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        You are moving in the direction of freedom…and the function of freedom is to free someone else.

        —Toni Morrison⁠*

      

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Quoted in Rosemarie Robotham, “Toni Morrison and the Function of Freedom: A Moving Tribute From Her Former Intern,” Essence, 6 Dec 2020.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        BACKSLIDING

        Liz Teo

         

        “Backsliding,” they say, “Backsliding!

        It’s tragic, she’s slipping away!”

        But back to where? I wonder.

        Please, would you like to explain?

         

        For contrary to your assumption

        That this branch has strayed from the vine,

        Why don’t you just come and ask me

        For the facts of a case that is mine?

         

        Because…    

      

        

      
        I am not on a passive journey,

        Neglecting to gird for the fight;

        I did not stray from the flock

        For the wolf to devour in the night⁠—

         

        NO!

      

      

       

      
        
        After years of strengthening resolve,

        When questions and doubt came my way,

        I decided to employ my intellect,

        And to research day after day.

      

      

      
        
        I swapped my armor for daring

        And then had to swallow my pride;

        I fought off guilt and betrayal,

        And ventured to open my eyes.

         

        Like a child challenging her teacher,

        I began to call God to account.

        I broadened and deepened resources,

        And gasped, watching evidence mount.

         

        I’d been told that all of life’s answers

        Could be found in one Holy Book.

        So, I never thought to search further;

        If you know all the answers—why look?

         

        I tried to match up my findings

        With the biblical stories of old,

        But putting God’s facts upon trial,

        Their validity just didn’t hold.

         

        Oh, this “backslider” didn’t give up!

        I kept trying again and again

        To align my old faith with evidence

        Whilst petitioning God to explain.

      

      

      
        
        Yet here I am, five years later…

        And still, I want to assure,

        I continue to find my own biases

        As I learn and scrutinize more.

      

      

      
        
        I don’t know my end destination

        But now that my mind has switched on,

        I will not return to the old faith;

        I’m sad to say it was wrong.

      

        

      
        However… 

      

        

      
        I’m here to firmly assure you

        I employ all due diligence;

        I strive to research with an open mind,

        Resolutely following conscience.  

         

        I’ve adopted a new dynamic,

        One I should have had all along,

        For I’ve traded in “blessed assurance,”

        And instead, I’ll take “probably wrong.”

         

        The declaration that I’m a “backslider”

        Is insulting as much as untrue;

        I’ve opened my eyes—it’s a wonderful thing,

        And if I can, perhaps so can you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

          BART CAMPOLO

        

      

    

    
      I’ve written my share of “blurbs” for others’ books, but nobody before Sarah Bacaller ever asked me to write a foreword. So, it took me some time to figure out that what I’m supposed to do here is capitalize on my well-known subject authority to introduce the contributors to this book and lend credibility to their work. Unfortunately, even during my brief high point of notoriety, I was never famous enough to sell my own books, let alone anyone else’s. Nevertheless, when I tell you this book has the power to make you a more wonderful human being, I know what I’m talking about.

      Earlier this year I wrapped up hosting the Humanize Me podcast, and before that I was the first humanist chaplain at the University of Southern California. But before that I spent more than three decades as a Christian evangelist and inner-city missionary, which may explain why these days I mainly counsel and coach folks struggling through difficult religious transitions. People assume I’m good at it because I experienced so many painful changes myself, but that’s not the reason. In fact, compared to the pilgrims you’re about to meet, my own spiritual journey—heck, my whole life—has been a veritable walk in the park. No, if and when I’m helpful, it’s because, as a very public apostate over the past dozen years, I’ve listened to hundreds of deconversion stories and learned the hard way to recognize and enter into that awful, incredibly lonely moment when a true believer realizes that their faith—and often their community, family, and personal identity as well—has run out.

      Precious as that gift may be, there’s nothing magical about it. On the contrary, all it takes to offer safety, understanding, and hope to a spiritual refugee is a kind heart, a handful of easily acquired active listening skills, and knowing a wide enough variety of deconversion stories to be able to let that refugee know they’re not alone after all, but rather in very good company. Which, of course, is precisely where this book comes in.

      Here is a collection of stories that will challenge you, inspire you, and perhaps even resonate with your own journey. Here are the narratives of individuals who have navigated the often-tumultuous waters of deconversion from Christianity—each one a testament to the complexity of belief, identity, and the human quest for truth. In these personal accounts, you will find a rich tapestry of experiences woven together by a common thread: the courage to question what was once held sacred.

      What’s striking to me about these narratives is the humanity behind them. They remind us that outgrowing our beliefs doesn’t negate the warmth we once felt or the lessons we learned; rather, it can deepen our understanding of what it means to be human. As you read, I encourage you to listen not just with your mind, but with your heart. Allow yourself to empathize with these journeys, to feel each writer’s moment of loneliness and appreciate the bravery it takes to step away from the familiar. Whether you’re in the midst of your own questioning, or are simply seeking to understand others’ experiences, I hope these stories illuminate new pathways to meaning and fulfillment, and ultimately make you a loving haven of safety for the next refugee you meet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          SARAH BACALLER

        

      

    

    
      I was lying in bed at night. The campervan roof was five inches from my nose. Ocean waves were crashing nearby.

      Then—an idea struck with great force.

      I had been loitering on the edges of an online “deconversion” group, designed for people who were moving away from Christian faith. Originally, I had found the group when a major Christian bookstore in Australia had refused to stock a novella I’d written, despite its having been published by a major US faith-affiliated publisher. I think this was because of the questions it raised about faith, anxiety, and the afterlife—and its agnostic conclusions. That was okay, but I received a not-very-nice email from the bookstore about it, which was painful (and unnecessary). I was driven to share the unhappy experience with people who might understand. Then I realised my book might actually appeal to people in a religious “deconversion” group. I wanted my story to be read by those who understood why its existential questions were so desperately important to me. 

      So I found a Facebook group and joined. I soon found myself drawn in by compelling stories of extraordinary courage and profound hardship. Members would post in the group, often asking for advice or solidarity from those who had been through similar experiences. They most often asked for help with navigating close relationships being impacted by their own changing views. And the answers they received were always infused with such kindness and compassion, and with deep awareness of the complexities and pain that lay behind these impassioned, often desperate posts that daily populated the group’s page.

      I was seriously impressed. There I was, planning to share my own story, but instead being drawn in by the stories of others. I soon felt that these stories deserved a greater hearing. And so, the idea for this book of deconversion stories was born. Luckily, I didn’t sit bolt upright when it arrived.  

      This collection brings together twenty-one real life stories of the most astonishing courage. Anyone who has gone through deconversion from Christianity—particularly of the conservative, fundamentalist variety—has, according to their initial frameworks, been willing to risk their eternal salvation in the pursuit of integrity. They have found the tenacity to stand up to God. They have often lost relationships central to their identity. They have experienced ostracization and abandonment. They have had to come to terms with years spent in pursuits they now perceive as misguided, and perhaps even detrimental to others. They have had to untangle themselves from beliefs that have shaped their entire worldview. But these people have been so compelled and convinced by a vision of what is right and true and good, that they have continued their pursuit. To me, that is remarkable. These people deserve our profound respect.

      To “deconvert” is to say, “I was wrong.” This in itself takes great courage. But the happy fact is that, for all contributors to this book, squarely facing their own cognitive dissonance and pursuing a truer way of being has, after much anguish, led to greater freedom and an expanded outlook on life. My hope is therefore that this book will deeply encourage anyone on a similar journey. You are not alone. Your questions are valid. And there is life on the other side—plenty of it.

      I want to thank my two test readers (also wonderful friends) for providing invaluable feedback on an earlier version of this manuscript. Thanks to Lars Cade for suggesting the title of this book. I am deeply grateful to John Mabry at Apocryphile Press for so enthusiastically embracing this book and for guiding us through the publication process. John, we’re delighted to be publishing these stories with you. Thanks to the Graceful Atheist podcast and associated admin team for bringing us together and fostering a safe space of belonging, recovery, and hope. Lastly, I am grateful to the wonderful contributors to this book. Thank you for your persistence, courage and determination—both in writing these stories and in living them.
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        * * *

      

      Editor’s note: Throughout the text, the capitalization of certain words (such as bible/Bible and god/God) has been left to the discretion of each individual writer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DANGEROUS QUESTIONS

          

          SUZANNE ADAMS

        

      

    

    
      One of my most vivid memories of confirmation class is the moment the room began to spin.

      My pastor had just finished explaining that during the Sacrament of Communion, Christ’s body and blood were “in, with, and under” the bread and wine. Me, aged thirteen and scientifically minded, wondered what the bread and wine would look like on a microscopic level. Would there be bread molecules, or holy skin cells?

      I raised my hand. “I don’t understand. Is it Jesus’s body and blood…or not?”

      “Jesus is present in the bread and the wine,” my pastor answered. “But it doesn’t actually turn into his body and blood.”

      I waited a beat. “So, which is it?”

      “It’s both at the same time.”

      I glanced briefly at the demonstration communion wafers he had placed on the table in front of him. “But...it still looks like bread.”

      “It’s bread with Jesus present in it.”

      I mulled over this. I had seen him speak words over the wafers a thousand times at my Missouri-Synod Lutheran Church. I understood that whenever he spoke those words, some kind of transformation supposedly took place. But...why did the bread always look exactly the same after the magic words had been spoken as it did before? Wasn’t that what you’d expect if the magic words did nothing at all? Wouldn’t it be more compelling if the bread turned a different color, or the wine changed properties?

      I looked up at him.

      “What if I don’t believe that?”

      Heart beating. Sweaty palms. The other kids in the room stared at me.

      “Then you can’t be confirmed.”

      That’s when the room spun. At that moment, I imagined being the only member of my picture-perfect Lutheran family who wasn’t confirmed. I’d be the “black sheep.” My relatives would all look at me with pity, and whisper at family gatherings that I had succumbed to “the devil”; perhaps even that I was “an atheist.” In a family with zero drama, I would completely destroy everything.

      I never asked another question after that day. And I lied. I stood before the church and I repeated the lines I was expected to say. I stated in front of my family and everyone in the congregation that I believed in God, Jesus, and all the specific tenets of Lutheran theology. But at my very core, I didn’t know whether any of it was true. I had not been personally convinced—but at that stage in my life, my level of personal belief was irrelevant. What I had to do was comply, not ask questions, and perform the tasks that my family expected of me.

      QUESTIONING MYSELF

      My childhood was a happy one.  I was the middle child of three, and we were raised in a loving environment that gave us the freedom to flourish, while also having clear expectations for our behavior.  We were not kept from the secular world, but at the same time, we were taught that we should be different, impervious to it. Our parents wonderfully demonstrated unconditional love, but beneath that, they were a product of their time and their own indoctrination.

      I was only about ten years old when I was struck by a particular conundrum. I had always been told that God loved me because I was his special human creation. But this thought puzzled me: Does God love me because I’m human, or did he make me human because he loves me? I just couldn’t figure this one out. Was my consciousness placed in a human body, as opposed to a worm’s body, because God loved my consciousness? If so, why did he love my consciousness if it wasn’t defined as human yet? And if God only loved me because I was human, was it by random chance that I was human?

      I now know this is a version of the “Euthyphro dilemma” (found in Plato’s dialogue Euthyphro), but at ten years old and pre-internet, I was ill-equipped to answer this question for myself.

      So, I turned to my mom. I hadn’t had the confirmation class experience at this point, so questioning still seemed safe. One day as I was playing in the backyard, I asked her, “Hey Mom? God loves me because I’m human, but it’s kind of just by chance that I’m human, right?”

      That was the first time I ever saw abject horror on my mother’s face. 

      “No!” she cried, waving her hands in the air, as if to fan the question away. “No, no, no, no, no!”

      Even though no words came out of her mouth besides “No!”, the message was perfectly clear: “Never question God! What you are doing is blasphemy!”

      Her reaction scared and confused me. Had I really done something so awful? My question had seemed reasonable and rational to me. After all, it wasn’t my fault that something didn’t make sense. On the other hand, was it my fault for not pretending that everything made sense? Was God watching me from heaven with a similar look of horror?

      Was I a blasphemer?

      This event was one of many that wove a new reality for me—a reality in which questions were to remain unasked and doubts were to be ignored. After all, when I was honest with my questions, I was met with reproach. When I swallowed my questions and pretended to align with expectations, my parents and my church were happy with me.

      I had so many doubts as a kid. I ruminated on them so long that, twenty-five years later, I was able to write them all down. When I look at that list of doubts and questions today, I see a curious and precocious girl who managed to poke holes through the fabric of man-made religion, and see glimpses of reality on the other side. But at the time, as a kid, I felt like there was something wrong with me. I had endless questions and lackluster faith. Why couldn’t I easily believe, like all my friends and family seemed to do?

      The questions that “Doubting Thomas” asked in the Bible had always seemed justified to me. Why shouldn’t he need to see evidence that Jesus was who he said he was? Why was that always held against him?

      Why would God make me a Doubting Thomas?

      EVASION

      Life went on, and I managed to evade any suspicion that I wasn’t fully convinced by Christianity. It helped that Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod (LCMS) Christians aren’t very effusive; the expectation of going to church, sitting through a sermon, and going home was one I could easily accomplish with barely a mustard seed of faith. But I always felt like my whole family was on a Christian speedboat and I was trailing behind in the water holding on to a life preserver, desperately trying to not be left behind.

      I headed off to college and, weirdly enough, gravitated to the church kids. I felt safe and comfortable with them, and that’s exactly what I needed during my freshman year. I wanted to do well in school and avoid the drinking and the partying. But that was also a time when I tried to get serious about my faith (in other words, to actually find some), so I went to Bible studies and church gatherings. All I found there were empty claims and people convinced of something for no good reason.

      I first met my husband at overnight freshman orientation, though I didn’t learn his name that weekend. He stayed up all night at orientation, then fell asleep at the wheel on the way home. He drove his Jeep into a utility pole. He could have died without my even knowing his name. Luckily, the pole struck the empty passenger side, and the universe allowed him to continue to exist. I did eventually learn his name, a name he happens to share with a famous atheist author. The universe continues to give little gifts of irony.

      One of the things I liked about my future husband was that, while he was raised Catholic, he wasn’t very religious. He didn’t pray or even talk about God very much. I knew he wouldn’t try to be a “Christian leader” or try to help me “grow my faith.”

      Despite being practically inseparable, I never did tell him about my doubts. I wouldn’t even have been able to form the words. Doubting God’s very existence was unthinkable. I felt that as soon as I’d uttered the words, I’d be on a conveyor belt to hell—one that would spin faster and faster the more I tried to run back the other way. Twenty years later, I would find out that my husband had his own secret feelings—he was unsure that God even existed and he felt intimidated by my more devout family. Maybe if I had been honest with him and told him about my doubts earlier on, we could have helped each other.

      My husband and I went to church every Sunday after we got married, and he even converted from Catholicism to LCMS. The possibility of kids loomed over us, but it was a dark cloud for me. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to raise my kids the way I had been raised—daily devotions, Sunday school, Vacation Bible School, true belief—unless I faked it. And I was already stretching the limits of my need to be genuine by going to church. If I had kids, would they be heathens? Would I have to lie to them to raise them “right” and in the church?

      My first child was an “oopsie” ... So, like it or not, I was a mother. We decided to give him a sister three years later. My best friend from childhood, who was in seminary and had always been very progressive in her views, came to visit from out-of-state for my son’s second birthday. We brought her to church with us on Sunday, and I noticed that her mood changed after she was informed that she wouldn’t be able to take communion due to the LCMS policy of “closed communion.” I was so used to this policy that it wasn’t a big deal to me ... but it was to her. She wasted no time on the way home telling us exactly why she was upset. She felt that our communion policy was exclusionary and unloving.

      I panicked. I told her the justification behind the policy—that to eat or drink of the communion unworthily would lead to harm and not to blessing (as Paul himself said in 1 Corinthians 11). But she didn’t care for my explanation.

      Back home, we went into another room to speak alone. She told me she was leaving early because she couldn’t stand to be around my “holier than thou” attitude.

      That’s when my mask finally fell off.

      Tearfully, I managed to croak out the words: “But that’s not how it is. I don’t have any faith. I don’t even think I believe.”

      My honesty softened her and changed the whole course of the conversation. We talked a little bit, but I was so clearly uncomfortable that she didn’t push it. Later, she sent me a podcast about Jesus, but I never did listen to it.

      After she was gone, I looked down and saw my mask on the floor, waiting for my decision. Would I leave the mask behind and face my new reality? Or would I replace the mask and pretend it had never fallen off?

      Turns out, I didn’t have a choice. Nearly thirty-two years of indoctrination powered my movements, as if I were a robot. I picked up the mask, put it back on, and felt safe. My husband and family never knew any different and I acted like nothing had happened.

      UNRAVELING

      The lead up to the actual unraveling happened so slowly, without my knowledge, that it has been quite a process to look backward and piece it all together. But each step took me closer to asking my dangerous questions.

      The first step was realizing that I could change my mind, even on topics unrelated to religion. Though I had been raised a conservative and stayed that way through my twenties, my social and political views began to creep into a more moderate zone in my thirties, and it happened without me even trying. Looking back at my old views and realizing I had been misinformed or just plain wrong was sobering. But it primed me for even more change. Many of the views I now felt were wrong had been instilled in me by my parents.

      When we finally put our kids in Sunday School (we had put it off for as long as we could), I was surprised to find how much I detested the indoctrination. It felt like poison. Yet I could not find my own voice. I couldn’t imagine telling my husband that I hated taking our kids there. The words were too dangerous, too hard to take back. I felt I had to save our kids but was powerless to do anything. It would have led to an unravelling of everything.

      At the same time, I had taken a fanatical interest in Scientology. For about a year, I soaked up all the information about this strange cult that I could find. I was drawing parallels, unconsciously and sometimes even consciously, between Scientology and Christianity. Most sects of Christianity are not as controlling as Scientology, but they still use many of the same tactics. This was alarming to me, but I still was not ready to scrutinize Christianity in the way that I had scrutinized Scientology.

      I was also becoming fed up with our church. Each time I heard a woman say that women shouldn’t lead, or our pastor say that kids shouldn’t be in daycare, my willingness to portray the dutiful congregant slowly eroded. 

      The summer before COVID, as I was floating in the ocean with my friend, I did something unexpected. I’m not sure if it was the sense of isolation or the calming waves, but I found myself floating in a sense of peace and safety in which I could say anything—as though God (in case there was one) couldn’t hear me. I turned to my friend and said, “I think I’m done with church.”

      It was just a sentence uttered to the ocean, but the fact that I had uttered it at all surprised me. However, upon returning to land, the familiar obstacles still existed: familial expectations, indoctrination, fear of hell, fear of disappointing everyone—I still wasn’t ready. Besides, what if all my doubts meant nothing? What if God WAS real and everything the church taught was true? Shouldn’t I stay in church so I could find a way to believe, as impossible as that seemed? I doubted, then I doubted my doubts, and at times I even doubted my doubts about my doubts.

      This type of thinking leads to mental torment. Sometimes I would lie awake at night thinking, how am I going to find some faith? How do I convince myself that it’s true? How can I avoid hell? I was afraid of hell even though I wasn’t even sure it existed.

      Then the pandemic hit. Every week that church closure extended was like a reprieve from a hanging. Yet I could not show my relief, as we dutifully streamed church from our living room. 

      That Fall though, something remarkable happened. My church began a sermon series called “Tough Questions: Real Questions, Real Truth.” The questions they asked were the exact questions I’d had all my life. Is God real? How do we know Jesus is God? How do we know the Bible is true? Why does God allow suffering and evil?

      This had never happened before. Usually, a church sermon was full of unjustified assertions, such as “Christ died for your sins.” But never “Christ died for your sins and we know this because ... ” I was intrigued. I had hope. I thought I would find something real, something tangible that could convince me that it was all true; a small hook of evidence that I could hang a faith-hat on.  

      Instead, what I received during that sermon series was word-salad. Circular arguments, logical fallacies, and confirmation bias abounded, and even I could pick out these fallacious croutons, without any education on logic or epistemology whatsoever. I knew intuitively that if this was the best justification they had for the Christian faith, then there was a good chance it was not true.

      EXPOSING THE MIND-PRISON

      And thus began my deconversion. For the first time in my life, I googled forbidden things like “atheism” and “counter apologetics.” This led me into a seemingly never-ending landslide of mind-blowing informational nuggets. I wanted to be as fair as possible, so I exposed myself to arguments from both sides. I wanted to be able to say I gave Christianity everything I had. But as time went on, I could feel the evidence piling up for one side only—and it wasn’t the side I had been indoctrinated in.

      I learned so many things that invalidated Christian tradition that at times I felt I had been lied to. Moses didn’t exist? There was no archaeological evidence for the Exodus? Documentary hypothesis? The Hebrew word “virgin” actually meant “young woman”? Martin Luther advocated for murdering Jews? I angrily and inwardly demanded to know why nobody in my church or family (including my uncle, who was a pastor) had ever mentioned these things to me. Had they known but kept them secret, or did they not know either?

      Then I turned that blame inward: why had I not asked these simple questions before? The answers were a Google search away. And it had taken me thirty-five years?

      Did we simply not ask these questions because we were afraid?

      I got my answer a few months later. I hadn’t planned on telling my family about my deconversion until my son reached confirmation age, and that was about three years away. But it all came spewing out after one small comment, which triggered an avalanche. My parents listened in horror as I told them about the research I was doing and the questions I’d been asking. I gave specific examples of new information I’d learned—such as that the story of Noah’s flood appropriated the Epic of Gilgamesh. My mom said she’d never heard of the Epic of Gilgamesh, but my dad quietly said that he had.

      “Well, have you ever looked into it?” I asked him incredulously.

      “No,” was his solemn answer.

      Then, with tears in her eyes, my Mom said, “The Bible says that there’s one unforgiveable sin. Do you know what it is?”

      “Blaspheming the holy spirit?” I answered.

      “Yes,” she replied. “You’re asking dangerous questions of the wrong people.”

      And that was the moment I fully realized how much of a mind-prison I’d been in—that we’d all been in—my parents included. I wanted nothing to do with a worldview in which you could not question, and from which you could not deviate. That one sentence from my mother validated my entire journey, and it was then that I knew I had really freed myself from the mental imprisonment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I feel no more fear. I don’t believe in hell. I will never believe any claim without unbiased justification and sound epistemology. And when I look at my kids, and I see the freedom of thought that they have, the unfettered curiosity that inspires them every day, I feel fortunate that I was one of the ones that got away.

      I am also lucky because I can honestly say that despite the indoctrination and fear of hell, my upbringing was primarily one of love. I never doubted that my parents loved me, and I know they love me still, unconditionally. 

      There are two things I wish I could tell my parents. The first is that no question is dangerous, because if one holds the truth, then no amount of questioning can hurt that truth. The second is that, despite their belief that they are poor miserable sinners, they actually know how to love much better than their god does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SCROLLING ON MY PHONE CHANGED MY LIFE

          

          STEPHANIE MOSER SMITH

        

      

    

    
      Watching a YouTube video started the landslide that led to my deconversion from Christianity. It was a warm summer night in July. I was sitting in my parked car with the windows rolled down, waiting in the parking lot of the restaurant where my daughter worked. While she was finishing her shift, I was scrolling on my phone. The first video I found updated me on the latest Duggar family gossip. Then a video by Jen Fishburne popped up, entitled “Why I Left Christianity.” I started watching to pass the time.

       I typically skipped videos about people leaving Christianity, but I was intrigued by Jen Fishburne. “Why would a woman who had followed Jesus since childhood walk away from faith in her fifties?” I wondered. I assumed that Christians who walked away from faith hadn’t had a real relationship with Jesus. I also speculated that those who left the faith had a shallow understanding of the Bible and simply desired to sin. 

      Jen was different. Beyond her early adoption of Christianity, she had raised her kids in the faith, homeschooled them and had studied and taught extensively about the Bible. 

      I had to pause the video while my daughter and I drove home. Shortly after getting home, I finished watching it. When the video was over, I watched it again. 

      Jen spoke about evidence that the Bible was inaccurate. I was brought up to believe that the Bible was inerrant. Pondering this clash of possibilities was like the start of a landslide. It was the first stone that tumbled down the mountain, causing enough vibration to loosen more and more stones and debris. In these early moments, all my doubts began tumbling through my mind. I began to write and fill pages of my journal with the questions I had about God, Christianity and the Bible. 

      HELLBOUND ... THEN SAVED!

      My identity had always been interwoven with Christianity. The teachings of the Bible were the foundation of my beliefs and opinions. Much of my time and mental energy went into religious activities. Sunday mornings I attended worship service. Often, I would stay at church during the second service to help teach children’s classes. During the week, I would attend a Bible study or prayer group. Some years I participated in mission trips during the summer. Each summer I volunteered at Vacation Bible School. At least five days a week, I would spend time reading my Bible and in prayer. I listened to Christian music, and often read fiction and nonfiction books with Biblical perspectives.

      I accepted the Bible as Truth both morally and historically. Even if I personally did not agree with what was written in scripture, I believed I had to obey it. If you followed Christ, you would be rewarded with God’s help, provision and blessing. In contrast, disobedience to Christ would result in pain, suffering, and scarcity because you would be outside of God’s will and protection. Christianity was a requisite for morality. Being a Christian was the only way to go to heaven after death.

      When I was five, my family attended Family Training Hour at church on Wednesday evenings. While sitting in my child-sized chair with other children my age, I was told that my evil ways would lead me to Hell. My childish misdeeds proved that I was a sinner. God couldn’t be in the same place as sinners, so he made a terrible place known as Hell. In Hell, sinners were tormented in fire, in the company of Satan himself. 

      Over time, I was made aware of an extensive list of sins. Of course, the obvious sins of lying, cheating, murder, and stealing were on the list. Other less obvious things were sins too. These included taking the Lord’s name in vain, listening to secular music, having ear piercings, watching TV shows and movies with magic or witches, wearing short skirts, having a poor attitude, being unkind to your siblings, and not listening to your parents.

      Fortunately, I was told not to worry because God loved me so much. His son Jesus died to take away my sin and save me from the fires of Hell. Not only would Jesus save me, but he would be my friend forever. I could talk to him whenever I wanted. I would never be lonely. He would help me be good. He would prepare a place for me in heaven. 

      It all sounded wonderful. When I was lying in bed one night, I said the Sinner’s Prayer, the prayer for salvation. In that prayer, sin is confessed, forgiveness is begged for, and a vow to follow Christ is made. I prayed for the forgiveness of my sins and told Jesus I would follow his ways. From the time I was five until I was forty-six years old, I was confident that the prayer I had prayed as a little girl made me a Christian. 

      GROWING IN ‘GOD’S WAYS’

      The euphoria of being a Christian brought new fears. If I sinned too much, I would unbecome a Christian and would no longer be safe from Hell. So I became a meticulous rule-follower. Any imperfection or sin or sense that I was disappointing someone caused extreme guilt and anxiety. I struggled with perfectionism and an unrealistic expectation of myself that still lingers.

      I became terrified that the people I loved would go to Hell. I was taught that anyone who died without saying the Sinner’s Prayer would end up there. When I was eight years old, my grandfather died. I wasn’t sure if he’d prayed the Sinner’s Prayer. I was afraid he was in Hell, even though he was a good man. I worried about my friends and family going to Hell. I felt it was my responsibility to talk to everyone about Jesus, so they could choose to pray the Sinner’s Prayer.

      As an elementary student, I was scared of the Rapture and the suffering that would follow in the Tribulation, as described in the biblical book of Revelation. The Christian school I attended wanted to make sure we understood how terrible the Tribulation would be for those who were left behind after the Rapture. The teachers believed it was appropriate to show second graders the movie, “Thief in the Night.” After watching that movie, I had nightmares about large scorpion-like creatures, the mark of the beast, and all water turning to blood. 

      One day when I was in fourth grade, I unexpectedly came home to an empty house. There was no note on the kitchen counter telling me where anyone was. I was convinced that the Rapture had occurred on my walk home from the playground. I cried because I was scared; I thought I had been left behind. I recalled some recent “sin” that made me unworthy of being included in the Rapture. I got out my Bible and read the descriptions of the plagues to come. When my parents and my brother got home, they found me with my Bible, waiting for the first plague to start. 

      In the churches I was raised in, there was a prevalent purity culture. The only acceptable sexual expression was between a married man and woman. Even though it takes two, the burden of responsibility for maintaining purity fell on girls and women. Girls were taught they were temptresses to guys. It was our responsibility to make sure our brothers in Christ would not stumble. There was a lot of discussion about modest dress for girls.

      In one youth service, the pastor held a jar filled with a thick, disgusting, lumpy liquid. It looked like vomit. The pastor walked over to a girl sitting in the first row. He held the jar next to the pretty girl’s face. He told the boy sitting next to her that succumbing to sexual urges may seem like a good thing, but it was really like the vomit in the jar. He warned that premarital sex could lead any man to his downfall, just like Delilah led Samson to his demise. 

      To further ensure that girls would stay pure, we were taught that a Christian man would only want to marry a virgin. This instilled a fear that if a young woman was not a virgin, she might never find a husband.  A young man’s virginity was rarely discussed. Some female friends I knew got purity rings to symbolize their commitment to abstaining from sexual relations until marriage. I have never heard of a guy who wore a purity ring.  

      It was already established that Christians could only marry Christians. This was the highest purpose of a woman: to stay a virgin until marriage, to marry a Christian man and to raise a family of Christian children. Another tactic used to enforce a young woman’s purity was to talk about the stress and loneliness of being a single mom. Finally, any discussion of pro-life perspectives emphasized that if all sex was within marriage, there would virtually be no abortion. In other words, if an unmarried young woman lured her boyfriend into having sex and she became pregnant, she would likely fall into further temptation and murder her baby. Absentee fathers were hardly addressed. 

      Despite these harsh teachings aimed at controlling women, I was very committed to Jesus. Each of these teachings was supported by scripture, which I believed was true and authoritative. I was told that God’s ways were wiser than my understanding of things. I believed that God was very real—so real that his spirit or presence could be felt during worship services. These emotional experiences at worship services kept me secure in the faith.

      Throughout my life I have attended “spirit-filled” churches, including Pentecostal, nondenominational, and Assembly of God churches. Some worship services, with the right music and prayer, became intense emotional experiences. The congregants would feel connected to one another and there would be a palpable feeling of peace and euphoria.  Sometimes you felt tingling in your arms, or goosebumps. Some congregants would cry, some would dance, and others would speak in tongues, interpret, or prophesy. Pastors taught us that these experiences were evidence of God’s existence and were the work of the Holy Spirit. 

      While being taught about the Bible, pastors and teachers also encouraged followers to ignore red flags and discouraged them from engaging in critical thinking. Scripture stated that, to those who didn’t believe and rejected Christ, the Bible was foolish. We were therefore fools for Christ. Furthermore, unbelievers rejected the Bible because they desired to sin. The path of righteousness was narrow. Few had the dedication needed to follow Christ. The Christian walk was meant to be difficult and different from what most others were doing.

      I also learned to “hear” God’s voice. The Bible was my first go-to for guidance. Its truths would help me make right decisions. When I would pray or meditate on scripture, I would pay attention to a persistent thought accompanied by a peaceful emotion. The persistent thought may be positive or negative, but there was a sense of peace with it. I believed that this was God’s Holy Spirit speaking to me. 

      There was a time in my life when I didn’t hear God speak to me. When I was a senior in high school, I was unsure what God wanted me to do post-graduation. I was praying for God to show me his will as I worked my two waitressing jobs while maintaining good grades. 

      After months of silence, I decided to make my own decisions. As I made more and more of my own decisions, I drifted away from the strict Christianity in which I was raised and adopted a more cultural Christianity.  My involvement with church dropped to attending several times a year, and my personal Bible study and prayer time was sporadic. I got married and started my career.  My attention was consumed with my new marriage and the life we were creating together. 

      In 2000, I suffered a miscarriage. I struggled with my mental health afterwards. I was trying to heal from depression. Some church teachings I heard as a child and teen came to the forefront of my mind. In sermons about suffering, I had heard pastors say that God uses loss and suffering to get our attention. He uses these things to get the attention of those who are disobedient, to compel them to return to full obedience to Christ. I concluded that my depression was a result of having drifted away from God. So, I returned to the faith of my childhood, where I would remain for another two decades.

      PATRIARCHAL RIFT

      My return to faith caused a rift between my husband and I. Since I was deferring to the Bible and church teachings, we didn’t always see eye to eye. Plus, we were spending more of our limited free time apart, as I started going to Sunday services and reading the Bible and praying daily. I was learning about the struggle of being in an “unequally yoked” marriage, as discussed in scripture. I was now in the type of marriage I had vowed never to have. 

      Under the influence of patriarchal teachings I heard in church, I placed certain expectations on my husband. I expected him to lead our family and have solutions for our challenges. This frustrated my husband, who believed in egalitarian marriage. 

      I adopted other patriarchal ideals too. I felt that my primary focus should be raising our children to be Christians and to be good people. I should be with them more often, to be a positive influence. I felt that working fulltime as a nurse kept me from embracing this God-given role. I resented my husband because he didn’t make enough money for me to be a stay-at-home Mom. Later, I resented him when he was ill and unable to work. He became the stay-at-home parent—the role I felt was mine. My husband has been a great stay-at-home dad. I was jealous of him. I felt that God was punishing me by not providing a way for me to fulfill the role I thought was ordained by Him. 

      As the years went on, I began to feel lonely. I felt like an outsider among other families at church because my husband was an unbeliever. It was me and my kids attending church. My participation in church social activities was limited because it took time away from our family.  If I did attend a church activity, it was awkward because my husband wasn’t there with me. My husband and I were drifting apart due to differences in philosophy and beliefs. I felt isolated at church and alone in my marriage. 

      I became convinced that if my husband became a Christian, things would improve. I wouldn’t feel isolated at home or at church. My husband would be able to trust God for healing and he could go back to work. The Bible has instructions for Christian women married to unbelievers. Wives are taught to be meek and submissive to draw their husbands to Christ. But as the years marched on and my husband converted to atheism, my prayers remained unanswered. I looked at my performance. I concluded that I didn’t have enough faith. I also concluded that I wasn’t meek, or submissive, or perfect enough to make my husband want to seek God. To be clear, my husband never told me he thought my performance was inferior; it was my own conclusion. 

      When my children were teenagers, they rejected Christianity—despite me having prayed for them, taught them about Jesus, and brought them to church. I felt like a failure. I had failed my husband and I had failed my kids. I resented my husband even more than before, because if my husband had been a Christian, it would have encouraged my children to take the same path.  

      THE LOOSENING THREADS

      The emotional experiences, fear of failure and Hell, and my childhood indoctrination kept me secure in fundamental evangelical Christianity well into my forties. But slowly the threads that kept me tightly on the straight and narrow began to loosen. It started in 2017 and 2018, when several well-known Christian leaders were exposed for immoral behavior, including extramarital affairs, lying, abuse, and mismanagement of finances. Some prominent Christian musicians were walking away from their faith. I was perplexed by the hypocrisy of church leaders who referred to Donald Trump as a godly leader. I was angry when a Christian denomination chastised a well-known female Bible teacher when she used her platform to call them to account for the systemic cover-up of sexual abuse of women. I was starting to feel embarrassed to be known as a Christian because of the hypocrisy.

      One Sunday, in the spring of 2019, I was sitting in a service at a large “spirit-filled” church. It was the end of the service and the pastor was presenting the gospel. He was inviting people to say the Sinner’s Prayer and become Christians. The lights were dim and the musician was playing softly on the keyboard. It was a moment created to stir emotion. As we all had our heads bowed and eyes closed, the pastor asked anyone who wanted to pray the prayer to raise their hand. A few moments later he said, “I see your hand. Thank you.” Another few minutes later he said, “Ah yes, sir, I see your hand.” At that moment I wondered, “Who is raising their hand?” Church was sparsely attended that morning and the majority of faces I saw were familiar Christians. I suspected that no one had raised their hand while our heads had been bowed and our eyes closed as instructed. Years later, I learned that the pastor could not see most of the congregation while on stage because of the lighting.

       During that worship service, I realized emotions were being manipulated. I no longer felt safe in that “spirit-filled” space. I left that church and started attending another church that was not “spirit-filled” but was still fundamentalist. I focused on developing a faith from Biblical knowledge, not emotional experiences. I increased the amount of time I spent on personal Bible study. I listened to podcasts of Christian teaching and Christian apologists. I believed that my faith would be secure with increased Biblical understanding.

      Despite doubling down on my efforts, my faith continued to weaken and my doubts grew. I struggled with the fundamental stance that homosexuality was a sin. I loved people, including my daughter, who were gay. The fundamentalist Christian stance was unloving to me. I studied writings from Biblical scholars on the subject. It seemed that pastors and Bible teachers were cherry-picking scripture to support their prejudices and fears. I read accounts and heard personal testimonies of people who were gay and had begged God to make them straight. In many cases this struggle had led to intense fear and depression. Sadly, in many cases, it also led to self-harm. God did not help these suffering souls. I felt conflicted as I made the choice to maintain the Biblical stance on homosexuality as a sin. I remember crying while on my knees, praying about hating the sin but loving the sinner. I remember thinking, “This may break my faith.”

      I started to doubt if heaven existed. In 2021, I participated in a virtual Bible study about suffering. The author of the study explained that humanity was created for the perfection of Eden and Heaven. Sin left us in this gap of suffering. I thought about how easily the perfection of Eden was damaged by sin. I thought about how, in spite of the perfection of heaven, there had been a rebellion which led to an angel becoming Satan—the birth of all evil. I wondered if the perfect Heaven I was taught to look forward to as my reward for following Christ would become as damaged as Eden.

      I struggled with prayer. I was taught to believe that God wanted to answer my prayers because he was a good father. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught that if God’s children ask for bread, he wouldn’t give them a stone. Unanswered prayer occurred either because the desired answer didn’t align with God’s will or God’s timing, or because I was lacking in faith. God’s answers were perfect, and many times it was my heart that had to change—or so I believed. Gradually, I started to pray for requests that I thought God would answer—I asked for stones instead of bread. For example, instead of praying that God would heal someone from an illness, I prayed that God would give them strength to get through the illness. 

      I am a nurse. I see sick and hurting people every hour of every shift I work. I was aware that I was making my living off unanswered prayers.

      I was able to maintain my faith despite doubts, with some mental gymnastics, until I experienced a family tragedy. In March of 2022, my brother died from suicide. My intense grief forced me to be honest like never before. The raw honesty ripped the threads of tradition, indoctrination, and all the emotional experiences that kept me entangled in Christianity. I kept praying for God to help me in my doubts, but I was only getting stones instead of bread. I was left empty.

      When I watched Jen Fishburne’s video, “Why I Left Christianity,” on YouTube that summer night in July 2022, the stage had already been set for the rest of the faith-threads to break. After watching the video, I wrote down all my doubts—everything that didn’t make sense to me. I wrote for over an hour. Suddenly I thought, “If the Bible is not accurate, then God isn’t real.” I was stunned that in such a short, sudden time span, I could reject the Christianity I had sincerely believed since I was five years old. Then I wondered, why did I think it was odd that I had deconverted from Christianity in a few hours? At church services, pastors asked people to say the Sinner’s Prayer and follow Jesus at the conclusion of a one-and-a-half-hour church service!

      In the following weeks, I explored my doubts. I listened to podcasts from Biblical scholars and former Christians about the inconsistencies and origins of scripture. I learned of the manipulation of early texts. Some scholars spoke of similarities between Biblical accounts and the mythologies of its contemporary cultures. I concluded that the Bible was not inerrant—and the remaining threads broke. 

      FINDING ANOTHER WAY

      With this break, certain fears surfaced. After my faith crumbled, I started to wonder if I had a mental illness. For decades, I had thought I had “heard God’s voice” and “felt His presence.” Had I imagined these things? Was I hallucinating? 

      I did some research. I learned that when a group of people are together singing and/or repeating words together, there is an emotional connection. This emotional connection can lead to endorphin release, causing euphoria. It’s a neuropsychological experience, not a spiritual one. People have the same experience at large concerts.

      I learned about the concept of Tulpa. A Tulpa is a created entity in one’s mind that is convincingly real. My religious indoctrination, persistent religious thoughts, and continued scripture reading led me to create this Tulpa. I perceived this entity to be “God’s Spirit.” The more I interacted with this entity in prayer and meditation, the more it grew. 

      Once I stopped interacting with my Tulpa, it went away. My Tulpa—which I perceived as God’s Spirit—no longer exists. I have not heard God’s voice for over a year and a half. I am not crazy…and I am not a Christian. 

      I was scared that if I wasn’t a Christian, I would become an evil woman. Part of my childhood indoctrination included the idea that if you did not follow Jesus, you were immoral. With the help of my husband, I compiled a list of Christians who were immoral, and non-Christians who demonstrated kindness and generosity and respect. I discovered that morality is not exclusive to Christianity. I created a list of moral principles to guide my life. Occasionally, I read over this list and self-evaluate whether there are any areas I need to focus on to become a better person. The principles I have on my list are: honesty, grace, kindness, courage, appreciation, diligence, listening, and growth. Once I put this list in writing, my fear of becoming evil vanished.

      Deconverting from Christianity has had effects on my relationships. My husband and I are now on the same page. We are healing from the negativity of the patriarchal principles I pushed into our marriage. Our relationship is better than it has been for a long time. My relationship with my kids has improved too. We can have more honest discussions with multiple viewpoints. My kids are free from the burdens of perfectionism and shame that come with Christianity. 

      My parents are devoted Christians and are devastated that my family and I have rejected Jesus. I know they pray every day for us to come back to Jesus and be saved from Hell. I feel bad about the burden they bear because of my deconversion. I have to remind myself that it is the religion that places this burden on them, not me.

      Deconverting from Christianity has forced me to be honest with myself as never before. Even though I struggled with prayer, I miss not being able to hand off a difficult situation to a higher power. Now I have to navigate situations and emotions myself. I have learned to be content without the simplistic answers Christianity has for everything. I have learned to accept difficult things and to accept ambiguity. I am learning to let go of the unrealistic expectations of perfection that I had for myself. I am also learning to enjoy my accomplishments. It is not a sin for me to be proud of myself. 

      I had to acknowledge how my strict fundamentalist Christian views harmed others. My beliefs and views about homosexuality hurt my daughter. She has graciously extended forgiveness to me, but I know there is some pain that lingers. I had to stare at my ugly prejudice lurking under the guise of Christianity. Sometimes, holding tightly to Christian ideals stunted my empathy, which has caused damage in relationships. 

      I have had to process anger since leaving Christianity. My childhood indoctrination instilled fear and stole decades of opportunities for me to dream my own dreams and think my own thoughts.  Trying to follow the perfect Christian life put a lot of pressure on me, my husband, and my kids. I am infuriated by all the time I have wasted attending church services, volunteering at church, participating in church-related activities, reading the Bible, praying, and always trying to do one more thing for Jesus.

       Once, my husband and I calculated the hours I’ve spent on religious and church-related activities. These activities have consumed over 16,000 hours of my life (probably an underestimate). I wonder how different my life would be now if I had spent 16,000 hours on something else? One YouTube video I found while scrolling on my phone changed the trajectory of my life. That summer night on  July 1, 2022 was the last hour I wasted on Christianity.
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