyptic fundamentalism.”
79

 This apocalyptic 

fundamentalism, or end times thought system, was a key factor in the creation of the 

series. In the mid-to-late 1980s, Tim LaHaye was on board a plane when he noticed a 

pilot flirting with a flight attendant. The pilot was wearing a wedding ring, she wasn’t. 

This brief incident, so the story goes, led LaHaye to wonder “What if the Rapture were 

to occur now and the pilot was left behind but his wife wasn’t?” This hypothetical 

became the driving concept of the Left Behind series.
80

 Clearly, understanding the 

significance and popularity of the Left Behind series requires understanding the 

religious interpretive framework underpinning the novels’ premise. 

Published between 1995 and 2007, the Left Behind series changed the face of 

Christian fiction publishing in the United States. Selling over 65 million copies, the 

series has been enormously successful, even by secular standards, with at least six of its 

books on the New York Times bestseller lists (a feat in itself as mainstream bestseller 

lists customarily do not include sales from Christian bookstores). In 2001, the ninth 

book of the Left Behind series, Desecration, was named the bestselling novel of the 

year, according to the New York Times bestsellers lists. With an initial print run of 
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three million copies, the ninth novel of the Left Behind series exceeded the average print 

runs of established mainstream bestselling authors such as John Grisham, Tom Clancy, 

and Stephen King. Moreover, the tenth novel, The Remnant, sold out before it had even 

been released.
81

 By the end of 2008, the market for religious products expected to 

exceeded $8.6 billion in annual sales, and since its inception Left Behind has netted 

more than $650 million for its publishers, Tyndale House.
82

 Yet, whether the series is 

acclaimed or criticised, it is undeniable that Left Behind’s success left an impression on 

the face of Christian fiction and represented shifts in American popular literature, 

culture, and religious history. The Left Behind series officially contains sixteen novels: 

twelve novels in its main Left Behind series, three novels in its “Before They 

Were…Left Behind” prequel series, and a final addendum novel, Kingdom Come. 

Illustrative of its stamp as a cultural marker, the series was parodied in an episode of 

The Simpsons titled “Thank God It’s Doomsday” airing in the United States in 2006, 

confirming its entry into the American pop culture lexicon.
83

 And, as such, the issues 

and questions the series raises beneath its covers require further study. 

 The commercial success of the series prompted two of the largest evangelical 

publishing organisations, the Evangelical Christian Publishing Association (ECPA) and 

the Christian Booksellers Association (CBA) to specifically create two awards: the 

“diamond award” and the derivative “double diamond award”—for Christian books that 

reach the ten-million-sales mark and twenty-million-sales mark, respectively.
84

 

Furthermore, Kevin Cope called the Left Behind series “the largest literary phenomenon 

of Western publishing history (short of the Bible itself)” and sees the series as “likely 

the most influential body of work in late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century 

prose.” Such a claim might seem grandiose, but the series’ popularity and commercial 
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achievement are reflective of deep shifts concerning American religion, publishing and 

culture.  

Cope correctly notes, however, that the series is also “something of an 

embarrassment for mainstream academic literary criticism” and “on the edge of a big 

blind spot in academic vision,” though a growing scholarship on the novels is beginning 

to rectify this lack.
85

 Indeed, at first glance, there does seem to be something 

incongruous about the Left Behind series, about the unprecedented success of Left 

Behind, of an evangelical fiction series detailing the conservative political vision of a 

bleak future popular in mainstream US culture.  

 In a society that generally sees itself as pluralistic, mainstream, and postmodern, 

the series raises questions about how a series written from an evangelical and a 

fundamentalist point of view became so popular and profitable in late twentieth century 

United States. Some of the answers come from the pervasiveness of the apocalypse and 

end-time discourses in American society.
86

 To a large degree, the Left Behind novels 

present rather distinct views that emanate not only from their specific dispensational, 

end-times beliefs but also from evangelical and fundamentalist anxieties and concerns 

about the present cultural moment. To a lesser, yet overlapping degree, the series as part 

of a popular literary genre alternately known as “prophecy fiction,” “rapture fiction,” or 

more generally “apocalyptic thrillers,” also draws upon narrative elements from the 

secular techno- and political thriller genre that is absent from its predecessors. And as 

Crawford Gribben has pointed out the rapture fiction novel, unlike other popular fiction 

genres, is a unique genre whose creation is solely attributable to evangelicals.
87

 

 In recent years only a handful of academic studies have concentrated on the Left 

Behind series.
88

 Amy Johnson Frykholm’s 2004 study, perhaps the first significant 

scholarly study on the series, takes an anthropological approach examining the readers 

of Left Behind rather than focusing on the texts themselves in order to attempt to make 

sense of the series’ appeal. Through in-depth interviews using a “snowball” sample of 

thirty-five participants, Frykholm found that readers read and discussed the novels in 
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social networks, rather than as individual consumers. Discussing the books, moreover, 

allowed readers to voice their own views on a range of theological issues and served, 

though less frequently, as an alternative source of religious authority. Frykholm found 

the reading of the series to be “inevitably a social act,” contributing to a group religious 

sensibility that reinforce believers’ shared evangelical convictions.
89

  

Furthermore, the meaning people made of the books was not homogenous. 

Frykholm relates that the books often led readers to strengthen existing beliefs and 

aided in better “visualising” mysterious and obscure biblical images, particularly found 

in the Book of Revelation. For Frykholm’s subjects, then, together with other forms of 

Christian popular culture, such as Christian music, television and Christian self-help 

literature, reading Left Behind helped the Bible come alive in believers’ everyday 

lives.
90

  

Frykholm also asserts that apocalyptic beliefs that form the basis of evangelical 

tradition and that of the Left Behind series, “are simplistically understood, rarely 

engaged, and readily dismissed” in much cultural criticism.
91

 Glenn Shuck’s study, 

Marks of the Beast: The Left Behind Novels and the Struggle for Evangelical Identity, 

seeks to redress this gap and focuses directly on the evangelical subculture’s polarising 

and dangerous tendencies of isolationism or over-accommodation to mainstream 

culture. Shuck suggests that “prophecy belief may serve to safeguard evangelical 

identity by acting as a kind of “cultural thermostat” that attempts to provide prophecy 

believers with just the right amount of tension vis-à-vis the contemporary world.”
92

 

Shuck argues that in “desperately try[ing] to transform the marginal cultural status of 

conservative evangelicals into one of unique privilege,” evangelicals walk a precarious 

religious tightrope where they balance between maintaining a distinct evangelical 

identity—without losing the “evangelical”—and engaging with contemporary society in 

a culturally relevant way.
93

 

This chapter therefore explores the historical and cultural ebbs and flows of 

apocalyptic end-times thought to situate the Left Behind series within its correct 

religious and intellectual context. First, I begin with a brief summary of the series, then 

move on to outline the sources of American evangelical concerns and anxieties 

throughout the twentieth century and sketch the literary history of the apocalypse in the 

United States. 
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The Left Behind Series: The Story of the End 

Rayford Steele’s mind was on a woman he had never touched. With 

his fully loaded 747 on autopilot above the Atlantic en route to a 

6A.M. landing at Heathrow, Rayford pushed from his mind thoughts of 

his family.     —Left Behind, p. 1 

 

In the near future, Captain Rayford Steele, pilots a commercial plane to London 

and contemplates an affair with his young, beautiful senior flight hostess, Hattie 

Durham. Also on board is Ivy-league trained, prize-winning journalist Cameron “Buck” 

Williams reflecting his recent interview with Israeli scientist, Dr Chaim Rosenzweig. 

While interviewing Rosenzweig about his revolutionary, world-changing fertilizer that 

works even in the desert sands of Israel, Buck witnesses a surprise attack by Russian jet 

fighters in order to capture the fertilizer’s secret formula. However, the entire Russian 

airforce is miraculously annihilated when the heavens open and pour down the largest 

hailstorm in history.  

Halfway into the flight, passengers awaken to find numerous empty seats. 

Clothing, glasses, and jewellery remain in the seats, but their owners have vanished. All 

children under 12 have disappeared and the media reports numerous stories of videos 

capturing grooms disappearing on their wedding day just as they slip wedding rings on 

their brides’ fingers, the bellies of pregnant women suddenly flat and unpregnant, and 

reports of entire church congregations disappearing. 

Returning to Chicago, Captain Steele finds that his wife and 12-year-old son are 

among the vanished, and only his college-age Stanford–attending daughter, Chloe, 

remains. In the ensuing chaos, Rayford seeks to find out what happened to his wife and 

son. He already has his suspicions that maybe his wife’s talk of the coming Rapture was 

true and goes to New Hope Village Church, her former church, for answers. 

There he finds associate pastor, Bruce Barnes. Barnes was “left behind” the 

novels point out because, although he “talked the talk,” he failed to internalise the 

message of Christ. Bruce confirms Rayford’s suspicions that the Rapture has indeed 

happened by showing him a video by his former pastor, who is among the raptured.  

Meanwhile, Buck investigates the disappearances while covering a story on up-and-

coming charismatic Romanian politician, Nicolae Carpathia, whose main platform is 

one of peace and unity. Amidst the chaos and global instability, Carpathia—voted 
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People magazine’s “Sexiest Man Alive”—becomes Secretary-General of the United 

Nations. By the end of the first book, Rayford, Chloe, Bruce, and Buck establish the 

Tribulation Force, an underground resistance group, to evangelise to the world about the 

coming tribulations and to combat the evil forces of the Antichrist: Nicolae Carpathia. 

Unquestionably, much in Jenkins and LaHaye’s fictional world connected with 

Carpathia is a clear invective against secular America. In particular, government comes 

under suspicion for legalising abortion, teaching evolution, protecting homosexuality, 

and allowing total governmental control of media and the arts, and omnipresent 

technological surveillance. Even the U.N. is suspect and the antichrist, posing as a 

peacemaker, quickly becomes its leader. The concern for the moral effect the arts is 

evident in the Tribulation Force’s view of sexuality and the media. Tsion Ben-Judah 

makes this concern for morally conscious media plainly clear in his assessment of 

Tribulation television, commenting: 

I expressed fresh shock every month or so at how much worse television had 

become…Today, as my friend and I sampled the hundreds of stations, I was 

unable to even pause at most offerings, they were so overtly evil. Stopping even 

to criticize them would have subjected my brain to poison. On virtually every 

other channel, however, I saw in that split second before the signal changed—

final proof that society has reached rock bottom…I am neither naive nor prudish. 

But I saw things today I never thought I would see. All restraint, all boundaries, 

all limits have been eradicated. It was a microcosm of the reason for the wrath of 

the Lamb. Sexuality and sensuality and nudity have been part of the industry for 

many years. But even those who used to justify these on the basis of freedom of 

expression or a stand against censorship at the very least made them available 

only to people who knew what they were choosing…To see not just simulated 

perversion but actual portrayals of every deadly sin listed in the scriptures left us 

feeling unclean.
94

 

 

As the Tribulation continues, Nicolae transforms the U.N. into a one world 

totalitarian government, renamed the “Global Community,” with one global currency, 

the “Nick,” and one religion: “Enigma Babylon One World Faith; relocating Global 

Community’s headquarters to New Babylon, Iraq, the city quickly becomes the capital 

city of the world. Throughout all these political machinations and manoeuvrings, the 

supernatural and prophesied events of the Tribulation continue to come to pass.
95

 

In the novels that follow, the Antichrist restricts individual freedoms even as 

membership of the underground Tribulation Force increases. An Israeli Jewish scholar, 

Tsion Ben-Judah, who after years of carefully studying the prophetic passages of the 
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Bible, the novels stress, converts to Christianity becoming one of the first 144,000 

Jewish remnant referred to in the Book of Revelation. After the death of Bruce Barnes, 

Tsion becomes the spiritual leader of the Tribulation Force while Rayford becomes their 

group’s official leader. As millions of people convert around the world, Tsion Ben-

Judah pastors them from an “untraceable” Internet network connection. Meanwhile, 

Carpathia implements a law for all people to obtain a “loyalty mark”—the “mark of the 

beast”—or face the “loyalty enforcement facilitator,” a device resembling a guillotine. 

Unable to otherwise buy or sell goods without the mark, Chloe (who is now married to 

Buck), sets up an International Commodity Co-op, where believers essentially construct 

their own economy and exchange goods and services with fellow believers globally. 

The later books recount the restrictive, totalitarian measures used by the power-

hungry Carpathia, who assembles his Unity Army in the Valley of Megiddo to wage 

Armageddon. His last plan of action, however, is thwarted by the return of Jesus, who 

appears from heaven on a white horse surrounded by hosts of angels. Supernaturally 

watched by all believers, Jesus defeats and kills Carpathia’s armies simply by the words 

he speaks. The devil (who had been possessing Carpathia since he was mortally 

wounded by Chaim Rosenzweig halfway through the Tribulation) is chained and thrown 

into the lake of fire. The twelfth book, The Glorious Appearing, concludes with the 

ushering in of the 1,000-year reign of Jesus on earth and the reunion of all who endured 

the Tribulation and those separated by the Rapture, including resurrected believers since 

Adam and Eve. 

LaHaye and Jenkins follow-up these twelve novels with a three-part prequel 

series centring on Rayford, Buck and Nicolae Carpathia entitled ‘Before They Were 

Left Behind’ culminating in The Rapture released on June 6, 2006 to capitalise on the 

“666” connection. These three novels underscore Rayford’s neglect of his family and 

the peculiar circumstances of Nicolae’s birth that include his mother’s unwitting pact 

with a cabal of devil worshippers in her desire to have a child.  

The sixteenth and final novel, Kingdom Come, covers millennial reign of Jesus 

and strongly echoes narrative elements from the main series. In it, Chloe and Buck’s 

son, Kenny, inspired by stories of the “tribulation force” forms his own “millennial 

force.” Kenny and his group of young generation of believers spend most of their time 

infiltrating evil cell groups and evangelising to those born after the events of Jesus’s 

second coming.   
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Contours of the Dispensational Apocalypse in the Twentieth Century 

The type of end-times system forming the basis of the Left Behind series has 

been an ever-present element throughout twentieth-century America. From the Civil 

War to well into the early twentieth century, widespread social transformations in the 

United States such as urbanisation and mass immigration produced circumstances 

where Irish minister John Nelson Darby’s premillennial view attracted many 

evangelicals who found the system “a valuable if sobering source of meaning.”
96 

In the 

twentieth century, The Scofield Reference Bible (1909), was “perhaps the most 

influential single publication in millenarian and fundamentalist historiography,” and 

solidified the premillennial movement.
97

 In his Reference Bible, Cyrus I. Scofield 

(1843-1921) brought together biblical text and premillennial thought in the form of 

footnotes on the same page which, no doubt, led many readers to read the notes as part 

of the Bible, inherently teaching and naturalising premillennial dispensational thought. 

By 1990 Scofield’s book had sold more than twelve million copies and “became the 

Bible of choice throughout the world of fundamentalism.”
98

  

Of the post-World War II premillennial dispensational books to appear, Hal 

Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth, published in 1970, has been named “the most 

influential” and best-selling non-fiction book of the 1970s.
99

 Lindsey followed The Late 

Great Planet Earth’s success with other best-selling books, including an end-times 

novel in the 1990s, and has been one of the few writers to have had three books 

simultaneously on the best seller lists.
100

 Targeted at young people, The Late Great 

Planet Earth discussed the growing sense of meaninglessness and American youth’s 

search for “satisfying answers.” Rehashing the major tropes of nineteenth century 

premillennial dispensationalism, Lindsey, a pre-tribulational premillennialist, argued 

that America in the 1960s and 1970s, a period that saw the rise of the anti-war, 

women’s, and civil rights movements, was rife with the “signs of the times” that Jesus 

was returning soon. To this he added specific twentieth century concerns, in particular 

the nuclear bomb and communism. In the vein of the Cold War American discourse, he 
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discussed Russia’s and China’s prophetic significance in conjunction with communist 

concerns.  

Whilst the advent of nuclear weapons did heighten fears about the world’s end, 

it also added a complicating aspect to prophecy interpretation—how could prophecy 

writers read evidence of nuclear wars as prophecy fulfilment in apocalyptic passages 

that described warriors on horseback and bows and arrows, especially if “a literal 

interpretation of Scripture is a hallmark of dispensationalism”?
101

 Prophecy writers 

found solutions in advocating either a primitive Middle-Ages-like battle or adopt a 

metaphoric approach, like Hal Lindsey, and adapting “spears, swords, and chariots into 

modern weapons, including atomic bombs.”
102

 What is more, Hal Lindsey’s 

assumptions that allusions of, as Boyer rightly puts forth, “fiery destruction and mass 

suffering foreshadow[ing] nuclear war [have] relentlessly turned the Bible into a manual 

of atomic-age combat.”
103

  One such example of this is Lindsey’s explication of 

Zechariah 14:12 

And this shall be the plague wherewith the LORD will smite all the people 

that have fought against Jerusalem; Their flesh shall consume away while 

they stand upon their feet, and their eyes shall consume away in their holes, 

and their tongue shall consume away in their mouth” (KJV). 

A frightening picture isn’t it? Has it occurred to you that this is exactly 

what happens to those who are in a thermonuclear blast? It appears that this 

will be the case at the return of Christ.
104

 

 

Strikingly, Lindsey’s explanation illustrates his characteristic use of qualifying 

phrases like “it appears” to reinforce his argument without the evidence of supporting 

facts. Lindsey also implied in The Late Great Planet Earth that in 1988—forty years 

after Israel’s establishment—the Rapture might occur, and so employed, according to 

Stephen O’Leary, “the strategy of using an argumentative form that implies deductive 

certainty without completing the syllogism to arrive at a falsifiable date.”
105

 In other 

words, Lindsey develops a voice of authority without giving any actual specifics. 

Further, Daniel Wojcik points out that Lindsey skilfully employs the rhetoric of the 

apocalypse to persuade readers toward his view and displays “insider knowledge” of 

contemporary events and science.
106

 For example, referring to the dispensational belief 

that when Jesus returns he will first return to Israel, arriving (feet first) at the Mount of 

Olives. “It was reported to me that an oil company doing seismic studies of [the Mount 
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of Olives] in quest of oil discovered a gigantic fault…so severe that it could split at any 

time. It is awaiting “the foot.”
107

  

Moreover, violence in these end-times narratives and the abundance of it are a 

central feature of apocalyptic prophecy. Thus, as Boyer correctly observes, Lindsey 

describes an apocalyptic holocaust “with unholy zest, hypnotically piling catastrophe 

upon catastrophe: “multiplied millions” of soldiers are incinerated; civilian casualties 

mount into the billions amid nuclear horrors including a “quadrillion megaton 

explosion”; mass poisoning results as water turns to blood.”
108

 This pleasure or 

enthusiasm for bloody and violent descriptions of the end indicate an avenue for the 

interest in premillennial prophecy popularizers like Lindsey and the subsequent appeal 

of LaHaye’s and Jenkins’ Left Behind series. More specifically, these features provide a 

vicarious sense of retribution and justice where the “bad guys” get what they deserve. 

The novels also appeal to a predominantly male audience in the same way that political 

thriller novels (also arising in the 1970s) and action-adventure films appeal.
109

  

Critics, both secular and religious, have criticised Lindsey for his “imaginative 

flights,” one dismissing his “science fiction fantasy” as “a farrago of nonsense.”
 110

 

Even so, there is no doubt, however, as to Lindsey’s significance in the cultural 

landscape as a popularizer of the premillennial dispensational view of the end-times and 

his ability to “convey a sense of privileged information and an understanding of the 

present and the future.”
111

  

The dispensationalist’s eschatological view experienced setbacks with the end of 

the Cold war and the demise of the Soviet Union, though most premillennialists 

regarded these as “temporary glitches” in the eschatological big picture.
112

 However, 

like the Civil War and the two World Wars, the 1991 Persian Gulf War “shot adrenaline 

into the veins of the premillennial world.”
113

 Further, since the terrorist attacks of 2001, 

the impetus for the “war on terror” echoes and reflects similar rhetorical qualities found 

in Cold War discourse. Both the Cold War and the “war on terror” strike chords with 

elements of the end-time worldview that engage ideologies of protecting American 

freedoms and the “American way of life” through using the dichotomous language of 
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the evil “them”—whether Russian communists or Middle Eastern terrorists—and the 

good, American “us.” 

Moreover, the core impetus of political mobilisation of Christians of the 1980s 

was based upon a belief that America had lost its prophetic significance, and abandoned 

its Christian values for “secular humanism.” At the heart of this was a set of core, 

symbolic issues that American evangelicals found to have disturbingly changed 

throughout the twentieth century, in particular the changing structure and face of the 

family. Historian James D. Hunter contends that the family became “the most 

conspicuous field of conflict in the culture war” of the late twentieth century.
114

 “The 

contest over the family, in fact, reflects fundamental differences in the assumptions and 

worldviews of the antagonists,” and this contest centred itself Hunter claimed, in a 

dispute “over what constitutes the family.”
115

 For evangelicals, the family was the 

traditional nuclear family, and their growing concern with the decline of morality 

pointing to high rates of divorce, teen pregnancy, abortion, and homosexuality. In his 

work on the “culture wars” as a struggle to define America, Hunter highlights 

narrative’s capability to function as a popular means in which to articulate cultural 

beliefs, experiences, and visions. He explains that: “[o]ften the mechanism for 

articulating our public philosophies (and thus the meaning of national identity) is 

nothing more than a simple narrative—chronicles that begin with an account of the 

nation’s mythic origin and end with a vision of its vision. The impact of these stories is 

critical.”
116 

Evangelical articulations of certain meanings of national identity in 

Christian fiction are explored further in chapter five. 

For conservative evangelicals, the family is but one area of contestation. The 

increasing politicization of evangelicals in the 1970s and 1980s to other key issues, 

involved the changing educational environment (the Supreme Court ban on school 

prayer, new tax codes for religious schools, and curricula issues in the public schools) 

and the extensions of the liberal state. Many evangelicals and conservative Christians 

also perceived a threat to their values in the civil rights and student movements. And 

they were profoundly affected by the public visibility of feminist movements in the 

1970s—from the famous Miss America pageant demonstration in 1968 to Congress’ 

approval of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in 1972 to the significant Roe v. Wade 

abortion rights Supreme Court decision in 1973. In their eyes, “women’s lib” had 
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become perhaps the most influential, and threatening, social movement to emerge out of 

the 1960s and intimated that the modern man was facing a “crisis” as after effect. All 

these visible and contentious issues that emerged in the twentieth century further proved 

to evangelicals that the disturbing and morally deteriorating state of society was another 

signifier of Christ’s close return. 

Social and cultural transformations in post-war United States, especially since 

1968, have emphasised crises and threats to everyday American life, family, and 

work.
117

 The 1970s registered transformations in attitudes toward work, family, and sex. 

The rise of feminism and gay liberation movements, together with the changes to family 

structures saw the single income, male bread winner nuclear family as no longer the 

norm. The economic pressures of urban life, falling real wages, and deindustrialisation 

also had taken their toll on the American people since the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

Chafe writes that the average blue-collar worker, for the first time since the end of 

World War II, beleaguered “by inflation, unemployment, and loss of control in the 

workplace...seemed to face a future that contained little basis for optimism of faith.”
118

 

 These conditions and crises also deepened pessimism toward American politics 

and government. Historian William Chafe writes that during and after the civil rights 

movement, “many activists gradually lost faith in the capacity of the American political 

system to reform itself.”
119

 Further distrust of the federal government was exacerbated 

by the Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal, and well-publicised investigations of CIA 

covert actions during the Cold War. American foreign policy (and to some extent, 

domestic policies) regarding geopolitical instabilities after the loss of Vietnam also 

called into question governmental interests. 

Millennial impulses and ideologies, therefore, become prevalent not only during, 

and around, significant societal changes—whether political, economic, or cultural—and 

especially evident in wars, but also during crises concerning American marginalisation 

and identity. Partly due to the adaptation and modification of end time biblical scenarios 

to contemporary events, it also speaks to the real or perceived fears of believers. Over 

the twentieth century, these anxieties shifted into a higher gear with, among others 
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changes, the advent of nuclear weapons, globalisation, advancement of technology, and 

the emerging differences in the structure of the family in American society. There is a 

sense that adherence to this apocalyptic scenario allays fears by giving these fears 

meaning and believers a sense of place in history. Moreover, these fears formed the 

basis of the politics of conservative Christians who became involved in post-war 

American politics.  

Among the wide, sweeping changes wrought by the twentieth century perhaps 

none were more deeply transformative to everyday American life than the new 

technologies of television and the internet, which brought news, entertainment, and 

information into living rooms and right to fingertips. Similar to feelings over the 

constant threat of nuclear war, these technological advancements produced the view that 

television and computers will be used by the antichrist for global domination and 

control of the masses.
120

 Capturing some of the Christian concerns over the impact of 

technology on contemporary society, director of the Left Behind movies Peter Lalonde, 

has remarked that “Never before has electronic technology existed to assist the anti-

Christ” to rise to power. And not since the contemporary period “has technology existed 

to create the cashless economy that many Christians believe is described in Revelation: 

a prediction borne out in credit cards, smart cards and proposals for national 

identification cards.
121

 

Such prophetic significance to contemporary technology is not new. Lalonde’s 

comments illustrate that technological concerns are also connected to concerns about 

the economy and issues over identity, particularly over the degree of autonomy an 

individual has in a technologically dependant society. Philosophical questions over the 

relationship between the individual and technology may be traced to a discourse 

addressing the deep cultural reverberations of the Industrial Revolution’s impact on 

everyday life.  For example, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Boyer 

notes that in the same way “as earlier writers found the railroad in prophecy, those of 

the 1930s noted the eschatological significance of air travel and television.”
122

 End-time 

speculation translated technological advancement with everyday applications such as 

barcodes, for example, as an ever-present reminder that technology has invaded every 

facet of our life.
123

 At the time of its invention the microchip also entered this 

apocalyptic discourse and is taken up by the authors of Left Behind. “Microchip 
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rhetoric” resurfaces every now and then as a favourite example by premillennial 

dispensationalists of the possible dangerous infringements of technology on the 

individual. In recent years the RFID chip which is currently used in newly-issued 

passports has raised alarm of its miniature size (smaller than a fingernail) and suitability 

for embedding under the skin.  

However, premillennial dispensationalists, throughout the twentieth century 

have also utilized technology, in particular radio, television and the printed book to their 

benefit. The uneasy, paradoxical relationship between the good and evil uses of 

technology, as viewed by evangelicals and particularly fundamentalists, is also 

connected to evangelical fears and concerns about evangelical identity and the 

autonomy of the individual. Philosophical and ethical concerns of the possibilities of 

technology’s invasion of the body intersect with concerns over privacy, surveillance, 

and the rights and freedoms of an individual. 

 

The History of the End 

End time beliefs historically have been—and continue to be—a pervasive factor 

in American culture. An eschatological system under two hundred years old, 

premillennial dispensationalism draws upon apocalyptic elements that have long been a 

part of American culture. Present since European colonisation of the Americas, these 

apocalyptic elements are embraced by many conservative evangelicals, most 

predominantly by Christian fundamentalists, and most evident in the apocalyptic 

thrillers, or rapture fiction, of the Left Behind series. The American version of the 

apocalypse illustrated by the Left Behind books is based on a specific and complex 

system of biblical interpretation known as “premillennial dispensationalism.” The 

“premillennial” aspect of the term takes the view that society is irredeemably corrupt, 

unable to be fixed by man due to his fallen state. Only Jesus’ second coming, signalling 

the millennium, can achieve a perfect society. “Dispensationalism,” holds to an 

interpretation that divides up history into different periods, or “dispensations,” in which 

humans are subject to different divine laws and criteria for salvation.   

 In terms of Left Behind’s narrative, this essentially locks the plot into a strict 

formula where characters’ actions and motives must fit with the predetermined 

prophetic picture. Further, this millennial theory also holds that the Church is a distinct 

and separate entity from the Jewish tribes of the Bible, who are still under the prophetic 

plan of Jesus’s first coming two thousand years ago and, as such, will be judged 

differently. Currently, according to this theory humanity is living in the sixth 



 39 

dispensation or the Church Age, only to come to a close with the Rapture.
124

 Among 

dispensational evangelicals there is no consensus on the end-times modus operandi as 

well as the timing of the Rapture, as dispensational theologian Charles F. Baker admits: 

“it should be understood that there is no positive statement [in the Bible] that the rapture 

will occur before, in the midst of, or at the end of the tribulation.”
125

 The end-times 

formula nonetheless has stayed remarkably consistently throughout its history with 

changes in the tradition acting as “readjustments” in the historical events and 

technologies which contemporaries ascribe as fulfilling prophecy like the absorption of 

the atomic bomb or the internet’s potential benefits or drawbacks, for example, into 

prophecy belief and significance. 

Apocalyptic eschatology has distinct features, encompassing a specific understanding of 

time, both past and future, with a sense of living in a transforming age creating 

perceptions of anxiety, fear and the uncontrollable. The notion of time and history is 

important in Left Behind, and suggests a reading of history that at once makes sense of 

the present and provides knowledge of how the future will unfold. According to this 

view, history is totalising and “linear and telic” moving forward in a kind of grand-

narrative to the End.
 126

 The individuals who subscribe to this view know their place in 

the process of history and the importance of living on the divine timetable. History is 

also predetermined, reaffirming for prophecy believers that God is in control of history, 

creating a preordained “cause and effect” view of history, where specific events lead to 

specific results.
127

 Moreover, as Barry Brummett emphatically conveys, the 

“apocalyptic makes sense as a rhetorical genre only if it offers an audience that has lost 

a sense of order in the cosmos both acknowledgment that the audience has no control 

and the reassurance that history is nevertheless under control” by God and foretold in 

the Bible.
128

  

This is sense of gaining order and control over events that otherwise indicate 

only alienation is apparent in the Left Behind series. The failure of conventional 

explanations is established in the first book as Rayford Steele finds out his wife and son 

raptured, with only their empty bed clothes left behind. In the novel, it is the moment of 

finding their empty clothes that confirm his wife’s religion was correct, Rayford 

reflects: 
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It was time to move beyond being a critic, an analyst never satisfied 

with the evidence. The proof was before him: the empty chairs, the 

lonely bed, the hole in his heart. There was only one course of action.
129

 

 

Thus the Left Behind novels, as Amy Frykholm warns, foster a sense of fear and 

anxiety by presenting readers with an inventory of irredeemable crisis and evil in the 

world and resolve this fear by proposing a resolution.
130

 Hence, the Left Behind series 

follows the basic narrative formula of classic dispensationalism popularised by Hal 

Lindsey. The novels, however, deviate from previous prophecy fiction in subtle but 

important ways. Glenn Shuck notes that the books are original in their combination of 

certain salient but previously separate points in prophecy fiction, such as “dualistic 

polarisation” of friends and enemies, the “existential concerns of evangelicals,” and 

active fighting against the forces of evil.
131

  

In his Arguing the Apocalypse: A Theory of Millennial Rhetoric (1994), literary 

theorist Stephen O’Leary examined the rhetorical functions of the apocalypse and its 

enduring appeal. By considering the ways in which orators, authors and apocalyptic 

texts seek to persuade their audience, O’Leary outlined an insightful theory of the 

apocalypse: the “comic” and “tragic” apocalypse, adopted from literary theories of 

Shakespeare’s plays. The “comic” postpones the End or makes “its enactment a 

consequence of human choice and activity in the world” and evil is, to a limited extent, 

“overcome by recognition, reform and education.” Conversely, the “tragic,” according 

to O’Leary, “structures time by placing the End somewhere in the immediate future, and 

views this End as predestined and catastrophic.” Demonic portrayals of evil abound and 

only through divine and supernatural intervention, as opposed to human action, is evil 

defeated.” Moreover, O’Leary notes that in “the tragic interpretation, the predictive 

function of the apocalyptic myth is dominant; in the comic interpretation, the hortatory 

and allegorical functions are emphasized.”
132

  

Moreover, the ambiguity between fiction and the real world has implications for 

the novels’ source of prophetic authority, and by extension the authority of LaHaye and 

Jenkins. Daniel Wojcik contends that prophecy writers' authority is acquired through 

“textual exegesis” in that prophecy writers “gain” power, or credibility, through their 

knowledge of current world history and “from their ability to decipher symbolic 
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information about the future as revealed in the Bible.”
133

 In the Left Behind series this is 

seen to work on two levels. On an internal level, in the world of Left Behind, members 

of the Tribulation Force from Pastor Bruce Barnes to Rabbi Tsion Ben-Judah to Dr 

Chaim Rosenzweig, establish their interpretations of prophecy and, consequently, the 

world around them, as authoritative by correctly predicting and explaining events as 

they occur. By doing this they symbolically verify the “truth” of the books 

themselves.
134

  

Despite the intriguing claim made by John Mort who called the apocalyptic 

fiction genre “evangelical fiction’s sassiest subgenre,” the series exhibits what I see as 

the tension between the self-reflexive religious commentary of prophecy belief and its 

self-consciousness as fictional genre mode.
135

 These tensions are perhaps best 

demonstrated in the first novel, Left Behind, where “a melancholy visual humor” of 

raptured Christian in various situations from disappearing grooms to pallbearers 

stumbling with suddenly empty caskets hint at the “strangely comic possibilities of the 

Resurrection.”
136

 In peculiar and sometimes bizarre ways, to use Cope's words, “blood-

stirring scenes end up creating more wry humor than terror.”
137

 In the Remnant, for 

example, as some members of the Tribulation Force prepare for a dangerous mission, 

Mrs Pappas, a middle-aged Greek believer, offers this passing nugget: “There is nothing 

wrong with working while someone is praying. Someone put extra ammunition clips in 

a bag while I pray.”
138

 

The battling tensions evident in the first novel steadily fade throughout the series 

until in the final novels, most notably Glorious Appearing and Kingdom Come, where 

overt expositions of prophecy and especially the words of Jesus seem to operate as if 

copiously lifted from biblical passages. Compared to the first novel, the later novels 

show that LaHaye and Jenkins clearly forego any self-conscious considerations of 

series’ fictional genre for the sake of reinforcing prophecy belief. While part of this 

trouble stems from the evangelical problem of depicting a Jesus that neither adds nor 

detracts from that represented in the Bible, these later novels inadvertently read like a 

thinly-veiled patch-work Bible than fiction novels. 
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The Left Behind books thus present a particular way of engaging with the 

apocalyptic narrative. The Left Behind series does not attempt to convince readers of the 

end but rather “enacts it,” as Glenn Shuck notes.
139

 Targeting American evangelical 

readers who, according to Joel Carpenter, for most of the twentieth century have 

regarded themselves as a marginalised group, the Left Behind series’ particular strain of 

prophetic belief, “premillennialism,” works on the premise that God is in control of 

history and that evangelicals have a particular part to play in the final stages of 

history.
140

 Enemies meet their doom by predestined, divine intervention, not through 

human action. As such, human action is considered futile and fatalistic such as when 

Chaim Rosenzweig, a Jewish scientist disillusioned by the antichrist’s promises, 

assassinates Nicolae Carpathia only to have the antichrist supernaturally resurrect a few 

days later, enacting the end-times script according to dispensational premillennialism.
141

 

The only thing human action can change within this apocalyptic script, however, is their 

(spiritual) position—individuals have a choice: “to choose between Christ and 

Antichrist.”
142

 Yet despite this, converted protagonists in Left Behind form a 

“Tribulation Force” in order to actively thwart the Antichrist, even though these 

characters “know” how the End will unfold. This shift in prophecy fiction toward a 

greater role for human agency in fact reflects the political mobilisation of evangelicals 

in the 1980s. Furthermore, the apocalyptic genre also supplies a guide to preparing for 

the future, in the form of a jeremiad that urges people to prevent change or avoid 

threatened upheavals via personal change.
143

 Therefore, this religious view sees history 

as a narrative—with a beginning, middle, and end—that is ultimately meaningful. 

Apocalyptic narratives catalogue what is wrong with the world, preoccupied 

with recitations “of disaster and imminent disaster.”
144

 The apocalyptic jeremiad “finds 

comfort in the very act of naming and lamenting a list of present-day evils that serves as 

evidence of history’s degeneration into iniquity.”
145

 Apocalyptic rhetoric is, after all, a 

system that ascribes order to seeming chaos. As a system of order, “it replaces the 

received systems of explanation that an audience has lost. To an audience that thought it 
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was adrift amidst chaos, apocalyptic rhetoric reveals a grand plan underlying all of 

history, a plan that was in place all along.”
146

  

In the Left Behind books there is a deep sense of longing, of a nostalgia for “the 

way things were” that is especially evident in descriptions by the main characters who 

are amazed at the amount of societal degeneration in the post-rapture world. The state of 

modern society is underscored in a scene in the fifth book, Apollyon, when hero Buck 

Williams goes searching for a newly converted Jew at a bar in a bad part of Jerusalem. 

Horrified that “Jerusalem had grown seedy,” Buck comments “This is not the Israel he 

remembered.”
147

  

 

The Twentieth Century Rapture Fiction Novel 

While commentaries on biblical prophecy have long been around, as a genre of 

Christian fiction rapture fiction has had substantial teething problems. The apocalyptic 

strikes a very resonant chord in American culture and has been pervasive in history but 

as a fictional genre the rapture fiction novel or the apocalyptic thriller is relatively 

recent. Indeed, end times thought and the notion of the removal of “true” Christians (or 

“catching up”) prior to the horrors of the tribulation or the “rapture” has, according to 

historian Eugen Weber, become “part of doomsday chic” in contemporary America and 

lends itself to what Stephen Stein calls the “Americanization of the apocalyptic 

tradition.”
 148

 The apocalyptic as a popular fiction genre, a genre which significantly 

features the rapture and the notorious figure of the antichrist, may be situated with 

British novelist Sydney Watson in the pre-World War I years with such firmly 

apocalyptic themed religious novels as In the Twinkling of an Eye and its sequel The 

Mark of the Beast.
 149

 In the United States, the fiction genre lay relatively dormant until 

the 1970s with Salem Kirban’s 666 (1970) and other novels. Kirban’s novels took part 

in the apocalyptically aware climate made popular during the 1970s by Hal Lindsey’s 

The Late Great Planet Earth. In 1986 Frank Peretti’s novel This Present Darkness laid 

the foundation for an entertaining conspiracy theory narrative emerging from a 

Christian worldview and, unlike the historical prairie romances that dominated the 

Christian fiction scene at the time, focused on contemporary Christian protagonists.  
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Peretti’s novels, to be sure, mark a turning point within Christian fiction 

publishing for other reasons as well. Jan Blodgett cites the subsequent success of 

Peretti’s novel as a contributing factor in its publisher, Crossway’s decision to develop 

“a strong fiction line.”
150

 Glenn Shuck also interprets Peretti’s first two novels as 

“groundbreaking in many ways,” including “its innovative prose.”
151

 And, interestingly, 

Tim LaHaye originally wanted Frank Peretti to co-author the Left Behind series with 

him but as Peretti declined due to other works in process LaHaye teamed up with Jerry 

Jenkins.
152

 Peretti’s books, selling several million copies by the 1990s, foreshadowed a 

renewed interest in narrating modern evangelical anxieties through fiction.  

Frank Peretti’s This Present Darkness is in many ways, in terms of Christian 

fiction and content, a prelude to the success of the Left Behind books. This Present 

Darkness is often categorised as “spiritual warfare” or as an apocalyptic thriller. Set in 

the small “middle-American” middle-class town of Ashton, the novel portrays 

evangelical suspicions familiar to the Christian Right. In the novel witches, New Age 

cultists and secular humanists wage a covert war to take over small American towns and 

then the world. The success of this book, and its sequel, Piercing the Darkness (1989), 

lay in its ability to pick up not only apocalyptic but also political themes already 

pervasive in society, via the Christian Right. Peretti’s favourite themes were found in 

his portrayal of the evil scope of secular humanism in university education, liberal 

Protestantism and the New Age. Peretti displayed muted dispensational tones but, 

nonetheless, alluded to end-times scenarios that would be foregrounded in Left Behind: 

“A significant gathering, captain,” said Guilo [an angel]…“As written 

in the Scriptures, the kings of the earth,” Tal observed, “being made 

drunk with the wind of the great harlot’s immorality.” 

“Babylon the Great,” said Guilo. “The Great Harlot arising at last.” 

“Yes, Universal Consciousness. The world religion, the doctrine of 

demons spreading among all the nations. Babylon revived right before 

the end of the age.”
153

 

 

Peretti depicts demons and angels in such a way that, while on the one hand, 

they remove agency from humans, on the other, they indicate that by being a “true,” 

bible-believing Christian humans are empowered. Demons are described as dark, 

shrivelled creatures emitting sulphurous fumes that literally delve into their powerless 

victims’ brains. Angels are associated with blinding light (and look very much like 
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good-looking athletes) and share a different relationship with humans. Angels protect 

believing humans and when humans pray (becoming “prayer warriors”) they literally 

give angels power to defeat demons: 

Edith Duster [an elderly woman] was on her feet and ready to shout it to 

the heavens. “Rafar, you wicked prince of evil, in the name of Jesus we 

rebuke you!” 

Rafar’s [head demon] blade zinged over Tal’s [captain of the angels] 

head. It missed. 

“We bind you!” shouted the Remnant. 

The big yellow eyes winced. 

“We cast you out!” Andy said. 

There was a puff of sulphur, and Rafar bent over. Tal leaped to his feet. 

“We rebuke you, Rafar!” Edith shouted again. 

Rafar screamed. Tal’s blade had torn him open.
154

 

 

Characteristic of Peretti’s style, this passage juxtaposes the human and spiritual 

worlds, amplifying not only the power found in the everyday and mundane but, more 

importantly, the role of ordinary Christians through bringing the cosmic, supernatural 

battle between good and evil forces down to level of the local and everyday. In a similar 

vein the Left Behind series also reveal evangelical political preoccupations in depicting 

the battle of ultimate stakes between good and evil forces as a struggle on a daily basis. 

Accordingly, as Shuck quite rightly points out “Peretti’s characters were more than 

passive victims, they fought back, struggling with mundane manifestations of evil, 

while their angelic counterparts fought demons in the ether surrounding them.”
155

 

The Left Behind series subtly resonates with Peretti’s descriptive style where 

muscular angels and ugly demons battle each other with swords. For example, in the 

seventh book of the series, The Indwelling, Rabbi Tsion Ben Judah has a dream-like 

vision, in which he meets with the Angel Gabriel. The passage, while using the imagery 

of Revelation, also employs similar descriptive strategies as Peretti does;  

Tsion turned to see a great battle raging. Michael and his angels wielded great 

double-edged swords against fiery darts from the dragon and his evil angels. The 

ugly hordes advanced again and again against Michael’s mighty forces, but they 

could not prevail.
156

 

 

The Left Behind series, therefore, taps into a rich vein of long-standing 

apocalyptic belief in contemporary America that presents an inherently mediated way of 

reading the world via the Bible. While providing much of the narrative’s action and 

impetus through its end-times structure, the Left Behind series is actually primarily 
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concerned about identity and security in a time of rapid changes and uncertainty. For 

those that agree with this end time view, the books provide security, while for others 

they may raise more questions about the world around them. Questions surrounding 

definitions and boundaries of evangelical identity are answered through their 

understanding of history and consequently the future, the causes of suffering and evil as 

well as their remedy. Identity becomes a persistent theme in the series, especially with 

the preoccupation with identifying who is good and who is evil, creating binaries of 

good and evil, saved or not saved, “us” and “them.”  

The next chapter will take a closer look at the ways in which the Left Behind 

series brings to the surface particular cultural concerns associated with premillennial 

dispensational fears and anxieties over modernity. Working on many levels, the Left 

Behind series operates as an imagined space for playing out contemporary evangelical 

American tensions. These tensions take place particularly around considerations of the 

autonomy of the individual and the evangelical mind especially charges of anti-

intellectualism, as well as tensions impinging on evangelical identity surrounding 

contemporary challenges to Christian masculinity and its reinvigoration. 

 

 



 47 

CHAPTER 2: 

Narratives of Anxiety: Technology, Evangelical Identity, and the Search 

for Christian Manhood in the Left Behind series. 

 

 The Left Behind series is much more than simply a straightforward story of the 

future end of society and history. Rather the novels illuminate present evangelical 

cultural concerns, particularly late twentieth and early twenty-first century anxieties 

over changing meanings of manhood in a rapidly changing global society. Other 

scholars agree, believing that the series offers insight into American evangelicalism's 

current condition. Irish scholar Crawford Gribben thinks the series reveals what he calls 

an “evangelical crisis.” He argues that the series shows “both the strengths and 

weaknesses of the evangelical world from which it emerges,” and while set in the near 

future and concerning the apocalyptic end of time, it is as much about this present world 

as the next.
157

 After all, he opines, it is the political and spiritual circumstances in the 

present that lead to the rise of the Antichrist and the onset of the seven-year tribulation 

period. As Amy Frykholm similarly concluded in her analysis of Left Behind’s readers, 

“the story of rapture and tribulation is not about “the end” at all, but about the creation 

of meaning in the present moment…[Readers] sort through what is available [in the 

present] to construct meaning and identity.”
158

 Because Left Behind is much more than 

just about “the end” and “winning souls,” the series addresses issues salient to 

American evangelical subculture regarding the way they see themselves.  

The Left Behind books, then, function as social documents, providing valuable 

insight into the evangelical experience in America. Undoubtedly, the novels provide a 

catalogue of the problems of contemporary society and offer further criteria that will 

signal the beginning of the End. In particular, among the complex web of evangelical 

fears and tensions the series addresses, this chapter examines the notion of manhood 

recaptured in apocalyptic fiction, conflicting evangelical attitudes toward technology 

and globalisation; representations of evangelical identity and perceptions of anti-

intellectualism; the autonomy of the individual regarding the individual’s control, or 

lack thereof, of his or her privacy and personal information; and, finally, the authors’ 

construction of a form of masculinity deeply embedded and resonant in contemporary 

culture that also suggestive of anxieties about Christian manhood.  
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Tribulation Warriors and Apocalyptic Cowboys: The Search for Christian 

Masculinity 

 The Left Behind novels demonstrate a deep anxiety over Christian manhood 

that parallels recent critical American manhood studies that suggest that men in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first century are experiencing a “masculinity in crisis,” with 

white American “hegemonic masculinity” under particular threat.
159

 Visions of male 

crises and threatened manhood at the turn of the twenty-first century have also been 

played out in popular culture, perhaps most notably through Edward Norton's character 

in the 1999 movie, Fight Club. Most noticeably the Left Behind books infer that the 

advent of the Rapture is possible partly due to a pervading sense of male crisis and offer 

a vision of reclaiming true masculinity. This is expressly evident through the character 

of Rayford Steele, who embodies the notion of manhood recaptured in apocalyptic 

fiction.  

 Manhood and masculinities scholar Michael Kimmel argues that American 

ideologies of masculinity throughout the twentieth century have been highly conflicted, 

and consequently led many men to experience extensive anxieties over their manhood. 

Kimmel traces this conflict to a historical incongruity between American ideals of the 

self-made man and the more reliant conditions of wage earning exacerbated by 

industrialisation and late capitalism. The self-made man was “a model of manhood of 

which derived identity entirely from a man’s activities in the public sphere, measured 

by an accumulated wealth and status, by geographic and social mobility.”
160

 As a 

model, the self-made man continues to shape the construction of masculinity in 

contemporary American culture. Two world wars, a depression, urbanisation and 

suburban sprawl all contributed to the numerous challenges to their masculinity men 

faced. Kimmel argued that these perplexing challenges resulted in a “contemporary 

crisis of masculinity” and the late twentieth and early twenty-first century's man search 

for the meaning of manliness.  

 Moreover, major socioeconomic changes such as industrialisation, increased 

numbers of women and immigrants in the workforce, have threatened the masculine 
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identities of many men, who have sought to pursue and symbolically reaffirm their 

status as real men through consumption. By consuming technology and commodities to 

act out their fantasies, men could symbolically rebel against routinised and 

emasculatory identities.  

 Other scholars also agree that gender is perhaps the most centrally unresolved 

and conflicted issue of all in the Left Behind series.
161

 The main female character in the 

Left Behind series, Chloe Williams is “tough and assertive,” challenging men who 

patronize her because of her gender, and becomes the CEO of a world-wide co-op 

planned as a way of avoiding and escaping the mark of the Beast. And although Chloe 

agrees to submit to her husband, the one time it comes up she tells Buck that the plan he 

wants her to follow and obey is idiotic. He realizes she is right and that he is wrong, and 

does not exercise his headship. This submission seems to be enacted symbolically, more 

gestures towards male headship within marriage rather than being enforced on principle. 

LaHaye and Jenkins oscillate between gender essentialism and contestations to 

traditional gender roles implying how far feminism has been diffused throughout 

evangelical culture. It is a perspective utilised by the Promise Keepers but one that is 

not uncomplicatedly patriarchal.  

While scholars assert the importance of the novels’ gender politics, they focus, 

however, most often than not, on female characters that represent, as Frykholm finds, 

either virtuous womanhood, like Chloe, or the fallen woman, like Hattie Durham. 

However, apart from using adjectives such as “manly” and “muscular” when discussing 

male protagonists, they overlook the subtle, yet significant relationship between male 

figures and the contemporary Christian men’s movement, especially through Left 

Behind’s construction of masculinity. The books address a view of contemporary 

manhood as under attack and through the narrative suggest a return to Christian 

masculinity.  

The call to reclaim and return to Christian manhood is part of a dynamic rhetoric 

emanating from and embraced by popular Christian men’s movements. Since the 1990s, 

the Christian men’s movement has emerged as an influentially popular forum for men, 

with the Promise Keepers movement perhaps the most well-known and popular in the 

mid-to-late 1990s. While the Promise Keepers still continue today albeit with markedly 

less conference attendees over the years, more recent movements and organizations 

have emerged, including the “GodMen.” According to their website, “GodMen’s 
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mission is to help men find their place in church and to increase their understanding of 

male spirituality by simply being the power-filled men God created them to be.”
162

 A 

place where men can be “fully men” and meet outside of church in order to liberate 

themselves from the burden of what they see as the “feminised church” and the 

emasculation of the churchgoing man, claiming that the Jesus being described in church 

is domesticated and emasculated.  

Christian men’s movements broadly argue that men—and not only Christian 

men—have lost what it means to be a man. They have lost, in the words of evangelical 

writer John Eldredge, the “essence” of masculinity and consequently struggle with the 

demands that work, family and culture impress on them.
163

 Recent popular self-help 

books that derive from this testosterone subculture include such titles as John 

Eldredge’s Wild at Heart (2001) and Paul Coughlin’s No More Christian Nice Guy: 

When Being Nice—Instead of Good—Hurts Men, Women and Children (2005). John 

Eldredge’s Wild at Heart is one of the most well-known men’s instructional texts to 

come out in recent years and promotes a masculinity associated with the cowboy and 

other Hollywood-type mythologies of manhood. Eldredge outlines “masculinity” as “an 

essence that is hard to articulate but that a boy naturally craves as he craves food and 

water. It is something passed between men.” And, moreover, Eldredge continues: 

“Masculinity is bestowed. A boy learns who he is and what he’s got from a man, 

or the company of men. He cannot learn it any other place. He cannot learn it 

from other boys, and he cannot learn it from the world of women. The plan from 

the beginning of time was that his father would lay down the foundation for a 

young boy’s heart, and pass on to him that essential knowledge and confidence 

in his strength. Dad would be the first man in his life, and forever the most 

important man.”
164

 

 

Such a gender essentialist conception of masculinity, although fraught with problematic 

reductivism, nevertheless offers an interesting interpretation of the predicament 

characters face in a post-rapture society. Made more evident in the prequel volumes, 

Rayford, for instance, has a strained relationship with his father, of whom Rayford is 

ashamed. To Rayford’s disillusionment at an early age, the narrative makes it evident 

that Rayford’s father cannot answer and usually chooses to ignore his son’s questions 

about religion in particular. As a result, the books emphasise, Rayford grows to depend 

on himself and look out for “number one.” Other male characters in the series are also 
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represented as disillusioned and cynical—only to regain hope (ironically) after the 

Rapture. The underlying message is clear: men have a patriarchal responsibility to their 

sons and daughters. In The Regime, the second prequel novel, Rayford worries that the 

time his young son spends at church with his “religious fanatic” wife, Irene, is making 

Raymie “soft.” Rayford’s concerns over his son dovetail with Eldredge’s descriptions of 

“bestowed” masculinity. The three prequel novels indicate that in pursuing worldly 

success, Rayford becomes as an absent father and fails, according to Eldredge’s way of 

thinking, to teach Raymie “who he is and what he’s got” instead leaving Irene Steele to 

raise Raymie and consequently take him to church. Paradoxically, while Eldredge 

suggests Raymie “cannot learn” masculinity “from the world of women,” Left Behind 

overtly illustrates that in being left behind after the rapture Rayford’s concern over 

Raymie’s developing masculinity is misplaced instead Rayford misses the importance 

of being saved. The explicit message is that heroic Christian men demonstrate their 

masculinities through adventure, dangerous action, and by using the latest cars, planes 

and hi-tech devices. Yet LaHaye and Jenkins often underscore heroes who “are in touch 

with their feelings” and who missed the rapture because of their inability to adverseness  

At odds with this implication, the post-rapture novels articulate a version of 

masculinity that has no real place for “soft” Christian men. The most notable “soft” men 

in the series are, in fact, sycophants of Nicolae Carpathia, the antichrist. For example, 

when Nicolae’s second-in-command, Leon Fortunato becomes the global leader of the 

religion of Carpathia he dons religious garb made up of billowing “skirts.” These skirts 

increasingly restrict Leon’s natural movements, much to the continual amusement of the 

Tribulation Force members. The most notoriously “soft” man in series, though, is 

Nicolae’s Minister of Creative Arts, Guy Blod an effeminate and flamboyantly 

homosexual sculptor commissioned to make a naked statue of Carpathia. Guy Blod’s 

work, according to one Tribulation Force member, was “laughably gaudy and decidedly 

profane” and anti-God.
165

 Meaningful on many levels, Guy Blod is killed when his own 

statue of the naked Carpathia topples over. 

In her study of the men who joined the Promise Keepers, Susan Faludi found 

that the Promise Keepers movements offered men the opportunity to earn “laudable 

manly roles in their families [by reclaiming] “spiritual responsibility” and “servant 

leadership” in the home…with a “promise of virtuous manhood.”
166

 The Promise 

Keepers’ self-proclaimed aim was to help men bond their identity to Jesus so they 
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would “reclaim a new masculine role in the family, not as breadwinners but as spiritual 

pathfinders” re-imagining men as “Daniel Boones for Christ, hacking their way through 

a godless wilderness of broken marriages and homes lacking all spirituality to build a 

spiritually fortified bunker.”
167

 Likewise, Left Behind works in much the same way. 

Rayford’s path to righteousness begins when he is separated from his family because he 

had forfeited his “true” manliness for material success and his own desires to the point 

of considering an affair. Take for example, the scene where Rayford converts, saying 

the “sinner’s prayer,” after realising he’s been “left behind”: 

Rayford wanted to talk to God more. He wanted to be specific about his sin. 

He knew he was forgiven, but in a childlike way, he wanted God to know that he 

knew what kind of a person he had been. 

He confessed his pride. Pride in his intelligence. Pride in his looks. Pride in his 

abilities. He confessed his lusts, how he had neglected his wife, how he had 

sought his own pleasure. How he had worshiped money and things. When he 

was through, he felt clean.
168

    

 

For Rayford and the other male characters in Left Behind, becoming Christians means 

connecting with their feelings and validating their manhood through family more than 

through worldly success. Though as the books progress the characters also gain an 

increasing measure of success, becoming minor celebrities through their adventures and 

underground publications and cyber-zines. To be sure, Frykholm is certainly correct in 

proposing that the novels “struggle with creating a viable Christian masculine identity,” 

with male characters alternately displaying anger or using gadgets, computers and 

vehicles to confirm their masculinities.
169

 

Indeed, the novels indicate that once Rayford places his faith in Jesus, he regains 

himself. This may account for why Rayford is often treated as the Tribulation Force’s 

natural leader: in turning to Jesus Christ Rayford has claimed his natural and rightful 

masculine role as leader. The Left Behind books show the journey Rayford takes to be 

restored to his family through reclaiming his masculinity as masculinity centred not on 

being successful in the world and providing financially for his family but one rooted in 

Christ. Moreover, this is in keeping with what Susan Faludi found of the desires of the 

men who joined Promise Keepers and met in men’s study groups. These men desired, 

Faludi writes,  

to join a grand struggle that would restore to them not only the love of their 

wives and children but also the conviction that they were embarking on a 

mission, that they had at least found a purpose that would earn them the 
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appreciation of society and that this purpose would be backed by a 

brotherhood.
170

 

 

What Susan Faludi says here about the Promise Keepers movement has striking 

resonance with the way Rayford’s story unfolds and certainly with the relationships he 

develops with other members of the Tribulation, a kind of apocalyptic brotherhood. By 

the end of the first novel, this “brotherhood,” this sense of “shared mission” is obvious 

and takes on national and global importance: 

They moved through the terminal toward the parking garage, striding four 

abreast, arms around each other’s shoulders, knit with a common purpose. 

Rayford Steele, Chloe Steele, Buck Williams, and Bruce Barnes faced the 

gravest dangers anyone could face, and they knew their mission. 

The task of the Tribulation Force was clear and their goal nothing less than to 

stand and fight the enemies of God during the seven most chaotic years the 

planet would ever see.
171

 

 

One can almost imagine the Tribulation Force members striding across the airport in a 

slow-motion “astronaut walk” reminiscent of Hollywood blockbuster movies. The 

comradeship above almost belies the import of the situation the characters face even as 

it points significantly towards reading the series in light of finding meaning and 

purpose, brotherhood and “true” manhood in contemporary society. At first glance, the 

Christian men’s movement might seem to have little to do with Left Behind, but a closer 

inspection reveals that Rayford Steele’s story and that of other Tribulation Force 

members resonate with a re-imagining and reconstruction of contemporary American 

manhood.  

 In fact, the entire series is focused on the figure of Rayford Steele, and as such 

the story of Left Behind is essentially Rayford’s story. Readers are given Rayford’s 

point of view more frequently than any other character in the novels. And the story, 

ultimately, returns to the beginning, ending where it started. The series begins with 

Rayford contemplating an affair just before the Rapture occurs, later finding out his 

wife and son have been raptured, and ends with Rayford reunited with his raptured wife 

and son. This denouement points to the return of the patriarchal family. Left Behind 

opens with “Rayford Steele’s mind was on a woman he had never touched,” whereas 

the opening of the last chapter of the twelfth book, Glorious Appearing, commences 

“Rayford Steele’s mind was on a woman he had not touched in more than seven 

years.”
172

 The first woman is Hattie Durham with whom Rayford is contemplating an 
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affair when the Rapture occurs. The second woman is his raptured wife, Irene Steele. 

This echoing of and return to the beginning makes the narrative ‘collapse’ or fold back 

on itself. Thus Left Behind is, in many ways, the story of the central character, Rayford 

Steele’s post-Rapture life. In this sense, the characters’ stories work as testimonies, as 

narratives of conversion and redemption.  More importantly, the narrative is replete with 

presumed male sexual satisfaction as the consummation of the conversion. Frykholm’s 

etymology of “Rapture” also provides another way of examining patriarchy and 

prophecy fiction. Frykholm notes that the word “Rapture” entered the English language 

in the seventeenth century, and was referred to “the carrying off of a woman” or 

anything “as prey or plunder.” In the series it is the wife of the protagonist who is 

carried off to heaven, again, signifying return of the patriarchal family.
173

 Thus the 

narrative completion is figured by a revision and consummation of the male-led family, 

through its reunion, and indicates that a Christian manhood is a key social unit for 

evangelical and contemporary rightist politics.  

When viewed from this perspective, this unified narrative structure, I believe, 

suggests a return to the beginning, that is, the pre-Rapture time period of the “now,” 

centring on the Steele family, with the only differences being Rayford and his daughter, 

Chloe, are now saved and the earth has been purged of evil. The millennium has been 

established on earth with Jesus as its ruler. This very basic outline indicates a desire on 

the part of the authors, at least, to obtain a society where the state is based on and ruled 

by their version of Jesus—and by extension—the group of believers that adhere to the 

model envisioned by conservative Christian rightists.  

The notion of theocratic desires for the nation is supported by the fact Tim 

LaHaye, a long-time culture warrior, was strategic in aiding Jerry Falwell to co-found 

the Moral Majority in 1979. LaHaye went on to establish the American Coalition for 

Traditional Values (ACTV) in 1983, an organisation primarily intended to register new 

voters supporting the Christian Right.
174

 Tim LaHaye’s wife, Beverly also politically 

active, founded Concerned Women for America (CWA) in 1979. The group as Sara 

Diamond has shown remains “one of the Christian Right’s cornerstone organizations, 

capable of shifting its focus as political opportunities changed.”
175

 

Tim LaHaye has also commented elsewhere in his non-fiction writings, that 

“Humanism continues to be a threat well into the twenty-first century. Nevertheless, we 

believe there is still time to defeat the humanist agenda and to reverse our country’s 
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moral decline. America does not have to remain on its current course of becoming 

Sodom and Gomorrah.”
176

 Accordingly, LaHaye further claims, “A humanist takeover 

of America is neither predestined nor necessary.”
177

 Thus the series effectively places 

evangelicals and their vision at the centre of present power and a kind of re-writing of 

the script that utilises the gaps in prophecy. Above all, it exploits the biblical silence 

about America’s role in the end-times to promote and opens up a sense of evangelical 

agency (especially men's agency) in the current, present moment that envisions them as 

rulers of a theocracy based upon the events beginning with the Rapture. 

 

Technology, Privacy and the Individual 

“Do you feel like you just spent the devil’s money?” Chloe asked Buck as he 

carefully pulled the beautiful, new, earth-toned Range Rover out of the 

dealership and into traffic. 

“I know I did,” Buck said. “And the Antichrist has never invested a better dollar 

for the cause of God.” 

“You consider spending almost a hundred thousand dollars on a toy like this an 

investment in our cause?” 

“Chloe…look at this rig. It has everything. It will go anywhere. It’s 

indestructible. It comes with a phone. It comes with a citizen’s band radio. It 

comes with a fire extinguisher, a survival kit, flares, you name it. It has four-

wheel drive, all-wheel drive, independent suspension, a CD player that plays 

those new two-inch jobs, electrical outlets in the dashboard that allow you to 

connect whatever you want directly to the battery.”
178

 

—Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, Nicolae 

 

“The first pages of your folders,” [Viv Ivins] began …. “is a listing of the ten 

world regions and a corresponding number. It is the product of a mathematical 

equation that identifies those regions and their relationship to His Excellency the 

Potentate, the loyalty mark…shall begin with these numbers, thus identifying 

home region of every citizen. The subsequent numbers, embedded on a biochip 

inserted under the skin, will further identify the person to the point where every 

one will be unique…The beauty of the embedded chip is twofold,” she 

continued. “First, it leaves the visible evidence of loyalty to the potentate, and 

the second, it serves as a method of payment and receipting for buying and 

selling. Eye-level scanners will allow customers and merchants to merely pass 

by and be billed or receipted.”
179

        

  - LaHaye & Jenkins, The Mark 

 

Suddenly, as if in a trance, Leon rose and began to speak. “Every man, woman, 

and child, regardless of their station in life, shall receive this mark on their right 

hands or in their foreheads. Those who neglect to get the mark when it is made 

available will not be allowed to buy or sell until such time as they receive it. 
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Those who overtly refuse shall be put to death, and every marked loyal citizen 

shall be deputized with the right and responsibility to report such a one. The 

mark shall consist of the name of His Excellency or the prescribed number.”
180

      —LaHaye & Jenkins, The Mark 

  

The Left Behind series reveals the increasingly ambivalent relationship 

evangelicals have with modern technology and consumer culture. It is, at once, both an 

appreciation of what technology can accomplish for the individual consumer and a fear 

of the stakes involved in the development of technology; potential for an uninhibited 

infringement upon the individual and embodied by the dreaded “Mark of the Beast.” In 

the first epigraph, Buck Williams decides to buy a heavy-duty vehicle just as World 

War III breaks out. Buck not only indicates his comfort as a consumer by exhibiting a 

large case of “impulse buying,” but also suggesting, unlike previous rapture fictions, 

technology’s positive use to, and for, evangelicals. Historically, evangelicals have been 

very ready and adept at adopting new forms of technology and mass media, and yet, 

technological advancement has traditionally been viewed warily.
181

 During the 

nineteenth century, with major and life-changing technological and industrial 

advancements, evangelicals oscillated between “progressive” and “pessimistic” views 

of culture. Technology, under the progressive view, was seen as a useful aid to 

evangelism, helping usher in the kingdom of God. Conversely, under the pessimistic 

view, gains in technology were also seen as helping secular humanists (and the 

Antichrist) take control of mankind by making them dependant on technology in the 

control of others.  

The excerpts above showcase evangelicals’ affection for technology and their 

fear of the abuses of it. Furthermore, “the mark of the beast”—the loyalty mark—

represents for evangelicals not only a mark of loyalty to Nicolae Carpathia, the 

tyrannical world leader, but also a cashless economy with the mark serving “as a 

method of payment and receipt for buying and selling” and as a “unique” identifier of 

the person who bears it, presumably allowing access to all personal information and 

data of the individual.  

Modern American evangelical Christians demonstrate an ongoing ambivalence 

toward technology. On the one hand, technology’s ability to create rapid, unwanted 
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social change, a mark of late capitalist society, is looked upon as a dangerous “sign of 

the times.” But, on the other, there is technology’s proselytising potential, and to some 

extent, the idea that if an evangelical can use technology, and use it well, they are no 

longer “anti-modern” or culturally-separated. The use of modern technology in Left 

Behind spells out a shift in the way evangelicals view and use technology today. 

According to Amy Johnson Frykholm, Left Behind redeems technology “placing it in 

the hands of the Christians.”
182

 She sees a “new” Christian emerging” who is fully 

participant within culture: “No longer ostracized, alienated, and old-fashioned, the new 

Christian is wealthy, technologically savvy, and exerts a powerful cultural influence.”
183

 

Together with reflecting a “new” evangelicalism, this “techno-philia” and technological 

proficiency exhibited by characters points to something that is, perhaps, often 

overlooked by scholars. This technological awareness fits squarely within the male-

oriented techno-thriller and political-thriller genres, genres that include authors like 

Robert Ludlum and James Bond creator, Ian Fleming.
184

 Often these popular fiction 

connections are made in passing while focusing more predominantly on the 

dispensational and religious beliefs presented in the series. Nevertheless, the seeming 

infatuation with technology in the novels are important gestures that utilise elements of 

tried-and-tested mainstream fiction genres.
185

 The Left Behind books should also be 

seen in the light of claiming consumer culture and popular culture for themselves, that 

is, for American evangelicals. The series illustrates evangelicals’ successful use of mass 

communications and technology which also accounts for the privileged, though 

paradoxical, status technology has in the novels.  

The books also imply how gender works in and through technology. From the 

excerpt above, similar to descriptions of Rayford's 747 at the beginning of the novel, 

Buck clearly fetishizes the truck, which in itself is an overt phallic symbol of masculine 

power, strength, and militarized mobility.
186

 This is indicative of a certain kind of 

manhood, of an adventurous action hero. There is also a valourisation of different 

technologies such as the internet and broadcasting, surveillance and monitoring, on top 

of the militarised mobility. Because of this there is not one Christian masculinity 
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displayed but rather multiple Christian masculinities.
187

 Accordingly, the idea of 

masculine technologies of mobility and muscular violence, versus manly technologies 

of appeal, belief, and evangelism is also suggestive of an imperilled or threatened 

masculinity that retreats into consumption of technology to enact symbolic hegemonic 

masculinities.  

Revealing changing evangelical attitudes, the Left Behind books are packed 

with, what Frykholm observes are, “enamored descriptions” of “all the latest 

technological gadgetry.”
188

 Buck and Rayford are frequent admirers of their cutting-

edge cars, Gulf stream jets, untraceable computers, and satellite phones. More often 

than not, it is the entire male cast of the Tribulation Force, and not just Rayford and 

Buck that are enamoured with these gadgets and devices. In the fifth novel, Apollyon, 

for example, Tsion Ben-Judah’s familiarity and comfort with the language of 

consumerism is couched in terms of pleasure in his hi-tech tools: 

Tsion often expressed to Rayford his satisfaction with his new computer—a 

light, thin, very portable laptop that plugged into a docking station that gave him 

all sorts of handy accessories at home. It was the latest, fastest, most powerful 

model on the market. Tsion spent most of every day communicating with his 

international flock, which had exploded even before the meetings in Israel and 

now multiplied exponentially every day.
189

 

 

The glowing descriptions of hi-tech gadgetry, drawing stylistically on the male-centred 

thriller genre, display Tribulation Force members’ complex relationship of resistance 

and accommodation to late modern consumer culture. On the one hand, they actively 

resist the Antichrist and all his machinations while proficiently accommodating 

themselves to the “latest, fastest, most powerful” technology. 

Another way in which evangelicals appropriate consumer goods in the Left 

Behind series is through mass broadcasting. This is perhaps most evident in the uses of 

television through which the series’ world-renowned Jewish scholar publicly converts 

to (evangelical) Christianity and another protagonist, Chloe Steele Williams, subverts 

the global broadcast her execution into an opportunity for testimony and to win 

converts to Jesus.
190

 

Moreover, the internet, perhaps the newest form of mass communication, has 

not been exempt from this shift in evangelicals’ attitude toward mass technology. In 
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fact, the World Wide Web is perhaps the most often used communications medium, 

followed by television, employed by the protagonists of Left Behind to spread the 

gospel: “Buck had long been anonymously broadcasting his own cyberspace magazine, 

The Truth…Ironically, it attracted ten times the largest reading audience he had ever 

enjoyed.”
191

 Rabbi Tsion Ben-Judah uses also the internet to post “cyberspace 

sermons,” with the added benefit of keeping his location secret, in the process 

acquiring himself a “world-wide flock of millions” who turn him into a global 

celebrity, far surpassing the antichrist’s popularity.
192

 Left Behind’s substantial use of 

communications technology and the internet reflects real-life internet use that, as 

Melanie McAlister observes, prophecy belief and interpretation has, since the late 

1990s, moved to the internet where one can find sites like prophecynewswatch.com and 

raptureready.com.
193

  

The wealth of computer whiz-kids, elite pilots, journalists, and scholars and 

other professionals, forming the Tribulation Force in the novels is indicative of a shift in 

the character of American evangelicalism. Shifting sensibilities and generational change 

with new generations of young evangelicals growing up fully conversant in the 

capabilities of technology reveal that American evangelicalism is no longer “that old-

time religion.”   

 

Identifying Evangelical Identity 

According to historian Glenn Shuck, the series is fundamentally concerned with 

questions of evangelical identity. Shuck examines evangelical identity as a response to, 

and negotiation of the development of the modern “network culture.”
194

 By “network 

culture,” Shuck, expanding on the works of cultural theorists Mark C. Taylor and 

Manuel Castells, means “a pervasive matrix of rapid technological, social, and cultural 

changes that have emerged across the world since the end of the Second World War.”
195

 

Taylor and Castells, Shuck says, describe “network society” or culture as a 

“decentralized and global” system based on networks in which, technology, especially 

information technology, embodied in the Internet, is a crucial contributor in distributing 
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information. In the network culture information acts “as a commodity” and the 

“processing of the information assume[s] primary significance.”
196

  

The books are very much concerned with questions of identity: who are the true 

believers, how can one know if someone else is a true believer? Who is the Antichrist? 

And who is the “enemy”? But, more importantly, the books’ subtext asks what it means 

to be an evangelical. These questions of identity and the authors’ solutions to this 

question are demonstrated in the meanings produced by the series.  

The Left Behind books reinforce the boundaries between the evangelical self and 

non-evangelical other and much of the narrative action involves hiding one’s true 

identity from evil forces whilst trying to find indicators that reveal other characters’ true 

identities. Identity becomes so important that as the series progresses the narrative 

increasingly employs demarcations of good and evil, believer and non-believer, “us” 

and “them” to sustain identity. Apocalyptic rhetoric, moreover, is at its most powerful 

when it structures its arguments around ultimates and Left Behind’s rhetoric promotes 

absolutism and—through these reductive distinctions—simplifications, constructing a 

black and white view of the world.
197

 

The novels view the apocalypse as, in the words of Barry Brummett, “a time of 

moral reckoning” and draw upon the “culture wars” and the contemporary struggle for 

America.
198

The culture wars can be thought of as being about competing worldviews: 

the struggle to define American identity as Christian or secular. Apocalyptic discourse, 

Brummett recognises, works in such a way to create identity – by creating boundaries of 

who prophecy believers are and are not and by their “insider” knowledge of the world 

and history.” “Today only the apocalyptic few know history’s plan;” notes Brummett, 

“when that apocalypse occurs, it will be impossible for anyone not to know.”
199

  

Left Behind, therefore, helps readers make sense of the Bible’s most difficult and 

symbolic passages like the Book of Revelation and, more importantly, give us a sense of 

the world by presenting a coherent narrative with a clear progression of events. As 

Frykholm tellingly remarks 

“Left Behind restores a sense of order. In the series, everyone and everything has 

its proper place, even if that means re-establishing old hierarchies rather than 

imagining new equality. We know who is saved and who is damned, we know 

the outcome of history and what all these seemingly random events mean. Good 
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is clearly separated from evil. Questions all have answers… the world of Left 

Behind is a simpler one than the one we live in and confront every day.”
200

 

 

Thus the apocalyptic narrative illustrated in the Left Behind series appeal to 

readers on a variety of levels, at once being a “transformation” narrative, transforming 

fear to hope, meaninglessness into meaning, and a narrative of post-modern doubt and 

ambiguity into a certainty of conversion, redemption, and identity.   

As the series proceeds, however, true evangelical identity, which in the earlier 

books, according to Glenn Shuck “hovers between mistrust and faith” transforms in 

Desecration, the ninth volume, into “fixed,” inflexible, and unchanging forms of 

identification.
201

 Added to this, after book eight, The Mark, the narrative becomes more 

rigid in its good-and-evil categorisations. And, as the rest of the books show, identity 

becomes fixed as characters exhibiting the mark of the believer (a 3D-like cross on their 

foreheads only visible to other believers) cannot change from saved to damned. 

Previously, the protagonists were concerned with persuading others of the fact that Jesus 

is returning and that, amidst the subsequent chaos and catastrophe, the only safety lies in 

accepting Jesus Christ into their lives. Even characters Hattie Durham and Chaim 

Rosenzweig, perhaps the two most “stubborn” figures in the series, eventually become 

believers. Likewise, those who take the beast’s mark forfeit their chance to turn to Jesus 

so that even if they should want to, they cannot. The only exception (at least 

temporarily) is the Chinese character Chang Wong who possesses both the believer’s 

mark and the mark of the beast, although in book eleven, Armageddon, the Beast’s mark 

miraculously disappears—ultimately, reflecting this inflexibility.
202

 The fact that Chang 

is Chinese and has a “liminal, wild-card status” addresses a common feature of 

prophecy—the threat of the “yellow peril.”
203

  In 1970, Hal Lindsey labelled the “Asian 

horde” a threat to Israel and the world because not only were they, like Russians, 

communists but also possessed the H-bomb and an army of “unbelievable numbers.”
204

 

In addition to this subtext of communist threat there is the novels’ subtext of the 

treatment of race and ethnicity and its racial politics. Many scholars have pointed out 

that Left Behind’s treatment of race and ethnicity leads to some problematic assertions 

and assumptions. Frykholm argues that the books contain a message of “racially charged 

American chauvinism” with white males forming the core leadership of the Tribulation 
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Force while African Americans, Arabs, Asians, and others defer to them as the “de 

facto” leaders of the underground resistance. 

Interestingly, in a move designed possibly to appeal to a broader audience, some 

of the white characters are re-cast as African American in the Left Behind movies. The 

pastors of New Hope Village Church, Bruce Barnes and the raptured Vernon Billings 

(who leaves behind a rapture video) are played by African Americans, and significantly, 

the figure of U.S. President Gerald Fitzhugh in the third movie, Left Behind: World at 

War, is played by the African-American actor Louis Gossett, Jr. The multi-ethnic 

characters that take part in the Tribulation Force networks of resistance against the 

Antichrist, McAlister argues, on the other hand, makes the series more “culturally and 

racially expansive.”
205

 

However, even though there are multi-ethnic characters in Left Behind there is 

only one single literary voice present in the narrative. The rhetoric of the novels presents 

believers, regardless of race, nation, or ethnicity, as appropriating the behaviour and 

belief systems determined by white American Protestants. The supposed 

“multiculturalism” of the Left Behind series actually imposes a particular kind of 

national life and worldview. In other words, while there are multicultural characters 

represented, the books nonetheless present a singular voice. The impact of race and 

multiculturalism is one in which actual cultural differences are evacuated for 

conformity, with behaviours, which are marked as white, Protestant, and “American.” 

Thus, characters from such diverse backgrounds such as a rabbi (and a Jewish scientist), 

Greeks and Middle Eastern characters all exhibit what many evangelical readers would 

interpret as American Protestant patterns of behaviour and speech. Spiritual leaders and 

characters will, for instance, refer, at times, to United States’ religious history in ways 

that exclude other nations’ evangelical histories. The books regard evangelical history as 

exclusively an American phenomenon with an underlying subtext of exporting 

American religion to other geopolitical locations. The predominance of American 

characters suggests an “Americanisation” of the Rapture, and end-times narrative 

generally. After all, there is no mention of American’s end-time role in the Bible so, in a 

sense, Americans are written into the end of time narrative. 

Further, the American characters have a propensity to be in positions of 

command and to be seem by other non-US characters as the “world’s most natural 

leaders.” “The world’s believers embrace,” as Frykholm affirms, “without question 
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American Protestant language, methods, and beliefs.”
206

 Tsion Ben-Judah, for example, 

employs the language of American-style Pentecostalism and the Charismatic streams of 

Protestant Christianity. In one scene, reminiscent of the emphasis Charismatic 

Christianity places on the gifts of the spirit such as prophetic vision, Tsion has a 

revelatory vision and visitation by the angels Michael and Gabriel. Elsewhere, Tsion 

expounds to fellow believers at various times the purpose or biblical allusions to 

intercessory prayer and being “prayer warriors.” 

Related to this notion of a distinctly American narrative, Left Behind 

demonstrates a paradoxical attitude toward intellectuals and intellectualism. 

Understandably uneasy with such terms, American evangelicals have been concerned 

over being labelled “anti-intellectual” and “backward” by those outside of 

evangelicalism. At the same time, evangelicals are wary of the power intellectuals wield 

in potentially shaping culture and society and the high regard they hold for their own 

minds to understand the ways of the world. The legacy of late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century fundamentalism has been a deep heritage of distrust towards the 

intellect, as Noll incisively writes: 

The fundamentalist era remains critical for evangelical thinking, since it so 

thoroughly established habits of mind for looking (or not looking) at the world. 

It greatly encouraged a set of intellectual instincts that still, after a century filled 

with change, exert a pervasive influence over the thinking of evangelicals. 

Fundamentalism—especially as articulated in dispensationalism, the most self-

conscious theological system supporting the movement—was important for 

encouraging several kinds of simple anti-intellectualism.
207

 

 

This evangelical struggle with the legacy of anti-intellectualism is clearly 

reflected in the Left Behind series and is partially suggestive of a masculine politics of 

respect. On the one hand, the Tribulation Force is full of elite upwardly mobile 

professionals who are highly skilled as pilots, doctors (and others with medical 

training), the best technological prodigies the world has ever seen, including Tsion, 

often lauded as a world-renowned Jewish scientist, rabbi, and a “scholar’s scholar.” 

Buck Williams is Princeton-educated, with frequent repetitions of his “Ivy league” 

background, while his wife, Chloe is Stanford educated, though there are hints that her 

liberal education is a factor in her getting “left behind.” On the other hand, permeated 

throughout the series are pre-emptive almost defensive, references to how Left Behind 
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protagonists were “too” intellectual to believe. The early novels seem to imply that it is 

the protagonists’ intellects that caused them “to miss the boat” when the Rapture came. 

It is only after they are saved that characters realise their foolishness in having believed 

they were intellectually superior to everyone else. Yet, there seems to be some tension 

over such visions of intellectualism. LaHaye and Jenkins repeatedly underscore their 

heroes’ secular successes. In addition, protagonists criticise others’ intelligence for their 

lack of belief while witnessing biblically prophesied events “come to life” around them. 

Yet these same characters describe each other and themselves as being analytical, 

intelligent and having “a thinking man’s brain.”
208

  

Main characters seem to affirm, though not without ambiguity, that evangelical 

Christianity is an “intellectual’s religion.” Leah Rose, remembering her pre-Rapture life, 

for example, “had not considered herself a rejecter [but] had seen herself as an 

intellectual, a thinker, a ponderer.” Leah muses further, “Evangelists and evangelistic-

minded friends had told her that a nondecision was a “no” decision. She had argued. She 

wasn’t saying no, she said; she was still thinking. Well, one of her well-meaning friends 

had said, don’t think yourself into hell. Or into being left behind.”
209

  

Moreover, as the miracles and judgments predicted in prophecies come true in 

the fictional world, their descriptions are peppered with inferences that “no thinking 

person” could see them and still not believe. A Middle Eastern character, Albie, 

explaining the cause of his conversion from Islam to Christianity, illustrates this point: 

I spent a couple of days surfing the archives of Dr Ben-Judah’s Web site, saw all 

his explanations of the prophesied plagues and judgments, then studied  the 

prophecies about the coming of Christ. How anyone with a functioning mind 

could read that and not [believe?]
210

 

 

This almost dogged persistence in the novels to defend believers as intellectual and 

avoid views of evangelical anti-intellectualism reflects a change in contemporary 

evangelical culture and thought. According to sociologist D. Michael Lindsay “Over the 

last thirty years, the percentage of evangelicals earning at least a college degree has 

increased by 133 percent, which is much more than any other religious tradition.”
211

 

Lindsey goes on further to say that “Fundamentalist distrust of academic inquiry is not 

representative of Christian history,” arguing that only in the twentieth century did 
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evangelicals, particularly fundamentalists, eschew “intellectual strivings.”
212

 Left 

Behind, therefore, attempts to redress mainstream stereotypes regarding evangelical 

intellectual thought, even as the series emphasises evangelicals as proudly not “overly” 

intellectual, with intuitive and direct relationship with God. The series displays an 

inherent tension between intellectual pride and wariness of the intellect. For example, 

the novels suggest that putting too much stock in one’s intellect can stop a character 

from seeing the “truth.” In The Rising, the first novel in the “Before They Were Left 

Behind” prequel series, Marilena Carpathia—the woman who will become the mother 

of the antichrist—literally makes a pact with the devil, becoming a pawn of the devil by 

exchanging her desire for have a child (via genetic engineering) for the right for a 

clandestine group dedicated to “Luciferianism” to educate her son in spiritualism. The 

descriptions of Marilena in The Rising set up a context in which her privileging of her 

own intellect and academic background is established only to be battered down by the 

consequences of the narrative: “Marilena was an existentialist, a humanist, a woman of 

letters, a student, a scholar, a professor. She believed in the material world, that which 

could be seen and felt.”
213

 

Not only is Marilena’s scholarly intellect assessed critically but also that of her 

husband, academically-talented Sorin Carpathia, whom Marilena married for “his 

brilliant mind.” Just as Marilena gathers the courage to broach the subject of children 

with her husband, who is depicted as cynical, insensitive and arrogant, he reveals he has 

been having an extramarital affair with another (male) colleague. In light of the 

Marilena-Sorin plot that is woven into the prequel series it is clear that while 

accusations of anti-intellectualism offend evangelicals, the authors draw upon an 

evangelical discourse with a long history in pointing out the person who relies solely on 

his or her intellect is ultimately ill-equipped to make the correct and proper decisions in 

life; humans need God. Broader evangelical discourse views God as the Creator and 

humans as the created and, as such, inherently unable to know everything there could be 

to know about the universe. These features are characteristic of rapture fiction, which 

draws heavily on an evangelical populist impulse and the narrative’s accessibility to 

ensure its religious, and consequently political, ideas are conveyed to the everyday man, 

the layperson. 

This religious populist impulse has been a distinctive feature of American 

Christianity since the early nineteenth century and is a visible part of the democratic 
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approach to American religion. Throughout America’s religious history, Nathan Hatch 

notes, popular leaders including Billy Graham, Oral Roberts, and Jerry Falwell, 

reflecting the desires of ordinary people, have derived “their authority not from their 

education or stature within major denominations, but from the democratic art of 

persuasion.”
214

 Added to this, D. Michael Lindsay in his study of evangelicals in public 

life finds there are two types of contemporary evangelicals: “cosmopolitan” and 

“populist” evangelicals. Populist evangelicalism, accordingly,  

relies upon a rhetoric of dichotomies (as in “good” and “evil”) and appeals to 

common-sense concerns of average people…Populist evangelicalism thrives 

on…the evangelical market, and much of Christian publishing, Christian music, 

and the burgeoning field of Christian film is targeted at populist 

evangelicals.”
215

 

 

This description, interestingly, could have been part of a review for the Left 

Behind series and its subsequent merchandising empire. In addition to the main series, 

there are also a kids' series, three movies, a computer game and music cds, not to 

mention all the other affiliated products. Not only do the Left Behind novels engage 

with populist discourse but so do their authors. In an interview for Newsweek discussing 

the novels’ end-time system, Timothy LaHaye clearly draws upon this populist 

framework and aligns himself with “millions” of “ordinary people:” Those millions that 

I’m trying to reach take the Bible literally…It’s the theologians that get all fouled up on 

some of these smug ideas that you’ve got to find some theological reason behind it. It 

bugs me that intellectuals look down their noses at we ordinary people.
216

 And Timothy 

LaHaye is not alone. In the same interview, partly defending his “pedestrian” writing 

style, Jerry Jenkins transforms the criticism into a compliment by striking an anti-elitist, 

everyday, everyman chord:  

Pedestrian writing, thin characters—I can handle the criticism…I write to 

pedestrians. And I am a pedestrian. I write the best I can. I know I’m never 

going to be revered as some classic writer. I don’t claim to be C.S. Lewis. The 

literary-type writers, I admire them. I wish was smart enough to write a book 

that’s hard to read, you know?
217

 

 

Both LaHaye’s and Jenkins’ replies are prime examples of the dynamic and interwoven 

relationship between religious populism and the anti-intellectualist stance. Yet, this is a 

problematic position because while LaHaye and Jenkins’s use of anti-intellectual 
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language serves to appeal to grassroots sentiment, at the same time, as seen above, they 

also strive to provide arguments for evangelicals as modern intellectuals. 

 

“The Greatest Show on Earth:” The End as Spectacle 

“I want to know firsthand what’s happening there [in Jerusalem]…” 

“You know what’s going to happen, Mac. Jerusalem falls, but then 

Jesus saves the day.” 

“And why wouldn’t I want a front-row seat for that?”
218

 

  —LaHaye & Jenkins, Glorious Appearing 

 

In referring to Hal Lindsey’s attempts to describe the unimaginable magnitude of 

the tribulation, historian Michael Barkun expressively notes that Lindsey’s tribulation 

becomes that of a “grand, cosmic theatre, the ultimate Hollywood spectacle.”
219

 

Likewise, the Left Behind series also displays at varying times a propensity towards the 

spectacle—from raptured foetuses and wedding rings, glasses, and pacemakers nestled 

amongst empty clothing to the antichrist’s global galas and televised beheadings beamed 

across the world. But the spectacle is, perhaps, nowhere as prominent as it is in the 

twelfth book, Glorious Appearing, anticipating the Second Coming of Jesus. In 

Glorious Appearing, it has been almost seven years since Israel signed a peace treaty 

with the Antichrist. The seven-year tribulation is almost over and Jesus is literally 

expected to return any minute. As believers converge upon Jerusalem to wait for the 

“glorious appearing,” a gigantic piece of lightning shaped like a cross appears in the sky 

preceding Jesus’s imminent return. When Jesus arrives, he arrives on a white horse with 

a host of his angels. What is unusual, however, is that in LaHaye’s and Jenkins’ 

attempts to maintain suspense—or perhaps in spite of their attempts—Tribulation 

believers behave more like fans watching the play-by-play of a taped re-run of the return 

of Jesus, watching it, that is, despite already knowing the final score. 

 As a result, the Second Coming, to use O’Leary’s words, becomes not a 

“spectacle of catastrophe” but a spectacle of “wonder and comeuppance.”
220

 After all, as 

one character remarks: “I know I should have my head examined, but I’d love to be with 

ol’ Nick when Jesus gets here.”
221

 Further, Amy Frykholm argues that although Left 

Behind’s language is “religiously and culturally specific” it nonetheless exceeds the 

“boundaries of evangelicalism.”
222

 One way it does this is through enacting Jesus’ 

                                                 
218

 LaHaye and Jenkins, Glorious Appearing, 244. 
219

 Michael Barkun quoted in Boyer, When Time Shall Be No More, 128. 
220

 Stephen O’Leary, Arguing the Apocalypse, 217. 
221

 LaHaye and Jenkins, Glorious Appearing, 17. 
222

 Frykholm, Rapture Culture, 68. 



 68 

Second Coming and the battles leading up to his return, including the battle of Megiddo, 

as a sporting spectacle like that of the Super Bowl or a rodeo round-up. In this vein, 

believers very much resemble spectators watching the last, final moments of game play 

before the buzzer sounds. In fact, Left Behind’s protagonists who survive until the 

prophesied “last day” refer repeatedly to the Second Coming as “the big event,” evoking 

a sentiment not unlike American football fans’ anticipations of Super Bowl Sunday.
223

 

As the world’s believers supernaturally congregate in Jerusalem to see Jesus, 

Rayford further observes amidst the temporary chaos, there was “nowhere to sit but on 

the pavement—so long as one didn’t care if he missed some of the action.”
224

 Another 

character, a Jordanian pilot Abdullah Smith sits in a small jet overlooking Jerusalem: 

“With a full fuel tank and a lightning show to illumine the playing field, he felt he was 

in the prime spot for the greatest show on earth.”
225

 Another character Enoch Dumas, a 

young Spanish American in Chicago, moves a chaise lounge into his backyard to enjoy 

“the show from the yard,” watching falling meteorites, supernatural black sky. A little 

while later Enoch is “cozy under a light blanket in his chaise lounge in the backyard” 

when the “sign of the Son of Man” appears.
226

  In another scene, Rayford is described 

as “having the time of his life...watching the heavens shake as they had been prophesied 

to do thousands of years before.”
227

 With such glowing descriptions of tribulation 

believers’ eager anticipations, LaHaye and Jenkins evoke images of spectator sports. 

This language of sports events and spectatorship grows more and more overt as 

Glorious Appearing progresses, as one character mentions: “I feel like I’m in one of 

those blimps that used to hover over the football stadiums at night.”
228

 While revealing 

much about how LaHaye and Jenkins view sport, the Second Coming becomes, with its 

recurring descriptions of cheering crowds thus, another American sports spectacle.
229

 

When Jesus does physically return to earth, he easily defeats the devil and the 

antichrist. The mere words of Jesus are fatal; as Jesus speaks, His words “cut like a 

sword,” resulting in the deaths of most of the antichrist’s minions. When Satan is 

brought before Jesus and the other heavenly angels to be judged and thrown into the pit 

of burning sulphur, the language invokes a football match or a cowboy tackling a bull in 

a rodeo: 
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Jesus looked briefly to His left, and Rayford guessed thirty yards in that 

direction,…a great gaping hole appeared in the ground…He nodded to Michael, 

who scooped up the long heavy chain and draped it over his sinewy arm…As 

[Michael] approached the condemned, Satan sprang to his feet and began to 

fight…The conflict covered the distance between the remnant and Jesus and the 

other angels. Every time Michael and Satan tumbled near the crowd, people 

backed into each other….Michael finally worked the chain about him and drew 

it tight, forcing [Satan] into a bound mass…[Satan] slipped out of the chain and 

made one last feeble attempt to escape…Michael rushed him, tackled him to the 

ground, completed the chain-wrapping operation, and jumped to his feet, 

carrying the bound devil…The crowd roared and cheered and applauded.
230

  

 

The entire scene is deeply evocative of the iconic image of the cowboy hog-

tying cattle to the boisterous pleasure of the crowd. A deeply resonant symbol of 

manliness in American mythology, the figure of the cowboy embodies a masculinity 

that suggests “all-American,” “rugged and authentic.”
231

 John Lawrence and Robert 

Jewett in The Myth of the American Superhero argue the mythic figure of the cowboy 

represents an American superhero.
232

 While the cowboy image is at its most overt in the 

Glorious Appearing there is a pervasive subtext that runs through the whole series. The 

birth of the mythic cowboy at the end of the nineteenth and its consolidation during the 

twentieth reflected the social process and political impetus towards an essentialisation 

of American manhood. Throughout its history, the icon of the cowboy has come to 

symbolise “concerns over the social and economic status of Anglo-American men and 

the emasculating effects of urbanization, industrialization, and bureaucratization.”
233

 

And LaHaye and Jenkins appropriate the cowboy image to draw upon their own vision 

of a Christian masculinity.  Kimmel has argued that the romanticisation of the American 

West and the glorification of the American cowboy emerged at the turn of the twentieth 

century, in conjunction with growing cultural anxieties over a loss of vitality, 

independence, and virile manliness among middle-class white men. The mythologised 

cowboy epitomised masculine ideals of rugged individualism, an adventurous spirit, and 

displays of physical skill, and risk-taking that appeared to be under threat as middle-

class men took on the more tamed role of the bread winner.
234

 While Rayford and other 

characters display many of these masculine characteristics, it is, however, Jesus and his 
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angel, Michael, who embody the true figure of the cowboy and consequently a true 

Christian masculinity to be emulated. 

In contrast, the Antichrist’s henchmen such as Guy Blod, Leon Fortunato, and 

eventually Nicolae Carpathia himself, are represented as increasingly emasculated; the 

association is clear, effeminate men are not Christian men. In the approaching battle of 

Armageddon, Nicolae enters the battle lines astride a horse but, according to those 

watching him, instead of epitomising masculine leadership Nicolae becomes a parody, 

an inauthentic imitation. On the other hand, in a sense, Rayford and Buck, along with 

others, become apocalyptic cowboys who trade stallions for gulfstream jets and 

humvees, and riding the range for surfing the information highway. 

Engaging directly with the language of sport and tropes that evoke cowboys and 

the fictional world of the Western these scenes become the real climax and action of the 

Second Coming, in lieu, perhaps, of more traditional representations of Jesus’s 

relatively anti-climactic, passive return. For the devil, Judgment Day has finally arrived 

and crowds of people had come out to watch, cheering and clapping as if in a sport 

stadium. Indeed, sport and masculinity have been associated with American Christianity 

since before the YMCA invented the game of basketball, coalescing around the notion 

of “muscular Christianity.”
235

  

Furthermore, the centrality of watching sport in the late twentieth century United 

States is coded as a masculine trait. Watching sport allows for an important and 

pleasurable mode of male sociality, in which spectators can imaginatively associate with 

hypermasculine men and their performative excellence, while not actually performing 

athletics themselves. Men experience masculine pleasure through watching sports, as 

well as catharsis through the vicarious experience. This “civilising” notion of sport the 

basic thrust of Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning's influential book on the quest for 

excitement and sport's role in the civilising process. In it they argue that mimetic forms 

of leisure enable class, racial and other forms of aggression to be played out in 

controlled and relatively harmless ways.
236

 

In this sense, Left Behind describes how men can feel themselves to be manly 

while witnessing something in which they play precious little role in the action. In fact, 
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LaHaye and Jenkins present Rayford as a hero type in the books, but how can Rayford 

be a hero when he has nothing to do with the final battle? It underlines part of the 

narrative problem faced by the authors in trying to maintain readers’ interest in the 

series when they know what is going to happen, that the good guys wins and without 

much struggle. By making the final battle into a sporting event, LaHaye and Jenkins 

likely appeal their readers through already present connection to the dramatic tension 

apparent in watching sports. The association between men and sport alludes to a 

particular image of masculinity the authors envision for evangelical Christianity and 

contemporary America.
237

 The focus of male-dominated sports-like action at the End 

suggests the centrality of “manly” Christian men to the end-times narrative and places 

men in the centre of the action at a crucially important moment of history. 

 This chapter has shown how the tribulation can be viewed as a metaphor for the 

crisis of lost family (and manhood) facing all men and recasts their roles in a cosmic 

light. The Left Behind series presents a transformative narrative—not simply about the 

return of Jesus and an establishment of an evangelically envisioned theocracy—but 

rather a nuanced and complex narrative. It is a narrative revealing the particularly 

masculine anxieties of rapidly changing modern life, the simultaneous identification of 

these sources of anxiety in contemporary society and their resolution through battling 

and reclaiming society, family, and man for Jesus. The books, even as they draw upon 

narratives of American mythologies, attempt to navigate through the perceived 

fundamental conflicts in the cultural narratives America tells itself.  

The next chapter explores another popular genre of Christian fiction, largely 

associated with women: the Christian romance novel. It explores that ways in which 

popular Christian romance fiction employs a cultural discourse aimed at women and 

shows how these novels negotiate gendered experiences in evangelical America. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

 

True Romance: The Contemporary Christian Romance Novel 

 

She had to find a way. Yes, [Lauren] was still writing military features for the 

magazine and flying around the country for interviews several times each 

month. Most of the time that was enough. So what if some days she wanted to 

jump on a plane and head back to Afghanistan, to her work as a Time magazine 

war correspondent. Never mind that she still mistrusted the government and the 

military and their roles in the Iraqi war. Never mind her fiancé’s political views 

on the other end of the hemisphere from hers… 

As long as she had Shane, she could look past all of it.
238

 

   

Yes, with God, all things were possible [Shane thought to himself]…And if all 

things were possible with God, then a relationship with Lauren could still be real 

and right and good. The changes could happen a little more each day. Or all at 

once, if God willed it. Then they might discover the happiness and love they 

both wanted. A life together was possible, it had to be. God wouldn’t have 

brought them back together only to have everything end in misery and 

frustration. Shane smiled to himself…He would keep praying, and one day they 

would find common ground. 

Why, with God they might even find happily ever after.
239

 

 

Separated as teenagers by disapproving and scandalised parents, Shane Galanter 

and Lauren Gibbs are reunited almost two decades later by the daughter they thought 

they had lost. Shane and Lauren’s reunion is strained, however, by the fact that they 

seem to have become two entirely different people struggling to get past their 

conflicting views about politics, war, and faith. When a tragedy involving the death of a 

young soldier—and their daughter’s first love—forces both to reassess their views on 

the American occupation of Iraq, Lauren and Shane are ultimately able to find common 

ground and marry. In the end, unfailing love—love for each other and God’s love for 

them—proves strong enough to overcome all odds. 

Furthermore, even as the protagonists of Ever After find love and happiness in 

an evangelical Christian faith, Karen Kingsbury’s novel is notable for its treatment of 

such a divisive and sensitive topic as the American occupation of Iraq. It is also an 

important novel because of what it represents more broadly within the Christian 

publishing industry. In 2007, Ever After won the ECPA’s Christian Book of the Year—

the first time a fiction novel (or a female author for that matter) had won the award, 

traditionally reserved for biblical commentaries and works of non-fiction.
240

 Both inside 
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and outside the evangelical culture industry, Christian romance fiction is gaining 

recognition and awareness as a popular cultural genre.  

Nevertheless a misunderstanding of the Christian romance genre’s history and 

integral connection to the modern inception of Christian fiction still abounds. One 

reviewer from Salon.com, for example, erroneously commented that after the successes 

of the Left Behind series, “Romance novels represent the newest frontier in evangelical 

Christianity’s adventures in pop culture.”
241

 In actual fact, romance has been Christian 

fiction’s most recognised genre, sometimes to its detriment, since it commenced in its 

modern phase in the late 1970s. Until Frank Peretti’s novels in the mid-to-late 1980s, 

there was a widespread perception that Christian romance was the only genre in 

Christian fiction.  

Indeed, Christian romances figure significantly in a Christian fiction industry 

that makes over $2 billion annually within the United States. In 2004, the Christian 

Bookseller’s Association estimated that Christian romance sales, many of which are 

sold through Christian bookstores rather than in trade bookstores, were more than $133 

million dollars in 2000 and that the market share of Christian romance has grown 25 

percent since 2001.
242

 In 2003 Valerie Parv noted that Christian romances were one of 

the fastest growing genres in contemporary publishing, doubling in sales since 1995.
243

 

Traditionally regarded as wholesome romances, these Christian romances fit 

well with the popularity of conservative Christian values. The novels often deal with the 

romantic relationships, feelings and emotions of its characters throughout the narratives 

and always with an element of spiritual growth. The narratives usually focus on the 

resolution of religious differences or some obstacle to the protagonists’ faith. In the 

Christian romance convention with the resolution of the religious conflict, the romantic 

conflict is also often resolved. In recent years, though, there has been an increasing 

trend by Christian publishers and authors to produce romance novels that challenge this 

seemingly “clear-cut” formula. Therefore, these novels offer insights into the social and 

cultural contexts and shifts of conservative Christians during the late twentieth century 

and early twenty-first century. 

This chapter explores the current state of the Christian romance genre first by 

providing a history of Christian romances in the United States, then by offering a 

critique of popular bestselling and/or award-winning novels. With the notion of love so 
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intrinsic to the romance genre, I address how love functions in Christian contemporary 

romances and how romance authors’ constructions of hero and heroine reflect and shape 

evangelical ideas on gender in the twenty-first century United States.  

While secular romances are often criticised for their perceived reinforcement of 

patriarchy, Christian romances tend to be even more often stereotyped as mere 

reinforcers of female submission and male headship largely due to the perceived 

theological input and patriarchal nature of evangelical Christianity. However, even as 

Christian romances may reinforce the basic tenets of evangelical Christianity and 

particularly the traditional gender roles within Christianity, these romances also work to 

reshape and reconfigure these boundaries. Christian romances highlight a subtle and 

important shift in the way Christian authors treat masculinities and femininities in their 

novels. This I argue is connected to the claims and perceptions of the genre “growing 

up” and developing more appeal for evangelical readers since the mid-1990s. By 

playing with and sometimes inverting, traditional gender roles, Christian romance 

authors display more nuanced and complex heroes and heroines for the twenty-first 

century Christian romance reader and reflect the increasing complexity of gender roles 

and identities in the early twenty first century. 

 

The History of the Christian Romance genre 

Christian-themed romances have a long history in America. The roots of 

contemporary Christian romances may be traced back to nineteenth century sentimental 

and domestic fiction.  Although Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1853), contained strong romance 

elements, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s later novel, The Minister’s Wooing (1859) centring 

on marriage, is perhaps the best-known example of a sentimental Christian-themed 

romance popular in the nineteenth century. Interestingly, literary scholar Susan Harris 

has compared Stowe’s novel to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter (1850) as 

both examined how religious ideologies influenced individual and collective life at the 

end of the eighteenth century.
244

 Whilst an important forerunner in the literary treatment 

of religion from an American perspective, to label Hawthorne’s novel, however, as a 

Christian romance would be problematic due to its tragic ending and the conclusions 

drawn. In contrast to Hawthorne, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s overt evangelicalism places 

her firmly within the historical trajectory of Christian romances.  
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At the turn of the twentieth century, another evangelical, Grace Livingston Hill, 

wrote over a hundred heavily Christian-themed novels, many of them romances. Hill’s 

romances are still perennial favourites and some of her bestsellers include The Witness 

and Lo, Michael! and contain strong allusions to biblical characters.
245

 A “master of the 

sentimental novel,” Grace Livingston Hill is considered to be the “grandmother” of the 

Christian romance genre.
246

 Valerie Rempel’s 2003 doctoral dissertation argues that 

Hill’s choice of a secular publisher and her prolific output “helped make her a pioneer 

in Christian fiction for the mass market.” While the Christian novel took a large amount 

of its current form and character from nineteenth century domestic fiction, Rempel 

points out that it was carried into the twentieth century and shaped significantly by 

Hill.
247

  

Most popular in the 1920s and 1930s, Grace Livingston Hill was very much a 

product of her times. Indeed, Neal and Rempel both acknowledge that although Grace 

Livingston Hill wrote prolifically throughout her life, she was not as popular as some of 

today’s Christian authors. This was, in large part, due to the period in which she wrote, 

when major cultural shifts were occurring over evangelicalism’s place in American 

society. Neal in particular points out that the fundamentalist retreat from the public 

sphere, as a result of the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversies, was a major factor in 

the reduced reception of Hill’s novels.
248

  

While Grace Livingston Hill was a significant figure in the history of American 

Christian romances, a new phase began in the late 1970s.
249

 One book in particular is 

synonymous with the beginnings of contemporary Christian romance fiction: Janette 

Oke’s, Love Comes Softly (1979). Oke’s novel focused on the “prairie romance” of 

Marty Claridge and her husband Clark Davis. Initially, a temporary marriage of 

convenience until the annual train headed east arrives, the heroine finds God and 

gradually falls in love with her Christian husband. Within the historical frame of 

Christian romances, and indeed Christian fiction, Oke’s book marks the first time a 
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publishing firm, identified primarily by its evangelicalism, published Christian popular 

fiction.
250

  

Moreover, the emergence of contemporary Christian romances in the 1970s was 

in part a response to the growth of secular romances of the 1970s. Christians were 

readers, too, and not willing to accept the explicit sexuality found in modern secular 

romances that scholars generally accept to have arisen in 1972 with the publishing of 

Kathleen Woodwiss’s The Flame and the Flower. Woodwiss’s novel also significantly 

featured a rape scene that many readers, not only Christians, objected to. It was also, 

however, a logical expansion into yet another facet of popular culture by evangelicals 

who had already meaningfully utilised radio and television.
251

  

The popularity of the Christian genre is, perhaps, most clear in the recent 

creation of specifically Christian-themed romance book lines by decidedly secular 

romance publishers. These include Harlequin’s Love Inspired line, though this is not the 

first time a secular publisher has taken advantage of the popularity of inspirational 

romances.
252

 The first contemporary inspirational romances published by secular 

publishers, according to romance scholar Carol Thurston, appeared shortly after the 

1980 US presidential elections when Silhouette publishers launched the Silhouette 

Inspirations line.
253

 Reflective of the popularity and demand for Christian romance, the 

Romance Writers of America (RWA) created a specific annual book award, the RITA, 

for the best inspirational romance novel in 1995.
254

 Coincidentally, Francine Rivers was 

its first recipient for An Echo in the Darkness, her novel set in first-century Rome.  

In the early 1990s, Christian romances entered into a new, if not a more 

sophisticated, phase. This period pointed to a maturation of the genre, where readers 

found the novels better written, with a growing emphasis on characters that are not 

cookie-cutter perfect, and more likely to tackle difficult current issues ranging from 
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abortion to infidelity to the terrorist attacks in September, 2001. In a large part, the 

genre’s maturation and increased sophistication stemmed from the new interest 

Christian romances were garnering from secular romance writers who wanted to write 

romances from a Christian perspective. Catherine Palmer, Francine Rivers and more 

recently, Terri Blackstock, Angela Benson and Jacquelin Thomas were among the new 

arrivals to the field. At the same time as interest in Christian romances was growing, 

grassroots rumblings by readers and new authors renewed interest towards Christian 

fiction. Peter Darbyshire argues that the romance industry has, since the late 1990s, 

displayed an “intense transformation” and become “an ideological battleground.”
255

 

Added to this, the creation of awards that recognise Christian romances, as well as other 

Christian fiction genres, from Evangelical Christian Publishers Association (ECPA) 

book awards, and the Christy awards, demands that scholarly attention be turned to 

Christian fiction because they signal a self-consciousness and arrival as a national and 

economic force. 

The question of how evangelicals generate meaning is a compelling and 

pertinent area for critique of the Christian romances because the industry often asks its 

authors to adhere to close guidelines. In fact, Bethany House Publishers’ guidelines 

include a section noting that previously successful Bethany House novels contain these 

elements: “A coherent, identifiable theme and/or particular characters who reflect 

Christian values or teachings without being preachy” and “historical/geographical/social 

accuracy [sic] relationships that portray the true meaning of love—commitment and 

responsibility rather than merely emotional and physical attraction.”
256

 In shaping the 

content of these romances before a word is written, Bethany House positions its 

romances as not only broadly reflecting “Christian values” but as being able to “portray 

the true meaning of love.” In addition, the introduction to Heartquest’s guidelines, 

Tyndale House’s romance fiction line, provides something akin to a defence of the 

genre: 

While there is a lot to be said for the romance novel as simple entertainment, the 

form has several characteristics that make it a natural vehicle for conveying 

Christian truths and ministering to women readers. Women are relationship-

oriented, and romance novels are about relationships. Romance novels celebrate 

love in a way no other genre does.
257
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Just as interesting as its justification of the genre is what it reveals about how publishers 

and evangelicals think about gender; “Women are relationship-oriented,” Heartquest 

tells us, clearly implying men are less so. Christian romances engage in a discourse of 

feminine and masculine difference, linking the romance genre as a “natural vehicle” for 

conveying truths to women who are interested primarily in relationships and love. This 

suggests a particular understanding of gender that compartmentalises and promotes 

certain types of femininity. It implies, for example, a femininity that privileges a 

spiritually-intuitive heroine who feels empowered through her faith and offers a more 

feminised image of evangelical Christianity. This picture of a feminised faith echoes the 

famous contention made by literary critic Ann Douglas who argued that since the 

nineteenth century a process of feminisation of American culture, including religious 

culture, had occurred.
258

 It is also the image of Christianity that the Christian men’s 

movements such as those mentioned in chapter two argue against. 

While secular romances have been an area of study for more than thirty years, 

the Christian romance genre has been a much neglected area of scholarly study, even as 

these Christian romance texts offer clues to the preoccupations of evangelical 

Americans and a way of reconstructing popular evangelical worldview. Only in the last 

decade has serious and significant study in this area been undertaken with the works of 

Lynn Neal and Rebecca Barrett-Fox being the most important contributions to the area 

in the last few years. These scholars take the genre seriously and listen to the voices 

coming of out the subculture.  

In her notable article for The Journal of Religion and Popular Culture, Rebecca 

Barrett-Fox argues that Christian readers actively participate in the genre, knowing its 

limitations and possibilities. She points out that readers, both Christian and non-

Christian, know the difference between reality and fantasy and realise they are reading a 

genre’s conventions. However, she notes significantly that readers use “the books to 

change their individual realities.”
259

 Christian romance books, Barrett-Fox says, offer 

their readers the potential for change by presenting them with personal calls of rebuke, 

encouragement, and healing: “The novels provide comfort, relaxation, encouragement, 

challenges, and spiritual reassurance that, with faith, everything can turn out well for 

those who love the Lord.”
260

 Christian romances can act therapeutically for their 

readers, who “are quite conscious of the wisdom, emotional advice, and community that 

Christian romance novels provide; they read for this exact purpose.” But in saying so, 
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Barrett-Fox warns that Christian romance novels operate not as “superficial coping 

strategies for women trapped in patriarchy but as sources of genuine [spiritual] 

encouragement.”
261

 

The most significant academic work on evangelical Christian romances to date, 

however, is Lynn Neal’s seminal tome, Romancing God: Evangelical Women and 

Inspirational Fiction (2006). Taking an anthropological approach, Neal further offers 

invaluable insight to Christian romance readers. One of these insights in understanding 

the relationship between evangelical readers and the Christian novels they read is what 

she calls “fictional devotion.” “Fictional devotion” Neal says refers to how her women 

readers “are both devoted to and through the genre in ways that reflect and configure 

the contours of their conservative Christian piety. Their reading decisions embody a 

religious choice.”
262

 This idea captures the multifaceted ways evangelical Christians use 

and consume Christian romances novels, but also suggests how they might also use 

other popular cultural products as well.  

In addition, Neal’s work also importantly highlights and helps fill gaps in 

scholarly knowledge on the vital significance of gender and sexuality in evangelical 

fiction. More studies, however, need to be undertaken in order to understand how 

evangelical fiction negotiates traditional and contemporary ideas about gender and 

sexuality. The following sections address how these texts shape evangelical 

understandings and what kinds of “equipment for living” these texts offer women and 

men and how we might make sense of these narratives as sites of cultural meaning.  

 

The Language of Love in Christian Romances 

The representations and discourse of love, both romantic love (eros) and 

spiritual love (agape), are central to the Christian romance novel and provide a way into 

understanding how American evangelical romance authors understand how their books 

elicit a response or inspire their readers. In their studies of Christian romances and 

readers, Tara Donalson and Lynn Neal point out that there are actually two “love 

relationships” within Christian romances: the relationship between the hero and heroine 

and the relationship each of them has with God.
263

 In the Christian romance formula, 

protagonists not only fall in love, but one or both will either become a new believer or 
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renew their faith after a trial. In other words, the relationships in Christian romances 

involve the hero, the heroine, and God. 

Besides goals of profitability, Christian romances have three guiding purposes: 

to entertain, to edify or encourage spiritually, and to evangelize to its readers. According 

to the fiction guidelines of a leading Christian publisher, Tyndale House Publishers, 

their goal is to portray “characters of faith who rely on Christ’s strength as they face 

life’s challenges and triumphs. The dual purpose of Tyndale fiction is to entertain 

readers and to encourage them in their faith journey.”
264

 Thus Christian romances work 

to motivate readers through spiritual encouragement, according to their understandings 

of evangelical Christianity. 

Historian Darryl Hart has called evangelical Christianity “a religion of the 

heart.”
265

 And certainly, it is the emotion of love, so strongly associated with the heart 

that, according to Christian theology, motivated Christ’s act of self-sacrifice on the 

cross. Love is understood as being both a decision and an emotion.
266

 Indeed, one of the 

most striking aspects of evangelical cultural expressions, such as fiction, is how 

personal their plots and topics tend to be. Hart argues that this is because  

evangelical stories revel in the individual’s religious experience. Furthermore, 

this privileging of the individual is also consistent with neoliberalism and 

stresses the personal rather than social collectivities. This tendency in 

evangelical popular culture is natural, given the importance of conversion. And 

because evangelical Christianity is primarily a religion of the heart, it stresses 

the subjective experience of the convert and his or her spiritual struggles.
267

 

 

Not surprisingly, as conversion is so fundamentally at the core of evangelical 

Christianity, it is also a staple feature of Christian romances. For evangelicals, 

conversion is not a simply a belief but an experience—a real, intensely emotional event 

that believers experience as a profound psychological transformation. 

In frequently describing and presenting the internal monologues of characters, 

fictional renderings of conversion offer insight into how American evangelical authors 

perceive the conversion experience. This is where Christian romances are important. To 

begin with it is important to consider how readers might respond to a text emotionally. 

Literary theorists David Miall and Don Kuiken provide useful concepts as to how 
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literature might stimulate emotional responses in readers, with what they call the “four 

feeling domains.”
268

 They encompass first, evaluative feeling towards the text, second, 

narrative feelings towards aspects of plot, characterisation or setting, third, aesthetic 

feelings towards formal components such as a turn of phrase, and fourth, self-modifying 

feelings that might reconfigure readers’ understandings of the text and, by extension, 

themselves.  

Feelings to inspire readers to renew or strengthen their faith based on a fictional 

narrative fits in with the Christian fiction industry’s main purpose—to encourage 

spiritually and to evangelise—and also potentially has the greatest and most lasting 

impact on the reader—to challenge and potentially modify their sense of self.  What is 

useful, for us, is how this discourse of self-modifying feelings reinforce and strengthen 

existing (but possibly threatened) belief systems and correspond with evangelical 

Christianity’s very personal narratives of conversion and transformation.  

In her article “Empathic Engagements with Narrative Fictions,” Amy Coplan explains 

how empathy plays a role in a reader’s engagement with a fictional narrative. She 

explains the relationship between reader and character: 

Through the process of empathic connection, the reader simulates a character’s 

experience, but because he simultaneously has his own thoughts, emotions, and 

desires, his overall experience involves more than just the simulation. The reader 

empathises but also reacts to what is learned through empathising and to 

information he has access to that characters may not. Often the reader 

experiences sympathy as well as his own thoughts and feelings about the overall 

themes and messages of a narrative.
269

  

 

Emotions—particularly empathy, as Coplan’s remarks indicate—are integral parts of 

the experience of reading fiction. Further it is precisely the affective nature of popular 

fiction that in a sense allows Christian romance readers to feel the ways in which God 

loves humanity and the individual reader.   

 

Francine Rivers’ Redeeming Love: The Ultimate Romance(r)  

Angel grew restless with time. Something was at work inside her, something slow 

and insidious and threatening. She liked life in this little cabin. She felt 

comfortable and safe, except for Michael Hosea. She didn’t like the emotions he 

was beginning to rouse in her, the feelings nibbling at her resolve. She didn’t like 

that he didn’t fit any mold she knew; that he kept his word; that he didn’t use her; 

that he treated her differently from any way she had ever been treated before. 
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He was never angry when she made mistakes. He complimented and encouraged 

her. He shared his own mishaps with a sense of humor that made her less annoyed 

with her own incompetence. He gave her hope that she could learn, and pride 

when she did...She was even beginning to listen to the stories he read each 

evening, not that she believed a single one of them.
270

 

 

Published in 1997 by Tyndale House, Francine Rivers’ Redeeming Love 

effectively articulates a narrative of romance, love and redemption that resonates deeply 

with its evangelical readers. For many of its readers, as Lynn Neal has shown, Rivers’ 

novel is often regarded as the “ultimate romance.”
271

 Redeeming Love also represents a 

turning point in the Christian romance industry in terms of its subsequent effect on the 

genre as a whole. And, arguably, Redeeming Love is one of the most important novels 

after Janette Oke’s debut novel to come out of the Christian romance genre. A steady 

bestseller, the novel has sold over one million copies since its publication and has 

continued to be on the Christian fiction top fifty bestseller lists for the last ten years, 

according to ECPA. Without a doubt, the impact and influence of Francine Rivers’ 

Redeeming Love on Christian fiction is difficult to overstate.  

Most significantly, perhaps, the novel is cited as the novel that convinced fiction 

authors in previously secular genres to switch to writing in Christian fiction. The fiction 

writers that cite Redeeming Love as a persuading factor include Robin Lee Hatcher, 

Linda Hall, Karen Kingsbury and African American author, Jacquelin Thomas.
272

 

Named as the “Queen of Christian fiction” by Time magazine, bestselling and prolific 

author Karen Kingsbury cites Rivers’ novel as steering her to become a novelist in the 

Christian fiction industry. Previously Kingsbury wrote mainstream fiction based on true 

crime stories for a mainstream publishing house. She recounts being initially reluctant 

to write in the Christian fiction genre. After a friend recommended the novel, Kingsbury 

described the effect the book had on her:  

I fell into that story, and when I finished I dropped to my knees and cried out to 

God. In that precious hour I repented for thinking His work would somehow be 

second-best or plastic. I knew from that moment on that I would seek to become a 

Christian novelist, to change lives with the power of story and to do so by telling 

fictional tales of real-life issues, real-life redemption.
273
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Kingsbury here utilises religious language, telling how the novel led to her “conversion” 

towards writing in the Christian fiction mode. Again, as mentioned in the introduction, 

Kingsbury shows how this novel enlightened her to the first-rate, genuine possibilities 

of the genre, and to the “power of story.”  

Moreover, literary scholar Anita Gandolfo calls Francine Rivers’s Redeeming 

Love “Christian fiction at its best” that is in no small part attributable to Rivers’s 

experience as a tried and tested secular fiction writer before coming to Christian 

fiction.
274

 “For the average reader,” Gandolfo continues, “this novel would convey a 

more powerful sense of God’s redeeming love than the actual book of Hosea because of 

the latter’s technical difficulties.”
275

 While it is a powerful articulation of God’s 

romance with humanity, Redeeming Love is also a novel vividly concerned with 

gendered ideologies and gender roles.
276

 Textual analysis brings to the forefront 

contemporary issues surrounding ideas of womanhood and manhood that inform 

American evangelicalism. Intriguingly, the novel underscores the dynamic interplay of 

gender ideologies that may not be as clear cut and straightforward as some evangelical 

leaders imply. Rather, Rivers' novel displays an ambiguity towards gender role that is 

interesting especially when noted that her romance is commonly cited and praised by 

readers and authors alike. 

Redeeming Love is an adaptation of the biblical story of Hosea, set in the 1850s 

during the Californian gold rush. It presents the story of a girl named Angel, who is sold 

into prostitution as a child, and has learned to distrust all men, who see her as a way to 

satisfy their lust. When the virtuous and spiritually-minded Michael Hosea is told by 

God to marry Angel, he obeys, despite his misgivings. Initially distrustful of his 

intentions, Angel runs away from Michael and falls back into prostitution only to have 

Michael save her again and bring her back home. While not a believer at this point, 

Angel grows to love Michael, through his patience and perseverance, yet a major 

stumbling block to Angel in the accepting Michael’s faith and love is her previous 

knowledge and preconceived notions of love—familial, romantic, and divine. As a child 

she learned that her father never wanted her born and that her mother’s all-consuming 

love for her father (she was his mistress) destroyed her mother’s sanity and killed her.  

Indeed, as a mistress, together with the cultural politics of evangelicalism of 

which the “traditional” family is a key element, the novel underscores Angel’s mother 
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as a threat to patriarchal notions of family sanctity. In addition, Angel’s mother, as a 

mistress, has no legal claims on her father suggesting the threat of extra-marital and 

non-traditional family relationships and reinforces the danger and instability to Angel’s 

family as a consequence. Reading between the lines, this suggests that her inappropriate 

dependency on a man comes at a cost, whereas dependency on God could potentially 

fulfil her sense of worth and identity.  Further, her mother’s penitent religion does not 

save her. Angel’s maid, in a scene after her lover uses and then abandons her, impresses 

upon Angel that the one thing she needs to know about “God’s truth” is that men only 

want to hurt and use women:  

“I’m going to tell you God’s truth, little girl. You listen good.” [Cleo] took a long 

drink and swallowed down the tears and misery and let the bitterness and anger 

rise and flow. “All men want to do is use you. When you give them your heart, 

they tear it to shreds.” She drank more, and her voice slurred. “None of ‘em 

care.”…“Nobody cares about anybody in this world,” Cleo said, feeling sadder 

and more morose by the second. “We all just use each other in one way or another. 

To feel good. To feel bad. To feel nothing at all. The lucky ones are real good at 

it…Like your rich papa. The rest of us just take what we can get.”
277

 

 

As a secondary character the maid, Cleo, acts as a token (secular) feminist figure 

in the narrative to be batted down by the book. She is a generally unsympathetic 

character described as surly, a bad judge of character, and someone who uses alcohol to 

drown her sorrows. The novel reinforces that “good” and positive female characters are, 

or ultimately become, Christians, and the “bad,” fallen women such as the prostitutes 

Angel works with who are described as selfish—more concerned with receiving extra 

portions of milk and wine than confronting their exploitation by the men that use them 

or their enslavement by the Duchess, the brothel owner. These fallen women fulfil 

relatively flat, stereotypical roles, and never become in-depth characters. Their limited 

treatment underscores the contrast with Christian female characters. These fallen 

women, furthermore, are destined to be stuck in these roles unless they accept 

Christianity. Indeed, consistent with evangelical doctrine, Christian romances posit that 

the only way a character (such as Angel) can transform from a fallen woman to 

“fulfilled” woman is not, ultimately, through any personal force but rather through Jesus 

and Christianity. 

Whilst living on the farm, Angel eventually falls in love with Michael Hosea, 

thanks to his forgiving, unconditional love and strength of character. But her love and 

sense of unworthiness prompt her to run away again to nearby San Francisco. There 
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Angel meets a villain from her past, only escaping his clutches through “divine 

intervention” in the form of a powerful Christian banker and his family, and she begins 

attending church with them. One day, during the pastor’s call to believe, Angel converts 

to evangelical Christianity: 

“The still, quiet voice beckoned tenderly. 

Come to me, beloved. Stand and come to me. 

Warmth swept over her. This was the love she’d been waiting for all her life… 

Eyes stinging, throat closed tight, Angel nodded once and hung her head, her lips 

pressed together. She was afraid, so afraid she was shaking. What right did she 

have to present herself to God and receive mercy? What right?...she went down to 

aisle and faced the pastor waiting at the end of it…“Do you believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of the Living God?” the pastor asked her. 

“I believe,” she said…Oh, God, forgive my unbelief. Make my faith larger than a 

mustard seed, Jesus. Let it grow. Please. 

“And do you give your life to Jesus now before these witnesses? If so, would you 

signify by saying I do?” 

Words meant for a wedding ceremony. A sad smile touched her lips. With 

Michael she had said “Why not” rather than “I do”; she had come to the end of her 

endurance and felt she had no choice. She felt that now. She had come to the end 

of her struggles, the end of her fight to survive on her own. She needed God. She 

wanted him. He had brought her out of her old life when she had no faith. And 

now that she knew he was really there, he was holding out his hand to her and 

making a proposal.”
278

 

 

The language is embedded with terms of wooing and courtship, love and proposals, 

where the wooer is God. Situated as the climax of the novel, Angel’s conversion is 

coded as highly emotional. Moreover, the reader is aware of Angel’s past and what has 

brought her to the point of conversion. Significantly it is just as Angel is beginning to 

understand the concept of salvation that she then interprets Michael’s actions in a new 

light: “Everything Michael had ever said to her, everything he had done, made sense to 

her now. He had lived Christ so that she could understand.”
279

 For Angel, Michael’s 

actions are not understood as simply caused by his love for her, but rather Christ’s love 

for her working through Michael. Thus, in Christian romances, the effect of emotion is 

in a large part predicated upon knowledge or awareness of Christian beliefs and values.  

Rivers’ novel displays uneasiness toward stereotypical conventions of patriarchy 

and female submission in romance novels and Christian theology and reveals a latent 

Christian feminism, particularly since Rivers seems careful to ensure that Angel’s 

conversion is not entirely based on Michael’s relationship with her, but also through her 

interactions with others, and occurs away from Michael. In the novel, characters 
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dependent on men such as Angel’s mother and Cleo, her maid, are seen as tragic. And 

ultimately, Angel is able to convert only when she is away from Michael. Importantly, 

Angel’s conversion also takes place within the context of her self-improvement through 

education, a familiar trope of nineteenth-century conservative Christian reform. 

Therefore, while Michael, a loving and godly man, can tell Angel about God and show 

by example how God works in his life, she (and indirectly, the reader), must in the end 

find and desire God on her own. 

In addition, Angel now understands that God’s love, rather than Michael’s, was 

“the love she had been waiting for all her life.”
280

 What is more, the language of 

Angel’s conversion and her realisation that she needs God is couched in romantic terms: 

“She needed God. She wanted him…And now she knew he was really there, he was 

holding out his hand to her and making a proposal.” Angel’s conversion experience is 

expressed in terms of desire and the physical manifestations of “love”: she had in fact 

“wanted” to go forward for weeks and “she needed God” and “wanted him.” In the 

moment of decision to go forward or stay, the conversion narrative expressed Angel’s 

inner angst in physical manifestations: “Eyes stinging, throat closed tight…her lips 

pressed together…She was afraid.” And once she takes action and walks down the aisle, 

her thoughts of Michael bring on “a rush of anguish.”  

Angel’s awakening to God’s presence—“now that she knew he was really 

there”—and her need for him suggests how evangelicals conceive conversion to occur 

in the individual. Evangelical theology argues that coming to a “saving faith” in Jesus is 

based on recognition that one is a sinner which is in turn rooted in an understanding of 

God as creator and God’s presence throughout history. In Christian romances, God’s 

presence and God’s unconditional love for humanity, for the individual, is represented 

as an ever-present immutable law, always present in the background of the narrative. It 

is only once a character become aware of God’s love in a personal way that it begins to 

affect them and shape their understanding and beliefs as the story progresses.  

The language of Christian romances reveal a lot about how authors envisage 

their target readership, and may undercut industry level claims to novels as tools of 

evangelism, a claim also made by defenders and authors of the genre. In part, as has 

been argued above, this reflects changing notions as to what constitutes “evangelism” in 

fiction: whether overt preaching as in the past or through characters leading by example, 

living from a Christian worldview or somewhere in between. On another level, the 

language in Christian romances suggests particular ways of understanding the genre and 
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its readers. The language demonstrates an embedded assumption that readers will 

understand the religious imagery and phrases and an implication that this religious 

language will have a greater emotional impact. The authors understand that their 

primary readers are evangelical women and as such, draw upon and appeal to their 

readers’ background in evangelical Christianity via intertextual references. References, 

for example, to Bible verses and psalms are abundant in Christian romances; however, 

many of these references do not have direct citations and are found not only in 

conversations but also in the thoughts and prayers of characters. For example, when 

Angel is described as “hungry and thirsty, she panted like a deer pants after the water of 

life” in the conversion passage, this refers to Psalm 42, beginning: “As the deer pants 

for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God.” Rather than being merely a 

random literary metaphor that the author created, this biblical reference resonates with 

its knowing Christian readers. And further, when Angel prays “Make my faith larger 

than a mustard seed,” the author clearly and knowingly evokes the New Testament 

parable it refers to, demonstrating Angel’s sincerity and further resonating emotionally 

with evangelical readers. 

This evangelical language and rhetoric is employed because authors assume it 

will have greater emotional and spiritual impact on the reader. This reveals an 

underlying Christian cultural subtext that fiction authors use to appeal to readers. But 

what about non-Christian readers who may not have this pool of religious language to 

draw upon? This is especially intriguing as the Christian fiction industry professes that 

these novels not only reaffirm and edify a believer’s faith but also may also act as 

evangelistic tools to non-Christians. The many biblical references may serve to 

legitimise the narrative for Christian and non-Christian readers to different degrees. 

Biblical allusions and imagery such as the mustard seed metaphor are so pervasive in 

Westernised societies such as the United States that they are recognisable and so 

accessible to non-Christian as well as Christian readers. Thus I suggest that the 

evangelical romance industry provides metaphors available to all readers but employs 

certain and specific metaphors that have more immediate resonance with its evangelical 

readership.  

Thus, the stories themselves become inspiring because they firmly base 

themselves on maintaining and drawing upon the pool of evangelical values and beliefs 

and as supplementary texts to the Bible and its teachings. What is important is that 

Christian romances draw upon elements within the evangelical subculture and the 

beliefs and values that are generally associated with Christianity. In addition, Barrett-
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Fox has found that most reader responses to Christian romances start with emotional 

response and that the “books are valued because they inspire an emotional response” 

Barrett-Fox argue that for the novels “to be an inspiration,” the novels “must be deeply 

emotional. Through emotional response, readers identify with characters and thus learn 

from them. Through their emotional response to characters, readers participate in the 

emotional journey of the novel.
281

 This emotional response allows the reader to perceive 

the love of God via the language of evangelical rhetoric in these romances. That this 

language, however, draws upon a distinctly evangelical popular culture leads to 

problematic blending of the two types of love typically found in Christian romances: 

“eros” or romantic love, and “agape”—or unconditional Christian love—in the figure 

of Jesus.  

It is precisely these competing and yet, at times, overlapping notions of romance 

that may present instabilities in the Christian romance genre. Nelina Backman’s 

doctoral thesis goes as far as to say that the aims of Christian romance conventions 

contradict the characteristics of the romance genre and serves to highlight the Christian 

romance genre as a failure. Backman strongly argues that while the romances firmly 

situate marriage as the only and proper place for sex and intimacy, the genre’s 

guidelines on the limitations and avoidance of sex leaves a vacuum or void that often 

seems to be filled with a code of “impliedness” or a parody of itself. In other words, 

Christian romances depict implicit rather than explicit sexuality and intimacy and the 

lack of a willingness or even an effective discourse to discuss sexuality, a feature 

inherent in the genre, leads to a parody of Christian romance aims.
282

 This is 

particularly evident in the reader responses of the (now defunct) Redeeming Love 

website. While the reviews were based on the opinions of those female readers who 

obviously felt strongly enough about the novel in the first place to post their comment, 

the very fact that they felt so strongly provides useful grounds for analysing their 

language.  

For example, one reader sincerely asserted that 

“out of all the books I've read in my lifetime Redeeming Love is by far the best. 

It has renewed my faith and taught me to trust in the Lord whatever the 

situation…This book is a must-read for anyone and everyone, including men. It 

shows me the kind of man I should look for and not give up. Overall, this book 

is amazing.”
283
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This reader’s language reveals the two interpretational possibilities of love that 

evangelical Christian romance readers can come away with, romantic eros or spiritual 

agape. For this reader, Francine Rivers’ novel intertwined both romance and the divine 

and not only inspired a renewal of faith and “trust in the Lord” but underscored what 

type of man she should look for. In other words, her ideal man should be a loving and 

generous partner; that women should demand and feel they deserve a loving and 

respectful partner expresses a subtle, softer evangelical version of feminism that 

displaces familiar stereotypes of unquestioning female submissiveness in 

evangelicalism. Instead it suggests a much complicated picture of gender relationships 

within contemporary evangelicalism.  

For others the passionate nature of Jesus might be the main focus. One reader-

reviewer emphasised this particular aspect of Jesus, commenting: 

“This book is a reminder to me that Jesus passionately loves me and He is 

always right there beside me. He is my Precious Bridegroom and I am His 

Precious Bride. I know that He will never leave me nor forsake me. And I love 

Jesus so much :) I pray that others who are struggling or who are lost are 

inspired by this book to turn to the Ultimate Love Story: The Holy Bible and are 

inspired to not only read the Bible; but either rededicate their lives to Jesus or 

give their hearts to Him for the very first time.”
284

  

 

To this reader, the novel provided a way for her to see her own story within its pages, of 

her own love story with Jesus. It seems to have motivated her to apply this narrative of 

romance to her own life. Like Francine Rivers, this reader also uses biblical imagery, 

such as “Bridegroom” and “Bride” and paraphrases a biblical verse: “I know that He 

will never leave me nor forsake me.”
285

 On the one hand, her comments show how 

easily evangelicals take and blend the religious language of the Bible with the everyday 

world around them. Yet, on the other hand, this “sacred romance” paradoxically 

conflates eros and the unconditional love of agape through the reader’s positioning of 

language and phrases.  

A third response employed the language of romance and eros even more overtly 

when referring to God and Jesus: 

“I loved this book. It makes me want to fall in love with God. I want Him to be 

everything to me. I want to desire Him more than I desire my future husband. 

This book helped me to see God's extreme, passionate love for me. I want to fall 
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in love with Jesus. I want Him to be everything to me. Thanks for the reminder. 

May God bless you!”
286

 

 

What is striking about this response is how the reader described the book’s 

effect in terms of her desire to “fall in love with God” and “to see God’s extreme, 

passionate love.” By constructing Redeeming Love as a metaphor for God’s love for 

humanity, Francine Rivers’ portrayal of Michael Hosea as a forgiving, patient, and 

loving man allowed readers to conflate the characters of Michael and God, and romantic 

and divine love, so that God becomes the ultimate romancer. For readers, then, 

Christian romance narratives, in a sense, inspire them to see their relationship with God 

as their own love story that, in the words of Rebecca Barrett-Fox, “the story of God’s 

love for humanity—as told in the Christian Scriptures—is a romance, a tale of perfect 

love.”
287

 

As a whole, the Christian fiction industry continues to promote work that has the 

potential to attract readers but also to put off others, yet authors and the Christian fiction 

industry think their fiction will attract readers rather than repel. Why this is so is 

connected to the evangelical rhetoric authors employ in thinking about and 

understanding emotion and motivation and also to the larger issue of evangelical 

aesthetics. Evangelical Christians believe that faith should permeate every aspect of 

everyday life, yet their popular culture, of which Christian romances are a large and 

increasingly significant segment, perpetuates an exclusivist, insider language whose 

shorthand allows those already steeped in it to be fully aware of its emotional and 

spiritual appeal. 

Evangelical authors use emotion to inspire and motivate readers but this 

emotional rhetoric is strongly connected to larger understandings of emotion in 

contemporary evangelicalism and becomes an important avenue of study when taking 

into consideration the powerful public force that is evangelicalism in America today. 

Therefore, emotion works most powerfully for insiders, through the use of words 

specific to the evangelical culture, psalms, and allusions to the Bible, but the metaphors 

are still available, if less immediately resonant, for the not-yet-born-again.  

 

Constructions of Gender in Christian Romances 

Christian romances also present distinct views about gender and family roles and 

analysing how they do this can give insight into evangelical ideologies of gender. 
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Furthermore, these ideologies of masculinity and femininity are located in the heroes 

and heroines of Christian romances. As Lee Tobin McClain importantly points out, 

Christian romances are significant not only in the ways they are conservative, but also 

the ways in which they are not conservative, that is, in “their blurring of gender roles.” 

“Instead of overbearing male characters,” McClain further writes, “we find heroes who 

are far less traditionally masculine than those of secular romance.”
288

 For Christian 

romances, true masculinity lies in the relationships husbands and fathers have with 

women and children as well as their relationships with God and Jesus. 

In fact Christian romances maintain that the true site of success is located in the 

home and the family. So that while the occupations of heroes vary from farmers and 

pastors to Navy SEALs, policemen, paramedics, and businessmen it is their 

relationships and roles within the family, and not their occupations, that inform their 

true Christian manhood. In other words, heroes are “manly” if they protect their wives 

and children and put them above all else. As Laura Clawson reminds us, “The worldly 

measures by which secular heroes are extraordinary—wealth, job success, appearance, 

sexual prowess—are less relevant to the heroism of the Christian romance hero. Rather, 

the Christian’s moral and religious strength are at issue—his ability to lead, not the 

world, but a family.”
289

   

More often than not in these novels, the gospel of prosperity has no real place in 

these narratives (even though the novels do not reject materialism entirely). Christian 

romances offer a critique of masculinity in men who dedicate themselves to their 

careers to the neglect of their families. These romances suggest that ambitious, work-

oriented men have abandoned the qualities that engender true masculinity. Eric 

Michaels’ success as a businessman in Karen Kingsbury’s One Tuesday Morning for 

the purpose of ensuring his family will never be in need means he sacrifices a 

meaningful, caring relationship with his wife and son. Furthermore, this drive to 

succeed in business, the narrative suggests, is a natural and logical consequence of 

Eric’s ceasing to be a Christian.
290

 Further, Eric’s condition stems from his perceived 

failure to protect his daughter who dies at birth and as a result incorrectly places his 

faith in the accumulation of wealth. Indeed, neglectful and absent fathers whose neglect 
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or absence stems from some sort of spiritual malaise are common tropes in Christian 

romances.  

Another increasingly common feature in evangelical Christian romances is the 

unfaithful husband. Although the focus tends to be on how the Christian heroine 

chooses to deal with her husband’s infidelity, an interesting facet of the “unfaithful 

husband” narratives present in novels such as Karen Kingsbury’s Oceans Apart (2004) 

and Redemption (2002), and Francine Rivers’s And the Shofar Blew (2003), is how 

these narratives reconcile the reunion between husband and wife. Eschewing the 

narrative resolutions of past novels that tended to tie up loose ends sometimes quickly 

and ineffectually, contemporary Christian romances will opt for an increasingly 

problematised narrative resolution. Take, for example, Gary Smalley and Karen 

Kingsbury’s 2002 novel, Redemption. In the novel Rachel is devastated when her 

husband, Carl, leaves her for a college student with whom he has been having an affair. 

Barely dealing with this revelation and the impending divorce, Rachel’s life becomes 

more complicated when she finds out she is pregnant. Carl’s impending fatherhood 

together with the realisation that he still loves Rachel brings him to a point where he 

wants forgiveness and a second chance to recommit to the marriage. Just as the reunion 

seems about to end happily, Carl is shot dead by the drug-crazed ex-boyfriend of the 

college student he had been seeing. Throughout the novel, Rachel’s belief that God 

wants her and Carl to work through their problems and stay married is represented as a 

noble and correct way to approach the thorny issue of infidelity. Operating as more or 

less a wish-fulfilment fantasy, the ending implies that cheating husbands do not go 

unpunished.  

Another bestselling novel, Dee Henderson’s The Guardian, winner of the 

Christy Award for best romance of 2002, provides another facet of the Christian 

romance hero. The plot focuses on US Marshal Marcus O’Malley who must protect a 

witness to the shooting of a federal judge. Marcus falls in love with the witness, Shari 

McDonald while, at the same time, coming to grips with revelations that his younger 

sister has been diagnosed with cancer. Whereas Redeeming Love featured a heroine 

becoming a new believer, this narrative focuses on the hero, Marcus, who was once a 

believer but loses his faith after the death of his mother. The fact that both the heroine, 

Shari, and his sick sister, Jennifer, are Christians brings his own doubts about God and 

bitterness about unanswered prayer regarding his mother to the forefront of the 

narrative: 



 94 

“Two days from now his sister would be in surgery. He knew the pellets had a 

reasonable chance of killing the cancer, but the risks involved—he couldn’t do 

anything to minimize them, that was what made the situation so hard to accept.  

“Jesus wants you to choose to trust Him. He won’t take that trust you place in Him 

lightly.”…He had wanted to be able to cross the hesitation and trust enough to 

pray, but he felt mute the closer he came to that line. He had believed and prayed 

for his mom and she had died. It wasn’t logical, but thinking about praying for 

Jennifer brought a resonating fear that, in doing so, he would lose her too…Why 

couldn’t he just trust?”
291

 

 

In The Guardian, protagonist Marcus O’Malley’s doubts stem from the 

emotions he experienced as a child in response to his mother’s death. When confronted 

with the possibility of the deaths of his loved ones, in failing to protect his love interest 

and all that a diagnosis of cancer entails for his sister, it is only when Marcus becomes 

reacquainted with Christianity that his feelings of doubt are transformed into a renewal 

of faith. Marcus is represented as traditionally masculine and the “guardian” of his 

family but when his sister is faced with potentially terminal cancer, he faces the true 

limits of his own abilities to protect and guard his family. The narrative reveals that this 

very human side to Christian heroes serves to point to and emphasise God as the true 

Guardian of romance characters and, by extension, its readers. 

Christian romances therefore offer a model for a particular type of Christian 

manliness that indicates both the ideal Christian hero and an image of God. On the one 

hand, the Christian hero is almost a longing for the “New Christian Male,” (a 

Christianized version of a ‘Sensitive New Age Guy’) one who might be considered less 

manly or macho according to worldly ideas of masculinity but is sensitive and in touch 

with his feelings, like Michael Hosea, who exhibits patience and forgiveness and weeps 

in his expressions of grief. At the start Michael, a farmer, is in town performing tasks 

associated with women: selling vegetables and shopping for supplies. Angel, however, 

is depicted as an “independent” woman successful at her career. What is interesting with 

the way Francine Rivers portrays Michael Hosea is how his and Angel’s gender roles 

are reversed at the beginning of the novel and how they gradually transform. In terms of 

evangelical cultural politics, while Redeeming Love appears to transgress or invert 

gender roles it ultimately reinforces evangelicalism’s ideas of gender relations. Angel, 

for instance, is described initially in the seducing, “bad woman” archetype working as a 

prostitute who uses her beauty against men, has no domestic skills, and shows no moral 

compulsion in what she is doing or not doing. She prides herself on being unemotional; 

on showing no emotion while being able to provoke it in others. Such as when, for 
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instance, she provokes and pushes Magowan, the brothel’s bouncer, to sadistic fury 

resulting in her near-fatal beating. Angel’s lack of emotion implies her unfemininity, 

making her almost masculine in a sense. Michael’s emotionality, on the other hand, 

potentially feminises him at the same time as it suggests a more sensitive masculinity of 

Christian men. In addition to this, Michael Hosea is described in the novel in ways that 

encode him as “manly:” 

a quiet man, but there wasn’t anything soft about him. There was something in his 

look that made men treat him with respect. It wasn’t just his height or the strength 

of his body, which were both impressive enough. It was the clear steadiness of his 

gaze. He knew what he was about even if the rest of the world didn’t.
292

 

 

After Michael marries Angel and takes her to his farm, he carries out all the 

functions of domesticity: nursing Angel back to health after she is nearly beaten to 

death by the brothel’s bouncer, cooking, sewing, and stoking the fire in their fireplace. 

The image of “stoking the fire” seems to be represented as a distinctly female area in 

Christian romances and has been used since Oke’s novel, Love Comes Softly, the novel 

that began the contemporary period of Christian romances in 1979, to suggest 

evangelical notions of “home and hearth.” This image also appears to hint or be a test of 

true femininity where the heroine’s inability to start or maintain the fire seems, at least 

to her, to reflect her incompetency as a woman. In the narrative’s development, Angel 

soon learns, through Michael’s patient teaching, to maintain the fire, to cook and 

cultivate a little vegetable garden implying, among other things, that femininity is not a 

fixed absolute but is a set of personal qualities that may be possessed by and even 

learned from masculine figures. This complex idea that manliness and womanliness 

take and learn from each other directly contrasts with John Eldredge’s contention that 

manliness can only be learned from other men, as seen in chapter two. 

Moreover Michael Hosea as a Christian hero is problematic as he represents not 

only a Christian version of the standard masculine hero but one who actively challenges 

notions of traditional masculine stereotypes. Michael is domestically skilful, waits for 

Angel, and openly cries for Angel as he learns more of her past. In contrast, Angel often 

describes herself as being unable to cry. Indeed when she does cry, her tears occur in 

highly significant scenes, for example, when she realises she loves Michael, when she 

decides to leave him because she is unable to have children and feels unworthy of his 

love, and when she converts later in the novel. On the other hand, these Christian heroes 

carry on the ideals of physical manliness with muscular heroes commonly working the 
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land with their hands or constantly put themselves and their bodies in the line of duty 

such as army medic Justin Baker or US Marshall Marcus O’Malley, or indeed any hero 

in Dee Henderson’s O’Malley series.  

These texts therefore seek to embody a type of Christian manhood where, by 

placing Jesus at the centre of their lives, men are able to love and protect their women 

and families and where heroines enjoy a partnership under Christ. This suggests that the 

Christian romance genre offers a valuable space for simultaneously representing, 

reinforcing, and reconsidering traditional evangelical Christian thinking about manhood 

and masculinity. The representations of manhood and womanhood in popular romance 

novels analysed in this chapter indicate a shift toward more complicated and nuanced 

understandings of gender by contemporary writers and responses to heterosexual 

evangelical women’s desires than has been traditionally associated with evangelical 

Christianity. The gender dynamics evident in Christian romances may reflect the 

relative empowerment of women in the wake of feminism, and in which they can make 

demands of their husbands (or the husbands they want), while not identifying 

themselves as “feminists.” In this light, the novels may speak to how women can make 

post-feminist claims of dignity and equality in relationships without risking the 

politicised stance of being a feminist. 

This chapter has looked at how Christian romance novels express romance in a 

way that intrinsically combines the romantic and spiritual wooing of the reader. Whilst 

much of Christian fiction is associated with white evangelicals, a fact certainly reflected 

in the prevalence of white heroines and heroines, the next chapter offers a contrasting 

perspective of the religious and cultural experiences of African American Christians. It 

examines how notions of race and identity operate in the Black Christian fiction novel 

within the context of racialised politics in contemporary America and a social justice 

agenda rooted in Christian ethics.      



 97 

CHAPTER 4: 

Soul Fiction: The African American Christian Fiction genre 

 

The previous chapter explored evangelical Christian romances, a genre that has 

been a staple of contemporary Christian fiction since the beginning. This chapter looks 

at one of the most significant developments in contemporary Christian fiction in recent 

years: the emergence of a Black Christian fiction genre. First and foremost, Black 

Christian fiction illustrates an increased visibility of a conservative African American 

presence within the evangelical landscape of the United States of America. 

While recent studies explore the phenomenal growth of evangelical Christian 

fiction in the United States, especially end-time fiction and Christian romances, scant 

attention has been paid to the subsequent rise of the genre of Black Christian fiction. 

Just as evangelical Christian fiction for white Americans experienced a surge in 

publishing at the end of the twentieth century first in the late 1970s and then again in the 

early-to-mid 1990s, a similar but more recent phenomenon occurred among Christian 

fiction written by and predominantly for African Americans at the turn of the twenty-

first century beginning around 1997. 

The presence of Black Christian fiction is also reflective of shifting cultural 

attitudes showing a greater awareness and willingness to discuss race relations and 

racial ideologies among evangelicals particularly and in U.S. society in general. Some 

of this awareness in the past twenty years or so has been aided through the rise of 

African American megachurches and the efforts to address racial discrimination by such 

evangelical groups as Christian men’s group the Promise Keepers in the late 1990s, as 

mentioned in chapter two’s discussion of the Left Behind series.
293

 

This chapter looks at the relatively recent emergence of African American 

evangelical Christian fiction. It aims to consider critically the sites of convergence and 

divergence between black and white Christian fiction novels within the history of Black 

Christianity in the United States. These novels address themes of racial prejudice, 

challenging dominant cultural narratives in mainstream society and the concerns and 

struggles faced by Black Christians in the United States. On top of this, characters 

express their everyday struggles to live out their faith, particularly concerning ideas of 

sexual purity and morality. While discourses of purity are also found in white Christian 

fiction, the focus on purity in African American Christian fiction is far greater. A third 
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and overlapping theme of African American religious texts is an emphasis on ideas of 

freedom, often associated with a discussion of what constitutes American citizenship 

that employs the idea of spiritual freedom in recognising God’s love and grace for the 

believer and for all humanity as the true criterion for evaluating a person’s worth, no 

matter what their skin colour, class or circumstance.  

 

African American Christian Fiction 

From the outset it must be noted that African American Christian fiction 

emerged from the developments and gains occurring at the same time in the Christian 

fiction industry as well as those occurring in African American publishing. Although 

the general rise in African American interests began in the 1960s, alongside the Civil 

Rights movement and a growing awareness of African American issues in the US 

community at large, the rise in African American religious publication was part of an 

increasing growth in African American participation in the last decade or so of the last 

century. Once confined to February—or, “Black book month”—the platter of new book 

offerings written by and for African Americans today has become a constant presence 

on book shelves. The number of Black publishers and imprints has also enlarged. Whilst 

African American Christian fiction novels do not parallel the huge sales of their white 

counterparts the genre’s increasing readership is nonetheless significant. It indicates the 

appeal of Christian fiction’s faith aspect while also showing a need for Christian 

characters other than white Americans. For example, Christian author Patricia 

Woodside cuts to the heart of the matter maintaining that African American Christians 

“need to read about characters who look like them, talk like them, and who may act in a 

culturally familiar manner as they are challenged and grow in their faith. Heroes and 

heroines of like ethnicity as the reader removes the final barriers preventing the reader 

from making a full and deep connection with the characters.”
294

 Woodside raises a 

pertinent point. 

The growth in African American fiction publishing reflects this need. Yet it is 

also reflective of the history of Black business and the growing emphasis and diverse 

manifestations of African American consumer power in the late twentieth century.
295
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For much of their history in the United States, Juliet E.K. Walker has argued, Black 

businesses have had limited access to financial resources and venture capital. 

Furthermore, throughout most the twentieth century, segregation and discrimination 

often locked African Americans “out of capital and consumer markets.”
296

 However, 

Walker also described the period after the Civil Rights movement as the beginning of a 

third wave of growth in Black business. Along with the emergence of a Black middle 

class, an increased visibility of African American celebrities in popular culture since the 

1980s from sports stars to TV and movie stars such as Bill Cosby, Whoopi Goldberg, 

and Oprah Winfrey boosted attention to African American consumers and their 

consumer needs. The late and perhaps circuitous emergence of African American 

Christian fiction may be situated within this context of Walker’s contention that the 

histories of Black business developments “emphasize the historic continuity of black 

attempts to succeed in this nation.”
297

 As a result, at the turn of the twenty-first century, 

Black Christian fiction found a fertile environment that built on the foundations of the 

gains of Black business and the growth of a Black middle class. 

In a notable and intriguing article about the place of popular Black women’s 

fiction since the 1990s, most readily recognised with Terry McMillan’s Waiting to 

Exhale (1992), Robin Smiles has shown that popular Black fiction exhibited core 

characteristics that differed from the literary writings of Toni Morrison and Alice 

Walker. These characteristics included “post-integration, urban settings, upwardly 

mobile, or middle-class, college-educated protagonists, and, importantly, conflict that 

centers on romantic relationships.”
298

 African American Christian fiction draws on the 

literary stylistics of this genre, predominantly focusing on romantic relationships and 

plots. Thus they share many common characteristics with “Chick Lit” in their various 

stories about successful single Black Christians looking for Mr Right. As a matter of 

fact, the larger field of African American secular romances are themselves a 

conspicuously neglected field of study and analysis. In her magazine article in Black 

Issues Book Review, “How Black romance—novels, that is—came to be,” Gwendolyn 

Osborne draws attention to the fact that in the years since the establishment of major 

popular romance publisher, Harlequin, in 1949, “the Harlequin line kept pace with the 
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loves and lives of white America, but not African Americans. Instead, Black women 

were more likely to be readers of mainstream romance fiction than authors.”
299

  

Since the 1990s and especially since the turn of the twenty-first century, the 

growth and transformation of Black publishing across a variety of genres led Angela 

Dodson, executive editor of Black Issues Book Review, to announce in 2004 that “the 

market for [general] Black books has come of age and that publishers are aware of our 

buying power, $300 million-plus annually on books alone.”
300

 The issue of Black 

buying power has deep significance and connotations for African American 

communities and reflects a general shift in American consumer culture away from 

viewing core consumers as white towards appealing to multicultural consumers. 

Any survey on the existing literature on African American Christian fiction is 

necessarily short. Although the volumes of material concerning African American 

literature is vast by comparison, the authors of these works generally concern 

themselves with the politics and religious influences of more classic African American 

literary works such as Zora Neale Hurston, Ralph Ellison, Alice Walker, and Toni 

Morrison.
301

 The history of African American Christian fiction as its own distinct genre 

is therefore a short one and much serious, scholarly study on the subject remains to be 

done. As it stands currently, Lynn Neal’s ethnographic study Romancing God: 

Evangelical Women and Inspirational Fiction is the first academic work to make 

mention of African American Christian fiction. Neal discusses Sharon Ewell Foster’s 

Ain’t No River but only in the context of her focus on the readers of an African 

American book club, Mona’s Book Club, who were reading Foster’s book at the 

time.
302

 Besides Neal’s mention, the only other secondary sources on African-American 

focused Christian fiction come from general news media such as African American 

magazines, Black Issues Book Review, Ebony, and Essence or Christian fiction 

bestsellers lists. The magazine Black Issues Book Review is, perhaps, at the forefront of 

coverage of the genre, in part due to the magazine’s conscious aim to raise an awareness 

of books written by African American authors generally and more specifically due to 
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the regular editorial writers Kathryn Stanley and Victoria Christopher Murray—the 

latter being one of the pioneering writers of African American Christian fiction genre.
303

  

Any mapping of the history of novels specifically categorised as “Black 

Christian fiction” or “African American Christian Fiction” begins around 1997 for two 

reasons. Firstly, Victoria Christopher Murray self-published her first novel, Temptation, 

because publishers did not know how to market it or in what genre to place it.
304

 Murray 

is only one of several African American authors who were compelled to self-publish in 

their attempts to see their stories circulate to readers. The self-publishing route also 

speaks to the long history of the self-sufficiency and self-help of Black 

entrepreneurship. Juliet E.K. Walker has excellently shown that Black business from 

slavery to beyond the Civil Rights movement supplies a Black business development 

model for making do without financial assistance from the government or white 

investors.
305

  

Second, it is the year when African American literary agent Denise Stinson 

established Walk Worthy Press. An imprint of Warner Books, Walk Worthy Press 

began exclusively publishing Black Christian fiction and promoting the genre as a 

market brand. Echoing Janette Oke’s motivation in writing the first contemporary 

Christian romance in 1979, Denise Stinson’s decision to establish Walk Worthy Press 

came “out of her own desire to read Christian fiction that she could not find 

elsewhere.”
306

 Since publishing their first novel, (incidentally Victoria Christopher 

Murray’s Temptation in 2000,) today Stinson’s Walk Worthy Press has a book 

catalogue of over forty novels, mostly by new authors to fiction, including such titles as 

Stephanie Perry Moore’s A Lova’ Like No Otha’, Murray’s A Sin and A Shame, Kim 

Brooks’ He’s Fine…But is He Saved?, and Claudia Mair Burney’s recently award-

winning interracial romance, Zora and Nicky: A Novel in Black and White. Other 

publishers of African American Christian books (fiction and non-fiction) include 

WaterBrook Press and Multnomah Publishers. These two publishers incidentally 

illustrate mainstream America’s budding interest in Christian fiction, at least in terms of 
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potential financial rewards.  Previously privately owned evangelical Christian publisher 

Multnomah merged with WaterBrook after being purchased by Random House in late 

2006.
307

 

As one of the principal publishers of Black Christian fiction, it is useful to look 

at Walk Worthy’s mission statement. In addition to offering “commercial, very 

entertaining” novels, Walk Worthy’s publishing goals reveal “that nothing is too 

difficult for God,” aiming to 

depict Christians who have fun, make mistakes, and live their lives with all the 

same challenges and occasional crises as non-Christians. Walk Worthy Press 

books demonstrate that giving our lives to God is not restrictive and binding but 

instead opens our hearts and spirits to the fullness of all the promises of God as 

found in the Bible.
308

 

 

In comparison to the stated publishing goals of other evangelical Christian publishers 

(as stated elsewhere), what stands out in the passage above is Walk Worthy’s addition 

of the word “fun.” Other historically older Christian publishers of fiction instead use the 

word “entertainment.” What this reflects is Walk Worthy’s entrance into the Christian 

fiction industry after the genre had matured and the connotations of “fun” had shifted in 

the evangelical’s mind where such entertainment was acceptable for evangelistic 

purposes, particularly after the extensive growth of evangelical pop culture in the 1980s. 

In a sense, it suggests Black Christian fiction bypasses some of the evangelical debates 

concerning the role of Christian fiction as a vehicle for entertainment and/or edification 

through its recent entry into the Christian fiction genre. At the same time, the 

subgenre’s inclusion indicates an awareness of race within evangelicalism that has 

rarely, if never, been seen before. 

A more striking contrast in Walk Worthy’s mission statement is the emphasis on 

freedom in Christ: “giving our lives to God is not restrictive and binding but instead 

opens our hearts and spirits to the fullness of all the promises of God.” While other 

publishers and presses note the importance of the tenets of evangelical Christianity as 

their guiding purposes, they do not explicitly assert this rhetoric of freedom. The 

underlying tone and subtext of true Christianity transcending the race problem is an 

important part of the cultural work of African American Christian fiction. The language 

of freedom is extremely potent and powerful for African Americans, whose experience 

in America has been unique, and finds resonance in the themes and language of 

Christianity.   
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Christianity, Race and the Politics of Respectability 

“Oh honey, you have no idea how much a little color difference can stir 

things up. We got a long way to go before Jesus comes. There’s still a lot 

of wrinkles and stains on the body over race.”
309

      

          —Sharon Ewell Foster, Ain’t No Mountain  

 

  In Christian theology “the body of Christ” is a metaphor that commonly refers 

to the “church,” or the body of believers all over the world and throughout history. 

Sharon Ewell Foster picks up on this meaning and uses it, as the epigraph above shows, 

to literally site her critique of racial prejudice within the body of the church. However, 

the physical body, particularly the black body, is also a site on which gender, race, and 

class are, and have been, inscribed.
310

 Susan Bordo contends that the body is a “text of 

culture” but also a site of control.
311

 For Foster, this body is far from unblemished and 

underscores how deeply race continues to matter in the United States. Thus Foster's 

statement also illuminates how racism can function as a “stain” on non-white bodies, to 

allocate and restrict access to power and material benefits. 

 Throughout the history of the United States race and religion have been two 

intertwining threads. On the one hand, religion has informed understandings of race at 

various points in history from nineteenth century abolitionists to the Civil Rights 

movements and the efforts towards racial reconciliation by the Promise Keepers in the 

1990s. On the other hand, different racial and ethnic experiences by a wide variety of 

groups from slave converts to immigrant populations to twentieth century charismatic 

and Afro-centric Black churches such as President Obama’s former church, the Trinity 

Church in Chicago have modified and given flavour to the way so–called mainstream 

religion has been practiced by Americans.  

Though Black Americans’ religious beliefs may resemble that of white 

Americans, their religious experiences and communities are quite different. From the 

earliest periods of slavery, African-American religion has “acted as a form of self-

expression and resistance to a white dominated society.”
312

 By the eighteenth and into 

the nineteenth century, Christianity became the means to reaching political ends.  
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The Second Great Awakening had a significant effect on both white and black 

populations. Undeniably, the religious history of America cannot be told adequately 

without incorporation of the African American experience. The “encounter of Black and 

white,” David Wills contends, is one of the crucial and important themes in the story of 

American religious history.
313

 The different experiences of white and Black Americans, 

however, resulted in divergent Christian traditions and practices. Albert Raboteau 

argues there were vital and creative means historically of continuation of African 

cultural influences, often overlaid with Christian and European influences, providing 

what he calls “a pre-political solidarity” that, while not always directly challenging the 

institution of slavery, provided the kind of foundation needed for questioning of 

authority needed to break the mindset of the institution of slavery. Also discussing the 

paradoxical situation of Christianity using conversion as a justification for slavery, 

Raboteau acknowledges that one of the rationales for permitting the enslavement of 

whole peoples was to convert them to the Christian faith. For a time, there was a 

difficulty in permitting slaves to become Christians, for as Christians they could claim a 

greater expectation of fair and equal treatment; other slavery proponents more 

economically-minded, often objected to any religious ideas that might jeopardise their 

profit margins. Raboteau’s description of the public institutions and the “invisible 

institution” practices highlight how the public church formed often with controversy 

within and outside the communities. The “invisible institution” existed often as a 

forbidden aspect; slaves might be members of both the independent Black church 

groups and congregations that were racially mixed, as well as participating in worship 

gatherings at night in secret locations, risking severe punishment to do so.
314

  

Moreover, the problematic use of the Bible as both a tool for controlling slaves 

or liberating them carries over into perspectives on Christian fiction that African 

Americans are particularly aware of, as Alvelyn Sanders elucidates: 

In the peculiar institution known as slavery in America, masters used the Bible 

to keep the enslaved in bondage. The enslaved used the Bible to free their minds 

and spirits. The dichotomous function of this sacred text mirrors the dueling 

debate in Christian fiction. What survives as the legacy of Christian fiction 

depends on the kinds of voices chosen as the arbiters of this genre—by readers, 

publishers, clergy, scholars and other stakeholders.
315
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A discourse of racism and racial reconciliation pervades Black Christian fiction 

and their presence varies from the direct consideration to the most subtle critiques 

within the narratives. Thus the “legacy of Christian fiction,” as Black Christian fiction 

stresses, is not only to challenge the master narrative of a white America but also one 

that privileges white Christianity. 

The notion of controlling how their own people and culture are represented 

within the dominant white society has been a historically important issue for African 

Americans. Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham illustrated the important role of Black Baptist 

women in both the racial uplift of Blacks and the fight for gender equality from the 

1880s to the 1920s.
316

 Higginbotham discusses Black women’s endorsement of the 

dominant Victorian ideals in their efforts to work for uplift and reform of their own 

race. They were also critical of members of their own race for not conforming to the 

dominant middle-class ideals of society and there was a prevailing notion that 

immorality on the part of Blacks was a sad cause for white discrimination. This put the 

power of ending discrimination in the hands of the Black community itself; by fervently 

pursuing moral reform and the politics of respectability, Blacks could prove themselves 

worthy, prove white supremacist rhetoric false, and ultimately gain the favour of whites. 

The politics of respectability involved “reform of individual behaviour as a goal in itself 

and as a strategy for reform.” Respectability was part of “uplift politics,” and had two 

audiences: African Americans, who were encouraged to be respectable according to 

Victorian religious ideals, and white people, who needed to be shown that African 

Americans could be respectable.
 317

  

On the surface, Black Christian fiction appears to support Higginbotham’s 

descriptions of the “politics of respectability” employed by Black Baptist women in the 

early twentieth century. Functioning as a “bridge discourse” by mediating Black-white 

relations, many Black Baptist women in Higginbotham’s study “perceived 

respectability as the first step in their communication with white America.”
318

 In terms 

of Black Christian fiction, Higginbotham’s framework is useful, but with modification. 

It is useful given that Black Christian women authors in particular seem to want to open 

the lines of communication with white Christians, and this version of respectability is a 

way to do that. After all, many readers of Christian fiction generally are middle class 
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white Americans and writing fiction about Black Americans in such a market is one 

way to broach race issues as well as present Black perspectives to white evangelicals. 

Sharon Ewell Foster herself acknowledges she was one of the “very few blacks” in 

Christian fiction when she started writing, and has stated she often finds herself taking 

on “role of cultural ambassador” through her writing: 

“White people don’t always understand black people…Through my writing, I 

have forced white people to interact with people whom they have avoided or 

with whom they feel uncomfortable.…It is my Christian responsibility to speak 

truth, regardless of who gets uncomfortable. I might get pushed back, but I 

won’t allow that to keep me from raising important issues that may not 

otherwise get raised.”
319

 

 

Foster perceives her writing, then, as a spiritual mandate to confront and potentially 

break down the barriers of racism and prejudice. Black Christian fiction becomes an 

imaginative space for discussing, challenging, and critiquing contemporary cultural and 

religious understandings of race and racial attitudes of black and white Americans.  

On the other hand, just as Patricia Woodside argued that African Americans 

want to read about themselves, the same is true of white evangelicals. The number of 

white evangelicals who would realistically choose to read an African American 

Christian novel may indeed be a small proportion. A major external factor to the 

limitations of racial crossover is the fact that many African American Christian authors 

publish outside of Christian Booksellers Association (CBA) publishers, resulting in 

different marketing and distribution avenues. This may also explain why Sharon Ewell 

Foster, who was first published by CBA member, Multnomah, is one of the few 

recognised African American authors by white evangelical fiction readers. While it may 

be difficult to gauge how often white evangelicals read Black Christian fiction, only 

time will tell what effect a white readership could have on perceptions of Black-white 

relationships in America. 

Higginbotham also observed a negative yet significant consequence of 

respectability discourse which “tended to hold Black women primarily accountable for 

the rise or fall of the entire race.”
320

 It is at this point, I believe, that the Black Christian 

fiction genre modifies respectability politics. Since the early twentieth century much has 

changed in terms of the cultural shifts brought on by feminism, Black rights, in 

conjunction with the changing practice of contemporary American evangelicalism. 

Black Christian novels repeatedly expose the notion that racial respectability rests on 
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the shoulders of women as a myth, and these novels demonstrate two recurrent 

responses. First, many of these novels echo a Black feminist sensibility arguing that 

African American men are also as answerable and, similar to the Christian romances in 

chapter three, portray a cultural narrative of authentic, correct manhood as situated in 

their conceptions of Black Christian masculinity, or the “godly African American man.” 

The second response demonstrates authors’ distinct emphases on the ongoing need to go 

beyond race and ethnicity in contemporary American culture. Over and over, in varying 

ways, African American authors assert the inherent individual dignity and worth of all 

human beings. In this vein, they critique the deep cultural assumption that any Black 

person is representative of the entire race, while whites are seen as individuals. It 

illustrates both a neoconservative politics of colour-blindness and recognition of the 

ongoing fact of racism. 

At the same time, the genre is a celebration of the Black church and of Black 

Christians and, aware of its main readership, especially affirming the strengths and 

integral roles of Black women. In other words, the genre of contemporary Black 

Christian fiction corresponds more closely to the perspectives found in Aretha 

Franklin’s “Respect” than to Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s theory of the politics of 

respectability. Black Christian fiction reveals a politics of respect that is largely 

predicated on African Americans’ own terms. And it is found in Black Christian 

fiction’s cultural narratives of self-respect and respect of their own cultures and 

religiosity. More often than not, African American characters who are portrayed as 

promoting various agendas and ideologies of a condescending white America are 

positioned as aspiring elitists harmful to African American self-respect or as utilising 

them for personal, selfish motives. 

In Michele Andrea Bowen’s 2001 novel Church Folk, Mother Harold, a 

prominent, influential elderly member of a Memphis Black church espouses views 

partly representative of an older generation of Black church women, and engages 

discursively with Higginbotham’s “politics of respectability” and racial uplift.
321

 

Hinting at her underlying racial elitist attitudes Mother Harold is described as “a tiny 

lady and if you didn’t look at her too closely, she could easily be mistaken for a little 

bitty white woman. Her hair was straight and fine and her skin was very pale, with only 

a hint of peachy brown in it.”
322

 As an advocate for a Black bourgeoisie comprised of a 
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light-skinned “Black” elite, Mother Harold and, to some extent, her grand-daughter 

Saphronia are represented as misguided imitators of “white” culture and values. 

Church Folk chronicles the life of a young Black pastor, Theophilus Simmons, 

as he struggles against church politics and hypocrisy in the 1960s. One Sunday the 

Reverend Theophilus, newly-appointed minister to Mother Harold’s church, gives a 

sermon with strong political undertones. He preaches that African American progress 

and racial uplift begin at home by putting passion—“some juice”—back into 

heterosexual relationships through caring, monogamous fidelity within marriage. This 

plain discussion of a particular kind of heterosexuality and sexual practice seems to be 

different than white evangelical practice, discussions of which are, for the most part, 

absent and abstained from in Christian fiction novels. Returning to the sermon, Mother 

Harold disapproves of using the pulpit to talk about “human passion.” In a morally 

superior and critical tone, Mother Harold disapprovingly intones:  

You may not like hearing this but I truly resent young people like you who try 

and undermine all that people like me have worked so hard to accomplish for 

our race…We must rid ourselves of these low passions that you seem so 

enamored of…we need to act in ways that help white people forget we are 

colored…We have to help white people see themselves in us beneath this 

colored skin.
323

 

 

This passage highlights Mother Harold’s internalisation of racist discourses of 

whiteness as equating to racial superiority, dominant discourses for much of the first 

half of twentieth century America. The consequence of her belief that Blacks must 

assume “white qualities” is, as Theophilus laments, the acceptance and reinforcement of 

the continued gap between the races. Instead of “forgetting” their non-white status, 

Church Folk rather argues for its appreciation and disapproves of letting others define 

their identities, and especially a black embrace of sexuality that troubles white 

evangelicals. Much of the politics of respectability responded to white fantasies of black 

hypersexuality, and in repressing any expression of black sex Mother Harold seems to 

follow this line. Pastor Theophilius instead calls for an acknowledgment and embrace of 

a dynamic black heterosexuality, but clearly within the institution of marriage. 

So in the novel, Bowen rejects opinions such as Mother Harold’s and embraces 

a more positive policy of black assertion. This view is strengthened and supported in 

Church Folk through the meaningful backdrop of the early 1960s Civil Rights 

movement that is unfolding behind the scenes of Bowen’s narrative. Mother Harold’s 

outdated argument finds ill reception, and for twenty-first readers the message is clear: 
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her line of thinking ultimately does more to hinder race-relations than aid it. Any well-

meaning intentions she might have are lost in the discourse she employs, which only 

serves to internalise and further naturalise the idea of whiteness as superior and as the 

focal point for other races, reinforcing and perpetuating racism rather than solving it. 

The cultural work of novels such as Church Folk, therefore, is to illustrate how 

ideologies of race have been presented and changed in American culture and their 

effects. 

Church Folk also includes a group study guide at the end of the book. The 

questions discuss characters, plot points, or themes and direct the reader to a suggested 

insightful Bible verse corresponding to the question. Many of the twenty questions in 

the guide serve to emphasise the connections of the narrative to real life issues including 

class prejudice, sexism, infidelity and womanising preachers. It is worthwhile 

examining the questions as a further source of directing the reader’s conclusions about 

the narrative and applying them to their lives. One questions asks, 

Saphronia and her grandmother [Mother Harold] looked down on those whose 

speech, skin color, socio-economic status was viewed as less than her own. Do 

you believe people who think like this way ever consider how God feels about 

their attitudes/beliefs? Read Matthew 25:40; Romans 12:2-10. How can Black 

Christians address such behaviour within the Black Church?
324

 

 

This question serves as a reinforcing reminder of the implications and inferences of the 

racism that Blacks at times have internalised, and is reiterated by the novel. The Bible 

verses chosen, as “the Word of God,” effectively and succinctly direct the reader to 

“how God feels” about this issue, pointing out that bigotry and prejudice should not be 

part of the “body of Christ” (Romans 12: 5) to which every believer belongs, 

irrespective of colour, class, or gender. Indeed, fictional portrayals of gendered life in 

African American communities bring to light the various and complex ways that 

conservative Black Christian discourses engage with and challenge hegemonic cultural 

narratives. 

Racial politics also play a significant role in Bowen’s Second Sunday. The novel 

focuses on an urban Black church in St. Louis in 1976 and the congregation’s search for 

a new pastor after their pastor suddenly dies nine months shy of the church’s centennial 

anniversary. As the church draws near its anniversary date, the legal ownership of the 

land and church is brought into contestation by Ray Lyles, the white pastor of a large, 

predominantly white church in the neighbouring suburb. Wanting to take control of 
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their church building to extend his own ministerial empire, Lyles secretly joins forces 

with church board member, Cleavon Johnson who has his own undisclosed agenda. In a 

somewhat convoluted plotline Lyles’ wife, Betsy comes forward with papers indicating 

she, as the only remaining descendant of the original owner, is the legal owner. 

However, not only is Betsy not the sole remaining descendent, she has also been 

passing for white. 

Bowen portrays Betsy as a tragically comic character. On one of his clandestine 

visits with Lyles, Cleavon Johnson hears Betsy rehearsing a song with “a very-familiar 

sounding tune, only the beat was kind of stiff and off.” Not only is Betsy’s voice 

ironically “real high, thin-sounding, and somewhat off-key,” but as she sang, “Cleavon 

was forced to close his eyes and massage his forehead when she hit a high note that 

almost made him cry out, “Help me, Jesus.”
325

 Cleavon recognises the song as a rare 

gospel song recorded by a blues singer and wonders how Mrs Lyles, “a Beaver Cleaver 

white woman,” found that song: “No one but a real blues lover would even know about 

Big Johnnie Mae, and then would have to find a record store in the Black community to 

get the album.”
326

  

 In a highly memorable confrontation between members of the Black church and 

Mr and Mrs Lyles, revelations come to light that Betsy has been passing for white and 

that her sister, Warlene, holds possession of the true documents of ownership; 

The resemblance between Warlene and Mrs Lyles was uncanny once you saw 

them side by side. The only difference between them was their skin color. 

Warlene was pale ivory brown, with a shot of redbone in her skin, and Mrs 

Lyles was ivory, with just a hint of olive. But they both had thick, short, dark red 

curly hair, very dark blue eyes, round faces, and stocky builds with big feet and 

large breasts. They even looked like they wore the same kind of bras...Ray Lyles 

reluctantly backed away from Warlene and turned towards his wife. He felt sick. 

The resemblance between his Betsy and that crude-acting black woman could 

not be denied.”
327

 

 

Betsy’s passing highlights both the fear and power within the myth of racial 

purity, and serves a marker of the cracks in a racialised culture that this myth attempts to 

paper over. As a literary figure the mulatto, as Barbara Ladd notes, epitomises “the 

threats and promises of integration in a racist culture.”
328

 In her overview of African 

American history and fiction, Suzanne Jones notes that Black authors were likely to 
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condemn characters who pass as white, casting them “as unhappy, fearful loners.”
329

 

Bowen following this approach casts Betsy/Osceola as a woman who deliberately 

separates from her Black family and turns her back on the Black community marrying a 

prominent but greedy white pastor. 

 More than anything, Betsy Lyles’s passing critiques racial ideologies held by 

white Americans rather than African Americans. Indeed, one of the more humorous yet 

poignantly telling scenes is when Ray Lyles finds out that his wife is “suddenly black”: 

Lyles stared at his wife, his eyes hard and accusatory. “How could you do this to 

me, Betsy?” 

“I love you, Ray. You wanted the land so much that I...” 

“I mean, how could you be a nig...a black?” He scoffed and laughed in disbelief 

at the same time. “And for nineteen years you’ve been in my church, in my 

house, in my bed, the mother of my—oh my God, my children are black. I am 

the only white person in my home.”
330

 

 

The revelation of Mrs Lyles’s racial ancestry and that of her children, as the 

passage above illustrates, serves to suggest that a character’s racial identity is defined by 

others. It is a critique of the myth of whiteness and the constructed nature of race. The 

horrified reactions of Ray Lyles, who believes in the “one-drop” rule, contest assertions 

of the declining significance of race in America. Bowen implies that Betsy Lyles’s 

passing—and getting caught—acts as a wishful comeuppance for Lyle’s own presumed 

racial superiority over African American Christians in the 1970s. But, unlike Left 

Behind's treatment of race, Bowen's is far more nuanced and subtle, demonstrating the 

complexity of racial identifications rather than a flat, normative white 

“multiculturalism.” 

  

Black Christian fiction’s critique of white racism 

In 1997, Nancy D. Wadsworth argued that “Racial reconciliation is in the 

process of becoming absorbed into a larger evangelical narrative that encompasses the 

powerful religious motivators of sin, repentance, struggle, forgiveness, and 

redemption.”
331

 And further that evangelical racial reconciliation discourse of the 1990s 

led to the “refiguring of racism as sin” which “could have major implications for the 

white evangelical community.”
332

 The work of such discourse, she points out, is to 

“offer a kind of relief valve for confessing and exploring emotions around racism.” 
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Moreover, it “moves the Christian opposition to racism into the theological heart of 

evangelical belief.”
333

 Wadsworth concluded that in the late 1990s there was a 

“narrative developing around the subject of race in evangelical communities.” “In the 

context of the larger “culture wars,” she asserts, and as a part of an earnest family values 

platform, “white evangelical activism came to require a kind of engagement with the 

topic of race that these communities have rarely, if ever, seen.”
334  

Nevertheless, differing approaches to race and racism in contemporary America 

still separates white and Black religious communities. In Divided by Faith: Evangelical 

Religion and the Problem of Race in America, Michael Emerson and Christian Smith 

contend that white evangelical Christians have a long-standing relationship with race in 

the United States and that while evangelicals have gotten serious about racial 

reconciliation the authors conclude that white evangelical America preserves the racial 

divide. Observing that “evangelicals come from all ethnic and racial backgrounds,” the 

authors say, however, “nearly 90 percent of Americans who call themselves 

evangelicals are white.”
335

 Through telephone surveys and interviews, Emerson and 

Smith analyse how white evangelicals feel about race and racism and what active steps 

are taken, if any, by white evangelicals about this issue. They find that “Despite 

devoting considerable time and energy to solving the problem of racial division, white 

evangelicalism likely does more to perpetuate the racialized [climate] than to reduce 

it.”
336

 By this they mean that most white evangelicals see no systematic discrimination 

against Blacks. Smith and Emerson contend, however, that it is not active racism that 

prevents evangelicals from recognising the ongoing problems in American society. 

Instead, it is evangelicalism’s emphasis on individualism, free will, and personal 

relationships that makes invisible the pervasive injustice that perpetuates racial 

inequality. Most racial problems, respondents told the authors, can be solved by the 

repentance and conversion of the sinful individuals at fault. Arguing that there is some 

sort of disjuncture between leaders and believers when leader prescribe racial 

reconciliation, the authors explain this disjuncture lies in the hesitation to the idea that 

there is more to repairing race relations than simply forging individual relationships 

with African Americans. It is the individualised “cultural tools” of evangelicalism, 

Smith and Emerson argue, that cause evangelicals to be very suspicious of solutions to 

social problems that fail to emphasise the one-on-one relationship and individual 
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“change of heart” that accompany how evangelicals think about their beliefs and faith in 

Christ. Evangelicals appear to argue that changing people’s attitudes one at a time is 

what will work. “Because most white evangelicals perceive racism as individual-level 

prejudice and discrimination, and do not view themselves as prejudiced people, they 

wonder why they must be challenged with problems they did not and do not cause.”
337

 

Emerson and Smith argue that it is not racism as such that drives white evangelicals 

approach to the race problem, but that it is their emphasis on individualism that makes 

the race problem invisible. In other words, white evangelicals tend to have no real 

concept of structural racism or its deep historical roots which has racial consequences of 

perpetuating a colour-blind racism. 

But beyond such cultural trappings, Emerson and Smith effectively argue that 

the free market of American religion may breed religious vitality, but it also suffers the 

unintended consequence of deepening racial segregation. The religious “market” in 

America leads congregations to become focused on marketing themselves to specific 

“homogenous” niches in order to survive as organisations in a competitive environment 

where people are willing to travel further and no longer attend the church in their 

neighbourhood. In doing so, however, people associate more and more with others who 

look and act like them, and thus Blacks and whites become further segregated. 

Consequently, white evangelicals and their churches tend to eschew addressing issues 

that are of particular relevance to African-American communities.
338

 

Extending Emerson and Smith’s thesis, Tranby and Hartmann argue that “not 

only are evangelicals privileging their own cultural identity and values, but they are 

also, consciously or not, marginalizing and excluding the African-American 

experience.”
339

 One of the key arguments that Tranby and Hartmann make is that 

For evangelicals, social norms, values, structures, institutions, and the 

religiocultural toolkit are intimately bundled up with ideas of race and nation. 

Because the norms and values that form the evangelical idea of “American-ness” 

are implicitly white, the demands for increased recognition for minority groups 

is perceived as a threat to these values and norms. However, because of the 

hidden nature of the equation of whiteness and cultural values, evangelicals may 

tend not to perceive this threat as explicitly racial, but instead as a threat to the 

continued existence of the evangelical culture.’
340
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Part of the ideological and cultural work, then, that Black Christian fiction offers to the 

American evangelical community is to act as a corrective to Christian fiction by giving 

voice and centring narratives on the struggle of Black Christians and the African 

American experience. For that reason it is no surprise that confronting racism is a 

prevalent theme running throughout African American Christian fiction. It is a theme 

dealt with consistently in the novels of Sharon Ewell Foster, whom Kathryn Stanley 

calls a “pioneer in African American fiction,” and who is the only African American 

author so far to win a Christy Award for her historical novel, Passing by Samaria.
341

  

In Passing by Samaria, Foster explores the struggle for Black rights and self-

respect in early twentieth century America. Sixteen-year-old Alena’s life as she knows 

it suddenly turns upside-down when she stumbles across the lynched, charred body of 

her best friend, J.C., who had just returned to Mississippi after serving in World War II.  

Horrified and outraged, Alena wants to tell the authorities about his murder: “When 

something like this happens, somebody, everybody, the law has to do something. We got 

to do something. Tell somebody. Write somebody.”
342

 Knowing the perpetrator is the 

local Sheriff and fearing for Alena’s life, her parents decide to send her away to her 

Aunt Patrice in Chicago. Hurt at her parents’ seeming inaction and passivity which she 

feels is tantamount to letting Sheriff Bates and his men get away with evil and murder, 

Alena becomes despondent and bitter.    

Angry at everyone in Chicago, especially Jonathan and Dinah, a white brother 

and sister who help out at an African American mission run by her Aunt, Alena 

becomes afraid of her growing feelings towards James, a young decorated Black soldier 

with a personal faith in Jesus and editor of a local Black newspaper. Confused at the 

different, and at times conflicting, racial attitudes she sees in the city around her and 

afraid the anger and thus the memory of J.C.’s death is gradually fading, Alena resolves 

to run away. As she leaves, race riots break out in Chicago. Foster intersperses her story 

with excerpts of newspaper reports from the 1919 Chicago race riots, rooting her 

narrative in the historical moment and blending history with imagination to create both 

a religious and political comment on the era. Foster’s reworking of the riots of 1919 

carefully situates the events in the larger historical framework of urban American race 

relations. Upon seeing the fighting and violence edging closer and closer to her, Alena 

returns to the mission, and cares for those seeking refuge. Surviving the riots, James and 
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Alena declare their love for each other and prepare for their wedding back in 

Mississippi. Alena comes to realise that true Christianity, no matter the colour of the 

believer, should rise above racial prejudice. 

Foster juxtaposes Alena’s story with that of Sheriff Bates who embodies the 

legacy of white male racism. It is a legacy in more ways than one as Bates’ racism and 

prejudice is shown to be cultural and familial, learned at his grandfather’s knee.  Thus 

when Sheriff Bates hears Alena is back in town he fears she has become one of “those 

uppity Negroes” and brought with her “strange ideas from the North,” and prepares his 

own insidious welcome for her. However, their small Mississippi town has not been 

untouched by change while Alena was away. A new young pastor has taken over the 

local white church urging his congregation to love their neighbours, regardless of colour 

or how much their other neighbours might dislike them. It is worthwhile pointing out 

here that the pastor’s efforts and message strongly echo the Samaritan parable alluded to 

in the novel’s title. In the Bible, the antagonism between Samaritans and Jews was 

important in understanding the significance of the “Parable of the Good Samaritan” and 

the Samaritan woman.
343

 The notion of “passing by Samaria” operates as a metaphor for 

when a person deliberately avoids or “passes by” a person or community due to 

personal bias and prejudice with obvious meaning for racial matters.  Elucidating this 

point further, Alena's Aunt tells her, 

In the Bible the Lord gave a charge to his disciples. He told them to spread the 

good news. First to Jerusalem—to they own people, they families—then to 

Judea, to people like them, not they [sic] neighbours people that come from 

where they come from and think like them...Then come the hard part. Next, God 

told His children to go to Samaria, to people they hate, people they don’t 

understand. They live right with them, but they don’t get along. They think they 

too good for the Samaritans. Then, after that, they could spread the good news to 

the world. But you know, it just seem to me like people want to jump right over 

that Samaria part. They don’t want to spread no good news, no blessings to 

people that is they [sic] Samaritans.
344

 

 

Through the novel's 1919 setting, this passage may be interpreted as Foster’s 

pointed reference to the United States’ claims of spreading democracy—“the good 

news”—to the world but ignoring the African American people “that live right with 

them,” to whom “they don’t want to spread no good news, no blessings.” The novel 

portrays an American society that had recently come out of World War I—a war 

promoted as being fought for making democracy all over the world safe. Indeed, while 
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Woodrow Wilson's fourteen points of liberation advocated the safeguard and return of 

autonomy of various European ethnic groups affected by World War I, the very absence 

of any such considerations back home for African Americans and Native Americans 

was seen as hypocrisy by the disenfranchised. 

 However, the continued segregation, lynching, and disenfranchisement of 

Blacks starkly underscored the disparities of what democracy meant back home. It is 

certainly significant that Foster portrays two Black soldiers who fight “for the cause” 

and continue to fight for democracy and equality upon their return to the States. While 

J.C. is lynched, and suspended from a tree—his name and death allude to Jesus Christ 

and is suggestive of martyrdom. James devotes his life to revealing the prejudiced 

black-white wage gap that disfavour African Americans. Drawing on notions of Du 

Boisian civil equality, James and his white friend, Jonathan, pose as would-be 

employees with the same skill level to various inner-city businesses.  Aspiring to effect, 

although admittedly slow, social change, he publishes reports on racial equality and 

local business hiring practices in his paper. 

 To be sure, Passing by Samaria is a novel whose seemingly simply-told 

narrative belies its complexity. At the novel’s climax, for example, Bates plans to kill 

Alena before her wedding in Mississippi. Bates blackens his face with soot and, armed 

with a knife and some rope, heads to the woods behind Alena’s parents’ house. In the 

dark, Bates accidentally trips, and fatally breaks his neck. When Alena’s father comes 

across Bates’s body and realises his plan to lynch his daughter, he cleans the soot from 

Bates and removes all signs of Bates’s lynching intentions, making Bates appear he was 

out hunting for animals when he met with an accident. Alena's father's act stresses the 

differences between the two men. The violent hatred of one man, and the dignity and 

decency of the other. While there is a strange irony in Bates’ assuming, and thus 

becoming, the very racist stereotype he condemns when he dons blackface, the novel 

suggests the literal wiping away of the stereotype is necessary in order to move beyond 

racial prejudice. That it is the tender-hearted humanity of Alena’s father, a Black man, 

who reveals the bare humanness of Bates’, a white man, (even if a dead one) is a 

tellingly poignant inversion of a traditional power relationship.  

 The inversion of this power relationship is further suggested at Bates' funeral. 

Led by Alena’s mother and father, a segment of the Black community attend Bates’ 

funeral singing Amazing Grace. Bates’s wife, who timidly submitted to her husband 

throughout the novel, is the first white woman to join in with their singing before other 

whites join. While much of the prejudicial interaction in the novel occurs between white 
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and black men, this scene seems to suggest that women also have a role in maintaining 

or contesting the cycle of prejudice. It also suggests the possibilities that when 

minorities and the marginalised unite they can offer a challenge to seemingly 

hegemonic culture. Significantly, the novel engages in a discourse that connects racism 

and prejudice as sin. It ends on a positive note acknowledging the long journey ahead 

for racial equality but remaining hopeful.  

In another novel, Ain’t No River, Sharon Ewell Foster deals with the troubling 

persistence of racism in contemporary corporate America. Garvin Daniels is a 

successful Black lawyer who suspects her up-till-now sensible grandmother, Meemaw, 

has been duped by GoGo Walker, a young African American ex-professional football 

player intent on seducing her grandmother. In reality, GoGo, a personal trainer and new 

Christian, is receiving private Bible study lessons in exchange for helping Meemaw get 

physically fit. When Garvin is suddenly put on probation and told to prepare a pro bono 

case involving a Black man claiming discrimination, she feels as if everything in her life 

has come unglued. Garvin initially thinks that not only does her client lack a case 

(despite having been a good worker), but she fears that her own career will be hurt. She 

tries to avoid taking the case;   

“I hear people talking about these kinds of cases all the time. The courts hate 

them, and people are sick of them. And to be honest with you, I’m sick of people 

using race as an excuse, as if there are no opportunities. Look at me, I made it.” 

“Yes, look at you.” 

“It doesn’t make sense to me. If he didn’t like it, why didn’t he leave? If they 

were treating him unfairly, why did he stay so long? Being a good employee? 

Right. So now he’s wrecking the whole company and subjecting them to 

ridicule. What did he think, one day they would change and turn around and say 

they were sorry? If that was his reasoning, it’s pretty weak.” Garvin knew she 

had lost her poker face and instead, looked pretty disgusted. 

“Hmm,” Meemaw said. 

“I just hate that victim stuff. It just makes us look bad.” 

“Who is ‘us’?” 

“You know what I mean, Meemaw. Black people. It’s embarrassing, and it sure 

makes it harder for somebody like me—I mean for everybody.”
345

 

 

Garvin’s denial about the prevalence of institutionalised racism in contemporary 

America, preferring to believe people use “race as an excuse” and that those who 

complain are going about the problem in the wrong way, resembles what Emerson and 

Smith saw in white evangelical attitudes toward non-whites. While many Americans 

agree racism exists is some form, they also believe that it exists in an indirect and 

therefore a lesser form than in previous generations, and that it happens “out there” to 
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someone else. This attitude is perhaps best articulated by Garvin’s friend, Jonee, in a 

moment of self-reflection: “I’ve thought about it a lot, Garvin…why you try to deny 

that it’s there. I still haven’t figured it out. It’s like on some unconscious level you 

acknowledge that racism goes on, but then, consciously, you deny it.”
346

 

Garvin also fails to connect her client’s situation to her own. Put on probation 

due to allegations by her white clients that she behaved discourteously toward them, 

Garvin chooses to believe her supervisor is “out to get her” on a personal vendetta 

because she is a better lawyer and deliberately ignores the possibility of race as a factor. 

Her situation, Foster makes clear, emphasises the problematic reinforcement of the 

cultural and racial stereotypes of a dominant white culture by those who are being 

stereotyped. In a sense, it is the incompletion of the civil rights movement and the 

failure of racial reconciliation rhetoric in everyday American life that Garvin wants to 

deny exists. 

Black Christian fiction offers, as the above examples have shown, another facet 

of the restorative and redemptive work of Christian fiction by putting the issue of race 

and cultural prejudices of whatever kind on the political and religio-cultural table for 

discussion. The dialogue also allows a complex reckoning by black middle class women 

with conservative rhetoric around individual achievement and responsibility with 

assessments of persistent structural racism. 

 

 Gender, Sexual Purity and the Discourse of Abstinence 

It was a new millennium, and it didn’t seem like it [sex] should be such a big 

deal. But it was. In fact, somehow, it seemed like a bigger deal now. Years ago, 

no one seemed much concerned about her purity. She didn’t remember any 

messages in church about it. There were plenty of messages about not getting 

pregnant, but none about abstaining from sex. No words about being virtuous—

virtue was for other people. People from the wrong side of the historical tracks 

didn’t get to have virtue.
347

 

     

In Foster's Ain’t No Mountain, Mary struggles with being a single Christian 

African-American woman living in twenty-first century America. Reflecting on her 

faith, Mary considers what she sees as a change in the Black church’s discourses over 

sexuality. The passage above connects Mary’s search for “Mr Right” with enduring 

stereotypes of African American sexuality. It also suggests the supposed lack of sexual 

purity among blacks is another way white America has discriminated against Black 

America. Discussing Black sexual stereotypes, Patricia Hill Collins writes that a narrow 
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sexual politics based on American ideals of masculinity and femininity, typically 

associated with limiting racist and sexual ideologies have harmed African Americans in 

the past.
348

 Historically, one of the consequences of racist ideologies has permitted the 

enduring and inaccurate image of African American women as sexually promiscuous 

“sexual sirens.”
349

 The abstinence discourse evident in popular Black Christian fiction 

as typified in the passage above attempts to reclaim “virtue” from the historical 

monopoly held by white Americans and to view it as a positive and empowering thing. 

In doing so, much of abstinence discourse works as a part of respectability politics 

responding to white racism's history of and tendency to hypersexualise, pathologise, 

demonise, and mystify Black sexuality. 

Black Christian fiction displays a growing concern about African American 

sexuality and abstinence. On one hand their discourses converge with the sexual 

morality evident in white evangelical fiction. On the other hand, Black Christian fiction 

has a tendency to be overtly direct in discussing and confronting these issues whereas 

white fiction tends to, more often than not, work from assumptions that sexual moral 

standards are a given and thus are more indirect in their narratives.  

The discourse of sexual abstinence outside of marriage is a core issue for 

Christians. Indeed, questions and struggles around maintaining celibacy for single Black 

Christians drive the narratives of many of the Black Christian fiction novels studied in 

this chapter. Daphne Wiggins argues that the contemporary Black Church has a limited 

discourse on gender and sexuality. She cites theologian Kelly Brown Douglas’s point in 

Sexuality and the Black Church that “the Black Church does not have a well-

constructed sexual ethic.”
350

 Further Wiggins argues that “the discussion of sex has 

been hampered by the discourse about race, the construction of the Black body, and the 

abuse of Black women’s bodies” and there is therefore a silence around “biblical ideals 

of sexuality.”
351

 Black Christian fiction may operate as a strong and distinct voice 

offering a space for discussing these very ideals.  

One of the ways in which Black Christian fiction articulates these ideals around 

Black sexuality is through an abstinence discourse. In Foster's Ain’t No River trilogy, 

the themes of purity and abstinence are persistently tackled. In the first book, Foster 
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particularly underscores its importance for men. Male abstinence is found in the figure 

of GoGo Walker, who explains how his self-enforced celibacy is connected to his 

spiritual and emotional health, and regret for a sinful past: “all I’m saying is I’m just 

realizing that I left little pieces of myself all over the country. Pieces I can never get 

back, valuable pieces. And I wonder sometimes what I have left to give if I ever meet 

someone else.”
352

 GoGo's status as an ex-pro football player validates his masculinity. 

Rather than undermining his manhood, abstinence demonstrates a male sexuality of a 

different sort, based in sexual self-control. The message of abstinence is portrayed 

through a strong African American male character which, I believe, is a self-conscious 

challenge to the stereotypes of Black men in the dominant cultural milieu of the United 

States. 

Moreover, the discourse of abstinence is associated with the idea that true worth, 

as in white evangelical romances, is found in a relationship with God. Such associations 

serve to strengthen the abstinence perspective as valuable to body and spirit at the same 

time as it widens the ideological impetus of the discourse of abstinence:  

 Meemaw walked near Garvin and bumped her affectionately with her shoulder. 

“It’s just when I see all these young girls, and grown up women for that matter, 

just giving themselves away—and people arguing over whether they ought to 

have this or that to keep them safe. Or whether they ought to just say no, calling 

them bad, making them feel unlovable and unforgivable—I get mad. It’s the 

same when I see them arguing over treatment or jail—I get mad. What all those 

people need to be doing is telling those that are wounded that they are loved, 

that they are precious, that they have value and great worth. Before they argue, 

they need to minister to those broken hearts.” 

Garvin blinked her eyes; she felt tears in the corners. “But, Meemaw, why are 

the rules just for women? Why do just women have to be pure? It doesn’t seem 

fair that a loving God would make women live up to one standard and then let 

men do whatever they feel like.” 

“The standard is for men and women. God values men’s purity too. Read it for 

yourself. The Bible talks about Joseph…and how much his father loved him, so 

much that he gave him a coat of many colors because he valued him the same 

way King David valued his daughters who were pure and gave them clothes of 

many colors. Men give their purity away because they get tricked early in life—

they think their purity doesn’t mean nothing, that the only value they have is in 

giving it away. By the time they realize they been tricked, it’s too late. And they 

can’t admit they feel like they been used or tricked because they can’t admit to 

being weak. They’re men.”
353

 

 

Again this excerpt demonstrates the theme of African Americans as a collective 

community tricked and deceived into viewing their “purity” as nothing of worth. 

Meemaw highlights that sexual impurity is connected to greater social problems than 
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just social morality. Intriguingly she also indirectly links its cultural perceptions and 

spiritual consequences to crime and to people who hurt emotionally. Moreover, the calls 

for sexual purity connect with spiritual appeals for holy living, on the one hand, but also 

with the underlying sense that men and women’s purity is deeply entwined with their 

own self-identities. What the discourse of abstinence stresses as Foster and other Black 

Christians draw attention to is that for African Americans, as well as everybody else, 

purity is there for a purpose and “improper” use of it diminishes one’s own well-being 

and results in problems connected with self-identity. Added to this, authors note that 

purity is not the basis of a relationship with God but that being sexually active brings its 

own set of spiritual and social problems. Spiritually, men and women may cheapen and 

diminish their true self-worth and through social problems affecting the family such as 

sexually transmitted diseases, teenage motherhood, broken families, and extra-marital 

affairs.  

Another way in which Black Christian fiction articulate ideas on gender and 

sexuality is through engagements with Black feminism. Bowen’s novel Second Sunday 

offers an intriguingly useful example. When their pastor dies, the all-male board 

members of Gethsemane Missionary Baptist Church are tasked with finding a new 

pastor. Feeling excluded and indignant from the overt sexism and scheming of board 

member Cleavon Johnson, the church women decide that they will have the ultimate say 

over who becomes their pastor. When Cleavon Johnson attempts to install his own 

preferred candidate, by blackmailing some of the other board members, the church 

ladies stage a strike. They deny offering the services they provide the church: 

everything from cleaning and providing cooked meals after services to, most 

significantly, ceasing to place money in the collection plates which drastically reduces 

church income. The novel portrays the actions of the church women as a manifestation 

of women's agency. In other words, even though the church politics and power plays 

reflect the novel’s 1970s setting and so operate within familiar traditional patriarchal 

hierarchies, the women are portrayed as strong women who resist institutional 

patriarchy. Michele Andrea Bowen’s novels showcase the diverse roles Black women 

had in the Black church in the 1960s and 1970s. They also celebrate Black church 

women's agency. When their elderly pastor dies the churchwomen fear personal politics 

and male pride will get in the way of choosing the right pastor for their church. The 

women ask Sheba Cochran, an attractive, single mother to help “test” each pastor’s 

genuineness before the men on the church board make their final vote. After many 

failed relationships including a brief relationship with Cleavon Johnson (who she didn’t 
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know was married at the time), Sheba regards herself as an expert on men and relishes 

an opportunity to thwart Cleavon’s manipulations. After exposing the hypocrisies and 

unsuitability of three of the four candidates, Sheba meets the last candidate Rev. George 

Wilson. Unable to find any real fault with him, Sheba falls in love with George. 

Admiring that George lives out what he preaches, Sheba becomes a believer. When they 

first meet Sheba reveals to Rev. Wilson she’s an avid reader of Black literature but 

disappointed with the stereotypes reproduced in them:  

“Rev. Wilson, don’t be too shocked that a woman who looks like me reads Du 

Bois. I’ve read Ralph Ellison, Langston Hughes, Anne Petry, and Zora Neale 

Hurston, too...[Hurston’s] books are very good. I’ve always loved the way she 

writes about people like me. You know it’s near to impossible for me to find 

myself in a book, ’less it’s about me cutting up my old man or being on welfare 

or something like that.”
354

 

 

Sheba’s problem with the way narratives portray “people like me” self-

consciously suggests the perpetuation of cultural stereotypes of African Americans such 

as the habitual negative portrayal of Black single mothers as either dangerous or as 

welfare queens. Instead, Bowen points out those depictions do not show the full picture 

of real African American life. Through Sheba’s conversation, Bowen suggests that 

Black Christian fiction, unlike other Black fiction, shows real Black women and the 

issues they face. Furthermore, the questions in the reading group guide included at the 

back of Second Sunday reinforce the connections between the real and the fictional 

whilst probing the ideologies of gender and sex. One question asks: 

At Gethsemane [Missionary Baptist Church], Sheba had four children without a 

husband and Bertha was pregnant without a husband. Many Black churches 

have a high percentage of single mothers within the congregation. Historically, 

women have born the guilt and shame of sexual sin. Why are men relieved of 

responsibility while women are made to suffer?
355

 

 

The language framing the question posed is not lost on the reader. Rather it reveals the 

writer’s attitude towards the cultural double standard of blaming the female while 

consequently excusing the man in sexual sin. Implicit is a sense of gender equality that 

affirms Black feminist sensibilities. The clear presence of this sensibility shows how 

Black evangelical fiction reckons with both sexual double standards and the wider 

cultural degradation of black women. 

Other narratives evoke the importance of morally strong Black men. Such 

emphases reveal one of the subtle purposes and implicit intentions of the genre: by 
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depicting alternatives, Black Christian fiction challenges and contests the dominant 

notions of Black masculinity in contemporary America. In one scene of Victoria 

Christopher Murray’s Temptation (2001), Kyla’s best friend jokes about getting older 

and being single:  

“Just give glory to God. That you have a black man that is not in prison, not gay 

and is not just sitting home waiting for you to do all the work.” 

“Now who’s the cynic?” Kyla laughed. “I know that’s not what you believe 

about all of our black men out there.” 

“That’s not what I believe. That’s what everyone wants me to believe. You 

know I read all the time about there not being enough black men for all the black 

women out there. And, now that I’m almost forty, there’s not supposed to be 

anyone for me. In fact, the other day I read that I have a better chance of being 

struck by lightning twice than actually getting married. So girl, you know I stay 

out of the rain!”
356

 

 

Murray’s Temptation revolves around the marriage of a middle-class Black 

couple, Kyla and Jefferson Blake. Yet the driving force of the narrative is the clash of 

ideas about what it means be a husband and wife; to be a Black man and woman in 

twenty-first century United States. Kyla feels blessed by the life she has with her 

husband and daughter but is not content at being a stay-at-home-mother. Feeling her 

identity has been bound up too much with simply being “Dr Blake’s wife,” Kyla wants 

to return to work. Kyla’s desire to work causes tension in her marriage, and Jefferson is 

adamant that he and their daughter, Nicole, should be sufficient for his wife’s 

contentment. Affirming the male breadwinner outlook, Jefferson feels that part of being 

a “real man for God” is being protector and provider for the family.  

“I also vowed that if I ever married, it was going to be my responsibility to 

provide for my wife the way my father was not able to provide for his.…[A]ll 

those years ago [when I became a Christian], everything I learned reaffirmed 

what I always wanted to do. I learned that I should be the head of the household. 

To be the protector of my family, but more important to me, to be the provider. I 

was anxious and eager to jump on that. To stand up and take my role. Be a real 

man for God.”…“You know, where I grew up, there weren’t many men around. 

Not many male role models at all. I decided a long time ago that I would be the 

opposite of what everyone reads about. I was not going to be a black man who 

walked away from his responsibilities, but a black man that ran to his 

responsibilities.”
357

 

 

Jefferson’s desire for the traditional family, which for him implicitly consists of 

a male breadwinner and a stay-at-home wife, partly stems from wanting to be a positive 

and responsible role-model for Black men, and not just another Black stereotype. 
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However, their differing definitions places continued strain on the  marriage and causes 

Jefferson to succumb to the “temptation” of the advances of Kyla’s apparent friend, 

Jasmine, and have a one-night stand, which brings them to the brink of divorce. In a 

moment of self-reflection over his situation, Jefferson articulates the underlying and 

none-too-subtle religio-cultural message of the entire novel: 

all of that seemed to be coming to an end now. Because he had fallen once. 

Jefferson felt he had quite a testimony to give here—to other men. Don’t risk it 

all, never risk it all. You could lose everything. Everything—your wife, your 

family, your home, your career, your reputation…it was too much too give 

up.
358

 

 

While they reconcile in the end and restore their marriage it is only after 

Jefferson is caught in a near-fatal car accident. While Jefferson recovers, Kyla begins 

speaking at marriage seminars about godly marriages and coping with infidelity, in the 

process, she finds her own identity outside the home, though it remains a “career” 

defined by the idea of her condition as a wife and mother. The narrative challenges a 

traditional gendered division of labour, supporting Kyla's desire for a career, while 

upholding the intrinsic value of men and women. What the novel does is to work within 

a framework of a pervading cultural awareness of the stereotypes of African American 

men, in particular, and women and to challenges to question and dispute them. Most 

notably, Temptation offers a Black masculinity that is tethered to notions of 

respectability and Black Christian manhood, rooted in finding a completion of manhood 

in a Christ-centred life. Indeed, just as there continues to be vibrant Christian men’s 

movements such as the Promise Keepers and GodMen aimed predominantly at white 

men (but not to the exclusion of other races and ethnicities), there are also Christian 

manhood movement’s that focus on African American men. The most well-know of 

these is perhaps Bishop T.D. Jakes ManPower conferences. Since the first conference in 

1994, the ManPower conference bring together thousands of men and, according to 

their website to “address the specific needs, hurts, and struggles of all men from a 

biblical perspective.” The goal is to “empower men to reach their God-given potential to 

lead productive and fulfilled lives.”
359

 

In Sharon Ewell Foster’s Ain’t No Mountain, Joe a retired Black Christian 

becomes addicted to soap operas and hides the fact from his wife, Puddin’. Aware he is 

hiding something, Puddin’ becomes increasingly angry with him, suspecting he has 
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become addicted to video pornography. In reality, the mysterious brown paper packages 

Joe receives are in fact bootlegged taped reruns of soap operas. Joe’s inability to admit 

he enjoys soap operas, while providing much of the humour in the novel, intimates 

specific understandings of what normative masculinity is:  

I like soap operas, okay? After I retired, I don’t know, I just got hooked on them. 

I didn’t want you to know. You were hounding me about getting a job, and I just 

thought you’d really lay into me if you knew what I was doing…and, well, you 

know, most men…most men don’t watch the soaps. Not real men.
360

 

 

Embarrassed and ashamed, Joe feels he has transgressed the expected normative 

features that identify masculinity because of his fondness for soap operas and in the 

process risks his status as a “real man.” Interestingly, it is only when Puddin’ confronts 

him with her suspicions that he comes clean: the shame of porn addiction is a greater 

threat to his masculinity than his self-conscious interest in the latest plot twist on 

General Hospital.  

Black Christians, much like other American Christian authors, endeavour to 

make the Bible and its teachings relevant in some way, shape or form through their 

novels. The spiritual dimensions of what authors describe as their calling to write fiction 

have a tendency to impart readers with some form of sermon within the novels. 

Meemaw in conversation with her grand-daughter, Garvin, articulates the core message 

of Ain’t No River in a conversation that intrinsically has more listeners than just Garvin:  

What I know now is that however it is that we come to be less than God would 

have us be—maybe it’s being loose, maybe it’s being a liar, maybe it’s being a 

racist, maybe it’s being a thief, maybe it’s someone violating us—God loves all 

of us and wants to restore all of us. He restores us and makes us brand new, and 

that newness is all He remembers. I was learning myself, so I know I didn’t do 

well explaining it to you and your mama.
361

 

 

The accumulated effect of the explorations of race and gender in Black Christian 

fiction are calls for social justice and the intrinsic worth of the individual. The notion of 

racial uplift in the novels is unquestionably connected to spiritual uplift, transcending 

beyond race to see the value of humans as spiritual moral beings. Perhaps Mr Hemings, 

the plaintiff in Garvin’s Equal Employment Opportunity case in Ain’t No River, sums 

up the Black Christian fiction version of the jeremiad best when he tells her: 

I don’t know if you believe in God, Ms Daniels, but I do. In my heart, I’m 

convinced God wants these [racial] walls torn down. It’s time now that all of 
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us—our dreams and visions, ought to be multicoloured. It’s time to dream in 

Technicolor, or else we’re only hearing a piece of God’s message.
362

 

 

The appeal to live in “technicolour” and not merely in Black and/or white 

illustrates not only the desire for a multifaceted, nuanced perspective on race in 

American society. David Howard-Pitney argues that the African American jeremiad 

serves “as a primary tool of Black protest against all forms of American racial injustice 

before and after slavery.”
363

 Drawing on Howard-Pitney’s description of the African 

American jeremiad as “a rhetoric of social criticism,” the main kind of jeremiad present 

in this genre is one where racial prejudice and, to some extent, sexual immorality are 

long-standing symptoms of the social tears in America’s cultural fabric that need 

mending.
364

 

Black Christian fiction as illustrated by the novels explored in this chapter 

displays a strong awareness of African Americans’ own roles in both their 

empowerment and oppression. This is perhaps most fervently evidenced in how 

frequently diverse novels make a strong case for abstinence, sexual purity, and the 

liberating and empowering potential self-enforced celibacy can have for liberating and 

empowering single men and women.  

 

The Black church and its community has been an essential part of Black culture 

in historical and contemporary American life. This reflects the importance historically 

that the Black church has had for African Americans in the United States. 

 

Conclusion 

“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither 

male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28) 

 

Perhaps one of the most frequently-cited and powerfully resonant Bible verses in 

the African American community, the verse above aspires to unite believers and 

transcend national/cultural, racial/economic, and gendered interests. Besides its resonant 

engagement in discourses surrounding race, Black Christian fiction also highlights 

women’s role in the church and explores gender conflict inside and outside the Black 

community. In the same way that the discourse of racism connects racial prejudice as 
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sin, sexism and gender inequality is also portrayed as in conflict with God’s purpose for 

men and women.  

These novels reveal that African American Christian fiction offers itself as a 

space where issues important to the Black community can be imaginatively discussed 

and debated. Black Christian fiction encourages readers' self-examination in an almost 

“call and response” form which, if written well, allows the reader to connect with the 

issues and themes raised and to respond by applying them to their own lives. Readers 

can, for example, hear the “call” of examining the role of racial prejudice in culture and 

“respond” by probing how racism is dealt with in their own lives, if at all.   

As cultural expressions of African American Christians, Black Christian fiction 

is much more aware of its cultural and social context, of where it has been and where it 

wants to go than its white counterparts. Many Black fiction novels present themselves 

as self-aware of their own cultural history within the nation in its narratives and in 

African American experiences. Black Christian authors see the disadvantages, 

limitations, and ailments within their communities and in contemporary American 

culture generally. The main kind of solution they offer, if they offer one at all, is 

individual renewal of faith rooted in a personal relationship with Jesus that transcends 

both Black community’s mores and values as well as white America’s. And also 

support to continue living with dignity in the face of sexism, racism, and economic 

inequality. 

The next chapter explores the ways in which Christian fiction novels envision 

American history with particular focus on the impact of events of the twenty-first 

century that reverberate within the pages of Christian fiction novels. Their explorations, 

for example, of the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 and the subsequent “war on 

terror” and the war in Iraq reveal the ways in which Christian fiction authors frame their 

ideological discourses of American history and culture. 

 

 

 

 

  



 128 

 



 129 

CHAPTER 5: 

Imagining a “Christian America”: Representations of American History 

and Culture in Contemporary Christian Fiction. 

 

The Lord has protected us so wonderfully these 225 years. And since 1812, this 

is the first time that we’ve been attacked on our soil, first time, and by far worse 

results…what we saw on Tuesday, as terrible as it is, could be miniscule if, in 

fact…God continues to lift the curtain and allow the enemies of America to give 

us probably what we deserve.
365

 

—Jerry Falwell’s comments about the terrorist attacks on the World Trade 

Center in September, 2001 

 

On 13 September, 2001, in an interview on Pat Robertson’s The 700 Club, 

fundamentalist Baptist preacher Jerry Falwell called the September 11 terrorist attacks 

on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon divine punishment for America’s 

increasing moral deterioration. Laying the blame at the doors of the ACLU for 

“throwing God out of the public square” abut also pagans, abortionists, feminists, and 

homosexuals and People for the American Way, Falwell declared, “all of them who 

have tried to secularize America. I point the finger in their face and say: 'You helped 

this happen.'”
366

 Such comments drew upon and fitted into long-standing cultural myths 

within national public discourse about America that religious and political 

conservatives, in particular, have a tendency to reinforce.  

Important to Jerry Falwell’s interpretation the terrorist attacks were the 

mythologies of a Christian America and an innocent nation. Curiously, Falwell traced 

God’s protection of America not to the Puritans and their visions of a “city on a hill” but 

to the founding of the United States in 1776: “the Lord has protected us so wonderfully 

these 225 years.” Tellingly, the gaps and omissions in Falwell’s statements created a 

reductive narrative of America’s innocence and divine approval. In other words, Falwell 

makes history fit the narrative he was telling rather than making his narrative fit history. 

For instance, when he claimed the terrorist attacks in 2001 were “the first time that 

we’ve been attacked on our soil” since the War of 1812 he implicitly displaces the 

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour in 1941. In the meaning-making process of the 

terrorist attacks, Falwell’s seemingly straightforward narrative papered over and 

obscured other historical events in the American past that complicate this narrative and 
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reveal its inaccuracies. The 189 years that unfolded between the War of 1812 and the 

destruction of the World Trade Centers bear witness to a more complex narrative of the 

nation than Falwell identifies.  

The history, for example, of just the last quarter of the twentieth century 

illuminates the shaky foundations of his comments that are essentially broad and 

sweeping generalisations. Contrasting Falwell’s statements, history shows that the 

United States has been attacked in various ways between 1812 and 2001. In 1993, for 

example, the World Trade Centres in New York were bombed the first time by Osama 

Bin Laden, leaving six people dead. Complicating further the image of the innocent 

nation attacked on its own soil are the examples of attacks and violence from within the 

United States. Falwell's narrative of terrorism in American history, however, is 

selective. The terrorism of Timothy McVeigh, which resulted in the Omaha bombings 

with considerable destruction to life and property, or even the Ku Klux Klan’s terrorism 

would reasonably warrant inclusion into or, at the least, a modification of this cultural 

narrative. 

Moreover, Falwell associated the bombing of Pearl Harbour by the Japanese was 

not in the context of a foreign attack on an American outpost that resulted in U.S. entry 

into World War II, but instead to the Holocaust and Hitler: “this thing is not a great deal 

different than…December 7, 1941, when we entered the war against Japan, Germany, 

Italy. Hitler’s goal was to destroy the Jews among other things, and conquer the 

world.”
367

 Almost inevitably, the association of America’s tragedy to the political issues 

of the nation of Israel was further reinforced by Falwell connecting Hitler's aims with 

those of “Islamic fundamentalists” and “Middle Eastern monsters.” Falwell implicitly 

aligned America with Israel, and Americans with Jews.
368

 More symbolically he 

equated America with being chosen and innocent, and those who oppose America with 

malevolence and destruction. Falwell’s argument framed the terrorist attacks to the 

American symbols of economic and military power as corresponding to the 

victimisation of the Jews of the Holocaust: for “radical terrorists,” he declared, “We are 

the ultimate goal.”
369

  

In the ensuing controversy surrounding his remarks, Falwell issued an apology 

the next day in which he apologised to all the groups he referred to earlier, striving to 

make clear that he placed the responsibility of the destruction and loss of life firmly on 

the shoulders of the terrorists. Buried amongst the furore and controversy his comments 
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generated, however, was the fact that Falwell drew upon a conservative religious and 

political discourse with a long tradition, which employs specific evangelical 

understandings and views about America’s role in the world.  

To a certain extent, Falwell’s comments stemmed from his lifelong connection 

with the rhetoric of the jeremiad. In her study of Falwell’s language and politics, Susan 

Harding points out that Falwell patterns himself after the biblical figure with whom the 

jeremiad is commonly associated: the prophet, pointing out the chosen people’s broken 

covenant when they turn away from God.
370

 Falwell’s prophetic mode was evident in 

his comments that Americans’ initial responses to the attacks showed “the kind of 

brokenness that no one could conjure, only God could bring upon us,” that “this could 

be God’s call to revival.”
371

 

In the United States prophetic language such as the jeremiad, as George 

Shulman has shown, is simultaneously “a biblical genre, a vernacular idiom, and 

political language.” Further, this originally biblical language “now inhabits American 

culture, gripping even those who would escape it. It concerns not only nationhood but 

morality, not only religion but the personal meaning of freedom, not only codes of 

conduct but an intimately lived sense of personhood.”
372

 This prophetic and redemptive 

rhetoric has a long tradition from the Puritan evocations of an errand into the wilderness 

and ideals of the “city on a hill,” to eighteenth and nineteenth-century expressions of 

Manifest Destiny, and later, twentieth-century incarnations of American exceptionalism 

and myths of America as a nation called to free the unredeemed. The influence of 

religious conceptions and cultural imperatives of America’s national existence cannot 

be understated, as noted by David Howard-Pitney: “No belief has been more central to 

American civil religion than the idea that Americans are in some important sense a 

chosen people with a historic mission to save and remake the world.”
373

 

 To religious conservatives who view the United States through a prophetic lens, 

in order to take meaning from the terrorist attacks, September 11 had to be absorbed 

into the religious narrative of America’s national mythology.  As a part of this 

narrative—a narrative that incorporates the myth of a “Christian America,” the events of 

September 11 were positioned as enabled by God’s withdrawal of his national 
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protection. The Christian America myth, as Falwell employed it, saw America’s 

founding moment as a nation as the realisation of God’s protection and support of 

America. The terrorist attacks occurred, so the thinking went, because America was no 

longer under God’s protection as a result of America’s increasingly immorality and 

secularism. An obvious corollary to this myth is the fusion of Christianity and 

patriotism, the inseparability of God and country. Fusing religion and nationalist 

impulses is never without its risks for either religion or the nation. While Christianity, 

as Richard Hughes elucidates, has had an important role and influence in America’s 

history, the myth of a Christian America is nonetheless problematic, even to Christians, 

because “Christian America often means an acculturated, Americanized Christianity.”
374

 

Yet, religion has a long relationship with politics and nationhood, further 

complicating the American story. As Paul Boyer points out, American religious and 

political values have intertwined from the beginning, evolving and shifting as the nation 

developed.
375

 Thus, evangelical declarations of the United States of America as a 

Christian nation and their affirmations of its Christian heritage occupy the realm of 

symbolic politics of the nation’s meaning and purpose. This is an important point 

because it indicates the easy shift between personal and public domains in evangelical 

discourse and corresponds with what Robert Bellah has shown, whose work on civil 

religion in the United States has been, and continues to, be influential amongst scholars. 

Specifically, Bellah explains that “the politics of the nation” has a tendency at times to 

be expressed in the language of “national purpose.”
376

 Likewise, Simon Coleman goes 

as far as to suggest that this notion also shows the ways evangelical assumptions “can be 

remapped on to the broader ideals and aspirations of American political piety.”
377

 

The Christian America myth thus interacts with distinct cultural discourses and 

makes specific claims affecting the political, cultural and religious aspects of American 

life. Given that the evangelical vote has been increasingly courted during federal 

elections over the last thirty years, grasping the relevance and consequences of 

evangelical discourses involving the nation are all the more pertinent. To use the words 

of Christian Smith, the Christian America myth “serve[s] to evoke and reaffirm a 

distinctive evangelical identity. This kind of talk is a way of reciting a particular 
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narrative that functions to constitute and sustain a particular community, tradition, and 

subculture.”
378

 The Christian America narrative is therefore a powerful idea among 

certain evangelicals because it makes specific claims about America’s past, present, and 

future, and their own centrality within that construction of the nation. 

In the previous chapters, I analysed Christian fiction bestsellers within their 

subgenre categories. However, this chapter takes a step back, taking a broader view to 

explore the novels collectively. This approach not only allows comparisons of the 

subgenres but, more importantly, stresses that the narratives of evangelical Christianity 

unremittingly contain and consist of multiple, concurrent and, at times, competing 

strands of popular evangelical thought. This chapter describes, first, the idea of a 

“Christian America” and its engagement with various cultural discourses. The next two 

sections illustrate how Christian fiction novels set across the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries engage in varying degrees with the Christian America myth. The final section 

examines how recent events, including the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centers 

and the Pentagon and the aftermath, are treated in these Christian novels.  

 

 Evangelicals and the “Christian America” narrative 

There is perhaps something distinctly American about contemporary evangelical 

Christianity. Other scholars have also noticed the interconnections between 

evangelicalism and American ideals. Darryl G. Hart, for example, describes 

evangelicalism as “the most American version of Christianity” while historian Joel 

Carpenter notes fundamentalists exhibit “several paradoxical tensions” of which the 

most important is “their indecision as to whether they were alienated outsiders or 

quintessential Americans.”
379

  

Since the novels analysed in this study are for the greater part, either award-

winners or bestsellers or both, they offer views on American society and culture that 

resonate to some degree with evangelical readers. These novels therefore offer rich 

sources to understanding social constructions and cultural implications of the 

evangelical worldview. Moreover, examining critically the constructions and 

representations of American history and culture in evangelical Christian fiction (and 

other evangelical pop culture products) can reveal how American evangelicals see 

themselves in the wider culture. As Robert Jewett and John Lawrence have shown, 

popular culture “has become a new center for shaping political beliefs and impulses to 
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action,” with pop culture products contributing to “a competing, powerful center for 

symbolic education.”
380

 

Understanding, therefore, the various ways in which evangelical fiction might 

connect and fuse contemporary evangelical interests with conservative political values 

and popular culture pleasures can aid academic understandings of cultural and political 

contours in contemporary America. What Jewett and Lawrence allude to are the strong 

relationships in the creation and ordering of meaning through the narrative form in 

popular culture and discourses of competing worldviews. Christian fiction’s 

representations of history and cultural discourses bring in focus the fine line between 

“history” and “narrative.”
381

 

  One myth that impacts cultural reflections on the meaning of national identity 

has been the “Christian America” myth. This cultural myth—something assumed to be 

true in culture but not necessarily supported or tested against all historical facts—is a 

compelling and often forceful idea for the American evangelical community. Historians 

Mark Noll, Nathan Hatch, and George Marsden describe the Christian America myth as 

“a romanticized view of America’s Christian heritage” that serves as an important 

symbol for politically conservative Christian communities.
382

 In a similar way, Richard 

Slotkin has importantly illustrated that “Myth does not argue its ideology, it exemplifies 

it.”
383

 Ernest Lee Tuveson agrees with these historians over the symbolic importance 

but, as he has shown in his influential 1968 tome, Redeemer Nation: The Idea of 

America’s Millennial Role, the myth of America’s special and redeeming role in the 

world is inherently both religious and civic and has long historical roots.
384

 As Sally 

Gallagher has pointed out, evangelicals have had a substantial though varied role in 

American culture, one that makes it easy to forget that 

Until the twentieth century, revivalistic or evangelistic Protestantism enjoyed 

religious and cultural hegemony in the United States. While large segments of 

the population were only nominally Christian and while some degree of 

religious pluralism existed from the colonial period, there is a sense in which the 
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cultural vocabulary of the nation was the language and story of evangelical 

Protestantism.
385

 

 

The idea of a “cultural vocabulary of the nation” that was also “the language and story 

of evangelical Protestantism” is an important one that appears to be continually 

expressed and articulated in evangelical culture in diverse, and sometimes surprising, 

ways. 

Within the evangelical community itself, the notion of a Christian America is 

received and expressed in a variety of ways. In his study of evangelical social and 

political views, Christian America? What Evangelicals Really Want, sociologist 

Christian Smith cautions equating “Christian America” rhetoric with one view shared 

by all American evangelicals. Smith stresses there is “a tremendous variety of meanings 

attached to the phrase “Christian America,” many of which have little if anything to do 

with organizing a Christian control of American culture and society.”
386

 

The notion of “Christian America,” according to Smith, is not intended to be the 

threat that non-Christian observers perceive it to be. He identifies six different strands 

that comprise the Christian America that may evangelicals’ desire. The first is a sense 

that the United States was founded to protect religious liberty. The second is that 

Christians constitute a majority of Americans who “put their beliefs and morals into 

practice…faithfully.” The third idea concerns the character of laws in the United States, 

which evangelicals believe should be based upon Christian principles. Fourth, when 

referring to the United States as a Christian nation, evangelicals often appeal to the 

example of the Founding Fathers whom they assert prayed to God and tried to follow 

divine will in creating a new nation. A fifth way in which evangelicals speak of the 

United States as Christian involves the Christian values and principles that have 

informed public life throughout much of the nation’s history. Finally, evangelicals 

interviewed by Smith conceive of Christian America as a place where public displays of 

religious symbols during religious holidays are an acceptable and normal practice. 

These responses lead to the conclusion that the evangelical idea of Christian America 

does not necessarily involve an establishment of religion or coercive legislation. “Most 

evangelicals,” Smith insists, “in fact do not long with obsessive nostalgia for a Christian 

past that they hope to restore.”
387
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However, in saying so, evangelicals have a problematic tendency toward 

ahistoricity in ways that sometimes produce claims of anti-intellectualism, as shown in 

Chapter Two. As Richard Slotkin has correspondingly shown, “myth has a paradoxical 

way of dealing with historical experience: although the materials of myth are historical, 

myth organizes these materials ahistorically.”
388

This ahistorical tendency hovers over 

and shapes the Christian America myth and is partly an outcome of evangelical forms of 

American individualism. Evangelical commentator Os Guinness also detects this 

ahistorical predilection, calling it “the evangelical bias against history,” which tends to 

show a “neglect of the forces of history that shape an age.”
389

 Guinness argues this bias 

has a powerful grasp on evangelical rhetoric calling for returns to national beginnings 

“[b]ecause beginnings are always pure and a return is always possible by definition, the 

intervening history is seen as a matter of corruption and decline. We create the illusion 

that we can easily build anew and escape history and historical forces at will.”
390

 

Michael Emerson and Christian Smith agree, stating “a consequence of thoroughgoing 

evangelical individualism is a tendency to be ahistorical, to not grasp fully how history 

has an influence on the present.”
391

 

An example of this is embodied in the thinking that the phrases “In God We 

Trust” printed on U.S. currency and “one nation under God” included in the Pledge of 

Allegiance are direct evidence of America’s founding purpose. Take the following 

commentary, for example, by Tim LaHaye and David Noebel in their book Mind Siege: 

The Battle for Truth in the New Millennium (2000):  

Our nation was not founded independent of God. Our money carries the message 

“In God We Trust” and our Pledge of Allegiance states that we are “one nation 

under God.” Our Supreme Court, Senate, and House of Representatives open 

each morning with prayer. This country was built on biblical principles and a 

clear recognition of God.
392

 

 

Through enclosing their statement about U.S. money and the Pledge of 

Allegiance within the two sentences expressing how the nation was “founded” and 

“built on,” LaHaye and Noebel implicitly link the phrases inscribed on U.S. currency 

and in the Pledge of Allegiance to America’s founding period. Such connections in 

reasoning, however, eschew the historical contexts of the phrases. This leads to an 
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impression of continuity which is inevitably erroneous through anachronistic 

connections. The phrase “In God we Trust,” on coins, for example, was introduced in 

the 1950s as a part of a larger context concerning the Cold War between the United 

States and the Soviet Union and, more particularly, as a political statement to assuage 

McCarthy-era fears about Communism. The phrase was an element of the none-too-

subtle rhetoric that attacked Communism through its connection with atheism, 

frequently described by various Cold War commentators as “godless Communism.” 

Serving as a rhetorical reminder of American and Soviet differences, the phrase 

positioned the United States as the diametrically opposed, God-trusting nation.  

Likewise, when the phrase “one nation under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance 

is taken out of its historical context, it is transformed into evidence of a Christian 

America. The Pledge of Allegiance first appeared in popular young people’s magazine, 

The Youth’s Companion, in 1892 to coincide with the 400
th

 anniversary of Columbus’s 

arrival in America, and to promote American nationalism and citizenship in schools. 

The pledge, however, did not contain the words “under God” until 1954 when President 

Eisenhower signed a bill adding the phrase into law after purportedly hearing a sermon 

that raised his interest on the issue by Presbyterian minister Rev. George Docherty.
393

 

The not-so-straightforward history of the Pledge of Allegiance raises an important point 

because it shows clearly how problematic it is to use the phrase “one nation under God” 

as evidence of a Christian America.   

Another problem in branding the legacy of American history “Christian,” to use 

the words of historians Noll, Hatch, and Marsden, is that it leads to a thorny dilemma 

“in distinguishing what is truly biblical from what is merely part of their cultural 

heritage.”
394

 These three historians are not the only voices to oppose the Christian 

America view most dominantly espoused by Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, and Tim 

LaHaye. Evangelical commentators Os Guinness and Gregory A. Boyd agree with the 

dangers of viewing the United States through a “Christian America” lens.   

What is more, Noll, Marsden, and Hatch have argued that it is theologically and 

historically erroneous to call for a return to a “Christian America.” It is theologically 

wrong given that “since the time of Christ there is no such thing as God’s chosen 

nation,” that is, God’s covenant with Abraham that established a chosen nation was 

superseded by the covenant Jesus’ makes with those who believe in his death and 
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resurrection.
395

 Furthermore, it is historically wrong, Noll says, to look upon the 

founding of America and the founding documents as “being Christian in their origins.” 

Noll opines that misunderstandings of the United States' history and its Christian 

influence is one of the most deeply, compelling ideas in culture, and constitute “many 

of the calls to make war on secular humanism and to “restore” the Bible as the sole 

basis for American law and government.”
396

 

Indicating the diversity of views on the idea of a Christian America, other 

evangelical leaders would agree with Mark Noll’s conclusions. Evangelical pastor and 

commentator Gregory A. Boyd warns against falling into the temptation of the Christian 

nation myth since it encourages evangelicals “to view America as a theocracy, like Old 

Testament Israel,” which, he says, undermines the purpose of Jesus’ death and 

resurrection.
397

 Further countering LaHaye’s stance, Boyd cautions that “when we 

associate Jesus with America, even in the most remote ways, we legitimize the 

widespread global perception that the Christian faith can be judged on the basis of what 

America has done in the past or continues to do in the present.”
398

 Thus at its very core 

the Christian America myth functions as religious justification for a political idea. 

Therefore, in this light, literary representations of American culture and 

meanings of the American nation are deeply rooted in understandings of history and 

become locations of religious and political contestations. Importantly, as the following 

shows, Christian fiction brings to light racial and gendered discourses that effect and 

complicate the traditional Christian America narrative.  

 

 American History in Christian Fiction 

Portrayals of history in historical Christian fiction, generally classified by the 

fiction industry as books set pre-1950, display particular and nuanced evangelical 

Christian understandings of the American past. Taken collectively, these narratives both 

construct and legitimise myths of special resonance within evangelical Christianity. 

Whether writing the nineteenth century or the September 11 attacks in 2001, these 

novels become sites and spaces of imagined history. In the words of Fredric Jameson, 

“The historical novel can no longer set out to represent the historical past; it can only 

“represent” our ideas and stereotypes about that past,” thus our search of History 
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becomes a “simulacra of that history, which itself remains forever out of reach.”
399

 

Hence representations of history in novels draw on present-day discourses and, as such, 

are in a constant process of revising and informing understandings of the American 

past. Discussing the deep relevance of cultural myths to the American nation, Slotkin 

writes,  

The myths we inherit carry the marks of past reworking, and beneath their 

smooth surfaces they conceal the scars of the conflicts and ambivalences that 

attended their making. All of a culture’s ideology is contained in myths: the 

most opposite sides and contradictions of belief are registered in mythic 

discourse and brought within the frame of its narrative.
400

 

 

A case in point, illustrating how Christian fiction novels use history and myth to 

locate evangelicals in the centre-stage of American experience, is Francine Rivers’s 

historical romance Redeeming Love that I discussed earlier
401

. Through adapting the 

biblical story of the prophet Hosea and his wife Gomer, Rivers transforms the narrative 

into an American context. In other words, Redeeming Love Americanises biblical 

narrative by centring the story firmly within the American cultural landscape and thus 

positioning the evangelical reader to draw clear associations between the biblical and 

American contexts. The overt association is perhaps best exemplified in the book's 

epilogue, where readers find out the future of protagonists Michael and Sarah (Angel’s 

real name) and notably the futures of their descendants: 

Sarah and Michael shared many happy years together. On their seventh 

anniversary, their prayers were answered with the birth of a son, Stephen. 

Stephen was followed by Luke, Lydia, and Esther. Miriam and Paul also 

remained happy and had three sons, Mark, David, and Nathan. 

Both families prospered and remained lifelong friends. Together they built a 

community church and school and welcomed many more settlers to their 

valley…Sarah’s family grew rich and famous—eventually including doctors, 

ambassadors, missionaries, and even a much decorated veteran of San Juan 

Hill.
402

 

 

Noticeably Redeeming Love’s epilogue is not merely a narrative of upward 

mobility for Sarah and Michael but a narrative of their descendants’ future places in 

society as well. The passage above reveals a “happy ever after” that is accentuated with 

buying into the American dream of success and prosperity. It is a narrative that imagines 

attainment of the American dream—riches and fame—through the Protestant ethic of 
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hard work and noble professions. The inclusion of “a much decorated veteran of San 

Juan Hill” in Sarah and Michael’s family tree draws upon all the connotations of 

imperialism, patriotism and nationalism that that particular battle has in American 

popular history. Rivers makes implicit the role of American Christians in important 

historical moments of the American national narrative. 

In addition, across her novels Francine Rivers gives her characters Bible names, 

a literary device that imbues her narratives with a further layer of meaning. Most of the 

names Rivers uses correspond with biblical figures who show strong faith, and reveal 

character traits. Sarah, for example, refers to the wife of the patriarch Abraham. 

According to the Genesis account in the Old Testament, Sarah was barren until her old 

age when God made a promise to Abraham that he would be a father of nations. 

Reuniting at the end of the novel, Angel finally tells Michael that her real name is Sarah. 

Michael thinks to himself,   

The name fit her so well. A wanderer in foreign lands. A barren woman filled 

with doubt. Yet Sarah of old had become a symbol of trust in God and ultimately 

the mother of a nation. Sarah. A benediction. Sarah. A barren woman who 

conceived a son. His beautiful, cherished wife who would someday give him a 

child.
403

 

 

Earlier in the novel, Angel/Sarah tells Michael she is unable to have children 

because in her former life as a prostitute Angel forcibly underwent an abortion and 

subsequent procedures designed to prevent future pregnancies. The promises God made 

to figures in the Bible can become, the narrative makes clear, the miraculous promises 

of faithful Americans. In this case, God’s promise of a child to the biblical Sarah also 

becomes His promise to Angel. 

The construction and connotation of place and the American landscape are also 

ripe with religious significance. The Californian landscape participates in American 

ideologies that contribute to a mythologising of the nation. When Michael first meets 

Angel in a Californian shanty town, Pair-A-Dice, suddenly arising from the rapid 

population swells of miners and their families looking to ‘strike it lucky,’ Pair-A-Dice is 

described as a devil’s playground: 

Pair-a-Dice lay in the Mother Lode of California. It was the worst place [Angel] 

could have imagined, a shanty town of golden dreams built out of rooting sails 

from abandoned ships; a camp inhabited by outcasts and aristocrats, the 

displaced and dispossessed, the once-pampered and now-profane. Canvas-roofed 

bars and gambling houses lined mean streets ruled by unmasked depravity and 
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greed, loneliness and grand illusions. Pair-a-Dice was wild jubilation. It wed 

black despair with fear and the foul taste of failure.
404

 

 

Pair-a-Dice comes to symbolise a place where illusions are unmasked, dreams 

broken, and hopes destroyed. As an almost literal “hell on earth,” the town and its 

people reflect Angel’s inner turmoil, “Everywhere she looked, there were desperate 

men, exiled from home and family, seeking escape from the purgatory forged by their 

own decaying hopes for a future.”
405

 Throughout the narrative, even as the locations 

change from Angel and Michael’s seemingly idyllic life in the pastoral Californian 

lands, a traditional literary trope, to the established city of San Francisco with a growing 

middle-class, there is a strong sense that the place and space of California, or the 

American West, add to the construction of “character.” Joining with and drawing upon 

cultural discourses of the rhetoric of the American frontier, California and more 

specifically San Francisco become locations that test and mould the mythic American 

character.  

 The idea of the American frontier as a central site in shaping the American 

character is reminiscent of Frederick Jackson Turner’s “frontier thesis.” Celebrating the 

frontier where he viewed the Americans could boldly conceive “the country’s destiny 

and democracy,” Turner suggested that “The ideal of the West was its emphasis upon 

the worth and possibilities of the common man, its belief in the right if every man to 

rise to the full measure of his own stature, under conditions of social mobility.”
406

 The 

mythologisation of the American west and the frontier remains one of the most central 

and long-standing cultural notions in the United States.
407

  

 San Francisco and, to a certain extent, California are often represented in 

Christian fiction as symbolic of the frontier and the American West, and of something 

uniquely American, connecting to the American mythology of a classless society of 

individuals where luck and hard work can bestow the “American dream.” The image of 

California as the “land of milk and honey” engages this image of the West as full of 

promises of biblical proportions.
408

 Further, nineteenth century San Francisco becomes 

a place highlighting all that is characterised as uniquely “American,”—laissez faire 

capitalism, rugged individualism, and a place that rewards hard work. 
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The American West, however, can also be portrayed in less glowing terms. San 

Francisco, for example, is portrayed as a city of vice and rampant immorality, 

threatening and endangering the soul. Along these lines, San Francisco is also a 

microcosm of secular America, challenging Christians at every step and crossroad. 

Thus, literary depictions of the American West consist of competing images as full of 

promise and romanticised, and a wild place of unrestricted vice. 

Like Redeeming Love, Deeanne Gist’s The Measure of a Lady is set at the time 

of the Californian Gold Rush. Winner of the 2007 Christy award for Romance, Gist’s 

novel utilises constructions of Victorian gender ideology to convey what is essentially 

the author’s contentions about the evangelical core of virtuous womanhood but with an 

overtly twenty-first century perspective. Additionally, by reading Gist’s novel as a 

twenty-first century evangelical critique on the Victorian ideology of “the Cult of True 

Womanhood,” The Measure of a Lady reveals to a degree the extent to which twentieth 

century feminism has entered and influenced contemporary evangelicalism.  

The Cult of True Womanhood constructed women as morally superior to men. 

“By the middle of the nineteenth century,” as Betty DeBerg explains, “the cult of true 

womanhood represented the dominant values and codes of behaviour for the middle 

class and all others who sought upward mobility and middle-class respectability.”
409

 

Victorian gender ideology represented the home as a private and feminine domain, 

whereas men needed a refuge entirely free from the trials and uncertainties of the world 

of business and politics.
410

 Gists’ novel plays upon the “absence of white women” and 

what Susan Lee Johnson calls the absence of “their discursive presence.” 
411

 With no 

real models of appropriate womanhood in rustic, chiefly male San Francisco, female 

protagonist must rely on her own embedded notions. Indeed, a large part of Rachel van 

Buren’s inner angst stems from the tension between her own desires and societal notions 

about a woman’s place in the home and in the community. In the words of Betty 

DeBerg, a “[w]oman should be innocent of sexual knowledge and chaste, and sexual 

conduct should be dictated by tradition and religious sanction rather than rational and 

scientific conclusions.”
412

 

Landing in San Francisco after a voyage that sees their father die en route, 

Rachel van Buren and her two siblings arrive with “Hopes lost in grief and stranding the 
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three of them in a foreign territory with no guardian, no money to speak of, and no 

means of support.”
413

 As the eldest, the burden of providing for her family falls to 

Rachel, who seeks to impose and work from a prescriptive code of ethics concerning 

Victorian womanhood onto the new society she and her siblings find themselves in. 

Introduced to San Francisco, a town “peppered with rambling tents and shacks” Rachel 

observes this strange city.
414

 

Light poured from the open doors of the huge tents that lined San Francisco’s 

plaza, crisscrossing the square like a swath of gingham. Signs tacked to the 

canvas shacks greeted them with that now familiar red paint, but with unfamiliar 

words in a variety of languages. 

The muddy streets teemed with people. No, not people. Men. Oriental men with 

long braided pigtails. Dark-skinned men with colourful sombreros. Men with so 

much facial hair one couldn’t even begin to guess from whence they came. 

And with them a swelling of voices. Yelling. Laughing. Cursing. In more 

languages then she could count and set to a lively musical score made up of 

banjos, bugles, fiddles, and jig-time ballads. 

This was San Francisco? The Golden Gate? The Mother Lode?
415

 

 

Such descriptions engage with traditional Gold Rush and American West mythology. 

Tellingly, however, this is a rare mention of groups who are non-white and presented as 

“other” in a narrative that seems to comprise of default white characters. Without a 

doubt, this is a reflection of the readers of Christian historical romances the majority of 

whom are white. On another level, however, Gist’s novel along with other historical 

romance novels—Christian or otherwise—fall into a pattern of “whiting out” the diverse 

non-white cultures and ethnicities present in nineteenth-century America. 

For the van Burens, San Francisco functions as a microcosm of conflict and 

contradiction. The ideals and values of worldly and seemingly hedonistic pleasures of a 

burgeoning new boomtown do not fit neatly or easily into notions of “civilised east 

coast” social mores and propriety. This tension is structured around Rachel’s ideas about 

virtuous womanhood—how a “lady” should behave—but the narrative, from the outset 

indicates that a large part of the constructions of womanhood are bound up in place and 

time. From the east coast, Rachel has an idea of what a “Lady” should be and behave 

like but finds that the ideal is much more difficult to live up to, especially in uncivilised, 

vice-filled and unregulated San Francisco. As Rachel tells her sister Lissa: “If we are to 
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survive in this degraded town, we must be very circumspect, very careful and above 

reproach.”
416

 

The Measure of a Lady also critiques cultural ideas of femininity located in the 

notion of the “Lady.” When Rachel becomes the sole breadwinner for her younger 

siblings she takes it upon herself to be the town’s paragon of upstanding morality. 

Finding herself the only unmarried “lady” in the developing boom town, Rachel 

struggles with her insistence upon upholding socio-cultural codes and rules within 

unruly, uncivilised San Francisco that were deemed important in the narrative’s 

rendition of “civilised” New England. Significantly, the novel concludes with Rachel 

smiling, “thanking God again for the man He had given her, for the seed that had just 

taken root inside her womb, and for showing her that the measure of a lady is 

determined not by others but by His never-ending mercy and grace.”
417

 As the last 

sentence of the novel, this both suggests and reinforces what Christian women want: to 

be a wife, a mother, and an identity not based on how well they conform to society’s 

rules of behaviour but rather the personal relationship women have with God. For 

Deeanne Gist, true womanhood becomes rooted in God’s “never-ending mercy and 

grace” and not, she argues, in socially constructed mores and traditions.  

In juxtaposition to the heroine’s concerns over feminine propriety, Gist employs 

the popular “bad-boy-gone-good” trope, in her portrayal of the novel’s hero, Johnnie, 

who is a gambling saloon owner. Gist offers a hero who likes things as they are—

running his gambling house and saloon—and yet feels compelled to protect heroine 

Rachel Van Buren and her siblings from the rough and tumble life of the Wild West. By 

the book’s end, Rachel finds love and marriage with Johnnie, who rediscovers his own 

faith and closes down his establishments before marrying her. The novel’s message is 

clear: heroes can be attractive and well-liked according to worldly standards but to find 

love with the heroine, the hero must conform to evangelical ideologies. As with other 

romances, the relationship highlights a kind of Christian feminism at work where heroes 

and heroines become more equal under God. Moreover, The Measure of Lady rewrites 

history and reveals a twenty-first century perspective that obscures the historical reality 

of nineteenth-century women’s struggles. It should be noted, however, that as much as 

The Measure of a Lady might be a reframing and revising of the narrative of 

womanhood by challenging nineteenth century notions it also reinforces the family as 

the preeminent site of fulfilled womanhood. Thus, while femininity and womanhood are 
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reframed in this narrative, the central importance of the family to the core of evangelical 

belief and thought is fundamentally strengthened. 

Rachel’s further inner struggle with society’s prescriptions of women as 

paradigms of virtuous morality and her inclinations towards her own femininity are 

fraught with tension and brought to a head in a moment of self-reflection: 

Just last year she had clandestinely read one of her father’s medical books 

written by a New York physician of wide experience where he most decidedly 

stated that the full force of sexual desire is seldom known in a virtuous woman; 

that nature had provided a more susceptible organization in males than in 

females. 

The entire discourse seemed to suggest that some nameless and horrid 

immorality would result if the two parties, even in legal union, were equally 

passionate. 

And that was why it was the female’s responsibility to set the moral climate 

within the family and society. 

Tears welled in her eyes. Was her purity nothing but superficial? Something so 

easily dissolved that she would fall from virtue at the mere touch of a man? 

She glanced at Lissa [and Michael]...They were dependent upon her not only for 

their basic needs but also for their moral needs.
418

  

 

For twenty-first century readers, who carry their own historically-specific 

perspectives, the Victorian ideas of sexual morality in the passage above are constructed 

as hyperbolic overstatements that rest upon shaky ground. As it goes for Rachel, society 

constructs purity and virtue as incompatible with female passion, but the narrative 

undertones suggest she yearns to escape the burdens placed upon her. Significantly, the 

passage also hints at equal sexual participation in marriage, and one that unsubtly 

challenges traditional stereotypes of submissive evangelical women. What is most 

intriguing about Rachel’s frank feelings is her conflict to reconcile what she has been 

taught about feminine virtue and her own growing sexual awareness as a woman. The 

presence of a discourse on female sexuality is further noteworthy in that it appears in an 

award-winning Christian romance novel, an admittedly self-regulating and constraining 

genre. It also suggests that Christian romance writers support a stance on sexuality 

similar to that of Rev. Theophilus' stance on passionate sex within heterosexual 

marriage demonstrated in chapter four. In this light, Gist's novel exhibits the degree to 

which contemporary cultural discourses surrounding sexuality and feminist claims of 

equality infuse evangelical culture.
419

 

The narrative persistently plays upon and turns on the tension between what 

people and society might think and what God wants from her. Rachel herself points out 
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the crux of the matter to her romantic interest, “Johnnie: My family comes first, 

Johnnie. And there are rules of society that govern what is acceptable behaviour for a 

lady and what is not. That town at the bottom of the hill [San Francisco] may think it 

doesn’t have to follow the edicts of society, but it does. And it’s going to start at my 

dinner table.”
420

 However, as much as Rachel tries to impose Eastern standards of 

propriety on the West, the narrative shows that she not only cannot succeed but that it is 

an incorrect, inaccurate attitude. The “edicts of society” that Rachel believes she has to 

impose onto San Francisco become, as the narrative progress, rules that hinder instead 

of aid Rachel’s spiritual growth. Rachel’s struggles and, as a consequence, her 

perceptions of womanhood are in stark contrast to that of Lissa’s, her sister. Lissa 

increasingly represents an ethos of comfortable materialism with the minimum effort; a 

strike-it-lucky mindset. Ultimately, Gist’s novel advocates, the rules of society cannot 

supersede the grace and mercy of God. Gist positions American individualism as an 

ideal of success to aspire to in taming the Frontier, but also as a religious ideal of true 

freedom in being one's self.  

The narrative frames Rachel’s attempts at being a beacon of moral, virtuous 

behaviour as well-intentioned but ultimately not what God wants or requires of her. The 

narrative also points out that she can only control herself—her own decisions and 

behaviours—and not anyone else’s. This theme comes to the forefront in the figure of 

her sister, Lissa who does not share Rachel’s work ethic or the belief in the necessity of 

moral adherence. Portrayed as someone who is always searches for the easy way out and 

very impressionable, Lissa is subsequently seduced by the lure of material pleasures 

when she is seduced into an extra-marital relationship with an older and economically 

powerful man. Furthermore, in contrast to Rachel, Lissa sees her own self-worth 

through the eyes of the local men and how much they are willing to give and do for her, 

with little value or thought of her own innate qualities as a woman and not an object to 

be bought. 

The question of the location of an individual’s worth becomes the main 

metaphor for the thematic thrust of the narrative: “the measure of a lady” is found not in 

society’s perceptions but rather in a relationship with God that is codified as 

unrestrictive, loving and beneficial—and ultimately sustaining to a woman’s sense of 

self. This is a subtle point but it nonetheless indicates agency and not passivity on the 

part of women. While the display of women's agency could be argued to be a part of 

what Sara Diamond calls “system-supportive agency,” it is clear that evangelicals' view 
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of their faith has the potential to resist hegemonic culture and ideologies if it is 

perceived that that culture impedes the freedom of self they find in their evangelical 

faith.
421

 The narrative also challenges stereotypes of evangelical female submission at 

the same time it reinforces the traditional importance of the family. The subtext of The 

Measure of a Lady is that society’s notions of a “Lady” are often unattainable ideals and 

in opposition to reality as well as to what God actually wants. As a result of this 

approach, the narrative creates a space for comparing the ways in which other female 

characters in San Francisco struggle, and in some instances, fail in their attempts to 

reconcile Victorian notions of womanhood with the reality of the novel’s world. For 

Rachel, most of her attempts to live up to this ideal result in guilt for falling short of the 

virtues of a lady. However, the narrative makes explicitly clear in its concluding 

paragraphs its consensus that the real “measure of a lady” is solely based on the personal 

relationship with God which in itself is also freeing, and in the value of being true to 

one’s self. This may not be a big point for mainstream readers but for evangelical 

readers it is a subtle, yet significant revision that potentially empowers evangelical 

women to what could be termed “God-sanctioned feminism.” The novel's historical 

setting makes this a “safer place” to imagine potential empowerment.  

The Measure of a Lady engages in twenty-first century evangelical discourses 

about women’s role in society, showing that twentieth-century feminism has made 

entries in evangelicalism. In other words, Gist’s historical romance revises the social 

script of American history by framing the narrative’s subtext around subtle feminist 

sensibilities. The Measure of a Lady thus narrates a certain kind of history that, at the 

same moment, both underscores a new-Victorian domesticity, as well as offering late 

twentieth- and twenty-first century women solace in a direct link to God, regardless of 

social judgment. 

 

Black Christian Fiction challenges to the “Christian America” narrative 

As seen in chapter four, African American novels highlight the experiences and 

concerns of African American Christian communities. Without a doubt, Black Christian 

novels challenge the traditional Christian America narrative, instead emphasising a 

“Christian America” has never been achieved.  Indeed, Black Christian fiction often 

reveals a silence or absence of any considerations of America as a Christian nation 

rather these novels are permeated, to varying degrees, with the twin spectres of slavery 

and segregation. The nostalgia of a lost “godly America” that whites may mourn was 
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one in which Black Christian ancestors were enslaved. Operating within deeply 

ingrained collective memory, Black Christian fiction shows that African American 

experiences both in the past and present validate their contestations of a Christian 

America view.  

In the context of calls by Christian Right leaders and other conservative 

Christians for a return to a Christian America, Black Christian fiction novels expose a 

fraught relationship in this cultural debate by describing the ways in which race informs 

and shapes the myth’s discourse. The Christian America myth is, according to Boyd, 

one of the reasons evangelicalism “is so thoroughly divided between whites and 

nonwhites…because so much of white American evangelicalism buys strongly into 

American myths that have marginalized and oppressed nonwhites.”
422

  

At its core, the Christian America myth has a very different meaning for African 

Americans and other nonwhites. In his book, The Myths America Lives By, Richard T. 

Hughes argues that African Americans perceive the Christian nation myth in 

importantly different terms to white Americans. Whereas whites “absolutised” the 

Christian nation myth and applied it variously from urging white Americans to be 

inspired by and employ the morals teachings of Jesus to justifying white racial 

superiority in America, African Americans resist and challenge the myth’s validity on 

the basis of its exclusion of non-white Americans and the historically disenfranchised. 

Historically, Frederick Douglass used a version of the myth in his “What, to the 

American Slave is your Fourth of July” to ironically demonstrate that the myth can only 

stress the failure of the American project of social and racial equality and liberty.
423

 In 

other words, the idea of a Christian America ends up doing both religion and American 

culture a disservice because the driving forces that govern the United States at any given 

time are always multifaceted and polyvocal, stressing diversity and plurality.  

Gregory Boyd also makes a pertinent point showing how the Christian America 

myth when extended to its logical conclusions is rooted in a covert racial discourse. 

Boyd points out that as soon as “the theocratic-sounding slogan “one nation under God” 

is taken too seriously,” people being to “think of America along the lines of Israel and 

the Old Testament” instead of “Jesus and the New Testament.” Boyd elucidates further: 

Just as God gave the Promised Land to Israel while vanquishing and enslaving 

opponents, so too, many believe, God gave America to white Europeans—while 

vanquishing all who resisted this takeover and enslaving others to build the 

nation. For obvious reasons, this baseless and racist theological interpretation of 
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American history helps explain why the church remains the most segregated 

institution in America. 

Just as God led Israel in the past, or so some believe, God leads America today. 

When America goes to war, therefore, God is on our side, just as he was on the 

side of Israel. For obvious reasons, this understanding does not endear this 

Christian warrior-God of America to all who are or have been the enemies of 

America or feel oppressed by America.
424

 

 

Thus the myth stresses a “God on my side” mentality that sees America as a redeeming 

crusader in its domestic and international relations leaving, as a consequence, no room 

for national self-criticism. 

In this vein, Black Christian novels can offer another facet of the American 

experience and challenges to the Christian America narrative. For example, Passing by 

Samaria presents not so much an “escape from history” as a revision of a period in 

American history, a revision that allows author Sharon Ewell Foster to envision a future 

time when Christianity’s redemptive power overcomes hate and prejudice. More firmly 

grounded in history, Foster’s narrative makes extensive use of historical records, 

inserting reports from historical newspapers into her story. Passing by Samaria evokes 

the New Testament parable of the Good Samaritan but also infers other references to the 

social and political context of the region of Samaria. Passing by Samaria’s symbolic 

power in particular comes from the connotations of Samaria itself to biblical Jews. 

American history, moreover, shows long associations in the relationship between Jews 

and African Americans as allied minorities. In addition the Good Samaritan parable, the 

region of Samaria is mentioned when Jesus visits a small town in Samaria. While his 

disciples go off to find and buy food, Jesus waits near a well. When a Samaritan woman 

comes to draw water from well, Jesus asks her to draw some for him as well. 

Recognising Jesus as a Jew, the Samaritan woman asks why he would want her to do so 

when Jews have had a hostile and prejudiced history with the “othered” Samaritans.
425

 

By picking up on this relationship, Foster emphasises the racialised aspect of the story, 

underscoring its significant resonance with African Americans living in the United 

States. 

Black Christian Fiction also displays elements of the African American 

Jeremiad. The African American jeremiad as “typically voiced by national Black 

leaders,” to use David Howard-Pitney's words, “seems to consistently have been more 

searching in examining American faults and bolder in prescribing reforms than its most 
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usual white counterparts.”
426

 Black Christian Fiction utilises this version of the African 

American jeremiad and draws upon certain of its key elements. For example, the novels 

exhibit a lamentation typical of the jeremiad on the state of society and its morals 

especially when it comes to racial prejudice and the perceived condition of 

contemporary Black society in the United States. Underscoring his contention that all 

public issues include moral choices, prominent African American conservative Alan 

Keyes has stressed that “we don’t have [mainly] money problems. We have moral 

problems.”
427

 The genre connects religious, moral, political and cultural lament of the 

condition of the Black community and critiques African American who reinforce or 

give into stereotypes and embrace dominant exculpatory analyses about their identities. 

In spite of this, Black Christian fiction does not have the African American 

jeremiad’s pervasively pessimistic tone. On the contrary, the general tone is one of 

hope. In the words of David Howard-Pitney, “The ebb and flow of optimism about 

American promise and progress is a pervasive motif,” holding out a sense of cautious 

hope for changes that will bring a happier future.
428

 In addition, prophecies of the 

downfall of a society are absent from these narratives. This is due to the inherent 

impression that Black Americans live in a society that has never been completely 

virtuous or righteous, that society is currently in a state of “downfall.”   

It is not surprising that the most frequent argument in Black Christian fiction 

against a Christian America is that the American past cannot be held up as a golden 

Christian era—the memories of slavery and segregation, according to these narratives, 

clearly refute this. Rather Black Christians see freedom in Christ, yet acknowledge that 

American society racially speaking still has far to go, and long for a “brighter 

tomorrow.” George Shulman, in discussing prophecy’s connection to cultural myths 

points out a corollary of prophecy in America, says: “In its jeremiadic modality, 

prophecy risks idealization of the past, moralizing a “corrupt” present as a decline from 

pure origins to which people could return.” It is this mythologising of America’s past 

that Black Christian writers resist and find problematic. Take the following passage in 

Sharon Ewell Foster’s contemporary novel, Ain’t No River, for example. As Grandma 

Meemaw tells her grand-daughter, Garvin, encapsulating the heart of the Black 

Christian perspective: 
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when I hear folks saying America needs to go back to the way it was…when I 

hear my good brothers and sisters that I love talk about how the past was so 

perfect, how holy men were in the past…I wonder if they lived in the same 

country with me and my people. I wonder if they are blind to what we live with 

everyday...I don’t want the past; I want a new tomorrow.
429

 

 

As the passage illustrates, views about a “Christian America” and America’s Christian 

founding such as those held by Tim LaHaye and the Christian Right are virtually 

diametrically opposed to the views held by African Americans. Indeed, the very concept 

of a “Christian America” is exceedingly problematic for African American Christians. 

If, on the one hand, a Christian America existed as LaHaye and other Christian Right 

leaders argue it did, then African American slavery and subsequent segregation are 

difficult, if not impossible, obstacles to reconcile within this paradigm. And, 

undeniably, arguments of a Christian America demonstrate a failure to address the 

issues of slavery and Jim Crow segregation and this lack no doubt creates a cultural gap 

in white and Black religious perspectives of the nation and its history. 

 By and large, the picture that emerges from Black Christian fiction novels is the 

acknowledgment and confrontation of the socio-historical problems that African 

Americans faced and continue to face in the United States. Further despite these 

problems, these narratives also serve to highlight cultural empowerment and pride in 

being Black Christians in America, in enduring, surviving, and overcoming both in their 

faith and in their racial experiences. 

 

September 11, 2001 and Beyond in the Novels of Karen Kingsbury 

She grabbed a nearby remote control, flicked on the television, and immediately 

saw it. The building was billowing black smoke and enormous flames. Her free 

hand flew over her mouth. “Oh, Eric…it’s awful. I’ve…I’ve never seen anything 

like it. A passenger plane did that?” 

“Yes.” Eric was breathing fast. He must have been more worried than he let on. 

“The reporter said it looks like an accident, like the pilot lost control of the 

plane.” 

Laura’s eyes were locked on the image of the burning tower. “An 

accident?”...Suddenly, Laura saw something fall from the sky from high up near 

the burning floors of the building. Not three seconds later, two more things 

plummeted from one of the flaming windows. 

“No! This is too awful.” The reporter’s voice sounded suddenly frantic. “I 

believe those were people you just saw falling from the building.” He paused. 

“Falling or jumping.” Another hesitation. “Yes, I’ve just been told those were 

people jumping from the tower.” His voice grew quieter. “We can only imagine 

the horror taking place in that building right now.” 
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Laura closed her eyes for a moment. What had she just witnessed? Frantic 

people hurling themselves to certain death? It was the worst thing she could 

imagine. “God Almighty help them.” 

She muttered the words and struggled to exhale. 

“What’s happening, Laura? I don’t have a TV in the office here.” 

“People are jumping.” Her tone was soft, filled with shock. She looked away 

from the television. “I can’t watch.”…For the first time in years his tone held a 

hint of concern for her. “Maybe I’ll leave after all. Go back to the hotel and stay 

there until my flight leaves. That way I’ll…” 

She was no longer listening to him. From the corner of the screen, an enormous 

passenger jet came into view, angled slightly, and headed straight for Eric’s 

building. Laura jumped up, her heart in her throat. 

“Eric!” She shouted his name and gripped the phone. “Look out!”  

The plane slammed straight into the tower, and flames sliced across the building 

and ripped through at least four floors. “Eric! Can you hear me?” Laura 

screamed into the receiver, her words shrill and desperate. Her entire body 

shook, and she felt her head begin to spin. Why wouldn’t he answer her? “Talk 

to me!” 

She smashed the phone to her ear, frantic for any kind of sound from him. But 

there was only silence. Two seconds passed, and she heard a click on the other 

line, followed by a dial tone.
430

 

 

Perhaps no other event in America’s recent history has both tested and 

reaffirmed long-standing American national ideologies and mythologies as much as the 

shock and tragedy of the terrorist attacks of September, 2001. In the years that followed, 

September 11 found its way into the fiction of mainstream authors such as Don DeLillo, 

John Updike, and Jonathan Safran Foer. Within the Christian fiction world, Karen 

Kingsbury has been the foremost voice in addressing September 11 in her fiction, in 

particular with her fiction trilogy known as the “9/11 series.”
431

 Most mainstream 9/11 

novels, according to Richard Gray, fail to move beyond “the preliminary stages of 

trauma” and so do little more than simply register “that something traumatic...has 

happened.”
432

 Kingsbury's novel registers the trauma but stresses the spiritual and 

therapeutic working through of that trauma in an evangelical direction. Evident in this 

type of fiction is the way in which evangelicals try to channel the trauma of 9/11 into a 

specific cultural narrative.
433
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 In Karen Kingsbury’s bestselling One Tuesday Morning, Laura Michaels finds 

herself in a surreal moment of watching television reports of a plane colliding into a 

World Trade Center building while on the phone with her husband, a Californian 

businessman who is in the other tower. Perhaps from the beginning, September 11 

became an event mediated by television. As Mattingly, Lawlor and Jacobs-Huey write, 

“September 11 was warfare as theatre, an act that turned Americans not only into 

victims (the shocked recipients of violence) but also into mesmerized consumers of a 

spectacular media event.”
434

 And due to the media involvement, Kingsbury’s readers 

who remember the watching the World Trade Centers on television are in some ways 

implicated into the story Kingsbury tells, into the event and its memory. The televised 

nature of the attacks marked it as a global event played and re-played in real-time. 

Kingsbury’s narrative captures the strange characteristic of the attacks as a media event 

with an uncanny sense of watching the tragedy in real-time. As one character pointing 

to a nearby television tells another: “It’s all happening live right now.”
435

 David 

Simpson has also commented on the “strangeness” of what was being witnessed. Many 

Americans witnessing the destruction of the World Trade Centers, he writes, felt “the 

odd and troubling sensation that they had already seen those falling towers in the 

movies—movies made in America.”
436

 By portraying Laura’s reactions to watching the 

attacks on television at the same time she is talking to Eric on the phone, Kingsbury 

captures well the sense of powerlessness and fear the attacks evoked at the time. 

Properly understood, One Tuesday Morning (2003), a part of Karen Kingsbury’s 9/11 

trilogy that includes Beyond Tuesday Morning (2004) and Every Now and Then (2008), 

is a memorialisation in fiction of the tragedy and loss of September 11, 2001. According 

to David Simpson, the September 11 terrorist attacks revealed the deep, underlying 

“culture of commemoration” present within American contemporary society.
437

  

Kingsbury’s One Tuesday Morning and Beyond Tuesday Morning interpret a 

different meaning of the attacks than the one attributed by Jerry Falwell at the outset of 

this chapter. Instead of finding culpability in the current direction of the American 

national narrative she situates the tragedy as a moment of innocence lost but also one 

where national spirit can be strengthened through the process of grieving and 

remembrance. Kingsbury view the terror attacks as a direct break from the past. 

Characters' personal histories demonstrate the inability to return to a sense of life before 
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the attacks. More so than any other character, Eric Michaels literally embodies the 

bewildering rupture with his own history when he suffers amnesia after the attacks. For 

Eric especially, the idea of “newness” that everything had changed, that the past had 

little bearing on the present moment. 

One Tuesday Morning focuses on the immediate aftermath of the events of 

September 11, 2001 and the difficulties of two families—one from California and the 

other from New York—coping with the aftermath and trauma of these events and how 

they affected others around them. Kingsbury’s novels seek to work out and interpret the 

attacks and their aftermath within the space of fiction, resulting partly in giving some 

sense of meaning to these real-life events by placing them within the framework of a 

narrative—with a beginning, middle, and end. As with other 9/11 novels, these novels 

highlight key themes of trauma and mourning—personal and collective—as well as 

stressing the process of healing and recovery after loss. 

In 2003, Karen Kingsbury wrote of the 2001 terrorist attacks as a moment when 

“we were all changed.” In many ways the events of September 11, 2001 created a sense 

that something had irrevocably changed. On top of the tragic stories of lives lost, the 

events signalled a change in the way Americans thought about each other and their 

nation. In contrast to Falwell’s interpretations at the outset of this chapter, Karen 

Kingsbury’s decision to write a novel based around the events of September 11 

demonstrate another way of attempting to make sense of the tragedies. For many 

Americans, and indeed many people across the globe, the terrorist attacks created a 

sense that the world had indeed irreversibly changed. The imminent sense of tragedy, 

threat, and terror televised almost simultaneously across the globe created its own set of 

discourses in framing the terror attacks.  

Discussing how discourse of a public event is formed, Stuart Hall writes that 

“the event must become a ‘story’ before it can become a communicative event.”
438

 In 

other words, a discourse that is familiar must emerge in order for an event such as the 

September 11 terrorist attacks to be contextualised, decoded and made sense of. By 

narrativising the events, Kingsbury engages in discourses and interpretations of the 

events that arose almost immediately. Kingsbury’s novels demonstrate an 

internalisation of the dominant discourses circulating in society and that importantly 

                                                 
438

 Quoted in Michelle Brown, Leia Fuzesi, Kara Kitch, and Crystal Spivey, “Internet News 

Representations of September 11: Archival Impulse in the Age of Information,” in Steven Chermak, 

Frankie Bailey, and Michelle Brown (eds.), Media Representations of September 11, (Westport, CT: 

Praeger, 2003), 110. 



 155 

represents particular frameworks used to construct the meanings of the events of 

September 11. 

Kingsbury uses the narrative form to make sense and create meaning out of the 

terrorist attacks by focusing on the impact of the event itself and to give a space for 

grief to operate as a tool in the process of national mourning. In her preface to One 

Tuesday Morning (2003), Kingsbury tells of her motivation for writing the novel: “As a 

nation we have shared our shock and our anger. Now it’s time to share our grief. And 

often that is best done through story. One Tuesday Morning was my way of grieving, 

and maybe…just maybe it’ll be your way too.”
439

 Consequently, Kingsbury connects 

this grief and mourning to deeper cultural interpretations of not just loss but of 

becoming stronger—personally and nationally—through collective grief and mourning. 

This popular discourse of a rising solidarity is captured in an opening scene of the 

sequel, Beyond Tuesday Morning: 

The people of New York City would never be the same.  

Yes, they were busy, still driven to climb the ladders or make a name for 

themselves in New York City. But for the most part they were more likely to 

make eye contact, and when they did, they were more likely to smile or nod or 

give some sort of sign that the bond was still there, that a city couldn’t go 

through something like New Yorkers went through September 11 and not be 

changed forever.”
440

 

“The island of Manhattan was a different place since that terrible Tuesday 

morning, more vulnerable, less cocksure. But warmer too. Stronger. For most of 

America, time might’ve dimmed the horror of what happened to New York City 

when the Twin Towers fell. But those who were there would always 

remember.”
441

   

 

Scott Maclean has argued that the attacks were experienced as a collective trauma that 

resulted, among other things, in the banding together of American public sentiment. He 

writes that “For most people, 9/11 was not a life-transforming personal trauma but a 

collective trauma—an assault on this society’s way of life and expectations, exposing 

national vulnerability and leading individuals to reflect upon their identities as 

“American citizens.”
442

 The novels emphasise the importance of remembering not 

simply the event itself but also “the horror of what happened to New York City.” In 

their article discussing how narratives assist in the memorialisation of tragedy, 

Damphousse, Hefley and Smith point put that “[m]ost historically important sites have 
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been memorialized in America.”
443

 The process of memorialising the site of the New 

York terrorist attacks began almost immediately with the designation of “Ground Zero,” 

an identification that continues almost ten years later.   

Kingsbury hangs her narrative on a patriotic view of the nation that celebrates its 

male heroes—firefighters and police—as much as the two families portrayed as caught 

up in the events, one struggling with grief and the other with a second chance, both of 

whom come to depend on their relationship with God to get through the loss and 

tragedy. In the midst of the chaos after the attacks Eric Michaels meets fire-fighter Jake 

Bryan in the South Tower’s stairwell. Heading in opposite ways, they are startled to 

realise that Jake looks like Eric’s twin. While Eric is later found alive albeit suffering 

from amnesia, Jake dies in the process of rescuing others in the tower. Later, because of 

their likeness, everyone assumes that Eric is Jake Bryan.   

Jake’s wife, Jamie (a non-Christian happy in her marriage to her devout 

Christian husband despite of his efforts to convert her), finds herself striving to remind 

her “husband” of who he is by using Jake’s personal journal and Bible as a guide. While 

both Eric and Jamie become believers via their journey through Jake’s written thoughts, 

the novel traces Jamie’s spiritual movement from a non-Christian to a believer as she 

comes to terms with Jake’s death. Undeniably, one of the core messages of One 

Tuesday Morning is the importance of drawing upon the tragedy to reflect on what is 

important in life, which the novel presents as turning towards a faith in God and the 

importance of family. By being forced to question his own identity, down to his very 

name, Eric Michaels regains what he had lost in his life prior to the attacks. As Eric’s 

memory gradually returns, it is revealed that—haunted by the death of his baby 

daughter—he had grown distant from his wife and from God in the last few years of 

their marriage. Through Eric’s search for his identity, One Tuesday Morning can be 

read metaphorically as an urging to take the time to rediscover who Americans are as a 

people and a nation.  

In his exploration of the necessity for a process of mourning and self-

examination in mainstream novels examining 9/11, Benjamin Bird finds the writers he 

examined “insist on the need to retrieve and examine memories of trauma that may 

illuminate present day tragedy and seem to perceive the need for a national process of 

mourning following 9/11, which they frequently associate with the examination of 
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somatic experience and the emotional scars that are often its corollary.”
444

 Thus, on 

another level, Kingsbury’s novels indicate through Eric’s “rediscovery” of himself and 

his “reliving” of trauma that remembering and re-telling the story of trauma is an 

important component of recovery. And, further, that fiction might serve and important 

function as a vehicle toward recovery. Remembering and re-telling a story of trauma is 

an integral part of the recovery process.  

On the other hand, Karen Kingsbury creates a narrative around the attacks that 

memorialises and constructs a reading that becomes accessible as part of the public 

memory. It becomes accessible because Kingsbury’s novel taps into the cultural 

discourses that were already beginning to circulate about the terrorist attacks in 

American society, particularly the idea that “everything had changed.” Or, as Eric’s 

wife Laura thinks in a moment of self-awareness in the novel: “in the course of a few 

hours that morning everything had changed. Not just for Laura and [brother-in-law] 

Clay, but for the entire nation.”
445

 David Simpson, in his book 9/11: The Culture of 

Commemoration, critiques the idea that September 11 represented a moment in which 

“everything changed.” He cites the irony of repetitive descriptions that everything had 

changed at the same time the American people were being called to “behave precisely 

as if nothing had changed,” to continue going to public places. 

By dramatising the events of September 11, Kingsbury constructs a cultural 

memory of September 11 in order to give some meaning to the grieving process and in 

doing so, commemorates the heroic work of the fire-fighters and police officers who 

lost their lives. This is portrayed largely through the character of fire-fighter Jake Bryan, 

who is represented as a kind of Christian hero. Not only a committed Christian, Jake is a 

devoted husband and father (who often curls his four-year-old daughter’s hair) and 

comes from a line of firefighters. In their tome, Captain America and the Crusade 

Against Evil: The Dilemma of Zealous Nationalism, Robert Jewett and John Lawrence 

comment that with the terrorist attacks, “America’s singular role as a power with a 

superheroic invulnerability that protects the “free world” was suddenly shown to be 

hollow.”
446

 As a result they further point out this “message of vulnerability has been 

seared into national consciousness.”
447

 The Christian fiction that explicitly deals with 

some aspect of the terrorist attacks and their aftermath, such as Kingsbury’s novels, 
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display the “message of vulnerability” but also renewed commitment to American 

notions of promoting freedom and support of those who sacrifice to maintain the 

American way of life. 

 

Kingsbury’s Ever After: Defending America’s Freedom 

In Ever After, the 2006 sequel to Even Now, Karen Kingsbury tells the story of 

Lauren Gibbs, a war correspondent for Time magazine covering the fighting in 

Afghanistan and the American occupation of Iraq. As mentioned in chapter four, Lauren 

and Shane Galanter’s reunion in Ever After appears short lived when Lauren begins to 

feel their views about war present an insurmountable gulf in their relationship. As a war 

correspondent, Lauren mistrusts government and military roles in the war in Iraq, while 

Shane actively supports the militaristic notion of “peace through strength.
448

 In the end, 

they work out their differences, spurred on by the death of their daughter Emily’s love 

interest, young soldier medic Justin Baker. While Lauren does not fully share Shane's 

“peace through strength” stance, she comes to view his support for the war as a good 

thing if it ensures the safety and return of American soldiers.  Couched in sentimental 

terms, Lauren's opinion of a war fought for government self-interest and in which 

Americans don't understand their involvement transforms into supporting the American 

government and troops in their role as global policeman, fighting terror to uphold 

democracy.  

For Lauren and by extension the reader, arguments for and against the war is 

bound up in the figure of Justin Baker. While Justin’s characterisation at times slips into 

a two-dimensional style, the thematic elements he represents embody the American 

ideals and values that are so much a thrust of Kingsbury’s message. After Justin comes 

to the aid of an injured sports player during his girlfriend Emily’s college soccer game, 

Lauren supposes that, 

It wasn’t the soldiers’ fault they were in Iraq. They’d been taught that what they 

were doing was right. 

If Justin was what U.S. soldiers really were like, then all the more reason to pull 

out of the war. America couldn’t stand to lose a generation of young people like 

that. Kids who might grow up to be police officers or firefighters or judges, 

doctors, or lawyers. The very ones who would bring about change in a society 

that desperately needed it. No, the cost was too great if it meant losing a single 

kid like the one Emily was in love with.
449
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This is a sentimental response to the issue of war, all the more emotive when connected 

with Baker's noble characteristics. Indeed, Justin Baker and the military are depicted as 

one and the same in terms of purpose and principles operating to stress the 

philanthropic, altruistic nature of the American hero (and America). Further building on 

this idea, Justin is constructed almost as a synecdoche for America: the doctor-medic 

coming to heal those in need with selfless care and diligence becomes the United States 

of America coming to the rescue of others, at the cost of itself. 

Moreover, what is as problematic as it is unmistakeable in both Kingsbury’s 

“9/11” series and Ever After is the association of the death of “a good and innocent” 

person with the implied justifications for the war on terror and support for the American 

occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan. Jewett and Lawrence have pointed out that the 

depiction of “perfect innocence in a person killed by the terrorists provides justification 

for a massive annihilation of populations deemed hostile” and is a powerful image in 

American national mythology.
450

 In Kingsbury’s novels discussed here, the good and 

innocent are situated in the figures of Jake Bryan from One Tuesday Morning and Justin 

Baker. They are also figures who, as a firefighter and an army medic, are coded as 

examples of real-life heroes, both aware of the dangers but seeing a greater danger in 

inaction. These characters, especially Justin Baker are not-so-subtle parallels of the U.S. 

nation as good and innocent and called to fulfil its role and duty in the world as 

redeeming rescuer. 

Kingsbury’s Ever After is unashamedly patriotic and that it the only fiction book  

thus far to win a Christianity Today book of the year award suggests this narrative 

resonates with certain impulses and feelings in post-September 11 American culture. 

More about the cultural climate in post-September 11 United States rather than specific 

evangelical rhetoric, the discourses that justify American support for American soldiers 

in Iraq act as the equivalent of a semantic two-step two take away focus from justifying 

American causes for going to Iraq. The novel’s narrative thrust draws upon certain 

national reactions and sentiments about the terrorist attacks and combines them with 

calls for supporting American soldiers in Iraq because of their patriotism and sacrifice. 

Ever After makes an appeal for supporting the war effort in Iraq by focusing on what 

Kingsbury sees as the more important need to support the sacrifice made by American 

soldiers in keeping America safe. The novel draws upon notions of freedom, democracy, 

and patriotism in its positive depictions and ultimate conclusions about the “good work” 
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that American soldiers (and thus the United States of America) are doing for the people 

of Iraq.  

 Kingsbury’s overall aim in the novel to support American soldiers’ sacrifices in 

their efforts to maintain and protect an American way of life through individualising 

American soldiers/military occurs even before readers begin her story. She does this 

through her preface in which she relates the story of real-life fallen soldier Joshua 

Dingler. While by no means discounting the life and contribution of Joshua Dingler, his 

story, however, helps to create an impression that Kingsbury’s fiction might as well be 

true. And indeed, the author’s note at the end of the book nails home this very point, as 

Kingsbury tells us: “in many ways, there was nothing fictional about Justin Baker’s 

story. Like all of you, we know young men and women serving our country, people who 

need our utmost respect and support. People who lay down everything out of devotion to 

America.”
451

  

The confusion of reality and imagination, or to put is another way, between the 

real Joshua Dingler (whose life she puts into writing for political and religious purposes) 

and the fictional Justin Baker is exacerbated through the narrative’s emotional language 

and sentimental imagery. While Amazon reader reviews hardly pose a scientific sample, 

it is certainly suggestive that many readers found themselves responding emotionally to 

the novel. As one reviewer put it, the novel “had me in tears for hours! I cried so much 

that my husband asked me why I continued to read it.”
452

 Even the author admitted she 

found herself weeping during the writing of Ever After, which prompted a self-reflection 

of the source of her emotions:  

“And that’s when I realized that they came from my gratitude for the men and  

women who fight for and defend our country. The story of Justin and Emily is 

all too real for thousands of people across our great land. Sacrifice is very much 

a part of living life as an American—and a story like Ever After lets us take time 

to remember that, to acknowledge it… I found myself loving Justin for who he 

was and for all the tens of thousands of young people he represented. These 

people are the heartbeat of America. 

The cost of freedom is great…living in the U.S. is free to all of us, but freedom 

is never really free either. A cost is being paid every day by the military men and 

women and families in our midst. Let’s not forget that.”
453

 

 

Unlike the end of the Cold War which generated a shift from foreign policy to a 

greater focus on domestic policy, the 2001 terrorist attacks provided opportunity to 

combine domestic policies with foreign ones. The emergent discourses associated with 
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“homeland security” and the “war on terror,” in effect, extended notions of border 

protection to new geographic locales and took American security measures beyond the 

United States to Afghanistan and Iraq. Ever After taps into strong public beliefs about 

the need to fight a global war on terror as a primary priority, even when there appears to 

be no evidence of an enemy present in the United States. For instance, in an effort to 

persuade her mother to her newly militarised point of view, Emily’s argument for the 

benefits of war in the name of safety and democracy crystallizes the tenuous connection 

between the terrorist attacks and Iraq:   

War was a tough subject...Emily didn’t like war, but on her own she could see 

some benefits. For instance, the way the country seemed so much safer since the 

military took action against countries harbouring terrorists. 

But the war aside, there was something admirable about people who devoted 

their lives to serving their country.
454

 

 

Aside from it being virtually impossible to measure precisely how much safer America 

is or has been since the terrorists attacks in reality (and evidence suggests an increase in 

terror attacks under the global war on terror), the main crux of the matter, as the novel 

perceives and captured in the words of Emily, is the admiration that should be instilled 

for those who serve and sacrifice for their country. However, Emily’s admiration for 

national service and duty which is described as “almost instinctive” operates to 

naturalise military strength as an inherent and irreducible element of American 

democratic values. To put it another way, it becomes an unquestioned and deeply 

entrenched part of the cultural narrative of America the superpower. 

 Furthermore, Kingsbury’s association of the soldier-working-class with an 

implied Republican Party affiliation raises the interesting question of the place of 

religion in American patriotism and politics. Both Sara Diamond and Andrea Smith 

have maintained the social construction of the Evangelical-Republican equation.
455

 

According to Andrea Smith, “It is important to consider that the equation “conservative 

evangelicalism equals Republican politics” is socially constructed and the result of over 

fifty years of organizing on the part of the Right to articulate evangelicalism as a 

conservative political platform.”
456

 Kingsbury however infuses her representations of 

the military working class with intertwining threads of evangelical Christianity and 

Republican patriotism. As, for example, when Justin describes his “blue-collar 
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hometown” to Emily, she tells him: “I love that. How America’s working class is so 

patriotic. They’re the heartbeat of this country, for sure. The soul and strength…You 

could see it at the last election, the way the heartland, the country’s backbone, was so 

supportive of family values and military strength.”
457

 Kingsbury’s portrayal of 

America’s blue-collar towns as uncritically and unanimously Republican, championing 

“family values and military strength” suggests the novel deliberately attempts to appeal 

to the American working class, a socioeconomic category traditionally associated with 

higher proportions of soldier enlistment. 

 Further, there is an overwhelming sense that in the world of Ever After virtually 

all soldiers are Christians and Republicans, supporting the war in Iraq. All the soldiers 

that the main characters know are Christians, depicted as caring about helping the Iraqi 

people. Iraq itself is represented as country in chaos with nothing good happening over 

there and in need of outside help. Kingsbury criticises the media for being biasedly 

liberal in their treatments of the war but neither is her novel an unbiased representation. 

The novel inherently implies that Christianity equals patriotism equals support for the 

war in Iraq without any considered discussion of the very real concerns that people 

have.  

When Iraq and the war are broached it is in terms of installing democracy and 

freedom as well as removing terrorism and terrorists. The latter, moreover, is often 

addressed in conjunction with a reference point to 9/11 and, more frequently and just as 

important, to American attitudes and reactions toward terrorism on American soil. 

Further, the novel indicates (however unquantifiable) that due to the war efforts to 

“eradicate terrorists so that no one will ever intentionally fly planes into buildings,” 

America “seems so much more safer.” Kingsbury clearly has opinions on the war in Iraq 

and Afghanistan however her use of sentimental imagery particularly in the 

characterisation and death of Justin Baker covers overs material and historical realities 

of America’s reasons for going to war: 

“War was complicated. Valid debate might exist over the way a war was carried 

out or whether one target was more dangerous than another in the battle. But the 

core of why it was happening and its purpose? 

She’d never allowed the possibility that the stories she’d heard from soldiers and 

commanders might be true, that the U.S. really was doing a good thing for the 

people of Iraq, or that by dismantling terror cells, they really were protecting the 

interests of the United States.”
458
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The reasoning that culminates in the last line is fraught with danger because, 

while Lauren questions the philosophical and moral aspects of war in these contexts, she 

(and consequently the novel) steer clear of interrogating whether those “interests” that 

are being protected are positive or negative for the rest of the world. Rather it inherently 

assumes “the interests of the United States” are noble and good simply because they 

were “doing a good thing for the people of Iraq.” It is however a simple, superficial 

view that ignores the complexities and intricacies of what those actual interests might 

be. In other words, the niggling possibility that they might be self-serving and heavy-

handed, assuming that the United States has a right to protect its global hegemony 

without regard to national interests of other countries. 

There is perhaps something conspicuously absent in Kingsbury’s considerations 

about the protection of “American interests,” particularly the stark absence of what 

precisely these interests are or a working definition of what constitutes “terrorism.” It is 

ironic in that Ever After sets itself up as critically assessing seemingly polarised attitudes 

to the American occupation of Iraq and yet is so uncritically patriotic in its assessments. 

The absence of these considerations is all the more conspicuous precisely because 

Kingsbury directs readers to consider the multiple aspects of the issue, particularly 

through Lauren who constantly asks questions. In a significant scene early on in the 

novel, Lauren questions the possibility of faith amidst the reality of wars, musing that: 

“believing in God and having a relationship with Him were two different things. 

When her thoughts turned to her Creator, she couldn’t bring herself to ask the 

questions Emily wanted her to ask. What is my purpose, God, what are the plans 

You have for me? What do you want from me? No, instead she found herself 

asking more practical questions. Why do You allow wars? And how could so 

many Christians support the U.S. involvement in the Middle East? Didn’t 

fighting go against the very principles of the Christian faith? Why did so many 

soldiers have to die?”
459

  

 

While these important theological-ethical questions form the basis of Lauren’s 

objections, they are never answered in the novel. Instead the novel focuses on how 

Lauren’s attitudes are transformed through the tragic death of Justin Baker and through 

coming to believe that American endeavours in the war are of a noble, self-sacrificing 

quality. For instance, while in Iraq reporting on the war, Lauren sees firsthand that U.S. 

soldiers appear to be helping Iraqis and learns that the Iraqis, contrary to her 

assumptions, are grateful for the soldiers’ presence. In the midst of an interview among 

the locals, insurgents shoot into a crowd, wounding some and killing others including a 
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bystander she had just been interviewing. After she witnesses the attack, Lauren’s 

attitude towards American military involvement in the war does an about-face; she now 

wonders, 

“If there had been more support for the war, more aggression on the part of the 

U.S. troops, maybe the men who fired those shots would’ve been hunted down 

long ago. Maybe they’d be in jails or eliminated. But so many Americans had 

helped spread a mind-set that made any support of the war taboo. 

Americans like her.”
460

 

 

Rather than encouraging considerations of multiple perspectives on the war in Iraq as it 

ostensibly sets out to do—or even acknowledging that ethnic, religious, and political 

differences in Iraq are complex, Ever After deflects attention onto heroes or kindly acts 

that demonstrate ways in which Americans remain united despite the tragedy of 

September 11. Just as important, Lauren’s changed thinking now takes the language of 

retaliation and support for violence (“hunted down” and “eliminated”) that is more than 

a little incongruous with the kinds of ethical questions she posed in the previous excerpt. 

As a result, as much as Kingsbury argues for a critical view of mainstream media 

interpretations of the American occupation of Iraq, she also encourages an uncritical 

acceptance of her own opinions in supporting the soldiers and their efforts in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. 

Underneath the romantic relationships that make up the core of the novel, 

therefore, lies a narrative of unquestioned support for American militarism. In a scene 

highlighting Lauren’s changed views on Iraq and the military, for example, she finds 

herself looking forward to living in Fallon, a military town and base: 

Fallon wasn’t so bad now that Lauren understood the military a little better. An 

entire town full of men and women with the same mind-set as Justin Baker? 

That wouldn’t be such a horrible existence, would it? She and others could 

disagree on politics, but some things finally made sense. The idea that a country 

like Iraq deserved freedom, and the notion that terror—the sort that would fly a 

plane into a building...or detonate a bomb beneath a vehicle containing a kid 

who wanted everything good and right—that sort of thinking had to be 

eradicated. No questions.  

Yes, she could live in Fallon now, because it was like an optical illusion. The 

people who lived and worked around the Top Gun facility used to seem like 

criminals to her, bullies looking for a fight, wanting to flex their collective 

muscle. Now she saw them more as police officers, people with the heart and 

courage to defend and protect.
461

 

 

Two pertinent points stand out. Firstly, Kingsbury clearly draws a connection between 

Iraq and the 2001 terrorist attacks. In reality, while terrorist training camps were the 
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basis of going to war in Afghanistan after September 11 there has been no proof of 

Iraq’s connection to Al-Qaeda or to terrorist training grounds. Secondly, her 

descriptions of the military as “police officers, people with the heart and courage to 

defend and protect” evokes the mythology of the American protector that Susan Faludi 

has shown arose in the immediate aftermath of the terrorist attacks focusing especially 

on the policemen and firefighters involved.
462

 Further, whether or not Faludi is correct 

in her generalised observations that Americans “enlisted in a symbolic war at home, a 

war to repair and restore a national myth,” Karen Kingsbury’s 9/11 series and Ever 

After clearly does engage in this symbolic act of restoring ruptured national myths.
 463

 

Firefighters and soldiers become superheroes who affirm the myths of American 

goodness and altruism, heroic in death. Her novels endorse a united response to the 

tragedy and contribute to a nationalistic political atmosphere that shows its presence in 

supporting the U.S. government’s foreign policy response to the tragedy.  

 

Changing America’s Destiny: The Politics of Tim LaHaye’s America 

While the cultural impact of the Left Behind series was addressed in chapters one 

and two, it is nonetheless important to underscore some of the salient points about 

American national myths that the series, and the end times genre to which it belongs, 

engage. The Left Behind novels are predicated on a view of American (and global) 

history that imagines what could happen if evangelicals do not become active agents of 

history. This concern over political agency has direct political bearing for Tim LaHaye 

who sees evangelical’s exercising of “their political voice” as paramount. To this end, 

while the Left Behind series is overtly about global geopolitical realignment and the 

coming Antichrists than about American national destiny, the political rhetoric that 

informs the world of the series is illuminated within the context of Tim LaHaye’s other 

non-fiction writings. The Left Behind series, especially when taken together with his 

other works indicates just how forcefully political ideals and values can be forced into 

religious interpretations of American life. Evident across the whole end times genre is a 

strong relationship between the Christian end time/apocalyptic fiction novels and 

conservative rightist politics. In the context of Tim LaHaye’s non-fiction writings, the 

Left Behind series is a stark and heavy speculation of what the world could look like if 

American evangelicals do not become active participants in American public life in the 
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present. LaHaye urges, however, that American citizens can postpone the “inevitable” 

or at the very least be a moral light during the Tribulation by restoring America to its 

supposed biblical roots. The apocalyptic end time genre of Left Behind creates a space 

for working out and mobilising evangelical political concerns.   

Whilst LaHaye tempers his language at times it is clear that he is working from 

this discursive framework of America’s divine history and destiny. For example, in their 

book Mind Siege: The Battle for Truth in the New Millennium, Tim LaHaye and David 

Noebel aver, “We believe that America is great and free because of her Christian 

foundation.”
464

 Tim LaHaye unreservedly combines patriotism with a blend of 

mythologies of America as a “Christian nation,” a redeemer nation, and a global 

superpower.  

Despite the fact that the Left Behind series may reflect LaHaye’s envisioning of 

what might happen globally with people from many cultures playing a part when the 

Tribulation finally comes, it is the period that Tim LaHaye calls the “pretribulation 

tribulation” that has vast implications for contemporary America. These implications are 

more apparent given the fact that many of his “signs” and evidence for such a time are 

clearly founded on a US-based worldview. In another example from his Mind Siege 

book, LaHaye asserts that what happens in America has vast consequences for 

Christians in other countries: 

80 to 85 percent of the world’s missionaries, most of the technology for 

preaching the gospel, and most of the money for world missions come from 

America. The eternal souls of millions of people depend on American Christians 

to supply them with the good news. If the anti-God, amoral, one-world 

secularists succeed in enslaving our country, that missionary outlet will be 

terminated. We are deeply concerned that this ministry be extended.
465

 

 

Quite clearly the notion of America as a “redeemer nation” is tied up with the idea of 

America the superpower. If the technology and the money are not available to send 

missionaries and spread the gospel by Americans then there will be devastating 

consequences. To LaHaye, the spiritual life of planet earth rests upon the shoulders of 

the United States. Whoever wins the cultural sites of contestations in America—whether 

the pro-moral majority or secular humanists—will have huge and transformative impact 

across the globe. In other words, LaHaye emphasises that “winning America for Jesus” 

will be pivotal in “winning” the world. To this end, LaHaye’s strategy is to plot a course 

of action that would see what he calls “pro-moral” citizens to vote for “pro-moral” 
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leaders. Decisions that would see American “restored to its bible-based roots” suggest 

that the Tribulation can be actively postponed: “We still have time to turn back the tide 

to traditional moral and spiritual values and to restore genuine individual freedom.”
466

  

 LaHaye’s framing of American culture as a series of contestations reinforces the 

culture war dynamic that is often so integral to end times thought and fiction. Therefore 

while more subtle and indirect in the Left Behind novels, Tim LaHaye's non-fiction 

writings illuminate the world he and Jerry Jenkins imagine. 

 

Conclusion 

Cultural historian Richard Slotkin once wrote that “Myths are stories, and 

inevitably the central myths of a society will tend to refer to those issues that concern 

society most deeply, and most persistently over time.”
467

 The stories that American 

evangelicals read and tell each other in their fiction indicates that some of their most 

persistent concerns involve the nation’s Christian heritage and future. Without a doubt, 

the notion of a “Christian America” within evangelical discourse reveals the deep 

anxieties American evangelicals feel about the religious role and legacy of the United 

States. Additionally, cultural myths of America as the purveyor of global freedom and 

democracy as well as beliefs, to some extent, in its own inherent goodness and 

innocence play a role in certain Christian fiction novels.  

Because these novels offer insight into the social and cultural context of 

conservative Christians in the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century, they 

evidence an ongoing dynamic with American national discourses and evangelical public 

ones. In many reckonings, America is not just a city on a hill. It is the city, the hill, and 

the planet itself. The mingled rhetoric surrounding religion and national public 

discourses in evangelical fiction indicates that American evangelical authors and readers 

engage in and engage with the cultural myths that surround the making and meaning of 

America. 

In the context of evangelical perceptions of the United States' role as a Christian 

nation, imagined worlds in fiction novels implicitly bolster mythic constructions of a 

nostalgic “Christian past.” While not necessarily a “golden age” of Christian society, 

these narratives often present a clear message by attaching meaning to the past—

especially the nineteenth century—as a simpler, more Christian period, in a time where 

it is implicitly assumed to be easier for (white) Christians to be Christians. An inherent 
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consequence in evoking America’s “Christian heritage” is a sense that they see 

themselves as the only true Americans. In other words, to be American is to be 

evangelical. At the same time, however, also evident is a distancing of the current 

conditions, criticising America’s concessions to secular humanism and bemoaning 

America’s secularised direction.  

Evangelical fiction connects contemporary evangelical interests with 

conservative political values and popular culture pleasures. Fiction is a means through 

which to articulate cultural beliefs, experiences, and visions as well as entertain. In 

addition to being “agenda driven,” as Anita Gandolfo puts it, Christian fiction also 

address topical issues within American society, and just as importantly, urges their 

readers to connect these narratives to their own place and position within the historical 

moment they find themselves in.  

The 2001 terrorist attacks and subsequent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 

provided, and continue to provide, such instances of historical moments that found their 

way into the pages of evangelical fiction and so engaged its readers on a topical level. 

As the novels studied here demonstrate, evangelical popular fiction framed these events 

in certain ways and attributed the ideals of a unified, good, and strong America to them. 

In his 2006 address to the nation, President George W. Bush declared of the war against 

terrorism that “The war against this enemy is more than a military conflict. It is the 

decisive ideological struggle of the 21
st
 century, and the calling of our generation.”

468 

Accordingly, evangelical fiction, as product of popular culture, is an area rife with 

ideological battle lines. Certainly the notion of a “culture war” is a powerful one that is 

manifested not only within fiction but also just as forcefully in public rhetoric. As 

influential evangelical psychologist James Dobson famously wrote: “Nothing short of a 

great Civil War of Values rages today throughout North America. Two sides with vastly 

different and incompatible world views are locked in a bitter conflict that permeates 

every level of society.”
469

 This manifestation of a culture war is perhaps nowhere more 

evident or polarising than in the debate over abortion, the focus of the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 6: 

Babies, Bodies, and Faith: Evangelical Anti-abortion discourses in  
Christian Fiction 

 

In the decades since Roe v. Wade first legalised abortion in January 1973, 

abortion continues to be one of the most contentious moral issues in United States 

politics and society. Kristin Luker aptly describes the abortion debate as “something that 

illuminates our deepest, and sometimes our dearest, beliefs.”
470

 As recent as 2010, 

debates in the media and public politics coalesced around the exact nature of abortion 

funding President Barack Obama would allot in his national healthcare reform package. 

While scholars have seen a general softening in attitudes toward abortion in 

contemporary society, evangelical Christians have become the notable exception, as the 

strongest opponents of abortion rights.
471

 For many evangelical Christians, abortion 

strikes at the very heart of what constitutes the value of human life. For others, a 

woman’s right to choose and control her own reproductive capacity are central to the 

abortion debate.
472

 What makes the debates surrounding abortion so complicated is that, 

as sociologists John Hoffmann and Sherrie Johnson point out, “it is a legal, political, and 

social issue that transcends many fundamental dimensions, including moral, familial, 

human rights, and the variety of worldviews that exists in contemporary society.”
473

  

These debates and polarized opinions towards abortion are further evidence of 

the American “culture wars.” The culture wars thesis was first detailed by sociologist 

James Hunter in 1991. In Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America, Hunter 

described a substantial realignment and polarization that had transformed American 

culture and politics in the latter part of the twentieth century. The issues that divide 

Americans—abortion, gay rights, affirmative action, school prayer and education—
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reflected profound moral and religious differences of ideas and beliefs about truth and 

signalled “cultural conflict at its deepest level.”
474

 This culture war drew its frontlines 

along deep-seated ideological conflicts and differing worldviews created by “the 

impulse toward orthodoxy and the impulse toward progressivism.”
475

 Hoffmann and 

Johnson encapsulate the crux of the complexities of competing, dividing conflicts when 

they state that abortion is not only “highly symbolic, but, as a cultural marker, it also 

cuts to the core of people’s attitudes toward life, moral behavior, and the fettering of 

freedom.”
476

 The abortion issue can function thus as a critical indicator for discerning 

which side of the cultural divide Americans lean toward.  

A constant theme throughout this dissertation has been that popular Christian 

novels are a fruitful resource for analysing and exploring the discourses and 

perspectives that evangelicals use to articulate and make sense of the world around 

them. The novels chosen for analysis in this chapter are a selective, cross-section of 

texts focusing on abortion from each of the subgenres explored in previous chapters, 

allowing for more nuanced readings of the ways in which each of these narratives work 

out and articulate its anti-abortion stance.  

Most importantly, these anti-abortion discourses may help to explain the trend 

that Hoffman and Johnson detect within evangelical culture where younger evangelicals 

are increasing opposing abortion on any grounds, including as a result of rape.
477

 The 

Atonement Child and Joy reflect and to some degree perhaps shape this rising tide of 

opposition to abortion even in traumatic circumstances. Hoffmann and Johnson 

conclude that “the increasing opposition among Evangelicals to both elective and 

traumatic abortion suggests that their subculture has entrenched or increased its 

distinctiveness about at least one issue that has powerful moral, political, and social 

underpinnings,”
478

 I posit that these Christian fiction novels may go a long way in 

accounting for this political and cultural shift evident among younger evangelicals 

toward abortion.  

These narratives published between 1995 and 2002 suggest that Hunter’s culture 

war thesis has considerable merit with contemporary evangelicals, but in different ways 
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and to different degrees. It should also be pointed out that, apart from the Left Behind 

series whose very premise is active participation to frustrate the Antichrist’s latter day 

machinations, these novels are constructed from the point of view of ordinary 

evangelicals and not those who are socially or politically active, such as, for example, 

the pro-life organization Operation Rescue of late 1980s notoriety. 

The first section gives a historical overview of American evangelical attitudes 

toward abortion, focusing on the politicization of abortion by the Christian Right in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, thereby offering a context in which to ground critical 

analyses of the novels’ discourses. The second section explores the way in which the 

Left Behind series discusses abortion through the figure of Hattie Durham, suggesting 

that the books make use of the abortion rhetoric typical of 1980s Christian Right 

politics. The next section examines Francine Rivers’ wide-ranging and in-depth novel, 

The Atonement Child. Rivers presents the story of a young white Christian woman’s 

rape and subsequent pregnancy to tackle questions of the physical, emotional and 

spiritual impacts of abortion. Lastly, like The Atonement Child, Victoria Christopher 

Murray’s novel Joy presents the story of Anya Mitchell, a successful Black Christian 

woman who becomes pregnant after rape. Joy frames Anya’s decision whether or not to 

abort her unborn child around questions of her personal faith. 

  

Evangelicals and the Abortion Debate in the late Twentieth-Century 

According to a 2009 survey, Americans with religious beliefs are continually the 

strongest supporters of pro-life views, with seventy-four percent of white evangelicals 

and fifty-eight percent of Black Protestants saying that abortion is morally wrong.
479

 In 

the past, American evangelicals were not always as vehemently opposed toward 

abortion as they are today. Before Roe v. Wade, abortion was largely considered to be a 

religious or moral issue debated primarily among doctors and religious leaders. After the 

ruling, however, it became one of the most intensely disputed and politically-charged 

issues in the United States.  

Historically opposition to abortion was not always a part of evangelical 

discourse. Prior to the 1970s it was considered largely a “Catholic issue” with little 

internal debate among evangelical leaders. It was only after the Roe v. Wade decision 

that abortion became politicised within conservative evangelicalism.
480

 As Susan 
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Harding succinctly says “There is little record of organized public opposition to abortion 

by conservative Protestants in the twentieth century until the late 1970s”
481

 Indeed, even 

Jerry Falwell, a vocal opponent of abortion throughout the 1980s, condemned political 

activism as late as 1965, preaching that: 

We have a message of redeeming grace through a crucified and risen Lord. 

Nowhere are we told to reform the externals. We are not told to wage wars 

against bootleggers, liquor stores, gamblers, murderers, prostitutes, racketeers, 

prejudiced persons or institutions, or any other existing evil as such. The gospel 

does not clean up the outside but rather regenerates the inside.[...] believing the 

Bible as I do, I would find it impossible to stop preaching the pure saving gospel 

of Jesus Christ, and begin doing anything else—including fighting communism 

or participating in civil rights reforms. Preachers are not called to be politicians 

but soul-winners.
482

  

 

Fifteen years later, Falwell would write Listen, America!, a key and influential text that 

would underscore the essence of the emerging political Christian Right by outlining its 

key social and moral concerns including abortion.
483

 In a large part, Falwell’s shift 

towards a politicised religion was due to evangelical anxieties concerning a diminished 

evangelical social influence through increased competing political voices resulting from 

the legacy of the civil rights movement, and particularly those rising from the feminist 

and counter-culture movements. 

The impact Roe v. Wade had on American conservatives cannot be overstated. It 

signalled a deeply felt transformation of the American political and social landscape for 

evangelicals and fundamentalists. The magnitude and importance of this court ruling 

was noted not only amongst conservative Christians. A 2008 report from the Pew Forum 

on Religion and Public Life identifies the Roe v. Wade decision as “one of the most 

significant decisions” to be passed by the Supreme Court and is, in terms of the public 

attention it garnered, rivalled only by Brown v. Board of Education case in 1954, which 

enabled school desegregation. “Unlike Brown,” the report goes on to state, “Roe has 

remained controversial in the decades since it was decided.”
484

 

It was the controversial nature of the abortion issues that catalysed the formation 

of the Christian Right and political organisations such as the Moral Majority, Concerned 

Women for America, and Focus on the Family. As a strategic alliance of political and 
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religious conservatives, the Christian Right hoped to mobilise political action by 

politicising and prioritising moral concerns. The transformation of opposition to 

abortion as an integral part of evangelical discourse and a key Christian Right policy 

came about in a large part through the legacy of intellectual culture critic turned 

Christian Right supporter Francis A. Schaeffer.
485

 

Historians Barry Hankins and Mark Noll, and political scientist D. Michael 

Lindsay, amongst others, indicate that Francis Schaeffer was one of the first influential 

evangelical leaders to be conscious of abortion as a moral issue.
486

 Long before the 

abortion issue came onto to his radar, Francis Schaeffer was by the early 1970s already 

a fairly well-known figure with a significant influence on the then young generation of 

American evangelicals. By attempting to base anti-abortion arguments in reason and 

philosophical logic, Schaeffer provided the emerging Christian Right with the rhetorical 

tools and approaches that would shape pro-life discourse.  

A pastor from Pennsylvania, Schaeffer lived in Switzerland from the 1950s to 

the 1970s and established L’Abri (literally “the shelter”) in 1955. Originally a chalet in 

the Alps (more chalets were later added as needed), L’Abri had an open-door policy— 

Michael Lindsay describes it as “a quasi-commune”—for visitors and students from all 

over the world seeking answers to intellectual and philosophical questions about 

Christianity.
487

 During the 1970s Schaeffer published two key books (with 

accompanying films) that influenced the emerging Christian Right and would help form 

the basis of the early Christian Right’s anti-abortion discourse. In 1976, Schaeffer 

published How Should We Then Live?, in the last quarter of which he commenced an 

exposition of the alarming cultural significance of abortion for American society and 

values. Barry Hankins identifies Francis Schaeffer’s book and film as comprising “a call 

to culture war, and the 1973 Roe v Wade Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion 

was central to this call.”
488

 

What disturbed Schaeffer most was what he saw as the arbitrary nature of the 

medical and legal grounds of the 1973 ruling. He argued that although a fertilized 

embryo has all the “genetic potential for becoming a human being” there was no 

consensus among medical experts as to when human life begins and what comprises a 
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person.
489

 Despite this lack of agreement the Court, as Schaeffer saw it, arbitrarily 

decided to deny the foetus legal personhood. In a similar vein, Schaeffer found the 

ruling to be arbitrary legally. Citing law professor Joseph Witherspoon, he further 

argued that Roe v Wade demonstrated a violation of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth 

Amendments. The purpose of the Amendments were to guarantee that never again could 

the state consider any class of human being as less then persons, as occurred in the Dred 

Scott case in 1857 that ruled African Americans were chattel slaves. Schaeffer believed 

that the Supreme Court had ignored these precedents.
490

 

The connection between abortion rights discourse and legal personhood has also 

had implications on notions of citizenship. Cultural studies scholar Lauren Berlant sees 

the construction of foetal personhood by the pro-life conservative Right (what she calls 

the Reaganite Right) as signifying a transformation in the meanings of American 

citizenship.
491

 Echoing Schaeffer to some degree, Berlant notes that these 

transformations, bound up by the concept of foetal personhood, “are of a scale 

unmatched in American history since the enfranchisement of African Americans in 

1868.” In making this vital point she notes that “unlike the African American subject, 

the foetus has no autonomous body. And unlike the African American subject, the 

foetus had no voice and thus cannot partake of the kinds of agency recognized in the 

protocols of the political public sphere.”
492

  

While the foetus may not have a voice, questions over foetal personhood and 

citizenship remain contentious and have become further complicated with the 

introduction of the Unborn Victims of Violence Act in 2004.
493

 Under this law, a person 

responsible for a crime against a pregnant woman could be convicted twice: for harm to 

the woman and to the foetus. By expanding the definition of a child to include a “child 
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in utero,” the law consequently set a precedent by extending protection and ascribing 

social citizenship to the foetus. Although legal abortion is currently protected from this 

law, what effect this will have on the future of the abortion debate remains unclear. 

Francis Schaeffer’s influence on evangelical anti-abortion rhetoric beginning 

with his book How Shall We Then Live? was cemented with the subsequent publication 

of Whatever Happened to the Human Race? (1979) co-written with C. Everett Koop, 

Ronald Reagan’s future surgeon general. Whatever Happened to the Human Race?, 

together with its five-part film series, which was distributed throughout the evangelical 

grassroots church network, further elucidated the argument against abortion that 

calcified the Christian Right position. Susan Harding identifies this film series as 

establishing “the framework within which” the anti-abortion stance “came to be 

understood as the modal, “traditional” Christian position.”
494

 

For many conservative evangelicals coming of age in the 1980s, the five-part 

film series cemented the idea of abortion as a cultural marker of societal degradation. In 

one memorable scene, hundreds of baby dolls lie in what looks like melting snow as C. 

Everett Koop talks to the viewer about abortion. As the camera pans and zooms out, 

viewers realise the dolls are in fact floating in the middle of the Dead Sea. As the Dead 

Sea is the assumed site of Sodom and Gomorrah the visual image conveys a strong 

symbolic gesture of what could await the United States. Hence the film series, as 

Harding rightly determines, “created and popularized a good many of the subsequent 

staple pro-life rhetorical stances, including highly compelling ethical, historical, and 

biblical rationales for born-again Christian activism more generally.”
495

 

All in all, Schaeffer saw abortion as a critical symptom of something 

substantially wrong with society. The alarming disregard for human life, he believed, 

was symbolic of a society in decline. And once society no longer respected life, he 

argued, then it was on a slippery slope to other disturbing possibilities such as 

euthanasia of the elderly and the clinically brain-dead and the potential for authoritarian 

government in the United States.
496

 The articulation of the “slippery slope” is a crucial 

concept in Christian Right reasoning (and conservative Christianity more generally) and 

invariably resurfaces again and again in anti-abortion writings. Take, for example, Tim 

LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins Left Behind-related non-fiction book, Are We Living in the 

End Times? Written some two decades after Schaeffer, they asked, “Considering our 
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nation’s attitude toward the wanton killing of the unborn, should it surprise us that many 

today are calling for the legalized killing of the elderly?...We shudder for our nation’s 

future when already we have such a low regard for life.”
497

  

It is perhaps unsurprising that the language of the “slippery slope” has such a 

powerful cachet amongst evangelicals, given that the concept allows abortion to be 

articulated in connection to other evangelical moral concerns and fears within American 

society. As Sara Diamond says of the Christian Right of the 1980s, “the abortion issue 

was fundamentally unique in that it begged life-and-death philosophical questions that 

cannot be solved in the realm of legal and public policy decision making. The abortion 

issue offered little room for compromise. If one’s beliefs equated abortion with murder, 

then the imperative to act was urgent.”
498

 Abortion became an issue that allowed the 

Christian Right to call for the state's renewal as an enforcer of traditional morality. The 

abortion issue therefore fit “both reformist and resistance tactics” of the Christian 

Right.
499

 

More than anything, for LaHaye and other members of the Christian Right the 

abortion issue became central to a premillennialist discourse outlining the fall of 

American society and signalling the end-times.
500

  As Harding conveys, Christian Right 

leaders and preachers “pulled opposition to abortion into the very heart of what it meant 

to be a born-again Christian, made it a sign of faith and a gospel that must be preached 

far and wide.”
501

 In seeking to answer the question posed in their book’s title, Are We 

Living in the End Times?, LaHaye and Jenkins found America perilously close, citing 

abortion as “the greatest evidence” of a coming Tribulation: 

 “The rise in drive-by shootings, rapes, muggings, and murders are horrible 

enough. But the greatest evidence that Tribulation-like living has already 

gripped our society is the government’s attitude toward murdering the most 

innocent and weakest among us, the unborn. From the Supreme Court to the 

White House to Congress and throughout the nation, officials do nothing to halt 

the murder of more than one and a half million unborn babies every year—more 

than 40 million since 1973, when Roe v. Wade made abortion legal!”
502

 

 

Importantly, it is this Christian Rightist discourse and politics that informs and echoes 

throughout LaHaye and Jenkins’ framing of abortion in their fiction. Accordingly, 

abortion on demand was a pre-eminent example of the breakdown of traditional 

morality. Furthermore, it was no coincidence that the Christian Right movement tied the 
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anti-abortion cause to its broader family values agenda in the 1980s, the same time as 

the phrase “prayer warrior” became a popular idiom within evangelicalism due partly to 

Frank Peretti’s novels, This Present Darkness and Piercing the Darkness.  

 

No Foetus Left Behind: Anti-abortion discourse in the Left Behind series 

The anti-abortion focus in Left Behind exhibits a rhetoric that strongly aligns 

with traditional Christian Right perspectives that have firmly focused on the trope of the 

foetus since the late 1970s. Considering Tim LaHaye’s background as a major figure in 

the Christian Right it is unsurprising that the Left Behind series exhibits suspicions of 

mainstream U.S. culture similar to those of the early Christian Right. Whereas the 

Christian Right lament abortion as symptomatic of societal decline and warn of a future 

national reckoning, LaHaye and Jenkins embed their opposition to abortion within the 

context of the earth’s last days where that day of reckoning has already taken place.  

  Long before there is any talk of abortion in the novels, LaHaye and Jenkins 

pointedly illustrate that the Rapture will ultimately decide any debate. And in effect, the 

Rapture ruptures abortion-rights arguments about the foetus, while at the same time 

reinforcing the sanctity and personhood of the foetus/baby. All foetuses are raptured, 

simultaneously vanishing from earth with the rest of the faithful. By rapturing not just 

children and saved adults but also all unborn children, God, as portrayed in Left Behind, 

has the ultimate, final word on the abortion debate, demonstrating that all unborn 

children belong to God. In a highly memorable scene in the first novel, Rayford watches 

news footage showing a video clip of a woman in childbirth, the woman delivers no 

baby, only the placenta:  

 a woman in labor, about to go into the delivery room, who was suddenly barren. 

 Doctors delivered the placenta. Her husband had caught the disappearance of the 

 fetus on tape…CNN reran the footage in superslow motion, showing the woman 

 going from very pregnant to nearly flat stomached, as if she had instantaneously 

 delivered.
503

  

 

The implication is obvious: God is clearly on the side of the foetus. In describing a 

Rapture where pregnancies in all phases vanish, Left Behind implicitly states that 

foetuses inherently have the same human status, and righteousness as the rest of the 

raptured.  

When conversations concerning abortion are introduced in the series, appearing 

substantially in three of the first four books, these conversations revolve largely around 
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the figure of Hattie Durham.
 504

 Because Hattie continues to be an unconverted character 

throughout most of the novels, she often represents the authors’ perceptions of an 

unbeliever Amy Frykholm observed that the readers she interviewed commonly found 

Hattie annoying and the “quintessential nonbeliever.”
505

 Part this annoyance with Hattie 

stems from the way she invariably functions as a mouthpiece for stereotypical 

depictions of secular (and unconverted) Americans who support abortion rights. 

Consider, for example, the following notable exchange between Hattie and Rayford. Not 

long after the rapture, Hattie shares her concerns in a phone conversation with Rayford 

about her sister, a pregnancy clinic employer who has “zero business”:  

“Well, that would make sense, given the disappearance of unborn babies.” 

“My sister didn’t sound too happy about that.” 

“Hattie, I imagine everyone’s horrified by that. Parents are grieving all over the 

world.” 

“But the women my sister and her people were counseling wanted abortions.” 

Rayford groped for a pertinent response. “Yes, so maybe those women are 

grateful they didn’t have to go through the abortion itself.” 

“Maybe, but my sister and her bosses and the rest of the staff are out of work 

now until people start getting pregnant again.” 

“I get it. It’s a money thing.” 

“They have to work. They have expenses and families.” 

“And aside from abortion counseling and abortions, they have nothing to do?” 

“Nothing. Isn’t that awful? I mean, whatever happened put my sister and a lot of 

people like her out of business, and nobody really knows yet whether anyone 

will be able to get pregnant again.” 

Rayford had to admit he had never found Hattie guilty of brilliance, but now he 

wished he could look into her eyes. “Hattie, um, I don’t know how to ask this. 

But are you saying your sister is hoping women can get pregnant again so they’ll 

need abortion and she can keep working?” 

“Well, sure. What is she going to do otherwise? Counseling jobs in other fields 

are pretty hard to come by, you know…Rayford, that’s her job. That’s what the 

center is all about. It’s sort of like owning a gas station and nobody needing gas 

or oil or tires anymore.” 

“Supply and demand.” 

“Exactly! See? They need unwanted pregnancies because that’s their business.” 

“Sort of like doctors wanting people to be sick or injured so they have something 

to do?” 

“Now you’ve got it, Rayford.”
506

 

 

Hattie is depicted here as a silly woman, ignorant of the real issue at stake—the 

sanctity of life—instead underscoring the business incentives of those in the abortion 

“industry.” Abortion providers are represented as adversaries of the foetus, who supply 

them with the means to a career and wealth. They are, in effect, cruel business people 
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with an eye on profits, interested in pregnant women and their foetuses not for their 

spiritual worth but for their financial value. Abortion clinic employees are depicted as 

indifferent and unsympathetic to their clients as a gas station attendant is towards gas or 

oil, seeing their clients purely in economic terms of “supply and demand.” In 

comparison to Hattie, Rayford is portrayed as a reliable character groping to find 

pertinent responses to Hattie’s reasoning, wondering if she is serious about her claims. 

Possibilities for elucidating more anti-abortion politics in the novels are further 

drawn out when Hattie herself later considers abortion after becoming pregnant with 

Nicolae Carpathia’s child. Whilst quickly becoming the Antichrist’s lover in Tribulation 

Force, Hattie is no longer enamoured with Nicolae by the third novel, Nicolae, and 

begins to suspect his true nature. Much attention is spent in Nicolae on Hattie and her 

unborn child, or as Michael Standaert declares with tongue-thoroughly-in-cheek: 

“throughout the book the members of the Tribulation Force debate with Hattie and 

attempt to sway her from deciding to abort the Antichrist’s child, quite a dilemma if 

ever there was one.”
507

 Indeed, LaHaye and Jenkins pass over this irony briefly because, 

I suspect, dwelling on the possibilities will ultimately detract from their anti-abortion 

agenda. 

Moreover, when Hattie first finds out she is pregnant she expresses uncertainty 

about carrying her pregnancy to term. In another conversation, Rayford asks Hattie what 

she thinks her options are:    

“I know there are only three, Rayford. Every woman has to consider these three 

options when she’s pregnant.” 

Not every woman, Rayford thought. 

Hattie had continued: “I can carry it to term and keep it, which I don’t want to 

do. I can put it up for adoption, but I’m not sure I want to endure the entire 

pregnancy and birth process. And, of course, I can terminate the pregnancy.” 

“What does that mean exactly?” 

“What do you mean ‘what does that mean?’” Hattie had said. “Terminate the 

pregnancy means terminate the pregnancy.” 

“You mean have an abortion?” 

Hattie had stared at him like he was an imbecile. “Yes! What did you think I 

meant?” 

“Well, it just seems you’re using language that makes it sound like the easiest 

option.” 

“It is the easiest option, Rayford.”
508

 

 

Left Behind, then, portrays Hattie Durham as a woman who justifies abortion for selfish 

reasons and as someone who utilises euphemistic language to mask the realities of 

abortion. As Jeanne Ludlow rightly points out, connotatively “baby” and “child” are 
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much more emotionally-charged terms than “foetus” and inherently impart personhood 

onto the foetus in their use.
509

 In framing it as “the easiest option,” Left Behind makes 

the political statement that those who support abortion rights are only concerned with 

the self-interested desires of the pregnant woman to the disregard of the right to life of 

the foetus/baby. It is a rhetoric that tends to play on conservative American fears of 

feminist and supposedly anti-motherhood sentiments. Indeed, “feminism’s 'attack' on 

full-time motherhood” has been a prominent theme throughout the career of major 

culture warrior James Dobson.
510

 Sally Gallagher has argued such gender-essentialists 

show “hostility toward feminism” even as some are not hostile to feminism but see it as 

hostile to Christianity because it rejects notions of authority.
511

 

As Hattie tells Rayford, “the worst scenario would be to let a pregnancy run 

through its entire course, go through all that discomfort, then go through the pain of 

labor.”
512

 Her argument becomes an all-encompassing, all-embracing defence used by 

women who want to abort as perceived by Left Behind and consequently Christian Right 

politics. Hattie’s argument is constructed as employing a framework of associating 

support for abortion with feminism and anti-motherhood sentiments. More simply, it is 

portrayed as self-centred, viewing the foetus as an encroachment on the body of the 

woman. For instance, after stating that abortion is “the best and simplest solution,” 

Hattie clarifies saying it is the best and simplest “For me, I know. Sometimes you have 

to look out for yourself. When I left my job and ran off to New York to be with Nicolae, 

I thought I was finally doing something for Hattie. Now I don’t like what I did for 

Hattie, so I need to do something else for Hattie. Understand?”
513

 

Therefore, in the Left Behind books Hattie Durham functions largely as a means 

for continuing the sermon about abortion. In these dialogues she takes on the role of a 

foil character to Rayford, taking the side of abortion supporters to Rayford’s defence of 

the foetus’s right to life. Further, by showing Rayford’s point of view in every 

conversation, LaHaye and Jenkins portray Rayford’s stance as mature and well-

balanced, therefore, the correct view on abortion. Hattie’s responses repetitively confirm 

the rightist stereotypic perceptions towards women who choose to have abortions, a 

paradigm of the foetus as victim and the woman as antagonist. Hattie is thus selfish and 

irresponsible. In the paradigm presented in Left Behind, the foetus is presented as the 
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victim and the woman complicit in its victimisation. In a key scene, Rayford asks 

Hattie: 

“My question is, who’s looking out for that child’s best interest?...perhaps you 

regret the idea of having a child at all and would not be the best mother for it. I 

don’t think you can shirk responsibility for it the way a rape or incest victim 

might be justified in doing. 

“But even in those cases, the solution isn’t to kill the innocent party, is it? 

Something is wrong, really wrong, and so people defend their right to choose. 

What they choose, of course, is not just the end of a pregnancy, not just an 

abortion, it’s the death of a person. But which person? One of the people who 

made a mistake? One of the people who committed a rape or incest? Or one of 

the people who got pregnant out of wedlock? No, the solution is always to kill 

the most innocent party of all.”
514

  

 

Here Rayford uses an argumentative form that implies deductive certainty, inferring that 

rape or incest victims can be “justified” in “shirking responsibility” for an unborn child 

but “even in those cases, the solution...is always to kill the most innocent party of all.” 

As a person involved in pro-life organisations, Paul Swope has called attention to what 

he sees as anti-abortion advocates’ “failure to communicate” to American women and 

the public. Accordingly, Swope perceptively notes the basis of this communicational 

failure is that pro-life supporters perceive it as “morally obvious that one cannot 

simultaneously hold that “abortion is killing” and “abortion is legal.” As such, the focus 

of much of their efforts comes in trying to show that the foetus is a baby. “They assume 

that if the humanity of the unborn is understood, the consequent moral imperative, 

“killing a baby is wrong,” will naturally follow, and women will choose life for their 

unborn children.”
515

 

However, by focusing on foetal rights the real and important needs and 

circumstances of the woman involved tends to be overlooked. Attempting to convince 

Hattie one last time Rayford tells her, “Just chalk it up to somebody standing up for the 

rights of someone who can’t defend him- or herself. If you won’t stand up for your 

child, somebody has to.”
516

 For Rayford it is self-evident that Hattie’s foetus is the 

“most innocent party of all.” He believes that her unborn child has a right to life that 

trumps all other justifications and supposed rights. In a moment of self-reflection 

Rayford attempts to stress his understanding and empathy with women and their bodies: 

He believed it, and he was convinced it was God’s view. It made sense to him. 

But he also knew she could reject it out of hand simply because he was a man. 

How could he understand? No one was suggesting what he could or could not do 
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with his own body. He had wanted to tell her he understood that, but again, what 

if that unborn child was a female? 

Who was standing up for the rights of that woman’s body?
517

 

 

As argued in an earlier chapter, Rayford’s depiction as a predominantly rational and 

intelligent character functions largely to counter portrayals of evangelicals as 

unintelligent and unsophisticated. The above passage exemplifies Rayford—and thus all 

who adhere to his arguments and beliefs—as well-reasoned and “willing” to stand up for 

the woman but in a way that stands up for the “unborn child.” However the connection 

between the foetuses as a potential woman whose rights are also to be protected strikes a 

strange chord. It is a strange chord because it puts the onus back onto the foetus while 

attempting to veil it in the language of women’s rights. Abortion rights supporters have 

long claimed that anti-abortion leaders “often effaced women’s needs and women’s 

voices” their focus on the foetus.
518

 The thoughts and arguments Rayford demonstrates 

and by extension LaHaye and Jenkins’s show a tepid effort to engage with the “other 

side” of abortion arguments. Above all, Left Behind fits the abortion rights, pro-choice 

perspective into a confined scenario that continually returns to pleading the case of the 

inviolable rights of the foetus, which must be protected from selfish women. 

The series’s discussion of abortion concludes by ultimately taken the decision 

away from Hattie. Hattie gives birth to a dead baby; later we learn that Carpathia 

poisoned her, killing the foetus. By restricting Hattie’s agency in the decision-making 

process and turning her into a passive victim, the novels foreshadow and anticipate 

Hattie’s conversion.
519

 Had Hattie decided and gone through an abortion, I suspect her 

conversion would have been more difficult to reconcile with readers. Implicitly, the 

dead baby is pre-emptive evidence of not only Hattie’s eventual conversion but also her 

innocence towards the foetus as well as Nicolae’s inhumanity as the Antichrist. That he 

is willing to kill Hattie and his baby, whom he considers an irksome “problem,” Nicolae 

is depicted as unsympathetic and uncompassionate much like women who consider 

abortions. Casting the blame for the death of Hattie’s baby solely on Nicolae’s 

shoulders, LaHaye and Jenkins implicitly align those favourable to abortion with the 

antichrist. 
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Whilst the Left Behind books portray the foetus as a victim and the woman as 

complicit in its victimisation, two other novels recast the traditionally feminist idea of 

“my body, my choice” into a powerful message shifting the perspective from women’s 

complicity to stress instead a discourse of the woman as much a victim as the foetus. 

 

Women and the Traumas of Abortion in The Atonement Child 

 “Dynah thought of her mother and grandmother. How many others suffered in 

silence, too ashamed and too terrified to speak about their pain? The world 

wouldn’t let them grieve for the children they had aborted. How could they 

when the rhetoric said there was no child? How does one grieve what doesn’t 

exist? No one wanted to admit the truth. Even those who never had part in a 

decision of life and death suffered. Like her father. 

She remembered a speaker at [New Life College] saying one-and-a-half million 

babies were aborted every year. His focus had been on the children lost. Now, 

she wondered how many mothers cried in anguish over their decision. How 

many fathers felt as helpless and angry as Joe? What of the men and women 

who married them later and lived in the shadow of death? What of their 

children? What of the generations to come? 

And it occurred to her, maybe that was why everyone said it didn’t exist. Not the 

child. Not the guilt. Not the consequences. 

“One decision can permeate your entire life,” Joe said grimly. 

Your family. Your community. Your nation.
520

 

 

 In contrast to the Left Behind series, Francine Rivers’ The Atonement Child 

(2000) shifts away from solely concentrating on the foetus to illustrating the dangers 

and potential long-lasting effects of abortion on women, tying the fate of the family to 

the fate of the nation. Rivers aims to reconfigure the rhetoric-laden phrase of “choice” 

to include women’s right not to have an abortion by allowing them an informed 

decision based on all the facts of potential medical risk. Additionally, Rivers argues that 

abortion, or rather the long-lasting consequences faced by women who have abortions, 

is a collective, national problem. Infusing her narrative with a sense of moral emergency 

facing the nation, Rivers depicts the impact of abortion and its physical, psychological, 

emotional and cultural risks as affecting women as well as men and entire communities. 

The Atonement Child presents the story of Dynah Carey, a young Christian 

woman struggling with the consequences of rape and the moral dilemma of abortion. 

After being adamantly against abortion her entire life Dynah suddenly finds herself 

facing the prospect of an abortion after being raped one night while on the way back to 

her college dorm. More confusing for Dynah is that fact that those around her such as 

her Christian parents who had previously taken a stand against abortion are now 
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advocating she undergo an abortion. The Atonement Child is a multilayered narrative 

about the ways in which society, including evangelical society, treat women who have 

or consider an abortion. Rivers’ novel portrays how even the most committed pro-life 

Christians can sometime fail to support a woman in the midst of a “crisis pregnancy.”  

As the narrative progresses Dynah finds out her mother had an elective abortion 

while at university before she met her father and that her grandmother underwent a 

therapeutic abortion against her wishes because of a life-threatening medical condition 

several decades earlier. For both women, burdened with the guilt and regret of children 

lost, their abortions continue to affect their relationships. Dynah’s mother Hannah, in 

particular, still has not come to grips with the abortion she had some two decades 

earlier:  

She had thought she had cried enough to last a lifetime when she was nineteen. 

Now she realized she’d had no clue what grief was. She hadn’t known how deep 

it could go or how long it could last and that there were ramifications she had 

never suspected…She flashed back, remembering the trailer parked beside a 

garbage dump miles out in the desert. She remembered the pain and humiliation, 

the sick fear and shame…And even after she had [had the abortion], she couldn’t 

stop wondering. 

What had [the doctor] done with the child he had scraped from her womb? What 

had happened to it? 

All the while, in her heart she knew. And grieved. Silently. Without anyone 

knowing. How else could a mother mourn her aborted child? She couldn’t share 

her grief with loved ones; they would never have understood. Not the birth. Not 

the death. She couldn’t even allow herself to express it for fear someone might 

ask the cause of her weeping. And so it became like a dark hole, bottomless, 

threatening to drag her down. 

Most of the time she could manage to forget. Or make herself forget by steel 

resolve and abject necessity. She had been good at that. 

And now the old pain came welling up from the grave of buried dreams.
521

 

 

Rivers presents Hannah’s anguish as a silent disease that consumes her. It also becomes 

a contributing factor in her strained marriage with Doug Carey. Unable to become 

pregnant and suffering several miscarriages early in their marriage, Hannah comes to 

believe that her past abortion was a key factor in her infertility. Thus after several 

miscarriages Dynah’s birth is a miracle for Hannah. Dynah’s grandmother Evie had 

undergone an involuntary therapeutic abortion in the 1950s for health reasons and 

decades later confesses: “my abortion was legal…It was an act of violation and violence 

upon me such as I will never forget.”
522

 For the three generations of women presented in 

The Atonement Child abortion leaves deep scars. 
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 The symbolic significance of the three women’s names is important to point out 

here. Dynah’s name parallels Jewish patriarch Jacob’s daughter, Dinah who is also a 

victim of rape in the Old Testament. In addition, Hannah refers to the Old Testament 

woman who, while barren, asked God to give her a son who would be raised dedicated 

to God. This foreshadows Dynah’s deeply entrenched Christian upbringing by her 

parents. And lastly, Dynah’s grandmother Evie is symbolic of Eve. Typologically, Evie 

operates within the narrative as the first to transgress and set off repercussions of 

generational sin. On another level, Dynah’s mother and grandmother represent a cycle 

of suffering in silence. In her novel’s dedication, Francine Rivers expresses that The 

Atonement Child is for “all those who live with the anguish of abortion, and to their 

families who suffer with them in secret and in silence.”
523

 Rivers argues that women and 

men suffer from the short- and long-term effects of abortion and that abortion adds to 

the trauma of rape. 

 In showing the guilt and emotional repercussions from Hannah’s elective 

abortion and Evie’s therapeutic one, it is inferred that if Dynah goes ahead with her own 

abortion, then she will add to the trauma sustained from the rape and have to live with 

the guilt that follows.  Rivers asserts that “A lot of people think abortion just involves 

the woman, that it’s her decision alone, and that’s not true.” “Every person in this 

story,” she continues, “feels the impact of abortion in some way, which I believe is true 

in our society. We often don’t even have a clue about how someone’s choice impacts us. 

I think there’s a real undertow of guilt and grief in our country because of abortion.”
524

 

Rivers questions the safety and legality of abortion, but also the physical and 

emotional ramifications on the women who undergo the procedure. Among the physical 

consequences of abortion The Atonement Child cites sepsis, increased risks of future 

miscarriage and permanent infertility, increased risk of breast cancer, and the death of 

the woman. These are, Francine Rivers lists in addition to the often long-term 

psychological consequences including overwhelming feelings of guilt and shame, 

problems in personal relationships, self-esteem problems, and suicide. 

In outlining the medical dangers women face, the novel owes much to the 

influence of pro-life rhetoric that emerged in the 1980s. The novel marries the 

evangelical moral standpoint on abortion with the physical and psychological dangers. 

This framing is not an innovation, however, but a revival of older anti-abortion 

discourses that go as far back at the 1860s and 1870s campaigns led by physicians 
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seeking to outlaw abortion for the medical dangers to women until the late 1960s and 

1970s when the issues became politicised.
525

 

Since the 1970s the debate over abortion has been framed as battle between the 

human rights of the unborn and the reproductive rights of women. Undergirding The 

Atonement Child’s narrative is Rivers’ drive to reframe of this debate to include women 

as victims of abortion along with foetuses. In arguing that abortion harms women, 

Rivers uses the language of women’s rights to challenge the rubric of 1970s feminism 

that abortion is an indispensable part of women’s sexual equality and well-being. She 

insists instead that many women who have abortions are uninformed of the dangers. 

Rivers aims to reconfigure the popular political meaning of “pro-choice,” advocating 

“right choice” for women potentially facing an abortion, as Dynah’s exclaims when her 

fiancé urges her to abort while she’s uncertain: “I have a right to think about it. It’s my 

body, isn’t it? My life. We do live in a free country last I heard. I’m supposed to have a 

choice.”
526

 Rivers frames Dynah’s hesitation to abort in terms of American ideals of free 

will individualism, taking on the language of women’s rights to their own body which 

has traditionally been the domain of pro-choice rhetoric. 

Integral to this process of choice that Rivers wants to put into practice is the right 

of informed consent by which women are given all the facts of the potential physical 

and psychological risks and side-effects. Using the language of women’s rights, Rivers’ 

novel warns that by not being given all the facts women are being discriminated against. 

In one scene at an abortion clinic, for example, the managing director berates a young 

employee for attempting to answer all of a would-be patient’s questions:  

“she left. Scared to death because of you. Brenda, dear, there’s a reason we train 

you as we do. I thought you understood.” 

“I do understand, but a woman has a right to an informed decision.” 

“She wasn’t a woman! She was a child! A child in trouble and needing a way 

out, and we offered those services to her! Now what’s she going to do?” It 

would do no good whatsoever to tell Brenda that even the Supreme Court agreed 

that a woman didn’t need to know very much and, in fact, agreed that the less 

they knew the better.”
527

 

 

The argument presented by the abortion clinic director is framed as a callous and 

shallow perspective that does not address the real issue at hand. Implicit in the director’s 

argument is the pervading sense of underlying discrimination against women’s own 
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abilities to make their own informed decisions. Further, the director is more agitated at 

the loss of potential profit than concerned about the women. She fumes that Brenda's 

answers “scared clients right out the front door. Two this morning. Six hundred dollars 

gone. Stupid girl!”
528

  Indeed the abortion industry is presented as a money-driven one 

and, echoing Left Behind’s view, existing mostly for capitalistic purposes. In Rivers’ 

view breaking down the walls of uninformed and misleading consent is paramount. And 

the more women know about the procedure and its physical and psychological risks, 

Rivers believes, then it follows the real choice will be clear: women will opt not to have 

an abortion. 

The Atonement Child contends that the idea of abortion as being the woman’s 

choice alone is an inadequate, false argument that is culturally harmful. Further the 

novel claims that such rhetoric creates a lack in the dialogue leading to silence about the 

emotional pain women may feel after an abortion in a large part because society tells 

them that it is their choice. This is captured in a scene when Hannah’s pastor ruminates 

on the sense of inconsistency in the rhetoric of choice embedded in support for abortion 

rights. He reflects:   

“How could a woman who had an abortion not feel guilt or some sense of 

remorse? How could she justify what she’d done? Whom else could she blame 

when everyone was telling her it’s her choice? Without facing the truth...How 

could she be restored? How could she be free?...With such a foundation, it was 

little wonder some closed themselves in behind walls or lashed out at one 

another or chose death. Families crumbled. Communities writhed in turmoil. An 

entire nation was collapsing, and everyone was asking why.”
529

 

 

This passage highlights an important aspect of River’s message of the cultural impact of 

abortion and pro-choice rhetoric. Rivers believes that the guilt that women can feel after 

an abortion is a result of a real and inherent flaw in abortion rights rhetoric: with pro-

choice rhetoric “telling her it’s her choice” how could a woman not blame herself for 

the guilt she feels? Instead the novel portrays “choice” as a socially constructed idea 

that often pressures a woman into believing the decision to abort, and the consequences 

thereof, to be hers alone. The decision, Rivers believes, is always grounded in a 

complex cultural matrix of the relationships of a woman’s personal circumstances and 

beliefs, the opinions and attitudes of family and friends, as well as society at large. 

Rivers further contends that this liberal, pro-choice rhetoric of abortion as “a woman’s 

choice” masks the true issues at stake and inevitably leads to feelings of guilt 

compounded with an inability to voice problems because of the very language of choice 
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and which will lead to national collapse. In this way, the woman is framed as much a 

victim as her foetus.  

It is important to note the significance of constructing an anti-abortion narrative 

through the context of rape. A pregnancy resulting from rape establishes a paradigm in 

which the abortion-pregnancy association is presented as the worst-case scenario 

confronting women. In addition, it is also a rhetorical rejoinder to the frequently cited 

argument by advocates of abortion rights that abortion is justified in cases of rape. 

Further, framing the discussion through the lens of rape infers that because abortion is 

objectionable even in these worst-case scenarios, which according to the Guttmacher 

Institute, accounts for approximately one percent of all reported reasons for obtaining 

abortion, then cases of elective abortion have even less legitimate grounds.
 530

 In other 

words, the novel argues that the existence of very real social problems should not justify 

another evil. The rape-abortion connection operates to critique cultural perceptions that 

infer it is easier or more justifiable for a woman to have an abortion if the pregnancy is a 

result of rape. Rather, the novel implies that sympathy for a rape victim is often 

illegitimately shifted into support for abortion. Rivers suggests that instead of offering a 

quick-fix solution, rather the conflation of sympathy and thus the potential support for 

an abortion compounds the trauma of rape.  

There is a conspicuous failure to address the sexual violence in The Atonement 

Child. Yet Rivers' focus on the violence of abortion was deliberate. Rivers has stated on 

her website that rape and its impact “wasn’t the focus of the story.” Rather, she “wanted 

the story to be about the impact of abortion…to portray that even in the case of rape—

which many people say justifies abortion—abortion is always a very complex issue.”
531

 

Additionally, partly due to the cautious nature of Christian fiction genre’s depictions of 

sexuality and violence in general, and partly because Rivers’s muted allusions to 

abortion procedures make further description unnecessary. Instead, descriptions of 

“scraping” and “sucking” generate sufficient meaning-laden language for readers who 

do not necessarily have to know what they signify.
532

 The word “scrape,” for example, 

is particularly evocative for readers because it is connotative of leaving behind a 

mark—of marking the body even through removal—and reinforces abortion as an 

implicitly brutal, invasive act upon the female body. Furthermore, the association of 
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these descriptive sounds that are found in the everyday brings into stark contrast the 

procedure’s apparent ease in removing the foetus with the deep evangelical beliefs of 

the sanctity of human life.  

Yet, as much as Rivers critiques the abortion “industry” as a disseminator of 

misleading information, and American society more generally for misinforming 

women—whether wilfully or out of what she believes to be some misguided 

paternalistic sense of protection—Rivers also turns a critical lens inwards toward 

evangelical society. Rivers disapproves of those within Christian communities who 

avoid or ignore the suffering of women. As a novel primarily made up of evangelical 

readers, The Atonement Child makes the case that evangelical culture needs to be 

supportive of women facing these difficult decisions, offering compassion and practical 

alternatives to abortion. Connected to this contention is a critical consideration of what 

constitutes authentic faith and integrity and the ways in which these might manifest 

themselves in the context of a young Christian facing a crisis. Rivers strongly advocates 

for evangelical Christians to practice and live out what they believe. The onus, the novel 

points out, is on the Christian community to create a support system for women affected 

by unintended pregnancies. She argues that it is one thing to articulate and argue an 

ideological position, especially when arguing it is a moral and godly position, but quite 

another to ignore and disregard those previously held beliefs when faced with a crisis. 

Dynah captures the precarious line between morality in the abstract and hypocrisy in the 

practical when she expresses anger over the conflicting opinions voiced from those she 

knows are believers: “It’s the others, Joe. It’s the ones who should’ve known 

better…Those are the ones who’ve hurt me most…I knew the truth, Joe. I’ve always 

known. It’s as though God put it in me from the moment I was conceived. I was just too 

afraid to live it out.”
533

 

In many respects The Atonement Child is a novel about healing from the guilt of 

abortion. Rivers indicates that restoration and renewal are possible for women who have 

undergone an abortion and experienced the subsequent guilt and shame over their 

decision. Drawing on her own abortion experience, Francine Rivers expresses that The 

Atonement Child was the novel that was “the most personal and difficult to write” as she 

had “to face [her] own abortion experience.”
534

 Rivers says that the process of reliving 

her “abortion decision and experience was excruciating—but healing.” Rivers writes: 

“After twenty-six years of being imprisoned by guilt and shame, I was free through the 
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power and love of God. Though the book was the most heart-wrenching to write, it also 

proved to be the most life-changing. I’ve received countless letters from other post-

abortive women and have learned my experience is not unique. Our nation is filled with 

wounded men and women.”
535

 

 Accordingly, due to the determined focus on abortion, Dynah’s rape itself is 

pushed aside in favour of Rivers’s abortion agenda. Dynah never seems to suffer the 

after effects or trauma of rape, instead she is consumed by abortion issues facing herself 

and those around her. Given the amount of space Rivers devotes to addressing the 

trauma, violation, and guilt that abortion may inflict on a woman’s body, it makes the 

absence of any comparison or discussion about Dynah’s rape a significant and glaring 

omission.   

The Atonement Child’s strength and, perhaps to some degree, its weakness, is 

the fact that too many characters have a history with abortion in the novel, especially 

within Dynah’s own family. While working through her own decisions, Dynah 

discovers her mother and grandmother previously had abortions. It is more than obvious 

that Rivers uses these characters to comment on traumatic, elective, and therapeutic 

abortions respectively, yet the disclosure of the three types of abortion within one 

family weighs down and strains the narrative with unsubtle predictability. Even Joe, 

Dynah’s eventual love interest, has a connection to an abortion in his past. His former 

girlfriend aborted his child without telling him, which played a pivotal action in his 

decision to become a Christian and continues to haunt him. Rivers’s portrayal and 

development of her characters tend suffer from one-dimensionality for the sake of 

delivering the pro-life message to readers.  

Rivers’s novel both reflects and shapes current evangelical abortion discourses. 

It reflects long-standing evangelical arguments present in Christian Right literature but 

it also shifts the focus to include the woman. The framing of the woman as victim 

reflects how pervasive and dominant certain narratives and rhetoric are within the 

evangelical ideological terrain. As a popular novel by a well-known author it also has 

the potential to shape the abortion views of an entire generation of evangelical readers 

in the years to come. The Atonement Child is in many ways a comprehensive treatise on 

the evils and consequences of abortion, but it is also a shift from the standard rhetoric of 

the 1980s Christian Right in particular making strong claims to opposing abortion on 

the grounds of women’s rights—something that was often viewed as antithetical to the 
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old Christian right stance on abortion. 

The narrative offers a world where even after such traumatic events as rape 

women can have the capacity and agency for taking back control and empowering 

themselves through the choice not to abort. Underneath Dynah’s struggle and the 

painful experiences of her mother and grandmother, Rivers maintains that women can 

resist the notion of women as helpless victims in need of and in deferment to patriarchal 

protection. Rivers suggests rather that there is a sense of women's agency and 

empowerment in keeping to personal spiritual commitments even if that empowerment 

is found in motherhood and the family. 

Victoria Christopher Murray’s Joy explores similar terrain as The Atonement 

Child however from an African American Christian woman’s perspective. 

 

Victoria Christopher Murray’s Joy: Making Joy out of Suffering and Adversity 

 “But you don’t have to worry, sweetheart…We’ll still have our family. An 

abortion won’t change that...I know you’re not thinking about having this baby.” 

“Well…I…” she stammered. “There are other options besides an abortion.” 

Braxton dropped his head. “You have got to be kidding. There are no other 

options. Why would you want to bring this monster into the world?” he asked 

angrily. 

Anya flinched. “The monster that you’re talking about is a part of me.” 

Braxton looked at her incredulously. “It is not! You were raped, Anya. You’re 

not supposed to birth that thing.” 

“You don’t have to remind me how I got pregnant, Braxton.” Her words came 

out slowly. “And the thing that’s inside of me is a living, breathing baby—my 

baby.” 

...“Anya, you’re not thinking straight. One hour ago, a doctor tells us you’re 

pregnant because you were raped. And now, you’re calling this ‘your baby.’ It’s 

crazy!…Anya, you can’t have this baby. We can’t do it.” 

She took his hands. “We can do this if we stay on our knees.” 

“Oh, I get it.” He pulled away from her. “This is a God thing for you!” 

“This should be a God thing for you too. I thought you didn’t believe in 

abortion.” 

“Abortion is fine in this case. God doesn’t want you to have this baby.” 

“How can you say that when this is a life He created?” 

He held his head. “You are so off-base. God didn’t create this and He won’t 

bless it.” 

“I think that God creates all life. We may not like the circumstances, Braxton, 

but the result—this baby—it’s all Him. I’m as scared as you are, but we have to 

trust God.” 

“Honey…no woman in her right mind would have this baby.” 

“Besides the fact that I won’t go against God, how can you ask me to have an 

abortion with everything I went through before.” 
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Braxton’s head reared back. “I knew that was what you were thinking. But 

keeping this baby won’t change what happened in the past.”
536

 

 

Victoria Christopher Murray’s Joy the story of a Christian woman who is 

assaulted and raped late one night at her workplace. Anya Mitchell is a successful 

African American business woman, the CEO of her own financial planning company 

and engaged to Braxton Vance, an up-and-coming author. When Anya Mitchell finds 

out she is pregnant after a brutal assault, her fiancé Braxton presumes she will have an 

abortion. However, Anya’s strong commitment to her faith prompts her to reject 

considerations of abortion and to hope for something good to come out of a very bad 

situation.  

Like The Atonement Child, Murray’s novel stresses the notion that not having an 

abortion is a choice, too. Revealing she had had an abortion while in college, Anya tells 

her cousin, Sasha “the main reason I can’t abort this baby is because of God. I just know 

that all life comes from Him. But there’s something else...This is not the first time I’ve 

been pregnant. And that time, I did what everyone wants me to do now.”
537

 

Remembering the nightmares she her unborn child calling to her and the psychological 

trauma of that first abortion, Anya resolves: “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but 

I’m not going to repeat that one.”
538

 Instead, her experience in college represented a 

renewing of faith and strengthening her position to prioritise her own spiritual and 

moral integrity rather than fearfully follow what she deems as society’s precepts. 

What is also striking about Murray's passage, and which Rivers also displays, is 

the way in which the idea that “society wants women to have abortions” is mobilised. 

This idea fits within the broader New Right and evangelical conceptualisation that they 

are rebels challenging greater social and governmental forces. It is important to note, 

however, that the concept of society is an abstraction and therefore has no volition or 

desire, and as such, “society” does not “want” anything.  

Like Rivers' book, this novel stresses the need for Christians to practice what 

they profess, especially when faced with difficulties and struggles. For Anya, as for 

Dynah, the decision not to abort is a matter of her deep personal faith in God. The 

underlying subtext of what constitutes authentic faith when faced with crises or moral 

dilemmas speak to a real concern of evangelical belief. Both Rivers’ and Murray strive 

to point out that a faith that is only called upon when everything in life is going well is a 
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hollow faith. Perhaps partly why abortion is such a contentious issue for evangelicals is 

the tension between wholeheartedly depending on their faith and spiritual relationship 

with God and the unforeseen struggles that seem to daily test the strength of that 

dependency. 

The novels also reinforce the evangelical ideal of the family. While still in the 

hospital bed giving birth to a daughter, Dynah and Joe, who supported and stood by her 

through her pregnancy, decide to get married. Again River's prefigures Joe's role, who 

name alludes to the famous Joseph of the Bible, who married Mary, a woman pregnant 

not with his child. The novels thus create a ready-made nuclear family. Likewise, in an 

epilogue a few years later Anya is now married to David, a co-worker who stood by her 

decision and now shares her faith. They come across Braxton who upon seeing their 

young daughter, Joy, ironically laments that he lost Anya over an “angel.” 

 Indeed, both novels reaffirm the personhood of the woman who is responsible 

for her own decision-making. It is a woman-centred approach that appropriates, in this 

particular context, the abortion rights language of a woman’s right to her body and the 

decisions over that body. Another similarity between Rivers’ and Murray’s novels is the 

influence of feminist perspectives in the rejections of patriarchal objections voiced by 

males important to the female protagonists. Both Dynah’s father and Anya’s fiancé 

Braxton end up pushing them away in their adamant commands for going through with 

abortion. They are men who, we learn, claim to love them, but have ulterior and selfish 

reasons. However, Dynah's father and especially Braxton act as straw opponents, they 

are selfish, manipulative, and not unlike the Antichrist or the early Hattie in Left Behind. 

Hence, the only choice that righteous women truly have is to have the baby, and thus 

there is no choice at all. 

 Offset against the opposition is the male counterpart that represents a more 

egalitarian view, taking into account the women's desires and anguish, inherently 

showing support and respect of the women. Joe and David offer to stand by Dynah and 

Anya, knowing it is a decision the women will have to live with for the rest of their 

lives. Joe supports Dynah but hopes she will keep the baby (because he knows what it 

means to lose a baby). And David supports Anya, offering an ear and standing by her 

decision to keep the baby when virtually everyone else is telling her otherwise. 

Whilst there are many similarities between the two narratives it is also important 

in the ways in which the novels diverge from each other. The background of Victoria 

Christopher Murray’s novel, Joy is subtly informed by a history of African American 
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women’s reproductive rights that is distinct from that of white American women.
539

 The 

history of rape and indeed slavery informs African American cultural memory and it is 

possible that America’s long history of slavery has had a lingering effect on African 

American women’s attitudes about rape and their right to be protected. An enduring 

element in the legacy of slavery and racial discrimination in the United States has been 

the cultural stereotypes over African American sexuality and the legacy of silent 

suffering by Black victims of sexual assault. Undeniably, there is a long cultural record 

of African American women surviving rape and carrying on with their lives with little 

recourse, and dealing with the social consequences of the intersection of rape and 

racism.
540

 

In addition, there is an implicit subtext of male double-standards regarding 

fatherhood and motherhood. Early in the novel, Braxton hopes to persuade Anya to give 

up her job and become a stay-at-home mother to his young son Junior (by an ex-wife) 

once they are married. Anya’s potential status as a full-time mother, Murray suggests, 

would strengthen Braxton’s claim for custody of Junior. Anya’s reluctance to give up 

her business, believing she can be both career woman and mother, causes friction 

between her and Braxton. Braxton’s admission that “I want my son any way I can get 

him” causes Anya to realise that for Braxton “Junior was his mission; she was his 

tool.”
541

 As well as a subtle criticism on Murray’s part, this position suggests a 

possibility that the concept of motherhood is subject to (re)definition by men. In other 

words, it is men decide who will be “mothers” to their children and to which children 

they will be fathers.  

In another key moment, after bringing up abortion a second time, Braxton tries 

to manipulate Anya’s decision by attempting to convince her of the potential dangers the 

child could pose to his son Junior:  

“I’m worried about how this baby will affect Junior…I don’t know if I want him 

around this baby. We’ll have to see how the child develops…I’ve read things 

about the genetic factors. I’ve read about children of criminals. We have to be 

careful. I want to keep Junior away until we know.”
542
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There is a strong undercurrent of eugenics in Braxton’s arguments to convince Anya to 

have an abortion. For Braxton, using such tactics—speculating on the biological history 

of an unborn child—is a means to get what he wants. When Braxton almost succeeds in 

convincing her, Anya realises that the real problem in her relationship with Braxton. It 

is not whether they can both deal with a child born from rape but whether Braxton's 

personal wishes are more important than her faith. Ultimately, Anya decides that she 

“can’t let Braxton destroy my relationship with God. That’s the most important 

relationship to me.”
543

 

Whilst there seems to be an avoidance of addressing sexual violence in The 

Atonement Child, Murray’s Joy makes a point of discussing the need for Anya to seek 

counselling after what she experienced. There are hints that a culture of silence over 

traumatic experiences need to be redressed in the Black community, which avoids or 

assumes weakness of faith in seeking out help. While Rivers has made known in an 

interview that she purposely did not want to dwell on the attack but rather focus on the 

dilemma facing Dynah. In contrast, in Joy Anya’s rapist is eventually caught and 

revealed to be Alaister, an employee working directly under her. Interestingly, Alaister 

is a white British man with gendered power-control issues. By displacing the old 

American stereotype of the white male aggressor upon Black women—a stereotype with 

a long cultural history in the United States—onto “Britishness,” Murray indirectly 

defends American masculinities, moving dangerous masculinity across the Atlantic. 

Furthermore, the transgressive nature of Alaister is underscored through revelations that 

he has committed similar acts before. The novel stresses that the male rapist has strong 

psychological problems, particularly in expressing and reinforcing his own sense of 

power and entitlement. Accordingly, it is inferred that rape, from the perspective of the 

rapist, is in some ways not about the female victim at all, but rather about the male who 

attempts to assert his own power. By constructing Anya’s attacker as a white 

Englishman, Murray circumvents the historical truth of the white American male 

subjugating the Black female body. At the same time by displacing his whiteness as 

foreign Englishness, the sexual assault is by a white man against a Black woman, not a 

white American man. Murray implies that Alaister’s misogynistic tendencies and 

superiority problems are to blame.  
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Conclusion 

These novels reflect a shift within anti-abortion discourse in the latter twentieth 

century from a focus solely on the foetus to one giving greater attention to the woman 

and her “right to know” the potential physical and psychological dangers associated 

with abortion. The Left Behind narrative uses a more rigidly narrow discourse in which 

foetal rights override the dilemmas facing the woman who is often portrayed in 

antagonism to the foetus. The other two novels, in contrast, portray abortion as a more 

complex social and moral problem with long-term consequences affecting women and 

men. Importantly these novels illustrate a shift from solely focusing on the foetus to 

incorporating the potential dangers to the woman in their discursive arguments. 

The clear similarities in Rivers' and Murray's novels point to a shifting paradigm 

that focuses on the detrimental effects of abortion on women. Both novelists focus that 

debate by using feminist sensibilities to argue against abortion. Accordingly, the 

similarities in The Atonement Child and Joy reflect the forceful nature of anti-abortion 

narratives that focus on the repercussions felt by women and their families, a narrative 

that resonates across white and Black evangelical communities. By the sheer breadth of 

the areas and concerns touched upon, The Atonement Child could be considered as a 

key, if not a quintessential, evangelical anti-abortion novel. 

Evangelical anti-abortion narratives work in a variety of ways. In representing 

abortion as adding to the trauma rape victim’s experience, Rivers and Murray 

distinguish themselves from LaHaye and Jenkins, who view the woman as complicit in 

the death of the foetus. For Rivers, real choice for women is giving the opportunity for 

informed consent so that women facing a potential abortion may have as many facts as 

possible to the potential physical and psychological effects of the procedure. While 

these narratives predominantly represent an anti-abortion argument in line with 

evangelical moral sensibilities, they also present an underlying gendered conflict in the 

attitudes towards women with unwanted or unexpected pregnancies. 

Abortion and dilemmas surrounding unwanted pregnancies through rape, more 

specifically, come to symbolise a kind of ultimate test of faith for the women 

concerned: when faced with evil and unforeseeable circumstances, do individuals take 

matters into their own hands or put their hope and faith in God? Whilst both Rivers and 

Murray describe rape as the ultimate disempowerment of females, both portray 

choosing to continue with birth as a way of taking back power by control from society 

or from men who claim to care for them, but ignore their wishes. By taking on abortion 

through the lens of rape, evangelical anti-abortion narrative simultaneously subvert and 
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take away rhetorical power from abortion rights’ advocates. This type of reasoning fits 

into an evangelical framework suggesting that if rape is not a justifiable excuse for 

abortion then certainly other less violent, less traumatic actions that result in unintended 

pregnancies are even more unjustifiable reasons for abortion.  

In framing stories around rape and subsequent trauma (but which scarcely 

address rape itself), these novels suggest that abortion can act as a “second rape,” as a 

subsequent invasion and violation of the body. And, by extension, descriptions of 

scraping and sucking further indicate bodily violation. The woman as victim, a victim of 

both the dominant cultural script that tells women it is acceptable to abort, and of the 

“industry” and culture that presents misleading information or misrepresents informed 

consent. Rather, by constructing their narratives around rape, both Rivers and Murray 

argue that, in addition to the victimisation of the woman, abortion creates a second 

victim: the foetus. Although the politics of these two novels urge Christians to be 

understanding, compassionate, and loving to women who have had an abortion, the 

sense of choice that women really have is to choose to not have an abortion thereby 

returning to the politics of LaHaye and Jenkins. 

The arguments in these novels have deep meaning and relevance for 

evangelicals. The Atonement Child in particular explicitly explores the effects on 

women and suggests that women, like foetuses, should be at the centre of evangelical 

public consciousness. There is a rhetoric of choice for women, however in reality, for a 

righteous woman, there is no other option than to have and love the baby. By addressing 

abortion in the context of rape and of women who are committed Christians, both The 

Atonement Child and Joy present the woman as much a victim as the foetus, serving to 

diminish connotations of blame on the woman’s part but only as long as they do not 

have abortions. In the moral universe constructed by Murray and Rivers', it seems that 

women who do have abortions are, then, both victims and victimisers. In this light, they 

return, in some sense, to the complicit participation of the woman that LaHaye and 

Jenkins believe. It is, however, framed more subtly than the older style, and this may 

help explain the new hardening attitudes by younger evangelicals, even in the case of 

rape. The novels suggest an appropriation and reversal of culturally dominant rape 

scripts that presume women’s passivity and helplessness in that by choosing against the 

wishes of men in their lives, women can reclaim a sense of control, but again, only if 

they choose not to have an abortion. 

Within evangelical culture, these anti-abortion novels can be read as evangelical 

empowerment stories. Because by choosing not to have an abortion Dynah and Anya 
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are choosing to reclaim power over their own bodies and destinies, granted in a manner 

that might be difficult to understand for feminists and pro-choice supporters. There are 

limits to that power, however, in that for godly women the godly choice is to have the 

baby, even after rape. Thus the constraint entailed in that power is significantly 

revealing about why this generation of evangelicals are more stridently anti-abortion 

than older generations.  

This chapter has shown how in comparison to LaHaye and Jenkins, the women-

authored novels are, in fact, more sensitive to women, and take their concerns seriously. 

Furthermore, the approaches of Rivers and Murray, which centre on concern for 

women's choices and use the language of women's empowerment, are more compelling 

than the older “complicit women” approach typified in LaHaye and Jenkins. Both 

Rivers and Murray argue subtly, yet forcefully against women's choices in reproductive 

control, precisely by claiming the notion of choice. 

While the abortion discourses in these novels are not innovative, having been 

articulated and expressed since evangelicals first began to discuss abortion in the late 

1970s and early 1980s, they do indicate that the subsequent generation of young 

evangelicals have grown up with these discourses circulating as powerful defences and 

explanations against abortion using biblical standpoints and thought-out, detailed 

explanations. These anti-abortion narratives demonstrate the power of the novel both to 

reflect and shape the culture that creates them. But they also point to a key factor in 

sustaining anti-abortion campaigns. The narratives illustrate, as sociologists Strickler 

and Danigelis concluded, that “the growing alignment of abortion attitudes with issues 

raised primarily by the pro-life movement suggests that pro-life activists have been 

relatively more successful at linking abortion to broader social issues.”
544

 The issue of 

abortion in fiction therefore offers an excellent example of how Christian fiction reflects 

dominant discourses present in evangelical culture and how these novels might have 

aided in shaping the ideas, beliefs, and values of future generations of evangelicals and 

readers. 
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CONCLUSION: 

  

 The aim of this dissertation has been to demonstrate the ways in which 

American evangelical popular fiction since the 1990s has reflected, shaped and engaged 

with cultural and national narratives and ideologies. When Christian fiction first 

appeared as a marketing genre in the late 1970s and 1980s, it was frequently associated 

with gentle, wholesome reads and chaste romances with (white) characters too good to 

be true. Today, the genres in evangelical Christian fiction display complex and nuanced 

ways in which competing interpretations of politics, culture, and the significant ways 

issues surrounding race and gender operate in contemporary evangelicalism. This study 

highlighted the different emphases of genre conventions and illuminated the cultural 

narratives and stories that American evangelical readers find important. The cultural 

narratives related to notions of Christian womanhood and manhood found within 

Christian fiction hold a certain cultural importance with evangelical men and women, 

both white and Black Christian evangelicals.  

The language of the redeeming potential of “the story” is embedded in 

evangelical authors' defences of and readers’ discussions about Christian fiction. This 

redeeming power is not just constrained to the spiritual potentials of evangelism and 

conversion but also encompasses cultural narratives and social ideologies suggestive of 

the redeeming possibilities of fiction itself. This cultural and spiritual project to “redeem 

fiction” is evident in two interconnected observations. Firstly the notion of “redeeming” 

the fiction genre through liberating the novel from traditional historical evangelical and 

fundamentalist attitudes that perceived it as a corrupting force, as argued in the 

introduction. At the same time the cultural work of Christian fiction demonstrates 

attempts to “rescue” fiction from a secular world, whose interests may threaten 

evangelical ideals and values, by providing an alternative Christian worldview.
545

 Both 

authors and publishers of Christian fiction frequently cite a desire to provide stories in 

which the content and moral outlook can be trusted. Secondly, connected to this idea, 

Christian fiction seeks “stories that redeem,” that depict redemption for characters and 

more importantly for its readers. This dissertation has demonstrated that in addition to 

spiritual redemption Christian fiction tells narratives that redeem visions of Christian 

manhood and womanhood. These novels also offered to redeem the national past while 
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simultaneously offering a vision of the present and future redemption of the United 

States. While Christian fiction novels by white authors can, at times, entangle 

themselves with disputed visions of a past “Christian America,” the novels can also 

address the complex issue of race in the evolving social patterns of recent American 

society through its African American subgenre. Race, particularly black-white 

relationships, as portrayed in the novels of Sharon Ewell Foster and Andrea Michelle 

Bowen continues to be an ever-present factor within United States society. While white 

evangelicals tend to see racism as an individual problem as Smith and Emerson have 

demonstrated, the novels of Sharon Ewell Foster suggest a call to evangelicals to view 

racism as an individual and structural problem, both a moral and cultural problem. 

 Christian fiction shows that neither evangelical racial and gendered cultural 

narratives and ideologies nor the seemingly stand-alone, straightforward issues of a 

Christian nation or abortion go unchallenged and unexamined by evangelicals. This 

dissertation has shown that Christian fiction operates as an important space in playing 

out how evangelicals negotiate American culture and society through various cultural 

narratives surrounding gender, race, and nation. I have argued throughout this 

dissertation that Christian fiction genres engage in various cultural narratives that 

partially reflect the genre they write in but more importantly reveal rich insight into the 

concerns, anxieties, and cultural negotiations of American evangelicals in contemporary 

United States. Indeed, part of the reasons for evangelicalism's growth in the twentieth 

century was due to their active proselytising, their use of popular culture mediums such 

as radio, television, fiction books, and especially to their claims to have answers to both 

the alienation, isolation and commodification of modern capitalist society, and to the 

issues posed by and to the changing role of the family in the same period. 

In chapter one, I outlined the long cultural history of American apocalyptic end-

time thought forming the basis for the popular reception of the immensely successful 

Left Behind series. I argued that the significant and deep social and cultural 

transformations in American society over the course of the twentieth century led to 

general feelings of confusion, anxiety, and pessimism among certain factions of 

Americans. The pressures and crises of American life such as two world wars, the 

Depression, the civil rights movement, the rise of feminism, falling real wages, changes 

to the traditional structure of the family, and post-1945 geopolitical instabilities all 

contributed to a sense of the world as volatilely unpredictable. Premillennial 

dispensationalism offered a narrative that seemed to make sense of these problems by 

proposing culturally meaningful answers. 



 201 

 Chapter two demonstrated that central to the Left Behind books was a masculine 

anxiety that was exacerbated by late twentieth century capitalism. Threats to white 

masculinity, perceptions of growing societal unrighteousness, and a diminished 

evangelical cultural influence in the late twentieth century strengthened the sense of 

moral and spiritual danger that is played out in the novels. I described the masculinities 

portrayed in Left Behind as deeply suggestive of anxieties about Christian manhood 

related to changes in division of labour and family, and changes to gender and family 

roles. I argued that the series centres on Rayford Steele and the notion of manhood 

recaptured in apocalyptic fiction. The chapter also showed how conflicting evangelical 

attitudes toward technology and globalisation interplayed in the Left Behind series and 

how gender operated in and through technology. Importantly, the use of technology in 

the novels worked in ways that served to affirm characters' manliness, fetishising it 

while simultaneously warning of technology's dangers to individuals' autonomy and 

privacy. I argued that the return of Jesus in The Glorious Appearing underscored the 

series' preoccupations with manhood and masculinity, by its sports-laden 

representations of the final battle between Satan and Jesus through the language of 

football and cowboy rope wrestling. 

  Chapter three analysed how the Christian romance genre articulated evangelical 

discourses of love and romance to emphasise the ways in which these novels powerfully 

fuse the romantic and spiritual wooing of the reader. Francine Rivers' Redeeming Love 

was the romance many readers cited as modelling the dual sides of the evangelical 

romance. The importance of her novel in the history of Christian fiction is clear in the 

numerous other authors who have cited her book as catalysing factor in their Christian 

writing careers in entering the writing industry or in switching from mainstream writing 

to writing Christian fiction.  

 In addition to promoting the romance of women’s relationship with God, 

Christian romance allows women to make claims on men to be the kind of partners they 

want and deserve. I illustrated that the complex and nuanced gender dynamics present 

within Christian romances are suggestive of the relative female empowerment available 

to evangelical women in the wake of feminism, a period in which they can make 

demands of their husbands while avoiding “feminist” labels. As such, Christian 

romance novels may suggest how evangelical women can make post-feminists claims of 

dignity and equality in relationships without having to take on the mantle of feminism.  

 Tracing the brief history of Black Christian fiction in chapter four, I explained 

how African American Christians in the United States have challenged and continue to 
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challenge sexism and racism through a “politics of respectability.” Black Christian 

fiction repeatedly shows that race continues to matter in the United States. Many novels 

in this genre highlight the institutionalised racism that produces economic inequalities 

between blacks and whites. They also demonstrate white evangelicalism's failure to 

recognise institutionalised racism in the United States instead viewing racial prejudice 

as an individual-to-individual problem.  

 In contrast to a lack of sexuality discourse displayed in white Christian 

romances, Black Christian fiction demonstrates a clear engagement with sexual issues 

facing heteronormative African Americans. The novels frame sexuality through a 

discourse of sexual abstinence outside of marriage as a part of respectability politics. 

Utilising Higginbotham’s idea of a “politics of respectability,” I argued that Black 

Christian fiction writers followed such an approach in the novels of Foster’s Ain’t No 

River and Ain’t No Mountain, but that these authors also engaged with an ideal of true 

Christian sexuality within marriage. Both these perspectives may respond to the 

overwhelming force with which dominant white discourse represented sex via a black 

synecdoche and subsequent representation of black men and women as a way of 

displacing their own anxieties about sexuality and race, as demonstrated in my analysis 

of Andrea Bowen’s novel, Second Sunday. Most clearly, in the same way that white 

evangelical fiction places evangelical Americans in the centre, and not the margins, of 

history, Black Christian fiction convey stories that privilege African American 

Christians and their journeys and experiences.  

 Chapter five explored the ways Christian fiction novels envision American 

national history from the founding of America to the 2001 terrorist attacks and the 

American occupation of Iraq. I argued that evangelical conceptions of American 

national history depicted in Christian fiction represent a desire to recognise the 

centrality of evangelicals to the national story. Evangelical Christian fiction produces 

narratives of the past, present, and future that places evangelicals at the heart of history, 

particularly at the heart of American history. The future depicted in the Left Behind 

series proffers an imagined world of what the world could be like. Yet, as I have shown 

throughout this study, evangelicalism has never been simple in operation. Thus, for 

example, for white evangelicals in the present it is a world that is in preparation for a 

coming Tribulation and Antichrist. For African American evangelicals, on the other 

hand, the future still holds the possibilities for an unrealised completion of the civil 

rights project seeing African Americans fully participate in the American dream as I 

argued in chapter five. 
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Karen Kingsbury's narrative explorations of the terrorist attacks on September 

11, 2001 and the subsequent “war on terror” and war in Iraq reveal the ways in which 

dominant ideological discourses circulate in society and crop up in Christian fiction. In 

particular Kingsbury's 9/11 series and her novel, Ever After, demonstrated the ideals of 

a unified, good, and strong United States in the wake of the attacks through the 

synechdotal deaths of godly and heroic Christian men such as Jake Bryant and Justin 

Baker. In doing so, Kingsbury employed the sentimentality associated with sacrificial 

death to implicitly encourage support for the war and the American government. 

Christian fiction shows just how firmly entrenched evangelicals are as a part of 

the American landscape. A vibrant, creative community whose faith informs their moral 

and political stances, evangelicals illustrate throughout their fiction a repeated desire to 

show the centrality of their evangelical beliefs and values to everyday life, culture, and 

deeply controversial moral issues such as abortion. At the same time, evangelical fiction 

also demonstrates the influential ideologies that inform broader ways of constructing the 

nation's history and cultural legacy. Christian fiction such as the Left Behind books 

demonstrate a view of national political destiny that invokes and depends upon a 

reductionist “Christian America” perspective. 

 In the final chapter, I explored evangelical anti-abortion discourses in three 

different texts, positing that these novels may, in fact, aid explanations for the cultural 

shift evident among younger evangelicals in their increased opposition to abortion, even 

in cases of rape. Outlining American evangelicals' historical attitudes toward abortion, I 

demonstrated how the politicisation of abortion in the late 1970s and early 1980s was 

cemented through the intellectual contributions of Francis Schaeffer and taken up by the 

Christian Right. I argued that the Left Behind series frames its discussions of abortion 

through the character of Hattie Durham, using anti-abortion rhetoric typical of 1980s 

Christian Right politics. The Atonement Child appears to be the quintessential 

evangelical anti-abortion novel, covering virtually every aspect of potential medical and 

psychological side-effects to the spiritual and cultural implications of abortion on the 

American nation. These anti-abortion discourses found in Christian fiction confirm a 

shift from the rigid 1980s Christian Right discourse of the woman as complicit in foetal 

harm to recasting the traditional feminist idea—“my body, my choice” —into a 

powerful message against abortion. Yet, at the same time, these anti-abortion novels 

show this choice is limited as godly women will ultimately make the godly choice to 

have the baby.  
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 The variety of perspectives found between genres within Christian fiction 

reinforce what scholars of American religion note again and again, that evangelicalism 

was not and is not a monolithic, homogenous entity. After all, as Christian Smith 

reminds us, evangelicals “negotiate their lives with cultural tool kits containing a mix of 

tools that do not necessarily all work neatly together. Contemporary evangelicals are 

heirs of diverse historical and theological legacies, the multiple strands of which 

provide logics, impulses, and inclinations that often contradict each other.”
546 

Christian 

fiction shows that American evangelicals differ over notions of Christian manhood and 

womanhood and discursive approaches in arguing against abortion. Christian fiction 

also provides an avenue to challenge white evangelical attitudes to racism, and to debate 

conceptions of national heritage and future direction. Where evangelicals come together 

is on the matter of their faith, and Christian fiction novels in all their hues remind 

readers of the centrality of that faith to their everyday lives.  

 There is much more diversity in Christian fiction than genre conventions might 

initially suggest. Christian fiction today is certainly not what it was thirty or even 

twenty years ago. Sixteen years since the first Left Behind novel came out, Christian 

fiction has transformed significantly, expanding with subgenres such as Christian “chick 

lit,” Christian speculative fiction, and even a recently vampire-themed Christian 

novel.
547

 In addition, there is growing body of non-white focused Christian fiction, 

particularly Asian American Christian fiction that suggests further intensive scholarly 

investigation into this genre. Indeed, the overwhelming white readership of Christian 

fiction needs to be interrogated further. Along with Asian American Christians and 

other racial minorities who have not previously been targeted by evangelicals to a 

similar extent such as evangelical Latinos need to be considered. While it is true that 

there are few such characters in the Christian fiction I have studied (mostly appearing in 

the Left Behind series such as Chang Wong), there is still vastly untapped scholarship in 

this area.  

In many ways, this dissertation has barely scratched the surface of Christian 

fiction and what it offers evangelical readers and American culture. The stories the 

American evangelicals tell and read about reveals more about the American evangelical 

way of life than church membership and political affiliation statistics suggest. The 

narratives communicate a more deeply intricate picture contemporary evangelicalism; 

one that is constantly using stories to tell its own story and place in the American 

                                                 
546

 Christian Smith, Christian America? What Evangelicals Really Want, 189. 
547

Undoubtedly capitalising on the popularity of the Twilight series, see Tracy Bateman's young adult 

novel, Thirsty (New York: Random House, 2009). 



 205 

context. It is my hope that it makes a step in the right direction towards opening up 

further critical discussions in the field of Christian fiction studies. 

 Christian fiction is simultaneously a cultural, ideological, entertaining, and 

economic phenomenon. Under the current economic climate in the United States as a 

result of the Global Financial Crisis and the increasing move to digital media, Christian 

fiction is entering another phase of its history. The booming growth period that 

Christian fiction has enjoyed since the 1990s, which saw the opening up of genre 

diversity and a greater influx of writers, may indeed be coming to an end. As 

mainstream publishers continue to buy into Christian fiction and as publishers, both 

mainstream and evangelical, tighten their collective belts, the future growth and content 

of Christian fiction is not quite so assured. But what remains true is that evangelicals 

will continue to read and write stories embedded with cultural narratives told in their 

own distinctive way. And these stories will continue to reveal as much about what 

entertains and enthrals contemporary evangelicals as they do about American 

evangelicalism itself. 
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