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Praise for
Good God, Lousy World, and Me


“Holly Burkhalter has been a voice of conscience in Washington for many, many years. She has written some of the most powerful and pointed op-eds the Post has published. She’s a gifted writer with a big heart and a unique, compassionate take on the human condition.”

—FRED HIATT of The Washington Post




“Holly’s story, from a distance, is absolutely fascinating—one of the world’s top experts in human rights turns out to be a person of deep Christian commitments. But her story up close is even better: by turns laugh-out-loud funny, poignant, wrenching, and hopeful. I think this is a voice the wider world needs to hear.”

—ANDY CROUCH, author of Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling and executive editor of Christianity Today




“Good God, Lousy World, and Me is what happens when a passion for justice is joined to a seeking spirit. Holly Burkhalter’s work for a world that cherishes all people is undergirded by her faith in a God who does likewise. This is Christianity as we wish it could be.”

—PHILLIP GULLEY, author of Living the Quaker Way




“Good God, Lousy World, and Me is a desperately needed, encouraging read, helping us see that we don’t need everything figured out before we act on behalf of the poor, marginalized, and oppressed. Instead Holly takes us on a journey where true strength shows up through our humanity, where our daily burdens and spiritual questioning make faith the miracle it truly is. With a blunt, challenging, funny, and intimate recount of personal experiences, Holly punches some of the taboos left in today’s society. For those of us who’ve questioned God after witnessing, hearing, or experiencing injustice or those who’ve quietly suffered with mental illness, Holly’s words rally the soul and challenge the myth that one must accept neat answers to life’s darkest moments before professing faith and declaring war on injustice.”

—STEVE MARTIN, CEO of Love146




“Anything written by Holly Burkhalter is worth reading, and her book is no exception.”

—JODY WILLIAMS, winner of the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize




“Holly’s story is a journey from unbelief to the unbelievably critical work of justice for the poor and marginalized in the name of God. It’s a powerful story from an unforgettable pilgrim.”

—JOEL EDWARDS, director of Micah Challenge International




“In this extraordinary memoir of grace, one of the foremost human rights advocates of the last half century shares her brutally and hilariously honest story of finding God on one of the most unlikely, irreverent, and utterly beautiful pilgrimages through life as it actually is. Hers will become an iconic story of spiritual reflection in our era—a chronicle of the deepest human yearning amidst shattering pain, everyday redemption, and the irrepressible love of her Maker.”

—GARY A. HAUGEN, president & CEO of International Justice Mission




“Face to face with atrocities that call into question both the existence of God and ‘is there any human left in humanity,’ Holly comes out swinging. Intermittently humble and fierce, she dares to plumb the depths of faith and slowly, tenderly finds God. Living between winsome and raw, which is not for the faint of heart, there are tungsten strands of emerging faith. This book will leave you exhausted and exhilarated, both of which are good for expanding the soul.”

NANCY ORTBERG, author of Looking for God
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Tires on a Jeep




It was the year 1990. I was in West Africa and not happy about it. Thousands of Liberians had been forcibly displaced from their country by marauding army and rebel forces. Fleeing families were living in squalor, drinking and washing in filthy water, and eating whatever scraps poor villagers could share. My assignment was to interview these refugees from hell and report on the events that had put them to flight.

In a quiet voice, a man described to me a fellow villager being slowly cut to death by teenage boys wearing women’s wigs. A young woman explained that she’d survived an attack on her village by hiding in the bush, from where she watched armed men wrap her mother in a gasoline-soaked mattress and set it aflame. A university professor who had fled with only the clothes he wore—a business suit—wept while we spoke, bizarrely, of the indignity of eating with his hands. Having lost everything, he yearned for a fork.

I took notes, filling pages of my notebook with hideous, degrading, pitiful stories, one after another. Then I rejoined my fellow travelers, a group of American and French relief experts, for a jouncing Jeep ride through the bush back to our hostel in town.

When we arrived, one of my colleagues, an Ethiopian evangelical woman, broke into joyful prayer. She thanked the Lord for our safe arrival and for sparing our overland vehicle a flat tire.

I thought I’d vomit. I had literally overdosed on malaria medicine—a French doctor in the refugee camp told me, mistakenly, to double my dosage, so I did. Antimalarial drugs in those days caused hallucinations, and I was having them. I hadn’t eaten or slept for three days, and I was trembling with revulsion and fear from the stories I’d heard. Praising God for our spectacular privileges, right down to our intact tires, in the face of the hunger and trauma we’d just witnessed, struck me as downright obscene. I wasn’t a Christian at the beginning of that trip, and by the end of it I could scarcely tolerate the sight of those who were.

I’m not sure I was an atheist. No self-respecting atheist would bother to curse God daily for misery and injustice as vigorously as I did for forty years. I must have believed in something good to have felt so betrayed and heartbroken by every day’s fresh load of cruelty and suffering around the world. I would think bitterly, “Thanks, God. Thanks a whole lot for that.” And I don’t think agnostic is the right word either, if that means I weighed the evidence for and against and couldn’t form an opinion. I wanted there to be a God who was good and whose creation mirrored it, and it just wasn’t there. So perhaps the term for me was “twisted, pissed-off, betrayed, former Christian.” I can’t find that in the dictionary, but it’s what I was.

I once heard it said that you can believe in an all-powerful and loving God or you can believe in the Holocaust, but you cannot believe in both of those things. Yes. When I think of the Holocaust and other atrocities that have become horrifyingly ordinary, it seems just stupid to imagine a good God who put this in motion and only watches it unfold. He-she-or-it appears to be either uninterested or helpless against the forces of violence and cruelty that clearly have the upper hand most of the time, especially if you’re a woman, a child, disabled, or poor. It’s less painful to believe that the Creator doesn’t exist at all than to witness the daily betrayal of everything a loving, sovereign God represents.

I didn’t start out this way. I was born in 1954 to a devoutly Christian family. My grandparents were Mennonite missionaries in India, and we Burkhalters were committed churchgoers throughout my childhood. As a matter of fact, we sat through two services—sermon and all—every Sunday because my dad conducted the church choir. My parents were so respectful of their teetotaling religious roots that there wasn’t a drop of alcohol in our house until I was in my late teens.

All of which is to say that we were steeped in Mennonite values, and church was the warp and woof of my childhood. I didn’t have a very sophisticated grasp of Christianity, but it never occurred to me that God might be a colossal fake.

It became brutally clear that the whole business was fraudulent when my lovely grandfather died. He was an old man who had lived a good life in India as a pastor and then in gentle retirement in a sleepy Ohio town. But his death so devastated my grandmother that she had a mental breakdown. She, the most faithful of believers and devoted servants, lost her connection to the God she’d worshiped her whole life. She wept, asking out loud, “Where are you? Why did you leave me?” She lapsed into catatonic depression for a long time.

I was sixteen and I loved her very much. God’s apparent absence during her greatest need made me furious. What good, after all, was God if the minute somebody lost a loved one, he went AWOL? The choices were that God was indifferent to my grandmother’s loss and sorrow, and thus a bad God, or he was aware of her suffering but powerless to help, and thus a weak God. The third choice was that he didn’t exist and never had.

My grandmother’s faith returned when she regained her mental health, but my faith, such as it was, certainly didn’t. I basically ignored God until I started working in the international human rights field in the early 1980s. For the next thirty years, I was nose to nose with the worst things that human beings can do to one another. I worked first as a human rights staffer for Congress and then for Human Rights Watch and finally for Physicians for Human Rights. I loved those organizations and my work, but I got a sickening education in human beings’ insatiable zest for raping, enslaving, torturing, and murdering those weaker than themselves.

It didn’t help matters that many conservative churches in the United States harnessed themselves to a right-wing political agenda that I loathed. Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority was founded in 1979, the year I came to Washington to work for Congress. The politics of abortion, school prayer, creationism, and homosexuality roiled Capitol Hill. For liberals like me, the word Christian came to be synonymous with bigotry, exclusivity, and antiscientific fundamentalism.

But it was the Rwandan genocide of 1994 that cemented my horror of atrocities against the vulnerable and my cynicism about a good God. You remember. The country had just reached a peace agreement between Hutu and minority Tutsi Rwandans when the Rwandan president’s plane was shot out of the sky by political extremists. To divert attention from their attempted putsch, Rwanda’s politicians unleashed the army and the militias on unarmed citizens. They proceeded to terrify ordinary Hutu Rwandans into systematically and thoroughly exterminating almost every Tutsi in the country.

My colleagues at Human Rights Watch tried so hard to make a difference. The organization meticulously monitored and reported the carnage as village after village was engulfed in butchery. We published dozens of editorials in prominent newspapers, lobbied Congress, and met with top officials in the US government and the UN Security Council. We begged for the civilized countries of the world to intervene. It wouldn’t have taken much. A couple thousand well-armed soldiers in armored vehicles moving across a country the size of Maryland would have ended the killing promptly. That’s what we asked for, in hundreds of press releases, interviews, meetings, and letters.

None of our efforts staunched the slaughter, however. UN peacekeeping forces were drawn down to a tiny observer mission that had neither the weapons, the vehicles, nor the mandate to stop the killings. One hundred days later, eight hundred thousand children, women, and men had been butchered. Rwanda was a reeking abattoir and the clearest evidence of human depravity and God’s indifference I’d seen in my lifetime. The genocide, like the Holocaust before it, blew up the way we thought about the world and God’s place in it. For me, it was the ultimate evidence that God was either dead, weak, or couldn’t have cared less. No sovereign, loving God would have watched passively while fathers, mothers, babies, toddlers, and grandparents were dispatched with clubs and machetes.

I was sick with fury. To me, believing in God was not only foolish, but it would have felt like I was breaking faith with all those Rwandan children, women, and men he had abandoned. You can see their skeletons to this day, piled up in the churches where they sought refuge and were subsequently beaten, raped, and slashed as they cowered in the pews.

The genocide was also the lowest point in my career in international human rights. I never imagined I had superpowers, but I did take seriously my specific job, which was to persuade US policymakers to do something—anything—to stop the killings in Rwanda. I believed with every fiber of my being that words would help. I believed that once people in power knew what was happening, they would stop the slaughter. I thought that telling the truth and sounding the alarm would change things. I was at the top of my game as a human rights advocate. But you know what? In terms of effectiveness, I might as well have been a gnat. A fruit fly. A dust mote. I never again felt the same about human rights advocacy.

While I was emotionally disengaging from my work, my heart became deeply entangled elsewhere. At the age of forty it occurred to me that something was badly missing from my husband John’s and my life. I really was that middle-aged woman in the cartoon who screams, “I forgot to have children!” Actually, I had always loved children; I just never wanted any of my own. My own doubts and insecurities, not to mention a bad case of anxiety, had ruled out motherhood for me. About a decade of work with a superb psychologist brought me to a place where I not only knew that John and I would be great parents but we longed to be. We set out to produce a family.

Ah yes, and how un-fun it was. Fertility treatment was expensive, embarrassing, and painful. Fortunately for John and me, it was completely ineffective as well. We changed course, and in November 1995 we adopted four-month-old Grace Bofa from Anhui Province, China. When an orphanage official put her in my arms, my first thought was, You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen, and you definitely have the biggest ears. My second thought was, I do not know what I ever did to deserve this miracle. But I am so very grateful. Whoever you are, thank you for giving us this baby girl.

It wasn’t a prayer exactly, but it was the beginning of a different way of thinking about the world and about God. Whoever created Gracie, saved her life when she was found at one week of age, and brought her to us in the middle of China as a tiny, breathtakingly lovely baby had to be very, very good. I didn’t know whom to thank, but I was overwhelmingly grateful.

Two years later we adopted Josie Bao-Ngan from Vietnam. I couldn’t imagine loving another child as much as I loved Grace, but it turned out I was an idiot. Josie, whom I met at Dulles Airport when she arrived with an adoption agency official, had apparently screamed throughout the entire flight. She was five months old and sick, skinny, and scared. She stared soberly into my face with her enormous black eyes, then clung to me without letting go for the next twenty-four hours, like a baby gibbon. We fell in love on the spot.

My husband and I had the girls baptized Catholic at nearby St. Peter’s Church. Not an obvious choice for me, a leftist, feminist, faux atheist, but John is a cradle Catholic, and he wanted to sign up his daughters. Since I didn’t have any faith of my own, it seemed like the thing to do. I rationalized that when the kids became teenagers and it came time to reject someone, they would pick the pope instead of me. I didn’t realize that the fine print of baptizing children Catholic is that one is expected to raise them Catholic. St. Peter’s lovely old pastor, Michael O’Sullivan, recognizing that fellow Irishman John Fitzpatrick was the Catholic in our household, grabbed him by the scruff of the neck after the baptism and said, “I’d better see you in church.”

And thus we joined and have been going there for the past seventeen years. I made my peace with a church whose positions on certain social issues I despised by cleverly joining the choir. Instead of sitting in the pews, feeling like a stranger in a strange land, I got to be up in the loft with twenty other singers. If the homily got under my liberal skin, I could slip down to the basement and have coffee with the homeless guys until it was time to sing the anthem.

I went to St. Peter’s every Sunday for about nine years before I became a Christian. I experienced many good things there: community, friendship, music, liturgy, beauty. But I did not encounter God. Looking over the balcony rail above the congregation, I would watch a sea of people who were intently listening to some voice I couldn’t hear. If you aren’t a believer, the language of faith is as unintelligible as Serbo-Croatian.

I knew why I was there: because my husband and kids are Catholic and I’m an alto. If I’d bailed, I’d have disappointed our choir director and my buddies in the alto section. But why were all the others there? I was completely bewildered at the sight of my Capitol Hill neighbors who gave up their Sunday mornings to worship a God I didn’t believe in, experiencing something foreign to me. I saw that my beloved choirmates had joy and contentment that I didn’t have, and I couldn’t figure it out. It made me bitter, all those years ago, that God’s presence was so readily available to everybody but me. And sometimes it still does.

But after those nine years of churchgoing atheism, my views about God in the world gradually started to change. Probably the biggest factor was my friendship with Gary Haugen, who visited my office at Human Rights Watch in 1996 to talk about starting up a new human rights group: International Justice Mission. Gary was an earnest Christian, and boy howdy did he look it in his dark suit with his absurd 1950s buzz-cut hair. But for some reason, I liked and trusted him.

The Rwanda genocide was our immediate point of connection. Paradoxically, the same Rwanda genocide that had me cursing an absent God had led Gary Haugen to create IJM. He was a civil rights lawyer with the Justice Department in 1994, and he was loaned to the United Nations just after the killings ended to do the first international investigation of the genocide. It was amid the reeking corpses of Kigali (the Rwandan capital) that Gary, as a believer in a good God, formed the intention to do something to bring protection and justice to the poorest and most vulnerable people in Rwanda.

His vision of a Christian organization that could animate previously silent American churches to speak out against violence was compelling. We didn’t have it in the human rights movement, but it was desperately needed. And I loved his plan to recruit lawyers and investigators to provide services directly to victims of rape, child prostitution, and illegal imprisonment. After talking and writing about human rights violations for two decades, I was entranced by the idea that somebody might actually do something to help even a few victims.

Gary launched IJM from the basement of his little town house in Arlington. He and his hilarious wife, Jan, had four kids under the age of four, and John and our girls and I became friends with their whole family. I watched the organization grow while I worked at another human rights group, and I helped on the fringes when I could.

Gary and I met often. Knowing he was a Christian, I bombarded him with questions about why the God he believed in was so noticeably absent from the lousy world around us. One day we were having coffee at my office and talking, as always, about the Rwanda genocide. As much as I liked Gary, I was incensed that he believed in a God who had allowed it. He thought for a long time and then said, “I don’t know why God allowed the genocide in Rwanda. But I know that death is not all he has in store for all those children who were murdered. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” I didn’t believe it, but it lodged somewhere in the back of my brain, all the same.

Years later I heard Gary preach at a church on Capitol Hill. It was the kind of happy-clappy evangelical church I wouldn’t have been caught dead in a few years before, but IJM friends invited me to hear his sermon. And there, for the first time, I actually got it about the spiritual underpinnings of the little organization that had come to mean
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