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Evangelical Christianity is often thought of as oppressive to women. The #MeToo era, when
many women hit a breaking point with rampant sexism, has also reached evangelical
communities. Yet more than thirty million women in the United States still identify as evangelical.
Why do so many women remain in male-dominated churches that marginalize them, and why do
others leave? In each case, what does this cost them?The Struggle to Stay is an intimate and
insightful portrait of single women’s experiences in evangelical churches. Drawing on
unprecedented access to churches in the United States and the United Kingdom, Katie Gaddini
relates the struggles of four women, interwoven with her own story of leaving behind a devout
faith. She connects these personal narratives with rigorous analysis of Christianity and politics in
both countries, and contextualizes them through interviews with more than fifty other evangelical
women. Gaddini grapples with the complexities of obedience and resistance for women within a
patriarchal religion against the backdrop of a culture war. Her exploration of how women choose
to leave or remain in environments that constrain them is nuanced and personal, telling powerful
stories of faith, community, isolation, and loss. Bringing together meticulous research and deep
empathy, The Struggle to Stay provides a revelatory account of the private burdens that
evangelical women bear.

This moving and incisive account will resonate with anyone who has struggled with their faith. ―
Publishers WeeklyThe Struggle to Stay offers a vivid, enlightening glimpse into the complex
contradictions of Christian life. These women want to stay in the church. But they also want to be
sexually active and respected as equals―and that is hard. This book gives a rich, nuanced
account of why and how it is hard that respects the complexities of the religious experience. A
beautifully written, vivid, insightful book about being a bright Christian woman. -- T. M. Luhrmann,
author of How God Becomes Real: Kindling the Presence of Invisible OthersIn The Struggle to
Stay, Gaddini does what is rare in a work of scholarship―she marshals deep research while also
humanizing her subjects and topic. This book will be an indispensable part of the growing
scholarship that reevaluates modern evangelicalism in relation to gender. Gaddini is analytical
without being aloof, empathetic without being saccharine. Many readers of this book will feel
both seen and informed along the way. In the end, The Struggle to Stay, accomplishes what it set
out to do―it describes the conundrum of single evangelical women in churches and the price
they pay to remain there. -- Jemar Tisby, author of The Color of Compromise: The Truth About
the American Church's Complicity in RacismDrawing on the author's own experience as well as
research with evangelical women in Britain and America, this book takes a long and searching
look at what makes women stay in churches that treat them with ambivalence―and why, even
when they decide to go, they leave a part of themselves behind. Emotionally and intellectually



compelling. -- Linda Woodhead, coauthor of That Was the Church That Was: How the Church of
England Lost the English People --This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the
AuthorKatie Gaddini is a sociologist at the Social Research Institute, University College London.
She is also an affiliated researcher in the University of Johannesburg’s Department of Sociology.
Gaddini previously worked in the prevention of gender-based violence in Peru, South Africa,
Spain, and the United States. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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NoteNotesBibliographyIndexPREFACEAfew years ago, on a gray afternoon in New York, I
attended a feminist arts festival with my friend Carys. We met in midtown Manhattan and,
running late, hurried up to a talk called “Faith and Feminism,” which featured a panel of women
from different religious backgrounds. As an earnest young academic, I was hoping to meet the
editor of Magnify, a magazine for evangelical women, who was due to speak about Christian
feminism. The panelists—Muslim, Orthodox Jewish, and Christian women—each shared how
their faith supported their feminism. The women referred to their own personal stories, at times
drawing on scriptures. When, halfway through the event, the chair of the panel turned to the
audience and solicited questions, a middle-aged woman timidly raised her hand. The chair of
the event gestured for the microphone to be passed to the woman, and members of the
audience shifted in their seats as they waited.The woman brought the microphone close to her
mouth, sat up a bit straighter, and then started to speak. “I’m so tired of fighting Christian church
leaders to be treated equally. But at the same time, I don’t want to leave the church. So, what do I
do?” She paused before reformulating her question: “How do I stay?”Her inquiry was met with
silence, as uncomfortable fidgeting moved through the audience. Out of the corner of my eye I
glanced over at Carys, knowing full well her similar frustrations with the church. Carys gazed
straight ahead, implacable. Her body remained unmoved except for the gentle play of her fingers
crisscrossing each other again and again.That audience member’s question stayed with me
long after the event. It ended up catalyzing four years of in-depth research with single
evangelical women, and it now drives this book. Through the intimate stories of four women, this
book grapples with the complex question Why do women stay in a religion that they consider
oppressive?Carys was in her thirties and was working as a pediatric oncology nurse when we
met. We bonded instantly at a service at Wellspring Community Church, a large and influential



evangelical church in New York City.1 I had attended the service that wintry evening on the
invitation of Liv, a cheerful woman with a heart-shaped face who worked at the church as
director of communications and led a feminist group called Women Rise. Among the women
profiled here, Liv faced the longest and most painful battle with the church—right up until the
end.The same night I met Carys, I also met Jo, a no-nonsense Midwesterner who wanted to
make the church more inclusive for women. Jo grew up in the suburbs of Chicago, where her
parents—both pastors—encouraged her to read feminist classics while also learning the biblical
justification for feminism. In time, however, she too would question her devotion to the church.
Carys, Jo, and Liv all ended up working for Wellspring at some point during my research, and
their struggles with the majority male leadership intensified as the church served as both a
workplace and a place of worship.Maddie, the other single evangelical woman whose narrative I
trace closely, attended Thames Gathering Place, a popular evangelical church in London. A
reserved and stylish artist, Maddie also wanted to be valued as a single woman in Christianity,
though she never aspired to church leadership. These four women’s desires and ambitions
within Christianity vary, as do their opinions on feminism, politics, and theology. Yet through the
events that unfolded over four years, their lives collided, and their stories spun together in
unpredictable, intimate ways.I chronicle these women’s experiences alongside prolonged, in-
depth research I conducted with other single evangelical women in the United Kingdom and the
United States over six years. To answer the question of why women stay in the church, I lived
among, observed, and interviewed evangelical women—a research method known to
anthropologists and sociologists as ethnography. On a practical level, this meant I regularly met
with the women casually. We “hung out” a lot. I read the books and magazines they read,
participated in group texts, went on coffee dates and for walks in the park. I attended their
birthday parties and met their other friends, and sometimes their families, too. Many believers’
experience of evangelicalism is all-encompassing, so ethnography allowed me to examine
which areas of women’s lives their faith touched and which areas it did not. Focusing in on
quotidian social exchanges, practices, and ways of being inside and outside of the church
revealed the subtle burdens that single evangelical women bear by remaining in the church.I
have conducted more than fifty interviews with evangelical women, the majority in New York,
London, and California. These women come from different countries and Christian
denominations, and while they all desire to be accepted and validated in their church
communities, they did not all aspire to church leadership. Zibby, for example, yearned for a
Christian marriage, children, and a career. A stylish advertising executive in Austin, Texas, Zibby
would never call herself a feminist. She hated public speaking and had no interest in pastoring.
Another woman, Olivia declared, “My heart’s cry is to be married.” At the age of just twenty-three
when we spoke, Olivia already worried that she might end up like her single Christian friends in
their thirties who were still single and experiencing the pain of an unmet desire.I returned to
these women again and again over the years to ask follow-up questions and clarify certain
points, especially as I wrote this book. I chose to focus on a community of evangelical women,



who are not bound to a church and who carry their faith with them across various locations,
rather than to study one particular church. Even though most of the women featured here
attended Wellspring or Thames Gathering Place, many migrated elsewhere. As this book makes
clear at various junctures, this is not the story of one single church. It’s the story of what it means
to be single and female in evangelical Christianity.In New York, I joined a Bible study group led
by Liv, with other single women in their twenties and thirties. We met once a month in someone’s
home and combined brunch with prayer, Bible study, and conversation. I also attended women’s-
only events and Sunday services at different churches. My fieldwork journal contains thoughts,
observations, and quotes from these interactions, which I have transposed onto these pages.
Over the past four years, I have remained embedded in the social circles of several women I
met, and as is often the case in ethnographic research, I have become very close to these
women. Our ongoing relationships inform the detail and depth of this book.In what follows, I
puzzle out why four intelligent, aware, modern women continue to invest in evangelical
Christianity, a movement that, by their own admission, is often unfair to women. The women in
my research were aware of the constraints they faced in the church, and I show how their
growing resentment toward these limitations hovered like a viscous smoke across all the
spheres of their lives, weightless yet ubiquitous. What they were less aware of, according to my
evaluation, is just how high a price they paid as evangelical women. The sacrifices and
compromises made by these women form the main objective of this book: to expose the costs of
being an evangelical woman.The account I give here is also told through the prism of my own
personal story. In my midtwenties I made a slow and deliberate walk out the door of
evangelicalism and toward a life that promised more freedom. I lost my religion gradually, piece
by piece, as disillusionment unspooled a tightly wound coil of belief. Until I was gone. The years I
spent exiting evangelicalism were painful and riddled with family strife, broken friendships, and
all-consuming fear. Simultaneously, I felt exhilarated with the thrill of my newfound liberty. During
this process an unsettling question persisted: Who am I if not an evangelical Christian? After all,
my evangelical qualifications ran deep. I grew up a pastor’s daughter in a conservative and
patriarchal Baptist church in the United States and was often referred to as a PK (Pastor’s Kid),
an identity that I despised for its connotations of selflessness and perfection. I attended
Christian schools all the way through college, and I remained close to my evangelical family,
which included three other evangelical pastors.Fast-forward seven years and I am living in
London, embarking on a PhD, and no longer attending church. In this recreated version of my
life, I thought the past was well behind me. And when I began my doctoral research at the
University of Cambridge, I set out to investigate what it meant to be a single evangelical woman
today. Since I still had many Christian connections, it was easy to recruit participants for my
research, and I soon had interviews lined up. Every single Christian woman I contacted wanted
to talk about her experience in the church.I jumped into my fieldwork, but soon my former selves
appeared. They sat there in the figures of the women I met: the one who struggled to unite her
faith and feminism, the one earnestly devoted to God, and the one engulfed in shame from a



sexual transgression. I was confronted with the realization that when leaving a religion, you don’t
really leave. Psychic traces remain, whether in the form of memory, nostalgia for the past, or
haunting iterations of the self. In her essay “On Keeping a Notebook,” Joan Didion warns, “I think
we are well advised to keep on nodding terms with the people we used to be, whether we find
them attractive company or not. Otherwise they turn up unannounced and surprise us … We
forget all too soon the things we thought we could never forget.”2 These were selves I did not
want to remember. At times, I felt I was drowning in the experiences of my participants and in my
past. My research became driven by rage that I had spent so many years in a patriarchal
religious environment where I had no voice.In time, my anger settled into empathy and
appreciation for women who are frustrated with their evangelical community but remain invested
in it. Instead of pitying or mocking them, I have grown to respect them, and the choices they
make. The evangelical women I have met over the years have reminded me of past versions of
myself, but they also differ from me in many ways. Uncovering these points of similarity and
difference sheds light on the variable nature of religious identity. As I will explore in the chapters
that follow, religion is so much more than theology, beliefs, or ritual. It is precisely because of its
plenitude that religion takes on a Janus-faced character: it is the instrument that injures and the
balm that heals. From this position, I make sympathetic but critical claims about the many
dimensions of religion and its inseparability from social life. By extension, I bring into sharp relief
the complex and often difficult process of deciding to leave or to stay in a religious
community.Writing this book, I have reached into the past in order to remember what it was like
to be an evangelical woman, and in the process I have mourned the loss of that identity.
Paradoxically, it is only by examining my own loss and leaving that I have been able to
understand what it means to be religious in the first place. Even now, nine years after I left the
church, I continue to slip in and out of the category “evangelical” as easily as I would a
lightweight cardigan. When I return home to California and have dinner with my relatives, I am an
evangelical once again; over lunch with friends in London, I am not. On a few occasions, the
women I interviewed asked me if I was a Christian or what church I attended. In my fumbling
responses, I unearthed complicated questions such as who decides what it means to be a
Christian, and what practices must one follow in order to lay claim to this identification?
Christians, and evangelicals in particular, carry quite a lot of baggage these days, especially
after the majority of them voted to elect Donald Trump as president in 2016 and 2020.3 Who
evangelicals are, and what exactly they believe, however, remains largely misunderstood. It still
bewilders me when I meet a stranger at a party in London and start speaking about my research
on single evangelical women and their eyebrows lift in surprise as they tell me they didn’t know
that there were evangelicals in the United Kingdom. In the United States, I encounter a similar
reaction; people often say they didn’t think any evangelicals live in California or New York City, as
if they are barred entrance to these famously liberal regions of the country.The truth is,
compared to some Muslim or Orthodox Jewish women, evangelicals are not always outwardly
identifiable. While many observe modest dress, it isn’t recognizable as religious apparel. The



women in this book are doctors, social workers, consultants, personal assistants, lawyers,
students, and artists. Often, they blend in at their workplaces, without anyone knowing how deep
their piety runs. As I tell astonished friends in America and Britain, these evangelical women are
“normal.” They consume culture in similar ways to most twentysomething Londoners and
Californians do; they are attentive to politics, art, and social issues. What distinguishes these
women is their devotion to God and their religious community, which sometimes, though not
always, includes their church.In addition to surprise, the other common reaction I receive from
nonreligious people is contempt.4 Sometimes when I tell a stranger about my research topic,
they express their pity for the women in my study, who are, to their mind, so trapped. A colleague
of mine, a brilliant feminist academic, once told me she wished she could rescue them. She
went on to compare evangelical women to domestic violence victims. I wince when I hear these
reactions, not only because that was me not so long ago but also because of the way these
responses flatten the complexity and evacuate the agency of the women I’ve come to care
about.5 Within such exchanges, I find myself defending Christianity—much to my surprise.
Temporarily relocated from critiquing evangelicalism to defending it is dizzying. Such
movements, however, instigate an additional bundle of questions, including: Who is the single
evangelical woman? Is she brainwashed and victimized, as many believe, or is she free?
Orthodox Jewish and Muslim women also have been subject to ongoing criticism and attempts
to “rescue.”6 Muslim woman, especially, remain the target of ongoing fascination, pity, and
censure in an increasingly Islamophobic Western context. Every day, newspapers in Britain and
America are littered with images and stories depicting Muslim women as oppressed. This
negativity also falls on evangelical women, though, to be sure, it lacks the racialization and
political motivation behind the critique of Muslim women.Interestingly, if you ask single Christian
women about their experiences in the church, they feel far from trapped. This is not a case of
false consciousness or willful ignorance; these women are aware of the limitations they face and
also the benefits they gain. Released from the world of one-night stands, drug-fueled parties,
and relentless careerism, one woman told me, “Coming to Christianity, I’ve never been freer.” As
I navigated these two opposing perspectives, and two worlds—as she who left but still remains—
I found the paradox between freedom and constraint unsettling. How could it be that the same
pursuit of freedom driving my departure from Christianity pulled women into Christianity?
Answering this question first requires a thorough understanding of evangelicalism, and of how it
is positioned in mainstream society.Evangelicalism is a conservative form of Christianity that
promotes conversion, full life transformation, and a biblically based lifestyle. Like all religions, it
takes on a different form in each social and political location where it lands.7 In both American
and British evangelicalism, there are significant differences along racial and ethnic lines. For
example, Black evangelicals in the United States are most likely to identify with the National
Baptist Convention, a Baptist denomination, whereas Latinx evangelicals predominately attend
Assemblies of God churches.8 And there are significant differences in political affiliation. The
majority of Black evangelicals tend to vote Democrat, while an overwhelming majority of white



and Latinx evangelicals vote Republican.9 In the UK, many white evangelical churches are
Anglican, whereas Black evangelical churches tend to be Pentecostal and to feature a more
fervent adherence to proselytizing, fasting, and conservative moral beliefs.10 For my research, I
intentionally interviewed an ethnically and racially diverse group of women in order to have a
sense of how different axes of marginality impacted women who attended white-majority
evangelical churches.White evangelicals still constitute the single largest religious group in the
United States, with over a quarter of the American population identifying as evangelical
Protestant, even though their numbers are now declining.11 And they are often known for their
unwavering alignment with right-wing politics. The religious right, a marriage between
conservative politics and Christianity, first developed in the late 1970s in opposition to the
desegregation of private schools.12 As they consolidated their political power, the religious right
focused on other issues, such as abortion and abstinence-only education, under Ronald
Reagan’s presidency in the 1980s. Today, white evangelical Christians remain politically
powerful within the Republican Party. Their influence on American politics extends from
domestic to foreign policies, to individual voting behavior, to the federal funding of faith-based
organizations and the formation of special lobbying groups.13In the UK, on the other hand, the
religious–political relationship differs significantly. Scholars refute the presence of a religious
right, due in part to the institutional role of the Church of England.14 As is true across most of
Western Europe, Christianity has suffered a slow and steady death in Britain over the past sixty
years, and church attendance is at an all-time low.15 As of 2019, only 1.5 percent of the English
population attended an Anglican church on a given Sunday.16 Despite an overall decline in
Christianity, however, evangelicalism is on the rise in Great Britain, as it is in other parts of the
world, though here it’s largely due to African and Caribbean immigrant churches.Evangelicals
burst onto the religion scene in the UK in the 1960s, primarily through American evangelical
leaders who imported this charismatic, supernatural form of Christianity from the United
States.17 The close relationship between white evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic
continues today. British and American evangelicals read the same books and listen to the same
music, and well-known evangelical pastors move often and freely between the two countries.
Stepping into a Sunday service at Thames Gathering Place in London for the first time, I could
have mistaken the service for one of the many I had attended in California over the years. Apart
from the British accents, everything was exactly as it was five thousand miles away at Bethel
Church in Redding, California—the same smiling, friendly faces, the same worship songs, and
the same passionate sermons from male preachers dressed casually in jeans and plaid button-
down shirts. It turns out that fervent believers, hoping for a reenergization of their faith, regularly
move between evangelical churches around the globe in a pilgrimage-like voyage. The women I
met spoke offhandedly of their Christian brothers and sisters internationally, indicating a shared
social identity that connected them to other Christians around the globe.18This imagined global
community of evangelical believers stretches well beyond the United States and the UK. For
example, British churches have started sister branches in Malaysia and Kenya and have advised



the Chinese government on marriage preparation courses. Bethel Church, which I also visited,
has developed similar transcontinental connections, including an international leaders’ network.
A quick glance at many churches’ websites reveals the emphasis they place on global links and
a widespread reach.One of the most significant links is Roots International, a pseudonym for a
global evangelizing program sponsored by churches, which claims to have reached 24 million
people. Many of the women in this book either came to evangelical Christianity or deepened
their faith via Roots, and many went on to lead Roots courses at Wellspring and Thames
Gathering, sometimes for years. One of the central tenets of the eleven-week Roots course is
the incorporation of the supernatural; the course ends with a Holy Spirit weekend, where
participants are encouraged to encounter the “gifts of the spirit.” Carys reminisced about the
Holy Spirit weekend with the warm glow that comes when recalling a first date. “It just radically
changed my life,” she told me. “It set me on fire.”As most of the women in this book make clear,
their evangelicalism is charismatic and supernaturally inflected. They speak in tongues, an
incomprehensible language used to communicate with God; they believe in miracles and
healing; they practice intercessory prayer, an intense form of prayer for self and others; and they
relate to God on a personal, intimate level. A few women even referred to God as “Papa” or
“Daddy.”19 Their relationship with God guides every aspect of their lives. One woman I spoke to
in London even told me she considers intercessory prayer to be her part-time job. She spends
her days walking around central London, praying—for people who are suffering, for unbelievers
to come to Christ, for her dreams and hopes to come to fruition.Another similarity between
British and American evangelicals concerns the treatment of women. In both countries, women
outstrip men in terms of church attendance, at an almost two-to-one ratio.20 Emphasizing
gender differences is a key organizing principle of evangelical Christianity, and perhaps is
instrumental to its success as a cohesive religious group.21 Interestingly, Wellspring, Thames
Gathering, and Bethel theologically support women in leadership roles, which many other
evangelical churches do not. As I will show, though, such a theological stance frustrates women
even more when they are unable to access these positions, since in theory leadership remains
within their grasp.Like many contemporary evangelical and Pentecostal churches in England
and America, most of the churches where I conducted research espouse the model of husband
and wife “co-pastors.” However, even in the case of co-pastoring, it’s nearly always the male
counterpart who leads the public-facing roles in the church, including preaching, administration,
and church leadership.22 As such, it’s the male pastor who is most visible. He makes big
decisions for the church; he holds the power.In both countries, women are reaching a boiling
point. There are many reasons for this, as the stories in this book make clear, but one of the
biggest is that women feel invisible in their churches. More specifically, they feel invisible for
being single women.23 In a context where heterosexual marriage is highly valued, women who
do not fit the traditional roles of wives and mothers face a difficult choice: stay and face
marginalization or leave.Many are opting for the latter option. Sociologists of religion propose
that evangelical women in Britain are leaving churches in large numbers, and the gender



imbalance in evangelicalism has been narrowing, pro rata, more than in any other religious
group.24 Similar studies are emerging in the United States, where the gender gap has been
declining since the mid-1980s, as less evangelical women are attending church services every
week.25 Since the advent of industrialization, women have increasingly worked outside the
home, leaving them less time for church duties, a phenomenon that skyrocketed with the
women’s liberation movement in the 1960s and 1970s. This raises an interesting question: If
women’s participation in Christian churches has kept the religious movement afloat, what will it
mean for Christianity as a religion, now that many are leaving?26Beyond numbers monitoring
church attendance, the reality of what it means to leave or stay in a religious community is murky
and often very difficult to capture. Not only is exit an excruciating choice for women who stand to
lose their social communities, their familial ties, and their religious identity, but also many women
are deeply committed to utilizing their anger to change their Christian communities from the
inside. In what follows, I carefully examine these tensions and explore why single women stay in
evangelical Christianity despite the limitations and strictures it imposes. My aim is to show the
benefits that women gain from their evangelical religious community, and the costs. “Are there
always costs to be paid for the adoption of a collective identity?” asks Denise Riley. “Each
collectivity necessitates its own answers.”27At the feminist art festival, a female pastor named
Lynn Davis responded to the audience member’s question “How do I stay?” Pastor Davis, a
pastor who has weathered decades of discrimination in evangelical churches, directly and
unapologetically stated that not everyone is meant to stay. Some are called to leave the church,
some are meant to stay, and we need each other to survive.This absolution from a pastor, a
female pastor, at once leveled the guilt I had accumulated for years since leaving
evangelicalism. What is more, Davis’s words support the many single evangelical women I met
who feel passionately convicted to stay and change the church from the inside. After decades of
growing up inside an oppressive form of evangelical Christianity, in which I was silenced and
sidelined because of my gender, I have found a semblance of healing in writing this book. In The
Hour of the Star, Clarice Lispector’s self-reflective narrator admits, “I write and that way rid
myself of me and then at last I can rest.”28This book is my pursuit of rest.1HOMECOMINGThe
goblet mouth on the table speaksTo your thirst, saying, Longing, your longing, is infinite.—Mary
Jo BangShe can’t remember exactly when it started, this shapeless presence, this bland
emptiness. It could have been last January, when the sky decomposed to a dull gray and her
younger sister stopped swallowing. Cancer of the esophagus, the doctors pronounced. Nine
months of treatment and a close brush with death, but she’s stabilized now, and the sun has
returned. Yet Carys still feels off.Early in the morning, she wakes to silence. The harrowing
stories that she has yet to hear, that will trickle into her throughout the day like the intravenous
fluid she threads into small veins, line up in preparation. She covers her face with a pillow,
dreading what is to come: reading reports from the night nurse, an evaluation of all the patients
who have worsened, improved, or stabilized. Then a visit to the three-year-old with stage 4
leukemia who most certainly won’t make it. It’s just a matter of time, Carys will think upon



reviewing her file, even though the parents won’t hear it. She’ll plead with them once again to
take their weakening baby girl off treatment, to give her a peaceful ending. It’s always the same,
she’ll think to herself as they refuse.Carys regards the person in the mirror, wondering what
she’s missing. What it would take to make her feel better—less empty, more alive? There has to
be more than this, she muses, as she brushes her teeth. Please tell me there’s more than
this.Out on the street, she joins 4 million other commuters, all of them marching in formation like
mindless ants as they disperse into the city. Head down, gaze down, a vacancy in their eyes.Is
this what loneliness feels like? she wonders. But she has so many friends, a meaningful job, a
loving family, more than enough money. The abundance feels too much and not enough at the
same time.The day passes quickly. Some time ago Carys realized that if she moved fast enough,
she could outpace this hollowness. Except at night. Nights are the worst: darkness spreads in all
directions like steam rising from an iron that’s been left on too long, steam filling the room, filling
her lungs, leaving her breathless, suffocating her. On this particular night, she manages to avoid
the darkness by stacking after-work drinks with a friend’s birthday party, where impersonal sex
and a joint do more than distract her. They plunge her into another stratum, one where the ache
cannot reach.But the next morning it’s back tenfold. She lies in bed and stares at the white
ceiling, noticing that the paint has started to flake. She is longing for something, but she isn’t
even sure what it is. Is this depression? Carys asks herself. Maybe I need to see a doctor. Or a
therapist. Or change jobs. She crawls to the bathroom, passing her crumpled clothes on the
way.I can’t keep living like this.By now emptiness has somatized into physical discomfort. It feels
like a hole somewhere deep in her belly, a hole corroded by every one-night stand, every party,
every beer she guzzles in between superficial laughs. She sits on the bathroom floor and places
her hands on her abdomen, gripping the flesh, as if to keep the hole from expanding further, or
maybe to keep it from being seen.The next weekend, Carys travels out of New York to attend her
friend Emma’s wedding. Emma is a friend from Carys’s past life, back when she was a fervent
evangelical Christian who prayed and read the Bible every day. She rides the train in trepidation,
knowing that the current version of herself will be compared to the past one and that the contrast
always leaves Emma disappointed.Drifting through a large banquet hall crowded with pink
peonies, Carys snatches a flute of champagne from the waiter. “Carys!” a high-pitched voice
calls out. She spins around and finds Emma’s aunt standing there, beaming. “I knew it was you,
once I saw that curly mop!” The older woman rushes over and they embrace. As they catch up
on the decade since they’ve last seen each other, the aunt admits that she no longer goes to
church, is not even a Christian anymore. Carys sighs in relief. She sets her drink down on the
table but doesn’t let go of it. Then the aunt drops her voice and leans in closer.“But you know
what?” she says. “Even after all this time, I still miss it. Even after ten years away, I can’t
extinguish that spark and that longing.”Carys stiffens.“Do you know what I mean?”“I don’t,
actually. Because I’m happier now that I left Christianity. Much happier. In fact, I don’t think I’ve
ever been so happy in my life!” Her words gush out like blood from a fresh cut. She mutters an
excuse about needing to find Emma and hurries off.A few weeks later, as Carys trudges along



the street on her way to work, worried thoughts of the day to come swirl in her head. She passes
a stooped-over, white-haired man and he smiles at her. It’s only a half-smile, the corners of his
mouth quivering as they rise. But something about that half-smile loosens a knot inside of her.
The little ants continue to swarm around her as she stands motionless, head bowed low, hands
covering her face, hot tears streaming down. She’s weeping openly now, and she doesn’t care if
anyone sees; she’s got to let it out. It’s finally being expelled, this longing, this ache that has
been cannibalizing her from the inside for so long. And it’s a relief to have physical proof of what
she’s been feeling, the outsides finally matching the insides.Before going to sleep that night,
Carys sends a message to Emma and asks about church. Emma responds right away and
suggests that Carys join Roots, an eight-week course that her church runs for people interested
in learning more about Christianity. It brands itself as a course for people “wanting to explore the
deeper questions of life.”And that’s how Carys finds herself standing at a wrought iron gate,
watching people stream into church, the next Sunday afternoon. Smiling, wholesome-looking
people. People with faces, the realness of their bodies coming through in a 3-D quality that feels
almost otherworldly. She remembers, somewhat nostalgically, attending church almost a decade
ago. That time seems so far away, the memory of it like expired milk that leaves you no choice
but to throw it away and start fresh.I have to do this. I have to draw a line under it. If nothing else,
then to be able to say, once and for all, that religion is not for me.She glances at her phone: five
o’clock. Time to go in. Emma will be waiting in the lobby. Carys strolls cautiously toward the
entrance, skeptical, yet desperate for relief. She pulls in a deep breath, letting her lungs inflate,
and releases it slowly. Then she steps inside.Carys told me this story, her story, soon after we
met at a Wellspring church service in January 2016. From across the room, I spotted her
standing alone in a corner: leather cowboy boots, black nail polish, and a canvas bag with the
words “This is what a feminist looks like” dangling from her shoulder. I slowly approached and
introduced myself, admiring her bag.“Oh, thanks. Seemed like the right kind of bag to bring to a
church event, you know?” she said, and winked.I liked Carys instantly. She embodied that
attractive combination of masculinity and femininity in perfect measure. She appeared so sturdy,
so comfortable in her own skin—that decisive way of stating opinion as fact; her dry witticisms.
And yet, every so often, indications of vulnerability surfaced—arms folded protectively across
her chest, nervous glances around the room, the fluctuations of her voice, which occasionally
dipped to a whisper, so that I had to ask her to repeat herself.On our way out of Wellspring that
night, I asked how long she’d been a Christian.“I just came back to Christianity a few months
ago, actually,” she answered, her Boston accent causing her vowels to rise, fall, flatten. The cold
winter air rushed at us and Carys quickened her pace to keep warm. “I was out of the church for
eight years. I envisioned going along to Roots and arguing with the people there and proving all
my points. But instead I had the opposite experience. Everyone there was so loving, really
intelligent, really kind … And intellectually it all started to make more sense.”We paused at a red
light and Carys turned to face me, the gold glitter on her eyelids twinkling in the darkness. “But
also, I had an encounter with the Holy Spirit, and I understood more about the person of Jesus. I



started to feel much happier and secure and stable in myself.”Happy, secure, stable. This is the
version of Carys I first came to know. When I look back now, four years later, I remember how
observing her back then felt like watching someone fall in love. The falling: that period marked by
a complicated interplay of surrender and resistance, of cool intoxication and a restraining fear.
Back then, I didn’t think that anything could break the spell she was under.The next week, Carys
and I sit across from each other in a university café populated with students hunched over
laptops and disheveled academics nursing mugs of coffee. As Carys bites into a pastry, I ask
her, as I do all evangelical women, to tell me the story of how she became a Christian. In
evangelical lingo, this narrative is known as a “testimony,” as it testifies to the magical
transformation that takes place when a person commits their life to God.1 I am eight months into
my research, and so far nearly every testimony I’ve heard has an identical narrative pattern. The
more I hear these stories, the more I begin to doubt their randomness.2 It seems as if there’s a
script that women have to learn in order to be inscribed in the evangelical community. It goes like
this: a woman grows up in a nominally Christian family, she wanders away at some point (usually
as a teen or in her early twenties), experiences a profound emptiness about five years later, and
then rejoins Christianity, usually after being invited by a friend, or after doing Roots.3 From there,
she transforms into a new (Christian) person; she is spiritually and emotionally reborn. I begin
calling this narrative a “traditional trajectory,” because of how commonplace it is in evangelical
Christianity.4“I think it was a bit of a sense of longing as much as anything else,” Carys says. “I
didn’t want to admit it, but I really missed church. And there was something about that
relationship with God that was missing from my life. I think once you have that, there is a bit of a
pull.”She tells me that when she decided to try church again her sister had just been diagnosed
with cancer, and that she was feeling overwhelmed with the suffering she saw every day,
working as a pediatric oncology nurse.Then, just as in the week before, Carys qualifies her
narrative of longing with deep skepticism: “But to be perfectly honest, I never really liked church
all that much. I’ve never been someone who had, you know, church buddies. I was never actively
involved. My close friends have always been from outside the church.”By confessing her
cynicism and hesitation, Carys signals that she hasn’t fully committed to Christianity yet. She’s
got one foot on either side of the doorway of evangelicalism, and she’s stepping across the
threshold carefully.I ask her what made her leave Christianity eight years ago and she tells me
that she was engaged to be married. She and her evangelical fiancé were living outside of
Boston and attending a local church, and although they weren’t supposed to, they were having
sex.“Part of what drove me away from Christianity was that relationship and the way his Christian
friends responded to me. I never felt our relationship was just between the two of us. The
community was always involved, and it was not particularly helpful. I can see now that the church
leaders were involved in an emotionally abusive way, and eventually neither of us ended up in
church and neither of us called ourselves Christians.”After Carys discovered her fiancé was
cheating on her and ended their relationship, she stayed away from Christianity. “Because I’m
politically on the left, feminist, working class, and very pro LGBTQ. All of that felt unacceptable in



a Christian context, so it drove me away.”And then she mentions the longing—an irrepressible
longing for more. “I just reached a point where I needed to draw a line under it. I had a nagging
faith thing in the back in my mind, that little tug, and I wanted to extinguish it.”We finish our tea,
and then Carys rushes off to a Roots meeting. I watch her leave, this woman so full of contrasts,
who supports gay rights and left-wing politics and also loves an institution that often preaches
the opposite. Who spends her days reading feminist theory and immerses herself in a church in
which few women hold leadership roles. Who simultaneously remains wary of Christianity yet so
desirous of it.I want to understand why these testimonies are all identical, when and how
evangelicals are trained in the same rhetorical movements. But even more, I want to understand
why women convert in the first place. I want to understand the longing. So far, I’d focused my
investigation into the faith lives of single evangelical women around one question: Why do they
stay in a religion that they consider oppressive? Sitting in the café that afternoon, I realized that
in order to figure out why they stay in evangelicalism, I first had to understand why they came.
What would make someone wipe clean the slate of their life—the friends they see, the hobbies
they enjoy, the job they love—and begin again?People convert to religion for myriad reasons.
Some convert out of devotion to a beloved, or as a requirement bound up with marriage. For
others, conversion is a solitary endeavor, born of a deep intellectual interest, a rational mind that
concludes that a particular tradition just makes sense. The theologian Sallie McFague writes, “I
would like to suggest that the great conversions bring not comfort (in any superficial sense) but
demand courage, a willingness to risk and suffer, to live lives of dis-ease and spiritual adventure
that is unsettling if not terrifying to contemplate.”5 Certainly, the conversions I witnessed during
my research testify to this suffering. One woman explained that when she converted to
evangelicalism she broke up with her boyfriend, deleted all social media, quit her job, sold her
car, and moved. She told me, “It was really difficult. Probably for the first year and a bit, being a
Christian was absolute hell.” She stated that her transformation from party girl to devout
evangelical was “worse than coming off drugs.”But for other women, conversion brought
tremendous comfort. And for most, it wasn’t even a conversion, in the true sense of the word. It
was a reconversion. In fact, conversion is not even a word that is used in the evangelical context.
If you speak to an evangelical woman in London or California or somewhere in between, she will
likely say that she “came back to God” or “found God” after a period of emptiness. But make no
mistake: even if a Christian past precedes this experience, it still features all the same elements
of a traditional trajectory, including a radical stripping back of one’s life with the aim to rebuild it
afresh.6It’s not a coincidence that evangelical Christian testimonies all feature a similar narrative
patterning; after all, the theme of rupture and rebirth is woven throughout the Bible and Christian
history.7 Take, for example, the story of Paul, an early apostle of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Originally named Saul, he experienced a conversion moment on the road to Damascus, as he
was traveling to persecute Jesus’s apostles. His conversion involved a supernatural experience
of being struck blind and given a vision of the resurrected Christ, as detailed in Galatians. The
experience was so dramatic that he changed his name to Paul, became an apostle himself, and



began telling others about Christ. Carys’s conversion story—“I had a spiritual encounter with the
Holy Spirit”—follows in this rhetorical vein.Returning to God after wandering away is another
biblical theme. “There was something about that relationship with God that was missing,” Carys
told me. The most famous example of this is the story of the prodigal son in Luke, chapter 15.8
The younger son leaves his father’s estate with his portion of his inheritance only to spend it all
on “wild living.” Then a famine breaks out and the son finds himself without food and without work
—“in need,” according to Luke 15:14. Similarly, Carys found herself in need, after her sister was
diagnosed with cancer, and her job as a pediatric nurse meant she witnessed unbearable pain.
In her words: “When you see that level of despair on a daily basis, you start to wonder about
larger meanings and faith issues a lot more.” In the prodigal son story, the younger son makes
his way back to his father, who welcomes him back with open arms.Thus, evangelical
testimonies follow a biblical narrative patterning that corresponds with a religious tradition of
longing and fulfillment, rupture and rebirth, of being lost and then found. Of homecoming.
Indeed, many American evangelicals describe themselves as “born again Christians,” which
emphasizes the regenerative aspect of conversion. In her examination of fundamentalist
Christian language in the 1990s, the anthropologist Susan Harding understood conversion to be
“a process of acquiring a specific religious language.”9 In other words, by adopting the
evangelical script and arranging their memories and histories according to this schema, the
believer announces their Christian identity, like a Masonic handshake or a secret password.
Their recitation of the story conveys that they have successfully learned a new language and are
able to speak it fluently.But the uniformity of testimonies is also a way of displaying a
commitment to the faith. In telling a conversion narrative that features the pageantry of a
transformation, the believer indicates that they have gone through a sort of initiation process and
come out the other side. The drama of testimonies attests to just how much the believer has
changed and the value of the Christian faith. After all, the higher the price paid, the more
valuable the membership.10 Repeating these stories reminds the believer, and others, of God’s
all-encompassing power and ability to save. In these ways, testimonies may be more of a
signaling mechanism for fellow Christians than a tool for saving unbelievers.But understanding
conversion stories didn’t help me understand why these women converted in the first place. The
academic literature on conversion reports that a key reason for conversion is community—an
antidote to the swelling angst involved with late modernity, the spirit of our times, which is
marked by turbulence, isolation, and ruthless individualism. And churches are one institution that
counteracts this uncertainty.11 George Orwell wrote about the intimacy and support provided by
religion in the mid-1940s in an essay called “Inside the Whale.”For the fact is that being inside a
whale is a very comfortable, cozy, homelike thought. The historical Jonah, if he can be so called,
was glad enough to escape, but in imagination, in daydream, countless people have envied him.
It is, of course, quite obvious why. The whale’s belly is simply a womb big enough for an adult.
There you are, in the dark, cushioned space that exactly fits you, with yards of blubber between
yourself and reality, able to keep up an attitude of the completest indifference, no matter what



happens. A storm that would sink all the battleships in the world would hardly reach you as an
echo.12It makes sense that people tired with anonymity and isolation climb into the belly of the
Leviathan. Religion offers reprieve from the chaos plaguing modern life; it offers intimate social
connections and a sense of meaning, which are otherwise fraying in our globalized and transient
world. And perhaps this need is heightened if you are single in a city of 8 million. Conversion
allows you to close down the life you are currently inhabiting—the one that leaves you lonely and
unhappy—and enter a more promising one.13Psychological research on conversion supports
this theory by finding that people in the midst of a crisis or a major life transition are especially
open to religious conversion.14 But, certainly, not all conversions are premised on unhappiness.
A few women I interviewed said that when they converted, everything had been going well in
their lives, raising the important point that conversion also needs to be understood outside of
deficiency and lack. One woman at Wellspring told me, “I had a good job, a great apartment,
everything was fine, and then I woke up one day and I felt like there was a hole in my heart.” The
hole, she went on to say, was a God-shaped hole that could only be filled by returning to God
and reentering evangelicalism. In her case, the drive to convert was supernaturally inspired and
separate from any material qualities of her life. The “God-shaped hole,” evangelicals believe, is
created by God when you are born; it is a void that exists above and beyond circumstances. This
concept was described in a sermon by a pastor at Wellspring as “a spiritual hunger and thirst”
that cannot be filled by anything other than God.15If God calls believers back to him via a gentle
pull, a “tug” as Carys said, then he also requests a lot in return. Evangelical Christianity is a
demanding religion that requires its followers to go all-in, to commit completely and be
transformed. Like the woman who quit her job, her relationship, and moved away when she
converted, Carys would soon submerge herself in the evangelical community, and in so doing
would submit herself to a profound shift in terms of her ways of being and her very identity.For
me, leaving was a slow extraction. It started more than a decade ago, when I moved to the East
Coast for graduate school. This was my first foray outside Christianity. I was born into a Christian
family, which includes an extended family of pastors, and spent my childhood at church. From
middle school onward, I went to Christian schools, where I memorized Bible verses and
attended weekly chapel services. College: evangelical. Friends: all evangelical. Roommates:
evangelical. Even the therapist I had seen was an evangelical.And then I left my familiar enclave.
I moved into a ramshackle house with two non-Christian housemates. One of them had just
discovered that she liked women; the other regularly brought both men and women over for
sleepovers. Up until that point, everyone I knew was straight—so straight that heterosexuality
didn’t even need to be mentioned; it was assumed and compulsory.16 I started a master’s
program, which was filled with unbelievers, and an internship at a secular social work center. I
felt as though I had been dropped into a foreign country where I didn’t speak the language and
had never learned the customs. The experience terrified me more than living in a village in rural
Peru the year before. At least there I was surrounded by Christians. By comparison, this world
felt stranger.To add to my distress, I had been taught my whole life to be wary of non-Christians. I



was told that I could be friends with them but only in order to convert them to Christ. By living
apart from God, they were lost and shrouded in darkness; they were going to hell. And now I was
surrounded by these hell-bound heathens who not only didn’t understand me or my world but
actually despised my world. They hated everything associated with right-wing evangelicals,
which, at this point, I still was. I joined a church and a women’s Bible study group that met
weekly. I clung to my evangelical boyfriend, who had moved across the country with me, and to
my religious certitude.One dark November evening, I reach a breaking point. I sit in a class on
diversity, glancing at the clock on the wall, noticing that class is almost over. A talkative student
with a strong jaw and lots of tattoos speaks up. “I think evangelical Christians are destroying our
country,” she states plainly. “And we need get rid of all public displays of Christianity. Like the
president putting his hand on the Bible when he is inaugurated. And saying ‘One nation under
God’ in the Pledge of Allegiance. It’s unbelievable this still happens, and we still support these
rabid fundamentalists.”I look toward our professor, waiting for her to intervene as she has done
so many times in the past. But she remains quiet. Soon, others join in, their voices coalescing
into a collective outcry, like an angry group of villagers shouting and lifting their torches in the air.
I slide down the back of my chair, wishing I could hide. But there I am, in plain sight, the person
they are coming for. I voted for Bush in the last election; I thought our country needed saving. I
am the evangelical, the “rabid fundamentalist.”Class ends and I’m the first one out, racing down
the corridor and out into the university courtyard, where my boyfriend, Ryan, waits for me.“Drive,”
I order, as I get into the car, slamming the door closed. I recount what just happened in class. “I
don’t understand how it’s completely okay to say that about Christians,” I fume. “I mean, did they
even consider that there might be an evangelical in the classroom with them?”We brake at a red
light and soft drops of rain begin to fall. Ryan turns on the windshield wipers. He remains silent. I
look out my window to the car waiting next to us. A couple inside is arguing. The man takes his
hands off the steering wheel and gesticulates wildly. The woman looks back at him,
nonplussed.The light turns green and we lurch forward.“I just felt so out of place. So
uncomfortable … and—just awful. I wanted to run out crying.” At the sound of the word, tears
begin to roll down my cheeks.Ryan pulls the car over and places his hand on my shoulder. The
windshield wipers are frantic now, the rain coming down faster than they can clear it away.
“You’re just not used to it,” he says. “It’s normal for me because I have spent a lot of time around
non-Christians. But you will get used to it. Just give it some time. I’m sure it feels really foreign
right now.”In this moment, he is the only reminder I have of the world I’ve come from. But that will
soon come to an end. A month later he will confess that he’s been saving for an engagement
ring. In response, I will admit that I want to move abroad after graduate school. “Just for a year,”
I’ll say, bargaining for time. Wounded, he’ll ask if I will ever be ready to settle down, to be a wife,
to have the Christian marriage we’ve been told to pursue. Told to want. But I don’t want it—it’s
been two and a half years and I still don’t want it. I’m too young, I will argue. Just give me more
time. But secretly I’ll begin to wonder what’s wrong with me, and if I’ll ever want it. We will leave
the topic for another month, a relational armistice on account of the holidays.“I can’t,” I say



simply, when the time finally comes.Ryan looks away when I say this, accepting my truth,
swallowing it whole. I dig my fingernails into the palm of my hand, knowing what the truth has
cost me.But instead of being sad, I’m angry. Furious, because we did everything right: we
remained virgins, remained pure; we prayed together and attended church every Sunday; we
even did premarital counseling with an older Christian couple back in California, who gave us the
seal of approval. I was promised a rich and fulfilling marriage if I did all these things—or at least
the desire for a rich and fulfilling marriage—and neither came. We did everything right, and these
evangelical guarantees failed us.Once Ryan moves back to California, I am on my own in this
foreign world. I take the subway to and from class every day, staring out the window at the sullied
snow that piles up on curbs, reading about Ernest Shackleton’s Antarctic expedition and
wondering if I too will freeze to death. I can’t eat, so I lose a bunch of weight. The doctor
prescribes me antidepressants to help me sleep. I take up smoking. I begin to lean on my two
housemates and a friend from graduate school, and they comfort me and care for me. Slowly, I
realize that they aren’t the dangerous people I’ve been warned about. I see a therapist again,
and this one isn’t a Christian. Then I fall in love again, and he isn’t a Christian either. I become
fed up with my Bible study group—they keep referring to my social work job as “missionary
work,” when it clearly has nothing to do with proselytizing.Sitting on my front porch one rainy
afternoon in spring, smoking and listening to music, I realize that the balance has tipped: there
are now more non-Christians in my life than Christians. And I’m okay. I’ve cracked open the door
of Christianity and, as I peer out, I can see a whole other life ahead of me. Untethered from the
circumscribed ways of being a woman, I can stretch out and expand in directions never before
accessible. I can have an opinion. I can have not just a job but a career. I can choose to not get
married (and to not have children). I can choose. Even still, I can’t fully let go. I still attend church
every Sunday and pray regularly, because I don’t know who I would be without Christianity or
what map would guide me through this life. And so I linger at that doorway, unwilling to make a
definitive move either way.I was speaking to a fellow “deconvert” recently and she remarked, “It’s
a strange feeling, like I was holding something and suddenly it’s gone so quickly.” She looked
down at her lap after she said this, drawing attention to her empty hands, which were tucked
neatly inside each other, cradling nothing. For a long time after, I pondered her choice of words:
holding her faith, like a parcel or a porcelain vase. Was it taken, I wondered, or did it slip from her
hands, breaking into irretrievable pieces?McFague writes, “Conversion will be a process, usually
a painful and lifelong process, fraught with doubt, with ambiguity, with great discomfort, with risk;
and certainly, it will demand courage to a high degree.”17 Having researched evangelicals and
their conversions in depth, I know this description to be true. But I know that these also are the
hallmarks of deconversion. It, too, is a process, a disorienting, agonizing, and maddening one,
which you must endure patiently. It, too, demands courage. And it can start without you being
conscious that it’s even happening.Before I met Carys—before I met any of the evangelical
women whose stories populate this book—there was Maddie. Maddie, my research subject.
Maddie, my friend. She was there when I first started my research, when I was stumbling



through misshapen questions, unarticulated hunches. There’s Maddie, perched on a high stool
at the pub in East London, dressed head to toe in black, her short pixie cut and bright red lips, a
snake tattoo slithering up her forearm, and that lilting voice that makes her speaking sound like
singing. Those pointy elfin ears. There she is swiveling her head in my direction and saying hello,
laughing softly at my brassy American humor, saying that she’s an artist, but saying little else;
withholding, always withholding, in words and emotions and physicality, so that you are always
left wanting more.We met in spring 2015, after an evening service at Thames Gathering Place in
London, introduced by an evangelical friend from the United States. We exchanged phone
numbers that night, and soon after, she invited me over to her house.When I arrive at a
warehouse conversion in East London, Maddie answers the door, barefoot and wearing the
same black dress as the first time I met her. She leads me through the open-plan living room and
into her bedroom. I take in all the objects in her room: an unframed black-and-white picture of
Twiggy propped up against the wall; a stack of photography books; mismatched postcards taped
to the wall: a sepia-colored picture of an U-Bahn train, a lone bird flying in a cloudy sky, a Mark
Rothko painting shrunk down to four-by-six size.“How long have you been at Thames
Gathering?” I ask, as I look around.“Only a year. I came back to Christianity only a year ago. I
grew up in a Christian home, but then I went off to college and lived a bit of a crazy life. You
know, drugs, alcohol, sleeping around … And I had no connection to Christianity. I probably only
went to church at Easter and Christmas—so, the big celebrations.”A knock at the front door and
Maddie excuses herself to answer it. Even though I don’t hear more of Maddie’s testimony until
later, I never hear it in full. Instead, it comes out in bits and pieces, and I tape these fragments
together like the postcards taped to her wall, so that, eventually, they make up a coherent
narrative. And while I’m piecing together the story, I observe Maddie, just like Carys, transform
before my eyes, from a tentative convert into a devoted evangelical woman.The next Sunday,
after a service at Thames Gathering, she says, “I’m so much happier now, more peaceful,
calmer. I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have my faith.” Then she trails off, signaling that this is
all she’s willing to say on the subject for now. In the silence that swells between us, I wonder if I’m
being found out, if my position as she-who-left announces itself.Another time, while having an
early dinner at a restaurant near her house, she says, “I know a lot of people come into their faith
when they’re clutching at straws … and for me it was a very large straw. I suppose I was probably
looking for something to pep me up a bit.” She changes the subject after saying this, refusing me
entry.Late one night, lounging on the couch, having just finished a film, she confides, “I used to
be dancer, and had an eating disorder. Did I tell you that already? So, during the ‘crazy phase’
from teenage to midtwenties, my self-esteem kind of roller-coastered. I suffered from depression
and stuff like that as well.”“What brought you back to Christianity?” I ask this time.A pause, a
thoughtful consideration, and then: “Well, I was new to the city. I found that my social circle
wasn’t as welcoming … Well, everyone is doing their own thing, and it’s very hard to find your
own identity when you are a newcomer in London. So I’d say it was the community that brought
me back. It’s what tethers me; it holds me steady amidst all the chaos and the uncertainty. And I



missed God, my connection with him.”Several months later, when Maddie was fully immersed in
the evangelical community, I had heard most of her story. And I noticed that it followed the
template of the other evangelical testimonies: growing up in a vaguely Christian family,
wandering away, experiencing a period of darkness, and then the longing. It drew Maddie back,
beckoning her from afar until she returned, like a prodigal daughter, and experienced
redemption.Evangelical women like Maddie organize their memories in such a way as to
dramatically define who they were before becoming a Christian—and, crucially, who they are
now. One woman I interviewed flippantly referred to her conversion story as “textbook.” Her
admission indicates an awareness of just how formulaic testimonies are, even as she herself
repeats the formula. Further, it reveals that women learn to order their histories according to a
common narrative template—a “textbook.”18I agree with anthropologist Susan Harding, who
notes that evangelicals’ identical testimonies reveal a desire to suture themselves to a biblical
narrative tradition that is valorized in evangelicalism. But I also think there is something else
going on. When women narrate their conversion stories, they are sharing something with one
another. They are sharing not only the story itself but also the experience it symbolizes.19 These
stories provide a shared language and a shared history, and they enable intimacy—with God
and with each other.20 Learning and adopting this narrative is only the beginning of the Christian
journey and of the intimacy that evangelicalism fosters. The real transformation occurs when the
convert immerses herself in the community, when she learns and performs religious practices,
when she surrenders to a tightly regulated network of norms—norms that create impermeable
boundaries from the outside, promising relief from meaninglessness and isolation, promising
stability and intimacy.Not long after we met, I join Maddie at another Sunday evening service at
Thames Gathering. I’m supposed to meet her out front before it starts, but my sister has just
called to tell me she’s pregnant and I’m excitedly pacing around the church garden. Maddie
arrives and waves me over.
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Diana, “Interesting, well documented, great book. I started reading because I am friends with the
author, but this reading have been great, from the specific topic of evangelical churches you can
relate the story of the 4 women to so many other settings and understand how different powers
interplay and shape how women experience the world.”

Carmen, “AMAZING book. This book combines the best of both dynamic story telling and
informative research. From the first page it is collectively powerful, data based, seductive and
suspenseful. It is an extremely insightful read that puts words to the complex experience of
modern day evangelical women and brings light to a culture that many have had interactions
with but have difficulty understanding. I highly recommend this book to anyone interested in
religion, feminism, American culture, or just looking to read engaging true stories of how women
struggle to be in this world!”

Jake Nance, “Eye opening!!. As my title says this book was eye opening to say the least. Dr.
Gaddini’s research and writing skills are incredibly detailed and really give you insight to the
evangelical world. It’s is definitely a book I recommend to all and this will be read by my daughter
as soon as she’s old enough to appreciate it!”

B., “A must read for Evangelicals. A must read for anyone involved in the Evangelical church.
Beautifully written, moving and hard hitting. Got a lot to think about after reading it.”

The book by Katie Gaddini has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 5 people have provided feedback.
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