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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  Mennonite Romance, by Jon Stich, accompanied the article “Getting Dirty in Dutch Country” that appeared in a 2010 issue of Bloomberg Businessweek. Used by permission of the artist. = < x Chapter Three x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn My friend Jenell is a white feminist academic who votes Democrat, reads books on spirituality by a Buddhist-informed Quaker, and knows how to choose the pitch-perfect swear word. She is also an evangelical Christian. Bishop T. D. Jakes is an evangelical Christian, too. Jakes, who is African American, is pastor of a thirty-thousand-member church based in Dallas, Texas. With an evident taste for designer suits, Jakes reigns over a media empire that includes a record label, feature ﬁlms, plays, books, and a sitcom. Thousands of miles away from Jakes’s congregation, in northwestern Ohio, my cousin Lois is homeschooling her children. She wears skirts, covers her head when she goes to church, and picks berries and apples to preserve for winter. Evangelical? Deﬁnitely. To understand the Amish masquerade that Levi Miller observed on the ﬂoor of the trade convention of Christian publishers, it is less important to know anything about the Amish than to know something about evangelicals . With few exceptions, contemporary Amish romance novels are texts produced by and for evangelical Christians. Only one writer of generally marketed Amish ﬁction is currently Amish, and a few do not reveal their faith commitments. But because the majority of the writers, literary agents, editors, publishers, and marketers—the main architects and framers of the [35.173.48.153] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 13:03 GMT) 58 x Thrill of the Chaste x Amish-ﬁction barn—are evangelical Protestants, it is imperative to know a bit about them. Evangelicals can be considered a discourse community: a group that shares conventions for interpreting language and text and that forms its adherents’ understandings of the world. Media theorists Quentin Schultze and Robert Woods Jr., themselves evangelicals, suggest that evangelicals are a “mediating tribe” or a “tribal community of discourse.”1 Discourse communities often overlap, and one person may belong to several. But the idea helps to explain the distinct ways individuals communicate based on the norms of their particular discourse community, as well as the occasional unintelligibility of their speech and ideas to those who stand outside of it. After examining the basic vocabulary of evangelicalism, we will look at the other discourse community that is a stakeholder in this publishing phenomenon : Anabaptism, which includes the Amish. Although they are not the main producers or consumers of the subgenre, the Amish stand at the eye of the bonnet book storm and deserve a brief explication.2 Understanding these two discourse communities will prepare us to take on two common myths about Amish ﬁction: that Amish novels are slightly cleaned-up versions of the proverbial “bodice rippers” and that once you’ve read one Amish novel, you’ve read them all. Only after we have dispelled these myths can we view the ﬁeld with any clarity. The Evangelical Discourse Community As my cursory descriptions of my friend Jenell, Pastor T. D. Jakes, and my cousin Lois make eminently clear, deﬁning the prototypical evangelical person is almost as diﬃcult as deﬁning the typical Amish one. Practices, theologies , politics, and lifestyles diﬀer between and within communities, both Amish and evangelical, and holding forth about “the evangelical mind” or “the Amish perspective” is likely to lead to simplistic formulation and stereotype .EvangelicalChristiansmaynotevenusethetermtorefertothemselves; many prefer the term “born-again Christian” or simply “Christian.” And evangelicals belong to many diﬀerent Christian denominations—or none at all—so identifying evangelicals by denominational aﬃliation is diﬃcult. Modern evangelicalism, what sociologist Christian Smith calls “engaged x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 59 orthodoxy,” grows out of conservative Protestant ferment in the 1940s.3 The early-twentieth-century debates between modernists and fundamentalists had rent Protestantism in two, resulting in the retreat by fundamentalists from the realms of both wider society and ecumenical Christianity, on the one hand, and the loss of religious distinctives by progressive Christians absorbed by the academy and culture, on the other. But a disenchanted group of young moderate fundamentalist reformers, evangelist Billy Graham and Christianity Today founder Carl Henry among them, began agitating against what they saw as the judgmental properties of fundamentalism, which, in the words of Smith, had “guarded doctrinal purity at the enormous cost of sacriﬁcing the spread of the Gospel.”4 Observers often overlook this distinction between fundamentalism, which remains a subset of evangelicalism, and the more culture-engaging form of evangelicalism. Fundamentalist Christianity remains stricter in its doctrinal and practical positions, including positions on biblical inerrancy, eschatology, and separation from the world.Thisstory—evangelicalism’sjourneyoutofmidcenturyfundamentalism —comes to bear on the Amish-ﬁction story, as we will see in chapter 5. Evangelicalism remained largely inconspicuous in American life until the late 1970s, when evangelical Jimmy Carter was elected president of the United States and Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority began proposing ways for Christians to wield political power. Since then, evangelicals have become known for the rise of the Religious Right and even for the desire to wrangle the United States back into the theocratic “Christian nation” that some claim it was founded to be. But current evangelical engagement with politics is not reducible to rightist politics, and evangelicals are not a homogeneous political or religious bloc.5 Nor does the label “evangelical ” always equate with patriarchy, homophobia, religious triumphalism, environmental apathy, and aﬀection for kitsch. As Joseph Loconte and Michael Cromartie suggest, critics of evangelicalism often make a “gross caricature of the 100 million or more people who could be called evangelicals” and ignore “evangelicalism’s deepening social conscience.”6 Loconte and Cromartie and others cite evangelical engagement in social issues such as AIDS, racism, global poverty, modern-day slavery, refugee concerns, and climate change as examples of what some have called “the new face of evangelicalism .” 60 x Thrill of the Chaste x New or old, fundamentalist or not, evangelicals do share certain beliefs, practices, and history. Scholars have demarcated the boundaries of contemporary evangelical Christianity in various ways, with one of the most frequently used heuristics coming from historian David Bebbington. His four-pronged deﬁnition of evangelicalism, known as the “Bebbington quadrilateral ,” includes (1) biblicism, the priority given to Scripture; (2) crucicentrism , the belief in the atoning work of Jesus on the cross; (3) conversionism , a conviction that persons need to be converted; and (4) activism, a focus on eﬀorts of the faith such as evangelism and, increasingly, social activism.7 While evangelicalism separates itself less rigidly from mainstream culture than fundamentalist Christianity has, it remains uncomfortable with many manifestations of “worldly” values and ethics. Historical stances against abortion, gay marriage, and divorce, although increasingly contested within evangelical circles, still set conservative evangelicals apart from their more liberal evangelical and mainline peers, and an increasingly sexualized public sphere has led to evangelical calls for chastity, modesty, and holy living. Some evangelicals mourn what they see as the passing of Christian inﬂuence in schools, families, and communities; this view has led to the Christian homeschooling movement and support for organizations trumpeting “family values,” such as James Dobson’s Focus on the Family and Nancy Leigh DeMoss’s Revive Our Hearts. The centrality of family and holiness to evangelical discourse, as well as a persistent if not always livedout desire to remain separate from the world, also help to make sense of evangelical identiﬁcation with Amish narratives, as we’ll see in chapter 7.8 Many evangelicals are convinced that people outside evangelicalism disdain them. “The feeling of being disliked and alienated has worked its way deep into the evangelical consciousness,” writes sociologist Bradley Wright, in the evangelical ﬂagship publication Christianity Today; “We feel it in our bones.” Wright cites a 2009 study from the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, which found that 43 percent of evangelicals think that there is “a lot of discrimination” against evangelicals. This sense of being despised by the wider culture persists, Wright says, despite evidence that only about 20 percent of Americans say they have negative impressions of evangelicals. A conviction that most of their neighbors do not like them, whether or not [35.173.48.153] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 13:03 GMT) x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 61 it is rooted in fact, may also contribute to evangelical readers’ identiﬁcation with the Amish, who are, in the words of one Amish-ﬁction writer, “an often misunderstood sect of people.”9 This sense of separateness drives the increasingly rapid-ﬁre production of evangelical media.10 While the Bible remains the central text of evangelicalism and has experienced its own product proliferation (the Bride’s Bible, the Police Oﬃcer’s Bible, the Green Bible, the Precious Moments Bible), it must compete for attention now divided among Christian magazines and newspapers, radio, online media, nonﬁction, and ﬁction. Especially ﬁction. According to a 2009 report from the Evangelical Christian Publishers Association (ECPA), Bibles make up a lower percentage of purchases than Christian ﬁction by “active Christians,” the category of consumers who made 61 percent of Christian book purchases in 2009. Christian ﬁction accounted for 20 percent of Christian book purchases by this group in 2009, and Bibles made up only 18 percent.11 “That’s right, among the core consumers of Christian books, Christian ﬁction has already eclipsed Bible purchases in units,” Michael Covington, former information and education director for the ECPA, marveled in a blog post. “If you had made this assertion 20 years ago, no one would have believed it.” But now, among the primary consumers of Christian books, Christian ﬁction is selling better than the Bible. “You know what they say: ‘Truth is stranger than ﬁction,’” wrote Covington. “We may also add that it doesn’t sell as well either.”12 Not all evangelicals are reading Amish ﬁction, of course; like all other discourse communities, the larger evangelical tribe contains clannish preferences based on race, age, geography, gender, education, and aesthetics. While it’s possible that T. D. Jakes is a big fan of Beverly Lewis, the almost unilateral absence of characters of color in Amish-themed novels makes Amish ﬁction a largely white phenomenon on both the publishing and the reading end. Several marketers and editors told me that the readers of their authors’ novels are mostly white, mostly female, mostly forty-ﬁve to sixty- ﬁve years old.13 “It’s sort of a rural, Saturday Evening Post crowd,” one marketer told me. “We can go to a town of three thousand and have a huge book signing. We can go to Phoenix and have ﬁve people come out.” Also essential to understanding the nuances of evangelical life is that evangelical scholars have issued some of the most incisive criticism of in- 62 x Thrill of the Chaste x spirational ﬁction to date. Narrow-mindedness is a common charge against evangelicals, from critics both within and without. Although they weren’t writing about Amish ﬁction speciﬁcally, Susan V. Gallagher and Roger Lundin , both professors at evangelical colleges, contend that the writing that characterizes inspirational romances “purports to be morally righteous, and readers may be thankful for its lack of profanity and chaste bedroom scenes, but its mechanical structure reﬂects its moral shallowness. It follows rote formulas and holds the reader’s interest with titillating fantasy, rather than with realism.” Schultze and Woods agree: “Evangelical media generally lack originality,” they write, summarizing one of the arguments contained in their anthology of essays about evangelical communication. “Without being cultural elitists, we can probably conclude that evangelical productions tend to suﬀer from a lack of artistic quality.”14 Evangelical discourse, then, housed in a plethora of nonﬁctional and ﬁctional texts, may befuddle observers, even evangelical ones. But understanding its contours clariﬁes some of the reasons that many evangelical readers are identifying with a religious group that, on the surface, could hardly appear more diﬀerent. The Anabaptist Discourse Community The Amish are the best-known branch of the Anabaptist family tree, which includes Hutterites, Brethren in Christ, Mennonites, the Church of the Brethren, and several other groups and subgroups. Anabaptist discourse is as contested as evangelical discourse, insofar as no one owns its deﬁnition. There are evangelical Amish people and evangelical Mennonites who draw deeply from both traditions, and some scholars locate Anabaptism as a subcategory of evangelicalism.15 Because evangelical and Anabaptist discourses merge at times, demarcating where one ends and the other begins becomes diﬃcult. Still, cursory knowledge about Anabaptist history and life will aid our later examination of how Amish ﬁction portrays its subjects. Here we look at two Anabaptist discourses: Amish and Mennonite. x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 63 Amish Discourse Amish discourse is inscribed with a centuries-old communal memory of persecution and separatism. Growing out of the Radical Reformation in the sixteenth century, the Anabaptist movement held that believing adults should be baptized rather than infants and maintained that Protestant reformers such as Ulrich Zwingli and Martin Luther had not gone far enough in their critiques of the ruling Catholic church. In rebaptizing adults, the Anabaptists placed themselves at odds with civil authorities, who used baptismal records to tax, manage, and count citizens. Anabaptists were persecuted for their refusal to baptize infants; they faced torture, imprisonment, and execution. Some two thousand Anabaptists died for their faith during the 1500s, gaining attention for their paciﬁsm, or lack of violent resistance, rooted in obedience to the words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount contained in Matthew. In addition to paciﬁsm, also known as nonresistance, separation from the world became a key value in Anabaptist thought, and today the Amish and many other Anabaptists still hold themselves at some remove from what they perceive as “the world.” A split among the Swiss Anabaptists in 1693 left one group holding fast to the use of church discipline. This faction continued to hew to a more world-rejecting way of life than many other Anabaptists, and separation from the world became a key component of their discourse. As followers of the seventeenth-century leader Jacob Ammann, this group became known as the Amish. The Amish came to the United States from Europe in two waves during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and now live in 463 settlements in thirty states and one Canadian province. The total population of Amish is approaching three hundred thousand, spread among at least forty diﬀerent aﬃliations, each with practices and traditions and beliefs that can diverge greatly from one another.16 The number of Amish in the United States and Canada doubles about every twenty years because of robust rates of both birth and retention. The average Amish family (including parents and children ) has 8.5 members, and despite the infamy of Rumspringa, the time before baptism during which Amish youth sometimes taste the pleasures [35.173.48.153] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 13:03 GMT) 64 x Thrill of the Chaste x of English life and which many outsiders assume becomes a cultural exit door, Amish retention rates hover around 90 percent.17 Gelassenheit, which means “yieldedness,” can be seen as a central container of Amish identity that frequently appears in conversation, written texts, and church life. An attitude of yieldedness should manifest itself, the Amish believe, in internal qualities such as humility and patience and in external commitments such as plain dress, horse-drawn transportation, retention of Pennsylvania German as a ﬁrst language, and other issues of lifestyle that the church codiﬁes in the Ordnung, or set of expectations for right living.18 Since the mid-twentieth century, the Amish have found themselves to be magnets for tourists, especially in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania; Holmes and Wayne counties in Ohio; and Elkhart and LaGrange counties in Indiana , where vendors of all things Amish serve more than 19 million tourists each year.19 And representations of the Amish have appeared in many venues, including Peter Weir’s 1985 movie Witness, the 2002 documentary Devil’s Playground, and the 2012 reality series Breaking Amish. For most Americans, Amish discourse itself is less accessible than discourse about the Amish, and although the Amish often represent their culture to tourists in the form of commerce, they have not generally produced written texts that are widely available to outsiders. There are signs that this is changing; the novels of Amish writer Linda Byler, for example, are ﬁnding a broad readership. But in general, the Amish discourse contained in Amish ﬁction is whisper-down-the-lane Amishness: ﬁctionalized, edited, published, marketed, and sold by non-Amish actors.20 Mennonite Discourse Scattered throughout eighty-three countries of the world, Mennonites are much more racially and ethnically diverse than the Amish. In fact, most of the 1.7 million Mennonites live outside of North America and Europe. Although , like the Amish, Mennonites descended from the early Anabaptists, they generally separate themselves less rigorously from the rest of the world than the Amish do; many Mennonites move inconspicuously through the larger culture. Some conservative Mennonites resemble the Amish more x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 65 closely than they resemble their more liberal Mennonite cousins, but Mennonites in general have accommodated themselves to technology, higher education, missions, urban life, and the professions to a greater extent than the Amish. Additionally, many Mennonites have been heavily inﬂuenced by evangelicalism, such that visitors to some Mennonite congregations on a Sunday morning would pick up a much stronger evangelical vibe than an Anabaptist one.21 Others have retained Anabaptist distinctives such as a nonresistant theology and ethics of service and simplicity. Mennonite discourse comes to bear on Amish ﬁction in terms of both the readers and the content of the books. While some Mennonites partake freely of the oﬀerings of literary and commercial ﬁction and popular culture in general, many others seek the kind of clean, Christian read that Amish novels oﬀer. “We talk about selling a lot of books around Amish communities,” Steve Oates of Bethany House told me. “That’s not because we’re selling to the Amish; it’s because we’re selling to the Mennonites and those who live around them. There’s a little dot of Amish, and then there’s a huge circle of Mennonites around them.” Oates’s claim is evidenced in a recent issue of the Mennonite, the news and theology magazine of the Mennonite Church USA, in which the only two full-page ads were for Amish novels.22 An employee at an Amish-owned store in Franklin County, Pennsylvania , told me that Mennonites are frequent buyers of the Amish novels they stock. Mennonite discourse also intersects with Amish ﬁction in that the heroines in the novels sometimes end up becoming Mennonite or joining the Beachy Amish, whose members can drive cars, use public electricity, and worship in church buildings.23 The Mennonite and Beachy Amish faiths, in Amish romance novels, are depicted as less authoritarian and more warmhearted in spiritual expression. Amish characters at odds with their strict, Ordnung-heavy communities frequently take refuge with Mennonite neighbors or cousins, who are depicted as having more personal relationships with God and more reasonable relationships to technology. In Shelley Shepard Gray’s Autumn’s Promise, for instance, English protagonist Lilly and her Amish ﬁancé Robert decide to join a conservative Mennonite church to synthesize their cultures of origin. “As a Mennonite, you could retain some of your technologies,” Robert tells her. “They would 66 x Thrill of the Chaste x let you have a car. A phone. They would not look upon our marrying as wrong.”24 In Cindy Woodsmall’s Sisters of the Quilt trilogy, Amish-born Hannah marries her Mennonite boyfriend, Paul, and becomes Mennonite , and she thus is able to pursue a master’s degree in nursing while still remaining plain. Katie Lapp, the prodigal daughter in Beverly Lewis’s ﬁrst Amish series, ends up conservative Mennonite, too. Mennonites within Amish novels are often portrayed as an ideal fusion of evangelical and Amish: appropriately converted to Christ, suﬃciently plain.25 Mennonitism becomes a contact zone of sorts between evangelical discourse and Amish discourse, a shared precinct where heroines can combine the best of evangelical orthodoxy with the best of plain orthopraxy.26 Understanding these discourse communities—especially evangelicalism —is one step toward debunking two myths about Amish ﬁction that people unfamiliar with the genre often hold. These myths—that Amish ﬁction is a stepchild of the general romance novel and that Amish novels are essentially indistinguishable from one another—are potent reminders that in some circles, an evangelical taste public, especially an evangelical female one, is frequently ignored, derided, or at the very least misunderstood. Myth: Amish Novels are Bonnet Rippers The bare-chested hunk with the mane of black hair looks like he just stepped out of the 21st Century Skins Native American Men’s Calendar. His skin is bronzed, his cheekbones high, and his nose broad and aquiline. His pecs and biceps suggest the assistance of a personal trainer. One beefy leg covers the skirt of the woman he clutches in his arms, who is vaguely Amish-looking . She is wearing a light-blue dress and a white head scarf that does little to contain her own mane of black hair. Pressed so hard against the man’s chest that her left breast pushes up at an impossible angle, the woman looks about as comfortable as if she were having a mammogram. Yet she is raising her lips to his and pressing her left hand against his burnished chest. Behind them, a barn on the horizon owes a debt to Andrew Wyeth, as does the ﬁeld of indeterminate crop that spreads out behind the couple. At the right, a sober Holstein looks on. This is Mennonite Romance, an acrylic-and-pencil illustration in mostly [35.173.48.153] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 13:03 GMT) x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 67 blue and ochre by Jon Stich, featured in a summer 2010 issue of Bloomberg Businessweek. The artwork accompanies an article titled “Getting Dirty in Dutch Country,” which investigates unusual microtrends in romance publishing including the Amish, knitting, quilting, and the paranormal. In order to “satisfy as many lust-ﬁlled imaginations as possible, the romance ﬁction industry has ripped the bodice from seemingly every niche group,” concludes writer Spencer Morgan. He places Amish ﬁction solidly within the romance-novel industry, citing romance sales of $1.4 billion for 2009, a 7.7 percent increase from the year before, and oﬀers gleeful quotes from Harlequin public relations folks (“We’re going gangbusters!”) and the requisite bonnet humor (Amish romances covering bestseller lists “like a giant headscarf”).27 None of this is exactly untrue—although the article’s assertion that the Amana Colonies featured in several recent romances represent an “ultraconservative strain of the Amish” is. (Too bad that Businessweek fact-checkers didn’t check Wikipedia.)28 Amish-themed romances do indeed represent one piece of a romance industry increasingly splintered into niche markets, and they do share certain sensibilities with the romance genre. Most current Amish novels follow some romance conventions: a young female protagonist with an incomplete identity; the appearance of the love interest in the ﬁrst chapter; a trajectory of romantic encounter, conﬂict, and resolution; and a comfortable textual environment that eases readers’ access to the narrative. In addition, the big names among Amish romance writers regularly receive awards from the Romance Writers of America— Beverly Lewis received a Career Achievement Award from the trade publication Romantic Times in 2009—and some of the newcomers to the Amish- ﬁction party started their careers writing romance for general audiences.29 But as we saw in chapter 2, contemporary Amish ﬁction was born not of Harlequin ﬂesh but of Bethany House spirit. The preponderance of Amish ﬁction is written by and for evangelical Christians, and with the exception of a few forays by the general romance houses, Amish romance novels are the province of purity culture rather than “porniﬁed” culture. Few contain the conventional Byronic hero of general-market romance novels, the “swaggering , rough-hewn, mythic man” who populates Harlequins, according to one romance novelist. Rather, Amish heroes have thoughts that are “not 68 x Thrill of the Chaste x sexual but concerned,” as Rebecca Barrett-Fox suggests about heroes in Christian romances; “He talks with her—a lot. He listens, and he shares. If any physical contact occurs, it is never ‘punishing’ or ‘cruel’ but earnest.”30 And Amish romance novels operate according to their own internal narrative arc, linguistic code, and devotional sensibility, which diﬀer greatly from conventions of general-market romance. More relevant, then, than the $1.4 billion romance-novel sales ﬁgure that Morgan oﬀers as context for the Amish-ﬁction phenomenon is a surprisingly analogous number that emerges from Christian publishing. Mark Kuyper, chief executive of the Evangelical Christian Publishers Association, estimates the Christian book industry’s annual revenue for 2011 as also $1.4 billion, up slightly from 2010. Another relevant metric would have been the $4.6 billion “Christian products industry,” which includes books, collectibles , music, gifts, and other items.31 That Morgan fails to even mention the term Christian or evangelical in his piece exempliﬁes the failure of many observers of the Amish-ﬁction phenomenon to grasp the Christian genealogy and character of the genre.32 Reporting on the trend of Amish romance novels in 2010 without mentioning North American evangelicalism is akin to tracing your family genealogy and forgetting to ﬁnd out your mother’s last name. “A lot of people covering this [publishing trend] don’t understand how Christian the customer is,” Steve Oates, vice president of marketing at Bethany House, told me. “There are very, very few secular readers.”33 Harlequin and other general romance publishers, although they are now getting with the Amish program through their inspirational romance lines, are relatively late adopters. The same year that Beverly Lewis’s The Shunning appeared, Harlequin was just birthing its line of inspirational ﬁction, Love Inspired, which didn’t bring out an Amish title until thirteen years later. By 2010, when Love Inspired ﬁnally published Katie’s Redemption, an Amish-themed novel by Patricia Davids, it entered an already crowded ﬁeld of Amish books that evangelical houses had published in intervening years.34 Compared to evangelical publishers, the big romance houses are Johnny-come-latelies to the fact that bonneted women sell books as well as heaving bosoms do. To be fair, the Businessweek article was looking at several microtrends in x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 69 romance publishing and thus could give only a cursory description of each. The illustration is mostly satirical, and its conjuring of the traditional bodice -ripper cover is both amusing and clever. Magazine editors and illustrators owe nothing to the Amish or to those who ﬁctionalize them. But here’s the thing many observers miss: sexed-up contemporary romance novels and steamy encounters between hunks with long black hair and lusty heroines like the one depicted in Mennonite Romance are exactly what Amish romance novels are not. Amish-themed romances are deﬁned by the absence of overt sexuality, and loyal readers of the subgenre are as articulate about what they don’t want in their books as what they do. The extent to which observers overlook the centrality of chastity speaks to the unintelligibility of evangelical tribal discourse to the ears of many outside critics. Too many observers simply miss this point: Amish novels turn not on the titillation of the carnal but on the thrill of the chaste. Businessweek’s coverage of the Amish-ﬁction phenomenon is the most egregious of the mainstream media reports in terms of its situating of Amish ﬁction. But Businessweek isn’t the only venue in which the nature of Amish romance novels is misunderstood. Lisa Miller of Newsweek says that much of the press coverage of the trend has been “snarky,” and my own friends and acquaintances sometimes echoed this perspective. When they heard about my research, many would smirk and crack Amish-themed bedroom jokes (“Wouldst thou untie thy covering strings?”) or oﬀer title suggestions for the Amish novel they think someone should write (Amish Girls Gone Wild). Beneath jokes about covering stripteases and X-rated Amish girls rests the same inaccurate assumption evident in Businessweek’s coverage : that Amish romance novels are, as one acquaintance of mine suggested , “the religious equivalent of bodice-ripper romance novels,” majoring in lust and arousal and minoring in anything of consequence. We’ll look at the speciﬁc ways Amish novels construct romance in chapter 7, but it’s important to note here that loyal readers often don’t even use the term romance to describe the category. “I like the classiﬁcation of ‘Amish ﬁction’ versus ‘Amish romance ﬁction’ because I don’t necessarily read them for the romance,” said one responder. When I mentioned “Amish romance novels,” another woman I spoke with furrowed her brow and said, “Really? These are romances? I don’t think of them as romance.”35 [35.173.48.153] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 13:03 GMT) 70 x Thrill of the Chaste x This myth also positions the Christian world as borrower and the “secular ” world as owner. That arrangement accurately describes many cultural forms (think Christian rap), and some theorists have made it their business to prove that evangelicals essentially xerox popular culture products, resulting in a bowdlerized subculture.36 While there is some truth to this argument , and while Christian writers like Janette Oke and Beverly Lewis rely on some hand-me-down conventions of general romances, the linear Christian -appropriation-of-secular-forms argument doesn’t work here. Amish protagonists are not simply Danielle Steel heroines cinched into capes and coverings. As indicated by Harlequin’s and Avon’s relatively late release of titles, and as demonstrated by the recent entrance of Penguin and Simon & Schuster imprints to Amish ﬁction, Christian writers and publishers have added so much value to the Amish subgenre that general romance and trade publishers are now wanting to get in on the action. Like a daughter embarrassed by her mother’s risqué fashion choices, Amish novels published by Harlequin’s Love Inspired line display the name of their parent company in one inconspicuous spot: a lower corner of the back cover. Now that romance houses are boasting lines of squeaky-clean inspirationals , it is unclear who is borrowing from whom. Evidence that inspirational Amish ﬁction has placed pressure on the general trade market can be seen nowhere more clearly than in the fact that Sinful Moments Press, an imprint of Canadian publisher Lachesis Publishing, repackaged, retitled, and rereleased Thee, I Love as Jacob’s Return in 2011. Rachel Sauder, the bodice-bursting vixen on the cover of the 1999 Thee, I Love, is redressed as a fully clothed Amish woman, standing in a ﬁeld and ﬁngering a covering string, on the cover of the 2011 Jacob’s Return. Rachel Sauder’s journey from cleavage to cape suggests that by 2011 Amishness had gained powerful currency. In 1999 the Amish sign was still worth less to publishers than some choice views of skin. Only twelve years later, the bonnet had become so celebrated and successful an insignia within Christian ﬁction that even a publishing imprint with a name like Sinful Moments Press—which also publishes erotic ﬁction—would trust the force of the Amish brand.37 Clearly, the borrowing of form and aesthetic between Christian and popular cultures goes both ways. Thee, I Love, a novel by Annette Blair featuring Amish characters and setting, was published in 1999. Used by permission of Kensington Books. = < Thee, I Love was repackaged and reissued as Jacob’s Return by Sinful Moments Press in 2011. Cover art by Laura Givens. Used by permission of Lachesis Publishing Inc. = < [35.173.48.153] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 13:03 GMT) x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 73 To reach the same loyal Amish-ﬁction reader who has funded the Amish novel craze, however, romance houses and trade publishers will have to keep the zippers up and the carnality quotient down. “They [general romance houses] have to bend over backwards to abide by the guidelines of our [Christian] market, or they’d get slaughtered,” one marketer with an evangelical house told me. “They tend to be looked at askance by the Christian bookstores because of their DNA.” Jacob’s Return, despite its front-cover renovation of Rachel Sauder from strumpet to saint, can’t be purchased from Christian Book Distributors, Crossings Book Club, or any other major Christian bookseller. So mainstream publishing is beginning to embrace the Amish-ﬁction reader as eagerly as the bulked-up man in Mennonite Romance is clutching his Amish maiden, and it has even cleaned up its act for the sake of getting the girl. It remains to be seen whether Amish-ﬁction readers will return the aﬀection, or whether general publishers will have to go elsewhere to ﬁnd themselves some love. Myth: Read One Amish Novel and You’ve Read Them All A second myth circulating about Amish novels suggests that the books are pure potboilers—hack-work featuring stock characters, predictable dialogue, refurbished backdrops, and recycled plots. “They’re kind of like Nancy Drew books,” one Amish woman told me. “If you’ve read one, you’ve read them all.”38 An Amish man I spoke with referred to them as “Amish drivel novels,” and a February 2011 article about Amish ﬁction in Publishers Weekly began with this “Recipe for an Amish Novel”: Take One young woman (Sarah, Katie, or Rebecca). One young man (Jacob, Daniel, Samuel). Add one, or more, problems: Someone is 21 and unmarried. Someone has a family secret. 74 x Thrill of the Chaste x Someone is tempted by life outside the Amish community. Someone’s heart has been broken. Mix together with one Daed, one Mamm, assorted siblings. (Optional: add grossdawdi and/or grossmammi). Bake together for 352 pages till resolved. Garnish with Pennsylvania Dutch glossary or recipes or quilt pattern.39 This “Amish ﬁction as formula” myth contains more than a kernel of truth. Amish novels often do cook up best according to a particular recipe. They are genre ﬁction, which means they rely on certain conventions of plot, character, dialogue, and setting. Even a convinced apologist for the concept of taste cultures like Herbert Gans concedes that stereotypes and templates are more common in mass-marketed works of art than in “higher” forms. “Popular culture is more standardized, making more use of formulas and stereotypical characters and plots,” he writes.40 Amish ﬁction as a whole contains countless stern bishops, buggy accidents, midwives, shunnings, barn raisings, quilting bees, tables groaning under the weight of homecooked food, forbidden romances with Englischers, and widows surprised by love. Almost without exception, there is a dusting of Pennsylvania Dutch in the dialogue, a heterosexual love story, a redemptive ending, and a character ’s trust in God. Not only are Amish novels genre ﬁction; they are evangelical ﬁction. Lynn Neal, in her study of women readers of inspirational ﬁction, writes, “In this [evangelical Christian] religio-aesthetic world, mediocrity, predictability, utility, and sentimentality reign. What many would call creative ﬂaws are labeled by evangelicals as artistic achievement and theological truth.” These four qualities—mediocrity, predictability, utility, and sentimentality—combine to create a distinctly evangelical imagination, claims Neal, who is also careful to deﬁne mediocrity not in the pejorative sense of inferior quality but as “the mean between two extremes.”41 Such use of patterns serves a purpose , in that it prompts readers to “recapture the feeling of faith, reestablish a sense of community, and revisit a variety of practices and beliefs, including prayer, forgiveness, and patience,” Neal writes. “It [repetition of forms] x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 75 aﬃrms their sense that they are maintaining the historical evangelical faith amidst the innovations of contemporary secular culture.”42 Since Amish novels are generally considered genre ﬁction, marked by the qualities Gans describes, and since they are situated within an evangelical imagination, as Neal outlines, and since they are set within a community that itself values uniformity and utility and predictability, it is possible that they oﬀer a triple shot of potboiler aesthetic. One reader, in response to the question, “When you read an Amish novel, do you usually know how it is going to end?” answered with a nonchalant “Yep.” Yet this myth, while it contains a measure of truth, may obscure as much as it illumines. It exaggerates both the uniformity of Amish ﬁction and the innovations of literary ﬁction. Gans suggests that each taste culture, operating according to its own internal aesthetic standards and expectations, “is sensitive only to its own diversity and judges the others to be more uniform.”43 Because no objective barometer of the predictability of genre ﬁction and literary ﬁction exists, readers of each taste culture are left to generalize about the others. The readers of Amish ﬁction I spoke with had no trouble generalizing about the “secular” ﬁction that most of them avoid. But between Amish novels they drew ﬁne distinctions that might go unnoticed by people unfamiliar with the genre. Whenever I asked Amish-ﬁction readers to respond to the criticism that Amish books are all the same, they begged to diﬀer. “I don’t think they’re the same story just being told diﬀerent ways,” Jodie told me. “I think there are similar themes, but I don’t think they’re all the same,” Louise said.44 “You do have to remember that they are all romance, so there is going to be some romance in every one, but there are diﬀerent characteristics to each one,” another reader told me. One reader pointed out the variety of barriers to love that the protagonists must overcome, noting a tremendous diversity in terms of what that barrier is. Readers named authors they liked and authors they didn’t, plotlines they loved and ones they disliked, protagonists they liked and protagonists they found annoying. In my own Amish-ﬁction reading forays, I also encountered a great deal of diversity in quality, even according to my own taste culture. I found some books rather appalling in their clunky prose and didactic sensibilities, but I and other critics have found others to be well written and narratively ap- [35.173.48.153] Project MUSE (2024-03-20 13:03 GMT) 76 x Thrill of the Chaste x pealing. Dale Cramer’s Levi’s Will earned a starred review in Booklist, which called it an “accomplished work” and a “beautiful and original story”; Publishers Weekly skewered an Amish novel by Amy Clipston for a narrative that “drags repetitively around the lovers—how many times can Timothy raise his eyebrows in surprise and eat Miriam’s crumbly peach pie?—and misses chances for conveying greater emotion in central family relationships.”45 Although in some books the ending was clearly in sight from the ﬁrst chapter, in others the resolutions were not visible at all until I neared the end. The supersonic pacing, skip tracers, cutting-edge gene therapy, and gun-toting intruders of Mindy Starns Clark’s Amish suspense stories are a far cry from the meandering plots of family dinners, ﬁshing trips, and hope chests of Wanda Brunstetter’s novels. Cramer’s impressively plotted historical novel Paradise Valley, about an Amish family that moves to Mexico in the 1920s and there learns about poverty, racism, and the Mexican Revolution, could hardly be more diﬀerent from the anodyne dialogue and unlikely proposals of Emma Miller’s Miriam’s Heart (“She was crying, tears ﬂowing, her lower lip quivering. ‘Will you marry me, Charley?’”). And the sexually charged scenes in Kelly Long’s A Marriage of the Heart, replete with husky voices, double entendre, and suggestively thrown towels, are of a diﬀerent character entirely from the chaste handholding and blushes of Beverly Lewis’s characters in the Courtship of Nellie Fisher series, in which the most erotic phrase is “How’s the prettiest baker in Honey Brook?”46 In addition, the spectrum of representations of Amish faith in the novels—as a works-based, not fully Christian form, on the one hand, to true Christianity in suspenders and coverings, on the other—is wide. Thus, to claim that “all Amish novels are the same” would be to overlook polysemy in much the same way that someone who says “all Amish are Luddites” does. Critic Raymond Williams admonishes that, when considering works within a particular genre, one must look not only at their “essential community” but also at their “irreducible individuality.”47 Metaphors for Amish Fiction These latent but powerful myths obscure two essential characteristics of Amish ﬁction: the centrality of chastity within the novels and the heteroge- x An Evangelical and an Amishman Walk into a Barn x 77 neous nature of the subgenre. Expelling these myths makes it possible to listen more carefully to the writers and readers of the novels, as well as to the meaning that they make from the books they love. Chapters 4–7 oﬀer four metaphors through which we can refract the Amish-ﬁction phenomenon. The ﬁrst metaphor—Amish novels as commodities —focuses on the production end of the thrill of the chaste, which is situated within what Lipovetsky calls “hypercapitalism.”48 The remaining three metaphors—Amish novels as devotional icons, as vehicles of transport , and as curators of chaste womanhood—center on the consumption of Amish ﬁction: the thrill of the chaste as articulated by readers. Each illuminates the success of the subgenre in a particular way, bending our attention toward certain qualities of the texts themselves and their cultural and religious functions in the lives of readers. The light that these four metaphors shed on the subgenre’s production gears, its religious qualities, its capacity to imaginatively transport readers, and its constructions of godly womanhood could illumine the popularity of the larger category of inspirational Christian ﬁction. These metaphors are particularly apt for our purposes, however, in that they highlight the even more signiﬁcant sense of departure from hypermodernity that Amish ﬁction oﬀers, relative to inspirational ﬁction in general. While Christian ﬁction peopled with non-Amish characters and set in non-Amish contexts may provide readers with a measure of relief from the stresses of hypermodernity , only Amish ﬁction oﬀers such substantial psychic distance from it. Ironically, however, even as the subgenre eﬀectively positions itself as an alternative to hypermodernity, the stunning success of Amish novels can be credited, in part, to hypermodern production and sales mechanisms. In chapter 4 we view Amish romance novels as commodities. Like all metaphors , this one risks being reductive. Yet when used appropriately, the commodity metaphor sheds light on a central aspect of Amish ﬁction: the production matrix within which it is conceived, represented, published, marketed, and sold. ... 
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