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      Sometimes in life the foundation upon which one stands will give a tilt, and everything that one has previously believed and held dear will begin sliding about, and suddenly all things will seem strange and new.

      —George Saunders, Ghoul

      

      Now that you don’t have to be perfect, you can be good.

      —John Steinbeck, East of Eden

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I began this book with two groups of people in mind: those who are wondering if they want to identify as Christians anymore, and those who have already decided that they don’t. I wanted to write something to say that you do have permission to leave the church. Even if your friends won’t understand, even if you know all the folks who helped raise you will be disappointed. Leaving might not be easy, but Christianity is not something you have to keep participating in if you don’t believe what they believe anymore, or if it hurts you or the people you love.

      I also wrote this book to let you know that you will not be alone if you leave. Yes, you might lose a reliable community—maybe your primary community—because community is something the church is actually pretty good at (assuming you’re willing to play by its rules). And it could be that some people with whom you used to be close will not want to keep in touch at all. Even those relationships with other Christians that aren’t totally severed by your departure might end up feeling diminished, regardless of your love for each other.

      These facts warrant grieving. But also, it’s going to be okay. There are a lot of us former Christians out there, and most of us are happy to talk about what it’s like to walk this road. One thing I can testify to—aside from the fact that a word like “testify” starts to feel a bit sour on the tongue once you’ve left the fold—is that it’s worth it to follow your heart, even if it leads you into unknown territory. Difficult feelings and situations will arise as a result; still, I suspect that knowing you’re not pretending to believe anymore—if you were pretending even for a moment—will quickly become something you wouldn’t trade for all the false security in the world. I know I wouldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      What follows here is, in essence, the story of how I decided I was done with the church. In many ways this story is uniquely mine. For instance, it is important to note the limits of my experience in and with the church given that I am an able-bodied white woman who’s always been both sexually and romantically attracted to men. My stories hardly represent every church, let alone every Christian, and they are not necessarily an indictment of Christianity as a whole. I can only speak for myself. Nevertheless, I want to offer an example of what this kind of journey can, and often does, involve.

      I’ll also add a couple of notes here about some of the terminology in the book. First, I use “church,” “the church,” and “Christianity” mostly interchangeably. Not everyone sees these things as one and the same. For example, I know many people self-identifying as Christians who are just not interested in attending an organized church, or who condemn what institutionalized Christianity has become. For me, though, leaving the church meant leaving the religion, and vice versa. Occasionally, I do refer to a particular congregation or church building; I hope that distinction will be clear from the context.

      Second, you might notice that I use capitalized male pronouns to refer to God, such as “He.” While I now disagree with this gendering of God and find the capitalization practice a bit ridiculous, I chose to refer to God in this way because it reflects the very specific understanding of God that I was raised with, and it’s how I thought of God when I was going through the experiences described here. Doing so also helps distinguish between God and other people who use he/him/his pronouns who show up in my story.
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        * * *

      

      Books have the power to bring together individuals who are otherwise separated by time and space. Reading others’ stories of questioning and deconversion was a significant comfort to me as I made my way on this journey. My most strongly felt wish for this book is that even one person struggling with what to do about their religion finds companionship, understanding, and maybe a little courage in its pages.

      
        
        With hope and love,

        Grete Rachel Howland

        2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      I came by my Christianity honestly.

      My religious career began when I was an infant, wailing in the church’s nursery every Sunday while my mother attended service in the building next door.

      On top of my weekly church attendance, I went to a conservative Baptist elementary school from preschool until fourth grade, at which point my parents switched me and my younger sister over to public education. To give you an idea of what I mean by “conservative,” the school, which met on the campus of another church in town that we weren’t otherwise involved in, was not afraid to ban books. I found this out when the faculty and parents agreed to remove the entire Baby-Sitters Club series from the already anemic library collection that they housed in a small utility room in the basement. I have no idea why they decided to cast out the series—it was deemed to be a bad influence by someone, somehow. To my own parents’ credit, I remember them scoffing and rolling their eyes when they spoke of the scandal at home.

      Such early encounters with traditional Christian interests weren’t limited to my nuclear family or primary education, either. All of my relatives—every grandparent, aunt, uncle, and cousin—were believers, at least as far as I could tell. I even had an uncle who was an ordained pastor; he, my aunt, and my cousins spent a number of years living in Ghana as missionaries when I was young. There was not a family function I went to that didn’t involve prayer in one way or another, plus frequent mentions of God, heaven, some distant relative I’d never met who recently died now being with God in heaven, and guardian angels.

      I’d been swimming in the faith since birth, and I had recommitted my life to God on a constant basis throughout my childhood and adolescence, perpetually afraid that my ticket to heaven had somehow been revoked without my knowing it. Because of all this, I never had a single, dramatic moment of conversion to speak of. The closest thing to it—the day I would always count as my official entry into the fold, if I had to choose one—happened one morning when I was in kindergarten.

      Our teacher that year was a woman I presumed to be elderly because she had short gray hair. (But children can’t be trusted to determine adults’ ages, so who knows how old she actually was?) On the day in question, she decided the time had come to present all of her young charges with the opportunity to be saved. Not completely aware of the implications of what I was about to do, but also understanding that this was somehow very important, I decided to take her up on the offer. Sitting cross-legged on the carpet in a circle with the rest of my tiny classmates, I tried my best to keep my eyes closed while I followed her instructions and said the magic words: “Dear Jesus, please come into my heart.”

      Suddenly, there I was, permanently forgiven.

      Forgiven for what, I wasn’t quite sure. I didn’t feel anything inside of me change. No one in the room seemed to notice anything different about me, either. When our prayer time was over, the teacher moved us from the carpet to our desks, just like she did every other day, and we went on with our lessons. All I knew was that I’d done what I understood to be necessary based on the theology I’d already absorbed, even at five years old.

      It wasn’t until I started going to youth group in the seventh grade that I began to wish my testimony had a little more edge to it, that I had bothered to do some things wrong before dedicating my whole life to being a good Christian.
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        * * *

      

      All through middle and high school, youth pastors would bring in speakers with seedy pasts who told of near-death experiences and lives saved from impending destruction only after total submission to God. Most of the stories had to do with addiction, which was always framed as a moral failing. And in every case, it was some supernatural experience—an audible voice from the ether, or even the literal appearance of a heavenly being before the subject’s very eyes—that revealed God’s loving presence to the person in their hour of need and convinced them to turn their life around.

      Even kids my age got up now and then to share about their own pre-Jesus prodigal adventures. They spoke awkwardly about their sexual exploits (exploits that, I can see now, would be pretty run-of-the-mill for teenagers in a secular context) and experiments with underage drinking. They admitted that even though it probably looked like they were having fun partying, the truth was they were miserable on the inside, and no amount of hooking up or getting drunk or high made it better. Church was where they finally found healing and joy, they said; God was the only one who filled the void inside their souls.

      Their witness was inspiring, and I wanted to be inspiring too. But I had no past to make up for, no previous dark deeds to run from. My decision to follow Jesus happened before I was old enough to do basic arithmetic, let alone skip school to smoke in the parking lot. My testimony was boring, and there are few things more disappointing for a young evangelical Christian than having a boring testimony. I came into this world the child of churchgoing, Bible-believing parents, and I was an obedient kid to boot. There was little I could do to hide the fact that I’d never really known or done anything other than what I was supposed to.

      Well, almost.

      There was one hidden shame. This wasn’t the everyday, baseline remorse that comes from being told early and often about the inescapable ugliness of your inherent sin. No, I’m talking about the acute, sometimes anxiety attack-inducing feeling of guilt that comes from being a teenage Christian girl with a sex drive. A teenage Christian girl who masturbates.

      Boys weren’t supposed to be touching themselves either, of course, but it was implied—and sometimes explicitly stated—by our pastors and preachers that that was just going to happen. How could they help themselves? Their libido was, to a certain extent, uncontrollable. It was simply a fact of life that they would slip up in this area. Nothing a good accountability group session couldn’t take care of.

      That’s not to say that the boys I went to church with weren’t also ashamed of masturbating. They were certainly told to try to control themselves, and I know many who dealt with heavy guilt around their own carnal urges well into adulthood. But at least the act was talked about as a reality of everyday adolescent experience. For us girls, it was simply never mentioned.

      In all the lectures about sexual purity I heard over the course of my many years in youth group, not once did an adult acknowledge the fact that a young woman would (or even physically could) masturbate. That silence—that tacit, insidious communication about what was supposedly normal and what was deviant—taught me that a woman’s role, biologically and socially, was to be the receiver of a man’s erotic passion. That it was our job to wait around until they wanted to have sex with us, and then make sure to hold them off until marriage. The binary was clear.

      It took me all the way until college just to learn that I wasn’t the only Christian girl out there who got horny. I suffered in darkness, literally. I thought I was a pervert. And one of the most frustrating parts of it all was that I could never turn the struggle into a testimony. I could never find support and admiration by sharing the story of my shame. How would it look for me, an already devout follower of Christ, to admit that I’d been secretly sinning for all those years and still couldn’t stop? Plus, my sin wasn’t cool like partying; my sin was gross and weird and embarrassing.

      In the end, the utter disgrace of my actions far outweighed my desire to have an inspiring tale to tell, so I kept my story to myself despite my yearning to have something meaningful to share with my fellow believers. Truthfully—and I do mean truthfully—I would rather have died than admit my perpetual transgression to anyone, let alone a crowd.

      Despite how heavily my contemptible deed weighed on me in certain moments—like during group prayer sessions, when we were invited to confess our sins to the Lord in the quietness of our own hearts, and I was suddenly terrified that everyone around me could somehow read my mind—it wasn’t always at the forefront of my consciousness. There were enough fun games and compelling discussions happening each week at youth group that I spent a good amount of my time there distracted from my various teenage worries rather than caught up in them.

      When it came down to it, despite the fact that it was my religion that designated my sexual urges as impure, I didn’t ever associate church with shame, which was both a blessing and a curse, depending on how you look at it. Church was a safe space for me, a shy and uncool kid. In general, other than the aforementioned aberration, I was good at being a Christian, and being good made me feel great. Still, the truth was that I did have to bury a part of myself very deep in order to fully enjoy myself there—a part of myself that, in another context, I might have learned to cherish and embrace.

      Ultimately, this was the tale of my faith, all the way into my mid-twenties: It was a garment that fit me well, and I wore it with pride daily, yet there were secret stains that marred its inner lining. It was easy enough to keep other people from seeing those blemishes, so I got through the days with what probably looked like ease. At the same time, I lived in constant, unacknowledged embarrassment for being unable to maintain perfection underneath the outer shell.

      It was a torturous cycle. I felt horrifically guilty for masturbating because the church, the place I loved, taught me it was dirty. My response was then to cling to the church even tighter, because it offered me freedom from my guilt at the same time that it accused me. The problem was not the church, as far as I was concerned. The problem was me. And as long as I believed that, I had no issue with the rules that were causing me so much grief.
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        * * *

      

      Forgiveness and condemnation, acceptance and exile, freedom and being completely controlled—all of these things are offered and insisted upon by the Christianity in which I grew up. Each element needing its opposite. Each dichotomy originating from within the doctrine itself (despite what the people in charge might say). Each person daily pleading for their life from the God who, they are told, both loves them with a love beyond all understanding, but who also can’t stand the sight of them if they’re going to keep screwing up all the time.

      It sounds terrible, and eventually I realized it was. But it was also normal for me. I couldn’t see my religion as the incongruous, manipulative thing I’m describing now—and it was not because of a lack of intelligence, as so many loud-mouthed, arrogant secularists like to insist. Rather, what I lacked was luck. The luck of sufficient exposure to a diversity of ideas. The luck of a personality brave and confident enough to shuck the inherited identity that gave me safety and belonging in a life where I felt like I never quite fit in.

      As far as I knew—and I never had the chance to know any different—Christianity gave me what I needed. Unfortunately, what I wasn’t aware of, and what it took me until adulthood to comprehend, was how many of the needs I thought I had were actually being manufactured by the church itself.

      I did get lucky eventually: I was spared success in a romantic relationship that might have solidified my life-long presence in the evangelical church. I stumbled upon friendships that demonstrated the joy of living in what I had been told was sin. And I happened to find myself in theology classes with professors just free-thinking enough to present the possibility that something I’d been told my whole life could be wrong, even something coming from the church.

      All of these things, which I’ll describe in detail soon because that is the point of this book, were my true salvation. They led me to my deconversion, and that story—this heretic’s testimony—is one I could not be more proud of.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Step 1

          

          PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR DOUBT

        

      

    

    
      I was nine years old when my parents first sent me to a week-long sleepaway summer camp nestled in the redwood forest, a windy twenty-minute drive inland from where we lived on the central California coast.

      This wasn’t just any camp. This camp, which was specifically for elementary-aged kids, was one third of a larger Christian retreat center that also included a separate camp for middle and high school students and a family camp. All three properties were situated along a wooded hillside, with the adolescent camp at the top, the family camp in the middle, and the elementary camp at the bottom, closest to the dammed-up creek where people of all ages would hike and go boating during the day. And this whole operation, every element included, was more or less responsible for the formation of my household as I knew it.

      It started with my maternal grandmother, Gerda. After emigrating from Germany to the U.S. with my mother and uncle in the late 1950s and making her way west, she took a job as a housekeeper for the family camp facilities. Persisting through prejudice and poverty, she stayed there for two decades before retiring as head of the department.

      My mother herself became a receptionist in the family camp’s main office when she was in her early twenties, while at the same time my dad, who grew up in a different part of the state, accepted an internship at the adolescent camp. His decision to take the job was significant—for him, her, and me—because this is how my parents met. The first time my father saw my mother was at the annual summer staff welcome banquet. According to family legend (a legend of which my father is the sole proprietor) his first words after catching a glimpse of her during group introductions were, “Wow, what a fox!”

      This place kept my family going, financially, biologically, and—for better or worse—spiritually. It is thanks to this place that one side of my family had enough to get by, and it is thanks to this place that I am even alive. It is also thanks to this place, where I too worked the summers during my college years, that I had a place where I felt included and special in the midst of a childhood in which I often felt awkward and isolated. And it is thanks to this place and all of the import it held in my mind that I happily ingested religious instruction so alarming that it would haunt me through high school and beyond and test the limits of my commitment to a Christianity rooted in judgment and shame.
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        * * *

      

      It all started out quite fun. The elementary level facilities where I began my journey as a camper presented an adventure in the rustic. I remember concrete-floored cabins with no attached bathrooms (I understand they’ve since been renovated) lit dimly by a single long fluorescent tube affixed to the center of the ceiling. Four dark-stained and sturdy wood-framed bunk sets lined the bare interior walls, which created enough space for seven campers and one counselor. Each bed was cushioned with a nylon-covered mattress that would stick to whatever part of your skin wasn’t tucked inside your sleeping bag. I recall the cabins always smelling like soil and sequoia bark with a hint of mildew from drying towels and swimsuits hanging on a clothesline just outside the front door. This particular potpourri marked the highlight of my summers, and I loved it.

      Our mornings and afternoons were spent as you’d expect: hiking through the woods, paddling canoes, playing capture the flag, feeding the small herd of goats that were inexplicably kept in a log enclosure at the edge of the main field, and making classic summer camp crafts like tie-dyed t-shirts and friendship bracelets.

      Because this was a Christian camp, we also had a quiet solo time with God every day. Personally, I liked to spend those thirty minutes sitting in the dirt with my back against a tree’s rough trunk while I read my Bible (a required item on the packing list), wrote in my journal, or just stared off into the distance for a while.

      Each day culminated with an evening gathering where we all sang worship songs, laughed at some corny skits, and heard a story or two that usually illustrated a basic Biblical principle like the fact that God loved us all unconditionally or how we should be nice to everyone whether we felt like it or not.

      That was the camp experience I grew used to, the one I got excited for as summer approached. Even the long walk from the cabins to the bathrooms and the anxiety of meeting a whole new group of people every year couldn’t put me off. Until I hit puberty, that is. Things changed a bit then—as they tend to do—and the first summer I spent at camp as a full-blown adolescent turned out to be the last one I’d spend there as a camper ever again.
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        * * *

      

      It was the summer that preceded my ninth-grade year. For some reason that I can’t now remember, I did not attend camp while in the throes of middle school. Maybe money was tight; maybe I wanted a break from the things of my childhood, per the typical inclination of that age.

      In any case, that meant I’d missed the experience of moving up to the adolescent campus with the rest of my cohort just before we all entered seventh grade. So this, my final summer, was also my first time encountering the premises that other campers of my grade level had eased into over the past two years. It didn’t take long to see that the experience was going to be different than what I was used to in a few significant ways.

      The first thing that surprised me about the unfamiliar grounds was the cabins. Apparently, adolescent campers were more deserving of amenities than elementary school kids—or perhaps more prone to complain about not having them—because these cabins were much nicer than what I’d known before. They were well-lit, carpeted, smelled like cleaning chemicals, and had (what seemed to me at the time) lavishly large bathrooms that were, to my great delight, actually attached to the structure in which we were sleeping.

      Then there was the evening meeting space. As elementary-age campers, we spent twilight outdoors, bundled up in hoodies and huddled together on wooden bleachers that curved around a concrete stage with the surrounding forest serving as a natural backdrop. Here at the high school level, we moved inside. No more shivering or swatting away bugs for an hour before bed. Instead, we basked in the warm glory of a spacious, indoor amphitheater. We spread our bodies out on shallow tiers of carpeted floor that cascaded gently down the length of the rectangular room toward the stage area, where guitars and microphones were always set up and ready to go. Behind the audio equipment, a large projector screen hung from the ceiling, waiting to show us photos of our daily activities, song lyrics, or maybe a video that the counselors had made. These end-of-day assemblies were a modern, multimedia affair.

      They were also the venue for the final and most striking difference between the camp experience I’d grown used to as a child and the one I’d suddenly graduated into as a soon-to-be freshman. That difference was in the programming. Granted, the daylight hours themselves were spent in pretty familiar ways—field games, a ropes course, boating, swimming, and so on. But it was the end-of-day gatherings, which had been nothing if not lighthearted just a couple years before, where unexpected things began to happen. The content became, shall we say, more mature.

      Specifically, the skits got way more intense. No longer were they the silly, gag-filled things we’d known as children, meant to get our giggles out before bedtime while simultaneously reinforcing the simplest of Sunday school lessons. No, at the high school level, it would seem that exhausting us in preparation for a good night’s sleep was no longer the primary purpose of the scripts the counselors enacted, nor were they going to settle for uncomplicated stories of a feel-good Jesus anymore. At the high school level, there were scare tactics involved.

      I can still picture the night when things turned serious. It all started out innocuously. The cabin groups streamed eagerly into the meeting room after dinner and whatever sunset game the counselors had planned for us that evening. We made ourselves comfortable on the floor, just as we did every time we found ourselves in that space. And, just as they did every night, the adults (or those who seemed to be adults; in reality, many of them were probably still college students) made sure we weren’t sitting for too long. Before we knew it, guitar straps were being slung over counselors’ heads and we were on our feet, singing and clapping and doing the accompanying hand-motions to the lyrics we seasoned campers knew by heart. Sure we were going to start ninth grade in a few weeks, but we were still young enough to be coaxed into a little goofiness now and then.

      Eventually the music died down, and we thought we knew what to expect next: a skit that was sure to have some moral to it, put on by a few theatrically inclined counselors. That would then be followed by a short, meant-to-be poignant message from another counselor or maybe even the camp director, and finally we’d be released to our bunks for the night. It was a fun but unremarkable routine.

      Until this evening, that is. This evening, we witnessed something truly provocative—and truly unnerving. So unnerving, in fact, that of all the skits I saw in all the weeks I went to camp from elementary school until ninth grade, it’s the only one I really remember.
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        * * *

      

      Once the guitars were returned to their stands and the sounds of our whispered conversations faded to something close to silence, two female counselors walked wordlessly in from the back of the room. Not everyone noticed them at first, but heads started to turn as they made their way through the center of the audience and, eventually, down to the stage. As they walked, they looked around the room, their exaggerated body language communicating that they were pretending to be in a place neither of them had seen before.

      Once they both reached the center of the stage, they stopped and stood just a few feet apart from each other. They continued to look around the room, apparently for some clue as to where they were. Their affectation indicated that this place was not only new to them but also, somehow, wondrous.

      After a few more beats of dramatized bewilderment, they turned toward each other. The woman who stood to the right as you faced the stage—I’ll call her Jane—asked, “Where are we?”

      “I think...we’re dead,” said the woman on the left—let’s name her Cindy. “We were driving. Then the last thing I remember is that truck coming toward us in the intersection.”

      “Oh man,” Jane said, taking a moment to process what was happening. They both continued to look around the otherwise empty stage. “What happens now?”

      On cue, a male counselor-turned-actor, dressed in a white choir robe, appeared behind Cindy. He gently said her name, so quietly that we could barely hear it, and she turned her body toward him in response. “It’s time to go,” he said, smiling.

      “Who’s that?” Jane asked.

      “I...I think it’s an angel.”

      “Are you ready? He’s waiting for you,” the angel said warmly.

      Cindy began to smile knowingly and took a step in the direction toward which the angel was gesturing. The direction, incidentally, that would lead her away from her friend.

      “Wait, can I come too? I want to come,” Jane said hopefully, clearly not wanting to be left alone.

      Cindy turned back toward the friend she was about to leave behind. “Are you a Christian?” she asked, also somewhat hopefully.

      “Well, no, I don’t think so.”

      “You can’t get into heaven if you aren’t a Christian,” Cindy said with pity in her voice.

      “Okay, well, how do I become a Christian? I’ll do it right now.”

      “You just have to ask Jesus into your heart. But it’s too late. You have to do it while you’re still alive.”

      “How come you never told me about this?” Jane’s tone moved quickly from hopeful to panicked. “You knew and you never told me?”

      “I’m sorry. I thought you wouldn’t want to hear it,” Cindy said with a mixture of sadness and defensiveness. “I didn’t want to offend you or make you feel judged. I didn’t want to risk losing you as a friend.”

      “But what am I supposed to do now? I thought you cared about me,” said Jane. She sounded like she was about to cry as she came to terms with the terrible reality of her situation.

      “I’m so sorry,” Cindy said. She seemed remorseful but made no move to comfort her friend. “I have to go now.”

      She turned and walked offstage with the angel, who seemed eerily unmoved by the small tragedy that had just unfolded before him.

      As Cindy departed, leaving her friend alone in this otherworldly space, we turned our attention back to Jane, only to notice that a new character had walked up behind her from her side of the stage. He was dressed all in black and had a sinister look on his face. If the other young man was an angel, it was clear that this one was meant to be a demon.

      Rather than holding out an open hand to her in eager invitation, he wordlessly directed her offstage with an extended arm and pointed finger. There was nothing welcoming about his stance. Jane hung her head and walked slowly in the direction toward which he was pointing. He followed behind her, grinning menacingly, as we the audience sat in heavy silence.
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        * * *

      

      Looking back now—having spent a number of years learning what the secular world considers normal, and still in the midst of processing a good amount of anger toward the evangelical church—I know I should be completely horrified that fourteen-year-old me had to sit through that skit. I should be horrified that any child would have to sit through it, as I’m sure they are still being made to do at Christian camps all across the world. Yet if I’m honest, when I retell it, I feel more nostalgia than horror. I even feel—though I know it is twisted of me—kind of inspired.

      I guess I’m remembering what it felt like then. And back then, in the moment, before the ramifications of what I’d witnessed became apparent to me, I ate up every second of it. It was melodramatic. It was tragic. It expressed frantic emotions that felt akin to those churning inside my pubescent body every second of every day. It drew me in with all of that and then also reinforced the intense cosmic significance of the religious group to which I belonged. It was a pill specially coated for people my age to swallow in the hopes of imbuing us with at least a couple of different ideas.

      First and most obviously was the idea that there is no excuse that will keep a person out of hell if they have not accepted Jesus Christ as their personal Lord and Savior. You say your Christian friend was too scared or too lazy to tell you about the Good News? Too bad. Even people in the so-called “unreached” (read: uncolonized) corners of the globe who have no chance of knowing about Christianity from any source other than missionaries will not be off the hook when it comes to the afterlife. How much more accountable do you think God will hold those who grow up surrounded by Christianized culture? Ignorance, in this case, will not be bliss.

      I already knew all of that, of course, and had secured my salvation accordingly many years prior. It was the second idea that the skit communicated that I found significantly more poignant. This idea was a bit more advanced, perhaps more geared toward those of us who were already believers. It stuck with me insidiously, in some unconscious place I couldn’t name until much later. The idea was that it would be my own fault if my friends went to hell, and boy did I take it to heart once I started high school.

      There were multiple occasions on which I found myself trying to argue my closest comrades out of their own non-Christian religions or their atheism, even as they showed visible signs of exasperation, or sometimes even rage. I invited just about every acquaintance I ever had to youth group in the hopes that they would find the kind of belonging there that I did and be saved. I even went so far as to literally tell a coworker at one mind-numbing summer retail job that she was going to hell. In fairness to my younger self, she asked.

      None of it ever worked, of course. I could find no compelling reason for these people to change their ways of thinking. I had no actual argument up my sleeve. Every Christian spiel that came out of my mouth must have sounded ridiculous to those who hadn’t been raised with Bible stories since birth (or witnessed profoundly troubling skits at Christian summer camp). I can see now, so clearly, that there was no truth in my words for anyone I talked to, only the desperation of my needing them not to die unsaved—of knowing it would be my fault, somehow, if they didn’t get into heaven.

      But did I know it? That x-factor of “somehow” was a lot of mystery to swallow, especially with the possibility of infinite remorse on the line. Indeed, there was a small part of me that perceived that something was suspicious about a logic that would drive me to browbeat my dearest friends with put-downs of their own belief systems out of fear that I would end up spending eternity with a guilty conscience.

      If nothing else, the responsibility just felt like too much sometimes; it left me anxious and wracked with a sense of perpetual failure. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was really what God wanted for me. Now and then, when I wasn’t caught up in the adrenaline of theological debate, I had my doubts.

      The strict entrance policy for heaven was another thing I couldn’t quite explain, to myself or anybody else. Despite my genuine, ardent commitment to the ideas I was preaching, there was something in me that understood why I kept getting the brush-off whenever I started sharing the Gospel. There was a part of me that knew that the fundamentalist Christian narrative—the one that said that this particular story was the only story that could keep you from an eternity of suffering—didn’t make sense. There was a part of me that knew I was working with absurd material.

      The question was what to do with that part, and my answer—unfortunately but understandably—was to ignore it. To shrug it off. I refused to grant the possibility of its legitimacy. Because what if that doubt was a trick? What if that gently nagging feeling that there were easier and more enjoyable ways of looking at the universe was just Satan trying to lure me off the righteous path? People’s lives were at stake. The risk involved in not following this deeply urgent evangelical lifestyle, should it prove true in the end, was too great.

      So—at least at that point in my life, when I was still terrified of authority and desperate to keep the loving arms of the church wrapped around me—I stuck to the script I’d been handed, even it if meant refusing to acknowledge how ludicrous (and often hurtful) my position was. Plus, it was all I knew. Being the zealous Christian girl was not an endearing or popular identity to have, but it was an identity nonetheless. And when you’re in high school, maintaining an identity is simply more important than following logic.
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        * * *

      

      The gospel narrative I grew up with—that is, the narrative of humanity’s inherent sin relieved only through Christianity’s exclusive ability to grant individuals salvation from eternal torment—and the dire obligation to share it with everyone I knew were not the only parts of my religious experience that sometimes felt a little off. Nor was my post-summer camp proselytizing phase the first time I felt vaguely uncomfortable with what my religion was asking me to take on. There were a number of things I heard at church in my youth, whether in an official capacity from the pulpit or just mentioned casually by some fellow congregant, that didn’t make sense to me.

      I remember that the question of creation versus evolution came up at some point in my early years. I don’t know if our church held to something as hardcore as Young Earth Creationism, which says that the world was created in just six days no more than ten thousand years ago, but I did glean from somewhere when I was a child that there was indeed a discrepancy between what the Bible said about how this universe came to be and what science told us was the source of all existence.

      Trying to arrive at a satisfying solution, one day—I must have been in fourth or fifth grade—I asked my mother, herself a devout believer, about dinosaurs and fossils and all of the things that seemed to me to be pretty hard evidence suggesting there was more to the history of our world than the first two chapters of Genesis. She listened attentively and agreed that my observations were good ones. She floated the idea that God might have used evolution to bring about the world we know today. There might have even been an acknowledgement on her part of the possibility that the authors of the Biblical creation story were working with metaphor. Only in retrospect do I fully appreciate how valuable this moment was and what I learned about the potential that existed for negotiating with the church, even if I was so young that the lesson was taken in unconsciously.

      It was a similar story with what I’ll call the Catholic Problem. The Baptist denomination in which I grew up, like many Protestant communities, denounced Catholicism as false Christianity. I was taught that Catholics weren’t real Christians because they worshipped Mary and... Well, that was the extent of the justification I remember hearing. I assume the grown-ups around me had plenty of other criticisms to throw down; I just didn’t happen to absorb them in any way that stuck with me. Regardless, there was something about this judgment of Catholics that felt harsh and unfair to me. I don’t think I knew any practicing Catholics until my late teens, but I felt some kind of empathy for their tradition nonetheless.

      Once again, I brought my confusion to my mother. For some reason, I remember this brief conversation—which happened when I was in middle school—in great detail. We were driving in our rust-colored Oldsmobile station wagon through a town just north of the one we lived in. The velvety headliner of the car had started detaching from the middle of the ceiling not long after we bought it, and I could see the dangling fabric in my peripheral vision. I don’t know what made me think of it, but the Catholic Problem popped into my mind at that moment, and I felt like voicing my concern.

      “Catholics still believe that Jesus was the son of God, and that he died and rose again, right?” I asked from the passenger seat. From my mother’s perspective, I assume the question came out of left field, but she dove in with me like always.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “Well, then, how can they not be Christians? Even if they worship Mary, they still believe the most important thing, the thing that gets you into Heaven. Isn’t that the definition of a Christian?”

      “It is, and Catholics do believe in Jesus,” she concurred. She went on to explain that it’s not really anyone’s place to judge the faith of another person, and that only God knows our hearts. I don’t remember where our conversation went after that, but I do know that, as with my questions about the discrepancy between creation and evolution, I left the discussion feeling like my curiosity was a good thing and that life isn’t so cut and dried as some religious folks would have you believe.

      There’s no question that I was incredibly fortunate to have a parent to whom I could bring these questions about my faith and not feel judged, but there was one issue I had questions about that I did not feel comfortable bringing to any adult in my life, including my mother. Perhaps I sensed that this issue was too edgy to breach with any elder, even in the context of an innocent, good faith dialogue with a young person who’s just trying to learn what’s right. Perhaps the connotations surrounding it that I’d picked up on let me know, implicitly, that there was no vagueness to this one, no argument to be made in favor of a gray area or change in rule. This issue was, to use the dehumanizingly clinical term favored by the conservative church both then and now (and thus the term that I would have used at the time), “homosexuality.”

      Whether it was because I grew up in a town located just a little over an hour’s drive from San Francisco that had its own visibly out LGBTQ+ population or because of the relatively open-minded way my parents approached the world, I was never totally taken with the idea that being gay was sinful. The disgust that the wider church community of which I was a part seemed to feel toward anyone who wasn’t straight was never something that I myself felt organically. That’s not to say I didn’t judge it as wrong or weird, but I didn’t get why it was so evil. Other sins made sense, inherently. Murder, theft, adultery—those all hurt people in demonstrable ways. And worshipping idols and cursing? Well, I guess those somehow hurt God. When it came to homosexuality, though, I saw neither malice nor harm.

      To be clear, I’m owed no compliments here. On the contrary, I myself owe many apologies. Just because I didn’t get why I was supposed to see being gay as sinful doesn’t mean I didn’t agree to take a stand against it, as I was told to do. I might not have felt deep down that being gay was wrong, but I told people that being gay was wrong. Just like I told them Jesus was the only path to heaven, even when I couldn’t explain it for myself. Just like I joined my fellow churchgoers in speaking disparagingly of my public high school teachers who refused to teach creationism as a legitimate theory, even though it was clear to me by then that evolution had a major part to play in how we all got here.

      The point is, taking all of these stories into consideration, it’s clear to me now that very little of what I felt I needed to profess or abide by as a Christian actually made sense to me in the moment—that I never fully understood the logic of the theology I’d been handed. In short, I had my doubts. But—and this is a big “but” for evangelicals—none of it needed to make sense. And not only did nothing of what I was being taught in church need to make sense, it almost wasn’t supposed to.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a verse in the New Testament, in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, that says, by one translation, “The wisdom of the world is foolishness in God’s sight.” In the same letter, Paul also writes, “the Lord knows the reasonings of the wise, that they are useless.” If you flip back to the Old Testament, the prophet Jeremiah proclaimed that “the heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick.” And even more harshly, per Jeremiah: “All mankind is stupid, devoid of knowledge.”

      Basically, what we have here is a lot of scripture—scripture I frequently heard quoted in church services and youth group meetings alike—detailing how imbecilic and evil humans are. And how, because of our naturally muddled mental state, all of the things we think are right about the world are idiotic from God’s perspective. Combine all that with verses like Isaiah 55:8 ("’For My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways,’ declares the Lord.”), Job 11:7 (“Can you discover the depths of God? Can you discover the limits of the Almighty?”), and, moving up to the New Testament again, Romans 11:33 (“How unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!”), and you start to get an idea of how far evangelicals can take the idea that God moves in mysterious ways.

      This is what I grew up with—this conviction that whenever something I was being taught in church felt wrong or unreasonable, it was because I was incapable of understanding it. All of the scripture, all of the theology, all of the tradition was right in one way or another. There was no question about that. To claim otherwise would be arrogance. To think that I knew better than God, who was all knowing and loved everyone perfectly and had existed before time and would continue to exist for eternity, was not an option. The only choice was to accept the fact that if a tenet felt unreasonable, it was some shortcoming of my own that kept me from being able to fully grasp the truth.

      Did it seem illogical that even apparently good people would go to hell if they didn’t ask Jesus to come into their hearts? Well, logic was not an authority for me. Did it feel amiss, in my gut, that people’s natural attractions were an abomination to the God who created them? It didn’t matter. My intuition was not—could not—be an authority. Only God’s word was authority. And how was God’s word delivered? Through the church; through anyone working for the church. Thus, if I heard it from a church-based source, whether it made sense to me was irrelevant. I would, quite literally, get a chance to understand when I was dead.

      I accepted this self-denying deal without even really thinking about it. In part it was because the church had me from birth, so I never had the chance to get to an age of self-awareness before this worldview became my norm. Also, as I mentioned before, even when the abstract-thinking powers of my frontal lobe finally kicked in during adolescence, the risk of rejecting the religion and losing everything my young life revolved around was too great to fathom.

      So, I stuck around through the anxiety-inducing summer camp dramas. I stuck around through hearing that Catholics aren't Christians, even though I was pretty sure they still believed that Jesus died and rose again for their sins. I stuck around through fundamentalist interpretations of Genesis even though people had obviously found dinosaur bones in the ground. I even stuck around, I am most ashamed to say, through an undying insistence that being gay was both a choice and a sin, even though I knew something about that was off. But still, I stuck around.

      Looking back now, I wonder how many people I could have had more pleasant relationships with if I had been more resolute about renouncing, even just to myself, the misleading messages being pushed on me? How much less anxiety would I have had? How much more present and supportive I could have been, if I hadn’t been taught to disregard what was demonstrably true? “What if” is a dangerous trail to trace, but when I look back, I wonder how much earlier I could have started getting out if I had given more credence to my doubts…if I had taken more of a chance on my intuition…if I had trusted better my own reasonably capable mind.
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