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In memory of my mother, Rosalba . . . Thank you for teaching and instructing me in the ways of The Eternal One . . .

      

    



  	
        
            
            Thus says the Lord: Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom; do not let the mighty boast in their might; do not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; but let those who boast boast in this, that they understand and know me, that I am the Lord; I act with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth, for in these things I delight, says the Lord. 

—Jeremiah 9:23-24

 

 

 

 

 

"God's help is never lacking for those that lack not good will." 

 

(Leibniz, Essais de Théodicée, page 22)
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I WOKE UP ON THE COLD MORNING of Monday, March 18, 2019, and remembered that I was turning forty. Yes sir, forty. A feeling of deep sadness, among other things, overwhelmed me because my mother would no longer be there to celebrate this day.

“Life is short, and I haven’t done much,” I thought. As I put on my slippers, I knew from that moment that if I was lucky, I would only have the other half ahead. Inevitably, that old saying came to mind: “In life, you must do three things: write a book, plant a tree, and have a child.” I quickly conducted a mental evaluation. I had planted a tree in my youth and had had children as an adult. Only the book was remaining.

But writing a book is not a trivial or whimsical task; you have to start by having an idea, a central theme, a story—whether real or fictional. There were some fundamental questions I had to ask myself: Do I have something to tell the world? Something worth sharing? Something useful?

The answer was yes, I did. But I am such a reserved person that the prospect of going on an autobiographical journey and revealing sensitive information about my life did not excite me. However, I felt I owed it to my family and, above all, to my children to do so. The book could be a truly important legacy, perhaps the greatest one I could leave them. It took several months to finally make the decision to write the book and then act on it. All my life, I have been immersed in technical books, essays, and scientific articles. As an electrical engineer, I have read purely scientific texts. Prose and poetry were never really my thing, so I had no literary pretensions. I wasn’t going to write a tale, fable, or essay. I would just tell my life story. 

People cease to exist, but books and the ideas in them transcend and endure over time. That was my goal: to defeat time. A part of me wanted to share this story; another part wanted to keep it private. Writing an autobiography would let me carry out a dialogue with myself. It would let me understand my reasons for doing certain things, expose my motives, and organize my ideas. In other words, it would be a kind of therapy. 

It’s not easy to accept that you were wrong about something for most of your life; it’s hard to face reality and even harder to tell others about your experience. The purpose of this book is simply to recount what happened to me and how it happened; it is not an evangelistic effort or an apologetic work. It is not my intention to prove anything or convince anyone. If you are a Christian and do not agree with the ideas in the book, I believe you will persist in error. However, I cannot predict the definitive consequences of your thinking. Only God will know and judge each person according to their level of knowledge and individual conscience.

In this book, I give numerous reasons the Christian faith is wrong. If you prefer not to engage with this argument, do not pick up this book. If you do, keep in mind that one day you will be judged on whether, despite knowledge, you chose to overlook its contents. This will be great proof against you. God judges our lives based on what we know and what is revealed to us, not on what we do not know and what is not revealed to us. We are responsible only for the former.

From experience, I know that there are insufficient books in Spanish on this subject. In general, few authors have commented on it in any language. Further, in my personal journey, I sought sources and did not find enough. All of this motivated me even more to author this book. A wise person once said, “If you can’t find the book, write it yourself.” And so I have. I hope you will enjoy it.

Carlos Torrenegra

Bogotá, Colombia, September 2020.
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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT MY LIFE. It’s about how I was practically born a Christian and how I came to the conclusion of the error of this faith. For many years, thirty-eight in total, I was deeply immersed in this belief and philosophy of life—until God answered a simple prayer I made every morning: “Let me get to know you, allow me to come closer . . .” This was a prayer inspired by some of those that the great men of God recorded in the Bible. This sincere prayer is what I believe took me off the wrong path. God allowed me to get closer to Him and know Him in a more accurate way.

Herein, I will take you on a special journey that will include the stages of my life where various, probably divine, interventions led me to the right path. A person’s life is quite long and full of influential experiences. But to record them all for posterity would be impossible. So I will instead recall, step by step, the most important moments of my life’s journey, all that helped me in this search, which I do not consider in any way finished.

I was born in Cali, a city in the west of Colombia that is full of life, joy, and dance. I was born there because my mother was from Cali and wanted to have her first child under her mother’s, my grandmother’s, care. Although I came into the world in Cali, I never really lived in that city. I only spent vacations and family reunions there. My grandmother looked after us for twenty days, after which we returned to Barranquilla, where my mother lived. Barranquilla is an even more vibrant and joyful city located on the Caribbean coast of Colombia.

I was born into a not-very-religious family; however, my mother, raised Catholic, had just made a life change and embraced the Protestant evangelical belief that was fashionable in those days in Colombia. Colombia is a country that was formerly traditionally Catholic, apostolic, and Roman. I think this change was the first great influence in my life. Theorists have posited that God has a purpose in permitting different religions with idolatrous characteristics to exist. Perhaps some purposes are greater than others. If my mother had never made the above change, she probably would never have influenced my life the way she did and helped me reach the conclusions I have. The Catholic faith does not urge or inspire its faithful to investigate, inquire, read about, or participate in the process of their faith. That is why I think it is worth mentioning that although I was born into and subscribed for many years to Protestant evangelical Christianity—which I now consider to be wrong at its core—it led me to improve and expand upon my knowledge. I was then able to start on a freer, more authentic path.

I grew up attending a church called the Student and Professional Crusade of Colombia. Throughout my childhood in Barranquilla, until I was nine, I was exposed to these teachings, traditions, and liturgies. My thinking and my heart belonged to that world. I mention this because I met many people like me who, although they were exposed to the same things, did not feel the sense of connection I felt. I think this hurt them in the long run.

I remember my childhood as an extremely happy stage of my life, full of experiences and joy. I grew up in a salubrious environment. My father, an electronic engineer, was transferred from Barranquilla to Bogotá. This was a milestone in my life that would completely change my perception of the world. I arrived in the capital, got to know the city very well, and lived there for more than thirty years. Bogotá is a somewhat cold city, but it is also interesting, exciting, and full of opportunities. All kinds of streams of thought and ideas are concentrated in it. We brought with us the religious tradition from Barranquilla. We continued following it in the capital because the church we attended had locations throughout the country. It also had branches in many neighborhoods of the city. Upon arrival, we went to the branch that corresponded to us. There, I met a studious, masterful, and wise pastor, Pastor Oswaldo Gómez, with a great skill for preaching. His style was revealing. I was intrigued by his knowledge, his dedication, his eloquence, and above all, the philosophy behind his actions. He liked to investigate and inquire, and his inquiries were not confined to the spiritual realm; rather, they were connected to earthly and human topics and required the application of one’s intellect. From a young age, I had numerous conversations with him. I asked questions, gave answers, made propositions, and brought up intriguing topics.

In Bogotá, I grew up as a typical young man, made mistakes, strayed from the path, and returned to it. I obtained my university degree and graduated as an electrical engineer. Then, thanks to my father’s largesse, I pursued a master’s degree in England on an intellectual whim. Although I appreciated the learning opportunity, I valued the life experience of traveling and staying abroad even more.

By custom, I sought out some type of church I could attend. I found a Latin community of an evangelical nature in central London: the Christian Community of London. I approached some small Anglo-Saxon groups as well, but I mainly attended this Latin church. While there, I heard a sermon about the complete reading of the Bible, which opened a new path for me. Even if I had heard it before, it felt newly relevant. Maybe that was because I was older and feeling lonely, never having lived without my family. There was one more thing that made it unique: I was now using an English translation of the Bible. I was already eager to master that language, and now I was encountering the Bible in it for the first time. The subtle differences in meaning of some passages stood out to me. I researched the history of the different manuscripts of the Bible, something that people seldom do. I think this was fundamental to opening my mind and understanding that there was much to discover regarding the precision of the languages and translations of the sacred book.

The sermon focused on the fact that we should know our text almost like a constitution. Grasping the Bible from beginning to end should be a life goal. This notion burrowed its way into my being. So I started a magical journey through the scripture, a journey that would be essential for my mental and personal development regarding my faith. I realized that man’s relationship with God rested on the core, the base, the foundation of his ability to try to understand God. This in turn required the ability to read scripture correctly, to interpret its message, and to understand in depth the meanings it wanted to convey. This experience brought blessings into my life along with order and discipline.

To achieve the above, I used the resources of the modern world. We already have electronic Bibles. We can consult concordances and research any topic in depth. As an engineer, I was familiar with these resources. With their help, I began to pursue the goal of becoming an expert in the scriptures. I became restless to achieve this goal, and I continue to strive for it.

Upon returning to Colombia, my journey continued. I rejoined my traditional church and got a job as a university professor. I continued more or less on the right path, never losing sight of my goal. Time passed, and another important event happened in my life: the church in which I had grown up underwent changes. It withdrew from the central organization. This led me to think that, despite the fact that I was a person of tradition, maybe I should look for new horizons. I was also dealing with some personal situations at the time and wanted to start fresh in a new place. I found a church that would deeply ingrain in me the foundational ideas about Bible study. The church was called El Lugar de su Presencia. There, I discovered their passion for the order in which each service was conducted and for the methodology used to implement each activity. These things appealed to my own methodical nature. I also learned something new: with modernity, the so-called “biblical plans” became popular. One of them consisted of reading the Bible in a certain period, say a year, and measuring your progress. This contributed to rekindling my enthusiasm for becoming an expert in the scriptures. Using my knowledge, I developed an application that saved notes made during devotional times. All this effort led me to delve even deeper into what years ago—I believe providentially—God had led me to: my main goal of systematically and methodically studying the scriptures until I mastered them, memorized them, and understood their variants and different interpretations. I knew that this would be my life goal. I have never abandoned it, and I continue studying and learning to this day in pursuit of it.

Everything I’ve written so far is perfectly compatible with continuing in the same Christian faith. However, there was a fundamental detail that changed my life and method of study. Over time, I began to realize that when reading the Bible in its canonical order, the temporal order did not match. That is, there was no ordered chronology; it jumped one era forward and then went back many years. I began to notice that the traditional canon of the Bible was not chronologically accurate. I started to investigate and made a key discovery: there were plans that put all the biblical books in chronological order and historical order. Now that I knew I could read the Bible in this order, I determined to always do so.

Another milestone in my life was my understanding that the book of Romans was known as the constitution of the Christian. This is because anyone who is a Christian knows that there are many apparent contradictions in all the texts of the New Testament. One has to compare some texts with others and try to align them to reach a doctrinal balance. I was listening to Pastor Armando Alducin once, and he mentioned that surely Christianity’s fundamental doctrine, the deepest and most basic one, was condensed in the book of Romans. This confirmed what I had suspected myself for years. Once I verified that this was not an isolated idea the pastor had come up with but a consensus in Christianity, I was able to move further along my path. I read the Bible in chronological and historical order, from beginning to end, in a year and read the book of Romans in a month. In one year, I read the entire Bible and read the book of Romans twelve times. Over time, unintentionally, I started to memorize large portions and key verses of the Bible and almost all of Romans. I was internalizing this knowledge without planning it. Many difficult questions arose on this journey, so I had to become an amateur theologian. Looking for answers, I delved into books and currents of thought. A key part of my learning was my exposure to great Christian thinkers and theologians. When I discovered John MacArthur, John Piper, and their masterful expositions, I was impressed. All this led me to start a theological search. Being able to read the works of the great contemporary theologians and the famed Christian theologians of history was a blessing only modernity could offer.

Another significant discovery was that other people had asked these same theological questions. There had been debates around many controversial topics. As a personal exercise, I set out to win debates on YouTube using my knowledge. However, on some occasions, not even my most powerful philosophical or theological explanations made much sense. Explanations based on deep theology from great theologians barely sufficed, and I had the bitter realization that something was not right. In some cases, I had to accept total defeat.

Another step I gladly took was understanding and visualizing that what happened with the origin of the Christian sects and denominations could also be directly applied to the main current of Christianity. I compared Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Adventists, Baptists, Pentecostals, and many others, and I found where the problem that started it all was. But I also observed that my current, the main one of Protestant theology, faced the same issues in some places. I became nervous about my research and its implications. I remember coming across a saying from a rabbi who was a famous apologist: “God had invented Roman Catholics so that Protestants would realize how Jews felt.” It was evident to me how misinterpretations of the scriptures had led Roman Catholics to do things that were contrary to what was commanded in the Bible. Protestants knew some of these things very well and constantly denounced them. He said that this situation also indicated how Jews saw Christianity and its misinterpretation of Jewish scriptures. 

A question I will try to address in this book, one that was vital in showing me that I was not lost, has to do with the concept of salvation in Christianity. If I had been born in a time when the New Testament did not yet exist, it would be difficult for me to accept that God was going to discard me along with the rest of humanity that lived under the same basic laws, without any “savior” to believe in. It was obvious that some rules applied as well, but what were they? This question haunted me. Christianity always had the answer to it, but it did not like to preach it because that would have been inconvenient for its doctrine of salvation. When I talked to pastors, they always said something like, “Well, God is going to consider all the knowledge of a person and, based on that, will judge them; He will not judge them for what they do not know.” Curiously, no one asked why we don’t apply this rule in general to this day. Why hasten to evangelize so that people know and accept a “savior” or else are condemned? God, being very just, will simply judge a person’s actions and to what extent they did the right thing or not during their lifetime. More than three-quarters of the Bible’s text makes this claim, and even the Christian Messiah mentions it in the New Testament when asked how salvation is obtained. What makes us think that the situation has changed when it has not? The so-called saints of the Old Testament in Christianity continue to be the model to follow today.

Through years of study, I also found a change in language, in both form—from Hebrew to Greek with much size difference—and in substance, in the way of delivering the message, between the so-called Old and New Testaments. I began to perceive that the Old Testament had a consistent theology in general, whereas the New Testament made abrupt theological changes even between its different books. I could see that this had nurtured the multiple denominations that exist in the Christian world, all trying to take one side or the other or trying to reconcile irreconcilable contradictions. I thought, “This cannot be normal; the truth could not be so branched out.”

It is important to emphasize that whatever problems I found, I found them myself. No one told me about them, and no one pointed them out to me. Over the years, I tried, alone, to solve them to my convenience. There were many problems of different kinds and origins; some were more important than others. I pursued explanations and theories to try to reconcile differences and contradictions. I became an expert in reading theology books and papers. I practically had to become a quasi-theologian. It was either that or becoming a sheep that swallowed its food without chewing. It also seemed unfair to me that absolute and basic truths could be available only to scholars. I always knew that deep down, things had to be much simpler, that it all boiled down to what was essential and basic for humanity.

Eventually, I had to give way to my fears and accept that others had found the same problems I had. I had to accept that what I read, what I saw, and what I had researched was real and that I did not know where to stand anymore. I did not have the answer to the question of what to do. I had to accept it and stop fighting, stop inventing more sophisticated theories. I had to truly accept it. I thought, “Well, I’m going to assume this,” and so I did. It was a stage of mourning and resignation. To stop being what I was since I was born was difficult. Life changes, and when you are left with nothing, no foundation, your heart is shattered. It seems like you exist in a void, lacking purpose. You feel great shame, but you know you must do the right thing all the same.

After a while, you start to say, “Well, there must be more people out there who also know this,” and yes, there are. I found them. That was my next step: to find out where I should head for knowledge. I encountered some people, among them Rabbi Tovia Singer. He had been exposing the same problems for many years. I also found a few others dedicated to divulging the truth with absolute mastery, with knowledge of the New Testament greater than any average Christian and even greater than any average church academic or apologist. It was very revealing and comforting to find these well-prepared people with such a high level of knowledge, who showed the same things I had found and pointed out these problems with great skill. It was encouraging to receive confirmation that I was on the right path and that I was not alone in it.

Finally, I thought, “And now what? . . .” Is there a true purpose for which God singled me out and taught me all this, or was He just answering my sincere prayer? Did he do it out of love and goodness, or were there other reasons? Humans always look for something more, for special motives for things. I don’t know whether I am on a mission or have been chosen for a specific purpose. I suppose I will find out. For now, I can only share my experience. I hope that when someone reads this, they will relate to it and think, “Well, at least someone else did the same; someone else has already traveled my path. I am not alone.” It is always better to know that one is not alone.

It is pretentious to think that this book is a definitive treatise or a finished work. It is neither of those things; in fact, every time I study the scriptures, every time I delve more and more into them, I realize how much I don’t know and will probably never know. It is possible that our entire lives are designed to know the basics of our relationship with God and nothing more. I believe we will never fully know God here on earth. That much is clear from our life experiences and the examples in the scriptures. However, we can still discover noteworthy elements. Perhaps the purpose in sharing my experience is to encourage others to discard what is unnecessary to our relationship with God. We were simply born into these things, which led us, through no fault of our own, to be wrong in our actions.

It is vital to understand this: “My thoughts are not your thoughts.” We cannot grasp certain dimensions and aspects of God's reasoning; we just know it is not like ours. This is why some people continually seek out the spiritual realm, the mystical, the Kabbalah, looking for the hidden secrets of God. I have not arrived there yet; I don’t know if I ever will, but I still want to share my experience so that others can benefit from it. That is why, day by day, I keep praying, thinking, meditating, and continuing to ask God to “let me get to know you, allow me to come closer . . .”
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I WAS BORN IN CALI, THE BRANCH OF HEAVEN, as the great poet from Valle del Cauca, Jairo Varela, called it. I didn’t stay long in those heavenly places. Twenty days after I was born, my mother, Rosalba, returned with me to Barranquilla, where she lived with my father, Carlos Alberto, an electronic engineer. He was from there, whereas my mother was originally from Cali. She worked as a flight attendant for Aerocóndor, whose main headquarters were in Barranquilla. I grew up on the Atlantic coast of Colombia. I had a happy childhood; it was undoubtedly the best time of my life. I remember the peace and tranquility of my neighborhood, El Porvenir. It was a neighborhood of houses without fences. Half a block from mine was the Eugenio Macias park. I remember the neighbors’ open doors and jumping with my brother Juan over the small walls separating the houses in the neighborhood. I had absolute freedom to do what I wanted. I went out to ride my bike, enjoying the rain and stormwater runoffs. I played in our large yard, which was full of fruit trees. I even climbed them frequently. I played in the park with other neighborhood kids, enjoying all kinds of adventures. It was at this park that I learned to play tennis, a sport I’d practice all my life. I made good friends in the neighborhood. I went to the store of Mrs. Emma to buy soda. A bottle of Coke cost twenty pesos at the time, the unforgettable decade of the eighties. I remember the ladies in their rocking chairs in front of the houses, gossiping, surely, about their neighbors. It was a common sight in any Colombian “big town.” I lived in a huge house that my grandfather had built. My parents and I lived with my paternal grandmother, María del Carmen, and some other guests we used to host. In addition to the tree-filled yard, there were three rooms; we also had enormous restrooms where I could slide in the water across the floor from side to side. I remember the typical breakfast of the region: coffee with milk and bollo. I associated the aroma with morning. My grandmother was already far advanced in years at the time. I remember bothering her with my antics quite a bit. When I misbehaved and disobeyed my mother, I was roundly punished. My mother was the authority figure and disciplinarian of the house. She took those biblical verses that said that children had to be corrected very seriously and applied them to a tee. She would break small branches from the trees in the yard and beat my brother and me with them. The notion of such beatings would scandalize many people today. But deep down, I believe everyone appreciates them when they grow up and become aware of the importance of discipline and parental teachings. I grew up surrounded by love in a very calm and healthy environment. I had some exposure to evil and negative experiences, but none of it left a permanent mark or caused any kind of trauma. My father always worked far from our home, so my mother took care of raising the children. My father always faithfully fulfilled his role of provider. He was very responsible in that area. We somewhat resented the fact that he wasn’t more present, but that was just how things were. My mother did very well in her job as a flight attendant. She always brought us wonderful gifts from her trips to the United States. We had toys and clothes of the latest international fashion. A little before I was born, my mom found her new faith and “was born again,” as it is called. She dedicated her life to a Christian church of evangelical nature: the Student and Professional Crusade of Colombia. This was a great milestone in our family. When my mother began her journey as a Protestant Christian, she underwent fundamental changes that affected her surroundings and the people in them. A leader of her church advised her not to take responsibility away from her husband; it was a well-established concept in the evangelical church that the man was the provider and the woman the homemaker. He told her that by working and being successful, she was altering “the position,” so to speak. He was referring to the absolute responsibility my father had to act as the main provider of the home. My mother took the advice and resigned from her job. The problems the airline was going through also motivated her decision. Years later, based on the consequences of that decision, I came to believe she had made a mistake. From then on, her life and ours would never be the same.

My mother took care of the home and church matters entirely, and in turn, her husband took care of the rest. Her dedication from then on to the church and the “ways of the Lord” was absolute. Her life encompassed the house, her role as a mother, and her ecclesiastical activities. Because of this, from a very early age, my life revolved around the church as well. Some of my earliest memories are of attending church meetings for small children. I never saw anything wrong with this; quite the contrary. I embraced my mother’s world entirely and paid full attention to its teachings.

Back then, it was not common to attend preschool from a young age. Perhaps we didn’t have enough resources to afford it. So instead, I attended the aforementioned meetings for children in the church. I would even go to the meetings for adults. Some of my first memories were of the congregation. Little by little, I understood what a church meant. It was not an imposing building like a Catholic church but a regular structure, a family house. I learned that there were leaders, pastors, and a hierarchy within the community. There were people who came from other places to the church, and I quickly realized that we belonged to a larger organization. I was gradually learning and understanding; I always had a great disposition to learn and embrace ideas. When I turned six, it was time to start school at last. Although my father was doing moderately well in his job, we were not a wealthy family. We couldn’t access the prestigious schools in the city and had to look for those more in line with our budget. My mother found the Hebreo Union School, a Jewish school with a good reputation for academics and mostly affordable tuition. Over the years, my mother had acquired a great love for Israel. The fact that the country contained the roots of her Christian faith obviously influenced her. The church my mom attended fostered her love for the Holy Land and its people. All of this made her look favorably upon the notion of my attending the school even though I wasn’t Jewish. Nevertheless, gaining admission was not an easy task. Someone from the Jewish community had to recommend you, or a member of the school had to endorse you first. Divine providence intervened at this point. My father had studied and graduated from the American School in his youth. In his day, the Hebreo Union School didn’t exist, so many of my father’s schoolmates were Jewish. He had maintained lasting friendships with some of them. Coincidentally, they were members of the school’s board of directors. They gave us the endorsement we needed. Readers might find it curious that non-Jewish folks would want their children to attend a Jewish school. But in Barranquilla, anything was possible. In fact, most students at the school were not Jewish. The Hebreo Union School of Barranquilla had more gentile students than Jewish ones! Every morning, we lined up in the main courtyard and recited the Lord’s Prayer. Jewish students went to a special room behind the courtyard on the first floor. Many years later, I realized it was a small synagogue where they did their morning prayer. Gentile students were not allowed in there. Apart from some Hebrew history and religion classes, the Hebreo Union School felt like any other school. There was a subject dedicated to the Hebrew language, but you could choose a different one, like French. There was a lot of freedom to decide what to learn. There were twelve students in my class, of whom only three were Jewish. Most of us were probably Catholic or Protestant Christians.
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