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“Hilarious, courageous, provocative, profound . . . Reba Riley brings the light for seekers of all paths, reminding us that every journey of transformation begins exactly where we are. If the Pray in Eat, Pray, Love had a gutsy, wise, funny little sister who’d never been to India, it would be Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome.”

—Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat, Pray, Love

“Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome is a brilliant, emotional, and audacious rampage through religious sensibility, an exploration I recommend without hesitation. Enjoy!”

—William Paul Young, author of The Shack

“Reba Riley is a natural-born storyteller and writer whom I expect to be reading for many years to come.”

—Brian D. McLaren, author/speaker (brianmclaren.net)

“Whatever your beliefs or lack thereof, whether you pay heed to a savior or a spirit animal, you should read this moving, funny, thoughtful book. Reba Riley has traveled the unlikely mystic’s path and come back with an enormously entertaining, immensely hopeful report.”

—A. J. Jacobs, author of The Year of Living Biblically

“Riley’s debut gently offers . . . a powerful love that is greater than any single religious expression.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome is real. Been there done that. If you have been there too, this book is going to let you know you are not alone. Prepare to be encouraged. Prepare to survive. Courageous and wonderful Reba Riley to the rescue!”

—Frank Schaeffer, author of Why I Am an Atheist Who Believes in God

“Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome is a literary and philosophical triumph. Reba Riley reveals the strength of spirit through the vulnerability of flesh with tears, laughter, and soul-stirring moments of profound revelation. Her first book—certainly not her last—is so much more than a memoir about faith; it’s a celebration of all that defines the human condition.”

—Christian Piatt, author of postChristian: What’s left? Can we fix it? Do we care?

“This is such a good book. Written like a novel, it’s a firsthand account of the author’s yearlong bid to overcome the legacy of crushing religious experiences. Setting herself the challenge of encountering thirty religions by the age of thirty could have been a rather shallow exercise in spiritual tourism—but it isn’t. What results is gloriously irreverent and profound in equal measure, full of humanity, compassion, and insight. The book is very much a Christian journey, but nonetheless it has a lot to say about spiritual experience as a whole. . . . In willing to be vulnerable, flawed, and confused, Reba Riley shares something powerful, essential, and incredibly real.”

—Nimue Brown, author of When A Pagan Prays

“Reba Riley’s spiritual journey has become an invaluable resource for countless people who are shedding religion for a more open and authentic spirituality. By identifying and describing the dynamics of Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome, she has paved the way of freedom for many who are suffering from religious pathology. Despite her brilliance, Reba has a down-to-earth, compassionate, and humorous way about her. She has a gift for storytelling, which makes her writing both enlightening and entertaining. If you’re up for an adventure in exploring new possibilities of expanding and deepening your relationship to yourself, God, others, and the world, read Reba Riley.”

—Jim Palmer, author of Divine Nobodies and Notes from (Over) the Edge

“Riley’s book is so compelling: beautifully written, exceedingly funny, and refreshingly honest. As she described her journey of spiritual and physical healing, I rooted for her with every page. Riley’s story is also compelling because it is our story, our journey. We can identify with her spiritual pain, her questions, her prejudices, her fears. Her experience proves that if we are willing to open ourselves up and listen, we too can find God everywhere and know the Love that is for us all. It is a book of profound hope.”

—Kristen E. Vincent, author of A Bead and a Prayer: A Beginner’s Guide to Protestant Prayer Beads

“If your soul has ever doubted, if your feet have ever lost their way, if your halo’s always just a little askew, or if your heart has been wounded by a faith community, Reba Riley’s humorous, honest memoir about exploring the ‘Godiverse’ is just the thing for you.”

—Sarah Thebarge, author of The Invisible Girls: A Memoir

“Written with beckoning eloquence and humor, Reba Riley describes an amazing interfaith journey through the depth of her broken humanity in a quest for healing and the face of God. Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome is a most valuable and inspirational guide to those on a path toward enlightenment, and especially to those seeking healing from spiritual abuse. It should be on the shelves of every counseling center and divinity school.”

—Franklyn Schaefer, author of Defrocked

“Moments of laughing and tears. It provided much needed closure for me in many ways. I love Reba Riley and her heart and work. I’m honored to be her teacher and also, through her book, her student. (Deep bow of respect.) Namaste.”

—Bushi Yamato Damashii, Roshi/Zen monk at Daishin Buddhist Temple & Mindfulness Center, and former Baptist minister

“Honest, witty, and reflective . . . Reba is real when it comes to ‘religion’ and what it takes to unpack that word in our culture today. This is a book for anyone who has fumbled, wondered, fallen away, or wanted something bigger to hold them close at night. She doesn’t claim to have all the answers, but Reba, undoubtedly, is asking all the right questions.”

—Hannah Brencher, author of If You Find This Letter

“Whether you’re spiritual, religious, or neither, Reba Riley’s grace, wit, charm, and profound insight will make you laugh and think. She is an author to watch!”

—Jen Lancaster, New York Times bestselling author of I Regret Nothing
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FOR MY MOM AND DAD, WHO HELP ME FIND MY PATH,

AND FOR MY HUSBAND, WHO ENABLES ME TO WALK IT.



PART 1

Summer
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Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome

[n. pohst-truh-mat-ik church sin-drohm]

1. A condition of spiritual injury that occurs as a result of religion, faith, and/or the leaving, losing, or breaking thereof.

2. The vile, noxious, icky, and otherwise foul aftermath of said spiritual injury.

3. A serious term intended to aid serious spiritual healing—without taking itself too seriously in the process.

See Also: Post-Traumatic Religion Syndrome.

Abbr.: PTCS, PTRS, #PTCS, #PTRS.

Not to be confused with a mental disorder or medical diagnosis. This author is not a doctor, nor does she play one on the written page.

Origin: Back of a bar napkin,I 2002.



I. May or may not have been transcribed in blue eyeliner.
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Falling

What’s a girl like you doing stuck in a place like this?” the bartender asked, muscles straining against his hotel uniform as he threw down a cocktail napkin in front of me.

I looked around: three barstools, four fake dusty palm trees, fluorescent lighting. This was the kind of joint that offered vending machines in lieu of room service.

“It was a bad day, Josh,” I replied, reading his name tag. “You have any pinot grigio back there?”

“Of course, honey!” Josh moved his toffee-colored hands to pour me a glass. “Why was it a bad day?”

Rocking a Vin Diesel–style bald head over a broad grin and big brown eyes, Josh the bartender seemed like the perfect person to spill my story to. (It helped that he was a captive audience and I his only customer.)

I twisted into a bar stool, unloaded my laptop bag, and sighed. “Okay . . . so this morning I left my house in Columbus to drive to a rural Kentucky lumberyard for a sales presentation—I sell nails and power tools—” Josh arched one brow in surprise. “I know, I know. I don’t seem like the kind of woman who would hang around in lumberyards. But remember the job market in 2009?”

“Why do you think I’m behind this bar?” Josh laughed, gesturing dramatically to our surroundings.

I dropped my head and groaned. “ ‘Our nails penetrate thirty-three percent faster due to superior lubrication.’ I regularly have to say those exact words to the kind of men who drink beer for breakfast and have girlie calendars in their work trucks.”

Josh pursed his lips in a sour look that read: I may like men, but not that kind. “Lubricated nails?”

I hid my face in mock shame.

“Oh, honey,” he said, patting my shoulder. “It’s okay. We do what we have to do.”

“So true.” I raised my glass in a faux toast. “Anyway—today, after four hours in the car, I arrived in the parking lot of a strip club. I checked the address and called the lumberyard. The owner said, ‘Ma’am, you’re at the right address in the wrong state.’ ”

Josh put a hand on his hip. “You should have just gone right on in. Strippers need lubricated nails, too.”

Mid-sip, I nearly snorted wine up my nose. “Josh, you’re exactly who I needed to talk to today.”

He gave a little bow. “I’m here all night, princess.”

“Just wait. It gets worse.” I took a long swig. “An hour later I hit a huge pothole, blew out two tires, and broke both axles. The tow truck guy who showed up was this little redheaded dude in green overalls who spoke in a thick Irish accent. He took one look at my car and said, ‘Lady, did you forget to have a beer on St. Patrick’s Day?’ ”

“Your knight in shining armor was a leprechaun?” Josh lowered his chin in disbelief.

“A leprechaun who chain-smoked the entire way back to Cincinnati.” I sniffed my hair. “Marlboros, ick! He dropped me off here while my car gets twelve hundred dollars worth of repairs.”

Josh clucked with concern.

I rubbed my face. “Today is only the latest in a string of bad car luck. In the past two months I’ve had four other tire blow-outs, one dead battery, one stopped starter, and two car break-ins. I’m on a first-name basis with the AAA dispatcher, and my mechanic gave me his cell phone number with great seriousness, like he was a surgeon on call.”

“Probably because you’re putting his kids through college. That’s like the reverse of finding a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow,” Josh sympathized. “I think you need another drink. This one’s on me.”

“Thanks,” I said, sitting back on my stool and considering my absurd day. “You know what the leprechaun tow truck driver reminded me of? The Smurfs. I wasn’t allowed to watch the Smurfs growing up because my parents thought they were demonic.”

I was surprised to hear these words leave my mouth; this was not a Fun Life Fact to be casually shared like cocktail peanuts with a bartender.

Josh’s posture changed from easy-listening bartender to Marine at attention. “No effing way! Me too! A teacher at my school said Papa Smurf was a symbol for the anti-Christ, just because he wore a red hat and all the other Smurfs wore white hats.”

I tilted my head sideways and said slowly, “Where did you go to school? It couldn’t have been . . .” Josh beat me to the punch line by breaking out into our small Christian elementary school’s fight song. I joined in melodically as we burst out laughing.

“Shut the hell up,” exclaimed Josh, his jaw slack. “You seem so normal and not Christian-y.”

“Thank you? The ‘normal’ part is up for debate.” I thought of the portion of my bad day that I hadn’t told Josh about, the part where I slumped over my steering wheel, sleeping at a rest stop because chronic illness made me too tired to drive three hours at a stretch. “But I definitely haven’t been Christian-y in almost a decade.”

Josh peered at me in belated recognition. “Wait. Are you the music teacher’s daughter? Rebecca?”

I nodded. My mom had taught at Bridgeville Christian all the years my younger sisters and I attended.

“It’s Reba now,” I said and smiled. “That’s Rebecca without the -ecc.”

“Reba. Girl. This is crazy.” Josh threw his towel over one shoulder and leaned back. “Remember the dress code? Bible classes? Scripture memorization? Never-ending altar calls? Oh, and the offense system—five offenses equaled a paddling? The principal once paddled me after I got caught making fun of the art teacher. I used to roll under the pews to escape chapel services, and then go smoke pot in the woods.” Josh laughed, but the sound was laced with something I knew too well: grief.

To understand our evangelical school, simply take everything normal and stir in a measure of God. Learning to read? Start with My First Bible and a recording of “Bible Stories for Little Ears.” Note the Proverbs-themed wallpaper in the reading group corner. Starting the school day? Pledge allegiance to the American flag, the Christian flag, and the Bible. Doing math? Enjoy lessons from Beyond Math: Arithmetic from a Biblical Worldview. (Even numbers weren’t neutral.) Truly, there was not any aspect of life that could not be improved by invoking Christ. Even bathroom breaks could be accomplished to the glory of God, if one flushed the toilet with a joyful spirit.

“Wow. I was way too spiritual and serious back then to even think about rebelling, let alone doing drugs. All I ever worried about was whether Jesus was proud of me. God was my everything.” I paused and looked into my glass. “Would you believe I was in ministry training? I wanted to be a Christian counselor. I even went through years of Christian college and studied at the Focus on the Family Institute.”

Josh winced at the mention of Focus on the Family, an organization known for encouraging people like him to “pray the gay away.” I exhaled a weary breath that far exceeded my rough day on the road. We both fell silent for a minute.

“God was my everything too.” Josh took a deep breath. “Until I came out. I mean, that’s the simple version. Losing faith happens by degrees.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I lived it. Not the coming out part—unless you count coming out as a nonbeliever. The losing faith by degrees part.”

Josh and I stared at each other in silent understanding. We hadn’t left our religion; our religion had left us.

We didn’t need to explain to each other what it means to lose your entire identity, or how it feels to lie to yourself—Faith doesn’t matter, I don’t need God, I can get along just fine on my own—even when you know the lies will never be true.

I lifted my glass in an attempt to brighten the mood. “To God,” I toasted, “the heaviest word in the English language, the word most likely to make me feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach!”

The joke fell flat. Even in jest, God was far too intertwined with a gray-haired father in the sky who doled out eternal punishment to anyone who didn’t pray to his shiny son, Jesus Christ.

I tried again. “To the Godiverse?”

“The what-iverse?” Josh looked puzzled.

“Godiverse,” I explained. “That’s God plus the Universe—the word I came up with for Something that’s bigger than the Trinity we grew up with, but smaller and more personal than the great beyond.”

“To the Godiverse,” Josh agreed.

We clinked glasses, but our heaviness didn’t lift.

“Man. This Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome stuff sucks,” I exclaimed, slamming my glass down in emphasis. Josh cracked a smile at my phrase, so I continued. “C’mon . . . I know you know the PTCS symptoms: Prayer is out of the question; the Bible is something you use to mop up spilled coffee; you can’t darken the door of a place of worship without sweaty palms, vertigo, chest pains, nausea, and vomiting.” In an effort to keep things fun, I didn’t mention the more destructive side effects of spiritual injury: anger, grief, despair, depression, failure to believe in anything, moral confusion, loss of gravity, and emptiness. “You may also experience hives, dry mouth, and a general tendency to avoid church like an escaped convict avoids cops.”

Josh laughed. “Wow. I definitely had one major case of Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome.”

“Had? I must have missed something. It seems like you’re still suffering.”

He looked away, thinking. “I get upset when I think about all the years I lost because I let other people decide how I could find God. But a few years ago, I started going back to the Nazarene church I grew up in . . . and I’ve made my peace with it.”

I choked on my wine. Nazarenes weren’t exactly gay-friendly, and Josh wasn’t entirely subtle. “How does that work?”

“I realized my past didn’t have to shackle me.” The pain fell away from his features, replaced by peace. “I decided to believe what I believe, practice what I practice, and not let anyone or anything get in the way of how I choose to find God. I don’t let other people think for me.”

I tried very hard to be happy for Josh, but the best I could manage was a fake smile.

“Good for you,” I managed to stutter, my thoughts turned upside down. Peace . . . what a beautiful, unattainable state. Or was it? If Josh could find peace, could I? And what would it mean if I did?

I yawned and threw down some cash. “It’s been a really long day. I’m going to turn in. It’s been great talking to you.” Promising to keep in touch, we exchanged information and hugs.

“Reba,” Josh called as I walked away, “Rejecting someone else’s version of reality isn’t the same as creating your own.”

It’s a nice idea, I thought later, crawling into my hotel bed, but I’m way too tired to think about dealing with my spiritual issues.

When I fell asleep, I dreamed of a large, unmarked van parked on the street in front of my house. God, shaggy-haired and lanky, hung out in the van’s back cab smoking a cigarette. (Come to think of it, God looked a lot like Ashton Kutcher.) A black-and-white closed circuit television blinked on with a live feed of my life. God watched the screen for a minute before he blew out a slow smoke circle and turned to his divine camera crew: Kermit the Frog, Miss Piggy, and the entire cast of Full House.

“You guys ready?” God asked.

The crew nodded, serious as church.

“Okay,” God said as he put on his headphones and cracked his knuckles. “Ready. Set. Action . . .”
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“BABY, YOU HAVE TO get up. Everyone is going to be here soon,” Trent whispered from the edge of the bed.

“Cancel,” I croaked from beneath the pillow.

“But it’s your party,” my husband insisted, nuzzling my neck.

I attempted to move my limbs. As usual for a lost day—a day I lost to chronic illness—my body felt full of lead. I lifted the pillow and looked into my husband’s clear blue eyes. “Is it really too late to cancel?”

“It’s 5 p.m. People are already on their way.” He flashed an encouraging Superman grin. “And I brought you espresso.”

Untangling my body from the sheets, I gritted my teeth and searched inside myself for birthday cheer. Nothing.

“I’ll be ready in an hour,” I promised, dragging my drink to the shower in hopes that the combination of steam and caffeine would loosen the Sickness’s painful grip on my body.

Wrapped in a towel, I stepped from the shower twenty minutes later and wiped steam from the mirror. My dripping reflection looked exhausted, so I forced a plastic smile and pantomimed a silent laugh until the mirror reflected the image I made sure everyone saw: a happy woman with green eyes and long, dark hair who had it all—great husband, successful career, new puppy, high credit score. A carefree woman who didn’t suffer from a painful, chronic mystery Sickness that forced her to sleep her days away.

A woman who feels a hollow void where her faith used to live, came an unbidden thought.

“Whoa. Where did that come from?” I looked around my tiny bathroom, suspecting my shower curtain of spiritual harassment. It looked guilty of nothing more than being a little too red.

Shrugging off the intrusion, I returned to my smiling exercise until I felt the Sickness ripple through my joints. I braced against the pain with one hand on the sink and one on the mirror, taking deep breaths. When the pain lessened, I looked at my ashen reflection and saw the woman I really was: the one who had been crying in doctor’s offices for years, asking why she couldn’t be well.

A woman whose spirit is even sicker than her body.

I looked around accusingly again, this time at my throw rug, whose only failure was being not quite red enough.

The Sickness gripped my joints again. But somehow, beyond the muscle spasms and cramping, I felt the prick of a much deeper pain, one that had been steadily building ever since I’d run into Josh several weeks before.

I need to believe again.

I scanned myself for other signs of craziness: foaming at the mouth, perhaps?

I wondered if maybe I was still asleep. Yes, that had to be it. But I felt the steam on my shoulders, the bristling of the towel on my skin, the cool linoleum beneath my feet.

I need Josh’s peace.

No, no, no . . . I tried to resist but it was no use because chronic illness doesn’t fight fair: It weakens us and exposes our deepest pains and betrayals just when our body is in pain and betraying us. The dam of denial I’d carefully constructed around my Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome—the one I’d had to create in order to rebuild my life without God—had been slowly but steadily dismantled by the Sickness, and I hadn’t noticed until it was too late.

Angry tears filled my eyes. Wasn’t it bad enough that I couldn’t fix my body? That I’d spent tens of thousands of dollars on doctors, specialists, chiropractors, naturalists, counselors, herbalists, massage therapists, medications, exercises, special diets, and magic vitamins? That I’d donated so much blood to testing that I was surprised I had any left? That I’d had everything from MRIs to chakras read and reread? All that money and no diagnosis that fit. All those treatments and nothing that helped. My body was getting steadily, heartbreakingly worse. And I was powerless to do anything about it.

And now this spiritual crap, too?

It was too much. Knees turned to jelly, I made it only three paces to the walk-in closet before collapsing to the worn, tan carpet beneath a rack of old coats. Tears spilled from my eyes, mixing with the water droplets from my hair to form small rivers on my skin.

I cried because I was too tired to fight, and I cried because the Sickness had worn me down, making me fragile where I used to be strong. Then, following the Universal Law of Meltdowns, I cried about embarrassingly trivial things: the stacks of undone to-do lists and the overflowing, stinky laundry basket next to me in the closet. I cried because I was going to have to wear ugly panties to my birthday party, damn it, because I’d been too sick to do laundry for ages. (For the record, these panties were very unfortunate-looking—the kind of full-rise, back-of-the-drawer paisley number that stretch from belly button to thigh.) It didn’t matter that no one was going to see them; it was the principle. I cried because this seemed a sad metaphor for my life—how everything awful was just barely hidden under a sparkly dress.

But most of all, I cried because I wanted to fix my spirit but I didn’t know how. It’s not like I could return to the faith of my childhood: the speaking-in-tongues, falling-on-the-floor, believe-it-all-or-believe-it-none gospel with a fiery hell for everyone who didn’t buy in to Christ. Though, at the moment, running backward felt almost tempting. I knew I could simply curl up in a pew, clutch a Bible, and rest. But to do that, I’d have to repent with words I couldn’t spit out, admit to sins I hadn’t committed.

No. I could not go back there. I would not believe in a God who did not believe in me.

Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome is a bitch.

But I need to believe again, my heart disagreed, beating louder than my objections. I don’t want to be broken anymore. Too weak and vulnerable to resist the thoughts, I put my head on my knees and allowed myself to wonder if there might be something bigger than the narrow religion I’d crashed into every time I considered faith. Something big enough to consider believing in.

I issued a strangled sob in the direction of the Godiverse: “Help me believe,” I said from the floor of my closet, naked and shivering and crying. “Heal me.”

I’d like to take credit for what happened next; I’d like to think I had some hand in creating the project that would overtake my life for the next year. But I didn’t. The idea came fully formed, slipped under the door of my consciousness, a birthday card from the Godiverse:

Experience thirty religions before your thirtieth birthday.

Surprised, I blinked and sniffed. My tears abruptly stopped. The crazy idea fit me approximately as well as a prison jumpsuit. Considering the state I was currently in thanks to the mysterious Sickness, my twenty-ninth year was not a good time for taking on a spiritual quest. My twenty-ninth year was not a good time for taking anything but a nap. I didn’t even want to go to my own birthday party, for Pete’s sake, let alone work through my spiritual issues.

And what would it mean to “experience thirty religions” anyway? How would I choose them? The idea was full of problems: 1) I was sick. 2) I was too sick to travel. 3) I was barely hanging on to my life and my job as it was. I assumed it was only a matter of time before the people in my life found out I was faking everything from my daily schedule to Grandma’s Special Recipe homemade macaroni. (Transfer Sara Lee to baking dish. Sprinkle crumpled potato chips on top. Heat and serve.)

If I added one more thing, I feared my life would end up a sad country song: I would lose my job, house, car, husband, and dog, then end up sleeping under a bench because I would be too tired to sit on it.

But the rebellious part of me, the part that needed Josh’s peace, the part that had asked to believe again, answered right back: You could do it. You wouldn’t have to travel very far. And it started making a mental list: Hindu. Buddhist. Scientology. Amish. Native American. Mormon. Orthodox. Muslim . . . and then it added the most seductive idea of all:

You are powerless over your body, but you can fix your spirit.

My head snapped up. This was nuts: Fixing my PTCS seemed as impossible as healing my body. No, I said as firmly as I could. Absolutely NOT. And I promptly ran the other way.

Okay, I didn’t actually run—I was still a very sick girl and my closet was much too small to run anywhere. (Plus, I was naked and I think we can all agree that running naked, even away from the Godiverse in your very own house, is a bad idea.) But the idea of thirty religions forced me to my personal equivalent of running: I stood up, got dressed, put on my best fake beauty queen smile, and walked out the front door to my party.

My friends gathered just beyond the porch. Still distracted by what had just happened in the closet, I waved hello as I approached the steps. My high-heeled shoe caught on a nail and I heard the small crowd heave a collective, horrified gasp as my feet flew out from under me.

If this had been a cartoon, I would have levitated horizontally for a moment before I bumped down the steps with a thud-thud-thud-thud.

I landed with a hard thwack on the concrete, my skirt upside down like an umbrella in a hurricane, flashing my husband, friends, two bums on the sidewalk, and the entire Baptist church across the street.

“Hey baby,” I heard one of the bums call, “I’d have paid for that show.”

Well. If I’d known I was going to flash God and everybody, I’d have worn cuter panties.

Trent ran to my aid. “Are you hurt? Did you break anything?”

I tested my lower half. Though everything still worked, moving was painful. “I think broken is a relative term,” I muttered.

Trent offered his hand. I considered not getting up, but recognized the pain of staying down was worse than the pain of attempting to stand.

“This year can only go up from here,” I said as my husband steadied me on my feet.

I couldn’t have been more wrong.
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Bruises

Contorting over my shoulder, I viewed the massive purple-blue-black-green bruise that stretched over my rear from back to calf. “Two weeks later, this bruise is still fantastic. Or should I say fan-ass-tic? From this angle it appears I got paddled by Zeus himself.”

Trent raised his head from his law books. “It looks like someone tie-dyed your backside.”

I kissed him. “I’m going to my first church this morning,” I announced.

Yuck. The words tasted like fiberglass insulation.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Trent asked, his tone doubtful.

My husband’s theology revolved around the Eagle Scout Oath, morning workouts, the dean’s list, Ohio State Football, and the Ten Commandments—in that order. His main memory of church was playing a shepherd in the First Lutheran Christmas pageant. He carried zero spiritual baggage, which was a good thing since I had enough to sink the Queen Mary 2.

From spousal telepathy, I knew Trent was thinking about a similar churchy announcement I’d made five years prior, back when we were still dating. After that church visit, he’d found me passed out on my couch, covered in Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome–induced hives, mumbling Benadryl-induced incoherencies about hating praise bands and preachers.

The Pentecostals of my childhood would have called my reaction to church demonic possession. I called it being allergic to God.

“Want isn’t the right word,” I sighed, walking into the closet to get ready.

I actively didn’t want to go. Ever since the Breaking—the years in my early twenties when my faith and life had simultaneously shattered (unavoidable since faith was my life)—going to church reminded me of everything that had been broken: my calling to ministry, worldview, identity. Family. Friends. The meaning of life. The person who had been so sure of herself, so connected with God, was gone—as surely as if I had lowered her into the ground myself. And when I went to church, all I felt was loss.

“Okay,” Trent prompted from the bedroom. “If you don’t want to go, why are you going?”

A valid question from a pragmatic man.

“Be back in a sec,” I said, giving myself time to think.

How to explain something I hardly understood myself?

The flip answer was that the Sickness had shown me how spiritually broken I was, and the project seemed as good an idea as any to root out the PTCS—like a sort of exposure therapy. I pictured the thirty religions as rungs on a ladder, something tangible to hold on to. This seemed like a way to take back some power where I felt totally powerless. (And, bonus: I suspected I might gather some great stories to tell at cocktail parties!)

But the much tougher, much more real answer, the one I was still wrestling with as I looked for a church-appropriate dress, was that whatever had spoken to me in the closet, the Something Bigger compelling me to believe again, was still there, whispering: You can be whole again. Healing is within reach.

Armed with two outfit choices, I came out and flopped on the bed. “I think this is something I have to do to get over Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome,” I said. “Kind of like how when you have a badly broken arm it has to be rebroken to heal properly.”

“Sounds . . . painful?” Trent answered with an eyebrow raise.

“Tell me about it. But it’s not like they have AA to recover from PTCS.”

“Hi, I’m Reba, and I’m a church-a-holic,” Trent quipped.

I rolled my eyes. “Hardly. But I did make this . . .” I reached to the nightstand and grabbed a torn notebook page scrawled with every religion I could think of and some I’d found online. I’d made the list a few days after my party, overcoming my own objections by telling myself I could quit the potential thirty religions project anytime. (It wasn’t like I was going to turn into Indiana Jones, raiding my way to the lost ark or something.)

He looked at my list. “So you’re going to find a new religion?”

“Ugh, no. I’ve already been there, done that, and burned the church T-shirts. I’m not going to find a new religion. I’m going to find myself. You know, like when people backpack Europe or quest across India?” With a courage I did not feel, I added, “And today I’m starting with Word Alive, the church I grew up in.”

I’d decided on this plan, reasoning that sometimes to move forward you have to find yourself backward. But it wasn’t feeling like such a hot idea anymore.

Trent sensed my discomfort. “Do you want me to go with you?”

I smiled. I’d already considered inviting Trent. I knew he would come if I asked, but where I needed answers, he didn’t even have questions.

Not to be outdone by Trent’s offer, Oxley bounded into the room, a blur of black and tan puppy fur. “I volunteer as tribute!” he barked.

“You boys are sweet,” I answered, rubbing my puppy’s ears. “But I have to do this on my own.”

In protest, or maybe to punctuate my point, Oxley swiftly peed on my church shoes.

[image: image]

I STOPPED AT A traffic light on the hill overlooking Word Alive. The car behind me honked. I glanced in the rearview and saw the honker in his minivan. For a moment it seemed like my dad, motioning that I needed to hurry up, my mom in the passenger seat applying lipstick, me and my two younger sisters in the back seats poking one another’s curls and patent leather shoes.

I took a deep breath, realizing this was decision time: I could drive forward and face my past or pull a U-turn and forfeit my spiritual future. The minivan honked again and I lurched straight ahead, pulled by an unseen string.

Circling the parking lot, I was puzzled to find it almost empty. It used to be so full that elders had to double as parking attendants, wearing reflective vests over their suits and ties and waving in people to park on the grass. It was a megachurch, before being a megachurch was a thing.

Now the few cars present were a study in bumper stickers. After seeing MARRIAGE = 1 MAN + 1 WOMAN (NO EXCEPTIONS) and PRO-CHOICE = MURDER, I decided I didn’t care for this parking lot’s math. Pulling in next to DON’T KNOW JESUS? YOU’RE GOING TO HELL! the PTCS symptoms started in earnest: blurred vision, sweaty palms, upset stomach.

Approaching Word Alive’s doors, my panic level rose. A greeter grasped my hand firmly. “Welcome! We sure are glad you’re here.” I smiled through gritted teeth. “I hope you enjoy services here at The Palms.”

I did a double take. “The Palms?” Like Vegas? “I thought this was Word Alive.”

“It used to be,” the greeter rocked back on his heels. “Pastor Tom changed it a few years back. Said we needed a new name for a new era of revival!”

The gray-carpeted lobby smelled exactly the same: ink toner and paint crossed with old lady perfume. Directly in front of me was a table covered with books for sale, the same table before which I once begged my mom to purchase a T-shirt featuring cartoons of Jesus beating up Satan. The shirt was an extra-large size and far too mature for a nine-year-old, yet I bargained away six weeks of my allowance to make it mine. What kind of child bargains her allowance for a Christian T-shirt with bad graphics? a reasonable reader might wonder, if they were not acquainted with a child who believed Jesus was coming back very soon, possibly tomorrow at lunchtime. While we’re on the subject, I was also this child:

1. Listed church as a hobby on her student-of-the-week poster

2. Made her Barbies speak in tongues

3. Convinced friends that it was more fun to pray than play at recess

4. Informed her first-grade class that Santa, rearranged, was Satan.

At Word Alive Church and at home, God was Everything. Anyone who thinks I’m exaggerating did not have the pleasure of growing up alongside inspirational paper products. To fully grasp the origin of my Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome, you need to understand my family’s collection of “I will bless the Lord at all times” paper napkins, which helped even our humble trashcan hum God’s praises on Sloppy Joe night. We used these napkins off and on for years. I know not from whence they came, but I assume their family of origin is the same as Christian toilet paper. (My friend Janice had Christian toilet paper at her house, and it always gave me stage fright during sleepovers.) Thankfully, my own parents abstained from Christian toilet paper. To be clear, the tissue itself was not personalized—just the wrapper. Still. The more closely a Christian denomination ties God to the bathroom, the more likely its adherents are to experience PTCS. (Janice, if you’re reading this, I started a Facebook support group. XOXO.)

My family may not have gone in for Jesus-themed toilet paper, but we had our own unusual traditions, like the Sunday afternoons of my childhood when my dad would swing a yellow baseball bat at Satan. The Bat was a plastic jobbie with Post-it Notes taped to it. On the Post-it Notes were Bible verses (handwritten by my mother because Dad had awful penmanship) urging all members of our household to “take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day.”

My dad would find the Bat and stalk about the house, reading the Bible verses and praying loudly as he went. In Pentecostal circles, this practice of exorcising the devil from your house is known as spiritual warfare. As a child, I found the idea of Dad rebuking the devil simultaneously comforting and pee-your-pants frightening. On one hand there was a real, live Satan and he, the source of all evil, was lurking in our living room or possibly hiding directly under my bed waiting to snatch me in my sleep. On the other hand, my daddy was the boss of him.

A troop of kids ran through the Word Alive lobby, breaking my reverie about my childhood. I could hear the band warming up as I reached the sanctuary doors, and my hands went numb as I opened them. It looked so . . . dark. It was creepy—a 3,000-seat church so dimly lit I wasn’t sure if this was a worship service or a Halloween hide-and-seek. Only a hundred or so folks sat in the pews. Were the lights this dim for ambiance or because Word Alive—excuse me, “The Palms”—could no longer afford the electric bill? I walked to my family’s former pew and realized the darkness had calmed me a bit, as if I were a church cockroach.

I looked around, breathing deeply to steady myself. Memories were everywhere in this building: ghosts of my former self sat in every pew, knelt on the steps to the altar, stood by the baptismal. The girl I was paced the balcony, praying. She sat in the Sunday school classrooms, learning. She was everywhere and nowhere, because I was not her anymore. When my faith broke, I was left staring into a kaleidoscope where there had once hung a mirror reflecting who I was, what I believed, and where I was going. My every memory was recast in fragmented light, the image of my future obscured. I had no sense of self apart from my faith because no part of my life was untouched by it.

The singing began; everyone stood and raised arms to heaven as they sang, “More of you Jesus,” what seemed like fifty times in a row. I refused to stand. I sat with legs and arms crossed, casting a condemning eye toward an older tambourine player who was dancing through the aisles, banging her instrument to warm the crowd up for the Holy Spirit. The singing wore on for forty minutes, fraying my nerves as it worked the crowd into a tearful frenzy. Tears were something I remembered well. They were the vital sign of worship: If the Lord was really, really touching your heart, you’d better believe your eyes would be watering.

If my eyes were watering, it was because I could see my family’s past. In my memories, my dad was sitting next to me while my mother played her violin on the stage—her music so beautiful the angels seemed to sing along—and my twin sisters, Mary and Marcia, younger than me by five years, raised their chubby hands to Jesus.

A woman sporting poufy blonde hair, shoulder pads, and a jean skirt took the microphone and began spouting gibberish. Anywhere else this behavior would be labeled schizophrenic, but not in Pentecostal worship. This was speaking in tongues, the unintelligible words of the Holy Ghost, as though God couldn’t communicate in English if he pleased.

I raged internally against these bumper sticker people who enjoyed such weird displays of anything-goes worship. In my time I have witnessed a man pant like an animal because he was thirstier for God than a dog for water, a woman who faked a seizure because the Lord wanted someone in the audience to be healed of seizures, an entire congregation inspired to dance in the aisles, and, on a separate occasion, the entire congregation overtaken by laughter—a case, Pastor Tom had said, of Holy Laughter.

In the pew, I fantasized about running up to the stage, stealing the microphone, and yelling, “You people are bigots! You think you have the corner on truth! You shun anyone who doesn’t believe what you do and you send them to eternal hell! And, you, sir, are barking like a dog. That’s not the Holy Spirit, that’s delusional!” and then bolting straight out the back door and never looking back.

But this fantasy was exactly why I was there. I had to get rid of this ugly bitterness that made me want to knock the tambourine lady right over. Pulling my project list from my purse, I crossed off Word Alive. Only twenty-nine to go?

Pastor Tom took center stage wearing . . . jeans? When I was growing up, jeans were not something you wore to Sunday church because, well, did we wear anything less than our best to visit Jesus’ house? I think not. Apparently God had changed his mind.

“Do we want gays in our military? No!” shouted Pastor Tom, pacing across the stage. “Do we want gays raising our country’s children? No! Do we want the sacred union of marriage to be compromised? Not unless we want the judgment of God to fall on this land like it did on Sodom and Gomorrah!”

His remarks were punctuated by a chorus of hallelujahs, and I threw up a little in my mouth.

Pastor Tom’s sermon was interspersed with so much Scripture that it was confusing to see where God’s word stopped and his began. Predictably, it morphed into an altar call. This was usually when people started falling down, televangelist-style. The one pointed failure of my young Christian life was always that I just couldn’t fall down. I was willing to fall down. I was waiting to fall down, but despite my best horizontal intentions, I always remained disappointingly vertical when other people became like trees felled by the ax of the Holy Ghost.

“Deliverance is available to all through the blood of the Risen Lord Jesus Christ!” exhorted Pastor Tom. “All who need healing, salvation, and deliverance from all hell’s demons, come to the altar for prayer.”

Soon middle-aged men were prostrate on the ground before the altar and middle-aged ladies were rocking back and forth, hugging themselves and crying. Though I needed deliverance from the Sickness and healing from Post-Traumatic Church Syndrome, all heaven’s angels couldn’t have dragged me to kneel at that altar. Instead, I followed “all hell’s demons” straight out the church’s back doors, barely escaping the claustrophobic closing song.

Pushing open the doors, I breathed warm summer air like a diver coming to the surface. The fact that I had survived three hours at Word Alive without hives might have counted as a victory had I not limped out of there feeling worse than Word Dead.

I tossed my Thirty by Thirty list in the trash.
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Dreams

Can you pick me up for book club?” I slurred into the phone. “Hand surgery a few days ago. Percocet. Can’t drive.”

“Of course,” Nadine agreed. An hour later, she eyed my cast when I climbed in her car. “How are you? It looks like it hurts.”

“Not right now. The drugs are working.” I preferred surgery to the Sickness; surgery gave me a break from the mental torture of wondering what was wrong with my body when my episodes hit.

“Did you read the book?” Nadine asked, turning down Jay-Z’s “99 Problems.”

“I not only read it,” I answered, “I bought the journal. Finding Your Own North Star is my favorite pick yet. Speaking of which, Trent asked me on my way out the door, ‘Why do you bother reading the book? Isn’t it just an excuse for ladies to drink wine and gossip?’ And I told him, ‘Book club is group therapy plus wine and minus a certified professional.’ ”

We laughed because it was true. The women in our club knew about one another’s bosses, birth control, eyebrow-plucking habits, weddings, evil co-workers, and childhood scars. The Sickness was the only thing my book club didn’t know about me. Some secrets are simply too shameful to be shared.

When we arrived, Michelle—our resident book summarizer—was giving a recap. “Finding Your Own North Star by Martha Beck is a guide to living your ideal life. She says you do this by tapping into internal compasses that are always pointed toward your core desires—your own ‘North Star.’ ” Michelle folded her notes and tucked her light brown hair behind one ear. “To me, this was a book about finding and following your dreams, so here’s my question: Did this book make you think about your dreams?”

Since our typical book picks weren’t self-helpy, the conversation turned from intellectual to personal in record time. We talked about our “North Star” dreams: opening a yoga studio, getting married, running for office, having children, getting over a broken heart. As everyone shared, I felt something slip in the room as it had in my closet: like the Godiverse was right there, lending weight and courage to our aspirations.

I told myself this woo-woo feeling had a name: Percocet.

Intending to retrieve my Kindle, I realized with dismay that I’d grabbed my workbag. Thank you, loopy drugs. I rooted around anyway. No Kindle, but from the bottom of my bag I pulled out a crumpled piece of paper.

My Thirty by Thirty list . . . What? How? I peered at it in bewilderment. I threw this away. I retraced my steps mentally: the limping out of Word Alive church, the tossing of the list, the driving home and sleeping for three days because the Sickness sucker-punched me.

Yet there was the list in my hand instead of the trash.

For the next half hour of chatter, I couldn’t shake the thought: I didn’t mean to keep this list, but it meant to keep me. I clutched the paper, wondering what to do until I hit on a brilliant plan. I’ll let the book club talk me out of it! These were professional, successful, well-educated women—pragmatic thinkers all.

Yes. The ladies would help my project rest in peace. Preferably in a trash can with a lid and a lit match.

“I’m thinking about going to thirty religions before I turn thirty,” I blurted.

There was a moment of silence; I assumed everyone was checking to see if I had lost my mind. Backpedaling, I braced myself to be talked off the ledge: “It wouldn’t be actually thirty religions, because a lot of them would be Christian denominations . . .”

My book club ladies did not talk me off the ledge. They shoved me over that shelf so fast that I hardly had time to catch a breath on the way down.

Excitement palpable, they all spoke at once.

“Would you do Scientology and Wicca?”

“What about a mosque?”

“You should totally be Amish for a day!”

“What about Mormon?”

I glanced at my list. The decision felt made for me, a current that swept me up and carried me along. Very slowly, I nodded my head in assent.

“Yes,” I said. “The answer to all the questions is yes.”
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THE FOLLOWING SUNDAY MORNING, Andre rolled down his car window in our shared driveway. “Hey love. How’s my Best Neighbor Forever? You look nice!”

I walked toward his Jeep. “Since I’m usually in sweatpants, the dress is a nice change.”

“Where are you headed?”

“Tenth Avenue Baptist?” I squeaked. A fellow PTCS sufferer, Andre had disavowed the Baptist church when he came out at age nineteen. He and God weren’t on the best of terms.

Andre was still sitting in his car, but he jumped anyway. “Church? You?”

“I’ll explain later,” I promised. “Hey, can I ask you a question?”

“Anything.”

“Would Baptists who are African-American object to being called Black Baptists?”

Andre leaned out the window, his expression that of a teacher with a small child. “Reba. They’re black. They’re Baptists. It’s a fact, not an opinion.”

“Thanks for clearing that up.”

“You know me,” he offered cheerfully. “I’m your two-for-one deal. I can be consulted as your token black and your token gay friend. Hey, are you and Trent coming to my Pride party in a few weeks?”

“You know it wouldn’t be Pride without my famous white sangria. Okay, I’m off to worship with the Black Baptists.”

“Get ready to duck.”

“Excuse me?”

He smiled. “To avoid all the hellfire and brimstone.”
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NADINE GRIPPED MY ARM as we approached the stone entrance of Tenth Avenue Baptist. “Should we have worn hats?” she whispered.

I surveyed the ornate head coverings perched like butterflies atop the heads of the ladies of the church. They were dressed to impress in full Sunday best. Even their husbands and sons looked like dapper accessories in three-piece suits, ties, and pocket squares patterned with flair and lapel flowers. We passed an elderly woman in a wheelchair wearing full makeup, a bright pink dress and hat, hosiery, and high heels.

“We probably should have worn hats,” I whispered back, “but it’s too late now.”

In the narthex, a greeter with ebony skin and blue eyes stopped us. Her name tag read “Sister Maggie,” and it was more than her substantial size and feathery aquamarine hat that made her intimidating. She wore the look of a woman on a holy mission, God’s own welcome wagon and security force.

Sister Maggie looked us up and down slowly, taking inventory of our shy smiles, pale skin, and linked arms.

“Y’all . . . visitors,” she stated. The sentence was not phrased as a question. “Mmm-hmm. Fill out these cards.”

Nadine, who had been so thrilled about my project that she volunteered to accompany me on this site visit, took a pencil and happily filled in her life story. I plotted to wriggle out of the obligation.

“May I please take it to my seat and return it later?” I asked sweetly, eyes downcast.

“No,” boomed Sister Maggie, correctly guessing that I planned to stuff the card in the nearest hymnal. Her look said, Don’t you challenge me, little lady.

I intuited that when in Sister Maggie’s church, you did as Sister Maggie said, so I grudgingly scratched some minimal information.

In a solitary act of belligerence, I then stole the pencil, furtively stashing it in my purse.

We exchanged our visitor cards for programs, and Sister Maggie showed us to our seats—the last row of the first section. We shared our pew with a blind man who kindly stood to let us pass. “Welcome, welcome,” he nodded his sunglasses in our direction, his guide dog lying calmly under the pew.

“I’m so excited,” said Nadine in a low voice when we were seated. “I’ve never been in a church that isn’t Catholic.”

“Never?”

Nadine shrugged. “My family and friends were all Catholic. I didn’t need to try anything else.”

I looked around at the eager congregation, heard the riffs of the organist warming up, and saw the fifty-person choir file onto the stage, robed in purple regalia. Oh boy.

“Nadine,” I warned, “I think you’re in for a little culture shock.”

On cue, a middle-aged black man with graying hair bounced onto the stage. He wore a full-length black duster over his suit, reminding me of Neo’s costume in The Matrix. “Can I hear you make some Holy Ghost noise this morning?” he half-shouted, half-sang. The organist punctuated the man’s words with decisive chords, signaling the congregation to rise en masse and issue forth a boisterous, joyful affirmation that included many Hallelujahs, Amens, and Yes, Lords!
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