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How a 72-Year-Old Pastor Became America’s Favorite 
Campus Evangelist 

Cliffe Knechtle and his son Stuart draw millions of young followers by 
answering questions on faith, morality at colleges across U.S. 

By Christopher Kuo | Oct. 14, 2026 

 
 

PHILADELPHIA—The man paced at the center of a crowd of Drexel University students. 
Some hopped on benches craning their necks for a better view while others FaceTimed friends 
so they could watch. 

The students hadn’t come for free food or discounted merchandise. Instead, they congregated 
last Thursday to hear from Cliffe Knechtle, a 72-year-old evangelical pastor who promised 
answers to life’s most pressing questions. 

“Is there anyone in the crowd who is an atheist or agnostic?” he asked. A young man stepped 
forward and began peppering him with questions. 
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For the next four hours, the pastor debated one student after another, fielding questions about 
faith and folly with the measured cadence of a courtroom lawyer and the booming voice of a 
tent evangelist. Whenever he paused to sip water, students jostled to snap photos with him. 

“I’ve never seen this many people gathered here,” said James Tulloch, a third-year health-
sciences student. 

A grizzled champion of ancient wisdom and divine revelation, Knechtle (pronounced connect-
lee) has in recent years become an improbable celebrity at college campuses across the 
country, popularity that coincides with a renewed interest in faith among young people. 

Across YouTube, TikTok and Instagram, Cliffe and his son, Stuart Knechtle, 38, who joins him 
as an itinerant apologist, have garnered millions of viewers, including Chris Pratt, Usain Bolt 
and Barron Trump, many of them captivated by Cliffe’s plain-spoken persona and fervent 
declarations of faith. Devoted Cliffe fans have dressed as him for Halloween, donning khaki 
pants, a blue button-down and Asics sneakers. Others have filmed themselves adopting his 
signature posture: crouched halfway to the ground, hands on his knees. 

“You losing a debate, so you gotta hit the Cliffe Knechtle stances,” the caption on one video 
reads. 

For three decades, Cliffe worked in obscurity, visiting hundreds of schools—from Harvard and 
Stanford to the University of Hawaii and Texas Tech—where he sparred with cynical students 
over the existence of God. Then in 2020, his son began posting clips of himself and Cliffe 
debating students. Within a year, the traveling father-son duo suddenly became recognizable 
throughout America to young people with a growing interest in religion. 

The share of Americans who identify as nonreligious has declined for three years in a row from 
2022 to 2025, according to data from Ryan Burge, a political scientist at Washington University 
in St. Louis. Among Christians who attend church, Gen Z and Millennials go more often than 
older generations, according to a 2025 study by the Barna Group, a firm that studies U.S. faith 
trends. 
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“There’s this perception that college students don’t want to pursue God, and that is the farthest 
thing from the truth,” said Ella Wang, a Duke University sophomore who attended a recent visit 
by the Knechtles. “There are so many kids who are for the first time in their lives thinking, 
‘What is my purpose here?’” 

During the afternoon at Drexel, Cliffe referenced Immanuel Kant, C.S. Lewis and Martin Luther 
King Jr. as students pressed him and Stuart to explain the basis for morality, the veracity of the 
Bible and the origins of the universe. 

“Existence does not come from nonexistence by chance,” Cliffe said. “You existing, me 
existing, comes from an intelligent being.” As Cliffe and Stuart spoke, a member of their team 
circled with a large camera, capturing video footage for future posts.  

Social-media stardom has boosted Cliffe’s ministry, but also complicated his work. An online 
audience can be as fickle as it is faithful, and what captures the most clicks doesn’t also 
always edify the human soul. 

This presents a challenge for a man who confronted generations of skeptics long before the 
advent of the iPhone.  

“If we lose authenticity, what are we doing?” Cliffe said in an interview. 
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Cliffe’s father was a preacher for the Seventh-day Adventist Church, and from an early age, 
Cliffe wanted to follow a similar path: “I wanted to get out and rub shoulders with real skeptics, 
doubters and secularists.” 

After graduating from Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in Massachusetts, he became an 
evangelist with a Christian organization called InterVarsity. One of his early assignments was 
to evangelize spring breakers in Fort Lauderdale, Fla. It was the spring of 1980, and the 26-
year-old strode toward a pack of sunbathing students, raised his voice above the crash of the 
surf and began preaching. 

“I was looking into the faces of people who thought Jesus was a joke,” he said. “And I loved it.” 

After Fort Lauderdale, Cliffe began visiting dozens of schools. Each week, he and his wife and 
three young sons would move into a dorm room that a Christian student had vacated for them. 
Then Cliffe would stand near campus landmarks—the sundial at Columbia University, or the 
Pit at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill—and students would bombard him with 
questions: What is the purpose of life? Why does a good God allow suffering? How can you 
believe in an unseen being?  

 
 

Cliffe isn’t afraid to admit when he is stumped. One of his trademark lines: “I do not know.” He 
also disarms skeptics with self-deprecation: “I am a dirty, rotten sinner,” he often says.  

Father and son now travel regularly together; Stuart helps lead their ministry for students, 
called “Give Me An Answer,” and manages their social-media accounts. 

The duo’s appearances often pack campus auditoriums and quads with hundreds of students, 
and draw millions of views on social media. 

Some popular videos depict Cliffe deconstructing a student’s shoddily constructed argument. 
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“You are a slippery thinker,” Cliffe tells a young man in an April video. “You can’t claim to be a 
rational person if you’re going to keep on changing and flipping all of these positions, because 
what that shows me is you’re playing a game.”  

At times, online virality has plunged Cliffe into controversy. After a recent visit to Cornell 
University, a student accused the Knechtles of editing a clip of their interaction with him in a 
way that misrepresented their conversation. “The video jumps in where you get no context as 
to what is going on,” the student told the Cornell Daily Sun. Stuart said it was edited by a 
former contract employee without their input. 

In another instance, a clip circulated of Cliffe saying he didn’t consider transgender people 
sinful, garnering criticism from many of his Christian fans. Stuart later posted a video clarifying 
that his father did in fact consider changing genders to be immoral. 

Cliffe doesn’t shy away from controversial topics—he sees abortion as murder and says same-
sex marriage is wrong—and he has appeared on the shows of conservative commentators 
including Tucker Carlson and the late Charlie Kirk. But he says he avoids making political 
endorsements or associating himself with one political party. 

“The solution to America’s problems is not the conservative agenda or the liberal agenda,” 
Cliffe said. “It’s the kingdom of Christ, and that’s what I’m here to talk about.”  

These days, Cliffe grows tired more easily than when he first started touring campuses, but he 
said he has no intentions of retiring. He and Stuart plan to visit more than a dozen schools this 
fall and next spring. 

“What’s nice is when he’s 92, we can keep going because of social media,” Stuart said, 
laughing. “We’ll probably be going on college campuses, too. I’ll be rolling him out there.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Appeared in the October 15, 2026, print edition as 'TikTok Fame Drives Crowds to Evangelist 
At Colleges. He Is 72.'. 

 

https://www.wsj.com/us-news/how-a-72-year-old-pastor-became-americas-favorite-campus-
evangelist-d950633b 
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