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What people are saying about


Let’s Talk About Doubt


I am so grateful that Kat Wordsworth is inviting people to talk about doubt by going public with her story. While the writings of theologians and pastors on doubt can be helpful, there is something especially helpful about a “lay person” who is honest without being cynical and hopeful without being unrealistic. Kat Wordsworth’s book could be your guide in discovering for yourself how to be a doubtful Christian.


Brian D. McLaren, author of Do I Stay Christian? and Faith After Doubt


This book is a gift, Kat writes beautifully about her journey with doubt, her writing is infused with hope and her words will be a balm to fellow questioning souls.


Rachael Newham, author of And Yet and Mental Health Friendly Church Project Manager at Kintsugi Hope


From the very first pages, Wordsworth puts into words thoughts and feelings that many will have barely dared articulate to themselves. Her writing is tender and unflinching, compassionate and honest. This book is for anyone who feels on the fringes of the church and fears they are alone in their wondering, wrestling and wavering.


Florence Gildea, author of Lessons I Have Unlearned


In recent years, the Western church has sought to paper over the cracks of people’s questions and wonderings in favor of presenting a happier, slicker, easier Christianity. Let’s Talk About Doubt is the book we’ve all been waiting for, whether or not we’ve acknowledged it. With gentleness, grace and good humor, Kat Wordsworth presents an articulate picture of doubt and what it feels like. Her words are neither glibly victorious nor pessimistically depressing, but full of hope that doubt can exist within the realms of faith in our sovereign creator God. If you are a doubter, you will find solace within the pages of this book. If you are not, you will find enlightenment — which is why I not only heartily recommend it, but strongly urge every Christian to read it.


Lucy Rycroft, founder of thehopefilledfamily.com and author of Redeeming Advent and Deborah and Jael
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Prologue


Breaking the Cycle


Let’s talk about doubt. Not a phrase that I have ever heard in church, whether spoken from the pulpit or whispered in the pews. Whatever the reason for this silence; maybe fear, misunderstanding or simply the fact that we aren’t very good at talking about difficult things, the end result is the same. Doubt is not often a visible conversation. Talking about it is the exception not the rule. But make no mistake. Just because doubt is not spoken about openly doesn’t mean that it isn’t there. Scratch the surface and questions are being asked. We live within the tension that although doubt is normal, it is not normalized. Although it is common, it is not often communal. The reality of doubt is kept private, the conversations hidden behind closed doors.


The absence of doubt within the public spaces of Christian culture has several consequences. First and foremost: experiencing doubt can become desperately tangled with feelings of isolation, shame and fear. If you have never heard it discussed and can’t see anywhere obvious to turn to for help then you can be left feeling adrift and alone. Hidden in the pews, suffering in silence. The impression that doubt isn’t discussed because questions are unacceptable or because you are the only one to have them is difficult to escape from. Within this atmosphere of secrecy and silence, the threat of rejection and the loss of community become very real fears. Doubts can spiral out of control.


Secondly: the ability of friends and family to offer meaningful support can be severely damaged. Unless people have personal or vicarious experience, conversations about doubt (even when people have the best intentions) can become messy and inflict further pain. Not speaking openly about doubt in a corporate context threatens to leave us with a communal gap in wisdom.


This book is my attempt to break the cycle of shame and isolation. As an intensely private and reserved person, I am an unlikely candidate to attempt such a feat. But weathering the storm of doubt in my own life has unleashed within me the stubborn resolve to try. To do all that I can to prevent what happened to me happening to anyone else.


For those of you whose stories have played out in the midst of this dissonance, the purpose of sharing my story is to offer you company and comfort. If you take nothing else from what I have written, please know this: you are not alone, you are not a failure and your wrestling is sacred. There is nothing weak about experiencing doubt. Nothing weak about wrestling with such overwhelming questions, nothing weak about finding the courage to be honest with yourself and others. I appreciate that I am talking about my personal experience of doubt and that not everyone will recognize or relate to the specifics of my experience. But I hope that even if the details vary, it will still help to diminish isolation. We don’t have to follow exactly the same path in order to offer each other sanctuary.


For those of you who want to support friends or family, or simply want to learn more about the impact of doubt, I hope that sharing my experience will lower the risk of misunderstanding and help equip you to make conversations about doubt as helpful as possible.


Let me be clear from the start. I am not offering a treatise on doubt or a step-by-step guide to overcoming it. Neither is this book a confrontational attack on any particular individual, church or denomination. All that I am offering is my honesty. My story, with nothing polished or glossed over and nothing omitted to spare me any embarrassment. I’m well aware that it might be as uncomfortable to read as it was to write. Not only does doubt carry a stigma, but we are a culture that dislikes lingering in the middle of our stories. We crave resolution, the light at the end of the tunnel and the perfect cadence. Our instinct is to fix, heal and move on from A to B as swiftly as possible. It’s no wonder that life in the unresolved space of doubt can be so difficult to bear. It goes against everything we were taught to expect from life. So even if my story makes you shift in your seat, I hope you can see that dwelling on the mess and speaking from the heart of doubt is necessary. For if stories are only ever shared in hindsight, with the rough edges and darkest moments smoothed over, people in the midst of their pain will feel a total lack of connection. In the context of doubt, these tales of happily ever after can make you feel further isolated and alone.


Two disclaimers before we begin. One: I acknowledge that my story and understanding has been formed within the confines of my background, culture and personal experience. If your experience of church and Christian culture is one where doubt is welcomed and openly discussed, please know that I intend no offence. That’s not what this book is. And two: I don’t wear doubt as a badge of honor. I don’t think that it makes me a better, cleverer or deeper person than anyone else. I don’t believe that faith cannot be real unless you have wrestled through doubt. It appears that many people go through a time of sorting out or asking questions, but I don’t believe that to be necessary for faith, or that doubt is always the catalyst for that season if it does occur. The point of this book isn’t to drive any kind of wedge between those who doubt and those who don’t. It’s not us versus them, it’s about creating understanding and connection on both sides.


This is my story. It is a story of messy, difficult, doubtful faith. The door is wedged open. The conversation no longer hidden. Painful and uncomfortable at times, but a necessary antidote. Let’s talk about doubt.
 



Part I


Lost




On the outside looking in


My earliest memory of church is sitting on the floor in between pews, playing with a notebook, pencils and miniature stories of the parables. I can remember the smell of the leather handbag that my mum kept them in, as well as the brown glass coffee cups and crispy, unyielding toilet paper that were seemingly universal features of English churches in the 1990s.


With perfect attendance from the womb onwards, my life ticked every Christian box possible. I was raised in a Christian home, I went to youth groups and youth church, then onto a university Christian Union alongside another church. I knew the Bible well, I read Christian books, I went to Christian festivals and I listened to worship music. I did everything that I thought was expected of me. But underneath the seemingly perfect exterior, doubts had been present for a long time, even if I hadn’t given them that name. I had always been aware of a nagging sense that something was missing, as though I was waiting for something to click into place. What I felt didn’t match up with what I heard people describe, or what was declared from the front of church. The elusive personal relationship. Assurance, joy and companionship. For many years, I kept these feelings dampened with the assumption that at some point, something would happen to take me to the next level.


My early faith was built on a dubious footing: an unhealthy combination of waiting for something more to happen and relying on other people. I desperately clung to the coat tails of others, captivated by people whose faith almost visibly radiated out from them, with the hope that it might rub off on me. My faith was not my own.


It was with this already crumbling foundation that I began work as a worship intern at a church after university. Why I applied is an interesting question. Hindsight has been a tricky lens to manage when looking back at my faith prior to its collapse. I suspect that my mind has dismissed now what I genuinely thought was faith then. I don’t believe that I explicitly lied to secure the position, although there is no doubt that having grown up in church, by the age of 21 I was skilled in the art of knowing the right things to say. Perhaps I was subconsciously hoping that the belong, behave, believe adage would come true for me, and quickly.


About a month in to my internship, I went to a worship leaders conference. The festering questions, insecurities and doubts converged. The intensity of the conference made it impossible for me to carry on ignoring that I was the odd one out. I finally caught sight of the mask that I had worn for years and the effort to maintain the façade became too much to bear. People’s certainty, passion, faith: I couldn’t hide from the fact that I didn’t feel the same way. The click that I had been waiting for hadn’t come and I lost hope that it would. Ignoring my doubts for so long had not made them go away. Instead, the questions had turned septic, an infected open wound, spreading deep into my heart and mind.


I locked myself into a toilet cubicle during a break and the truth of my situation swept over me in waves. There was a lot that was still unknown to me, deeper reasons for why my faith was vulnerable which I will discuss over the course of this book. All I knew in that moment was that I was different. I didn’t belong and I didn’t understand. It wasn’t the specifics of the conference that mattered, and neither was it the fault of my job. With such unstable foundations, it was an accident waiting to happen.


Like a knot that appears secure until you tug at it and the whole thing collapses, in that cubicle I had a complete unraveling of faith.


Perhaps this is a fatal flaw in my reasoning, but it wasn’t that I decided that everyone else was making it up. The message that sank deeply into me was that there was something wrong with me, something that meant I was incapable of believing it was real. I’d had my chance, had all the same opportunities as those around me, done all the same things, but still found myself sitting in a different room. Or to be accurate, hiding in the toilet.


I was on the outside, looking in.


Eventually I left the cubicle. Returned to normality feeling everything except normal. Questions whirled, with one surfacing more than others. Had I ever been a Christian in the first place? Had I lost my faith or realized that it had never actually been there? Despite the years that have passed, it is still a question that I don’t know the answer to. If you look for guidance on how to persevere through a season of doubt, the advice is almost always to focus on past times, past anchor points of faith. Don’t dwell on the darkness and use the memories to pull you through. Most of the Christians I know seem to have had at least one defining light bulb moment where they knew for sure that it was all true. Where they experienced something undeniable. In seasons of difficulty or darkness, the memory of these anchor points serves as a source of strength and hope. The problem was that I didn’t have that. People kept telling me to remember God’s past goodness to me, moments of encounter, of healing, of answered prayer, but I couldn’t think of any. I didn’t have my own story, anything to fall back on.


My earliest memories of church jump from playing in the pews to a much later event, when I overheard a post-church conversation between my mum and a close friend, discussing how hard it was to be a Christian. I’m not sure what the context was, but my young mind twisted it into meaning that there was some sort of grueling, gladiator style initiation test that you had to undergo to become a Christian. Years later, I know that the reality is a much more challenging test of endurance than the assault course that I imagined.




Category four storm


One of the first hurdles you face with doubt is language. Definition and interpretation. Doubt is an umbrella term which can mean a variety of different things to different people. Very broadly speaking, I think doubts within a Christian context fall into one of four groups. Doubts about theology, either particular doctrines or biblical interpretation, doubts about God’s personality and nature, doubts stemming from the way other denominations or other Christians behave, and at the deepest level, doubts about God’s existence. But even within those sweeping headlines, there are other things which people often lump in with doubt, including disappointment, anger, unanswered prayer, disillusionment and grievances with particular church leaders. The word has also become interchangeable with questioning, something which I think carries a different undertone.


The cumulative effect of these overlapping definitions is that the meaning of doubt gets muddy; an automatic barrier to effective communication.


When I tried to talk to people shortly after the cubicle moment, most assumed that my doubt fell into one of the first three categories. That I had a problem with a particular aspect of Christianity; perhaps hell, suffering or other religions. Not that I didn’t find those things almost insurmountable at times, but they weren’t the tipping point. Maybe people would have found that easier to deal with. I definitely would have. Individual topics became distractions in themselves over the years. Perhaps if I can just resolve this, then things will fall into place. Well, maybe this then. Or this.


Whether correct or not, the assumption that I made in these conversations was that there is a hierarchy of which doubts are considered most palatable. Most acceptable, most fixable are the first three; questions of theology, apologetics and community. Stalling at the bottom sits the most unwelcome and unacceptable doubt: the question of God’s existence.
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