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 TRUMP’S HERESY 

Bernard Schweizer, Long Island University, Brooklyn 

“Trump is more like a heretic threatening the established and peremp-

tory order while the fundamentalists are shaking panic-stricken in the 

comfort of their confession booths.” 

- Blogger on abovetopsecret.com 

In his book Heresy: A History o f Defending the Truth  (2009), 

Alister McGrath laments that in our day and age heresy has be-

come attractive, captivating, even chic. In McGrath’s view, post-

modernism is to blame for this, with relativism and multicultural-

ism legitimating heresies, favoring rebellion against orthodoxy, 

and encouraging departures from norms on any number of fronts. 

In his view, liberal academic culture in particular has embraced 

heresy as an admirable stance and a badge of honor. It’s quite true 

that academia celebrates disruptors, promotes revisionists, and 

provides forums to muckrakers. The notion that heresy is sexy is 

not foreign to members of our own Society. For instance, Jack Hol-

loway wrote in the previous newsletter: “That heretics are cool 

seemed to be a common sentiment at the Heresy Studies confer-

ence.”  

The comet-like rise of Donald Trump from long-shot (or joke) to 

actual Republican presidential nominee, gives us occasion to re-

think such generically upbeat views of heresy. Indeed, if there’s 

one thing Trump is consistently associated with, it’s the label of 

heretic. Here are some titles of articles featuring the word “heretic” 

in conjunction with “Donald Trump”: 
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• “The heretical Donald Trump” (The Atlantic online) 

• “Trump heresies are piling up” (thehill.com) 

• “Why Donald Trump’s 9/11 heresy won’t cost him any 

primary votes” (The Washington Post). 

• “Donald Trump’s Social Security heresy: Taking on Paul 

Ryan and the privatization push” (Salon.com) 

• “Donald Trump’s Planned Parenthood Here-

sy” (Slate.com) 

• “Trump Saying 'Two Corinthians' Doesn't Matter; His 

Heresy Does” (Christianpost.com) 

• “Trumps refreshing foreign policy heresy” (The Boston 

Globe) 

In the majority of cases, “heretic” is used to describe 

Trump’s departure from GOP orthodoxy. Of course, 

Trump would not be GOP nominee if he did not support 

some of the party’s ideals, such as cutting taxes, supporting 

the NRA, and opposing immigration reform. But the many 

ways in which Trump departs from the GOP playbook ac-

tually outweigh the ways in which he holds the official par-

ty line. Trump is especially neglectful of the evangelical 

principles that typically infuse major GOP political nomi-

nees’ rhetoric on abortion, stem-cell research, creationism, 

and LGBT rights. Unless he forces himself to pronounce 

something haphazardly related to religion, such as his 

awkward speech at Liberty University, there is very little 

talk in Trump’s speeches about the devil’s temptations, 

about the sin of abortion, or the ungodliness of same-sex 

relationships. So, his heresy really begins as a sort of reli-

gious apostasy, although it is more of a “sin of omission” 

since it consists in avoid ing the rhetoric of the religious 

right.  

But Trump’s heresy goes beyond his lack of interest in the 

values of the Christian Right to flagrant violations of the 

GOP party platform. His attack on free trade, his neo-

isolationism (complete with vague threats to withdraw 

from NATO), his promise to treat Muslims as second class 

citizens, his frank admiration of political strongmen like 

Putin, and his laid-back attitude toward Planned 

Parenthood, among other things, make him sound like any-

thing but a mainstream Republican. The panic among a 

good portion of the GOP’s leadership when Trump’s nomi-

nation became inevitable is therefore quite understandable. 

They feared the GOP had been hijacked by a heretic. 

But Trump is not only dissenting from Republican ortho-

doxies. His foreign policy heresies, as discussed in Stephen 

Kinzer’s opinion piece in the Boston Globe, raise the hack-

les of politicians no matter their party affiliation. Trump’s 

departure from the consensus that “policing the world is 

the essence of America’s providential mission, and that 

chaos will ensue if we stop” (Kinzer) defies the orthodoxies 

of left and right: “This apostasy is direct rebellion against 

the Republican/Democrat, liberal/conservative consensus 

on foreign policy” (Kinzer). The religious overtones of the 

word “apostasy” in reference to a man who is attacking 

Donald J. Trump 
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secular rather than religious beliefs demonstrates just how inclusive and compendious the notion of heresy has become, 

denoting departures from all kinds of dogmas, not just religious ones. 

Then, there’s the matter of political correctness. The ironies pile up if we consider McGrath’s view of heresy as a liberal 

subversion of truth, certainty, and tradition. In attacking PC culture, Trump is lashing out against the very postmodern, 

multicultural, relativist ethos that supposedly gave rise to PC in the first place. Trump’s heresies include forms of dissent 

that directly and specifically target some of the fruits of postmodernism. Here, too, Trump’s heterodoxy rubs people lit-

erally on the left and right the wrong way. Of course, it is not a heterodoxy based on carefully considered principles or 

theoretical axioms. For Trump, being anti-PC basically means being able to voice one’s bigotry unapologetically, and this 

poses a problem for the conservative establishment, which does not want to be seen as tolerant or supportive of open 

racism, misogyny, and Islamophobia (whether they are OK with covert forms of such views is another story).  

This concerns members of our society because the legitimate question arises whether being a heresy scholar means that 

we are predisposed to approve of all things heretical. This question probably answers itself for many heresy scholars if 

the heretic under consideration bears the name of Donald Trump. But if being independent, disruptive, heterodox, and 

uncomfortable actually does qualify Trump as a heretic of sorts, it bears repeating that much of his heresy is based on 

ignorance, superficiality, or poor judgment, and this is where the label of heretic becomes somewhat unstuck. The great 

male heretics of the past—I’m thinking of Valentinus, Giordano Bruno, Galileo, William Blake, Nietzsche… (plug in your 

own favorite heretic here)—have been intellectual powerhouses, men of thought, individuals with an impressive 

knowledge base and a deep erudition.  

By comparison, Trump is boorish, unpolished, and quite uninformed about world affairs, philosophical questions, or 

scientific matters. Thus, what comes across as heresy may well be a symptom of ignorance, such as when he congratulat-

ed the Scots for “taking their country back” after the Brexit vote (the Scots had actually voted against Brexit). Moreover, 

a good deal of what he says and does seems to be generated by gut feeling and impulse, hence his persistent tendency to 

sabotage his own campaign by ill considered outbursts. Again, the intellectual component of heresy is missing. 

So, perhaps we should say that there are two kinds of non-conformists, i.e. “heretics” and “Heretics,” and that Trump 

belongs emphatically to the lower-case sort, i.e. a smaller, temporal, soon-forgotten heretic who has neither the intellec-

tual gravitas nor the visionary quality to transcend his narrow moment in time to make a lasting contribution to society. 

He may be a possessor of small truths, as Eliot Daley wrote in the Huffington Post, crediting Trump’s heresies as con-

taining fragments of truth. But, added Daley, what made such peddlers of small truths “heretics was their tendency to 

absolutize whatever truth they were propounding to the exclusion of other truths inherent in the complex matter from 

which they had extracted their appealing sliver of truth.”  

As a lower-case heretic with a small truth or two to his name (the Iraq war really was a “yuge mistake”), he serves a le-

gitimately disruptive function by making us all, regardless of our political affiliations, question the meaning of the ortho-

doxies that we ourselves hold dear, including the orthodoxy of political correctness. But as a lower-case heretic, too, he is 

likely to be forgotten come November 10, as someone who did disrupt, shock, and tear down but failed to build, create, 

and turn heresy into a blueprint for the future.  

US ELECTION ANALYSIS 

 THE HERESY OF INATTENTION 
Brook Wilensky-Lanford, UNC Chapel Hill 

In my family, we talk about politics like other families talk 

about religion, or sports. Just as some families are Red Sox 

fans, or Jews, my family are liberals. One of the first things 

my parents did after getting married in Massachusetts in 

1972 was to ship themselves off to eastern Montana to be 

campaign coordinators for George McGovern’s presiden-

tial campaign. My father likes to say that they were 

shocked, shocked  when McGovern didn’t win, because 

“everyone we knew was voting for him.” My mother will 

often brag that she has never once voted for a Republican, 

always feeling compelled to add “except Jim Jeffords, 

when we lived in Vermont, but he ended up changing 

parties.” I was so steeped in this Northeastern liberalism 

that even this year, in my late 30s, I was shocked, shocked  

that most of my friends had never heard of Bernie Sand-

ers; my parents had voted for him in the 80s in Vermont, 

and hadn’t stopped following his career since.  

By the time of the 2016 Democratic primaries, I was al-

ready somewhat of a heretic in my family, however, be-

cause I had voted for Hillary Clinton in the 2008 prima-

ries, despite the pleas of my passionately pro-Obama fam-
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ily. Of course, they trusted enough in their parenting skills 

to know that I would never vote Republican. They knew 

this to be the case even when I recently moved to North 

Carolina, my first time living in a swing state in my entire 

life. But my unwillingness to back Bernie was cause for 

concern. 

Which is why I didn’t confess to them that I almost didn’t 

watch the first Presidential debate. The debate fell on my 

father’s birthday; but when he texted me “HELL of a lot of 

fun” at 11pm I knew he wasn’t talking about cake and pre-

sents. My husband, away on business, texted back in agree-

ment “Hilarious!” 

The heresy was: I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t find 

the debate at all fun or hilarious. I hadn’t even wanted to 

watch it. And I wasn’t alone, especially among 30-

something college-educated women, many of whom tenta-

tively confessed their intentions to abstain on social media. 

For many of us, that deep-seated faith in the necessity to 

pay attention to presidential elections eventually pulled us 

back. You couldn’t not pay attention, not in an election that 

mattered this much.  

But I think I’m going to stick to my guns and not watch the 

next one, shocking as my family will find it. Herewith my 

heretic’s manifesto: First, although I worry that I sound like 

my McGovern-loving parents when I say this, literally eve-

ryone I know is voting for Hillary. No one is expecting to have 

their minds changed. But most important, I firmly believe 

that to watch Donald Trump shout at and insult Hillary 

Clinton actually does more harm than good.  

I am wary even of typing the name Donald Trump in a 

piece for publication, because I know that every time I click 

on a Donald Trump headline, it makes it more likely that 

another Donald Trump story will get written. And it will 

be the same Donald Trump story: Donald Trump says or 

does something outrageous, can you believe it? And the 

requisite follow-up: Polls show no one cares about that out-

rageous thing Donald Trump did yesterday; here is what 

he said today. No candidate has received such breathlessly 

frequent coverage in recent memory, and its existence is 

something Trump counts on like he counts on oxygen to 

breathe. But the rest of us don’t need to keep giving it to 

him.  

Watching Trump is even worse. Then, not only are we all 

providing him more clicks, he also has the possibility to 

effect us on an emotional level. As a post-debate article in 

Everyday Feminist noted, Trump is a practiced user of tech-

niques otherwise best known as emotional abuse. As a 

woman, part of a group that Trump has had nothing but 

disparaging things to say about, I know he doesn’t care 

what I think; he’s not talking to me. But it is still physically 

painful for me to watch him yell, lie, puff himself up and 

put others down, and especially, to interrupt and talk over 

Hillary. With him, she becomes less a candidate with her 

own pros and cons and her own policy ideas worth dis-

cussing, and more a surrogate for all women in the TV au-

dience. We are on the edge of our couches, sitting on our 

hands, gritting our teeth, and willing her to stay strong. 

We’re relieved when she does, but it doesn’t get rid of the 

ache in our guts. (It may well be that Hillary’s ability to 

withstand patronizing, bullying, and demonizing is not 

just an ancillary skill but the  skill that makes her most Pres-

idential.)  

So if watching Trump in debate mode makes me complicit 

in both his publicity machine and in his abuse of women in 

general, and one woman in particular, why should I? I look 

at my dear, beloved, well-meaning friends and family who 

are still in the game, still exchanging social media posts 

about whatever Trump just did, still speculating on just 

who are the Trump supporters and what is wrong with 

them, and I want to shout like a lefty Cassandra, “Don’t 

you see! He’s using our own deeply held belief in demo-

cratic engagement against us!”  

It is important to note that there is a distinct difference be-

tween this form of political heresy and actual political apa-

thy. A protest vote for Johnson or Stein is inconceivable, 

and a lack of vote at all is even worse. So for the first time 

this year, I have found a different way to get involved: I 

joined a nonpartisan organization whose sole purpose is to 

register people to vote in North Carolina. (As you may 

have heard, we’ve had some trouble with that recently.)  

My parents were thrilled to hear this, until they heard the 

“nonpartisan” part. But this is actually my favorite thing 

about the organization: in a state as highly politically polar-

ized as North Carolina, partisans may not get the un-

fettered access to public and commercial spaces that is nec-

essary for our work. (That’s true even though it is in fact 

already illegal for anyone offering voter registration ser-

vices to refuse to register somebody because of their party 

affiliation.) Appearance matters here. Of course people try 

to talk politics with us anyway. And I sympathize—

feelings are high out there, and people need outlets. But I 

take distinct comfort in refusing to engage on this level or 

offer a partisan opinion, and in the implicit statement that 

registering access to the vote should  not be  a political issue 

but a basic right. And if this makes me a traitor to my leftie 

heritage, so be it: this election, I’m going to vote, but I’m 

not going to talk about it.    

http://everydayfeminism.com/2016/09/trump-emotional-abuse-tactics
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/01/us/politics/north-carolina-supreme-court-voting-rights-act.html
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 THE VALUE OF SHAME 

Geremy Carnes, Lindenwood University 

I first noticed something different about the way people were talking about voting, privacy, and conscience in May. To 

all but the most self-deluded supporters of the other candidates, it was now clear that Trump and Clinton would be the 

major-party nominees, and on Facebook I began to see posts with very similar sentiments. “I respect the privacy of eve-

ryone’s vote. I would never tell anyone how to vote!”; or “I’ve made my choice, but I respect whatever vote your con-

science leads you to!”; and, “I would never try to shame anyone into changing their vote!” It was that last sentiment—“I 

would never try to shame anyone”—that got my attention and made me start to ponder how my friends conceived of 

their obligations as voters and citizens. Don’t shame anyone? Sorry, but shame is a perfectly legitimate weapon to wield 

in political discourse. And it was never more needed than in a year where one presidential candidate has made shame-

lessness the centerpiece of his campaign. 

US ELECTION ANALYSIS 

exCommunicated, the publication of the International Society for Heresy Studies, is looking for con-

tributions from writers and academics on the subjects of heresy, blasphemy, and non-

belief. An international, interdisciplinary, and non-sectarian academic organization, the 

ISHS is committed to investigating the subject of heresy as broadly defined, across disci-

plines including history, literature, religious studies, theology, sociology, anthropology, art 

history, women and gender’s studies, cultural studies, area studies, and other subjects. 

Since the organization’s founding three years ago, we have held two successful internation-

al conferences at New York University, and we have released five issues of exCommunicat-

ed. Our publication aims to be engrossing, provocative, analytical, and creative. We are committed 

to producing a journal which is readable and of interest to the educated public, while sacri-

ficing none of the rigor of an academic publication.  

 

To that end we would like to publish a wide variety of authors and encourage a diverse 

community of academics and writers to send us articles of around 1,000 words for publica-

tion in exCommunicated .  Occasionally our issues are themed, though we are open to pub-

lishing articles and essays on any aspect of heresy, across denominational and ideological 

boundaries and concerning any time period or geographical region. We are particularly in-

terested in reflections on current events, book reviews, and pedagogical accounts concern-

ing the subject of dissent, heterodoxy, and blasphemy.  

 

In addition, we’re looking to reserve a section of the publication for short peer-reviewed 

publications.  For these articles, ranging between 3,000-4,000 words, we encourage a prose 

style that is in keeping with the idea of the “public humanities,” i.e. writing with a minimal 

amount of jargon and with both academic and non-academic audiences in mind.  

Please send queries and submissions to Bernard Schweizer  

(Long Island University) at bernard.schweizer@liu.edu.  

CALL FOR CONTRIBUTIONS 
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Of course, I understood the practical 

function of these posts. My friends 

were less concerned with other peo-

ple’s votes than with their own. They 

were making rhetorical moves to indi-

rectly (even passive-aggressively) 

preempt anyone from attempting to 

change their votes, or even to engage 

them in political discussions. It had 

been a difficult primary season for eve-

ryone. My friends were mostly divided 

between the Clinton and Sanders 

camps. Sanders was seen as an une-

lectable distraction by Clinton support-

ers, and the abrasiveness of some of 

his supporters further angered many 

Clintonites; meanwhile, Clinton was 

intensely disliked, even vilified, by 

many Sanders supporters.  

Our social bubbles (especially on the 

internet) usually shield us from fierce-

ly dissenting opinions, but not this 

year. I had never seen my progressive 

friends more at odds with each other. 

At last, mercifully, the primaries con-

cluded. But now, with the prospect of 

the six-month general election season 

stretching out before them, and in the 

knowledge that they would catch grief 

from many of their friends no matter 

who they voted for, many people de-

cided that they were simply going to 

opt out of the political discourse. No 

dealing with the shame of voting for 

an unqualified, bullying con artist, or a 

corrupt, power-hungry neocon, or 

(and I suspect this is the case for a dis-

proportionate number of those who 

wrote these posts) for a hopeless, unin-

formed third-party ideologue robbing 

needed votes from one of the major 

parties. No trying to convince people 

that any of these characterizations are 

exaggerated or simply false. They just 

made their choice and waited impa-

tiently for Election Day to come. 

So yes, I understood. But I was also 

disturbed. Not because they had opted 

out of the quadrennial shame gauntlet 

in which our country settles upon its 

choice of president, but because of the 

assumptions about voting which they 

had used to justify their decision to opt 

out. Rather than openly declare their 

emotional exhaustion and state their 

decision to disengage (as Brook Wilen-

sky-Lanford does in her contribution 

to this issue), they appealed to con-

science and privacy and to their dis-

gust at those people who through acts 

of shaming had invaded privacy and 

violated consciences. 

I will go ahead and make a monumen-

tal understatement: conscience is a 

problem. Philosophically, theological-

ly, personally. It’s hard to question 

people’s decision to “vote their con-

science.” Your only option is to con-

vince them that they have misunder-

stood the situation and that their con-

science should  have led them to a 

different decision. Moreover, for many 

religious people, individual conscience 

must be prized above all else. Whatever the 

consequences, one must make the deci-

sion that keeps them in God’s grace. 

But I’m not really concerned with 

those individuals who ground their 

votes on conscience in a devoutly reli-

gious sense.  

I don’t believe many people actually 

make political decisions on such 

grounds, especially people in my high-

ly secular circle of colleagues, ac-

quaintances, and Facebook friends. 

That is what surprised me about these 

declarations: a lot of people whom I 

knew as not being particularly reli-

gious were using conscience to justify 

their refusal to reconsider their voting 

intentions. They were people who, I 

knew, recognized the need for com-

promise in the political process, who 

were not compelled by a religious un-

derstanding of conscience to remain 

perfectly “pure” for the sake of their 

soul. 

To a certain extent, then, this emphasis 

on conscience was an obvious evasion. 

(And again, I don’t particularly blame 

people for wanting to disengage from 

this debacle of an election). But I also 

think there is a link between the con-

cepts of conscience and privacy and 

the rejection of the legitimacy of 

shame. We know the analogy that’s in 

play here: private is to conscience is to 

guilt, as public is to reputation is to 

shame. If we think of voting as a pri-

vate act, then we must act according to 

conscience, lest we be punished with 

guilt. If, on the other hand, we think of 

voting as a public act, then we must 

act according to the reputation we 

wish to maintain, lest we be punished 

with shame. 

Clearly many of my friends view vot-

ing as a private act, or at least find it 

useful to view it as such. I am utterly 

unable to comprehend that view. Vot-

ing is a secret act, yes, as it should be. 

But the fact that it is secret does not 

make it any less of a public act. Indeed, 

it is the most direct and impactful en-

gagement with the public political 

sphere that most citizens have in a giv-

en year. The secrecy of the process 

complicates the meting-out of punish-

ment—shame and the loss of reputa-

tion—for “bad” voting behavior, but 

most people do not make much effort 

to disguise their political opinions 

from the people with whom they inter-

act frequently. Within our circles of 

friends and acquaintances, we can eas-

ily identify targets for vote-shaming. 

Faced with an election season full of 

difficult and inevitably unpopular de-

cisions, the temptation to frame voting 

as a private act is powerful. If voting is 

consigned to the private sphere, it 

would be as inappropriate to shame 

people for their voting decisions as it is 

to shame them for any other aspect of 

their private life, such as their religion 

or their sexual preferences. But to 

attempt such a reframing is, first of all, 

futile (you can’t just make people for-

get your political opinions after you’ve 

spent months expressing them), and 

more importantly, dangerous. To im-

agine voting as a private act is to abdi-

cate responsibility to one’s fellow citi-

zens. It is to reduce the impact of one’s 

vote to its impact on one’s con- 
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TEACHING CORNER 

 DEVIL AND MAN AT LEHIGH  
Ed Simon, Lehigh University 

This spring my students and I spent the semester considering the validity of Baudelaire’s assertion that “The devil’s fin-

est trick is to convince you that he doesn’t exist.” Even as a graduate student whose work is focused in religion and liter-

ature (specifically that of the early modern period) I am mostly used to teaching first-year composition; Satan in Litera-

ture and Culture was my first opportunity to teach a class entirely devoted to my own interests and specialization. I’ve always had a 

perhaps unhealthy fascination with the Prince of Darkness; it’s undeniable whether in Milton, Marlowe, or The Exorcist 

that he always gets the best lines. But teaching composition is very different from spending week after week talking 

about Lucifer with undergraduates, and I wondered what my students would be like? Would they be the sort to carve 

pentagrams into desks and wear all black? Or would I get religious students for whom discussion of the devil is more 

than an academic interest? 

 

 

science—and to treat one’s obligations to the public sphere 

in this fashion will almost inevitably result in a conscience 

that grants greater weight to one’s personal principles than 

to the practical effects of the vote on the lives of fellow citi-

zens. Taken to an extreme, it reduces the considerations of 

the voter to the sole question of how a vote makes one feel, 

as though that vote has no impact on anything outside of 

the voter’s own mind. 

To be clear, I am confident that none of my friends would 

embrace such an extremist position. But I do worry that 

their discontent with the options they face this election sea-

son has driven many of them to place far more weight on 

making peace with their own conflicted feelings than on 

making a choice that will result in the greatest public bene-

fit. I confess I struggle with this tension myself. And that is 

why I am grateful for that most powerful of all social emo-

tions—shame. Shame is not only appropriate but absolute-

ly necessary to political culture. Shame is the mechanism 

by which we hold each other accountable to  each other.  

We must constantly reassess our political opinions in light 

of the shame we experience for those which we currently 

hold. Significant, positive political change never occurs 

without shame, or the threat of shame. Perhaps this is the most 

terrifying thing about Donald Trump’s campaign: its utter 

refusal to be subjected to shame. If President Trump, like 

Candidate Trump, cannot be made to feel shame for any-

thing he says or does, then the slender tether by which the 

public holds its elected leader in check is broken. What 

could possibly control a president who has no regard for 

his own legacy, no interest in the approval of the people he 

represents, no sense of shame? 

So, to all of my friends, family members, and acquaintances 

whose voting plans differ from mine, I make this preemp-

tive pseudo-apology: I am sorry for all of the shame that I 

am going to try to make you feel over the next few weeks. 

If it makes you feel any better, I fully expect you to shame 

me in return. 

 

Max Klinger, Shame, 1887–1903  
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While designing my syllabus (always one of the most 

enjoyable aspects of teaching in my opinion) I had a 

bevy of potential texts to consider, from Stephen Vincent 

Benet’s classic short-story “The Devil and Daniel Web-

ster” to films like Rosemary’s Baby. As I put in book-

orders and scheduled readings, I was a bit worried how-

ever. I didn’t know what sort of student to expect in the 

class, after all, it’s a hell of a thing to have the word 

“Satan” forever on your transcript. The topic seemed to 

me to be undeniably provocative; would it attract funda-

mentalist students who disapproved of the subject 

matter?  

As Bernard Schweizer explored in his article “When Re-

ligion is no Laughing Matter” on May 3 in The Chronicle 

of Higher Education, registering for a class on a controversial 

religious subject is no guarantee that the student ap-

proves of discussing said subject. But teaching at an R1 

school in the Northeast I had rarely encountered stu-

dents who objected to texts and discussions on religious 

grounds (and even in my comp classes I normally de-

vote a unit to religious issues), here I was worried about 

corollary objections, such as “New Atheist” students 

who might write off all discussion about faith as only so-

much wasted time devoted to superstition. I’ve found in 

my general articles about religion that you can attract 

fierce partisans on either side who react to their own 

presuppositions more than to whatever is under discus-

sion. I wondered if the same dynamic would occur in 

the classroom?  

As it turned out neither potential community was repre-

sented in my course. What I discovered instead was a 

group of largely agnostic students who had an interest 

and respect for the subject of religion. We were not read-

ing easy material, including Jeffrey Burton Russell’s 

Mephistopheles (a fantastic phenomenological account of the 

history of Satan in the modern world), Marlowe’s Dr. 

Faustus, Milton’s Paradise Lost, and Hannah Arendt’s Eich-

mann in Jerusalem among others. While some classes were 

spent talking about lighter representations of a trickster 

devil, we still devoted the bulk of class time to some 

fairly dark material. What fascinated me was how often 

our discussion of the utility of Satan as metaphor was 

marshaled in discussion of current economic and politi-

cal issues.  

Is “evil” a useful description for violent antisocial be-

havior, or does it abdicate societal responsibility for 

treating certain individuals? Does belief in the Devil par-

adoxically allow more evil to be committed in the name 

of good? Does the theological language of “original sin” 

offer something important even to those of us who are 

secular?  
Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights,  

inner right wing (Hell), c. 1480 and 1505  
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As the course progressed I increasingly felt as if I was also 

a student in the class, and not only the instructor. I have 

traditionally over-prepared for my classes, fearful of that 

abyss-like silence that can sometimes accompany a class 

where no one is willing to speak. Quickly I found that these 

fears were unfounded in this class. Most of my students 

were STEM majors, and though there is a tendency for 

many of us in the humanities to stereotype STEM students 

as unwilling to engage with our subjects, I found the oppo-

site to be true (in my admittedly small, self-sampled selec-

tion).  

The variety of topics the students explored in their research 

papers was impressive, from an argument that Anton Le 

Vey’s Church of Satan could be analyzed as a species of the 

‘60s counterculture, to a comparative approach in reading 

Satan’s temptation of Christ alongside the Buddha’s temp-

tation by the demon Mara. But creative thought wasn’t lim-

ited to their writing, it was in class discussion where the 

group was really able to make “darkness visible” when 

considering questions about how we represent and person-

ify ultimate evil.  

Students presented on everything from Robert Johnson (the 

bluesman who supposedly sold his soul to the Devil) to 

Hieronymus Bosch’s painting The Garden o f Earthly De-

lights. In group discussions we asked what role the individual 

had in confronting evil, with students introducing to the 

class examples like the Stanford Prison Experiment, the 

Milgram Experiment, and the role that our cell-phones 

have in triggering brutal civil wars over mineral resources 

in Africa. Through it all I realized that the class dynamic 

wasn’t simply one of if my students would be willing to 

follow me into exploring some fairly dark material, but if I 

would be willing to follow them as well.  

Ultimately my experience was that even in this age of trig-

ger warnings, and at times much needed safe spaces, there 

are still ample opportunities to deal with weighty philo-

sophical and theological issues in a literature class. There 

has been a lot of worry that increased sensitivity will result 

in anemic discussions, but I didn’t find this to be the case. I 

also found that ample interest in interdisciplinary religion 

and literature classes (the course was cross listed) isn’t any 

weaker among a fairly secular student body.  

A regret of mine is that no students (at least that they said) 

believed in a literal devil. I think that the sort of dialogue 

that could have commenced between secular and more tra-

ditionally religious students could have been a fruitful ex-

perience. What I did find is that the “turn to religion” 

which has marked literary scholarship for the past half-

generation can have a prominent home in the undergradu-

ate classroom. In my composition classes my students ap-

proach texts through a fairly traditional cultural studies 

rubric of race, class, and gender, to which I always add reli-

gion, based on my conviction that faith can be as crucial to 

individual and collective identity formation as those other 

categories.  

Satan in Literature and Culture encouraged me in my assump-

tion that religion is so big and important that it simply can-

not be ignored at any level of humanities scholarship, and 

that theological language still has an important role in both 

scholarship and teaching. My class and I followed the Dev-

il’s hoofed foot-prints to some disturbing, but always im-

portant places.  

BECOME A MEMBER OF THE  
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FEATURED HERETIC 

  

 

In the mid-seventeenth century a religious mystic, seeker, 

and occultist named Johannes Kelpius lay in his bed in 

Transylvania, dreaming of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 

And so, he went.  

Today in the neighborhood of Germantown, a few miles 

north of Center City with her wedding cake City Hall and 

the gleaming Comcast Tower from which William Penn 

once again has the highest vantage point, you can see 

where Kelpius would eventually live and die. By the Wis-

sahickon Creek in Fairmont Park you can enter the cave 

that the largely forgotten Kelpius called his home. Here, 

among broken beer bottles and graffiti, is what was once 

the anchorite’s cell where Kelpius and his band of mystical 

minded, radically Protestant “monks” studied the Chris-

tian kabbalah, astrology, and magic. They awaited the 

apocalypse that they believed Revelation had foretold as 

beginning in this new city in the New World, on the west-

ern edge of everything, and east of Judgment Day. And 

while they waited for that date in 1694, which came and 

went without the end of the world, they prayed, they 

divinated, they meditated, they wrote, and they supposed-

ly discovered occult secrets here by the shores of the 

Schuylkill. For John Greenleaf Whittier, the Fireside Poet of 

the nineteenth-century, Kelpius was “Weird as a wizard” 

with command “over arts forbid.” 

Kelpius was born in 1667, only one year after a diabolically 

and auspiciously apocalyptic year, which saw widespread 

millennial excitement sweep through Europe. He was 

raised among the German minority of Transylvania, then 

an independent kingdom known for both its religious free-

dom and heterodoxy (as indeed Kelpius’ future home of 

Pennsylvania would be as well). Indeed though his life re-

flected the intellectual diversity of early modern Europe, it 

would become a characteristically American one as well, as 

 

Christopher Witt, painting of Johannes Kelpius, 1705. 

 FEATURED HERETIC: JOHANN KELPIUS 
Ed Simon , Lehigh University 

 

“And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write; These things saith he that is holy, he that is true…” 

- Revelation 3:7 

  

“Kelpius from his hermit den /By Wissahickon, maddest of good men, /Dreamed o'er the Chiliast dreams…  

Shall bid all flesh await, on land or ships, /The warning trump of the Apocalypse.” 

- John Greenleaf Whittier Pennsylvania Pilgrim (1872)  

 

[Note: A version of this essay appeared previously in Atlas Obscura ] 
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he and his followers searched for a utopia in America. 

Kelpius was no simple wild-eyed zealot; he was a consum-

mate scholar, a philologist and scientist. As a student at the 

University of Altdorf near Nuremberg Germany, Kelpius 

devoted himself to the study of theology, mathematics, and 

music. But the sober principles of mainstream Lutheranism 

didn’t move him, for he was attracted to the ecstatic and 

transcendent worship style of Pietism, as well as the more 

esoteric conjectures of kabbalah and Rosicrucianism. He 

was influenced by that perennial philosophy of mystical 

union which threads through thinkers ranging from Py-

thagoras to Bruno; that hermeticism which claims that the 

world is not as it seems, but that the higher intellect can 

brush back that veil to see the bride’s face laid bare.  

While at Altdorf he read the works of the Pietist Jakob Böh-

me, who was also a firm believer in the coming apocalypse. 

Based on both his reading of Revelation which spoke of an 

exilic remnant of the faithful that was as a “woman in the 

wilderness,” as well as glowing accounts of the colony of 

Pennsylvania, Kelpius became convinced that the 

“Philadelphia” which John of Patmos wrote of was not the 

historical settlement in Asia Minor, but rather this new me-

tropolis on the American frontier.  What the men he con-

vinced to travel with him to this New World found was 

perhaps not the Millennium, but they did find that divine 

experiment of Pennsylvania with its unprecedented degree 

of religious freedom. This proprietary English colony was 

the largest private land holding on Earth; it was also 

marked by an exceptional ethnic, linguistic, and religious 

diversity, truly a remnant of the varied faithful in this wil-

derness.  

Welcomed by that similarly religious non-conformist Penn 

(even though Kelpius’ private diaries could be scathing to 

the point of ingratitude when discussing the Quaker), Kel-

pius would make his home among the growing German 

population around Philadelphia, including Daniel Falckner 

who advocated for the colony in his pamphlet Curieuse 

Nachrischt von Pensylvania, and the brilliant polymath Daniel 

Pastorius who functioned as the de facto  leader of the Ger-

man community. Yet Kelpius and his fellow pilgrims were 

as men apart from Pennsylvania’s German society, follow-

ing the ascetic principle of living in the wilderness of the 

forest with natural caves as their cells, awaiting the break-

ing of the seals and the end of the world.  

It was also where Kelpius, a musical prodigy, would com-

pose New World hymns in the tongue of his fathers. It was 

where he and his fellow initiates would use the divine nu-

merology of gemetria to try and ascertain scripture’s sacred 

secrets. It was where these hermits charted the stars, 

attempting to divinate a future they thought was rapidly 

depleting. And it was where he and his oddly named 

“Society of the Women in the Wilderness” tried to create 

what was not just a new and perfect communal society, but 

also indeed the last society on Earth before the end of the 

world. But the world did not end in 1694, though Kelpius’s 

death in 1708 was arguably just as disruptive to his move-

ment as was an apocalypse which came and went. But, as a 

bit of local lore has it, that alchemist discovered the mythic 

“Philosopher’s Stone” capable of transmuting base metals 

into gold, only to toss it into the river before he died – even 

though some followers claimed that Kelpius never really 

did expire, rather elevating to a higher realm like the bibli-

cal prophet Enoch.  

Whittier wrote that Kelpius “saw the visions man shall see 

no more…The warning trump of the Apocalypse, /

Shattering the heavens before the dread eclipse.” At the 

ends of the world, and awaiting the end of the world, Kel-

pius was one of many who saw a paradisiacal promise here 

in Pennsylvania. For him, this was not just a place to await 

apocalypse, but a place to attend its perfection. The utopian 

religious freedom promised by Pennsylvania would attract 

other pilgrims. What the mystic of Germantown demon-

strates is how contingent the notion of heresy can be, for in 

most other lands his idiosyncrasies of ritual and his theo-

logical peculiarities would mark him as irredeema-

bly heterodox. But here in the wilderness he could practice 

his invented faith without interference .  

Kelpius arrived in Pennsylvania in the seventeenth centu-

ry, and then more of his countrymen came with the great 

migrations of utopian religious groups like the Amish, the 

Mennonites, and the Moravians in the eighteenth century. 

The nineteenth century would see a young Joseph Smith 

believing that he had restored the Aaronic line upon the 

Susquehanna River, as well as other attempts to build a 

perfect society such as those at New Harmony and Ephra-

ta. And the twentieth century would see the arrival of the 

utopian Bruderhof community as refugees from Hitler’s 

Germany. Over more than three centuries the state has 

been a haven for the searchers, the seekers, the eccentrics, 

the dreamers, the divinators; Kelpius was simply an early 

one. Kelpius may have hoped for a Peaceable Kingdom in 

the wilderness, though paradise did not descend in 1694. 

That is not justification for turning one’s face away from 

Eden (or Philadelphia). Yet though he is obscure, having 

learned of his story, why not hope that on a clear night you 

may yet see the gentle glow of the Philosopher’s Stone at 

the bottom of the Schuylkill River?  


