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Crazy for God, by Frank Schaeffer (New York: Carroll & Graf Publishers, 2007) is a priceless document for all who have been watching in bemused astonishment and concern as policy is made by a President who consults with men who take seriously the idea that the earth is somewhat less than 10,000 years old, that the Ten Commandments should replace the Constitution, and who look forward to “Armageddon,” an apocalyptic war in the Middle East. It provides a former insider’s account of the Christian Right as it was forming in the late seventies and eighties. Its subtitle is “How I Grew Up as One of the Elect, Helped Found the Religious Right, and Lived to Take All (or Almost All) of It Back.” Frank Schaeffer is the son of Francis Schaeffer, one of the most important leaders of the Christian political Right, and, during this formative moment, a partner with his Dad.


Crazy for God is a story about growing up in a Christian Right subculture, with habits, rituals, language and beliefs that will strike many Americans as distinctive and as peculiar as exotic Philippine headhunters. It is the ultimate anthropological field report, told by an insider, of what it was like “being raised inside a miracle,” the “miracle” of L’Abri, his parents’ unusual and highly successful work as fundamentalist American missionaries stationed in Switzerland. He writes as an outsider but because he was born into the culture and grew up in it he acts as his own native informant. 

Schaeffer’s memoir is searingly honest, wrenching in its portrait of his Dad’s temper, doubt, depression, and abuse, unsparing in its portrait of his Mom’s evangelical sanctimoniousness. He is unsparing in his stories of American pietistic, evangelical and fundamentalist leaders. We need the kind of complication Schaeffer presents. It is time for the public to give up its Sunday School cardboard cut out images about religion. 


“We were proud that we were different,” says Schaeffer. Guests to their home would learn that they “had stepped into a miracle.” Their sense of special identity came first and foremost from the purity of their faith. “We Schaeffers never compromised. At times it seemed that only God knew how important we were, how right, how pure.”

This is a culture that goes in for getting its identity precisely right. Not just fundamentalist but “born-again Calvinist fundamentalist Protestant.” Not just Presbyterian, but “Presbyterian Church of Calvinist, Confirmed, Confessional United States of America” (P.C.C.CC.U.S.A.). The Schaeffers were different even from “ordinary” born-again American fundamentalist Christians who might have compromised on some point of theology. Yet there were groups who outdid even the Schaeffer family. An aunt belonged for a time to the Closed Plymouth Brethren (which she joined after becoming disillusioned with the Communist Party), “a sect so ‘separated’ from the world that she stopped sleeping with her husband,” and finally moved out because she couldn’t share the home with her family of “unbelievers.”

Doctrinal differences and divisions seeped into the Schaeffer’s own immediate family life, “dividing sisters and brothers-in-law into enemy camps,” three older sisters each married to evangelical husbands, but each husband strikingly different, one an “easy-going” libertarian, another a hard-line Calvinist, the third strict, “Germanic,” in observing the L’Abri rules and doctrines. Doctrine raised the volume of ordinary family disputes. As Schaeffer’s wife put it, “they just don’t like each other, why do they have to drag God into it?” 


When Schaeffer decided to marry his already pregnant Genie, several of the stricter workers told Schaeffer’s father he should denounce his son’s sin” and make him a public example. According to Schaeffer, his Dad “threw a fit … ready to literally tear off the head of anyone who so much as looked at us funny” - and proceeded to preach at the wedding.


Later, however, John Sandri, Schaeffer Sr.’s son-in-law, was barred from teaching at L’Abri. He was asked to stay on anyway to continue other indispensable services and he agreed, making a profound impression on Frank by his selfless example. 

“Faith” was quantified. If one had enough faith miracles were possible. As a boy Schaeffer tried to command his leg, atrophied from polio when he was two years old, to grow. He tried healing a friend who had cerebral palsy. Efforts to get building or residency permits approved by the local Swiss authorities became tests of faith. The very existence of the mission was evidence of faith at work. Its ups and downs were a barometer of the level of faith at hand. 


Schaeffer has a wicked ear for the insider language of this pietistic subculture. The ways class differences infuse fundamentalist culture was played out before his eyes in the example of his mother, of genteel, blueblood, highly educated missionary parents, and his father, born, as his mother put it, into a family of “working-class, ignorant pagan parents.” 


The international character of this form of missionary fundamentalist life is on display in striking fashion. Schaeffer’s mother lived in China until she was five. Schaeffer himself grew up in Switzerland in a chalet in the Rhone Valley, a short train ride from Geneva, was sent to boarding schools in England, and when he finally settled in the States in Massachusetts, married, with children, he was so unfamiliar with ordinary American life he had never seen a school bus stopped, with lights flashing – and zoomed right past it. Schaeffer’s home in Switzerland, L’Abri, was itself for a time in the late Sixties a way station for globe-trotting students, “backpacking bohemian travelers, on their way to or from ashrams in India, London’s trendy Carnaby Street, or San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury.”
In 1972, when Frank was twenty years old, he was given the opportunity to produce How Shall We Then Live?, a thirteen episode movie series conceived as a Christian response to Kenneth Clark’s BBC series, Civilization, and Jacob Bronowski’s Ascent of Man. The narrative moves from the exotic evangelical culture of Schaeffer’s Swiss mission chalets to the evangelical celebrity culture of America’s rising political Right, which was gathering steam in the 70’s. How Shall We Then Live? and a second series, Whatever Happened to the Human Race? catapulted Schaeffer Sr., and his son with him, into the forefront of American evangelicalism. 

The decision to confront abortion in the wake of Roe v. Wade brought them to the attention of the political leaders on the Right, including Reagan and Jack Kemp. The result is an inside look into the pivotal moment when the “old-fashioned” Republican conservatives, like Goldwater, who stood squarely for separation of church and state, gave way to the new Christian political Right, which was “all about religiously mandated ‘morality’, which it used for nakedly political purposes.” The potent effects of this shift are visible in the fact that every candidate in the Iowa primaries in January 2008 made it a point to brandish their Christian credentials.

In the end, Crazy for God is a story of escaping from “the evangelical fold.” The idea of “escape” occurred when Schaeffer was only a teen-ager, sometime around 1968 or 1969, after he had dropped out of school for the third time and moved back home to L’Abri, “where everything made me hate where I lived – and love it.” Ambivalence is not the right word for this. There was nothing half-hearted about his feelings. His revulsion was visceral and all-out – as is his all-out appreciation and enthusiasm. That no-holding-back passion, Schaeffer’s “frenetic desperation,” is what makes his memoir so appealing, so beguiling. He lives the way he sledded down the Swiss mountains at night, “snow clinging and making everything look huge and close in the starlight, even lovelier if there was a moon … going flat-out, hardly slowing down for the curves … the road flying by like a rushing river.” 


He describes his sense of being at home and yet out of place as being “in The Work [of the mission], but not of it,” reversing a familiar formula used in fundamentalist and evangelical circles, “in the world, but not of it.” It is this “double consciousness” that makes Schaeffer able to translate across the cultural divide and makes it valuable for outsiders.

“Faith” is the key term that defines fundamentalist culture, and one of the valuable features of Crazy for God is its demonstration of the complex and contradictory ways that faith saturates everything. It is a story of a faith-crazed subculture in which “faith” permeates everything, eating, sex, child-rearing, conversation, marriage, class, status. “My life,” says Schaeffer, “has been one of all-consuming faith – not my faith, but the faith of others that I seem to have caught like a disease and been almost obliterated by.” It is about faith not as a matter of beliefs only but as “gut-responses.” It is not about fundamentalism as unchanging creed but faith as living, moving, changing, relentlessly honest and therefore sordid, shocking, comic, wonderful, moving. “There is no way to write the absolute truth about my family,” says Schaeffer, “the only answer to ‘Who are you?’ is “When?’
All of life in the world of this subculture becomes a demonstration of faith, proof of the truth of its beliefs. This places an inhuman burden on adherents. Every aspect of daily life can take on divinely charged significance. Nothing is ordinary. Nothing is normal. Some children take innocent delight in discovering contradictions and anomalies around them. When Schaeffer had an operation that involved injecting spinal fluid from a chimpanzee into his spine to treat his paralysis he found he was able to put off bedtime by teasing his Mom with the suggestion that perhaps there was something to evolution: “Mom, if monkey serum cured me, then maybe it proves we really are evolved from monkeys.”

But comments like this are never altogether innocent in such a supercharged faith culture. And that is what gives this memoir such poignancy. Schaeffer never completely lost his original delight in the shocked reactions greeting his announcements that the emperor has no clothes. It was just too much fun. Eventually it stopped being innocent. When he became a leader himself, militantly promoting an absolutist faith, his sense of the incongruities of fundamentalist culture became a rhetorical weapon used to powerful effect, as in a talk he gave to students at Falwell’s Liberty University, wonderfully described in social anthropologist Susan Harding’s The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000). 

In the end his absolute refusal to turn a blind eye to the contradictions brought him peace. In the end he could not abandon his perversely honest commitment to the truth of the contradictions. Truth includes the contradictions, “the kind of hypocrisy that makes life bearable.” That is the truth of life as it is lived. “It’s the mistakes I’m interested in. That’s where you hit the truth button,” he says finally, quoting Robert Altman. 


This is not just an empty sentiment. The life and death fight over abortion is central in this story. According to Schaeffer he played a decisive role in catapulting his father into the forefront of the political battle over abortion, challenging him to take a public stand. Abortion became the focus of the last two episodes of How Shall We Then Live, in which Francis Schaeffer denounced the “imperial court” (the U.S. Supreme Court) for stripping the unborn of the right to life. This became the central theme of the follow-up film and lecture series, Whatever Happened to the Human Race. Eventually they were calling for civil disobedience, the takeover of the Republican Party, and hinting at overthrowing our “unjust pro-abortion government,” and Schaeffer himself became the poster child within evangelical circles for “hard-assed,” pro-life humorless fundamentalism. 

In one of the most telling chapters in the book Schaeffer confronts the issue of abortion head on as he now views it. This chapter makes the book must reading for any American looking for a way beyond our poisonous polarized politics. In it the boy taking antic delight in exposing the absurd contradictions of his parents’ fundamentalist absolutism turns citizen exposing the tragedy and danger of America’s “twilight zone of contradictory theological absolutism.” His views on abortion will not satisfy the Right or the Left. 


Faith, in the sense of beliefs that matter most, play up and down the register of our being, from our jokes, to our life and death choices. They overflow religious creeds or the god-words of our national discourse, such as “God,” “life”, “pro-life,” “pro-choice,” as well as “family values,” “liberalism,” “freedom,” and “democracy.” When we get used to such words as routine sound bites or empty foreign policy tokens they are reduced to fetish objects beyond thought. 

Fundamentalism’s image as anti-intellectual obscures the fact that its notion of truth is highly intellectualistic. In Schaeffer’s memoir fundamentalist intellectualism is on display, for example, in his brief observations about his Dad’s preaching and writing. “Dad had one big idea,” he notes, “the idea that God had revealed himself to us through the Bible. Not only was his notion of truth focused on ideas, or rather, one big idea, but it was rationalistic in the sense that his Dad “spent a lifetime trying to fit everything into that one idea and explain away anything that didn’t fit.”


“The Work” of the L’Abri mission was argumentation, persuasion, changing people’s minds, convincing them of the truth of their beliefs. Francis Schaeffer, in fact, was exceptional among the celebrity fundamentalist leaders precisely because of the philosophical level of his critiques of modern culture as an “escape from reason,” the title of the book that made him famous in the evangelical world. 


On the other hand, as Frank Schaeffer makes clear, it was a cramped, constricted intellectualism, trying to fit everything into the one big idea, rigid, characterized by a tendency to treat key words, such as predestination, as fetishes, and to discount precisely the kinds of epistemic experience of anomaly, incongruity, and contradiction that loomed so large for Schaeffer as a boy. The same tendency towards intellectual reductionism made fundamentalism peculiarly susceptible to single-issue politics epitomized by the anti-abortion movement, and brought to bear on what could otherwise be a mundane, if regrettable feature of today’s political scene, all of the intensity and passion of divine zeal. 


Schaeffer suggests that America began as a “church splinter group” and, as a consequence, exhibits some of the same tendencies as the fundamentalism of his parents. One of those unfortunate tendencies on display in the current election year is the itch by far too many candidates to make a public fetish of their faith, with no thought for the admonition of Jesus against such public displays: 

“And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen of men …. But when you pray, go into your room, and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret …” (Matthew 6:5, 6). 

Crazy for God is mostly about Schaeffer’s life inside fundamentalism. Only the last twenty-five pages or so, out of four hundred, talk about where he wound up: a new career as a secular writer, a hesitant return to his first love, painting, involvement with military families when his oldest son joined the Marines and served two terms in Afghanistan, his mother at 92, rediscovering dancing, her first love, denied to her all her life by her parents. He has not stood still. 


In the middle of his comic, slapstick novel, Zermatt, there is one moment of deadly serious reflection by Ralph, a missionary who has abruptly renounced his calling, in front of his young son and daughter, both of whom have remained with him while his wife, convinced Satan has seized Ralph, has fled back home with the other daughter. Reading from jottings he has made on scrap hotel paper, he muses that in fact no one can escape “faith.” In words that echo Frank’s own cry at the end of Crazy for God, “why do we long for meaning?” Zermatt’s fictional Dad suggests that “everything is belief, everything is longing for meaning … Perhaps our longing for meaning is the echo of God. I hope so.” This “faith” has nothing in common with the shrunken, claustrophobic sanctimoniousness he has renounced. 


Schaeffer’s story stands in striking contrast to a memoir written by George Packer, Blood of the Liberals (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2000). Packer grew up on the opposite end of the political and ideological spectrum, son of out and out liberals. His father was a law professor at Stanford with a reputation as a radical leftist. His mother was the daughter of a Congressman from Alabama who had in his early years been attacked as a socialist. She was one of the first white members of the Southern Negro Youth Congress. Raised on a hard diet of liberal beliefs (“I reached none of my political beliefs on my own”) he would catch “a whiff of hypocrisy or contradiction.”  

Eventually, he broke away repudiating both left and right ideologies, ending with a reflection on ideas and “faith” that takes him closer to where Schaeffer ends up, onto the same muddier terrain of life as actually lived. “The battle for ideas is only part of the battle. Ideological muddles usually begin in a crisis of faith … the deepest impediments aren’t intellectual but psychological, even existential. They lie in the will and the imagination.”

I suggest that those who share that kind of terrain are scattered all across America even though they are almost invisible because the vicious polarizations both Schaeffer and Packer describe, and experienced, fill up the picture that is omnipresent on the official canvas. It is a terrain that has no single, static name, partly because it stands for the thick, layered, textured, rich, plural diversity and multiplicity that gives beauty to our common world and that refuses slick simplifications.

